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1. Mapping the emerging field of responsible
management: domains, spheres, themes, and
future research
Oliver Laasch, Roy Suddaby, R. Edward Freeman and Dima
Jamali

STAGES OF LABOR OF AN EMERGING FIELD

The profession of business management … assuming grave responsibilities. (Follett, 1927: 87)

Performing responsible management is the alternative to tyranny. (Drucker, 1974: 3)

Business schools … freed their students from any sense of moral responsibility. (Ghoshal, 2005: 76)

Managers must … achieve success with responsibility. (Prahalad, 2010: 36)

Responsible management … I don’t see how you can manage … and ignore the social consequences. 
(Mintzberg, in Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020: 2)

These quotes above do not only illustrate the concern for and emphasis on responsible 
management by some of the most iconic management scholars in modern history (Carroll & 
Laasch, 2020; Laasch & Conaway, 2016), but they also represent the stages of labor of the 
research field of responsible management.

The quotes by Mary Parker Follett (1927) and Peter Drucker (1974) express the prolonged 
early stage of labor by stressing the important role of responsible management in an emerging 
managerial occupation. During the same period, responsible management has also been con-
tested by attempts at de-legitimization on the assumption of managers’ social responsibilities. 
Salient examples are Milton Friedman’s (1970) claim that managers’ only legitimate social 
responsibility is to make profits, and Jensen and Mecklin’s (1976) successful positioning of 
shareholders value as managers’ ultimate legitimate responsibility that supersedes any other 
stakeholder responsibilities.

The active stage of labor is represented by Sumantra Ghoshal’s (2005) quote expressing 
a preoccupation with business schools’ role in ‘producing’ irresponsible managers. With 
the development of the United Nations Principles for Responsible Management Education 
(PRME) initiative with 700 business schools who are PRME members worldwide, an 
academic field was formed around responsible management (Alcaraz & Thiruvattal, 2010; 
Haertle, Parkes, Murray, & Hayes, 2017; PRME, 2007a; Sobczak & Mukhi, 2015). The rapid 
emergence of research related to this field can be expressed in numbers by making reference 
to over a hundred high-quality publications including specialized textbooks,1 a presence in all 

1 See http:// responsiblemanagement .net/ literature -base/  and http:// responsiblemanagement .net/ res 
ponsible -management -literature -list/ .
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major management learning and education journals, six special issues,2 an annual Responsible 
Management Education research conference,3 and multiple responsible management educa-
tion sessions at every Academy of Management’s Annual Meeting. However, the attention 
of this academic field is clearly on education for responsible management, not on responsible 
management itself. Related research is predominantly done through an educational lens, with 
an alarming lack of research interest in understanding the responsible management that is 
the aspired outcome of such responsible management education efforts (Laasch & Gherardi, 
2019; Laasch, Moosmayer, Antonacopoulou, & Schaltegger, 2017). Due to the little attention 
given to understanding, criticizing, and ultimately reinventing management, such responsible 
management education has frequently been criticized to have little impact, or to be insufficient 
(Langmead, Land, & King, 2020; Painter-Morland, 2015; Racz & Parker, 2020), as it only 
‘tinkers’ with, but does not tackle deeply rooted irresponsible aspects of management as usual 
(Mika, Colbourne, & Almeida, 2020; Millar, 2020; Millar & Price, 2018).

C.K. Prahalad’s and Henry Mintzberg’s (2020) quotes speak for the urgent concern for
managerial responsibility as an indispensable aspect of the management process, which char-
acterizes the ‘pushing stage’ of labor. We are close to getting to know the responsible man-
agement field soon to be born. The field is ‘crowning’, beginning to show its form and nature, 
ready to emancipate itself from the mother fields that are giving birth to it. Having focused 
for long on explicit education in the context of the academic organizations that are business 
schools, we still have only taken a first glimpse of what responsible management actually 
looks like ‘in the wild’ of managers’ jobs.

The educational angle is not the only aspect the emerging responsible management research 
field will have to ‘cut the cord’ from. The second mother field is the organization-level study of 
responsibility, for instance, in the form of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Ironically, 
Principle 4 of the UN PRME (2007c) promotes research practice on an organizational level not 
the individual-managerial level, namely to:

[E]ngage in conceptual and empirical research that advances our understanding about the role,
dynamics, and impact of corporations in the creation of sustainable social, environmental and eco-
nomic value.

Although the PRME’s educational practices are centered on individual-level future respon-
sible managers, and responsible management processes, this principle appears to foster 
organization-level research, narrowly focused on corporations. It has only been recently 
argued that responsible management has begun to emerge as a research field that is emancipat-
ing itself from its educational and organization-level roots, to study responsible management 
by its own right (Laasch, 2018c; Laasch et al., 2017).

2 Journal of Business Ethics (2020), International Journal of Management Education (2020, 2017), 
Academy of Management Learning and Education (2015), Journal of Management Development (2015), 
Journal of Management Education (2012).

3 See https:// ju .se/ rmer, https:// www .international -csr .org/ prme -research -conference/ , and http:// 
rmeconference .com/ .
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THE THREE (MIS)USES OF RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Now, just after birth, the young research field of responsible management still suffers from 
three detrimental past uses of the term “responsible management”. These uses are the figura-
tive ‘placenta’ that has nurtured responsible management so far. However, these (mis)uses are 
now hindering the future development of the field like an equally figurative umbilical cord 
which has to be cut. We will now briefly illustrate and problematize the three most salient 
(mis)uses of responsible management.

First, there is the implicit (mis)use of responsible management. An excellent example is 
evidenced in C.K. Prahalad’s (2010) Harvard Business Review paper in which he outlines 
eleven aspects of how to become a responsible manager. However, he never makes explicitly 
clear what he considers a responsible manager, or responsible management. The fuzziness 
resulting from such implicit use was not of major concern for the educational field of responsi-
ble management. The lead author of this chapter remembers well a lively discussion at the UN 
PRME Annual Assembly 2013 in Bled, where the suggestion to work on an agreed definition 
for responsible management was met with strong opposition. The general consensus was that 
a certain fuzziness was a success factor for the inclusivity and rapid growth of the field of 
responsible management education. The weakly defined term ‘responsible management’ has 
served as an educational boundary object (Benn, Edwards, & Angus-Leppan, 2013; Benn & 
Martin, 2010; Star & Griesemer, 1989). It has just enough unique core meaning to add some-
thing new and therefore to be transported into different educational communities. However, 
its peripheral meaning is fuzzy enough for each community to attach their own meaning to 
it, which is crucial for organizing their own unique practices around it. Implicit use of a new 
concept in the early stages of research is common (e.g. Ghaziani & Ventresca, 2005), but the 
resulting lack of construct clarity may severely hinder field development in later stages (Foss 
& Saebi, 2017). Particularly for the more mature stages of research field development, concep-
tual clarity is a crucial concern (Johnson, Rosen, Djurdjevic, & Taing, 2012; Suddaby, 2010).

Second, there is the synonymous (mis)use, where responsible management is understood 
to mean just the same as something else. When mentioning responsible management, for 
instance, in faculty development workshops, the lead author of this chapter regularly hears 
sentences along the lines of “got it, you mean CSR” or “that’s humanistic management, right?” 
Why should we even bother to talk about responsible management, let alone study it, if there’s 
something exactly the same out there already? Similarly, in PRME sharing information on pro-
gress reports,4 under Principle 4 that should be dedicated to responsible management research, 
PRME signatory schools barely ever report on research explicitly centered on responsible 
management. Instead this section features all kinds of related terms, from ‘a’ as in Air Pollution 
(Tsinghua School of Economics and Management, 2019) to ‘z’ like zero waste (Berkeley Haas 
School of Business, 2018). For instance, Copenhagen Business School’s (2019) Responsible 
Management Report features “research related to responsible management” (51) as varied 
as smart buildings, vocational school dropout rates, and sustainable lifestyles. If responsible 
management can mean any of these, does it really mean anything new? In such extreme 
type of synonymous use responsible management becomes a wide umbrella for anything 
vaguely related to ethics, responsibility, and sustainability (ERS), or most recently, to the UN 

4 https:// www .unprme .org/ reporting/ index .php.
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Sustainable Development Goals (Rasche, 2020). The underlying issue under this type of syn-
onymous use is one of blurry, to non-existent, boundaries of the research field of responsible 
management. As exemplified by other recent emerging fields such as social entrepreneurship 
(Abu-Saifan, 2012), or business models research (Spieth, Schneckenberg, & Ricart, 2014), 
research field boundaries are crucial to distinguish responsible management from otherwise 
synonymous fields. Field boundaries allow for ‘in or out’ judgments supporting the develop-
ment of a shared identity. Boundaries also serve to create coherence and relationships between 
research inside the boundaries, and a field discourse where researchers in the field use each 
other’s research as shared reference points and to speak to each other.

Third, there is the subsidiary (mis)use, where responsible management is understood as 
a dependent subfield, for instance, of corporate social responsibility (CSR). An example for 
such use is Archie Carroll’s suggestion that responsible management describes the managerial 
implementation of CSR or that it covers CSR on the employee side (Carroll & Laasch, 2020). 
A relevant anecdote is when an editor of major journal suggested to one of the authors of this 
chapter that responsible management is “just one ‘type’ of responsible research in manage-
ment’” (RRBM, 2017; Tsui, 2016), a subsidiary of that field. Out of the (mis)uses illustrated 
in this chapter, the subsidiary (mis)use is probably the least detrimental to an emerging field. 
A subsidiary field may still add value to the bigger field by its distinct contribution. However, 
responsible management is a field in search of emancipation, being established as a field in 
its own right (Laasch, 2018c; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). The aspiration is to benefit from and 
contribute to other fields like CSR or responsible research in business and management, but 
to be able to nevertheless stand on its own. An insightful related case is, for instance, how 
entrepreneurship emancipated itself from being a subfield to one that stands alone (see Bruyat 
& Julien, 2001).

In this chapter and in the larger volume it is part of, we address the implicit misuse by 
proposing conceptualizations aimed at increased construct clarity. Examples are chapters 
that provide insights into core aspects of the responsible management process, like the role 
of tensions and paradoxes (Van der Byl, Slawinski, & Hahn, 2020), its underlying plural 
logic (Radoynovska, Ocasio, & Laasch, 2020), and the role of collective memory (Mena 
& Rintamäki, 2020). The synonymous misuse is addressed by delineating the responsible 
management field’s boundaries by distinguishing it from responsible management education 
and organizational level conceptualizations like corporate social responsibility or corporate 
sustainability (Laasch, 2018c; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). We do so by building on and further 
contributing to responsible management definitions (Carroll et al., 2020; Laasch & Conaway, 
2015; Nonet, Kassel, & Meijs, 2016). Particularly, in this chapter, we use the conceptual 
imagery of responsible management as extending in widening spheres around the responsible 
manager. Finally, we address the subsidiary misuse, by further outlining the unique phenome-
non of interest and research object of responsible management (Laasch, 2018c); for instance, 
by further qualifying manifestations of the responsible management phenomenon in regional 
and spiritual contexts (e.g. Fu, Qu, Yang, & Jiang, 2020; Mika et al., 2020; Sidani, 2020). Also, 
the three key themes of responsible management research introduced in this chapter further 
specify key areas of interest related to empirical phenomena of responsible management.
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MAPPING THE FIELD

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a solid basis on which the responsible management 
research field can develop. We will map the field of responsible management to foreground its 
distinctive characteristics and to provide an overview of extant research.

In the following sections we will map the field of responsible management research terri-
tory by territory (see Figure 1.1). The first territories belong to the three disciplinary domains 
responsible management research connects to: ethics, responsibility, and sustainability. 
Second, we outline the spheres of responsibility extending around the managerial actor. These 
spheres are job, group, organization, occupation, and planetary society. The third territory 
unfolds between responsible management’s three core themes of research, all of which are 
centered on the research object of managing responsibly. These themes include an interest in 
praxis, practices, and process(es) of managing responsibly; the learning, change, and innova-
tion that is necessary in order to manage responsibly; and alternative management frameworks 
that undergird managing responsibly.

We would like to stress that this initial map of the field is meant to change and be changed as 
the co-construction of the still emerging research field of responsible management takes place. 
The ‘seismic’ activity in this emerging field is likely to regularly reshape this map on the way 
to field maturity. This map, therefore is meant to be a current snapshot, a baseline, and plat-
form on which future versions of the field of responsible management can be co-constructed.
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Domains

When the UN PRME community began to form, it naturally attracted management academics 
from disciplines related to ethical, social, and environmental responsibilities (see Table 1.1). 
As a consequence, first the field of responsible management education, and then the responsible 
management research field were co-constructed as transdisciplines: They strongly draw from 
multiple disciplines, but also go beyond them in forming unique new disciplines (Beckmann & 
Schaltegger, 2020; Laasch, Schaltegger, Antonacopoulou, & Moosmayer, 2020; Schaltegger, 
Beckmann, & Hansen, 2013). The transdiscipline of responsible management education most 
strongly drew from the disciplines of ethics, responsibility, and sustainability (ERS) (Forray 
& Leigh, 2012; Rasche & Gilbert, 2015). As a consequence, the commonly used definition of 
responsible management serves as an umbrella for managerial practices that integrate aspects 
from the disciplinary domains of ethics, responsibility, and sustainability (Laasch & Conaway, 
2015), plus varieties of cognate and related disciplines that are not labeled as ERS, but that 
have relevant elements for the study of responsible management such as humanistic manage-
ment or critical management studies.5 Accordingly, we use the abbreviation ERS+ to describe 
the disciplinary domains that responsible management draws from.

In managerial practice, ERS+ often relates to specialized job profiles like that of the envi-
ronmental manager or sustainability managers for the (environmental) sustainability discipline 
(e.g. Carollo & Guerci, 2017; Friedman, 1992; Visser & Crane, 2010); the corporate respon-
sibility managers for (social) responsibility (e.g. Chaudhri, 2016; Molteni & Pedrini, 2009); 
as well as ethics and compliance managers for business ethics (e.g. Adobor, 2006; Hoffman, 
Neill, & Stovall, 2008). Responsible management, however, is firmly rooted in the PRME’s 
ethos aimed at helping also all “normal managers” (Laasch, 2018c: 8), “mainstream manag-
ers” (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 36), and “all employees of a company” (Verkerk, Leede, & 
Nijhof, 2001: 354) to manage ethically, responsibly, and sustainably (Beckmann, Schaltegger, 
& Landrum, 2020; Constantinescu & Kaptein, 2020).

The ethics, responsibility, and sustainability disciplines, although centered on similar 
phenomena and overlapping in contents, have developed from distinct perspectives, and are 
constructed around distinct cores. We will now briefly outline these domains to establish 
a basic shared understanding that the transdiscipline of responsible management can build on.

Ethics
As outlined by Crane and Matten (2007: 5) the business ethics domain is concerned with 
the “study of business situations, activities and decisions where issues of right and wrong 
are addressed.” The ethics domain’s first sub-domain is normative ethics. It applies moral 
philosophy to understand what is right or wrong in a given scenario. In practice, normative 
ethical theories are often visible in simple statements, such as ‘I am just doing my job and 
fulfilling my duty’ (deontological ethics); ‘I behave according to our values’ (virtue ethics and 
the ‘good life’); ‘I am doing the best for everyone’ (utilitarian greatest happiness principle) 

5 The logical-semantic issue, namely that the term responsibility describes both the higher-level 
‘responsible’ management and one of its sub-domains, that of responsibility, is duly noted. While 
fixing this flaw would be desirable, we, for now, accept that it has become common use, due to forces 
involved in the historic construction of the field of responsible management described in this chapter’s 
introduction.



Table 1.1 Disciplinary domains of ethics, responsibility, sustainability (ERS)

Ethics Responsibility Sustainability

Theoretical roots Moral philosophy; behavioral 
psychology

Management and business 
theory

Environmental sciences, 
life-sciences

Primary dimension Moral Social Environmental
Focal context Individual Organizational Glocal
Core concepts/unit of 
analysis

Right or wrong decisions and 
behaviors

Stakeholder relationships Social, environmental, economic 
value; intergenerational equity

Normativity Do the right thing! Harmonize stakeholder 
value!

Balance, sustain and restore ‘the 
values’!

Business frameworks Business ethics; ethical business Corporate (social) 
responsibility; corporate 
citizenship; business 
philanthropy; social 
enterprise

Sustainable business; corporate 
sustainability

Core management 
instruments

Ethics management tools: e.g. 
codes of ethics, audits, trainings, 
whistleblowing hotlines

Stakeholder assessment and 
engagement

Life-cycle management; 
footprinting

Management objects Ethical decision and behavior Stakeholder relationship Triple bottom line
Aspired output Maximum (morally) good decisions 

and behaviors
Stakeholder value 
harmonization

Optimum social, environmental, 
economic value

Typical subjects/issues Ethical issues: e.g. corruption, 
discrimination, human rights

Stakeholder issues: e.g. 
employee, community; 
society

Sustainability issues: e.g. poverty, 
education, climate change
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(Bleisch & Huppenbauer, 2011). The second sub-domain of descriptive and behavioral ethics 
is concerned with why people take right or wrong decisions (Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 
2006; Werhane, 1994). The third sub-domain is ethics management which aims to influence 
ethical decisions and actions (Kaptein, 1998; Treviño & Nelson, 2017). All three domains 
of business ethics are centered on the ethical decision making process and resulting actions. 
Issues addressed typically involve notions of potential misbehaviors, such as corruption, dis-
crimination, or unfair competition. In business practice, also notions of right and wrong that 
are not considered ethical issues, such as legal compliance, are addressed. Managerial tools 
are, for instance, codes of ethics and whistleblowing hotlines (Crane & Matten, 2007). Both 
ethics management and ethical management are of great interest in the responsible manage-
ment context (Constantinescu & Kaptein, 2020).

Responsibility
As outlined by Carroll (1991), responsibility in the management context refers to the various 
responsibilities to stakeholders. The terms used to describe the assumption of companies’ 
stakeholder responsibilities are manifold and refer to, among others, corporate citizenship, 
corporate social responsibility, and corporate social performance (Waddock, 2004). Also 
the topics of corporate philanthropy and social enterprise closely relate to the stakeholder 
concept and to the social dimension of business. A review of definitions found that the topics 
most commonly used to define corporate social responsibility are stakeholders and society 
(Dahlsrud, 2008). Freeman (1981: 25) made the stakeholder concept popular by employing 
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the definition of stakeholders as the “groups and individuals that can affect, or are affected, by 
the achievement of organizational purpose.” Since then the stakeholder concept has developed 
into descriptive, instrumental and normative applications (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Issues 
addressed in a responsibility context are either broadly related to society and community the 
company is operating in, such as education or unemployment, or have a direct relationship to 
company stakeholders, as in the case of employee labor conditions or customer satisfaction. 
Management tools related to business responsibility are, for instance, stakeholder assessment 
and management. Notions of micro-CSR (e.g. Gond, El Akremi, Swaen, & Babu, 2017; 
Willness, Jones, Strah, & Rupp, 2020), responsible leadership (e.g. Marques & Gomes, 2020; 
Miska & Mendenhal, 2018), have recently translated the organization-level discussion of 
responsibility back to the individual level.

Sustainability
The roots of the sustainability domain lie in the topic of sustainable development (Lele, 
1991), a development that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987: 24). A central concept 
of sustainability thinking is intergenerational equity, referring to the need to sustain or 
restore social, environmental, and economic equity so that it is available for future gen-
erations’ needs (Padilla, 2002; Pearce, 1988). Value thinking in sustainability is typically 
conceptualized as the three types of social, environmental, and economic capital (Barbier, 
1987), and as the management applications of triple bottom line (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; 
Elkington, 1998). Issues addressed in a managerial sustainability context typically connect 
to global+local (glocal) environmental, social, and economic challenges. Issues often relate 
to subjects where a manager aims at protecting value or resources, or actively addresses an 
issue related to sustainable development, for instance, as recently ‘catalogued’ through the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (Rasche, 2020), or the planetary boundaries 
(Whiteman, Walker, & Perego, 2013). Sustainability management tools often relate to the 
field of corporate sustainability, which has developed from the environmental management 
context (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2005; Schaltegger, Burritt, & Petersen, 2003). Examples like 
life-cycle management, footprinting, and eco-efficiency, are centered on the assessment and 
management of environmental, social and economic impact, capital or equity. A main concern 
of sustainability in the responsible management context is to make sustainability a core subject 
not only of specialized sustainability managers, but of ‘mainstream’ managers of all kinds 
(Beckmann et al., 2020).

Spheres
Responsible management has a strong individual-level emphasis (Laasch, 2018c), which 
originally emerged from responsible management education’s focus on (future) managers’ 
responsible management learning. It has also been discussed as responsible management 
related phenomena occurring in widening spheres that extend around the responsible manager. 
Such extending spheres of managerial influence (Laasch & Conaway, 2015) resemble similar 
multi-level perspectives on ERS+ (e.g. Aguilera, Rupp, Williams, & Ganapathi, 2007; Geels, 
2011; Hwang & Colyvas, 2019; Starik & Rands, 1995; Voegtlin, Patzer, & Scherer, 2012). By 
documenting levels of discussions observed in responsible management research, we map five 
spheres extending around the responsible manager at the center: job, group, organizational, 
occupational, and planetary society.
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Responsible management research is not only interested in responsible management 
phenomena playing out inside each sphere, but also in the dynamics between spheres. While 
being centered on the responsible manager and activities of managing responsibly, the study 
of responsible management is of a multi-level nature, as are empirical phenomena related 
to responsible management. For instance, the responsible management practice of Detlef 
Lohmann, owner-manager of the German Allsafe has emerged from a personal aspiration 
influenced by his family and religious values, but also from his experience working as 
a manager in automobile companies, and his critical views of the managerial occupation 
(Boons, Laasch, & Dierksmeier, 2018; Laasch, Dierksmeier, Livne-Tarandach, Pirson, Fu, 
& Qu, 2019b). The innovative responsible management practices he created through his 
company were further translated into transformative practices enacted by other companies, 
this way ‘responsibilizing’ the business community (Laasch, Boons, & Dierksmeier, 2019a). 
Lohmann’s example spans all spheres of responsible management.

The Manager at the Center

The research field of responsible management is centered on the (ir)responsible manager 
(Prahalad, 2010) and on (ir)responsible management carried out by her (Mintzberg, 1973, 
1994): managing (ir)responsibly. This includes questions of managerial agency and their 
morally reflexive practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013) that undergirds responsible manage-
rial behavior (Schneider, Zollo, & Manocha, 2010). However, it also goes a layer deeper, 
questioning how ontological aspects of human nature may further or hinder responsible man-
agement (Ogunyemi, 2012; Pirson, 2020a, 2020b). This focus has manifested in a variety of 
conceptualizations, including the idea of managers as the responsible motor of an organization 
(Drucker, 1954); managers’ role as responsible leaders (Gond, Igalens, Swaen, & El Akremi, 
2011; Maak & Pless, 2006); or institutional entrepreneurs for ERS+ (Bhatt, Qureshi, & Riaz, 
2017). It also relates to managers’ pursuit of personal aspirations and life-goals, possibly 
including that of a responsible managerial career (Tams, 2020).

The focus on the manager also lends itself to psychological lenses such as positive organi-
zational behavior (Luthans, 2002; Morgeson, Aguinis, Waldman, & Siegel, 2013), responsible 
leader behavior (Stahl & De Luque, 2014; Waldman & Siegel, 2008), behavioral management 
ethics (Treviño et al., 2006), individual managerial competences (Laasch & Moosmayer, 
2015; Osagie, Wesselink, Blok, Lans, & Mulder, 2016), and micro-CSR (Glavas, 2016; Gond 
et al., 2017). Responsible management recognizes managers’ crucial role in implementing 
organizational responsibility (Carroll & Laasch, 2020) and the insights that can be reaped for 
it from managerial micro-foundations of responsibility (Willness et al., 2020). However, very 
differently from these conceptual lenses, responsible management pursues an intrinsic interest 
in the manager and her responsibilities as a person and individual (Carroll et al., 2020), as 
opposed to being just one of many (f)actors that can explain organizational-level responsibility 
(e.g. Gond et al., 2017; Maak, Pless, & Voegtlin, 2015).

Job sphere
The job or role sphere of responsible management immediately surrounds the manager and 
her efforts of managing responsibly. Managers’ conceived job frame interacts with personal 
characteristics, experiences, and aspirations (Mintzberg, 1994); certain types of responsibil-
ity prescribed by the job role a manager assumes (Painter-Morland, 2011); and hierarchical 
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considerations coming with distinct types of responsibility associated with hierarchical job 
classifications like top-, middle-, and front-line managers (Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Verkerk 
et al., 2001). ERS+ may enter a particular manager’s job frame in distinct forms; as specialized 
responsible management jobs, or, responsible management integrated into ‘mainstream’ jobs 
(Beckmann et al., 2020; Laasch & Conaway, 2015, 2016; Tams, 2020). The first form leads 
to specialized responsible management job frames, where the object of the manager’s role is 
explicitly related to ERS+. Such sustainability, responsibility and ethics managers’ job frames 
makes managing ERS+ the main job. Examples are the roles of community relations manag-
ers, ethics officers, or environment health and safety managers. In the second type of respon-
sible management job frame, where ERS+ becomes integrated into a ‘normal’ mainstream 
job, the main object of managerial efforts is ‘normal’ mainstream business. For instance, an 
alcoholic beverages company’s marketing manager might be in charge of a social marketing 
campaign to promote responsible drinking, as part of managing the company’s portfolio of 
commercial marketing campaigns. Another example is that any manager might behave more 
or less responsibly towards the people managed, for instance, by considering a sound work–
life balance.

This focus on the job sphere creates a close connection to discussions of working life 
(Ennals, 2014; Orlikowski, 2009; Shove, Trentmann, & Wilk, 2009) and the workplace 
(Hauser, 2020; Sekerka, Bagozzi, & Charnigo, 2009; Verkerk et al., 2001). Research in 
this sphere often draws from organizational subjects related to responsibility in manager–
subordinate interactions such as abusive supervision (Tepper, 2000, 2007). It may focus on 
how job-related factors like monetary incentivization, job monitoring, or productivity relate to 
responsible management (Hilliard, 2013). Such research also includes the interaction between 
workers and their jobs, for instance, when making jobs more responsible through job crafting 
(Berg, Dutton, & Wrzesniewski, 2013; Bizzi, 2020), or in the form of a succession of roles that 
forms a responsible management career (Tams, 2020; Tams & Marshall, 2011).

Group sphere
Responsible management often is enacted and studied in relational group settings. A first 
research stream is concerned with groups in the literal sense: Groups can take many different 
forms, such as work teams (Verkerk et al., 2001), organizational departments (Chapple, 
Molthan-Hill, Welton, & Hewitt, 2020), communities of practices or of shared interests (Benn 
et al., 2013; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). They including transient groups like project groups 
(Lavine & Roussin, 2012; Markowitz, Cobb, & Hedley, 2012), or spontaneously assembling 
informal groups centered on particular ERS+ concerns (Mintzberg, 2019; Mintzberg & 
Laasch, 2020). Verkerk et al. (2001: 355) discuss the dynamics between groups members’ 
autonomy to “organize their own workplace” and the need for managers to “to take the lead.” 
A key aspect of such group responsibility is not only the responsibility in the group, but also 
how (ir)responsibility moves or doesn’t across group boundaries, for instance, in the form of 
boundary practices, boundary objects, or human boundary spanners (Benn et al., 2013; Benn 
& Martin, 2010; Chapple et al., 2020; Fougère, Solitander, & Maheshwari, 2020).

A second stream of research is less concerned with groups in the literal sense, but rather 
with relational conceptualizations of collective responsible agency. This stream is centered on 
processes of responsibility co-construction and responsible agency as a multiplicity of inter-
related actors. This perspective lends itself to sociological lenses, and group psychology. For 
instance, Freeman suggests that it is the very stakeholder network that managers are enmeshed 
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in that co-constitutes managerial responsibility (Freeman & Laasch, 2020). Similarly, respon-
sible leadership approaches imply that ‘subordinates’, the stakeholder led, enact responsi-
bility together with the leader(s) of the stakeholder network (Maak & Pless, 2006). Also, 
the managerial tool of total responsibility management (Waddock & Bodwell, 2002, 2017) 
assumes a collective perspective by idealizing a ‘total’ “essential responsibility of everyone 
involved in … all company practices” (Waddock & Bodwell, 2004: 30). Finally, posthuman, 
socio-material perspectives on responsible management go one step further by including both 
human–nonhuman actors that form networks enacting responsibility (Laasch, 2018a; Laasch, 
Moosmayer, & Arp, 2018; Painter-Morland, 2011; Price, Gherardi, & Manidis, 2020; Verkerk 
et al., 2001).

Organizational sphere
Managers’ responsible management activities are both affected by and affect the organizations 
they are members of (Carroll & Laasch, 2020; Laasch et al., 2017; Verkerk et al., 2001). On 
the one hand, managers are understood to be key actors in generating organizational change 
for ERS+ (Aguilera et al., 2007; Benn, Dunphy, & Griffiths, 2003; Hesselbarth & Schaltegger, 
2014). Organizations, on the other hand, are also the main site of managerial socialization, 
including values like responsibility (Schein, 1988). Such socialization could, depending on 
the organizational characteristics, either foster managerial responsibility or irresponsibility. 
Accordingly, transitions towards individual and organizational responsibility frequently go 
hand in hand (Ernst, 2015). Related dynamics are, for instance, personal responsibility trans-
formations of key leaders who in turn transform their organization (Hemingway & Starkey, 
2018), or the entanglement of personal responsible management competences and organiza-
tional responsibility capabilities (Dzhengiz & Niesten, 2020).

Accordingly, distinct organizational characteristics and how they interact with personal 
managerial characteristics set the stage for the individual and collective enactment of ERS+ 
(Hilliard, 2013; Randles & Laasch, 2016). Organizational-managerial (ir)responsibility is 
mediated through, for instance, organizational culture (Bertels, Papania, & Papania, 2010; 
Kok, de Bakker, & Groenewegen, 2017); dominant institutional logics in the organization, 
legitimizing responsible or irresponsible behaviors (Gao & Bansal, 2013; Laasch, 2018b; 
Radoynovska et al., 2020); or through an organization’s dominant management models, 
for instance, of the prosocial type (Birkinshaw, Foss, & Lindenberg, 2014; Birkinshaw & 
Goddard, 2009). Responsible management enactment is also influenced by differing organi-
zational characteristics across sectors, or of hybrid organizations between sectors (Mintzberg 
& Laasch, 2020), for instance, responsible management in social enterprises combining char-
acteristics of public and private sector (Laasch, 2018b; Pache & Santos, 2013; Ridley-Duff, 
Bull, & Laasch, 2015). Another influence is the degree of maturity a particular organization 
has achieved in implementing ERS+ (Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010; Zadeck, 2004), or the stig-
matizing effect of organizations known for unethical, irresponsible, or unsustainable behavior 
(Grougioua, Dedoulisb, & Leventisc, 2016).

Occupational sphere
Managers’ relationship to managerial occupations like the ones of marketers, controllers, or 
strategists is an important aspect of managerial practice. The occupational sphere provided 
strongly relates to managerial identity (Baranova, 2017; Casey, 2008; Hodgson & Paton, 
2016), competence development (Ellström, 1997; Schwammle, 1996; Shaw & Polatajko, 
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2002), and socialization (Antonacopoulou & Pesqueux, 2010; Cruess, Cruess, Boudreau, 
Snell, & Steinert, 2015; Merdinger, 1982; Schein, 1988), that goes beyond the organization 
of which a manager is a member. Responsible management issues and practices often are 
endemic to distinct managerial occupations managers are part of (Laasch, 2021; Ogunyemi, 
2016; Weybrecht, 2010). Marketers are unlikely to be familiar with practices of environmental 
accounting and accountants are unlikely to engage in practices of social marketing. A variety 
of publications have addressed the specifics of responsible management in particular mana-
gerial occupations, for instance, that of accountants and controllers (Ette, 2014), or of people 
managers (Hilliard, 2013).

The occupational sphere also features the discussion of the elevation of the status of the 
managerial occupation to that of a profession, similar to those of lawyers, doctors, and jour-
nalists (Blond, Antonacopoulou, & Pabst, 2015; Donham, 1962; Donham, 1927a; Khurana, 
2010; Trank & Rynes, 2003). Establishing management as a responsible occupation or 
profession may influence both managers’ organizations and the fields these organizations are 
part of, as well as serve as societal-level legitimization for ERS+ (Gendron, Suddaby, & Lam, 
2006; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Muzio, Brock, & Suddaby, 2013). Professions 
not only adhere to and reinforce responsible behavior standards for their members, such as 
doctors’ hypocritical oath (Blok, 2013; De Bruin, 2016; Khurana & Nohria, 2008), but also 
provide a focus on an occupation’s positive role in society (Donham, 1962). Just as doctors 
fulfill the role of improving health and journalists of ensuring access to impartial information, 
if reaching professional status, members of an aspirational managerial profession may be 
understood to ensure the responsible provision of the goods and services needed (Donham, 
1927a, 1927b; Follett, 1927). The formation of responsible management competences are 
a crucial step toward such a management profession (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2016).

Planetary society sphere
The widest sphere explores responsible managers’ connection to society and the planet 
(Waddock, 2020). In a negative framing, managers and their (mis)behavior may result in con-
siderable negative impacts on society (Ghoshal, 2005). An example is the role of managers in 
the financial industry leading to the global economic and social crisis in 2008, and long after 
(Berndt, Hollifield, & Sandas, 2010). Through the vehicle of their organizations, managers 
are in a uniquely powerful position to affect society. We have framed this role positively as 
the central role of “managers in a broad systemic shift toward sustainability, responsibility, 
and ethics … progress towards a better global society” (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 35). There 
are many examples of the positive contribution of managers to societal cares and concerns. 
For instance, environment, health and safety managers dedicate their efforts to social and 
environmental value creation and preservation. Exceptional top managers like Unilever’s CEO 
Paul Polman may transform their companies to directly contribute to societal concerns, such 
as women’s empowerment or healthy nutrition (Sunlight, 2014; Unilever, 2018). Similarly, 
responsible management innovators positively impact society by creating novel managerial 
structures (Birkinshaw, Hamel, & Mol, 2008; Hamel, 2006; Seelos & Mair, 2020), or busi-
ness models (Kennedy & Bocken, 2020) that address societal concerns. Prominent examples 
include Muhammad Yunus’ invention of microfinance as a financial management framework 
tackling poverty (Bateman, 2014; Yunus, 1999), or TOMS shoes founder Blake Mycoskie’s 
invention of the one-for-one business model where every product bought is linked to the 
provision of a second product for a person in need (Heller, 2013). Such management innova-
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tions being imitated, reproduced, and adapted through social franchising multiply the societal 
impact of these managers’ social innovations across organizations and society (Tracey & 
Jarvis, 2007; Yunus, Moingeon, & Lehmann-Ortega, 2010). Additionally, managerial respon-
sibility has been framed as a social movement with the potential for societal transformation 
(Arjaliès, 2010; Cochran, 2007; Haertle et al., 2017; Sahlin-Andersson, 2006).

While managers’ responsible management efforts may impact society, vice versa, society 
also influences responsible management. Societal-level collective attitudes may favor or 
thwart responsible management efforts, through distinct levels of openness, awareness 
and responsiveness to ERS+ issues (Laasch & Conaway, 2016; Wickert & Bakker, 2018). 
Distinct degrees of societal stakeholders’ demands for responsible management practices 
and legal frameworks are crucial environmental factors influencing (ir)responsible man-
agement (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Also the planet’s ecosystems, and nature serve as the 
ultimate boundaries ideally orienting responsible management in the environmental dimension 
(Whiteman et al., 2013). Equally, the natural environment may serve as inspiration for the very 
solutions required to stay within these boundaries (Mead, 2018; Mead & Landrum, 2020). This 
planetary society sphere of responsible management creates a close connection to discussions 
of the role of management in the fields of business and society (Carroll & Laasch, 2020; 
Schwartz & Carroll, 2008), and, organizations and environment (Bansal & Gao, 2006; Starik 
& Marcus, 2000).

Themes

At the center of themes studied in responsible management is the activity of ‘managing 
responsibly’. The three related research themes introduced are the unique praxis, practices, and 
process(es) of managing responsibly; learning, change, and innovation that comes with man-
aging responsibly; and alternative management frameworks that managing responsibly draws 
from. Although covering a large share of the extant responsible management research, these 
three themes are not exhaustive. Also, each of them may span multiple spheres. For instance, 
the research stream of responsible management learning (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019; Laasch et 
al., 2017) may be centered on phenomena of individual or group learning, in an organizational 
or occupational context, and may impact the planetary society.

Praxis, Practices, Process(es)

Originally, responsible management research was driven by the need to understand managing 
responsibly as a “praxis … actual activity, what people do” (Whittington, 2006: 619). The 
goal was and still is more than ever to help (future) managers to learn to manage responsibly 
(Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). This implies using research as a vehicle to “interact with man-
agers of business corporations to extend our knowledge of their challenges in meeting social 
and environmental responsibilities” (PRME, 2007c). This focus on the managerial praxis of 
managing responsibly, in everyday sayings and doings (Price et al., 2020), and, responsible 
management as a praxis of managerial working life (Ennals, 2014), implies that responsible 
management research can be inspired by seminal studies of actual managerial praxis (Kotter, 
1999; Luthans, Rosenkrantz, & Hennessey, 1985; Mintzberg, 1973). Such research is often 
based on methods that bring the researcher closer to managers such as diary studies, (auto)
ethnographies, interviews, workplace observations, and action research. It is important to 
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realize that the praxis of responsible management is not just the ‘trivial’ enactment and 
reproduction of management. Changes in managerial praxis can create, change, or maintain 
taken-for-granted, institutionalized practices of managing responsibly or irresponsibly (Burns 
& Scapens, 2000; McCarthy & Mena, 2020; Seo & Creed, 2002).

A social practices lens on responsible management studies the dynamics of the practices of 
managing responsibly (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). Managerial practices and management as 
a practice (Drucker, 1974; Drucker, 1954; Mintzberg, 2004) are taken-for-granted and there-
fore comparatively stable and consistently enacted ways of managing (Schatzki, 1996, 2002). 
Such practices are socially legitimized typical ways of managing shared across management 
practitioners and their organizations (Reckwitz, 2002; Whittington, 2006, 2007). Responsible 
management research, for instance, studies crucial individual practices like whistleblowing 
(Carollo, Pulcher, & Guerci, 2020), social issues’ selling (Wickert & Bakker, 2018), or 
morally reflexive practices (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013). It also studies how such individual 
responsible management practices are enmeshed in entangled textures or bundles of responsi-
ble management practices (Laasch et al., 2019b; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). Central subjects 
and objects of such studies are responsible managers practitioners, distinct communities of 
practice, their underlying logics, and the socio-material aspects of such practices including, for 
instance, management tools, materials, and sites of practice (Benn et al., 2013; Benn & Martin, 
2010; Friedland, 2018; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012).

Responsible management research also studies unique characteristics and patterns of the 
responsible management process. For instance, the uniquely complex plural logic of respon-
sible management (Radoynovska et al., 2020) makes tensions and paradoxes a core aspect 
of the responsible management process (Van der Byl et al., 2020). Managing and harnessing 
such tensions becomes a continuous motor of responsible management activity and managerial 
change towards responsibility (Battilana, Sengul, Pache, & Model, 2015; Seo & Creed, 2002; 
Verbos & Humphries, 2015). It implies, for instance, that the responsible management process 
involves a continuous dealing with tensions, either by harmonizing them. For instance, by 
managing to create a business case for responsible management, or by managing the paradoxes 
emerging from unresolved tensions (Carroll & Laasch, 2020; Hahn, Preuss, Pinkse, & Figge, 
2014). Another unique aspect of the responsible management process is the role of time. On 
the one hand, situational approaches to responsible management emphasize responsible man-
agement focused on and clearly bounded by a particular time frame (Carroll et al., 2020). The 
central role of time in the sustainability domain, however, suggests responsible management 
has to simultaneously consider all three, past, present, and future (Laasch & Conaway, 2016; 
Mena & Rintamäki, 2020; Stutz & Schrempf-Stirling, 2020): ‘It’s all about time’ (Bansal & 
DesJardine, 2014). So far we have discussed aspects of the responsible management process. 
However, emerging from the aspiration to achieve “full integration of responsibility into the 
range of processes across an organization” (Waddock & Bodwell, 2004: 32), responsible 
management research also has an interest in the study of (ir)responsible processes across 
managerial occupations (Capelle-Blancard & Monjon, 2014; Long, Iñigo, & Blok, 2020; 
Maignan, Hillebrand, & McAlister, 2002) as well as the related routines (Feldman, 2000; 
Lindh, Kihlgren, & Perseius, 2013).
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Learning, Change, Innovation

From its field of origin, namely responsible management learning and education, responsible 
management has inherited a strong emphasis on the overlapping and interrelated subjects of 
managerial learning, change, and innovation (Laasch et al., 2017). Not only are the UN PRME 
centered on educating future managers to be responsible, but also Principle 1 implies a change 
imperative, “to work for an inclusive and sustainable global economy” (PRME, 2007b), and 
to contribute to the creation of a sustainable world through management (Dyllick, 2015). 
Accordingly, responsible management has a transformative impact agenda (Araç & Madran, 
2014; Gentile, 2017) aimed at furthering varieties of ERS+ issues, cares, and concerns. 
Examples range from climate change (Chapple et al., 2020), to poverty (Rosenbloom, Gudić, 
Parkes, & Kronbach, 2017), to anticorruption (Hauser, 2020), and most recently the entirety 
of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (Parkes, Buono, & Howaidy, 2017; Rasche, 2020). 
Accordingly, responsible management research naturally lends itself to research methods and 
methodologies aimed at learning, change, and innovation, such as a pragmatist research phi-
losophy (Carroll et al., 2020; Dmitrieva, Freeman, & Dmytriyev, 2020; Nahser & Ruhe, 2001), 
performative critical management studies (Langmead & King, 2020; Racz & Parker, 2020), 
action research (Langmead & King, 2020), and appreciative inquiry (Beveridge, Godwin, & 
Pavez, 2020).

First, responsible management learning as Laasch and Gherardi (2019: 13) define it as “the 
implicit and explicit (un)learning of and about (ir)responsible practices, a form of reciprocal 
learning between managerial and academic practitioners, taking place in both managerial and 
academic fields.” In the context of responsible management, however, responsible manage-
ment (un)learning is centered on responsible managers’ learning in the context of their work-
place and employing organization (Andrianova & Antonacopoulou, 2020; Padan & Nguyen, 
2020). The aspiration is for managers to develop professional competences for managing 
responsibly (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015; Wesselink & Osagie, 2020), such as developing 
moral competence (Sekerka, 2020) and ethical voice (Tams & Gentile, 2020). The learning 
process may involve continuous reflexivity, questioning their own (ir)responsibility while 
carrying out managerial activities (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Price et al., 2020; Tams, 2020), 
or explicit training and management development initiatives (Chapple et al., 2020; Hauser, 
2020). While responsible management learning is centered on individual responsible manage-
ment learning, it may also manifest in the form of organizational learning for responsibility 
(Cullen, 2020; Solitander, Fougère, Sobczak, & Herlin, 2011). Secondly, responsible man-
agement research studies responsible managers’ change agency for responsibility at multiple 
levels. Change agency may manifest as responsible job crafting (Bizzi, 2020), to be “activists 
in suits” changing organizations, for instance through constitutive communication (Carollo 
& Guerci, 2017: 249; Schoeneborn, Trittin, & Cooren, 2020); ethical (Treviño, Hartman, & 
Brown, 2000) and responsible leadership realizing change at the group level (Adler & Laasch, 
2020; Marques & Gomes, 2020); or ‘responsibility work’, a form of institutional working 
aimed at making responsible management taken for granted at multiple levels, including the 
occupational and societal ones (McCarthy & Mena, 2020).

Third, responsible management research is interested in both innovative management and 
management innovation. Innovative management is management that innovates. As early as 
the 1980s, Peter Drucker had proposed social innovation as the new dimension of manage-
ment, an innovation that is non-technological and benefits society (Drucker, 1984, 1987). The 
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more recent social innovation discussion had positioned social entrepreneurs as the main agent 
of social innovation (Mulgan, 2006; Phills, Deiglmeier, & Miller, 2008; Seelos & Mair, 2020). 
However, it is equally feasible and important in the realm of corporate management (Herrera, 
2015; Kanter, 1998; Mirvis, Herrera, Googins, & Albareda, 2016). This can, for instance, 
involve frameworks of employee-driven innovation (Høyrup, Bonnafous-Boucher, Hasse, 
Møller, & Lotz, 2012) as well as social innovation in the workplace and of the workplace (Pot, 
Dhondt, & Oeij, 2012). Particular emphasis is not only on positive social outcomes of such 
innovations, but also on the responsible management of the process of innovation (Long et 
al., 2020). Responsible management research is interested in innovating management. Peter 
Drucker (1987) had presented management as a social innovation for the good of society in 
itself, similar to other management pioneers like Mary Parker Follett (1927) who emphasized 
the societal role of management. However, it appears management has gone awry and needs 
reinventing in order to fix the varieties of built-in irresponsibilities and to be suitable for 
a world in crisis (Freeman & Laasch, 2020; Hamel, 2008). Responsible management, there-
fore, is interested in ‘responsible’ management innovation (Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Mol & 
Birkinshaw, 2009) – innovations of managerial practices that are aimed at realizing greater 
responsibility or dismantling built-in irresponsibilities. Such responsible management innova-
tion may struggle, being conceived as ‘unrealistic’ or ‘impossible’ (Laasch et al., 2019b) as it 
is not only a “new to the state of art” of management like ‘normal’ management innovations 
(Birkinshaw et al., 2008), but typically questions the legitimacy of the taken-for-granted 
state-of-the-art of management itself, including its underlying paradigm and tenets.

Alternative Management Frameworks

What management frameworks should the activity of managing responsibly be grounded in? 
It has been argued extensively that frameworks closely related to the dominant paradigms of 
neoliberal, capitalist, ‘economistic’, or mechanistic management are fundamentally inade-
quate as a basis for responsible management (Dierksmeier, 2019; Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; 
Moosmayer, Waddock, Wang, Hühn, Dierksmeier, & Gohl, 2018; Painter-Morland, 2015; 
Pirson, Steinvorth, Largacha-Martinez, & Dierksmeier, 2014). Even worse, many of these 
frameworks’ central tenets like shareholder value maximization, the profit paradigm, continu-
ous growth, short-termism, the economic man, consumerism, as well as the instrumentalization 
of people and environment, are the roots of irresponsible management practices. However, 
alternative managerial frameworks have been “subordinated, marginalized, or denied” (Verbos 
& Humphries, 2015: 23). Where practices diverge they are quickly realigned with dominant 
neoclassic management theories (Ghoshal, 2005). Responsible management, however, has 
been found to function as a ‘threshold concept’ that once someone has crossed, opens up an 
alternative managerial world (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013), revolving around alternative, fun-
damentally different management ideas related to ERS+ (Montiel, Gallo, & Antolin-Lopez, 
2020). ‘Subversive’ and ‘heretical’ management ideas like degrowth instead of continuous 
growth, collaboration instead of competition, radical trust instead of management control, or 
open people management instead of strategic human resources management are at the center 
of such alternative frameworks (Laasch, 2021). Responsible management as an emerging and 
emergent new system of management ideas (Mol, Foss, & Birkinshaw, 2017) is built on the 
insight that we have to “reconstruct management’s philosophical foundation … to draw lessons 
from such fields as biology, political science, and theology” (Hamel, 2009: 93).
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The responsible management learning and education community has served as an initial 
omnium-gatherum of ‘odd ball management academics’ who explored alternatives to 
management-as-usual. Related academic communities formed and have become a cauldron 
of alternative management frameworks, an imagery of responsible management (Millar, 
2020).6 The long list of alternative management frameworks, first, includes the ones imme-
diately related to the ERS domains, most prominently ethics management (Constantinescu & 
Kaptein, 2020), CSR management (Wesselink & Osagie, 2020), responsible leadership (Adler 
& Laasch, 2020; Marques & Gomes, 2020), responsible governance (Cockburn, Jahdi, & 
Wilson, 2015; van Tulder & van Mil, 2020), and sustainability management (Beckmann et al., 
2020). There are also varieties of further alternative management frameworks emphasizing the 
‘+’ in ERS+, for instance, humanistic management (Pirson, 2020a), biomimetic management 
(Mead & Landrum, 2020), and management aesthetics (Adler & Laasch, 2020; Strati, 2020), 
all of which provide disruptively different paradigms as orientation for managing responsibly. 
Varieties of native, glocal, and spiritual paradigms fulfill the same function of reorientation 
and providing alternative sources of legitimacy for unusual responsible management practices. 
Prominent examples include responsible management with Chinese characteristics (Fu et al., 
2020); catholic social teachings (Goodpaster, Maines, Naughton, & Shapiro, 2017; Melé, 
2020); Islamic responsible management principles (Sidani, 2020); indigenous communities’ 
perspectives on managing responsibly (Mika et al., 2020; Verbos, Henry, & Peredo, 2017); 
and West-African Igbo and Yoruba principles for the managerial creation of social welfare 
(Ogunyemi & Obiorah, 2020).

Critical management (Racz & Parker, 2020) and alternative organizing (Langmead et al., 
2020; Parker, 2002) remind us to problematize and question not only management’s central 
tenets, but also management as a whole. For instance, the alternative organizing discussion 
suggests that management itself may be inherently irresponsible (Langmead et al., 2020; 
Parker, 2002, 2008). Thinking this idea further leads to the question of whether alternative 
management might be insufficient, and if what the world really needs is an alternative to 
management?

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Our mapping of the emerging research field of responsible management can be condensed in 
the following description:

Researchers in the field of responsible management engage in transdisciplinary research drawing 
from the domains of sustainability, responsibility, ethics, and further cognates (ERS+). The field is 
centered on responsible management phenomena observed in extending spheres around the responsi-
ble manager: Job, group, organization, occupation, and planetary society. Salient themes of research 
are responsible management praxis, practices, process(es); learning, change, innovation; and alterna-
tive management frameworks.

6 While the UN PRME served as a convening organization and initial gathering place, concerns 
about the PRME not going far enough have led to a migration of many more non-mainstream manage-
ment communities to other fora.
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This condensed description and the corresponding map are all but a snapshot of the state of the 
field at this point in time. This map provides a toehold for future research, hopefully seismic 
activity that will reshape the landscape of responsible management. Table 1A.1 in the appen-
dix provides an overview of the chapters in this handbook. We hope it will help researchers 
to read up more on the areas of the responsible management field as they are addressed across 
chapters.

In the following sections we highlight three out of many salient research directions. We 
would like to invite responsible management researchers not only to further develop these 
lines of research, but also to search for other exciting, promising, discovery-laden tracks 
through the still emerging research landscape; to engage in co-constructing the field through 
exploration, by making new paths, and reshaping the landscape.

Mundanely (Ir)Responsible Management

Earlier on, we pointed out that responsible management emphasizes the study of every 
manager and all employees of an organization, not only the ones in exceptional or specialized 
positions like CEOs, social entrepreneurs, or CSR managers (Laasch, 2018c; Verkerk et al., 
2001). Similarly, Verkerk et al. (2001) point out a one-sided attention of ERS+ research to 
the big issues and initiatives. This skewed research attention favors big issues like the Brent 
Spar oil spills, large-scale initiatives like Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan, or anything that 
has caught broad public attention from climate change to the Me Too Movement. Such topics 
are an important and highly visible tip of the responsible management iceberg. However, we 
still know very little about the enormous mundane iceberg of (ir)responsible management 
submerged under the water of our favor for big exciting (ir)responsibilities. We suggest that 
studying ‘the long tail’ of responsible management, this large number of ‘small’, trivial, 
prosaic, essentially mundane (ir)responsible management should become a major area of 
future research. Not only does the sheer magnitude of small (ir)responsibilities at the bottom 
of the responsibility pyramid amount to great importance, but also it is often the mundane 
administrational arrangements that sabotage big responsibility aspirations (Kraatz, Ventresca, 
& Deng, 2010).

Responsible management research with its aspiration to study ‘every manager’s respon-
sibility’ is uniquely positioned to provide important insight into these mundane managerial 
responsibilities. Moreover, it has already begun to study responsibility in day-to-day mundane 
activities (Risi & Wickert, 2019), everyday working life (Ennals, 2014), the everyday doings 
of responsible management (Price et al., 2020). For instance, Verkerk et al. (2001) have 
studied responsibility in the interactions on the shop floor. Such studies are likely to benefit 
from conceptions of responsible management related to continuous moral reflexive practice 
of responsible managers (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013), and their response-ability in all types of 
mundane situations of managerial life (Carroll et al., 2020; Nonet et al., 2016). Future research 
could make the ‘mundane work visible’ (Sergi & Bonneau, 2016) and draw from a related dis-
cussion of the importance of the mundanities of managerial life starting with Selznick’s (1957: 
14) notion of “mundane administrative arrangements,” mundane management innovations that
may facilitate or hinder responsible management (Kraatz et al., 2010). A related research direc-
tion could connect to the role of the masses of mundane artifacts and technologies that afford
(ir)responsibility (Fraser, 2013; Latour, 1992), for instance, the mundane tools through which
management is enacted (Arnaud, Mills, Legrand, & Maton, 2016), or how certain materials
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like a type of paper enables or impedes sustainable practices (Yli-Kauhaluoma, MikaPantzar, 
& Toyoki, 2013). Finally, studying mundanely (ir)responsible management could also scruti-
nize local routines that guide mundanely (ir)responsible managerial acts (Aroles & McLean, 
2016; Feldman, 2000). It could also explore the dynamics between mundane routine responsi-
ble management and the ‘extraordinary’ ERS+ phenomena (Davenport, 2002).

The Normalization of Responsible Management

It is a declared goal of the responsible management community to make responsible man-
agement “the new normal” (Kolb, Fröhlich, & Schmidpeter, 2017). The field’s mission is 
accomplished once we can drop the adjective ‘responsible’ and refer to just management, as 
responsibility would have become a taken-for-granted element of management. In this utopia, 
we would have realized and institutionalized that management in times such as ours cannot 
be anything else but ethical, responsible, and sustainable, an implicit acknowledgement that 
the ‘old’, outdated management (as usual) naturally does not have a legitimate reason for 
existence in these times. Talking about ‘responsible management’ would be a “pleonasm, an 
unnecessary accumulation of words such as ‘black darkness’ or ‘burning fire’” (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2015: 25).

Future research toward a normalization of responsible management as just ‘management’ 
could focus on several pathways toward normalization. Traditionally, the field has centered 
on management education as the pathway toward responsible management normalization, but 
it appears mostly it has, rather than transforming management to be intrinsically responsible, 
bolted on responsibility onto an intrinsically irresponsible set of management theories (Louw, 
2015; Millar, 2020; Painter-Morland, 2015; Verbos & Humphries, 2015), which resembles 
“moving the deck chairs on the Titanic” (Freeman & Laasch, 2020). A first alternative 
pathway might be management professionalization, firmly anchoring a societal purpose 
and responsible conduct in the very heart of management (Donham, 1962; Khurana, 2010; 
Khurana & Nohria, 2008; Laasch & Moosmayer, 2016). A second alternative may be found 
in the study of performativity, centered on how unrealistic theories, just like responsible man-
agement, become real (Gond, Cabantous, Harding, & Learmonth, 2016). Particularly prom-
ising appears the study of performative practices that can make responsible management real 
(Laasch et al., 2019b; Ligonie, 2017), and the lens of critical performativity simultaneously 
criticizing and responsibilizing management (Langmead & King, 2020; Leca, Gond, & Barin 
Cruz, 2014; Spicer, Alvesson, & Kärreman, 2009). A third alternative pathway is the study 
of responsible management institutionalization through lenses of responsible institutional 
agency (Radoynovska et al., 2020), for instance, in the form of institutional work centered on 
responsibilizing management (McCarthy & Mena, 2020). Future research, instead of focusing 
only on one of these pathways, might be well-advised to study the interrelated dynamics and 
patterns of responsible management normalization.

Management Academics’ Performative Agency

Just as responsible management demands reflexive practices from management academics, 
(Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013), being a responsible management academic equally requires 
critical reflexivity questioning our responsibility as management academics: What is our role 
and responsibility in normalizing or, conversely, pre-empting the normalization of responsi-
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ble management? If we want it, or not, consciously or subconsciously, we as academics are 
performative agents enacting a social reality of either responsible or irresponsible manage-
ment (Cabantous & Gond, 2011). We are continuously engaged in institutional work, either 
maintaining taken-for-granted irresponsible management practices, or realizing work to make 
responsible management the new normal (Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 2009; McCarthy & 
Mena, 2020). To what degree are we road-blocks to change, protectors of a type of manage-
ment that is outdated and inopportunely irresponsible, or intellectual shamans, world healers 
(Waddock, 2015) creating a more adequate and timely form, management ‘for the world’ 
(Muff et al., 2013)?

Management academics and our performative agency for making responsible manage-
ment ‘real’ can be studied, for instance, as heterogeneous engineers who construct new 
socio-material realities (Cressman, 2009; Law, 1987) or as academics that engage in ‘ontolog-
ical politics’ as they choose methods that “(help to) make social realities, and social worlds 
… not simply describe the world as it is” (Law & Urry, 2004: 390). Performative research 
practices, on the one hand, may create the aspired reality of responsible management either 
through research outputs, or process. A research output may be performative theories of 
responsible management that have the power to become true as they create the very respon-
sible realities they describe (Callon, 2007; Laasch et al., 2019b). For instance, the theory of 
shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011) has become ‘more true’ over time as managers actively 
sought to create shared value (Ligonie, 2017). Performative effects may also emerge from the 
research process itself. For instance, responsible management action research may foster the 
enactment of responsible management (Langmead & King, 2020), an emancipatory praxis, 
that enables research participants to assume managerial responsibilities (Lather, 1986). Spicer 
et al. (2009) propose a set of methodological tactics to create a performative research process 
that transforms management. Management education, on the other hand, may be performative, 
either through contents or the educational process: a core educational content are management 
theories, which may either sabotage or foster the realization of responsible management 
(Ghoshal, 2005; Moosmayer et al., 2018; Painter-Morland, 2015). For instance, do we teach 
linear or circular supply chain theory? Theories of growth or degrowth? Shareholder or 
stakeholder value-based management? Theories of humans as means (resources) or ends? 
Responsible management as a concept, and concepts related to responsible management have 
been identified as threshold concepts, the internalization of which changes worldviews and 
fosters responsible management enactment (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Montiel et al., 2020). 
Responsible management can also be ‘realized’ through educational processes, for instance 
when management educators attempt to change students’ values (Moosmayer, 2012); through 
pedagogies that foster reflexivity in students on their responsibility (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 
2013); and by critical management education problematizing management’s irresponsibilities 
(Spicer et al., 2009). Performative educational research (Fenwick & Edwards, 2013; Hey, 
2006) has also highlighted the potential of actor-network (Fox, 2002; Laasch et al., 2019b) 
and production pedagogies (Smythe, Toohey, & Dagenais, 2016) to create more responsible 
realities, including responsible practices and artifacts. 
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2. Can management ever be responsible?
Alternative organizing and the three
irresponsibilities of management
Kiri Langmead, Chris Land and Daniel King

INTRODUCTION

To unpack the question of whether management can be responsible, we need first to clarify 
what management is. Within the literature on responsible management education, the primary 
emphasis has been on management as a body of knowledge, or codified set of techniques, often 
taught through business schools, for example through the UN’s Principles of Responsible 
Management Education (PRME) (Louw, 2015). When considering the actual practices of 
managers, the emphasis has been on attempts to professionalize management, for example 
through the work of the Chartered Management Institute in the UK, or Khurana’s (2007) sug-
gestion of a Hippocratic oath for new MBA graduates, functioning like the professional codes 
of medical doctors. Others have focussed attention on the individual, ‘normal mainstream 
manager’, as distinct from codified practices or broader social groupings (Laasch, 2018). 
Parker (2002) distinguished three uses of ‘management’: as a noun, when we refer to ‘the 
management’ as a specific social group; as a verb, when we refer to what managers do; and as 
a codified body of knowledge promulgated in business schools through management educa-
tion. For Parker, however, and more recently Hanlon (2016), the process of managing is more 
than just ‘getting things done’. Management is a particular way of doing organization: one that 
presupposes hierarchical command and control with managers in command, and employees 
following this direction. The function of management is conditioned by the ideas contained 
in the corpus of management knowledge, and by the power relations between managers and 
the managed. As such, the three uses of ‘management’ are intertwined in a concrete social 
history of management so that managing, as an abstract practice, cannot be separated from 
its historical appearance as a discourse and a set of socially located practices. For this reason, 
we follow Parker in preferring the more open term ‘organizing’ when we turn to alternative 
practices of ‘getting things done’ in later sections. For now, however, it is worth considering 
the implications of management as it currently exists, and whether management, as such, can 
ever really be ‘responsible’.

IRRESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

In responsible management education, the primary emphasis has been on management as 
a body of knowledge, or codified set of techniques, taught in business schools. Like Corporate 
Social Responsibility, the promise is that management can become more responsible, deliv-
ering valuable outcomes to a wide range of stakeholders, rather than focusing exclusively on 
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maximizing shareholder value (cf. Banerjee, 2007; Jones & Fleming, 2012). Such a notion has 
been contested from almost its inception, most famously through Milton Friedman’s argument 
that the only responsibility of management is to maximize shareholder value or, in a charity, 
realize the will of the founders. As Friedman (1970: 70) states: ‘in his capacity as a corporate 
executive, the manager is the agent of the individuals who own the corporation or establish the 
eleemosynary institution, and his [sic] primary responsibility is to them’. Whilst not published 
in an academic journal and having been subjected to almost 50 years of critique, this argument 
should not simply be dismissed. It is part of a liberal conception of responsibility based on the 
principle of private property that, as Freidman’s quote highlights, includes the corporate profit 
motive but can also be extended to any legitimate interests of a principal that management 
represent. In this, Friedman is articulating a core tenet of the managerial revolution, in which 
management came to the fore as a representative of property once ownership and control were 
separated.

This liberal conception of property rights goes further, however, to conceptualize the polit-
ical subject in terms of self-ownership (Macpherson, 2011). This framing of political respon-
sibility in terms of self-possession, generates a negative conception of autonomy as freedom 
from external interference, but also creates the possibility for an employment relationship in 
which one sells one’s autonomy. As a possession, self-hood and autonomy are alienable, and 
therefore exchangeable in a labour market. Without this understanding, the contemporary 
employment relationship and the hierarchy of managerial authority would be unimaginable. 
Together, these two aspects create the possibility of management: a mandate that derives from 
the property rights of owners, which the manager represents; and the legitimation of control 
over subordinates through a conception of the self as a possession whose capacities can be 
contracted out for a wage.

We will return to this idea of selling autonomy and contracting out responsibility in the next 
section but first it is worth considering some of the implications of this grounding of manage-
ment on a conception of private property. Very briefly we will suggest that private property 
creates a very limited form of responsibility, as Friedman suggested, because the contractual 
basis of management as an agent of owners (in the case of a capitalist enterprise), founders 
(in the case of a charitable foundation), or the state (in the case of the civil service), positions 
management as representing the strictly delimited interests of an external principal. In turn 
this necessitates the exclusion of other interests and leads management to externalize as far 
as possible any responsibilities that do not directly impact on their codified and contractual 
responsibility to their principal. This drive to reduce the responsibilities of management, and 
thereby the responsibilities of the principal they represent, externalizes costs onto the environ-
ment, the future, employees, and the general intellect, even though it is management that take 
the decisions leading to these costs.

The most obvious example of externalizing responsibility is the environment. Faced with 
the often spatially and temporally distant effects of pollution and carbon emissions, and with 
their own short-term accountability to principals, management inevitably fails to take respon-
sibility for the full costs of its activities. This cannot be remedied by a more expansive notion 
of management unless such is completely divorced from its constitutive role as an agent of 
codified interests and private property. As long as management is acting as an agent of limited 
interests then it will be driven to externalize costs where possible, onto others to whom it has 
no institutionalized responsibilities. This is the first irresponsibility of management, to the 
environment and to the future generations who will inherit it.
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The second irresponsibility of management derives from the liberal idea of self-possession 
as the core of political subjectivity. The concept of self-possession underpins the employment 
contract as it rests on the possibility of selling or renting a body’s physical, affective, and intel-
lectual capacities. Such is only possible if there is a splitting of the self from all that the self 
can do – the capacities contracted to an employer – and a residual, legal conception of the self 
as contractor or owner of these capacities. Whilst, in theory, the legal self maintains autonomy 
over where, when and to whom they contract their capabilities, the practical direction of those 
capabilities is handed over to managerial representatives of the legal employer.1 In contrast, 
the production and reproduction of those capacities is not the responsibility of the employer 
but of the employee and their family carers, most often women (Dalla Costa & James, 1976; 
Fortunati, 1995; Fraser, 2014; Weeks, 2014). This ‘frees’ management from both the respon-
sibility for, and the cost of, reproducing the capacity to labour. Even if wages fall below the 
level necessary for a culturally acceptable level of subsistence, a manager is not responsible 
for addressing this, or any of the consequences associated with it. Indeed, they would be remiss 
in their primary responsibilities to efficiency and cost-control if they paid more than is strictly 
necessary to their employees.

Whilst starvation wages might seem Victorian, they remain the case for many on low-pay, 
even in the most ‘advanced’ economies (Bloodworth, 2018; Ehrenreich, 2001). In the UK 
today, in-work benefit payments function as a form of nationalized subsidy for companies 
paying below-subsistence wages, socializing the real costs of employment. But even for the 
most privileged of workers – degree-educated knowledge workers – the cost of producing 
the intellectual abilities upon which managers depend is made the responsibility of the pro-
spective employee who, in many countries, must pay for this privilege through student debt. 
Management, in short, is not responsible for the very thing that they manage: the capacity 
of their employees to work. The framing of these capabilities as ‘human capital’ extends the 
liberal idea of self-possession to make individuals responsible for becoming employable and 
useful to managers (Fleming, 2017; Cremin, 2010). By making human beings responsible 
for their employability, management avoids paying the full-cost of their employees’ working 
capacities: capacities without which they would have nothing to manage. Instead, responsi-
bility is externalized onto the shoulders of employees, their families, or the State, insofar as it 
continues to function as a social safety-net.

The third, and final, irresponsibility that we will consider here is management’s dependency 
on the general intellect: the combined knowledge and capacities of human-kind; a kind of 
collective intelligence outside the control and ownership of any individual or organization, 
but which remains a condition of possibility for the continued functioning of organizations. 
Without getting bogged down in the various conceptual debates around the idea of the general 
intellect,2 it is easy to see that management cannot be responsible for the reproduction of 
all the conditions of possibility of its own existence. As in our previous example, some of 

1 This alienation of the capacity to work also creates the indeterminacy of labour power that renders 
the employment relationship antagonistic (Braverman, 1974; Thompson, 1989). In securing the capacity 
of an employee to perform work, at the market value of that capacity, the manager still has to convert that 
capacity into productive labour whilst the employee might well have other ideas about what counts as a 
‘a fair days’ work’, or how best to expend their energies.

2 For a discussion of this concept, and contrasting positions in the debate over it, see Pitts (2018), 
Hanlon (2016) and Vercellone (2007).
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the cost of their productive potential is borne by the workers themselves, when they pay for 
their own education. We can extend this to employees working out in the gym or shopping 
for the clothes necessary to perform aesthetic labour in the service sector (Pettinger, 2004). 
However, management needs more than employees. It also requires an extensive infrastructure 
that enables productive activity, for example transport, communication, and legal systems; 
research and development driving scientific discovery and technological innovation; or direct 
governmental subsidies for investment. All of these enable companies to carry out their 
business, but the goal of management is, where possible, to minimize their responsibilities for 
them. This goal is apparent in the avoidance of even minimal compliance with tax liabilities by 
companies that are profiting from a dependence on national infrastructures of the countries in 
which they operate. For knowledge-intensive organizations this is best highlighted by Apple. 
Apple have invested significant resources developing complex tax structures to avoid paying 
corporation tax in the USA (Dicken, 2015) and yet did not develop any of the basic technology 
in their best-selling product: the iPhone. As Mazzucato (2013) painstakingly demonstrates, 
all of the major technological developments that made the iPhone possible were paid for by 
public research funding, channelled by national governments. Managers and companies have 
benefited from this contribution to the general intellect, privatizing its benefits for individual 
profit without any responsibility for reproducing the underlying, collective knowledge that 
was a necessary condition of their success.

In each of these examples it would, of course, be possible to argue that management, and the 
companies whose interests they represent, should take more responsibility. It is our contention, 
however, that such responsibility is both impossible and undesirable. Turning to desirability 
for a moment, let us consider the second irresponsibility: for social reproduction. The whole-
sale privatization of social care, medicine, security and public space are now a standard trope 
of dystopian fiction, perhaps best captured in Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy (2003, 
2009, 2013) or The Heart Goes Last (2015). These fantasies present a privatized management 
having complete control over all of its conditions of possibility, but the result is one of total 
social control and a complete lack of human freedom. Do we really want managerialism to 
control our parenting, education, health-care and to determine what counts as clean air? This 
would replace democracy with technocracy, and human autonomy with total managerial 
control.

These dystopias leave us uneasy because they generate moral dissonance by bringing 
conflicting logics together. The logic of care structuring a family is quite different from 
that governing a business corporation. Whilst managers instrumentally control resources 
(including human capabilities) to pursue specific and delimited objectives, the logic of care 
we expect from government and families is concerned with fundamental, inalienable human 
rights and a respect for the whole person. This is not to say that these logics are completely 
clear cut. There are plenty of abusive families, and in businesses there are diverse logics that 
shape actions (Thornton et al., 2012). The risk with extending management responsibilities 
into all the areas over which its decisions have effects, is that it would extend the specifically 
managerial logic we have been outlining, which emerged in the context of the joint-stock 
corporation, into areas currently governed by a different logic. Indeed, we already see this in 
education, where centuries-old discussions of the purpose of education have been trammelled 
by narrow, managerial objectives of maximizing human capital and employability (Allen, 
2017; Cremin, 2010).
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This argument about a basic logic of management derives from the specific form of the 
limited liability corporation (whose responsibilities are by definition limited by incorporation) 
and the concrete practices and identities of management that have arisen within that context. 
As long as management stands as a representative of external, pre-defined interests it will be 
driven to minimize its responsibilities for the wider conditions of its own existence, or to shape 
them in a way that serves its objectives. Complete responsibility would mean complete control 
and a tyrannical form of big-brother governance. This is because management itself, is pro-
foundly anti-democratic (Hanlon, 2016). As the next section shows, this irresponsibility is not 
just an unfortunate side-effect of management. The simultaneous abrogation and appropriation 
of responsibility is key to management as a concrete social practice.

MANAGEMENT AS DE-RESPONSIBILIZATION

In his ‘secret history of management theory’, Hanlon (2016) takes a Marxist and Foucauldian 
approach to analysing management as a discourse located in a particular political and economic 
formation: the capitalist business organization. The foundations of management developed in 
hierarchical organizations concerned with controlling employees so as to maximize the effi-
cient achievement of externally determined goals. At its core, Hanlon argues, management 
theory is an elitist endeavour, driven by a fundamental mistrust of the masses and democracy, 
and a concerted attack upon the authority of the craft worker. In craft work, authority was 
grounded in technical mastery and expertise: in knowledge. This knowledge was more than 
intellectual capital, however. As they were regulated by the collective body of the guild, craft 
skills were inextricably bound up in a moral economy. A craft worker ‘after years of training 
was entered into a guild as a master with political rights and duties to the community’ (Hanlon, 
2016: 58). Their responsibility was to reproduce a ‘way of thinking about work and life and 
a regime of production’ (Hanlon, 2016: 58). In eroding this collective but autonomous way of 
life, the emergence of industrialization and management was experienced as a dislocation and 
an assault upon a wider moral economy and its traditional value practices both in the work-
place and the wider networks of social and cultural relationships that work was embedded in 
(cf. Robins & Webster, 1999).

Management is not an abstract, generic process of coordinating activities. Its concepts and 
practices developed through the 19th and 20th centuries within the actually existing social rela-
tions of industrial capitalism. Central to this emergence of management, and exemplified by 
F.W. Taylor and Elton Mayo, is a desire to undermine the ‘independence of the craft worker’ 
and replace him3 with the ‘mass worker’ (Hanlon, 2016: 4). This inaugurated an increase in 
personal dependency for workers on both capital and management. In turn, this undermined 
the American ideal of independence that dominated in the nineteenth century and, we would 
argue, the very possibility of workers’ responsibility for their work. The loss of craft skill, 
and the collective authority of guilds, also destroyed the main countervailing authority against 

3 The masculine pronoun is used here because historically the craft guilds were male dominated 
institutions, and this changed little in the transition in the period of the mass-worker, if we understand 
this through the Fordist paradigm, with a breadwinner wage for a predominantly male workforce (cf. 
Cockburn, 1983).
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abstract management because ‘technical skill essentially creates alternative forms of authority 
to management hierarchy’ (Hanlon, 2016: 8).

The use of ‘alternative’ here points to an irony in Hanlon’s reading of management. In 
practice, the resistance of workers and their ‘alternative’ authority is the status quo against 
which the managerial revolution pits itself. This reactive nature of management is central to 
Hanlon’s analysis of management as an attempt to control the creativity of workers as they 
invent new modes of self-organizing, for example the Trades Union in the period of the mass 
industrial worker. In this light, management is a response to, and assault upon, the autonomy 
of the craft-worker and their established authority. Management, as a social group and as 
a body of knowledge, develops principally as a means of removing responsibility and control 
from workers. This process is not ameliorated, but intensified under Mayo’s Human Relations 
school, and later Human Resource Management (HRM). These developments do not redirect 
or humanize management’s basic logic but extend it beyond a concern with behaviour to 
focus on workers’ subjectivity as an object of management control. At its core, then, man-
agement is an attempt to reduce worker autonomy, constraining the ends, if not always the 
means (Friedman, 1977), to which workers can organize, and directing organization towards 
externally imposed goals. This is the case whether the practices of management are orientated 
towards the interests of owners, themselves or, as in the case of State Socialism, the political 
objectives of the party.4 Without autonomy, responsibility is impossible.5 Real responsibility 
entails the power to do otherwise but management appropriates responsibility from workers, 
even as it defers its own responsibility to a set of increasingly institutionalized practices. 
Management itself, therefore, is founded upon reducing the autonomy and responsibility of 
workers. It is a process of de-responsibilization.

This argument goes further than claiming management is irresponsible or, as we argued in 
the last section, that management’s responsibilities are structurally limited. Irresponsibility 
is a passive process, a sloughing off of management’s wider responsibilities for the conse-
quences of its actions. If we limit our critique of contemporary management to its irrespon-
sibilities then it might make sense to argue that management should be more responsible and 
be held accountable for their actions. Following Hanlon, our argument here goes further. We 
are claiming that management actively takes responsibility from others: from the masses, for 
their own political direction; from workers, for their own actions and expertise. Management 
removes responsibility from other subordinates and sequesters it within a hierarchical form 
of command and control. Even if we extend managerial responsibilities then this would also 
extend this underlying drive towards de-responsibilization. Management is fundamentally 
a process of de-responsibilization and, as such, is incompatible with humanistic values of 
democracy and autonomy. This de-responsibilization, like the irresponsibilities reviewed in 
the previous section, results ultimately from the institution of private property so that radical 
economic alternatives are required if management, or better ‘organization’, is to become 
responsible in any meaningful sense. In the rest of this chapter we examine alternatives to 
management: modes of organization that focus on democratic control as a means of achieving 
collective responsibility and autonomy. First we examine democratic control in workers’ 

4 Lenin was, famously, a big fan of F. W. Taylor’s principles of scientific management (Braverman, 
1974).

5 It is for another paper to consider the psychological impacts on workers of management devolving 
responsibility without autonomy, thereby placing employees in a kind of double bind (cf. Bateson, 2000).
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cooperatives before briefly considering commons, and commoning, as alternatives to private 
property. Both are offered up as examples of the wide range of ways of organizing other than 
through management (cf. Parker et al., 2014).

WORKER’S CONTROL AS RE-RESPONSIBILIZATION

This section provides an example of re-responsibilization addressing the issues laid out above: 
the subordination of labour to capital under the instruction of management and the resulting 
delimitation of ‘responsibility’. It does so by using the example of workers’ cooperatives:

[…] trading enterprises, owned and run by the people who work in them, who have an equal say in 
what the business does, and an equitable share in the wealth created from the products and services 
they provide. (Banton et al., 2012: 1)

Cooperatives extend autonomy and responsibility to all employees, who organize their activ-
ities collectively. This goes beyond the kinds of ‘responsible autonomy’ that make workers 
responsible for the means of achieving management’s goals, but without any autonomy to 
determine those goals (Friedman, 1977). In a cooperative, the goals of organizing are collec-
tively determined, as well as the means. To examine this in more detail we draw on data col-
lected by one of the authors6 in two worker cooperatives: Beanies Wholefoods and Regather 
Trading Cooperative.

Beanies is a small, community shop established in 1986 to promote whole, organic and 
locally grown foods. At the time of the study it had seven full-time members, one part-time 
bookkeeper and six to eight part-time staff. The research used participant-observation, includ-
ing part-time work in the shop between 2009 and 2013, and a second period of formalized 
research from November 2014 to October 2015, including volunteering in the shop and 
attending meetings.

Our second case is Regather, set up in 2010 with the mission to:

[…] give people the choice and opportunity to live, work and play co-operatively and create a mutual 
local economy. (Regather, interview March 2016)

Their aim is the creation of meaningful work and the relief of unemployment through events 
organizing, food projects, low carbon economies and social enterprise support. Beyond this, 
members aspired to create a ‘real social hub’ and ‘centre for social action in the area’ (Rachel7). 
During the research, Regather had 15 active members contributing to project delivery and par-
ticipating in decision-making. The research involved active membership of Regather between 
2010 and 2013, followed by a second period of formalized research from 2014 to 2016.

There is a debate over the extent to which cooperatives offer a genuine alternative to 
capitalist management, mostly focussed on self-exploitation and ‘degeneration’ arising from 
external, market pressures facing these enterprises (Marx, 1866, cited in Lebowitz, 2003: 
89; Cornforth, 1995). Our focus on workers’ cooperatives here is not to argue that they are 

6 Kiri Langmead.
7 First names are used to indicate participants in the research.
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a perfectly formed alternative to management, but that they can be understood as pre-figuring 
an alternative form of autonomy and responsibility. Despite being enmeshed with capitalist 
managerialism, cooperatives have the potential to ‘create the new inside of the shell of the old’ 
(Vieta, 2014: 784): a ‘new’ in which workers are ‘co-responsible for the economic realm as 
well as for their own reproduction as human beings’ (Vieta, 2014: 785). This reproduction of 
‘human beings’ is not just the reproduction of labour-power but a radical process of autono-
mization through which workers engage with and move beyond experiences of subordination 
and managerialism (Gibson-Graham, 2006: xxvi; Chatterton & Pickerill, 2010). To illustrate 
this potential, we now turn to concrete examples from Beanies and Regather, arguing that 
cooperatives’ refusal of the profit motive, and of members’ reduction to human capital, created 
opportunities for re-responsibilization.

‘I Felt Quite Removed From My Work’: Experiences of De-Responsibilization in the 
Capitalist System

Talking about their journeys to cooperative working, members often described their past 
experiences in traditionally managed organizations. Tim explained how working for the 
Environment Agency left him feeling ‘quite removed from the work and the ramifications of 
[his] daily tasks’. This disconnection from the purpose and meaning of work was also articu-
lated by Jake who expressed his discomfort at working for the Health and Safety Executive, 
at a time when they were ‘doing more [and more] commercial work […] mostly for oil com-
panies and their suppliers’. Describing the oil companies as ‘evil’ because of the damage their 
industry does to the environment, Jake’s desire for ecologically responsible work clashed with 
management’s foreclosure of a collective dialogue over the organization’s ethical responsibil-
ities. In both cases, collective responsibility is subordinated to hierarchical authority.

Nicole expanded on this disconnection between working practices and collective responsi-
bility by reflecting on her experiences working for a large, corporate music venue:

[After 4 years it] became clear to me [that the corporate music venue] had very little interest in 
Sheffield as a city nor in its people or local economy, and that my role offered me little or no oppor-
tunity to influence this. I felt more and more of my energy was being spent simply helping to make 
some already wealthy people become even wealthier.

This focus on making money eclipsed the company’s responsibilities for the community in 
which it was embedded. The result was to profit from, but not contribute to, the reproduction 
of the social and cultural capital upon which the company depended.

In each of these cases, participants’ experiences of de-reponsibilization drove them to reject 
‘top down management’ (Rachel), make a ‘positive decision to reject the system’ (Gareth), 
and embrace the opportunity cooperatives provided for collective self-determination. As the 
following examples show, by rejecting a narrow profit motive, and adopting practices of 
collective ownership and self-determination, workers were able to reunite thought and action, 
and reclaim responsibility.

Reclaiming Responsibility for the Environment

The following example shows how Beanies’ horizontal structure enabled members to reclaim 
collective responsibility for the environment through deliberation. Discussing their choice of 



48  Research handbook of responsible management

energy supplier, members questioned the economic logic of adopting the cheapest supplier by 
introducing ethical concerns more commonly confined to the domestic sphere. The following 
exchange from a members’ meeting illustrates this point.

Mark: I will just put in ethical energy suppliers into google and see what comes up.
Dave: At the end of the day we have to keep the business afloat.
Mark: But then if you move away from that you are not …
Rocky: Some of the ethical ones have not so obvious tangible benefits as well. Like I use Good 
Energy at home …
Mark: Yes, that’s it, we use Good Energy.
Rocky: A lot of people who work here use these ethical things but then through the business, that is 
your business collectively, [you are] using these horrible corporates that build nuclear power stations 
and destroy the planet.

The cooperative form enabled the members to take collective responsibility for decisions 
made at work, because the interests of the organization are the interests of the members. 
This is necessarily a situated ethics that, while constrained by the need to ‘keep the business 
afloat’, consciously foregrounds a shared responsibility for the decisions made in that context. 
In a cooperative, a ‘worker owner occupies and produces the work space as both owner and 
manager of her thinking, moving, labouring body’ (Cornwell, 2012: 730, emphasis added) 
so ethical considerations, and the full spectrum of values, enter into organizational decision 
making, rather than being constrained to the private sphere of non-work. In this space, the 
logic of ecological sustainability was in dialogue with the logic of cost-saving and profit, 
not subordinated to it or excluded, thereby creating the conditions necessary for reclaiming 
environmental responsibility.

Reclaiming Responsibility for Reproduction of Labour Power

For management, just as employees’ ethical values and practices are positioned outside the 
workplace, so too is the reproduction of their labour power, which is individualized and 
located in the private sphere of personal, rather than collective, responsibility. Time to recover, 
consume, and participate in activities that enable the continued engagement in wage-labour 
thus become, at once, non-work time and an ‘appendage of capital’ (Cleaver, 2000: 121; see 
also Parker et al., 2014: 24). In such a context, well-being and work–life balance are about 
securing future productivity as labour-power: an investment in an individualized, competitive 
human capital, comprehensible only in subordination to the purpose of ongoing capital accu-
mulation (Fleming, 2017; Spicer & Cederstrom, 2015). In contrast, a workers’ cooperative 
locates work and employment in the context of a wider human being. A good example of this 
is ‘flexibility’, which for management usually means employees being flexible in relation to 
the demands of the business. In Beanies and Regather this was inverted:

Another key aspect of working at Regather was the ambition to find something flexible. My lifestyle, 
mainly in relation to my music profession, affords me with quite a bit of flexibility that I’m able to 
provide employers. In return, I too require that from my employer and Regather being okay with this 
is a key part of the decision to keep on with the work here. (Tim)

Flexibility was afforded to Tim by Regather, not for the purpose of reducing costs, but as part 
of mutually beneficial relationship: fitting work into life. For Tim ‘life has always been about 
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music’ and, as such, having the time to pursue his profession as a musician is central to him 
being a fulfilled human being. For Regather, the development of Tim’s skills, creativity and 
networks enriches and supports their events programme and contributes to their identity as a 
‘community hub’. This identity in turn contributed to Tim’s reproduction, making him feel 
‘close to the action’ and part of a supportive and vibrant community, able to shape its aesthetic 
and ethical values through his own lifestyle commitments and values. Having ownership over 
both Regather’s activities and his embodied capabilities enabled Tim to integrate work and 
life, disrupting the work–life dichotomy in such a way that his reproduction was not subordi-
nated to an instrumentalized, abstract labour power (see also Kokkinidis, 2015: 858; Young 
& Schwartz, 2012; Holloway, 2005; Atzeni & Vieta, 2014). Tim’s reproduction as a human 
being, rather than as human capital, became the collective responsibility of the cooperative 
rather than externalized or individualized.

Tim’s is a very neat case because his commitment to music complements his role as an 
events coordinator. Less obvious was Evan, a member of Beanies who described how ‘having 
two kids’ had constrained his flexibility in relation to paid work. While Evan described 
‘feeling bad’ about not being able to cover certain shifts, his colleagues were understanding 
and accommodating. Reflecting on this Evan explained:

That’s another reason why being part of a coop is great, having [a] discussion and people being so 
helpful in that kind of way. And considerate. In a normal job I would be really struggling to fit my 
[ideal] hours in.

The discussions referred to by Evan in this quote were about the shift rota through which 
members mutually negotiated and adjusted their working hours to balance needs, skills and 
preferences. This process is fundamentally different from the zero hours, flexible, or part-time 
work increasingly offered by capitalist organizations in two ways. First, the purpose of flexi-
bility was not to increase profit but to enable workers to accommodate work into life. This was 
emphasized by members during a discussion on whether to reduce the shop’s evening opening 
hours, in which the revenue made between the hours of 6pm and 8pm took second place to 
concerns over workers’ well-being. As Dave explained:

[Let’s just be aware that] it’s about enjoyment of our job and we work for ourselves so we can deter-
mine our work environment. Profit is important but not the only thing.

Such decisions were not imposed on members but rather were collectively negotiated for the 
mutual benefit of the members, with concern given to the reproduction of a full life, rather 
than just the reproduction of future labour power. This takes us to the second difference. By 
bringing reproduction into discussions of organizing production, the responsibility for fellow 
members having a good life was collectivized, rather than being positioned as just another HR 
initiative.

Reclaiming Responsibility for the General Intellect

The examples above also illustrate how workers’ cooperatives can generate a collective 
responsibility for the maintenance of the general intellect. In Tim’s case, Regather created 
opportunities for him to develop the skills, networks and creativity required for his role as 
events coordinator, contributing to the maintenance of localized networks and knowledge 
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upon which the organization depends. Regather was also active in providing affordable work 
space and business support to social entrepreneurs. Over the six years of research Regather 
invested time and money into a record label, an early years child care provider, various food 
businesses, a bike maintenance scheme, and a brewing venture. These projects were further 
supported by opportunities for skills development and knowledge transfer, often constituting 
lengthy processes of trial and error (see also Cameron, 2009; Chatterton, 2010). In each case, 
Regather shared the project’s risk, weighing up the potential financial cost and benefits with 
the contribution it would make to the wider community. Whilst some projects failed, others 
have contributed to the local ecology of social entrepreneurship, fostering the social networks 
and localized expertise that Regather depends upon.

This form of investment is more than enlightened self-interest. The structures of cooperative 
ownership and decision making enable a collective form of responsibility by investing sur-
pluses not to generate more profit, but as a ‘means of enacting social commitments’ (Cameron, 
2009: 102; Miller, 2013). Describing what constitutes success, Rachel outlines her desire for 
Regather to become:

[…] a centre for social action in the area. Empowering people to take action on things that they are 
passionate about and having our own funds to be able to support that, that are independently generated 
from our own trading activities … to be generating profits that are set aside to support other local 
people to make their projects possible.

This development of ‘social action’ skills and knowledge was understood as an end in itself: 
a means through which people could be empowered to create work that is ‘morally just and 
beneficial to humanity and the planet’ (Fran). The creation of such work extended benefits 
beyond the cooperative, enabling others to reclaim autonomy and responsibility for the prod-
ucts and consequences of their labour.

By regaining control over the labour process, workers’ cooperatives remove the need for 
management to mediate between owners and workers (Lebowitz, 2003: 88). By democratizing 
ownership and control, there is no external interest for management to be responsible to, there-
fore no need for management other than self-organization (de Peuter and Dyer-Witherford, 
2010). As many cooperatives are held in-trust, so co-operators cannot simply sell out their 
shares for personal profit, this model also removes the motivation to accumulate found in cap-
italist businesses. Cooperatives turn ownership and control into a collective responsibility for 
the maintenance, sustainability, and development of a property held in common, rather than 
individualized rights and control over property. Rather than understanding this as a form of 
responsible management, we would argue that this is not management at all but an alternative 
form of organization that might be better understood as commoning.

COMMONING AND THE GOVERNANCE OF THE COMMONS

These cooperatives present an alternative to management because they are founded on col-
lective ownership, an idea with a long tradition in the UK, in which commons were a part 
of everyday life at least until the start of the enclosure acts in the early 1600s. In his book 
Omnia Sunt Communia, Massimo De Angelis (2017) develops a concept of the commons 
that goes beyond the idea of a commonwealth, however. While both conventional and critical 
(e.g. Hardt and Negri, 2009) conceptions of the commons focus on collective ownership and 



Can management ever be responsible? 51

access to resources – a common-wealth – De Angelis expands this conception to understand 
commons as ‘social systems that include also commoners (the social subjects) and the activity 
of doing in common, or commoning’ (De Angelis, 2017: 18; see also Linebaugh, 2008). In so 
doing, he presents a model of social organization that includes both production and reproduc-
tion. The commons thus incorporates, but goes beyond, the question of legal property rights.

To claim ownership is not simply a question of defining property rights in the legal sense. A plurality 
that claims ownership of one or more use values is one that, in different forms, given situations and 
contexts, not only uses or accesses that use value, but also governs its production and reproduction, 
its sustainability and development. (De Angelis, 2017: 30)

As a model of collective self-determination, commoning differs from management. Through 
collective ownership and responsibility, the two-fold character of the commons comes into 
focus: it is both ‘a use-value for plurality [and] requires a plurality claiming and sustaining 
the ownership of the common good’ (De Angelis, 2017: 30). This contrasts with the indi-
vidualized, and exclusive conceptions of property rights underpinning management. As we 
argued earlier, management individualizes responsibility and separates the right to use from 
responsibility for reproduction. This separation allows management to externalize responsibil-
ity for the reproduction of its conditions of possibility: labour power, the general intellect, and 
the environment. In cooperatives and commoning, the collective claim to use-rights is tied to 
a collective responsibility for sustainable reproduction. Social responsibility is a precondition 
of access and ownership, not something to be minimized and externalized.

This difference hinges on the substantive values pursued in production. For management, 
substantive values are irrelevant. The primary concern is to maximize value, whatever it is, 
reducing all values to commensurable measures, as when the environment is given a financial 
value in the triple bottom line. In this measurement, efficiency is gained as an instrumental 
rationality that dominates substantive value rationalities. The values governing production 
under management is thus always external to the producers and imposed on them from above, 
through hierarchical authority relations (De Angelis, 2017: 32). For commoners, in contrast, 
organizing has a purpose. It is for substantive values like social justice, conviviality, and 
ecological sustainability (De Angelis, 2017: 31). As Tim, Jake and Nicole articulated when 
reflecting on their experiences of managerial working practices, it is only through the com-
plete abstraction of substantive values, usually translated into the infinitely plastic exchange 
value of money, that managerial de-responsibilization and exploitation are possible. This is 
a fantasy of a universal, but ultimately empty, value-form, which a generic managerial exper-
tise is applied to maximizing. In contrast, the commons are always specific and localized: the 
concrete use values of this common-good; the social values developed through the collective 
governance of commoning; and the specific social-subjects – the commoners – reproduced 
through those practices.

If this seems a little abstract, let us return to Hanlon’s example of the craft guild. We can 
understand craft in terms of commons. The exchange value of products in the craft system 
is collectively determined, with a price scale set by the guild. This prevents producers from 
undercutting prices and ensures that production remains viable for the producers. Access 
to knowledge and markets is also governed by the guild, so that the right to use craft skills 
requires guild membership, and a commitment to the ongoing reproduction and self-regulation 
of the craft. This is as much concerned with reproducing the collective social values, subjec-
tivities, and community, as it is about the control of actual products. It is located in ‘a dense 
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cultural, social and affective lattice [that] defines the costs and benefits of participation or 
absence from the activity’ (De Angelis, 2017: 23). In short, commoning is a horizontal practice 
of participative self-organization and collective self-determination, both of production and 
social reproduction; an alternative to the vertical, hierarchical practices of management, where 
production is determined by managers who serve the interests of the principle. Commoning, as 
seen in the self-organization of workers cooperatives, thus offers a form of collective respon-
sibility that contrasts with managerial de-responsibilization.

CONCLUSION

In the introduction to this collection, the editors look toward a vision of ‘responsible man-
agement’ in which we can eventually drop the word ‘responsible’ because responsibility 
has become a taken-for-granted aspect of ‘normal’ management. In contradiction, we have 
suggested that responsibility is impossible until we drop ‘management’. As a concrete mode 
of organization, formed in the context of actually existing capitalist enterprise, management 
is constitutively irresponsible, and actively seeks to de-responsibilize employees. To reclaim 
meaningful responsibility, we have argued, requires that democratic autonomy and collective 
self-organization replace managerial hierarchy in the workplace, and that private ownership 
and interests are replaced by collective stewardship of the commons and negotiated interests.

If this sounds radical, consider the context in which we are writing. Over the course of 
drafting the final version of this chapter, London was brought to a stand-still by the Extinction 
Rebellion, as the ‘externalities’ of industrial capitalism threaten the future of human existence, 
and other species die out daily. The UK’s Labour Party have declared a national ‘environment 
and climate emergency’ and school pupils, inspired by Greta Thunberg, have been striking 
to force governmental action. The irresponsibilities of management appear to have brought 
us to a planetary breaking point, so clearly something needs to change. During the last week 
of editing, however, Richer Sounds – a UK hifi retailer – was handed over by its founder to 
workers’ control and ownership, suggesting that other models of organization are gaining 
increased traction in the public imagination. As our empirical examples from worker cooper-
atives show, to act responsibility is possible here and now. It does not require waiting for the 
abolition of private property in some utopian future world. Our examples demonstrate that:

[C]ommoning can take place with any form of property […] enclosed and unmanaged resources can
be commoned not by changing ownership but by changing how access, use, benefit, care and respon-
sibility occur. (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013: 6)

This potential suggests several areas for future research, bringing the responsible management 
literature together with work on alternative organizing. First, it is well established that cooper-
atives have their own limits to responsibility. In his work on Mondragon, for example, Cheney 
(2002) explores the tension between managing a business effectively, and responsibilities for 
suppliers and contractors within the company’s supply chain. While Beanies were concerned 
with the ethics of their electricity supply, total responsibility will never be possible as the links 
between organizations are global in range, and almost impossible to fully map. Understanding 
the limits to responsibility in cooperatives, and the different forms that cooperatives take, 
could help us to understand where cooperation can foster responsibility, and where it cannot.
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Second, we have painted a stark picture of management. In much of the literature on coop-
eratives, the concept of self-management is used. Whilst we prefer the term self-organization, 
further work is required to clearly distinguish what in management is essential, and what is 
accidental. As writers like Ennals (2014) have suggested, working relations are changing, and 
industrial democracy is back on management’s agenda. Future research could examine how far 
alternative practices of organizing can be incorporated into management, without transforming 
it into something else.

A third, and parallel, area of future research would build upon Painter-Morland’s (2011) 
observation that ‘responsibility’ can be understood in multiple ways. In this chapter we have 
focussed on a combination of ‘accountability’ (for externalities) and agency relating to ‘role 
responsibilities’, arguing that these function together, with ‘management’ distributing them 
in damaging ways. What we have not considered is the idea of responsibility as ‘a character 
trait, i.e., when we call someone a “responsible” person’ (Painter-Morland, 2011: 83). This 
raises the question of how we can recruit, retain, and develop ‘responsible’ subjects into an 
organization. Without subjects willing to take collective responsibility, a cooperative will 
not function effectively, but this requires a willingness to cooperate and collectively develop 
our capacities as commoners. In very practical terms this raises questions about how coop-
eratives deal with issues of recruitment and performance management. Does recruitment 
of like-minded co-operators work against a wider social responsibility for diversity and 
inclusion, for example? And how can non-cooperative behaviours be managed when they do 
emerge? This, we feel, is a particularly fecund area for future research exploring the role of 
HRM in cooperatives.
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3. What ‘are’ responsible management?
A conceptual potluck
Archie B. Carroll, Nancy J. Adler, Henry Mintzberg,
François Cooren, Roy Suddaby, R. Edward Freeman and
Oliver Laasch

INTRODUCTION: WHAT ‘ARE’ RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT?

What is responsible management? The extant responsible management discussion has looked 
for convergent answers. Attempts to answer have been derived from, for instance, syntheses 
of students’ perspectives (Nonet et al., 2016), responsible managerial practices (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2015), and responsible management education practices (Forray & Leigh, 2012; 
Rasche & Gilbert, 2015). Responsible management has also been conceptualized as emerging 
anew from every manager’s moral reflexive practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013), and by delin-
eating it from other fields and discussions (Laasch, 2018b; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). What all 
of these attempts have had in common is that they are looking for a one-size-fits-all integrative 
conceptualization and definition of responsible management.

Conversely, we have chosen to move away from the search for one integrative conceptu-
alization and to answer a different question altogether. Our focal question aims to explore 
varieties of conceptualizations: “What are responsible management?” The purposive grammar 
mistake in this question aims to highlight that we are not searching for convergence around 
one definition, but instead divergence towards a rich multiplicity of conceptualizations: 
A potluck of responsible management conceptualizations. This chapter opens up a discussion 
on the varieties of responsible management, each with its valuable idiosyncrasies and unique 
conceptual affordances for future research, thus providing a multifaceted, holistic understand-
ing of responsible management.

Iconic academics interested in responsible management present their working definition 
of responsible management in response to the question “What does responsible management 
mean to you?” The thought leaders featured were chosen because of their iconic status in their 
respective fields. They were chosen for distinctiveness, as all of them have approached the 
topics of responsibility and management from very different angles. Archie B. Carroll, for 
instance, is a pioneer in the business and society field, while Roy Suddaby has been at the 
center of the management professionalization and institutionalization discussions. Thought 
leaders’ varied backgrounds lead to varied conceptualizations materializing in their answers. 
For instance, Henry Mintzberg described responsible management as rebalancing society 
and Nancy J. Adler sees responsible management as responsible leadership. We present their 
perspectives on responsible management one-by-one, each followed by a brief commentary 
connecting to the larger responsible management discussion.
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RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AS RESPONSIBILITY 
MANAGEMENT (ARCHIE B. CARROLL)

RM addresses the specific strategies, tactics or actions managers ought to pursue to address busi-
ness’ accountability, obligations and duties to society and stakeholders.

In recent years, the topic of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been reframed by some to 
focus on “Responsible Management” (RM). It is easy to argue that this newer focus is intended 
to help interpret and translate what managers ought to be doing to fulfill an organization’s 
CSR. Thus, RM addresses the specific strategies, tactics or actions managers ought to pursue 
to address business’ accountability, obligations and duties to society and stakeholders. In the 
literature, RM is a term used mostly by academics but increasingly by practitioners as well.

At a micro level, RM entails managing goals, functions, and processes related to the organization 
itself and organization members who have responsibility for the implementation of these issues. 

From a macro perspective, responsible management embraces the governance and supervision 
of the firm’s social, public and stakeholder issues to include CSR, sustainability and business 
ethics as well as other related concepts such as corporate citizenship, creating shared value, 
and business purpose. It especially entails managing boundary-spanning activities between the 
organization and its stakeholder environments. At a micro level, RM entails managing goals, 
functions, and processes related to the organization itself and organization members who have 
responsibility for the implementation of these issues. More often than not today, these topics 
are treated in a global business citizenship context.

RM is not a recent idea, as it has been around in one form or another since business enterprises 
began. 

RM is not a recent idea, as it has been around in one form or another since business enterprises 
began. To consider the seeds of the idea of responsible management, it should be noted that it 
has gone through a number of stages. It is easier because of written documentation to identify 
these stages when one looks at the United States, where the popularity of the ideas grew with 
the corporate form of organization, but parallel periods occurred around the world, often 
simultaneously, as awareness became increasingly widespread. 

Archie’s perspective on responsible management is firmly grounded in the corporate social 
responsibility discussion of which he has been one of the pioneers (Carroll, 1979, 1991, 1999; 
Carroll & Laasch, 2020). The understanding presented positions responsible management at 
the business and society interface (Carroll et al., 2018; Schwartz & Carroll, 2008). This focus 
closely relates Archie’s conceptualization of responsible management to that of specialized 
corporate responsibility managers (Laasch & Conaway, 2015), whose job it is to manage 
their employing organization’s responsibility (Carollo & Guerci, 2017; Wesselink & Osagie, 
2020).
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RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AS RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP 
(NANCY J. ADLER)

Responsible management and responsible leadership is grounded in some of the earliest framings. 
The triple bottom line: practices need to be good for people, good for profits, and good for the 
broader society and environment. 

My appreciation of responsible management and responsible leadership is grounded in some 
of the earliest framings. The triple bottom line: practices need to be good for people, good for 
profits, and good for the broader society and environment. The triple bottom line emphasizes 
that there can never be just one entity as the benefactor. That early triple bottom line concep-
tualization is still true. Some people, including some management professors, push back on 
profits being included in the triple bottom line. However, from the perspective of the private 
sector, if a company doesn’t continue to operate, then it can’t act responsibly, or irresponsibly 
for that matter. It the company goes into bankruptcy, or closes for any other reason, it doesn’t 
exist anymore. The core question has to begin with: “What is the company focused on stra-
tegically?” Responsible management is not a question of philanthropy. It is not a question of 
charity. It is not a question of what one division does some of the time; it is about what all of 
the company does all of the time. In that sense responsible leadership is always about a compa-
ny’s core strategy. Unless a company’s sense of responsibility is embedded in its core strategy 
and in the ways in which it operates on a day-to-day basis, its responsibility, and contributions 
to the world, cannot be depended on. When a company has a bad year, they often reduce (or 
drop altogether) their philanthropic commitments. Recipients of their charity cannot depend 
on the company’s continued giving and involvement. If, however, a company’s commitments 
are grounded in their core strategy, they will not be dropped due to the vicissitudes of the 
market. Responsible management is grounded in what a company makes and does; what prod-
ucts or services does the company produce and how does it produce them? How does its core 
business serve the broader community? In what ways does the company profit by serving its 
employees, its clients, and the broader community? In what ways does its operations enhance 
the environment?

There are a number of questions that can help leaders lead responsibly. Number one is the question 
to what end? What is my company actually trying to achieve? What am I, as an individual leader, 
trying to achieve?

There are a number of questions that can help leaders lead responsibly. Number one is the 
question to what end? What is my company actually trying to achieve? What am I, as an indi-
vidual leader, trying to achieve? If your primary focus is on getting a promotion and a salary 
increase, or simply keeping your job, then you are not within the domain of responsible 
leadership. Responsible leaders often have a broader purpose and, as a consequence, get pro-
moted and receive a salary increase. Great! I’m absolutely not against personal success while 
achieving significance.

To be responsible, each individual must personally ask what the impact of their company is. What the 
impact of the group and the division they work for is? What the impact of their own work is?
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To be responsible, each individual must personally ask what the impact of their company is. 
What the impact of the group and the division they work for is? What the impact of their own 
work is? If my conclusion is that my own work or the work of the company is not aligned with 
responsible management, it’s not okay to say: “Well, what can I do? I cannot do anything.” 
You can always not work there. To act responsibly, you must know what your values are, and 
then align them with what you’re doing. That is core to responsible leadership at the individual 
and corporate level. To do that, I have to constantly ask about consequences, intended and 
unintended, of the products, services, and processes of the company or organization I am 
involved in. The common excuses, “It is not my job,” “I was only doing my job (only doing 
what I was told to do),” or “At my level we can’t do anything else,” never align with responsi-
ble management or responsible leadership. Being responsible means you are responsible, now.

Nancy’s perspective emphasizes responsible leadership (Adler & Laasch, 2020), which 
closely connects to her pioneering work at the leadership-management intersection (Adler, 
1997, 2002; Adler & Delbecq, 2018; Seifter et al., 2010). From this perspective, the 
responsible company leader pursues her social purpose in entanglement with a responsible 
leader–follower network (Maak & Pless, 2006). Nancy’s perspective connects to a study of 
responsible leadership that spans individual, group, and organizational levels of analysis 
(Maak et al., 2015; Miska & Mendenhal, 2018).

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AS REBALANCING SOCIETY 
THROUGH MANAGEMENT (HENRY MINTZBERG)

… responsible to employees, responsible to customers, responsible to the stakeholders in general, 
responsible to the society and responsible for being honest. 

I’m not sure I would say anything different from anybody else, but I would just repeat a lot of 
what you hear, responsible to employees, responsible to customers, responsible to the stake-
holders in general, responsible to the society and responsible for being honest.

The stock market is deadly, because it always wants more and more and more and it doesn’t care 
what kind of more. It’s just relentless. It drives irresponsible, irresponsible behavior. 

I would talk a lot about what I think promotes that kind of responsibility. It’s about encour-
aging people to be responsible. But I think a lot of the factors around organizations these 
days, businesses and other organizations, discourage responsibility. I think the stock market 
is deadly, because it always wants more and more and more and it doesn’t care what kind of 
more (Mintzberg, 2017a). It's just relentless. It drives irresponsible behavior. Shareholder 
value management, it’s a value position. I think it is not something true or false. I think it’s 
irresponsible. You know the quote about the prostitute (Mintzberg, 2019)? I use that a lot. 
A couple of business school professors tell the story of the famous British playwright who was 
on a boat where he met a famous actress and he said: “Would you sleep with me for a million 
dollars?” Anyway, they tell the story and then they say, like it or not, everybody has their price. 
Well, what they’re doing is telling the Harvard students: “Everybody is a whore. So, why 
shouldn’t you be?” They’re licensing irresponsibility. They have licensed irresponsibility. 
“Why shouldn’t I go out and be a whore? Everybody else does—might as well serve myself.”
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How to define responsibility? Responsibility is being a decent citizen, in addition to being a manager.

The first responsibility is to your family, to your friends, to your employees, to your customers 
and then responsibility to the society, to the globe, to the environment. How to define respon-
sibility? Responsibility is being a decent citizen, in addition to being a manager and chief 
executive. I also believe that any chief executive who expects to be paid several hundred times 
as much as the workers, is by definition, not a leader. They are followers, not leaders, because 
they say, “Everybody’s being paid that.” And I say that makes you a follower, not a leader. 
That’s just plain irresponsible, sending out a signal that says I’m three hundred times more 
important than you are. It sends out a signal that you’re irresponsible.

To worry about the first effects of your company’s behavior is good. But to worry about getting the 
causes of those things … so you can be more or less responsible.

And then there is CSR 2.0 (Mintzberg, 2017b). I am saying to worry about the effects of your 
company’s behavior is good, but to worry about getting the causes of those things is better. For 
example, to build something to deal with waste. That’s fine. That’s good. But much better is 
to deal with the generation of waste in the first place. So you can be more or less responsible.

Henry has described responsible management as a form of rebalancing society through the 
management process, away from an overemphasis of markets and commerce (Mintzberg, 
2015). As in Henry’s seminal research on managerial work his conceptualization of responsi-
ble management is centered on the manager as well as managerial job, process, and practices 
(Gosling & Mintzberg, 2004; Mintzberg, 1973, 1994, 2013). With the managerial work at the 
center, responsibility ripples in concentric circles of being “responsible to employees, respon-
sible to customers … responsible to the stakeholders in general, responsible to the society.” 
As contrasted with Archie’s ideal of the responsibility manager concerned with managing the 
organization’s responsibility issues, Henry’s focal entity of responsibility are the manager and 
the managerial process with its potential to produce (ir)responsibilities.

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AS RESPONSE-ABLE SITUATION 
MANAGEMENT (FRANÇOIS COOREN)

Management has to be responsive. It has to respond to the kind of challenges that they are facing, 
especially when there are questions of ethics at stake and when managers have to deal with a situa-
tion where stakeholders are involved and a stand on the specific issue has to be taken.

I like to work with the etymology of the word because it gives us a relatively clear idea of what 
a concept means. For me, responsible, it is really about responding; to respond for something 
or someone. I think for responsible management, it is really this idea that the managers or man-
agement has to be responsive. It has to respond to the kind of challenges that they are facing, 
especially when there are questions of ethics at stake and when managers have to deal with 
a situation where stakeholders are involved and a stand on the specific issue has to be taken. 
I think a responsible manager is someone who will not hesitate to respond to what he or she is 
supposed to respond to. Of course, you might have a situation where you could say, well, that’s 
not my concern. That’s out of my hands, or there’s nothing I can do. In some contexts, I guess 
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it could be acceptable as a response. But a responsible manager is really someone who is able 
at least to reflect on his or her capacity to respond to a specific situation.

To be a responsive responsible manager … is to respond to what the situation dictates. 

I like the idea of situation. The concept of situation is important for me because I like to take 
it in the pragmatist meaning of this term. When we face a situation, it means also that this sit-
uation tells us something, that this situation can contradict what we think matters. There is this 
idea that from the pragmatist viewpoint, we are responding to the world that we are facing. We 
are reacting to it. So I think that it is part of the picture to be a responsive responsible manager. 
In my own definition, it is to respond to what the situation dictates. It means that you have 
agency, and you can make a difference.

You have also to listen to people who are often representing aspects of a given situation, which is 
mostly what we tend to call a stakeholder.

But you also have to listen to everything that might matter in a given situation. You have to be 
open, or to be as open as possible, to the complexity of a situation. This also means that you 
have to communicate, of course, that is, you cannot just imagine by yourself what the situation 
might be. You have also to listen to people who are often representing aspects of a given situa-
tion, which is mostly what we tend to call a stakeholder. Stakeholders basically are people who 
are representing in the stronger sense of the term—to re-present, to make present—concerns 
and aspects of a situation. For example, environmental organizations, representatives of local 
population, governments, economic partners, and so on.

François’ understanding of responsibility is deeply grounded in the discussion of commu-
nicative constitution of organizations which he has been instrumental in shaping (Ashcraft et 
al., 2009; Cooren et al., 2011; Cooren, 2004), especially the constitutive study of responsible 
management communication (Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013; Schoeneborn et al., 2020; Trittin 
& Schoeneborn, 2017). The situational focus connects to a processual understanding of 
responsibility in which it is continuously co-constructed (Brès & Gond, 2014; Caruana & 
Crane, 2008; Cornelissen, 2012; Hahn et al., 2014) as (ir)responsibility emerges in situations 
or episodes of (ir)responsibility (Blaschke et al., 2012; Hendry & Seidl, 2003). François’ 
perspective has important implications for the understanding of responsibility that emerges 
from managers’ reflexivity, critically questioning their (ir)responsibility as they go about their 
job (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013). The notion of response-ability also emphasizes the central 
role of responsible management competence (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015) and managerial 
response-ability as previously presented with a somewhat different emphasis by Nonet et al. 
(2016).

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AS HUMAN(E) MANAGEMENT 
CHARACTER (ROY SUDDABY)

Responsible management in the context of organizations … institutional character … this commit-
ment to a set of enduring, and somewhat universal humanistic values. 
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I look at the world through the lens of institutions. I am a big fan of Philip Selznick, who has 
talked about responsible management in the context of organizations having what he describes 
as “institutional character” (King, 2015; Selznick, 1957). He doesn’t really define institutional 
character very well, but it seems to be this commitment to a set of enduring, and somewhat 
universal humanistic values.

Ongoing commitments to honesty, justice, fairness, trust, love, compassion, equality, human dignity, 
safety of the individual … responsible management as a commitment to those ontological givens of 
human value. 

Now this is where many folks get into a bit of trouble because we have this assumption par-
ticularly with institutional theory that everything is socially constructed including values and 
values are subject to constant changes. I tend to be essentialist on this point, because I always 
thought that there are some ontological “givens” that define humanity. We all born of woman. 
We all die alone. We have these ongoing commitments to honesty, justice, fairness, trust, 
love, compassion, equality, human dignity, safety of the individual. Many of these things are 
present in many documents that the United Nations uses. I would see responsible management 
as a commitment to those ontological givens of human value. However they are defined, and 
however they are put into practice, there is a degree of universality of human experience that 
acknowledges respect and human dignity.

Responsible management is in developing this notion of institutional character, which is commitment 
to value that’s beyond issues of technical efficiency. 

You know the economists don’t have any difficulty in defining these ontological givens in 
terms of individual self-interest, but I think there’s an alternative argument out there. So, in 
a very long-winded way I would say that responsible management is in developing this notion 
of institutional character, which is commitment to value that’s beyond issues of technical 
efficiency.

Roy’s conceptualization of responsible management builds up on his leading role in the 
organizational institutionalism discussion (Greenwood et al., 2008; Lawrence et al., 2009; 
Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). Particularly the central role given to Selznick’s (1957) 
notion of institutional character creates an interesting parallel with the use of Selznick’s 
notion of institutional leadership as a description of responsible managers’ institutional 
agency (Radoynovska et al., 2020). The focus on humanism creates a promising connection 
to the humanistic management discussion (Arnaud & Wasieleski, 2014; Dierksmeier, 2011; 
Melé, 2003), particularly where it intersects with responsible management (Davila-Gomez 
& Crowther, 2012; Pirson, 2020). Roy’s emphasis on the need to go beyond technical effi-
ciency is mirrored in the responsible and humanistic management discussions’ criticism of 
‘mechanistic’ or ‘economistic’, neoliberal conceptions of management (Dierksmeier, 2019; 
Painter-Morland, 2015; Pirson & Lawrence, 2010). Roy’s ‘ontological givens’ that define 
humanity find their counterpart in the discussion of how universal aspects of moral value and 
human nature may manifest in managerial practice (Gohl, 2018; Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; 
Ogunyemi, 2012; Pirson & Keir, 2018).
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RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AS STAKEHOLDER 
HARMONIZATION (ED FREEMAN)

Responsible management … the first thing … is being responsible to those people that you can affect 
and who can affect you. Your own stakeholders … those relationships that you’re enmeshed in in 
your life. 

When I think about responsible management, I think about several things. No surprise, the 
first thing I think about is being responsible to those people that you can affect and who can 
affect you. Your own stakeholders. I don’t mean to suggest in terms of the stakeholders in your 
company. I mean, if you think about those relationships that you’re enmeshed in in your life. 
Try to understand who you’re responsible to, and how you affect their lives. It’s incredibly 
important. I don’t just mean in your managerial life. We have a difficult time separating our 
managerial life from our personal life. We have to see that as more of an integrated whole.

Responsible management … responsibility to oneself … what’s your purpose, how are you trying to 
make a difference in the world. 

Second, when I think about responsible management, I think about responsibility to oneself; 
responsibility and the idea of what’s your purpose? How are you trying to make a difference in 
the world, and how you connect the difference you’re trying to make with those relationships 
that you’re enmeshed in? Now, I don’t think the language of responsibility does everything. 
I think you also have to think about questions like: “What’s the set of relationships I’m 
enmeshed with? What kind of person do I want to be?” This is in addition to who’s harmed, 
who’s benefited, in addition to what the rights are, and responsibilities are. So, I see respon-
sible management as broader idea. I think that most philosophers would see it as a matter of 
rights and duties. I see it as a much more—it’s in part what you’re trying to do with your life: 
“What’s your purpose? What are those relationships that you’re enmeshed in? How do you 
go about adding value in these relationships?” Well, it’s the view of a person. You know, the 
dominant narrative has a view of the person. That view is that they’re kind of one-dimensional 
maximizers of their own self-interest, that have to be incentivized to everything they do. We 
know human beings are more complicated than that. Anybody who has children, has ever been 
in love, has ever had a great relationship knows that there’s more to it than that.

Work–life integration. How do I find ways to integrate work into the rest of my life? 

You know, people talk a lot about work–life balance. We often look at companies that encour-
age work–life balance and we see it around. I think the metaphor of balance and work–life 
balance is of limited usefulness in today’s world. I am married. I have three kids. They’re all 
grown, but that doesn’t matter. I have obligations and responsibilities to lots of people. At one 
level, it’s completely out of balance. There’s just enough time in the day because the technol-
ogy lets you have relationships with people all over the world. The number of relationships 
you have explodes. So, I try to think about work–life integration. People ask me all the time: 
“How do I find ways to integrate work into the rest of my life?” − I’m a musician. My son and 
I have a record label. So, they say: “Is music your hobby? Right?” My response to that is no. 
I teach. I write. I travel around and talk to executives and academics. I work out. I do martial 
arts, play, and write, and record music. I don’t really have time for a hobby. For instance, some 
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of the people I record with are people I work with, and some of the people I record with are my 
son. So there’s a nice way of integrating family, work, and music for me.

Balancing the interests of stakeholders. I think that was not a good metaphor because it assumes they 
are chaos. I would put it today as harmonizing the interests of stakeholders. 

I think the more we can integrate those things, the less the pressure to find balance because 
I think balance is … When I wrote my old stakeholder book (Freeman, 1983), I talked about 
balancing the interests of stakeholders. I think that was not a good metaphor because it assumes 
they are chaos. I would put it today as harmonizing the interests of stakeholders and trying to 
live a life that’s in harmony because harmony in music is the idea that even though the notes 
are different, they sound good together. That’s more helpful to me than thinking about balance.

Ed’s perspective on responsible management builds up on his pioneering work on stakeholder 
theory (Freeman, 1983, 1994, 1999; Freeman & Phillips, 2002), particularly stakeholder 
management. Unlike most of his work, however, he shifts the focal entity of the stakeholder 
network from the organizational level to the managerial level (Freeman & Laasch, 2020). Ed 
emphasizes stakeholder harmonization (as opposed to balancing) and the manager as a whole 
person with inseparable professional and private lives. These shifts in perspective imply the 
need to rethink how we prioritize stakeholders in responsible management; to extend in the 
private spheres of managerial lives. In the responsible management context, the notion of total 
responsibility management might provide a helpful toehold for further research (Waddock & 
Bodwell, 2002, 2004).

JUXTAPOSING VARIETIES OF RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Table 3.1 provides a stylized overview of the six perspectives of responsible management. 
The purpose of these stylized descriptions is not only to condense the perspectives provided to 
their essence, but also to interpret and extend them further. It is time to compare the dishes in 
this responsible management potluck. We will do so using the four categories of managerial 
agency, responsibility managed, sphere of responsibility, and management process.

Managerial Agency

The managerial agency category captures each responsible management conceptualization’s 
managerial roles, profiles and the related nature of agency (Friedman, 1992; Laasch, 2018a; 
Painter-Morland, 2011; Wesselink & Osagie, 2020). In two of the perspectives presented, 
the responsible manager’s agency is intimately entangled with their respective organization. 
First, the agency ideal underlying Archie’s responsible management conceptualization is 
that of a specialized CSR manager (Chaudhri, 2016; Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Wesselink 
& Osagie, 2020). Second, Nancy’s responsible business leader is not tasked with managing 
organizational responsibility like the responsibility manager, but has a capacity to act respon-
sibly from a leading position in the company. Another set of agency types is centered on the 
manager, who acts more independently from the organization she is employed by. Henry’s 
decent citizen manager highlights the societal role and responsibilities of a manager. François’ 
response-able manager is grounded in the managerial capacity to respond responsibly in any 
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situation asking for it. Roy’s human(e) manager’s agency is centered on acting humanely. 
Similarly, Ed’s responsible person is characterized by responsible agency in both private and 
professional lives.

Responsibility Managed 

The nature of the managerial agency discussed in the previous section translates into the 
question whose responsibility is managed; whose responsibility the responsible manager 
manages, represents and ultimately is accountable for (Bovens, 1998; Callon, 1986; Callon & 
Law, 1997; Cornelissen, 2012; Kaler, 2002). In a first group the responsibility managed is only 
partly the manager’s own personal responsibility. Archie’s CSR manager does not primarily 
manage her own personal responsibility, but that of the employing organization. Henry’s 
decent citizen manager has an emphasis of managing one’s personal responsibility towards 
society, but that responsibility is an amalgam of personal and organizational responsibility. 
Nancy’s responsible company leader not only manages her personal responsibility as leader 
and of the company represented, but also of the followers led. In a second group the emphasis 
is on a manager’s management of their personal responsibility in different forms. In François’ 
conceptualization the manager is accountable for the own response-ability in a particular 
situation. Roy’s human(e) manager manages the own responsibility as a human being in all 
relations. Similarly, Ed’s responsible person is accountable for responsibility in all relations of 
the self, private and professional.

Sphere of Responsibility 

We use the conceptual imagery of distinct spheres of responsibility (Laasch & Conaway, 
2015) to express the position of responsibility, and the stakeholder network in which responsi-
bility is dominantly enacted in each conceptualization. The underlying question here is where 
managerial responsibility is located and how far it extends (Atasu & Subramanian, 2012; 
Spence & Bourlakis, 2009). Archie’s CSR manager’s very wide sphere of responsibility is 
that of a company’s stakeholder network. Ed’s responsible person’s sphere of responsibility, 
conversely, consists of personal stakeholders tightly woven around the person. Also François’ 
response-able manager acts in a rather narrow sphere of responsibility, delineated by the 
timing and spacing of the situation to be responded to. Both Nancy’s and Henry’s conceptual-
izations express layered spheres of responsibility. Nancy’s responsible company leader acts in 
narrowing spheres of responsibility, “impact of this company, this group division, and my own 
work.” Conversely, Henry’s decent citizen manager’s spheres are outward extending: “The 
first responsibility is to your family, to your friends, to your employees, to your customers and 
then responsibly to the society, to the globe, to the environment.”

Management Process

All of the conceptualizations have unique underlying core meanings that manifest in ideal-type 
responsible management processes and practices (Friedland, 2018; Howard-Grenville, 2005; 
Laasch & Gherardi, 2019; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011; Shove et al., 2012). 
Responsible management process ideals are distinct, but partly overlapping. For instance, 
Archie’s responsible management relies on a corporate stakeholder management process, while 
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Ed’s is centered on stakeholder harmonization among the manager’s personal stakeholders. 
Nancy Adler’s responsible management process is oriented by the manager’s social purpose, 
while in Henry’s conceptualization the purpose is the management process itself: Rebalancing 
society through a responsible management process centered on varieties of logics, not only the 
economic one. In Roy’s responsible management conceptualization the process is evaluated 
by the degree to which it expresses a humane institutional character, while François’ evaluates 
a responsible management process by its degree of situational response-ability.

CONCLUSIONS: POTLUCK SERVED!

All dishes that our invitees brought1 to this responsible-management-themed potluck are on 
the table—or rather in Table 3.1. As your hosts, how should we serve those dishes? The answer 
is: We shouldn’t. As in a typical potluck, everyone serves their own dishes, based on tastes, 
dietary needs, curiosities, and aversions. We hope this chapter will help you to do the same 
thing, to compose your own version of responsible management, be it for research or practice.

In most potlucks certain dishes are absent. Maybe, some guests couldn’t make it or were 
not invited in the first place. Therefore, our responsible management concepts potluck should 
not be understood as an exhaustive set of responsible management perspectives. We hope, 
however, that it will serve as a rich inspiration for future research and novel practices that go 
far beyond what is present in this publication. 

1 We would like to stress that contributors to this chapter would doubtless agree with aspects of 
many of the other conceptualizations presented here. There is important overlapping and interrelations 
among the various dishes. Each author, in other words, is not limiting their perspective to just the ‘dish’ 
brought to this chapter.
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4. Mintzberg on (ir)responsible management
Henry Mintzberg and Oliver Laasch

INTRODUCTION: MINTZBERG’S WORK ON MANAGEMENT AND 
SOCIETY

While Henry Mintzberg is arguably best known for his seminal work on the nature of man-
agerial work (Mintzberg, 1973, 1994, 2013), on strategic management and organizational 
design (Mintzberg, 1978, 1983b), as well as management learning and education (Gosling & 
Mintzberg, 2003, 2004, 2006; Mintzberg, 2004), he has been equally prolific and impactful 
in topics related to the societal role of management. For instance, in his seminal publication 
Mintzberg on Management (Mintzberg, 1989) an entire section was dedicated to critical per-
spectives related to management and organizations in society. He has written on the case for 
corporate social responsibility (Mintzberg, 1983a) and how it ‘is not a piece of cake’ (Marques 
& Mintzberg, 2015). In his recent book Rebalancing society he calls for radical renewal with 
intriguing implications for responsible management (Mintzberg, 2015c). We bring together 
Henry’s seminal writings on responsibility in management, from classic writings in the 1970s 
all the way up to very recent thoughts, with a recent interview centered on the topic of respon-
sible management.

THE RELEVANCE OF RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

On the Impossibility of Ignoring the Social Consequences of (Y)our Managing

Henry, you’ve recently begun to re-focus on the balance between economic and social goals 
more generally (Mintzberg, 2015c). Is it legitimate for managers to focus both on social and 
economic goals?

I don’t see how you can manage any institution in society, whatever it is, and ignore the social 
consequences. 

I don’t see how you can manage any institution in society, whatever it is, and ignore the social 
consequences. That doesn’t mean you go to the other and pretend you’re a government. I don’t 
want to be governed by corporations. I don’t want them to decide, you know, what’s moral or not.

Henry’s answer complements a point Nancy Adler has made, namely that we need to move 
away from the perception that there is some type amoral or ‘aresponsible’ management 
that is devoid of questions of (ir)responsibility (Adler & Laasch, 2020). Together, these two 
management and leadership pioneers’ answers highlight the omnipresent importance of (ir)
responsible management: Wherever people engage in practices of management, there will 
always be a dimension of (ir)responsibility. There is no neutral middle ground: Management 
is always either responsible, or irresponsible, never ‘aresponsible’.
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On Rebalancing Society Through Management

Responsible management fundamentally goes beyond the commercial logic. Different logics 
come together in responsible management. There is a commercial logic, of course, but you 
are likely to also have a social welfare logic. Often you will act on a sustainable development 
logic. Might responsible management—if it’s balancing all those different logics—become 
a way of rebalancing society, maybe from the inside of a business as opposed to creating more 
organizations in the third sector? Do you think it might happen that such rebalancing also 
happens from the inside of the corporation?

It raised some interesting questions as to how far you’d go in a corporation or how far you can go. 
Clearly any big company doesn’t want to be embarrassed by irresponsible behavior. 

Of course. You’re talking about the role of senior management or any management in helping 
to make the corporation more responsible. Yeah, it’s back to the same issue really which is 
being responsible and, yes, of course, it raised some interesting questions as to how far you’d 
go in a corporation or how far you can go. Clearly any big company doesn’t want to be embar-
rassed by irresponsible behavior. The news today about Starbucks1 is kind of—Starbucks has 
been generally viewed as a responsible concerned company mostly because the fellow who 
created it had the power to drive that. Of course, he would argue it pays to be good. He would 
argue that if they’re responsible, then that’s the kind of clientele they attract, then they’ll be 
more appealing to their clientele. And then one franchisee, or store owner, or store manager, or 
whatever, has these black men thrown out of the store. In this case, it looks pretty obvious. It’s 
terrible for Starbucks because there’s always going to be nuts, crazy people and irresponsible 
people. It tarnishes the whole company with that brush, which isn’t fair. They’re doing what 
they can to deal with it, but Schultz who created Starbucks took it farther than most. Is it good 
or bad? I mean, Friedman would have said “It is bad, he has no right doing that with sharehold-
er’s money.” Schultz would counter and say “well, I’m creating an image for the company,” 
which of course makes his behavior mercenary whereas he may just believe in being decent.

I don’t think anybody can lose sight of what their primary purpose is, which is to run their business, 
but you can run a business in a responsible concerned way. 

I’m more and more with the young people. By young, I mean sort of young career, like 30s 
or 40s who are wanting to do more. A couple of them have adopted my rebalancing society 
as a central thing. One is a consultant in a major company in the US, a strategy guy. I don’t 
mean consulting on strategy, but strategy for the consulting firm. He sees rebalancing society 
as a kind of major thing to appeal to chief executives who want to be doing more. I think that’s 
good. I don’t think anybody can lose sight of what their primary purpose is, which is to run 
their business, but you can run a business in a responsible concerned way.

1 At the day this conversation took place news broke that an employee of Starbucks had called the 
police. They arrested two men at a Philadelphia Starbucks shop, sparking widespread protests: https:// 
www .theguardian .com/ us -news/ 2018/ apr/ 16/ arrest -of -two -black -men -at -starbucks -for -trespassing 
-sparks -protests.
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In his book on rebalancing society (Mintzberg, 2015c), Henry calls for strengthening the 
“plural sector.” Along the same lines, responsible management is rooted in plural sectors 
and overlaps between sectors (Ridley-Duff et al., 2015), resulting in a managerial logic that 
is pluralistic and heterogeneous (Laasch, 2018a; Radoynovska et al., 2020). Such a logic 
radically de-emphasizes market and corporate logics and rebalances by having varieties of 
other logics taking their place, including logics of social welfare, sustainable development, 
family, or faith. Future research could study this pluralistic logic, the underlying grammars of 
responsible management, and see how it does or does not contribute to rebalancing society.

On Irresponsibility In and Outside the Letter of the Law

Over the decades and very recently, we have seen varieties of instances of corporate irre-
sponsibility, often even illegal practices and actions. Who do you think should control the 
corporation (Mintzberg, 1984)? Responsible managers?

It’s not just the letter of the law. The letter of the law is too low a standard. 

To just keep to the letter of the law as Friedman (1970) said could be fundamentally immoral 
because the letter of the law is not very precise about things. If Cambridge Analytica did 
not break the law, does that make it moral when they have complete and utter contempt for 
democracy? Maybe they didn’t break the law. Maybe they did. I think they belong in jail no 
matter what because of that contempt. They should have been charged with treason. It’s utter 
contempt for democracy. So, it’s not just the letter of the law. The letter of the law is too low 
a standard.

More and more irresponsibility, because corporations have so much power. They can get away with 
anything. 

A trend is that there is more and more irresponsibility, because corporations have so much 
power. They can get away with anything. I use a quote in my current blog, about Uber 
(Mintzberg & Breitner, 2017) somebody saying, there are some people who think that flaunt-
ing the rules should be looked at. What, are you kidding me? You think that flaunting the rules 
should be looked at? It’s okay to flaunt the rules. Maybe we should reconsider? Why didn’t 
you deal with it, when they first did it: They broke the rules! They’re breaking the taxi drivers, 
and maybe some of them deserve it and a lot don’t. Uber basically is a model which is signif-
icantly related to paying the drivers less and getting away with it.

Eight positions around the horseshoe ranging from nationalize it, to regulate it, to trust it, to ignore 
… incentivize it and then there’s the Friedman point.

In my Power in and around organizations book (Mintzberg, 1983b), there is a whole section 
on who should control the corporation. In it, there’s about eight positions around the horseshoe 
ranging from nationalize it; to regulate it; to trust it; to ignore it because it pays to be good, 
which I don’t agree with all the way; there’s incentivize it; and then there’s the Friedman point. 
That one I guess is ignore it, basically the point that business people have no responsibility 
doing anything, but attending to the letter of the law.
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Henry’s words are a stern warning of the dangers of considering managerial actions and 
practices that either are ‘just compliant’ or even against the law as responsible. This reflec-
tion connects back to notions of responsibility that consider legal responsibilities as the very 
lowest form of responsibility (Carroll, 1991). Others, for instance, the well-accepted European 
Union definition considers only voluntary actions as responsible, implying that actions that 
are motivated exclusively by legal pressures do not even fall in the realm of responsible 
management (European Union, 2006). Painter-Morland (2011) goes even one step further 
by discussing how legal frameworks, such the ones granting corporations personhood, may 
even legalize profoundly irresponsible management, particularly when harming stakeholders 
for the benefit of the corporation. Henry’s ‘horseshoe’ provides a cognitive-visual device 
providing alternative views that go beyond legal compliance. It may support both researchers’ 
and managers’ reflexive responsibilization practices (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Laasch & 
Gherardi, 2019) of figuring out our own and others’ perspectives on responsibility.

PROCESSES OF MANAGING RESPONSIBLY

On Responsible Management Puzzles

What kind of puzzles (Mintzberg, 2017) should responsible managers be concerned with? 
What puzzles should they go live with?

You can get caught up in the two sides of this argument …. So, managers face puzzles all the time. 

They’re loaded with puzzles, but their puzzles are both markets, and customers, and where 
things are going, and so on. I guess corporate social responsibility is a puzzle when you get 
stuck in both ends: There’s a big fight in Canada now over a pipeline. Here the American 
company is building that pipeline. As the arguments are going, you can argue that we’re 
creating employment, we’re bringing energy to the world, those kinds of things. And some of 
the aboriginal peoples on the route are saying you’re not gonna do this in our backyard. That’s 
irresponsible. The company is saying: “Creating employment is responsible.” Other aborigi-
nal tribes are saying, “Yeah. We want it because we want the employment.” So, you can get 
caught up in the two sides of this argument. Are you being decent? You find justifications 
for self-interest, some of which are valid, maybe creating employment, but you’re creating 
employment with some of the dirtiest energy in the world. And you’re risking an oil spill in 
a very, very delicate part of the country. So, managers face puzzles all the time.

Henry’s description of the puzzles reminds us of the pluralistic logic of responsible manage-
ment (Radoynovska et al., 2020), due to which puzzles related to tensions and paradoxes are 
not only commonplace in the responsible management process (Van der Byl et al., 2020), but 
can even be understood as its very starting point (Wesselink & Osagie, 2020).

On Responsibility to the Ones Closest to Us

You wrote this intriguing blog post around managing with, or, without soul (Mintzberg, 
2015b). Can you make a connection and if so, how does the idea of managing with(out) soul 
relate to the (ir)responsible manager?
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The most irresponsible thing you can do directly is to mistreat your own people so they go home 
crying miserably. God, the number of people who can’t stand their bosses is so high and getting 
higher all the time. 

Well, the most irresponsible thing you can do directly is mistreat your own people so they go 
home crying miserably. God, the number of people who can’t stand their bosses is so high and 
getting higher all the time. I can’t believe it. Just mean management there is. We had a dean 
years ago. He was just such a mean person. People like that have no business running any 
organizations. They’re irresponsible first of all to their own employees. There’s so much of 
that going on. This thing with Comey on the news today. I can’t believe that somebody from 
Trump’s office would get up and say that Comey is a self-serving, egocentric. I don’t know 
Comey, but everything I’ve seen of the guy is exactly the opposite. For Trump people to be 
saying that … It’s just the kind of Nazi reversal that Goebbels did—just take that whole dis-
tortion back to where it was. What this guy [Donald Trump] gets away with is amazing. He’ll 
end up in jail. I have no doubt about it. He’ll end up being charged with treason, because he is 
taking his orders from Putin. I am convinced of that. Putin has something on him and it’s not 
hard to imagine what. They’ll bankrupt his companies. His loans are from Russia. There’s so 
much of that going on.

Henry’s emphasis of managers’ responsibilities towards the ones closest, here the ones ‘being 
managed’ highlights an interesting facet of the distinction between responsible management 
and cognates like corporate responsibility management or sustainability management. 
Responsible management is centered on the responsibility of ‘mainstream’ (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2015) ‘normal’ managers of all types (Laasch, 2018b). The nature of their respon-
sibility differs from that of specialized corporate responsibility managers, ethics officers, or 
corporate sustainability managers, whose main emphasis is on managing an organization’s 
responsibility (Wesselink & Osagie, 2020), with an emphasis on organizational stakeholders, 
not their own (Carroll et al., 2020). From this distinction emerges responsible management’s 
emphasis on the stakeholders close to the manager, ‘your own people’, including direct sub-
ordinates, and the managers’ families (Prahalad, 2010), responsibility that reaches over into 
managers’ private lives (Carroll et al., 2020; Freeman & Laasch, 2020).

On the Responsible Action Plane

Going back to some of your early work, related to the idea of rounding out the manager’s job 
(Mintzberg, 1994) and managerial roles (Mintzberg, 1973), could you make a connection to 
the different things that managers do, to the different context that a manager conducts their job 
in, and how responsibility might play out differently in different managerial roles?

If you’re not on the action plain … it’s harder to be responsible because you’re not plugged in the 
consequences of what’s going on, if you are always on information plain. 

In a recent book I talk about managing on an information plane, a people plane, and an action 
plane (Mintzberg, 2013). If you’re not on the action plane, then it’s harder to be responsible, 
because you’re not plugged into the consequences of what’s going on, if you are always on 
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information plane. Robert McNamara2 supposedly was a very sort of caring man, but he was 
a monster. His behaviors were monstrous. I don’t care how much he claims to have been con-
cerned. He was a numbers nut, so body counts became body counts. They weren’t women and 
children, they were Vietnamese bodies, Việt Cộng bodies. So management on an information 
plane, without getting to the action plane does not breed responsible behavior. That’s one 
connection. You can carry out all the rules, more or less responsibly or irresponsibly. On the 
people level you can exercise the kind of leadership that is phony or you can access the kind 
of leadership that’s authentic.

The type of monstrous actions and dehumanization (e.g. Việt Cộng bodies) described by 
Henry, that makes living beings an unproblematic indicator of managerial success or failure 
is a well-known phenomenon. Usually it is explained as a type of irresponsibility arising from 
a systemic over-rationalization (Suddaby & Laasch, 2020). Such rationalization results in the 
dehumanization of the manager herself as well as others. The result are psychopathic mana-
gerial personalities (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; Pirson, 2020), ‘monsters’ in Henry’s words. 
However, Henry suggests an additional processual explanation for such ‘monstrously’ irre-
sponsible management. His explanation is rooted in managerial activities and practices that 
are skewed towards the information plain and disconnected from the action plain where social 
consequences of managerial decisions and actions can be experienced first-hand. Therefore, 
for a responsible manager, being ‘plugged in’ is crucial. Future research that further explores 
this crucial aspect of the responsible management process could, for instance, bring together 
social practices perspective on responsible management (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019) with 
discussions related to the dehumanization and instrumentalization of humans and the natural 
environment (Gond et al., 2009; Melé, 2014). Such research could also be positioned against 
an anthropocentric human exceptionalism (Purser et al., 1995; Starik, 1995), and draw 
from research centered on reconnecting to place, time, people, oneself and the planet, for 
instance, through managerial mindfulness practices (Blomme et al., 2018; Jacob et al., 2009; 
Kernochan et al., 2007).

On Face-to-Face Responsibility

You have written about an indigenous model of economic development (Mintzberg, 2015a). 
Do you see the possibility of a native, indigenous type of management paradigm for responsi-
ble management?

You’re always tentatively more responsible when your constituency is face to face and you have to 
face them. 

Well, you’re always tentatively more responsible when your constituency is face to face and 
you have to face them. I like to show two views of markets. One is a food market in Brazil 
and the other is the New York Stock Exchange. It’s a lot easier to be responsible … I spent 
my share of time in markets in France especially in villages where I lived. That’s the center of 

2 Robert McNamara was a US-American business executive, briefly serving as Ford’s president, 
and then as Secretary of Defense. He played a major role in escalating the United States’ involvement in 
the Vietnam war.
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community. Talk about responsibility: A person who is selling you turkey will take 10 minutes 
to explain how to cook your turkey not because they’re getting paid for it, but because there’s 
a kind of communal relationship. It’s not a mercenary. It doesn’t feel mercenary. Anybody 
who cheats their customers or doesn’t even treat them nicely is not going to get revisited. 
Whereas in tourist trap places like in the Left Bank [‘La Rive Gauche’] in Paris where nobody 
goes back to those restaurants. They’re awful. I remember one posting a menu and they didn’t 
even offer that menu inside. They were selling water for about ten times the price that they paid 
for it. They were completely irresponsible. Nobody would ever come back. So, that communal 
relationship certainly breeds more responsibility. Part of the problem now is that globalization 
is inconsistent with community. It undermines community. It undermines national sovereignty 
and it undermines community.

Henry’s answer has interesting implications for reconsidering the salience of responsible 
management on different levels of managerial hierarchy. On the research side there has been 
an over-emphasis on higher-level managers’ responsibility (Laasch, 2018b). However, both 
Henry’s recent writing and the responsible management discussion have emphasized the 
importance of ‘bottom management’ (Mintzberg, 2015d), and of ‘frontline managers’’ respon-
sibility (Laasch & Conaway, 2015), the very managers who are most strongly engaged in 
face-to-face enactment of responsibility. Henry’s comment therefore, resonates with respon-
sible management’s emphasis on the ‘normal’ manager (Laasch, 2018b) and on the, at times, 
mundane responsibilities of managerial working life (Ennals, 2014), their ‘daily work routine’ 
(Prahalad, 2010: 36). This focus of the responsible management discussion affords ample 
opportunity for future research on responsible management practices (Laasch & Gherardi, 
2019; Mintzberg, 2004) at bottom of the managerial hierarchy pyramid.

On Judging Managers by their (Ir)responsibilities

You’re talking about judging managers by their flaws (Mintzberg, 2016), not only by their 
virtues; not only by their competences, but also by the things they might not do the best job 
on. Do you think you can recognize responsible, respectively irresponsible managers by their 
flaws?

In fact, you can almost argue too much responsibility can be a flaw sometimes. 

Flaws can be anything from bad breath to being killers. I mean, flaws can be anything. 
Obviously, irresponsibility is a flaw. For some companies, they don’t mind. You read about 
Wells Fargo and they just seem to go from one crisis to another, or Uber under the previous 
guy. There’s a blog on Uber you could look at that I did with a colleague where she’s in favor 
and I’m opposed. It’s called Uber Uber über alles (Mintzberg & Breitner, 2017). Too much 
responsibility can also be a flaw sometimes. That’s what happened with the chief executive 
of General Electric. He was so concerned with national issues and being on the business 
roundtable and all of these things that people were asking who is running the company. That 
was a flaw. He was too responsible. He was a statesman. The chief executive was out doing all 
kinds of wonderful deeds and not doing his duty.

The responsible management discussion typically starts from the point that managers, 
on average, are not responsible enough. This is echoed in Henry’s focus on the field’s 
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old-established theme of managerial irresponsibilities (Armstrong, 1977), both in this 
response and throughout other sections of this publication. Accordingly, Henry’s idea that 
managers might overdo responsibility is a thought-provoking one. Further research could, 
as an example, identify and explore cases like the one Henry presents, and to further delve 
into questions like how much is too much responsibility? There also is an intriguing tension 
between Henry’s attack on Milton Friedman’s (1970) argument that managers’ business is 
business, not social responsibility.

CONCLUSIONS

We have seen in the first part of this chapter that there is, and why there is a strong case for 
responsibility in management (Mintzberg, 1983a). However, in the second part of the chapter 
focusing on process of managing responsibly, we have also learnt that it ‘isn’t a piece of 
cake’ (Marques & Mintzberg, 2015). The reason are varieties of processual complexities from 
paradoxical responsible management puzzles, to management that is skewed towards the 
information plane, and on to the effects of face-to-face responsibility.

It is these very close-up processual aspects that also have important implications for research-
ing responsible management. It implies the need for engaged scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007) 
that not only helps us to learn more about responsible management practices and responsible 
managers, but also further supports, improves, and disseminates such practices. Henry’s own 
work is an excellent example with his immersed early studies, shadowing managers to study 
their job, roles, management processes, and ‘minds’ (Gosling & Mintzberg, 2003; Mintzberg, 
1973, 1994), but also with his concern for helping practicing managers to improve their craft 
(Gosling & Mintzberg, 2004; Mintzberg, 2004). Similarly, also the methods section of the 
Research Handbook of Responsible Management is centered on getting closer to managers and 
their practices (Price et al., 2020), on having a performative impact (Langmead & King, 2020), 
to become a constructively critical partner who helps to ‘responsibilize’ managerial realities 
(Racz & Parker, 2020), often doing so in a closely engaged way (Beveridge et al., 2020; Ren 
& Bartunek, 2020; Stutz & Schrempf-Stirling, 2020).

Readers interested in Henry’s focus on practicing managers’ learning will find a toehold 
for future research in this volume’s chapters centered on responsible management learning 
by practicing managers on the job and over time. Chapters include, for instance, on the job 
learning (Andrianova & Antonacopoulou, 2020), and unlearning (Padan & Nguyen, 2020), the 
facilitation of ethical voice (Tams & Gentile, 2020), the strengthening of professional moral 
courage (Sekerka, 2020), and the dynamics of such learning and personal development over 
the course of a responsible career (Tams, 2020).

It is this very focus of the responsible management field on active engagement for more 
responsible management, which also lends itself to a closing statement from Henry’s recent 
blog post; a call for action directed at both academic and management practitioners. There is 
not enough time left to be “concerned but confused about the state of the world.” Now is the 
time to “coalesce and correct” (Mintzberg, 2019):

If you are concerned but confused about the state of the world, forget about finding the answer at 
some top—nothing doing there these days—and skip the staged events. Find some motley crew in 
some open field and coalesce to create your own event, on the ground. Target some morally intoler-
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able outrage—there is no shortage of them these days—and correct it: cleverly, decisively, morally, 
almost legally. Stop dreaming and start acting. 
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5. From managerial responsibility to CSR and
back to responsible management
Archie B. Carroll and Oliver Laasch

CSR’S ORIGINS IN MANAGERIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND THE 
RETURN TO RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

The exchange between Archie Carroll and Oliver Laasch documented here is centered on the 
relationship between responsible management, CSR, and the larger business (management) 
and society field. Archie first taps back into his early work on managerial responsibility, as 
well as into his seminal description of the evolution of the CSR discussion (Carroll, 1991) and 
of the business and society field (Schwartz & Carroll, 2008). He illustrates how CSR started 
out with a concern for managerial responsibility, and is now returning to this individual level of 
analysis in the form of responsible management. Archie translates central themes of the CSR 
discussion to their application on an individual level, and in a management process context. 
What role does the business case for responsibility (Carroll et al., 2018; Carroll & Shabana, 
2010) play in the responsible management process? How to use the value-balance-accountabil-
ity framework (Schwartz & Carroll, 2008) to analyze managerial responsibility?

From Organizational-level CSR to Individual-level Responsible Management Process

You have written about managerial responsibility, for instance, as ‘the moral manager’ 
(Carroll, 1987) or management morality’ (Carroll, 2000). You have also studied questions of 
responsibility in the management process, for instance, the ‘moral management of organiza-
tional stakeholders’ (Carroll, 1991), ‘managing ethically’ (Carroll, 2004), or ‘social issues 
in management’ (Carroll, 1994). However, it appears that most research of responsibility 
in business and management is focused on organizational-level concepts such as Corporate 
Social Responsibility, Corporate Citizenship, and Business and Society. Why the organiza-
tional level focus? What can we learn from shifting the focus, as responsible management does 
(Laasch, 2018), to the managerial level of responsibility and to the responsible management 
process?

Historically, the sphere or domain of Responsible Management has concentrated primarily on the 
organization-level rather than the (lower) managerial levels.

It is true that, historically, the sphere or domain of Responsible Management (RM) has 
concentrated primarily on the organization-level rather than the (lower) managerial levels. 
This may be because the Business & Society and Social Issues in Management academic 
disciplines have been more closely aligned with the broader field of Strategic Management, 
for example, in the Academy of Management (AOM), than with the fields of Organizational 
Behavior (OB) or Human Resource Management (HRM). In the past couple of decades, 
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however, that has begun to change and we are now observing researchers addressing manage-
rial and behavioral levels which more closely align with middle management and supervisory 
management. Academics from OB and HRM are now more frequently addressing RM issues 
and they naturally pivot towards the management processes.

The attention is shifting towards the managerial level of responsibility … now increasing attention 
is being given to the implementation stage and that occurs at the managerial level and the employee 
level. 

One major reason the attention is shifting towards the managerial level of responsibility is 
because most firms today have pretty much accepted the paradigms of CSR, Sustainability 
and Responsible Management, and now increasing attention is being given to the implementa-
tion stage and that occurs at the managerial level and the employee level. So, it’s natural that 
the entire hierarchy of the organization is now being researched and taught. Coming from a 
‘management’ academic background, I sought to pursue this topic early on with my book of 
readings titled Managing corporate social responsibility (Carroll, 1977) and I guess that has 
influenced my attention on the managerial levels in my own work. Related to this, much of 
my writing and teaching have focused on the managerial level in the topic of business ethics 
where it has a natural fit. In fact, I think the topic of business ethics is more a managerial one 
than a philosophical one. In other words, I think it is easier to know what is the right thing 
to do (philosophy) than to actually do it (management). Of course, some of my philosophy 
colleagues may not agree with this. In any event, both are important.

Business Case versus Tensions in Responsible Management?

Much of your research has emphasized the business case for CSR (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). 
Recent discussions, however, go beyond a business case framing and highlight the importance 
of paradoxes and tensions, particularly, when studying responsibility on an individual level 
(e.g. Hahn et al., 2014; Van der Byl et al., 2020; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015)? To what 
degree would you say responsible management processes should revolve around the search 
for the business case or rather embrace tensions, trade-offs, and paradoxes?

Businesses began as the primary economic institutions in society though they are now multipurpose, 
social institutions. 

If you talk to most folks today, especially business people who are our primary target audience 
along with those training to be business people, the ‘business case for CSR or RM’ is pretty 
much accepted and appears to be the primary driver in business decision making. There are 
a few ‘true believers’ who still argue via ethical reasoning, but in business schools, at least, 
the business case seems to dominate. Having said that, we cannot abandon the business case 
thinking as a done deal. We need to provide a business rationale for what organizations are 
doing. Businesses began as the primary economic institutions in society though they are now 
multipurpose, social institutions. This is one reason I have placed the Economic Responsibility 
at the base of my Pyramid of CSR (Carroll, 1991). Research has demonstrated that business 
people agree with this and most see this as the starting point in discussing Responsible 
Management or corporate responsibility. In capitalistic societies, the shareholders or owners 
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are still a primary stakeholder who must be considered. In addition, the focus on tensions and 
paradoxes are inevitable and also vitally important.

VALUE, BALANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY (VBA) IN THE 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT PROCESS

Much of your research has been foundational to the business and society field. Can we 
translate core-characteristics of the organizational-level business and society discussion to 
responsible management’s individual-level analysis? Which characteristics and frameworks 
can come together complementarily, and where do you see competition?

Each included these core concepts: value, balance, and accountability. We then named this a VBA 
model. 

In our 2008 article, Schwartz and I summarized some of the key characteristics of the domi-
nant competing and complimentary frameworks to CSR. These include but are not limited to, 
Business Ethics, Corporate Citizenship, Stakeholder Management, and Sustainability. More 
recently, others have arrived on the scene: Creating Shared Value, Conscious Capitalism, and 
Purpose Driven Business. These have been discussed extensively elsewhere so I won’t go into 
their details. We did point out the overlapping nature of the different frameworks and their 
interrelatedness, and we attempted to disaggregate each of them to identify what we thought 
were the core ideas holding each of them together. An examination of each demonstrates their 
perceived fundamental importance by business-and-society theorists and practitioners. We 
extrapolated three core concepts that we thought were present in each. We concluded that each 
included these core concepts: value, balance, and accountability. We then named this a VBA 
model or framework.

All of the competing and complimentary concepts held these concepts in common. 

We thought the fundamental element underlying the entire business-and-society field, and 
these concepts, appears to be the generation of value. Value is created when business meets 
society’s needs by producing goods and services in an efficient manner while avoiding unnec-
essary negative externalities. Each of the constructs is concerned with business generating 
value or benefit to society. We also thought each concept rested on the notion of balance. 
A degree of balance is necessary in addressing and responding appropriately to potentially 
conflicting stakeholder interests and/or ethical standards. The concept of balance is not new. 
Drucker argued that the notion of balancing stakeholder interests dates back to the 1920s and 
Berle and Means (1932/2017) indicated that while serving the interests of society as a whole, 
corporations must balance a variety of claims by various groups in the community. We argued 
that balance was a process component to the VBA framework whereby businesses would be 
required to take active steps to achieve appropriate balance among competing stakeholders’ 
interests and claims. We think the concept of balance is present in all these competing and 
complementary frameworks. Acting in an accountable manner is the third notion common to 
all the frameworks. Accountability implies that business and its agents, while attempting to 
fulfill their economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities (Carroll, 1979) must 
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acknowledge and take responsibility for their actions and decisions and take steps to rectify 
failures and ensure that they don’t happen again. Accountability also implies the importance 
of trustworthiness and transparency. Many writers and other researchers have attested to the 
importance of these core concepts and we simply argued that we thought all of the competing 
and complimentary frameworks held these concepts in common.

In spite of the commonality of the various responsible management models and frameworks dis-
cussed, I do not expect there to be a developing consensus for using one over the other.

In spite of the commonality of the various responsible management models and frameworks 
discussed, I do not expect there to be a developing consensus for using one over the other. 
Each has its adherents and advocates. This is simply not in the nature of scholars in our area 
as they come from diverse backgrounds and interests. All these frameworks are popular and 
I don’t expect any of them to go away. In fact, more are likely to come as scholars and prac-
titioners think through these concepts and various splinter ideas develop with respect to each. 
For example, a special topic, Political CSR (PCSR), is gaining hold among some scholars and 
it has received great attention with the explosion of global business. Corporate social activism 
and CSR is another emerging topic as is the concept of Corporate Social Irresponsibility (CSI 
or CSiR).

COMMENTARY: DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The core theme of this chapter is the relationship between organizational-level conceptual-
izations of responsibility like CSR, and individual-level conceptualizations like responsible 
management. The following two commentary sections probe deeper into the nature of this 
organizational–individual-level relationship.

A Necessary Oscillation between Responsible Manager and the Corporation?

The interrelatedness between the responsible manager and the responsible organization 
(Ennals, 2014) and the shift from organizational to management level of analysis is a defining 
element of the responsible management discussion (Laasch, 2018). Archie’s historical descrip-
tion however, was first discussed as individual managers’ responsibility, which then tilted to 
a focus on corporations’ responsibility, and now is coming back to managerial responsibility. 
Archie’s storyline is mirrored both in the early writings idealizing managers as business pro-
fessionals assuming their positive societal role (Donham, 1927; Follett, 1927), and also in the 
aspiring descriptions of the social responsibility of business men (Bowen, 1953) during the 
first half of the twentieth century. According to Archie’s (Carroll, 1999) history of the CSR 
concept the second half of the twentieth century then was dominated by the organizational 
level discussions. In this interview he has illustrated how more recently, the discussion has 
shifted back to the managerial-level, due to the concern for implementation and a renewed 
interest in employee engagement. This oscillation between individual and organizational 
level, however, highlights the importance of spanning individual and organizational levels, 
and of a more integrated discussion of responsible management and responsible corporations. 
An excellent anchor point for future research may be Painter-Morland’s (2011) discussion of 
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responsible management’s different types of responsible agency in corporations. Also, linking 
the micro-CSR discussion to responsible management provides a promising perspective when 
it comes to exploring the roots of organization-level responsibility in responsible management 
decisions and behaviors (Willness et al., 2020).

Institutionalizing the Responsible Manager in the Responsible Corporation?

A second salient discussion at the responsible management / CSR intersection connects to Roy 
Suddaby’s discussion of the entanglement between the institutionalization of a responsible 
management profession and of the corporation as an institution (Suddaby & Laasch, 2020). 
Both hinge on the realization of their respective positive roles in society. This also connects 
further to Henry Mintzberg’s question about ‘who should control the corporation’ (Mintzberg, 
1984), more specifically, if and how responsible managers’ can create responsible corpora-
tions (Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020). The suggestion that responsible management both fosters 
and requires responsible corporations and vice versa, is also mirrored in Ed Freeman’s sug-
gestion that responsible management could be a remedy for both the deeply institutionalized 
management sucks and business sucks narratives (Freeman, 2018; Freeman & Laasch, 2020).

Future research on the mutual institutionalization of a responsible management profession 
and responsible corporations, could reconnect to early writings on the key role of ‘large busi-
ness executives’ (Dale, 1961) addressing social challenges in an increasingly complex world 
(Abrams, 1951). Such research could be justified normatively, by the many calls suggesting 
that in order to make management an actual profession, it has to realize its positive role in 
society (Donham, 1962; Follett, 1927; Khurana & Nohria, 2008; Laasch & Moosmayer, 
2016). It could build on conceptualizations of responsible managers’ “layered model of mana-
gerial influence” (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 35), or similar multi-level conceptualizations of 
responsible management. An excellent example is Looser and Schwalbach’s (2020) concep-
tualization of the ‘honorable merchant’ who realizes self-responsibility, organizational-level, 
and societal-level responsibility, a historic German ideal of a responsible management pro-
fessional. Also, the responsible leadership literature, operating at individual, organizational, 
and societal levels as presented by Miska and Mendenhal (2018) might provide a helpful 
conceptual scaffold.

Future research could also relate to distinct types of institutional agency, for instance, 
studying the institutional work (Suddaby & Laasch, 2020) and institutional leadership of 
responsible managers (Radoynovska et al., 2020) in creating the institutions of a (responsi-
ble) management professional, and of a responsible corporation: ‘Responsibilization work’ 
(McCarthy & Mena, 2020). Along a more critical line of inquiry, future studies could explore 
what institutionalized, taken-for-granted characteristics of the management–corporation nexus 
may impede their respective realization of a positive role in society. For instance, Henry 
Mintzberg identifies the taken-for-granted shareholder-value-based management paradigm 
as ‘deadly’ and one of the main drivers of irresponsible management (Mintzberg & Laasch, 
2020). 
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6. Responsible management as re-enchantment
and retrovation
Roy Suddaby and Oliver Laasch

FROM IRRATIONALITY TO RE-ENCHANTMENT, ON TO 
INSTITUTIONALIZATION

The conversation between Roy Suddaby and Oliver Laasch presented in this chapter brings 
together Roy’s iconic work in the context of organizational institutionalism, professionaliza-
tion, and historical management studies with emergent ideas in the field of responsible man-
agement. The conversation is centered on the following questions: What is the relationship 
between irrationality and irresponsibility? What is the role of institutional work in responsible 
management? What is the potential of alternative modes of (responsible) management? How 
may responsible management relate to the professionalization of management project and to 
the institutionalization of a responsible corporation?

(Ir)Rationality and (Ir)Responsibility

Some of your recent work was focused on going beyond over-rationalized modes of man-
agement, including notions of re-enchantment (Suddaby et al., 2017) and magical thinking 
(Ganzin et al., 2019). What is the role of rationality in the context of responsible management?

We are subject to these inexorable processes of industrialization of the world. Sometimes it’s referred 
to as McDonalization, but it’s based on this economic rationality. 

Let me back up a little bit here and talk about this idea of myths of rationality, which really 
comes from Max Weber (1905/2013) and his discussion of this process of ongoing rationali-
zation of the world. We understand quite well what that means in present day terms, and that is 
that we are subject to these inexorable processes of industrialization of the world. Sometimes 
it’s referred to as McDonalization (Ritzer, 1992), but it’s based on this economic rationality 
that we need bigger factories to get these ever increasing economies of scale so that we can 
feed the world. Meyer and Rowan in their (1977) paper talk about this as being rational myths 
because we don’t know where these myths of rationality come from. While there is some kind 
of prima facie demonstration of effectiveness of industrialization and rationality, what we tend 
to forget is that Weber talked about this process as producing this massive disenchantment 
with the world, this feeling of ennui. It sometimes is referred to as this iron cage that we get 
trapped in, these webs of meaning of our own making.

“Responsible managers’ job is really to re-enchant our institutions, re-enchant our government, 
re-enchant our institutions of commerce. 
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I think that the role of the manager is to understand that these myths of rationality are not 
above and beyond human agency, that we have the capacity and ability to change our world 
view. So, responsible managers’ job is really to re-enchant our institutions, re-enchant our 
government, re-enchantment our institutions of commerce. In part, that means stepping away 
from this idea that bigger and cheaper is the way to human salvation. There are alternative 
realities out there that allow us to create a viable means of human existence and a viable means 
of feeding the world, but it doesn’t have to occur on an industrial scale that involves this degree 
of disenchantment.

The Institutional Work of Re-Enchantment

I’m wondering what institutional work (Lawrence et al., 2011; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; 
Lawrence et al., 2009) and institutional entrepreneurship (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006) in 
the responsible management context might look like?

Managers need to acquire this idea of moving away from a notion that we’re trapped by the world the 
way it is and to imagine alternative worlds. 

That means that we’re going to have to re-enchant not just the institutions of government and 
the organizations of commerce, but it also will require us to re-enchant management education. 
That is we need to change the dialog or discourse by which we have this conversation about 
what it means to be a manager. I think that managers need to acquire this idea of moving away 
from a notion that we’re trapped by the world the way it is and to imagine alternative worlds.

We need to develop a degree of institutional reflexivity rather than the focus on this ongoing process 
toward legitimacy that we’re doing things just because other organizations or other actors are doing it. 

We need to develop a degree of institutional reflexivity rather than the focus on this ongoing 
process toward legitimacy that we’re doing things just because other organizations or other 
actors are doing it. We need to think a little bit about authenticity and ideas to do things 
because they’re the right thing to do, not necessarily because everyone else is doing it. I have 
written about this in a paper about Craft, Magic, and Re-enchantment of the world (Suddaby et 
al., 2017), but it really is designed to look at the other half of Weber’s argument. That is that 
it isn’t always about inexorable rationalization. There is a humanistic element to industrializa-
tion that tends to get overlooked.

Craft Modes of Responsible Management

What can we learn from craft modes of management? Are there any particular examples from 
other societies that come to mind?

… to pay a higher price for the goods that are handcrafted and don’t rely on industrial scales of 
production. 

We do see examples of craft-based societies that are very, very effective and efficient, but in 
a different sort of rationality than we’re used to in an industrial society. If you look at Japanese 
society, Japan has been extremely effective in adopting the rational modes of industrial 



Responsible management as re-enchantment and retrovation 93

production and they are a global leader in automobile manufacturing and all of those other 
things, but they also have retained within society a devotion to craft modes of production. 
There is an element of Japanese society that is willing to pay a higher price for the goods that 
are handcrafted and don’t rely on industrial scales of production. You also see this in pockets 
of Europe – in parts of Germany, in northern Italy as well – an assumption that craft modes of 
production are superior means of production.

There are opportunities for re-enchantment in modes of production that don’t rely on this sort of mix 
of rationality that everything has to be done on a massive industrial scale. 

If you look at the pockets of the United Kingdom and America that have been devastated by 
the recent recession, you see this emergence of hipster culture and here you see craft modes of 
production of beer, craft modes of production of leather goods, and so on. There is a refreshing 
re-enchantment of product – and in Detroit. I just sat in a dissertation of a young fellow who 
is looking at entrepreneurship in Detroit. It was shockingly refreshing, the degree of creativ-
ity and craftsmanship that was coming out of primarily young people operating in a sort of 
an industrial wasteland. I think that there are opportunities for re-enchantment in modes of 
production that don’t rely on this sort of mix of rationality that everything has to be done on 
a massive industrial scale.

Institutionalizing Management’s and Corporations’ Roles in the Service of Society

You have extensively written on professionalization and institutionalization (Greenwood et 
al., 2002; Muzio et al., 2013; Suddaby & Muzio, 2015; Suddaby & Viale, 2011). There is an 
argument that institutionalizing responsible management, making it taken for granted, might 
contribute to the professionalization of management project (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2016). 
What relationship do you think might there be?

Projects of professionalization are always attached to reciprocal projects of institutionalization … 
The management profession, like the accounting profession, has attached professional project to the 
corporation and that has the potential to be very, very bad, and the potential to be very, very good.

I have written that projects of professionalization are always attached to reciprocal projects 
of institutionalization. The legal profession, for example, has attached their professional 
project to the nation state. In medicine, they have attached their professional project to notions 
of health, also captured by the nation state largely. The management profession, like the 
accounting profession, has attached a professional project to the corporation and that has the 
potential to be very, very bad, and the potential to be very, very good. The problem is that we 
haven’t taken a position of control or leadership with respect to the corporation. And we have 
this notion of the corporation is a bad actor and I’m not going to dispute that there is a lot of 
negative consequences of the corporation.

“There is some opportunity for those globalized multinational corporations to acknowledge some of 
the humanistic ontological values that define institutional character. 

I think the role of the corporation needs to mimic some attributes of the nation state now, 
some of the positive things that are occurring out of the corporation in the context of corpo-
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rate social responsibility. Frank Dobbin has written about how the model of gender equality 
or gender equality practices in human resources practices are actually more advanced in the 
corporation than they are in the legislation coming out of federal and state governments (e.g. 
Dobbin & Sutton, 1998). In the context of the environment, if you look at the disaster that 
occurred with Hurricane Katrina which was a complete failure of the nation state, particu-
larly the federal government to predict and prevent that from happening, the first rescuers, 
completely self-interested of course, the first rescuers on the scene tended to be corporations, 
like Home Depot and Walmart. There is no question these corporations are being largely 
self-promotional, but at least they are acting in a positive manner. If you look at what’s hap-
pening with the inability of the American government to regulate gun control after all of these 
horrific mass shootings. It is actually corporations that are starting to put pressure on retailers 
who are associated with selling assault rifles and in the United States, institutional pressure 
through the organization of corporations. There is some opportunity for those globalized mul-
tinational corporations to acknowledge some of the humanistic ontological values that define 
institutional character.

COMMENTARY: DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
AGENDA

This commentary will use Roy’s thought as a toehold for related discussions and future research 
directions in responsible management. It also serves to further anchor Roy’s responses in both 
his published work, and in the responsible management discussion in this volume and beyond. 
There are interesting punctual connections, such as a juxtaposition of Roy’s description of 
Japanese craft modes of responsible management and the Japanese Perspective on Responsible 
Management presented in this volume (Kuriyama, 2020). However, rather than dwelling on 
the interesting punctual connection, the following brief sections are aimed at presenting larger 
themes or future research directions of responsible management that Roy’s thought may give 
rise to.

Responsible Managers as Post-rational or Poly-rational Human Beings?

Roy’s connection between myths of rationality and irresponsible managerial behavior, rooted 
both in management theory’s ‘go-to disciplines’, economic and psychology (Simon, 1955, 
1986) connects neatly to an ongoing discussion of the role of rationality in reinforcing irre-
sponsibility, which has emerged in various forms. A first example is Amartya Sen’s (1977) 
seminal criticism of the ‘rational fools’ that economic theory assumes economic actors to be. 
This underlying ontology of a rational, egoistic, value maximizing homo oeconomicus has 
been criticized as a ‘mechanistic’ (Dierksmeier, 2019) or ‘economistic’ (Lawrence & Pirson, 
2015) reductionist ontology of the manager. One might even go as far as Henry Mintzberg 
(Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020) in his contribution to this volume, to suggest that if we believe 
in this ontology, all managers are essentially to be considered ‘prostitutes’. Roy’s suggestion 
to ground responsible management behavior in a more ‘humanistic’ ontology is echoed in 
the chapter in this volume by Michael Pirson (2020) who suggests to ground responsible 
management research and practice in a more holistic humanistic ontology. Such an ontology 
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recognizes human beings as complex, emotional, social beings, instead of reducing us to our 
rational capabilities.

Future research based on these insights may address related questions – to what degree 
responsible managers need to be irrational, or what quality their irrationality assumes. Should 
responsible mangers become ‘post-rational’ to leave their rationality behind? Such research 
could connect, for instance, to the idea by Elkington and Hartigan (2008) who suggest that 
irrational, “unreasonable people” in business have special powers that enable them to fix 
our sustainability problems. John Elkington explicitly stresses the unreasonable responsible 
managers, as they do not “adapt to the world as they find it, but instead … imagine a different 
world, different realities.” He also provides insight on the transience of responsible managers’ 
irrationality as it depends on their performative success or failure in changing the world around 
them: “In the early stages, anyone who aims to change the system in which people currently 
operate is going to seem unreasonable” (Elkington & Laasch, 2015: 77). Instead of conceptu-
alizing such managers as irrational, one might also understand them as having an alternative 
rationality, for instance, one of ‘socially rational’ management (Ridley-Duff, 2008). Finally, 
one could also study responsible managers as having multiple rationalities, or rather a plural-
istic logic of responsible management as outlined in this volume’s chapter by Radoynovska et 
al. (2020). Might responsible managers be ‘poly-rational’ rather than post-rational?

Further research recognizing the responsible manager as a human being that goes beyond 
‘cold’ rationality, could also tap into the thriving discussion of the role of emotions in mana-
gerial sustainability, responsibility, and ethics (Dietz & Kleinlogel, 2014; Montiel et al., 2017; 
Wright & Nyberg, 2012) or to explicitly focus on responsible and irresponsible managers as 
naturally flawed human beings (Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020). Finally, future research could 
also critically engage with responsible management publications that feed into the assumption 
of an economically-rational productivity-increasing agent, such as Hilliard (2013), studying 
the links between responsible management and productivity. Similar critically-motivated 
research could question the role of management education, including supposedly ‘responsible’ 
management education continuously reproducing myths of rationality and therefore reinforc-
ing irresponsible management patterns (see e.g. Painter-Morland, 2015). It could also tap 
into the self-reinforcing performative nature of rational management practices (Cabantous & 
Gond, 2011; Cabantous et al., 2010).

Anti-Paradigmatic Responsible Management Practices and the Promise of Retrovation

Roy’s elaboration on practices of craft production is echoed in Henry Mintzberg’s (Mintzberg 
& Laasch, 2020) promise of more responsible management practices in small-scale local 
markets. Roy’s elaboration on small-scale craft modes of management also connects to vari-
eties of similar anti-paradigmatic management practices, such as the ones related to degrowth 
(Kalimeris et al., 2014; Sekulova et al., 2013), or of ‘right-sizing production’ (Reichel & 
Seeberg, 2010). Similar ideas are echoed by some of the most iconic management scholars. 
For instance, Henry Mintzberg posits that responsible management requires an ‘enough 
of more’ attitude (Carroll et al., 2020; Mintzberg, 2017). Philip Kotler suggests that, for 
instance, responsible marketing management might require the de-marketing of consumption 
as a remedy for the “overselling of consumerism … that the good life exists of more and more 
material goods.” He further hints at resistance from the incumbents invested in the current 
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paradigm, namely that “campaigns to de-market our current consumerist lifestyle … will be 
fought by companies” (Kotler & Laasch, 2015: 395).

‘Small-is-beautiful’ inspired (Schumacher, 1973/2011) responsible management practices 
break with the dominant bigger-is-better paradigm. Such examples remind us of the need 
for anti-paradigmatic responsible management practices (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019) that go 
beyond or even against current paradigms; a type of management that goes against the axioms 
of capitalism (Painter-Morland, 2011). Such practices, in spite of being ‘unrealistic’ in the 
current economic reality, are realized nevertheless by managers changing the reality of man-
agement, one practice at a time (Laasch et al., 2019). Ed Freeman suggests the re-invention of 
management as one of the main tasks of responsible management (Freeman & Laasch, 2020): 
“Management is like the television, not a tree. We invent it.” Future research, therefore, may 
tap into the discussion of management innovation, “the implementation of new management 
practices … that represent a significant departure from current norms” (Birkinshaw & Mol, 
2006: 81). Such research could study ‘responsible’ management innovation as the imple-
mentation of more responsible practices, which break with aspects of current management 
paradigms that irresponsibility is rooted in.

Roy’s example of craft production practices also invites thinking about how such responsi-
ble management innovation might rely on something we might call responsible management 
retrovations (Greer, 2017; Suominen & Sivula, 2016) or renovations (Collett, 2000; Ertimur 
& Chen, 2019). Such a type of responsible management innovation would be inspired by 
past, more responsible ways of managing. Roy’s craft modes of production, for instance, 
break with the McDonaldization paradigm, by production management practices that precede 
McDonaldization. Craft production is reinvented, to some extent due to its potential to cure 
many of the social, environmental, and ethical ailments that came with industrial production. 
Similar processes of retrovation may break with current irresponsible managerial paradigms 
and their related practices by seeking inspiration in practices far enough back in time, to not 
yet have been shaped by current irresponsible paradigms. For instance, responsible retrovation 
in finance might be inspired by financial management practices before Jensen and Meckling’s 
(1976) irresponsibility-breeding, shareholder-value based management (Carroll et al., 2020; 
Dierksmeier, 2019) became the norm.

Future research studying and inspiring responsible retrovation could connect to research 
related to the historic turn in management studies (Mills et al., 2016; Suddaby, 2016). 
Particularly relevant appears research on the use of history and the past as a resource (Foster 
et al., 2011; Suddaby et al., 2010) and in the study of ‘traditions’ as institutionalized prac-
tices (Dacin & Dacin, 2008), as well as in the chapters in this volume that discuss historical 
approaches to responsible management (Mena & Rintamäki, 2020; Stutz & Schrempf-Stirling, 
2020). Future research may also explore responsible management retrovation by focusing on 
the processes of how and when management practices that were thought to have ‘died’ like 
craft production (Kroezen & Heugens, 2018), start a new life as a responsible management 
practice. Normatively oriented research might develop criteria for what types of practices 
should be retrovated how, for instance, through the lens of responsible research and innovation 
(Long et al., 2020; Stilgoe et al., 2013), and practice-oriented research providing insight into 
how to successfully create responsible retrovations (see Birkinshaw & Mol, 2006). 
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7. Responsible leadership and management: key
distinctions and shared concerns
Nancy J. Adler and Oliver Laasch

INTRODUCTION

Nancy J. Adler has conducted iconic research on cross-cultural leadership, management, 
and organizational behavior (Adler & Gundersen, 2008), including questions of gender and 
female leadership (Adler, 1997b, 2002; Adler & Izraeli, 1994; Adler & Osland, 2016). Over 
the years she has studied many subjects closely related to responsible management, such as 
management and business as agents of world benefit (Adler, 2008a, 2008b), the dehydrated 
language of management (Adler, 2015a; Seifter et al., 2010), leading beautifully (Adler, 
2015b; Adler & Delbecq, 2018; Adler & Ippolito, 2016; Ippolito & Adler, 2018) as well as 
leadership and management scholarship that ‘dares to care’ (Adler, 2012; Adler & Hansen, 
2012). In the interview featured in this publication, Nancy shares her views on the connections 
between responsible leadership and management themes and her work. Each response is 
followed by a commentary that both connects her remarks to extant responsible management 
research and that points out related future research directions.

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AND/VERSUS RESPONSIBLE 
LEADERSHIP

We sometimes implicitly use responsible management and leadership as if they are synonyms. 
Are they synonyms for you or do you think there is a difference between responsible manage-
ment and responsible leadership?

Leadership predominantly asks the question ‘To what end?’ Management primarily asks the ques-
tion, ‘How do we get there?’ 

Management and leadership are not synonyms. It is interesting that you are talking to both 
Henry Mintzberg and me because we have ongoing conversations about management and 
leadership. I believe leadership and management are distinct. Both are necessary, but leader-
ship predominantly asks the question “To what end?” Management primarily asks the ques-
tion, “How do we get there?” I still think that Warren Bennis’ insightful observation – “We 
are over-managed and under led” – is true for the world as a whole, for individual countries, 
and for companies as well as organizations (Bennis & Nanus, 1985). From a management 
perspective, we ask questions about efficiency and effectiveness, or about the bottom line 
and stock performance. We unfortunately often ask those management questions without 
previously asking the companion leadership question: “Are we producing something that’s of 
value to society?”
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With Nancy Adler being an iconic leadership scholar and Henry Mintzberg being one of the 
most iconic management scholars, juxtaposing their views in this volume provides intriguing 
insights on similarities and differences between both fields (Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020). 
Similar insights can also be gained from cross-reading Nancy’s response with the chapter 
by Marques and Gomes (2020), which further explores the connection between responsible 
management and leadership. Another relevant view integrating responsible management and 
leadership is to frame leading responsibly as one of the essential practices of the responsible 
management process (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Future research might build an integrative 
perspective of responsible management and leadership to develop a more interconnected 
discussion building on both fields’ unique contributions to understanding individual-level 
responsibility in a business context.

THE RESPONSE-ABILITY TO WALK AWAY

What are your thoughts on the responsible management field’s interest in the responsible 
manager as a person and human being, beyond their role as managers? What does it mean to 
be a person, a human being, doing the job of a responsible manager?

Unless you have at least a year’s salary in the bank, don’t pretend that you are an ethical manager. 

Years ago, Harvard Business School offered insight into the ethical and responsible nature of 
its career planning philosophy, when it advised: Unless you have at least a year’s salary in the 
bank, don’t pretend that you are an ethical manager. Their clear challenge to managers was 
that, unless you can walk away from a job without it doing severe damage to your family’s 
wellbeing, to their home, the literal roof that is over their head, and unless you can continue to 
provide clothing, food, et cetera, then don’t tell me you have the choice to act ethically. One 
of the first steps in being an ethical manager, therefore, is to save enough money, so that if 
you discover that the organization you are working for is not a good fit with your goals, values 
and ethics, you can leave. Unfortunately, I don’t hear that very clear challenge discussed very 
much anymore. It remains hugely important.

Nancy’s point about being free to walk away from an irresponsible job environment has 
important implications for the personal integrity of someone considering themselves a respon-
sible manager. It also speaks to a holistic concern with responsible managers as human beings 
whose non-work roles and relationships must be taken into consideration (Suddaby & Laasch, 
2020). For instance, Henry Mintzberg stresses the responsible manager’s responsibility to 
those who are close to them also in their private lives, for instance, family and friends (Carroll 
et al., 2020). Ed Freeman discusses the impossibility of separating a responsible manager’s 
professional and personal life (Freeman & Laasch, 2020). Related future research could, 
for instance, tap into the literature exploring the effect of organization-level responsibility 
on employee retention (Aruna & Anitha, 2015; Coldwell, Billsberry, Van Meurs, & Marsh, 
2008; Randy Evans & Davis, 2011). Future research of this phenomenon could also build on 
the notion of response-ability (Carroll et al., 2020; Greenhough & Roe, 2010; Puka, 2005; 
Rentschler, 2014) as an ability to perform responsible actions, in this case quitting a job, 
particularly in response to irresponsible ones. Finally, such research could also tap into the 
discussion of responsible careers in management (Tams, 2020; Tams & Marshall, 2011), par-
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ticularly in relationship to response-ability in the career context (Lichtenstein & Mendenhall, 
2002).

THE ILLUSION OF A NEUTRAL SPACE OF ‘ARESPONSIBILITY’

What kind of patterns or roots of (ir)responsible behavior have you observed, that deserve 
highlighting?

The choice not to act is always as strong a statement, with just as strong consequences, as the choice 
to act. 

There is an illusion that a neutral option exists. It doesn’t. This illusion shows up most 
frequently in the guise of “choosing to do nothing,” as if not doing anything was somehow 
exempt from being understood as just as strong a political, ethical, and values statement as 
doing something. I totally disagree. Doing nothing is not a free pass, ethically or otherwise. 
The choice not to act is always as strong a statement, with just as strong consequences, as the 
choice to act.

Choosing not to discuss an issue – and thus implicitly continue past behavior – is a political stance. 
There is no neutral place to stand. 

An example that may make you laugh, or cry, comes from observing the behavior of our 
professional organizations. Each year professional organizations hold major conferences that 
are highly lucrative for the communities in which they are held. This is especially true for 
large organizations such as the Academy of Management and the American Psychological 
Association. To act responsibly in choosing a venue, professional organizations must ask: 
“Are we choosing a location where all members can safely attend? Can all our members obtain 
visas? Can all our members safely and easily enter the country we are considering, and will 
they not have to worry about how they will be treated once they arrive at the conference?” We 
know there are countries that no longer meet these responsible standards. If, as an organiza-
tion, I choose not to engage with these questions, and make decisions accordingly, I cannot be 
considered ethical or responsible. Unfortunately, I increasingly hear organizations announcing 
that engagement with such considerations would violate their commitment to being apolitical. 
That very statement belies a belief in the illusion of a neutral space. We all know, but often 
choose not to publicly recognize, that everything we say and do has political implications. 
Implicitly choosing to continue past behavior is a political position with political implications. 
Choosing not to notice, or take action against, the behavior of countries that discriminate 
against certain categories of members is a political stance (even if the behavior is implicit). 
Choosing not to discuss an issue – and thus implicitly continue past behavior – is a political 
stance. There is no neutral place to stand. I think we need to explicitly recognize that what-
ever we do, as individuals, organizations, and as societies, is a choice. That recognition alone 
could catalyze a huge shift. Such recognition would eliminate the illusion that a safe, neutral, 
supposedly amoral space exists. In some ways, of course, this creates a highly demanding 
standard, doubly so because we all are busy. We often feel that we don’t have time to get 
involved. We need to admit to ourselves that that choice, the choice not to engage, to not think 
about an issue, the choice just to continue what we have done in the past, is, in fact, a choice. 
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And, like all choices, it has ethical and moral implications. As an individual, who is a member 
of professional organizations, I can choose to attend or not attend the meetings; I can choose 
to speak or stay silent. I can choose to stand with the least advantaged among us or not. I am 
always choosing.

Nancy’s conceptual imagery of an ‘illusion of neutral space’ in which decisions or actions 
are neither responsible, nor irresponsible, suggests a distinction similar to the one in business 
ethics between moral, immoral, and amoral management (Carroll, 1991, 2000). While consid-
erations of (ir)responsible management become increasingly commonplace (e.g. McCarthy 
& Mena, 2020; Mena & Rintamäki, 2020; Stutz & Schrempf-Stirling, 2020), the responsible 
management discussion is yet to study phenomena of ‘aresponsibility’ and ‘aresponsible’ 
management. To capture the phenomenon in full, shouldn’t we also study situations where 
there is grounds for the assumption of responsibility, but the manager is not aware of it or 
actively choses to ignore it? Future research in aresponsible management could, for instance, 
study dynamics between irresponsibility, responsibility and aresponsibility. How to distin-
guish between irresponsible and aresponsible management? What are the processes through 
which and conditions under which managers move between aresponsible, irresponsible, and 
responsible management?

Such research could tap into conceptualizations of responsible management as responsive-
ness (Painter-Morland, 2011), as moral reflexive practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013), and 
response-ability (Carroll et al., 2020; Nonet et al., 2016). The study of aresponsible manage-
ment could also draw from business ethic’s rich insight into moral (un)awareness (Butterfield 
et al., 2000; Reynolds, 2006). Future research could also be aimed at actively reducing 
aresponsibility, by calling attention to neutral spaces to be problematized as spaces of (ir)
responsibility. Such research could connect, for instance, to notions of matters of concern and 
problematization in actor-network theory (Callon, 1986; Laasch, Moosmayer, & Arp, 2019; 
Latour, 2004), problematization as a research object (Bacchi, 2012), or problematization 
as a technique for positioning one’s research (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011; Sandberg & 
Alvesson, 2011). It could also relate to critical management studies’ search for performativity 
in the responsible management context (Langmead & King, 2020; Spicer et al., 2009), as the 
study of ‘critically-responsible management’ (Racz & Parker, 2020).

A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE ON RESPONSIBLE 
MANAGEMENT

My perspective, as a Westerner living in China, has revealed that often issues which appear 
very important in my culture are not perceived as such in the Chinese culture. An aresponsible 
space of, “Well, we don’t do anything about it because we don’t even see it as a matter of 
responsibility.” That leads us into the discussion of cross-cultural and comparative factors of 
responsible management. Do you think to be a responsible manager or a responsible leader 
means different things in different cultures? 

If you have more opportunity, you have more choices, and with ‘choice’ comes responsibility for 
those choices. 
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Comparing countries, there is huge cultural variation and equally large, if not larger, variations 
in opportunity structures. Living in richer, more economically developed countries generally 
offers you more choices. If you were born into a more privileged strata within a particular 
society, or if you come from the dominant socio-economic group, you generally enjoy more 
opportunity. If you have more opportunity, you have more choices, and with ‘choice’ comes 
responsibility for those choices.

Within all societies, there are an array of taken-for-granted assumptions, assumptions that operate 
primarily below the level of consciousness.

Within all societies, there are an array of taken-for-granted assumptions, assumptions that 
operate primarily below the level of consciousness. In the United States and Canada, for 
example, one such taken-for-granted assumption is that you will always enjoy a free press. 
In many parts of the world, there is neither a free press nor the taken-for-granted assumption 
that there will be a free press. In the United States and Canada, it is therefore easier than in 
many other parts of the world, for the assumption of a free press to slip into the area of moral 
blindness. With moral blindness, I assume that I don’t have to do anything to support, for 
example, a free press; I simply assume that it will always be there. Whereas if you live in 
a part of the world without a free press, you know it’s a choice. The consequence structures 
– the predictable results of taking action – in each case, are both different and perceived to be
different. If you speak out in certain countries, you can be imprisoned or worse. By contrast,
in other countries, if you speak out, your friends might ostracize you and there might be reper-
cussions at work, but it is highly unlikely that you’ll be imprisoned or killed for speaking out.
The number of journalists who are murdered each year for giving voice to societal issues, and
the fact that such murders are not evenly distributed across countries, clearly underscores the
relative differentiated-cost of speaking out.

Almost by definition, socially responsible leadership is a collective concept. More individualistic cul-
tures, such as that in the United States, therefore approach socially responsible leadership in a quite 
different way from that of more collective cultures. 

Relative to the United States, China has a more collective culture. This is important because 
all socially responsible and responsible leadership has a collective aspect; you are concerned 
with the wellbeing of the greater whole. Almost by definition, socially responsible leadership 
is a collective concept. More individualistic cultures, such as that in the United States, there-
fore approach socially responsible leadership in a different way from that of more collective 
cultures. Their paths differ. Most people in the United States, for example, hold a very individ-
ualistic worldview. They believe that if I, as an individual, do my very best and get the most 
for me, it will simultaneously be the best for everybody. That is one of the basic assumptions 
supporting a free-market. Most Chinese hold very different assumptions. As a collective 
culture, the networks, relationships, and extended family you are born into or are a part of are 
very important in guiding your decisions. There is therefore no way to talk about responsible 
leadership without talking about it as collective concept.

Do we need to know how to work together for the best of global society? Yes, and we needed to know 
how to do it ‘yesterday’; it can’t wait. 
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One of the things that scares me is that, as human beings, we don’t know how to act positively 
and collectively toward each other on a global level. I say that even though others and I have 
studied the cross-cultural aspects of international management (e.g. Adler, 1983; Adler & 
Aycan, 2018; Adler & Bartholomew, 1992; Adler & Graham, 1989) for almost a half century. 
Do we know how to interact collectively across the globe for positive outcomes? No. Do we 
need to know how to work together for the best of global society? Yes, and we needed to know 
how to do it ‘yesterday’; it can’t wait. A wonderful Turkish colleague of mine, Zeynep Aycan 
and I just published a review article on cross-cultural interaction (Adler & Aycan, 2018). I was 
disappointed to see how little we’ve learned over the past 50 years, and how little of what we 
have learned can actually be put into practice.

Due to its institutional roots in the Global Compact context (Lawrence & Beamish, 2012; 
Rasche, 2020), responsible management is closely connected to both global and local, in 
a ‘glocal’ context (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Nancy’s emphasis in cross-cultural consid-
erations is echoed in the words of Geert Hofstede, one of the world’s foremost pioneers on 
cross-cultural studies who stresses that “responsible managers should learn about cultural 
differences when dealing with other societies when operating in their own … what is respon-
sible in one culture may not be responsible in another” (Hofstede & Laasch, 2015: 439). In 
order to further facilitate the synergetic study of such cultural differences, a section of this 
volume is dedicated to varieties of alternative local and global approaches to responsible 
management. It includes, for instance, local approaches such as responsible management 
with Chinese characteristics (Fu et al., 2020) and West African Igbo and Yoruba perspectives 
(Ogunyemi, 2012; Ogunyemi & Obiorah, 2020), but also globally-oriented discussions such 
as multinational responsible management (Tulder, 2020). Future research could go deeper 
into the local roots of responsible management to explore their significance for global respon-
sible management practices, or conversely, explore the dynamics between global standards of 
responsible management and local management practices.

FEMALE LEADERS’ RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AND THE 
VALUE OF DIVERSITY

What kind of paradigms can or should we base the new type of management that is responsible 
management on? There’s your work on female leaders. Might different female leadership or 
management styles be the basis for a different paradigm of management?

I initially accepted the published descriptions differentiating how men managed and led compared 
with the approaches of women … [that viewed] women as more inclusive, more caring, and less 
hierarchical than men. 

I started conducting research on women who were global leaders in the early 1990s (see e.g. 
Adler, 1986, 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 2002), at a time when not much had been written on the 
topic. There were studies on women managers, mostly focused on Americans, but not much 
about women who were leading at the most senior levels. I initially accepted the published 
descriptions differentiating how men managed and led as compared with the approaches of 
most women. However, the more I conducted my own research, the more I questioned the 
generally accepted characterizations. The research described women as more inclusive, more 
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caring, and less hierarchical than men. Those conclusions, however, had been reached primar-
ily by comparing men at higher levels in the organization with women at lower levels. This 
was surprising because already in 1977, Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1977/2008) reported in her 
seminal book, Men and women of the corporation, based on her excellent study of employees 
and managers working across 16 levels of the US Civil Service, that if you hold hierarchical 
level constant, the behaviors of men and women are fairly similar. Both women and men at 
the most senior levels focus more on strategy and policy; less on relationships, and more on 
achieving critical tasks. Male and female employees at lower levels in the organization also 
share a similar focus and priorities. At lower levels, both women and men focus less on strat-
egy and show more interest in relationships.

If a company selects their leaders from the population as a whole, rather than from just half the 
population (men), on average, they will have better leaders. 

I am a huge advocate of women in management and leadership, but see the advantages deriv-
ing primarily from basic statistics. If a company selects their leaders from the population as 
a whole, rather than from just half the population (men), on average, they will have better 
leaders. If your company only promotes men into senior leadership and my company promotes 
both men and women, the chances (statistically speaking) are high that my company will 
outperform your company. Why? Because, on average, my company will have a more talented 
leadership team because they have been drawn from a larger pool of candidates (cf. Jelinek & 
Adler, 1988). That same statistical argument applies to global companies and organizations 
that select people from around the world for their senior leaders. Of course, the company has 
to know how to manage the cross-cultural diversity such broad-based hiring creates. When 
cultural diversity is present, there is the potential for cultural synergy. Unfortunately, only 
some companies have the skills to consistently create synergies. When people from different 
cultures, who bring different life experiences, come together (cf. Adler, 1980), you have the 
potential to generate novel ideas that wouldn’t occur to a more homogeneous group. Synergy 
is even more important today when we need creative ideas to address the world’s biggest 
challenges, from climate change to world peace (see, for example, Szkudlarek et al., 2019).

The goal is not simply to bring more women into the organization and promote them into the most 
senior positions. Rather it is to synergistically leverage the diverse strengths of men and women.

Synergy has been an important concept for decades, ever since I started working with inter-
national organizations and conducting research on cross-cultural management. Unfortunately, 
most research on diversity has been conducted domestically within the United States. 
Equally unfortunate, the framework of most US domestic diversity research has used 
a negative-to-neutral conceptualization. Diversity has been viewed as causing problems. 
Effective management has been seen as necessary to mitigate the effects of those problems. 
The focus has tended to be on stopping discrimination, not violating laws, and not acting 
unethically. Rarely, if ever, has the question been asked: How can diversity benefit the organ-
ization? What is the value of having people from around the world working together? Yet, 
even the early studies found that well-managed multicultural teams outperform homogeneous 
teams (see Adler, 2008c). In poorly managed diverse teams, the result is the opposite: they 
under-performed homogeneous teams. The performance differences result from the ways 
in which the diversity is managed, not from the presence or absence of the diversity itself. 
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Similarly for women, the goal is not simply to bring more women into the organization and 
promote them into the most senior positions. Rather it is to synergistically leverage the diverse 
strengths of men and women once they are in the organization and working together. The goal 
is to benefit from the advantages of diversity – the synergies – and not simply to have more 
women present or to simply attempt to mitigate the assumed problems that bringing in more 
women might hypothetically cause.

Nancy’s emphasis on the value of diversity in general and specifically gender diversity may 
provide several important impulses for responsible management research. First, so far 
responsible management has mostly seen gender diversity as a cause to be addressed (e.g. 
Haynes, 2017; Karam & Jamali, 2013; McCarthy, 2017) through responsible management, 
an aspired output of responsible management. Nancy’s point, however, hints at gender as an 
input influencing the responsible management process. Further research along this line of 
inquiry could be centered on exploring a female standpoint and feminine strengths (Fletcher, 
1994) and their relationship to (ir)responsibility in management. Second, it also hints at the 
value of feminist research paradigms and theories for the study of responsible management. 
Earlier in this chapter, we suggested response-ability with its roots in feminist theory as 
a promising lens for future research. In his chapter in this volume, Ed Freeman highlights 
the potential of feminist relational psychoanalysis for responsible management research 
(Freeman & Laasch, 2020).

THE HEALING BEAUTY OF RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Could there be a responsible management paradigm of ‘beauty’, related to your work on 
leading or maybe even managing beautifully (Adler, 2011, 2015b; Adler & Delbecq, 2018)?

What we need to ask is: Where is the beauty in this ugliness? And how could we create more beauty? 

Beauty absolutely fits this conversation. Singer/songwriter Phil Ochs states, “In these ugly 
times, the only true protest is beauty.” When we think about responsible management, and 
such issues as the environment, we have many examples of atrocious behavior, examples 
of things being done wrong. We don’t need to look far to see them. What we need to ask is: 
Where is the beauty in this ugliness? And how could we create more beauty?

You don’t want to aim for sustainable ugliness. The goal is beauty. The goal is not ‘good enough’, 
even if ‘good enough’ is sustainable. 

As human beings, we crave beauty, in all its forms. In terms of strategy, William McDonough 
and Michael Braungart (2002a) helped us to understand that ‘less bad is not good.’ Likewise, 
less ugly is not beautiful. Yet we continue to believe that less war is peace. It isn’t. That less 
pollution is a vibrant, health environment. It isn’t. Beauty is what a thriving society looks like, 
not simply a society with less war, or fewer guns, or less pollution. Ending war is necessary, 
but not sufficient for peace. Reducing pollution is necessary, but not sufficient for a healthy, 
thriving environment. Beauty isn’t about going from negative to neutral; it’s about moving 
from negative to positive. So, not only sustainable management, but management that restores, 
that makes things better, more beautiful if you want. Yes, where the environment, society as 
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a whole, organizations, and people flourish. You don’t want to aim for sustainable ugliness. 
The goal is beauty. The goal is not ‘good enough’, even if ‘good enough’ is sustainable.

Nancy’s search for beauty provides intriguing future research directions for responsible 
management research. First, it highlights the potential of aesthetics, the study of beauty, for 
future research centered on phenomena of responsible management. Antonio Strati’s (2020) 
chapter provides a primer for and examples of the methodology and conceptual lens of organ-
izational aesthetics applied to responsible management.

Second, the point made about beautiful positive outcomes as opposed to less negative strikes 
a chord with the sustainability discussion’s move from the less-bad to good as an aspired 
outcome. For instance, regenerative management is aimed at not just harming less, or reach-
ing zero impact, but instead aiming at a positive impact that restores (e.g. Hardman, 2010; 
Reed, 2007). The underlying thought is one of eco-effectiveness, a positive impact, as opposed 
to merely reducing negative impact, which is the underlying idea of eco-efficiency (Braungart 
& Laasch, 2015; Braungart et al., 2007), to manage for a ‘triple top line’ that creates positive 
social, environmental and economic value (McDonough & Braungart, 2002b). The connection 
Nancy makes to appreciative inquiry and positive deviance can be explored further in this 
volume’s chapter on appreciative inquiry in the responsible management context, particularly 
as the ‘positive principle’ (Beveridge et al., 2020).

Third, Nancy, who is herself an artist and ceramicist, has provided a powerful metaphor for 
making ‘broken things more beautiful’ in the process of restoring them in a keynote address 
at the Academy of Management’s 2018 meeting in Chicago. She used the metaphor of the 
Japanese art of Kintsugi as a potential inspiration for responsible management. In Kintsugi 
the focus is on mending things, particularly pottery, by making the cracks beautiful. Future 
research and management practice could be inspired by Kintsugi, as an imagery that reminds 
us to focus on the cracks of a broken economy, businesses, and management, to not try to 
hide them, but to mend them with a beautiful ‘gold-lacquer’ of responsible management. Such 
an approach would call for a double purpose, to simultaneously make management whole 
again, and to remind us of the cracks of irresponsibilities that made it break in the first place. 
A Kintsugi type of responsible management appears a promising technique for what Roy 
Suddaby called a re-enchantment of management (Suddaby & Laasch, 2020), and a potential 
remedy for the ‘management sucks’ narrative (Freeman & Laasch, 2020) by foregrounding 
the beauty of responsible management.
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8. From ‘management sucks’ to ‘responsible
management rocks!’
R. Edward Freeman and Oliver Laasch

ALTERNATIVES TO ‘MANAGEMENT SUCKS’?

You recently refocused on that idea of business sucks and what could be an alternative to the 
business sucks narrative (Freeman, 2018). Do you think there is a similar narrative about 
management sucks and potentially a similar alternative narrative to the one where manage-
ment sucks?

Go from management in this old view of telling people what to do, to enabling people to manage 
themselves and to lead themselves, to think about leadership in their organization, not leaders.

Sure, I would take management sucks to be a subsidiary of the business sucks story. The 
principles are probably not terribly different. The problem is that management is, Dan Pink 
has a great way to say it: “Management is like the television, not a tree. We invented it.” We 
might not need it for a long time. One way to get out of management sucks is to get out of the 
idea that management is about telling people what to do. Maybe it’s about enabling people to 
manage themselves and to lead themselves. I think that’s built-in in organization around, not 
extrinsic, if-then rewards. But, building an organization around intrinsic rewards where people 
are trying to master a particular thing, and they have autonomy to do it. They have some sense 
of purpose. Again, it’s just Dan Pink (2011) in his book named Drive. We know that works. 
‘If–then rewards’ work. They work in certain circumstances, but for most of the twenty-first 
century jobs, they don’t work. In fact, they made things worse. So, understanding how we go 
from management in this old view of telling people what to do, to enabling people to manage 
themselves and to lead themselves; to think about leadership in their organization, not leaders. 
Right? To think about how that evolves and emerges I think is—again, we see this happening 
in places where, the idea of the manager knowing more, telling people what to do is just 
not true. So, I’m very encouraged by some of the places where you see this sort of enabling 
self-leadership, self-management.

Overcoming the Separation between Management and Responsibility

One of your most impactful ideas is that of the separation thesis (Freeman, 1994; Harris & 
Freeman, 2008), how management thinking and management research often separates things 
out, such as responsibility and management. What role does that thinking play or could play 
in the responsible management context?

In the dominant story of big business, the role of management is seen as irresponsible.
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Well, I think it plays a large role because in the dominant story of big business, the role of 
management is seen as irresponsible. It is seen as just worried about the money, just worried 
about the economics. It’s not seen as trying to understand how value gets created for custom-
ers, suppliers, for all these communities, and the people with the money, and the managers 
doing the value creating at the same time. So it separates out economics from a whole bunch 
of other things. And what we have to do is to integrate both of those things. Sometimes the best 
you can do is find moments of integration, moments of harmony. Those are precious to try and 
find because the way we measure time is so fast these days. This stuff is easy to say and really 
hard to do. Sometimes I think I get way too much credit for stakeholder theory (Freeman, 
1983). And I think a more interesting idea is this idea from Amartya Sen (1987) and others that 
draw the separation fallacy. Ultimately, that’s what’s wrong with the old narrative of business 
of which stakeholder theory is a part. It’s a separation of business from ethics, of facts from 
values, of theory from interpretation, of data from concept. When they’re seen as dualities, 
it’s one or the other. That’s when research is not interesting. We teach the wrong things. We 
conceptualize what business does wrongly.

Realizing Managerial Freedom Enmeshed in Relationships

There’s all this kind of bashing of neoliberalism, of the dominant ‘economistic’ paradigm 
(Lawrence & Pirson, 2015), of the corporate and market logics serving as underlying 
grammar of irresponsible managerial practices (Friedland, 2018; Radoynovska et al., 2020). 
A related theme that emerges time and again in responsible management is the question of 
how to move towards different paradigms better suited for responsible management. From 
your research, I felt feminism (Wicks et al., 1994) and libertarianism (Freeman & Phillips, 
2002) appear particularly promising alternative paradigms in order to base management on 
a different set of principles. Do you think that makes sense?

Feminist theory … the self has a boundary that’s more porous in which it’s enmeshed in a set of 
relationships … at once being intrapersonal and interpersonal …. How do I keep these set of rela-
tionships in some kind of harmony? How do I figure out the intrapersonal–interpersonal conflicts 
that arise within me? 

Well, I still do. Again, both of those ‘–isms’ are detested. I see feminist theory in a number of 
different ways. One is the idea that self is not this boundary-inducing thing that goes through 
the world trying to not cross other boundaries, but the self has a boundary that’s more porous 
in which it’s enmeshed in a set of relationships. Some feminists would call this different voice 
feminism. But there’s another feminist psychotherapist, named Jessica Benjamin, who talked 
about life and the self at once being intrapersonal and interpersonal. I think this is a really 
interesting idea. It’s about us. It’s about me and it’s about us at the same time. I think that is 
called relational psychoanalysis, or interrelational psychoanalysis. I think that’s more interest-
ing than this idea of a little boundary-clear self who, whenever you hit another boundary, you 
invoke a rights claim. How do I keep this set of relationships in some kind of harmony? How 
do I figure out the intrapersonal–interpersonal conflicts that arise within me?

The self as enmeshed in a set of relationships … it’s the relationships themselves that give us freedom 
… freedom and responsibility at the same time. 
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Now, if I take that idea and transmit it to libertarian theory, most libertarian theory at least 
politically is built on this idea of the self as a bubble of autonomy. But if we see the self as 
enmeshed in a set of relationships, it’s the relationships themselves that give us freedom. 
I have freedom to do things precisely because of the relationships I’m enmeshed with. 
Furthermore, most libertarian theorists don’t want to talk about responsibility. They want to 
talk about freedom. That’s a simple idea unless we think about freedom and responsibility at 
the same time. We’re going to come dangerously close to either individual or system wide 
totalitarianism. So, I want to take freedom seriously, but I want to take freedom seriously in 
that set of relationships I’m enmeshed in that enables me to do what I do. So I think libertarian 
theory needs a different idea of self. Ironically, I think that the idea of the self we are going to 
find most useful here is in some of the feminist psychoanalytic literature.

Rethinking the Role of Money

What do you think should be the relationship between sustainability, responsibility, ethics 
on the one hand and commerce, profit, money, on the other hand? How could or should we 
approach this type of separation?

Money is important: I have got to make red blood cells to live, but the purpose of my life is not to 
make red blood cells. 

In the old story of business where it’s all about the money, we try and bolt on anything that will 
make it more morally acceptable. Some people bolt on ethics. “Spend the money, but don’t 
screw people.” Or some people try to bolt on sustainability: “It’s really about the money, but 
don’t ruin it for our children.” Some people try to bolt on responsibility: “It’s really about the 
money, but don’t do these bad things.” It seems to me the problem in all of that is, to make 
a difference here, it’s not about bolting on one of those three things or all three of them. It’s 
about changing the idea that this is about the money. Money is important: I have got to make 
red blood cells to live, but the purpose of my life is not to make red blood cells. Business has 
to make profits to live, but making profits isn’t the purpose of business.

Bolting on ethics, or sustainability, or responsibility, or all three is a little like moving the deck chairs 
on the Titanic. What you really have to do is change the basic idea.

If the purpose of business is not to make profits, then why do entrepreneurs start a company? 
They start it because they want to make a difference. They see the world differently. So, 
changing the edges of this by bolting on ethics, or sustainability, or responsibility, or all three 
is a little like moving the deck chairs on the Titanic. What you really have to do is change the 
basic idea. To change the basic idea, I think you have to, among other things, change the unit 
of analysis. This is not about economic transactions. It’s about creating value in relationships 
with stakeholders over time and seeing how those interest grow together and doing it around 
with a sense of purpose and doing it with a sense of values and ethics all that the same time.
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COMMENTARY: FROM ‘MANAGEMENT SUCKS’ TO 
‘RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT ROCKS!’

In his responses, Ed has illustrated the need to reinvent management in order to change the 
management sucks narrative. He has proposed a non-exclusive list of three responsible man-
agement aspects as likely candidates to form part of an emerging ‘responsible management 
rocks’ narrative.

Reason #1: It Rocks because it ‘Responsibilizes’

A first ‘rocking’ aspect of responsible management building up on Ed’s criticism of separa-
tion between responsibility and management, and of artificial ‘bolting’ on of responsibility 
onto ‘normal’ management. This first aspect is, the ‘amalgam’ of responsible management, 
in which responsibility and management are intimately entangled and inseparable. The 
corresponding change in narrative is from management sucks because it is irresponsible, to 
responsible management rocks because it inherently is responsible and it ‘makes’ responsi-
ble through processes of ‘responsibilization’ (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). A first stream of 
future research could focus on managers’ journey of making their own management practice 
rock. Such research could be centered on responsible management learning in the workplace 
(Andrianova & Antonacopoulou, 2020), about which we know much less than about respon-
sible management learning in the academic context (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019; Laasch et al., 
2017). Conversely, it could also study the responsible unlearning, in which taken-for-granted 
irresponsible beliefs and practices are unlearnt, leading to a personal transformation that 
makes responsible managers (Padan & Nguyen, 2020). It could also study the moral courage 
necessary to enact responsible management, particularly when facing adversity (Sekerka, 
2020; Tams & Gentile, 2020).

A second set of future research directions relates to responsible management’s responsi-
bilization of the managerial work environment. Examples are: responsibilize one’s own job 
through job crafting (Bizzi, 2020); to uproot irresponsible practices through whistleblowing 
(Carollo et al., 2020); to exert and inspire moral agency among other organizational members 
(Tams & Gentile, 2020); or to engage in constitutive communication that makes the organ-
izational reality a more responsible one (Schoeneborn et al., 2020). A third salient research 
direction relates to responsible managers’ role in wider systemic transformations beyond the 
organization. Responsible managers may responsibilize institutions through responsibility 
work (McCarthy & Mena, 2020) or engage in systemic societal responsibilization (Waddock, 
2020). Such responsible management practice can also address grand societal challenges, for 
instance, through responsible innovation in business (Long et al., 2020), or by engaging in 
social innovation that tackles such societal issues (Seelos & Mair, 2020).

In all of these lines of inquiry responsibility and management are not separated out, but 
management is at the very center, a ‘motor of responsibility’ with responsible managers as 
catalyst for others’ responsibility. Such processes of self-responsibilization, organizational 
responsibilization, and systemic responsibilization correspond to the three managerial spheres 
of influence, a central concept in responsible management thought (Laasch & Conaway, 2015, 
2016).
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Reason #2: It Rocks because It Reconnects

The second aspect relates to Ed’s suggestion that managerial freedom and responsibility 
(Dierksmeier, 2011) emerges from the mesh of stakeholder relations a manager acts in. This 
social-coproduction of freedom and responsibility helps to overcome the manager–stakehold-
ers and manager–world separations, where managers instrumentally use stakeholders as means 
for their ends, or do something ‘for’ stakeholders in a normative sense (Freeman, 1999; Jones, 
1995; Jones & Wicks, 1999). In either of these conceptualizations, managers and stakeholders 
are considered different separated entities. If we take further Ed’s alternative conceptualiza-
tion of the manager’s self’s ‘porous boundaries’, managers become one with their stakeholder 
network. They are inseparable. What managers do to benefit stakeholders, benefits themselves, 
what harms stakeholders, harms the manager. Taking care of managers’ stakeholder networks 
means taking care of themselves. If realized in this way, responsible management rocks, as 
responsible managers become reconnected so closely with their stakeholders that taking care 
of them becomes almost like a natural extension of their bodies.

Future research building on the above conceptualization of responsible management 
may not only tap into the feminism and libertarianism concepts that Ed mentioned, but also 
into actor-network theory. In actor-network theory some actors of a network, in this case 
responsible managers, speak for the whole network, if they are able to align or harmonize 
all of their respective interests (Callon, 1986; Callon & Law, 1982; Law, 1987). Responsible 
management then becomes a process of alignment, also called translation through which the 
responsible manager co-constructs an actor-network around her and harmonizes actors’ inter-
ests (Laasch, 2018; Laasch et al., 2019). Along similar lines, Mollie Painter-Morland (2011) 
connects to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1983/1992) concept of ‘desiring production’, to describe 
collective processes of responsible management involving ‘assemblages’ of actors.

Future research may also build on both conceptual connection points, and conceptual syn-
ergies between actor-network theory and stakeholder theory. Both share a strong relational, 
networked conceptual imagery, actor networks and stakeholder networks. Both may include 
a variety of entities in these networks. A first difference is that stakeholder theory, while not 
excluding nonhuman stakeholders, is comparatively human-centric. Actor-network theory on 
the other hand is built on the ontological premise of heterogeneity, namely that the networks 
of actors that make reality are inseparably human and nonhuman (Law, 1987). For instance, 
Price et al. (2020) present a ‘posthuman’ perspective on responsible management, enacted 
by socio-material, human–nonhuman actor networks. Particularly for less anthropocentric, 
eco-centric conceptualizations of responsibility (Purser et al., 1995; Shrivastava, 1995; Starik, 
1995; Thompson & Barton, 1994) in the context of environmental responsibility, conceptual-
izing nonhuman ‘natural things’ on an at least equal footing appears crucial. A second key dif-
ference is that stakeholder thinking has frequently been used to present stakeholders as passive 
beneficiaries of responsible management. In actor-network theory, however, there are only 
actors with agency, no passive recipients. This feature of actor-network theory appears par-
ticularly helpful for future research exploring the co-responsibility (Aßländer, 2011; Lesch & 
Brinkmann, 2011; Mitcham, 2003) or collective responsibility (Atasu & Subramanian, 2012; 
Von Schomberg, 2010) of responsible managers and their network of actors/stakeholders.
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Reason #3: It Rocks because It ‘Remonetizes’

A third aspect of why responsible management rocks builds on Ed’s statement putting money 
into its place, as a means, not an end for management. Using a neologism, responsible man-
agement ‘remonetizes’ management, as it repositions the role of money in management. In 
this vision of responsible management, money is not king, but a servant to the higher ends 
that such management serves. This way responsible management relativizes the importance 
of money from being a purpose of management to being an enabler for realizing responsible 
management’s social purpose. It therefore does away with the managerial stigma of being 
a soulless mercenary doing anything for money (Mintzberg, 2015). Responsible management 
rocks because it primarily uses money to do good, not to do well economically.

Future research may be motivated, for instance, in Henry Mintzberg’s criticism of the 
stock market – following the money as the main driver of managerial irresponsibility 
(Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020). It could engage critically with studies of monetary incentivi-
zation of responsible management (e.g. Hilliard, 2013). Such research could also build up 
on Painter-Morland’s (2011) translation to the responsible management context of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s (1983/1992: 227) criticism of capitalism, as a system where ‘money begets 
money.’ In a new narrative of (responsible) management, managers rock, because they have 
the competence to manipulate money and the related commercial and market structures to 
achieve their societal purpose and social goals. As an example, responsible managers may 
fulfill the role of social entrepreneurs who build commercially viable businesses to carry social 
innovations into the world that needs them (Seelos & Mair, 2020). Responsible managers may 
become creators of economically viable business models for sustainability and responsibility 
(Kennedy & Bocken, 2020; Radoynovska et al., 2020). Responsible managers in this narrative 
become shamans and healers (Waddock, 2015, 2020), with the ability to manipulate and mobi-
lize money as management’s life-blood for the generation of social and environmental value. 
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9. Sustainability management from a responsible
management perspective
Markus Beckmann, Stefan Schaltegger and Nancy E.
Landrum

1. INTRODUCTION

The idea that companies, business managers, and management have a responsibility beyond 
the fiduciary responsibilities to the firm’s owners (Friedman, 1970) has been elaborated for 
many decades (Abrams, 1951; Buckingham & Venkataraman, 2016). Various concepts spell 
out related but slightly different perspectives onto this issue, including not only the notion of 
individual responsibility (Abrams, 1951; Prahalad, 2010) or ethics (Adobor, 2006) but also 
the concept of sustainability (Epstein, 2018). This chapter serves to bring these perspectives 
together and to develop a research review and agenda for the domain of sustainability manage-
ment as seen from the perspective of responsible management.

Be it the poisoning of a water system through company-caused pollution or the mistreat-
ment of workers in a factory, such concrete issues equally raise concerns from a sustainability, 
ethics, or responsibility viewpoint. Mirroring these real-life connections, recent contributions 
in the academic responsible management debate have conceptualized the interplay of these 
three perspectives with a framework that maps different possibilities of overlap between 
ethics, responsibility, and sustainability (Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Laasch, 2018). Here, the 
highest level of responsible management is defined as simultaneously realizing the principles 
of responsible, ethical, and sustainable behavior (Laasch & Conaway, 2015).

This chapter builds on this work and goes beyond the notion of overlapping principles by 
asking how the domain of sustainability management specifies the general perspective of 
responsible management. As Figure 9.1 illustrates, responsibility and responsible management 
can be analyzed with a generic framework that distinguishes the following elements: An actor 
a has a responsibility r regarding responsibility objects obj towards one or several others oth 
to be carried out with certain tools t. In this chapter, this generic framework serves to elaborate 
the contributions and research questions that the specific domain of sustainability management 
creates for responsible management.

Figure 9.1 shows how the chapter’s different sections relate to each element of this con-
ceptual framework. Section 2 starts by clarifying what is specific about responsibility r that 
sustainability management addresses. Here, the key argument is that sustainability specifies 
responsibility regarding future consequences on the one hand and the dual objective of value 
creation and disvalue reduction on the other hand. The subsequent section 3 then elaborates 
the specific group of others o towards whom sustainability management seeks to generate an 
answer. Here, the focus lies on both the natural and social environment on the micro-, meso-, 
and macro-level. Section 4 then shifts the perspective to the objects obj and contexts for which 
the principle of sustainability is applied. Here, the analysis underlines that responsibility 
for sustainability takes a life-cycle perspective, looks into the depth of the value chain, and 
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reflects broader impacts on consumption patterns, markets, and society. Next, we discuss 
particular instruments and tools t that have emerged to implement the specific responsibility 
in sustainability management. Building on these previous steps, section 6 then turns to the 
crucial question of agency in the debate about responsible management (cf. Hilliard, 2013), 
that is the question as to who can and does take responsibility (see Painter-Morland, 2011; as 
well as Ekstrom, 2018, for the more general philosophical debate). This section discusses the 
interplay of dedicated sustainability managers and the mainstreaming of sustainability into the 
decision-making of managers across all functions. Our discussion then addresses the paradox 
versus win–win debate, the importance of business models as well as critical barriers for the 
adoption of sustainability, thus spelling out questions for future research.

2. WHAT IS THE SPECIFIC RESPONSIBILITY OF
SUSTAINABILITY MANAGEMENT?

Three landmark contributions in the development of the sustainability concept allow delineat-
ing what constitutes the specific responsibility of individual managers and organizations when 
it comes to managing sustainability.

(1) The first landmark contribution goes back to the beginning of the eighteenth century
when Hans Carl von Carlowitz introduced the term ‘sustainable’ to describe a fundamen-
tal principle for modern forest management (Caradonna, 2014). For him, ‘sustainability’ 
described the idea to harvest timber in a way that safeguards the forest’s productivity, thus 
allowing the use of its resources in an indefinite way. Put in economic terms, Carlowitz 
defined sustainability as living off the interest instead of consuming the capital (Beckmann, 
2016). By this logic, sustainability emphasizes the importance of considering long-term impli-
cations in current decision-making. It thus specifies the idea of responsibility by highlighting 
the time dimension and the relevance of future effects and side effects.

(2) A second landmark in the sustainability debate can be seen in the Brundtland definition
of sustainable development (Brundtland et al., 1987) which marked the breakthrough of the 
sustainability idea into a broader and global discourse (Beckmann, 2016). In the early 1980s, 
the UN established the World Commission on Environment and Development headed by the 
Norwegian prime minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. The task was to start a more productive 
conversation about environmental protection and social and economic development. The 
Brundtland commission used the sustainability concept to highlight the interdependencies 
between the environment and human needs when taking a long-term perspective. According 
to the commission’s definition (Brundtland et al., 1987), sustainable development can then 
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be defined as a development that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”

By focusing on human needs, the Brundtland definition allows specifying the responsibility 
of managers and management by asking how current decision-making affects the needs of 
present and future stakeholders. From a need perspective, managerial decision-making can 
have two fundamental, yet opposing effects. On the one hand, companies can create and 
realize solutions that make their stakeholders better off, for example by developing good 
products and services, by creating jobs and opportunity for their employees, or by generating 
income for their suppliers, investors, and communities. In effect, this function of value cre-
ation can be viewed as the fundamental task of the firm and the primary job of management 
(Freeman, 2010; Hörisch et al., 2014; Pies et al., 2010).

As the sustainability debate highlights, however, value creation processes, such as the 
production of a T-shirt, are almost always coupled with non-intended consequences such as 
environmental pollution or detrimental effects for the workers’ health that result from the 
use of chemicals when dyeing the T-shirt. These negative effects can be summarized as the 
‘disvalue creation’ or ‘harm creation’ caused by a firm and its management (Jolink & Niesten, 
2015; Schaltegger & Sturm, 1992). Seen from the Brundtland perspective, such disvalue cre-
ation goes against human needs, either by directly affecting them negatively in the present or 
by undermining the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

If sustainability management seeks to manage a company’s contribution to sustainable 
development, the Brundtland perspective allows describing its specific responsibility as being 
a dual one: Sustainability management addresses the dual responsibility of simultaneously 
delivering value creation and preventing or at least reducing disvalue creation in the long term 
(Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2014; Beckmann, 2016; Schaltegger & Sturm, 1992).

(3) Finally, the third landmark in the sustainability debate to be reviewed here is the idea to
conceptualize sustainability as integrating three perspectives: the ecological, economic, and 
social dimension. In business management, Elkington (1998) popularized this idea with the 
concept of the triple bottom line (TBL). The TBL helps elaborate that the specific responsi-
bility regarding sustainability is multi-dimensional and relates to the management of positive 
and negative effects that can materialize not only in economic terms but also with regard to 
social and ecological issues. One important implication is that sustainability management by 
now brings together the two fields of environmental management (Schaltegger et al., 2003) 
and social issues in management (Wood, 1991). Sustainability management thus refers to 
addressing an integrative perspective on responsibility (BMU & BDI, 2002).

In sum, the specific content of the responsibility rsustainability addressed by sustainability man-
agement can now be specified in the following way: to manage in the long-term the creation 
of value and the reduction of disvalue in the ecological, social, and economic dimension in an 
integrative manner to achieve sustainable development.

3. RESPONSIBILITY TOWARDS WHOM: THE OTHERS IN THE
NATURAL AND SOCIAL ENVIRONMENTS

The very term ‘responsibility’ expresses that responsibility is a relational construct: It refers 
to response-ability – the ability to give an answer to other actors, expectations, or demands 
regarding one’s behavior. For philosophers such as, for example, Levinas, this existence and 
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acknowledgment of the ‘Other’ is a precondition for ethical agency and the taking of responsi-
bility (Knights & O’Leary, 2006). This reflection invites analyzing who these specific ‘Others’ 
are and towards whom sustainability management takes responsibility.

(1) On the micro-level of business decision-making, the first group of ‘others’ that drives
sustainability and creates expectations for responsible behavior are the individual entrepre-
neurs and managers themselves. These individuals are not external to the business firm. Yet, 
at the same time, they bring their personal sustainability motivations into their business roles. 
Against this background, the literature on sustainable entrepreneurship as well as eco- and 
social innovation analyzes how personal motivations translate into business conduct and inno-
vation strategies (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011; Muñoz & Cohen, 2018). Similarly, research 
on social intrapreneurship investigates how individuals in regular positions within the firm 
take on responsibility for sustainability improvements because of their personal convictions 
(Venn & Berg, 2013). This role of individual ethical motivations thus presents a fruitful link 
between the fields of sustainability management and responsible management.

(2) On the meso-level of a firm’s external relations, the second driver that creates the rel-
evance for sustainability management and formulates responsibility expectations lies in the 
firm’s social environment, its various stakeholders and in local effects in the natural environ-
ment, including geographic issues of resource scarcity.

The need for responsible sustainability management arises because both value creation and 
disvalue creation have impacts outside the firm. Fertilized by stakeholder theory, sustainability 
management treats businesses as social entities which can be analyzed from a relational view 
(e.g. Hörisch et al., 2014). The relationship between firm and stakeholders is not a one-way 
street but a two-way interactive place as stakeholders are defined (Freeman, 1984) not only as 
those affected by the firm (inside-out perspective) but also as those actors who can affect the 
firm (outside-in perspective).

Important, however, is that stakeholder groups differ significantly in their ability to ascribe 
responsibilities to the firm and enforce them. A key distinction in this regard is the difference 
between primary/direct stakeholders and secondary/indirect stakeholders (Freeman et al., 
2007; Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2014). Direct stakeholders are those stakeholders that are 
directly involved in the value creation process. They include employees, customers, suppliers, 
and financiers. As direct value creation partners, the direct stakeholders typically engage with 
the firm on a voluntary basis. In fact, they choose to interact with the firm because they expect 
to be better off thanks to this exchange (Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2014). As a consequence, 
this position creates strong feedback mechanisms for ascribing and enforcing responsibility 
expectations. If, for example, the customers of a bakery feel that the company no longer fulfills 
its responsibility to sell tasty and high-quality bread, they can simply stop doing business with 
this bakery and buy the bread elsewhere. Put in Hirschman’s (1970) categories, most direct 
stakeholders can easily activate the ‘exit’ strategy. The exit strategy simultaneously expresses 
stakeholder expectations and strong incentives to honor them: If managers and the firm do not 
respond and customers, employees, supplier, or financiers desert the firm, value creation is no 
longer possible.
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Put differently, direct stakeholders are not only strongly affected by the firm but can also 
strongly and quite easily affect the firm.1 In contrast, indirect stakeholders are those groups or 
individuals that are not directly involved in the value creation process. They include groups 
such as neighbors, NGOs, media, etc. (Freeman et al., 2007). These secondary or indirect 
stakeholders can also be affected by the firm. To illustrate, take the case of a firm that heavily 
pollutes a river and thereby destroys the livelihoods of fishermen downstream. In this case, 
the fishermen are in a very different situation than the direct stakeholders. As they have not 
freely chosen their relationship with the firm (Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2014), they cannot 
simply walk away and exit the relationship. In Hirschman’s categories, all they can choose 
is the option of ‘voice’ (Hirschman, 1970). This raises relevant implications for the social 
construction and enforcement of sustainability responsibility. First, in order to use the voice 
strategy, the fishermen need to be able to organize and articulate their view, for example 
through protests or media activism. Second, while the mere articulation of voice can formulate 
responsibility expectations, it does not necessarily create strong incentives for the firm to listen 
to them. What is needed is that voice is combined with other feedback mechanisms such as 
boycotts, legal action, or threats of regulation, and so on that make the reduction of disvalue 
relevant for the firm’s ability to create value.

While the two Hirschman options of exit and voice provide a useful lens to analyze how 
stakeholders in the social environment negotiate responsibilities for sustainability, both 
options assume agency which cannot be ascribed to a firm’s natural environment. The envi-
ronment itself, be it a polluted river or a depleted fish stock, can neither exit the situation nor 
voice expectations or demands. The natural environment is thus not a stakeholder but needs to 
be represented by stakeholders (Hörisch et al., 2014). Nevertheless, there are other feedback 
mechanisms through which the firm may be held responsible to develop an ability to respond 
to environmental concerns, namely direct scarcity effects and the indirect mediation through 
stakeholder pressure. The first case occurs in situations of local resource scarcity. Here, the 
firm may depend on natural resources such as ground water as a basis for its value creation. 
Causing environmental degradation and resource depletion could then undermine the firm’s 
resource base (Hart, 1995). Just as in Carlowitz’s forest management, environmental man-
agement then becomes a necessity for continuous value creation even if no stakeholder in 
the social environment voices that expectation. In other instances, however, environmental 
pollution may not directly undermine a firm’s value creation processes. If a firm pollutes 
a river, the downstream effects will not cause scarcity of water flowing to the firm from further 
upstream. However, these downstream environmental effects can be attributed to the firm 
and be made relevant for it through stakeholder pressure such as NGO or community protests 
(voice strategies) that can ultimately result in consumer boycotts (exit of other stakeholders), 
judicial action (court cases) or lobbying for legislative changes (regulation).

(3) Finally, on the macro-level of the global sustainability discourse, two concepts are worth
pointing out with regard to the framing of responsibility expectations: first, the idea of plane-
tary boundaries; and second, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

1 Of course, this analysis presupposes important conditions for the exchange relations including the 
ability to choose, the absence of force, informed and sovereign agency, no deceit, etc. If these conditions 
are violated, primary stakeholders can also be harmed without the ability to exit; for example in the case 
of forced labor or the deceitful use of harmful chemicals without the stakeholders’ knowledge or consent.
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The planetary boundaries concept calls attention to the fact that human activity on this 
planet needs a safe operating space in terms of critical ecosystem parameters, such as a stable 
climate on earth, bio-diversity, or an intact ozone layer (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 
2015). In fact, at least three out of nine critical planetary boundaries have arguably already 
been exceeded (Steffen et al., 2015). This has spurred an ongoing discussion as to how the 
planetary boundaries spell out novel parameters that responsible business behavior needs to 
respect (Whiteman et al., 2013). Responsible management could mean to respect the planetary 
boundaries as a constraint for value creation on the one hand. On the other hand, responsi-
bility in light of planetary boundaries could also mean to foster sustainable entrepreneurship 
and eco-innovation that destroy existing unsustainable market and government failures 
(Schaltegger et al., 2018b).

Similar to the planetary boundaries, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide 
a global framework for defining expectations with regard to sustainability. Adopted in 2015 by 
the United Nations General Assembly, the SDGs formulate 17 goals that spell out a vision for 
a sustainable future of humankind on planet earth (UN, 2015). The SDGs include both social 
(such as SDG 1 on ending of poverty) and ecological goals (such as SDG13 on climate action) 
as well as goals combining several sustainability dimensions (such as SDG 11 on sustainable 
cities and communities). In addition to the first 16 SDGs that define what humankind wants to 
achieve by 2030, SDG 17 focuses on “partnership for the goals” and thus elaborates how these 
goals shall be realized.

For responsible management, the SDGs have various implications. They express the 
expectation that responsible management contributes to achieving progress in one or various 
of the first 16 SDGs by going beyond business as usual (Scheyvens et al., 2016). Moreover, 
SDG 17 emphasizes that as responsibility for sustainable development is a shared, collective 
responsibility, it calls for the collaborative co-creation of sustainable solutions (Schaltegger 
et al., 2018a).

In short, the existence of global sustainability challenges suggests a collective responsibility 
to be shared by responsible management across the globe, thus raising the question of how 
such collective responsibility can be organized and implemented.

(4) In sum, the ‘Others’ towards whom sustainability management takes responsibility can
be found on the micro-, meso-, and macro-level. Individual motivations within the firm, stake-
holder relations in the firm’s direct environment, and global sustainability challenges equally 
constitute ‘others’ towards whom responsibilities for sustainability management are expected 
and socially negotiated.

4. THE OBJECTS OF RESPONSIBILITY: LIFE-CYCLE, VALUE
CHAIN, AND BROADER INDIRECT IMPACTS

Related to the previous two sections is the question as to how the scope and context for 
responsible management is defined. Here, three specifications distinguish the objects obj for 
responsibility: the business organization itself, the product across its life-cycle, and the overall 
patterns of consumption and market logics.

(1) The first object for whom sustainability management can take responsibility is the
organization itself. Individual management decisions and management processes have a huge 
impact on what happens within the firm regarding social and ecological impacts. Internally, 



128  Research handbook of responsible management

responsible management thus refers to managing a firm’s own production processes, its labor 
practices, energy use, and so on, which can all lead to significant social and environmental 
effects. However, responsible management regarding sustainability is not restricted to effects 
that occur within the organization. The very nature of sustainability expands the scope of 
responsibility in at least two more ways.

(2) Any company should take responsibility for its products and services. In sustainability
management, the very nature of value and disvalue creation calls for an extended understand-
ing of product responsibility. Conventionally, product responsibility refers to the quality and 
safety of the product when bought and used by the consumer. Yet, sustainability effects can 
occur across the entire life-cycle of a product (Finkbeiner et al., 2010). This relates to social 
and environmental issues in the production or extraction of raw materials, to the transport and 
distribution of materials, the manufacturing process, the usage, and the end of life of a product 
(Seuring & Müller, 2008). While most of these stages refer to effects that materialize outside 
the firm, the life-cycle perspective is nevertheless crucial for responsible management within 
the firm. After all, the individual management decision or management process within the 
firm often either causes or accepts that unsustainable practices and consequences materialize 
up- or downstream. This is most evident regarding the role of (a) product design and innova-
tion (which influences, for example, whether a product can be recycled at its end of life; for 
a conceptual overview see Hansen et al., 2009), (b) marketing (sustainability options presented 
to the consumer) and (c) sourcing (where to get resources and under what conditions).

As sustainability effects occur across the entire life-cycle, sustainability responsibility plays 
a particular role in supply chain management. Here, sustainable supply chain management 
seeks to integrate sustainability into the entire value chain, either by screening potential 
suppliers in terms of their sustainability performance or by developing their sustainability per-
formance collaboratively with them (Seuring & Müller, 2008; Harms et al., 2013). This raises 
interesting questions for responsible management as responsibility always presupposes the 
ability to act in a certain way. For sustainable supply chain management, the question then is to 
what extent a firm and its supply chain managers have the ability to influence other value chain 
actors. In the literature, this ability is attributed most to a value chain’s focal firm (Leppelt et 
al., 2013). Yet, societal stakeholders like NGOs or market stakeholders like consumers often 
demand responsibility for a clean supply chain irrespective of whether a firm has direct control 
over the respective operations or not.

(3) While sustainable manufacturing or sourcing looks at the means of value creation, a third 
scope of responsibility relates to the firm’s influence on sustainable consumption patterns and 
related lifestyles. It thus critically reflects the ends of value creation. Here, responsible man-
agement refers to the fact that the products and services offered by firms have an influence on 
consumption patterns, lifestyles, and the overall development of markets and society. A mere 
life-cycle perspective is not enough to capture these effects. In fact, as described with the 
concept of rebound effects (van den Bergh, 2010), improvements on the product level can 
lead to more unsustainability on the system level if efficiency gains lead to more consumption 
of the product. To illustrate, as flights have become much cheaper thanks to efficiency gains, 
people use air travel more often than in the past. Though emissions per flight have gone down, 
total emissions have gone up with more people traveling by air. However, not every total 
increase of consumption in a market is a result of rebound effects, but can also be driven by 
independent factors such as population growth or increased leisure time. Nevertheless, the fact 
that undesired sustainability impacts of a company’s products and services increase in total, 
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no matter whether due to rebound effects or other developments, it creates responsibility and 
challenges to innovate more sustainable offers, irrespective of who causes them directly.

An interesting domain for responsible management regarding sustainability is therefore the 
influence of marketing and product development decisions on overall consumption patterns. 
More specifically, responsible management can actively engage consumers in a debate about 
sustainable lifestyles and even question consumption through sufficiency concepts (Gorge et 
al., 2015).

In sum, with regard to responsibility objects obj, sustainability management can take 
responsibility for the firm, the product, and broader indirect impacts. For responsible manage-
ment, this raises the question of how the increasing expectations regarding sustainability can 
be brought together with the actual abilities of managers, management processes, and the firm 
to live up to them. The next section discusses the role of specific instruments and tools in this 
regard.

5. TOOLS FOR RESPONSIBLE SUSTAINABILITY
MANAGEMENT: STANDARDS, MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS,
AND FURTHER INSTRUMENTS

Responsibility presupposes not only others to whom an actor responds but also agency – that 
is the response-ability to act in a certain way. One critical aspect in this regard is the available 
management tools that influence how responsibility can be taken. Sustainability management 
involves specific tools addressing various sustainability characteristics.

A first peculiarity of sustainability is that sustainability features typically raise challenges 
of information asymmetries (Akerlof, 1978). A consumer cannot feel, taste, or smell where 
a T-shirt was produced. Here, companies have an information advantage compared to consum-
ers. Yet, while the fashion brand knows where it bought the T-shirt, it cannot test in the lab 
whether the cotton used in the T-shirt was produced with child labor. Information asymmetries 
are relevant for a firm’s stakeholders and the firm itself.

For responsible management, managers therefore need tools that reduce information asym-
metries by collecting information, such as for life-cycle assessment or in the case of tools to 
increase traceability in the supply chain (Beske-Janssen et al., 2015). In addition, tools are 
needed to create transparency such as for sustainability reporting and accounting (Schaltegger 
& Burritt, 2010).

A second challenge for responsible management lies in the multi-dimensional nature of 
sustainability. Ecological, social, and economic considerations need to be managed simultane-
ously and brought together. Yet, while conventional management can subsume most business 
considerations under a common financial logic and monetary metrics, there is no clear-cut 
unitary objective function for sustainability. In this situation, managers can apply tools 
focusing on subsets of sustainability, such as environmental management systems like EMAS 
or ISO 14.001 for environmental issues (BMU & BDI, 2002). Another set of tools seeks to 
create transparency about various sustainability indicators with the intent of informing more 
balanced decision-making such as the sustainability balanced scorecard (Figge et al., 2002).

Finally, sustainability management has a lot to do with meeting stakeholder expectations 
and securing legitimacy (Schaltegger & Hörisch, 2017). Managers need to know legitimacy 
requirements and to be able to use trusted solutions to address them. Regarding the former, 
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managers can use instruments of stakeholder dialogue and consultation. Regarding the latter, 
an important role is played by standards and norms in sustainability (BMU & BDI, 2002; 
Johnson & Schaltegger, 2016). These standards typically emerge from multi-stakeholder initi-
atives, thus capturing external expectations but also giving options to responsible management 
to meet these expectations.

In short, research on responsible management for sustainability can further investigate what 
kind of instruments and tools are needed to strengthen agency and empower managers to take 
responsibility for sustainability.

6. THE AGENTS OF RESPONSIBILITY: WHO DOES
SUSTAINABILITY MANAGEMENT?

A key question in responsible management is who is the one acting responsibly. A useful 
distinction can be borrowed from Laasch and Conaway (2015) who distinguish between ethics 
management/managers and ethical management/managers. The former (ethics manager) 
describes a specialized position with the exclusive responsibility for managing ethics concerns 
of the organization while the latter (ethical manager) integrates ethical behavior into his or 
her regular management practices. Building upon this perspective, we can distinguish at least 
three actor categories of individuals who can and need to take responsibility for sustainability 
management within a firm in order to best contribute to sustainable development.

(1) Explicit sustainability managers as an integrative function within the firm. Over the past
decades, almost all major companies have established dedicated sustainability or corporate 
responsibility departments (Schaltegger et al., 2014). In these departments, explicit sustaina-
bility managers fulfill important coordination, communication, integration, and strategic func-
tions aiming to integrate ecological, social, and economic effects in all scopes of sustainability 
management. Internally, central sustainability managers can take a cross-functional role to 
coordinate different departments and functional units that need to interact in order to improve 
sustainability performance (Schaltegger et al., 2015). In the external dimension, specialized 
sustainability managers can be the central gateway for dialogue between the firm and its exter-
nal stakeholders. Here, specialized sustainability managers need boundary-spanning skills, 
including inter- and transdisciplinary competencies (Schaltegger et al., 2013). In corporate 
practice, they are also typically responsible for compiling sustainability reports and represent-
ing the firm in stakeholder dialogues.

(2) Functional managers with dedicated sustainability responsibility. While explicitly
specialized sustainability managers integrate sustainability to the inside and serve as a visible 
contact point to the outside, they are typically not directly involved in the daily routine of 
value creation processes. Yet, this is where management decisions ultimately affect sustaina-
bility. Against this background, responsible sustainability management also calls for implicit 
sustainability managers, that is, specialized functional managers who integrate sustainability 
into their functional logic. Examples of implicit sustainability managers include production 
managers responsible for environmental issues in manufacturing, or supply chain managers 
focusing on sustainable procurement. In addition, sustainability can be a specific task in the 
firm’s support functions such as the accounting department dealing with carbon accounting 
and emissions trading certificates.
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Functional sustainability managers have an important responsibility to implement sustain-
ability practices but also to generate information and contributions that central sustainability 
managers then coordinate and integrate. At the same time, the integrative central sustainability 
managers build upon information that, for example, the accounting function has compiled or 
upon market research carried out by marketing (Schaltegger et al., 2015).

(3) Sustainable managers in mainstream management roles across the firm. Sustainable
development is a collective responsibility. Sustainability management cannot be organized 
and implemented by delegating it to a few dedicated, specialized managers only. In fact, to 
be effective, sustainability management needs to be mainstreamed into the responsibility of 
each manager in the firm. Explicit and implicit functional sustainability managers are thus 
challenged to motivate and integrate mainstream managers into sustainability management to 
become sustainable mainstream managers.

One reason for this is that relevant information for sustainability management is dispersed 
and not automatically available for specialized sustainability mangers. Furthermore, many 
sustainability issues can be directly impacted by individual management behavior – be it the 
use of resources (such electricity or water) or occupational health or the appropriate disposal 
of waste. Finally, managers in regular management positions can also drive sustainability 
through sustainable intrapreneurship (Venn & Berg, 2013), thus creating sustainability impact 
from the bottom up.

At the same time, the very nature of sustainability challenges highlights why these sustaina-
ble mainstream managers need to be complemented with dedicated functional and integrative 
sustainability managers. Sustainability challenges are characterized by a high degree of 
complexity, information asymmetries, multiple dimensions, and interdependencies across the 
life-cycle, the value chain, and different levels of analysis. Yet, stifling degrees of complexity 
can be a barrier for individual agency. In this situation, managers need advanced tools to handle 
complexity and need to learn how to use them. While this is possible in dedicated functions, it 
would overtax the average manager. Put differently, a formal criterion to distinguish between 
‘sustainability managers’ (both explicit central ones and functional ones) and ‘sustainable 
managers’ would be that the former act out their responsibility on the basis of specialized tools 
whereas the latter base their responsibility on generally available sustainability knowledge, 
cooperation with sustainability managers as well as the individual competencies they have in 
their respective position.

In short, responsible management in the field of sustainability is well-advised to create 
explicit and implicit sustainability management positions as well as to encourage and 
empower sustainable mainstream managers throughout the firm. The latter integrate social and 
ecological considerations into their individual decision-making and mainstream management 
practices. In addition to dedicated sustainability managers, sustainable managers thus play an 
important role for implementing, supporting, and potentially even driving the sustainability of 
the entire organizations.

7. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This section highlights conceptual linkages between responsible and sustainability manage-
ment to identify fruitful topics for future research.
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(1) Paradoxes, dual responsibility and business cases for sustainability. Conflicts and par-
adoxes have characterized problems of unsustainability and related solutions since the begin-
ning of the environmental and sustainability movement (Hahn et al., 2010). Key approaches in 
dealing with trade-offs are to specifically search for multiple win potentials and solutions by 
integrating different objectives (e.g. by striving for improved eco-efficiency; von Weizsäcker 
et al., 2009), involving different stakeholders in solution development (by organizing par-
ticipatory and transdisciplinary processes; e.g. Schaltegger et al., 2013), taking a long-term 
path that overcomes short-term contradictions (Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2014), and so on. 
On the other hand, a discussion has emerged about types of trade-offs (Hahn et al., 2010) 
and when responsibility becomes an obligation to act for sustainability in spite of economic 
costs (Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2014). Both streams of research address the management 
challenge of dual responsibility of value creation and disvalue reduction, the analysis of how 
value creation and disvalue reduction relate to each other, the role of different ‘lenses’ such as 
paradox thinking (Hahn et al., 2018) for perceiving trade-offs, whether perceived trade-offs 
are (in)evitable or how they can be overcome and under what conditions. Further research is 
still needed to develop a broader choice of options for managers and to understand how indi-
vidual agency can act to overcome trade-offs with triple wins.

(2) Business case and business models for sustainability. As arguably one of the most
powerful tools to foster agency for responsible value creation, business cases for sustainability 
aim to reduce disvalue and/or create social and/or environmental value while reconciling with 
business objectives and fostering value creation (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2018; Schaltegger et 
al., 2019). As a difference to earlier reflections on whether a business case for sustainability 
exists or not (e.g. Hart & Ahuja, 1996), it is worth pointing out that, first, a business case does 
not simply exist or not, and second, that there is not only one type of business case for sustaina-
bility. First, responsible managers and firms need to actively create a business case for sustain-
ability, often in collaboration with others (Schaltegger et al., 2012; Beckmann & Schaltegger, 
2014). Depending on how a certain social or environmental problem is addressed or solved, 
different economic consequences follow (e.g. whether waste water is treated expensively with 
a wastewater treatment plant or whether a water-free production process is installed the next 
time a replacement investment is needed). This raises the question of what mindset, responsi-
bility vision and approach managers take in dealing with sustainability issues.

Second, frequently a rather narrow view assumes that only one type of business case exists, 
that is often either implicitly or explicitly seen to contradict with social and environmental 
goals (e.g. Salzmann et al., 2005). In this body of literature, the difference between direct and 
indirect stakeholders is reflected in a discussion about the strength and limitations of (the) 
business case(s) for sustainability. Barnett (2019) perceives the business case for sustainability 
to be more likely among primary stakeholder concerns. However, while the responsibility 
towards secondary stakeholders and society at large is often seen to be more loosely connected 
to business interests, it is exactly this extended perspective that distinguishes higher levels 
of responsible management and more advanced types of business cases for sustainability 
from narrower views. From an ethical responsibility perspective, there are different types of 
business cases which relate to different underlying manager mindsets (Schaltegger & Burritt, 
2018): defensive, reputational, responsible, or collaborative business cases for sustainability. 
An interesting research field at the crossroads of responsible management and sustainability 
lies in the role of moral reflective practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) for engaging in a con-
versation about responsible mindsets for sustainability.
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(3) Barriers, societal ecosystems and transformative contributions. There are barriers
that inhibit the widespread adoption of sustainability management and that provide research 
opportunities to investigate enablers for responsible management. First, varied interpretations 
or worldviews of sustainability exist (Metcalf & Benn, 2013; Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018; 
Montiel, 2008). In an analysis of corporate sustainability reports, Landrum and Ohsowski 
(2018) determine that reports reflect varying interpretations of the meaning of sustainabil-
ity. Some view sustainability as compliance with laws while others see sustainability as 
a paradigm shift requiring radical behavior change (Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018). There 
are also examples of varying interpretations between countries. In the United States, current 
worldviews and practices are still largely ‘business-as-usual with incremental improvements’: 
this is often considered to be reducing unsustainability rather than increasing sustainability 
(Banerjee, 2008; Landrum, 2018; Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018). Further research in responsi-
ble management can thus investigate competing notions of sustainability and responsibility as 
well as their implications.

This leads to a second barrier to the widespread adoption of sustainability: the method-
ological challenge of measurement and management. This challenge is a result of different 
interpretations and assessments of alternative approaches for sustainability management (e.g. 
BMU & BDI, 2002). Frameworks and standards vary by discipline and even geographic 
region and require different tools. For example, the Sustainability Accounting Standards 
Board (SASB) sector-specific accounting standards and the Task Force on Climate-Related 
Financial Disclosures (TCFD) framework are both used more widely in Europe than in the 
United States as measurement tools (Bureau of National Affairs, 2018). Furthermore, sus-
tainability measures and methods vary across functional areas, from supply chain to human 
resources management. In light of the multi-dimensional complexity that characterizes sus-
tainability, responsible management benefits from transdisciplinary methods (Schaltegger et 
al., 2013; Beckmann & Schaltegger, 2020). As transdisciplinarity can foster collective agency 
for responsible sustainability management, this link between responsible management, sus-
tainability and transdisciplinarity is a fruitful field for future research.

A third barrier to widespread adoption of sustainability is policy, or lack thereof. In the 
United States, sustainability remains a highly politicized and ideologized concept with some 
generally opposing and others generally supporting actions toward sustainability. As a result, 
sustainability-related policy has been slow to evolve, and in fact, has been dismantled under 
the Trump presidency. Research has found that few companies are taking the steps necessary 
to achieve the level of sustainability required to meet the 2-degree threshold or to stay within 
planetary boundaries and that environmental sciences are largely absent in the discourse on 
corporate sustainability (Ihlen & Roper, 2014; Landrum, 2018; Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018).

Furthermore, another challenge is the theory-practice gap at both the corporate (Hibbert & 
Cunliffe, 2015; Landrum, 2018) and individual level (Alcaraz & Thiruvattal, 2010; Hibbert 
& Cunliffe, 2015). In the US, corporate executives are viewed as most likely responsible for 
enacting sustainability while in Europe business managers dispersed across many departments 
are viewed as most likely responsible for enacting sustainability (Bureau of National Affairs, 
2018). This challenges responsible managers to organize sustainability management by 
involving explicit, implicit functional and mainstream managers. How to do this effectively 
still opens a large area for future research.

Closely related, a final barrier to responsible management and an important research topic in 
corporate sustainability is the question as to whether sustainability management and sustaina-
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ble managers really have the integrity, mandate, and ability to take responsibility for sustain-
ability. A first research topic in this regard is the issue of greenwashing (Delmas & Burbano, 
2011). From a responsible management perspective, it is obvious that sustainability managers 
should refrain from greenwashing. Yet, as Volkswagen’s Dieselgate scandal suggests, 
sustainability managers themselves might sometimes not be aware of the real sustainability 
performance of their firm. This raises research questions regarding the mandate and internal 
standing of sustainability management within the firm. Earlier research already showed 
that sustainability managers are sometimes seen as the awkward ‘hippies on the third floor’ 
(Wright et al., 2012). Future research can thus look into the micro-politics of sustainability 
and responsible management within the firm and the strategies sustainability and sustainable 
managers (can) use to act responsibly.

8. CONCLUSION

This chapter has developed and discussed research implications of a conceptual perspective 
on sustainability management from the perspective of responsible management. It has shown 
that sustainability management (a) addresses a specific form of responsibility (to manage in 
the long-term the creation of value and the reduction of disvalue in the ecological, social, and 
economic dimension in an integrative manner), (b) responds to the expectations and needs of 
specific others (natural and social environments), (c) refers to specific scopes (life-cycle, value 
chain, and consumption related effects), (d) uses specific management tools, and (e) unfolds 
as the interplay of specific responsibility roles (explicit and implicit sustainability managers as 
well as sustainable managers). Topics for further research were discussed and we invite schol-
ars to explore the important relationship between sustainable and responsible management in 
future research.
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10. Responsible leadership and/versus responsible
management
Tânia M. G. Marques and Jorge F. S. Gomes

1. INTRODUCTION: MANAGEMENT OR LEADERSHIP;
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AND RESPONSIBLE
LEADERSHIP

Kotter’s classical distinction between leadership and management (Kotter, 1990) claims that 
managing is about coping with complexity, whereas leading is about coping with change. 
Managers plan and prepare budgets; leaders set directions. Managers care about organising 
and staffing, and controlling and problem solving; leaders worry about aligning and moti-
vating people. Finally, managers do things right; leaders do the right thing. The two are not 
mutually exclusive; but rather they are complementary and both are needed in organisations.

Although conceptually interesting, these distinctions are in practice limited. Mintzberg 
(2013) notes that leading is an intrinsic component of managing, and, in fact, leaders are just 
a small part of the whole process of stimulating communityship (p. 7), that is, a community in 
which everyone exercises leadership and influences each other (Mintzberg, 2009). Therefore, 
managing is the dynamical core of organising, for which influencing others and creating a pur-
poseful social system – that is, leading, is a necessary, yet not sufficient, condition.

From the above discussion, it can be concluded that the distinction between leadership and 
management is relatively academic, and that in real settings, everyone has to lead and manage 
other people, tasks, and the complexities inherent in a social system that is oriented towards 
achieving multiple goals. Leading – and managing – are not 1 or 0 activities; but rather they are 
embedded in everyone’s work, although they vary considerably in terms of depth, range, and 
impact. It thus follows that it is perhaps more fruitful to think of organisations as being com-
posed of various activities and processes that require some people to lead more than others, 
and some people to manage more than others. This does not mean that management is not 
a more or less well-defined hierarchic arrangement, with people occupying certain managerial 
positions and carrying out formalised power roles; but instead it means that most people in 
modern organisations need to accomplish tasks and activities that require leading, managing, 
following, none of them, or all of them.

This alternative way of looking at the leading/managing distinction will be re-addressed at 
the concluding section of the current text, but for now it suffices to say that they are required 
for a meaningful discussion on responsible leadership and responsible management. Both 
concepts embody the influencing role of individuals and systems on, and beyond the organ-
isation: responsible leadership accounts for the influencing power of certain individuals on 
higher-order organisational structures and social dynamics (Maak & Pless, 2006a; 2006b), 
whereas responsible management describes a set of managerial practices, structures, proce-
dures, values and norms, that embrace sustainability, responsibility and ethics, and impact 
organisations and societies (expanded from Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015), in which the cor-
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porate sustainability, CSR, and business ethics thoughts move from the organisational to the 
individual level of every responsible manager (Laasch, 2018). Such definitions show that both 
concepts are related and are mutually interdependent, although they are also distinct, as will 
be shown in the next sections.

2. RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP: A BRIEF CONCEPTUAL
REVIEW

2.1 Leadership Challenges

The last few decades have witnessed numerous cases of financial scandals, as well as various 
examples of managerial misconduct behaviour throughout the world. (Un)Ethical, (a)moral, 
and (ir)responsible actions have been propelling a deep concern amongst not only managers 
and scholars, but also politicians and societies alike. Enron, WorldCom, and Parmalat are three 
well-known ruinous cases that highlighted the key influence of bad management and bad lead-
ership on the rise or fall of organisations. Even more worrying is the fact that bad leadership 
practices and bad management are often not only widely prevalent in many organisations and 
societies, but are also rewarded by success and glory (Pfeffer, 2015). Never was the debate 
about leadership and management so popular and relevant as in modern days.

William Shakespeare’s famous quote of “to be or not to be?” can be stylishly adapted for 
modern companies as meaning “to lead well, or not to lead at all?” In a more banal form, 
the key questions of the twenty-first century appear to be: “what and to whom leaders are 
responsible?” (Pless & Maak, 2011: 4), and “who is responsible for what and toward whom 
in an interconnected business world?” (Voegtlin et al., 2012: 2). Such queries reflect the 
already-established idea that leadership can result in either powerfully positive or negative 
impacts on others.

Furthermore, the emergence of the Digital Economy, or of the 4th Industrial Revolution, 
means that leadership can be exerted over many people, through powerful network and 
communication technologies. The proliferation of human interactions in this unfolding reality 
opens up new opportunities for leaders to influence larger audiences across increasingly-open 
and non-existent organisational and national frontiers. Accordingly, if exercised harmfully, 
irresponsible leadership can have even more far-reaching negative effects than ever before. 
Ciulla (2006) notes that the way human beings treat each other in various relationships is what 
constitutes ethics, and thus, as leadership is about human relationships, it follows that ethics 
should be a dominant element in the leadership process. This is even more relevant for modern 
organisations, as they are composed of a complex network of different stakeholders, with dis-
tinct and competitive interests and needs, as well as being influenced by different influencing 
powers – which need to be balanced and led by responsible managers, in order to maintain 
sustainability and maintain an evolution based on growth (Maak & Pless, 2006a).

In summary, although there is still much to learn about what constitutes leadership, and its 
causes and consequences, and whether or not leadership can be developed, it is now relatively 
well-accepted that the responsible leadership concept is of utmost importance for all theoreti-
cal and especially practitioner contexts. It does not – or rather, it should not – suffice anymore 
to merely explore virtuous leadership (Havard, 2007), or servant leadership (Washington et 
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al., 2014), for example; one needs to pay attention to the fundamental outcomes of leadership, 
which is, after all, the decisive tenet of responsible leadership.

2.2 The Evolution of Leadership

The evolution of leadership research is relatively known and is well-documented.1 At the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the trait school was the first to explore the concept of 
leadership, proposing that leaders are born with exceptional dispositional characteristics, such 
as stable personality traits (e.g. intelligence, dominance), which differentiated them from 
non-leaders. The trait school has the merit of advancing understanding of the topic, although 
its focus on dispositional characteristics as the basis for leadership was highly limited and 
therefore it was to be replaced by the behavioural school.

The behavioural school gained momentum in the 1950s, being based on the behaviours 
that leaders adopted during their interactions with followers. Contrary to the main assumption 
of the trait school, the behavioural perspective assumed that leaders can be developed and 
trained, which represented a fairly dramatic breakthrough in the conceptualisation of leader-
ship. Blake and Mouton were some of the popular authors of this school, who introduced the 
managerial grid. The grid proposed that leaders could be developed in one or two main axes: 
orientation towards people or towards tasks. Despite its novel approach to the understanding of 
leadership, the behavioural school continued to assume – just like the trait school – that leaders 
and leadership were pretty much the same across contexts and settings.

The 1960s introduced another disruption in the field, with context emerging as a key 
element in leadership processes. For the next two or three decades, the contingency approach 
became a framing vision in leadership research. Hersey and Blanchard (1969, 1988) developed 
a model in which competence and confidence in the tasks performed by employees, together 
with their maturity, were critical for adopting a specific leadership style. Furthermore, Fiedler 
(1967) and his least-preferred co-worker scale was a powerful contribution to this new per-
spective. Despite all these advancements, the situational and contingency models of leadership 
were limited in terms of the variety and amount of variables that made up the context. Fiedler’s 
model, for example, did not take into account followers’ attributes.

The late 1970s up to the 1990s were rich in leadership models focusing on the relationships 
between leaders and followers. No longer was leadership seen as being something that depends 
only on one person, or on one person in different situations, but rather leadership started to 
be seen as a process, whereby those being led matter in order to understand this phenomenon. 
This was exemplified in the leader–member exchange (LMX; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), in 
which leadership is a relational process involving both leaders and followers. Another known 
example is the so-called transactional paradigm, which assumes that leadership is based on 
the exchange of mutual obligations between leaders and the subordinates (a transaction). 
However, a change was about to come, when Bass (1985), relying on the previous studies of 
Burns (1978) and House (1977), introduced the concept of transformational leadership, as an 
alternative in opposition to transactional leadership. In the case of transformational leadership, 
leaders inspire followers to go beyond their boundaries to achieve goals, and to pursue the 
mission in which all believe and identify themselves with, hence promoting self-transforma-

1 For a popular historical review of leadership, see Jago (1982).
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tion and personal growth. The dawn of the twenty-first century was to bring other concepts to 
the field of leadership, such as authentic leadership, ethical leadership, or servant leadership.

This short analysis of the past literature, shows that leadership has been extensively studied 
in social and management sciences. Maybe one of the reasons for such interest is its alleged 
impact on performance (Thomas, 1988). Of the many conceptualisations of leadership, it is 
worth highlighting that of Day and Antonakis (2012: 5),2 who defined leadership in descriptive 
and explanatory terms: on the one hand, it is an influencing process between a leader and the 
followers, which results in several outcomes; and on the other hand, it is a complex set of 
interconnected factors (e.g. leaders’ characteristics and behaviour; followers’ perceptions; the 
context of the process, etc.) which together explain the above-mentioned influencing process.

2.3 Definition of Responsible Leadership

Although responsible leadership is a new nomenclature in this field, it has already been 
defined by a number of authors. Maak and Pless led a great deal of research on the topic 
(Marques et al., 2018) and in one of the first works published on this topic, they define respon-
sible leadership “as the art of building and sustaining relationships to all relevant stakeholders” 
(Maak & Pless, 2006b: 41). This definition highlights the concept as being “a relational and 
ethical phenomenon, which occurs in social processes of interaction with those who affect or 
are affected by leadership and who have a stake in the purpose and vision of the leadership 
relationship” (Maak & Pless, 2006a: 103). These ideas move beyond the classical perspective 
of the leader–subordinate(s) relationship, to include leader–stakeholder(s) relationships, 
following on primarily from Freeman’s works (1984). In this view, organisational leaders 
become liable for interactions with distinct stakeholders, such as owners; shareholders; 
employees; customers; suppliers; peers, and even families and the wider community where the 
organisation operates. Leaders engage in a broader and complex network of interest groups, 
and thus they need to consider additional elements in decision-making processes (Waldman & 
Galvin, 2008). Another important implication resulting from this new approach is that influ-
encing processes are now in place in conjunction with a variety of entities inside and outside 
the organisation. Leaders influence – and are influenced by – not only their organisations, but 
also society at large.

It is important to state that “responsible leadership” can be seen as an oxymoron, in the 
sense that all leadership should be responsible (Drucker, 1987), and that non-responsible or 
irresponsible leadership cannot truly be considered as leadership at all.

2.4 The distinction between responsible leadership and related theories

As stated above, the latest (un)ethical, (a)moral, and (ir)responsible cases in global business 
have called attention to previous aspects of leadership that were poorly addressed by leader-
ship scholars. The very term “responsible” had moved away from major theoretical frame-
works (Pless & Maak, 2011), and it is probably only from 2006 on (Marques et al., 2018) that 
this leadership stream captivated scholars’ attention. Other concurrent streams have also made 
their debut during the last twenty years or so. These include ethical; authentic; servant; and 

2 For a comprehensive reading on the evolution of leadership, please read: Day and Antonakis 
(2012) and Gardner et al. (2010).



142  Research handbook of responsible management

shared leadership. The distinction between the latter and the former is still to be elaborated; 
however, at the present moment, there are a few important differences.

Ethical leadership (Treviño et al., 2003; Brown & Treviño, 2006) defends suitable conduct 
through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct 
to followers, whereby leadership interactions focus on the group of followers within organi-
sations. Authentic leadership (Luthans & Avolio, 2003) also emphasises interactions between 
people, as well as the moral values and behaviours of the leader. In the case of servant lead-
ership (Pearce & Sims 2001), leaders need to ensure that their followers’ needs are fulfilled. 
Finally, shared leadership defends a collaborative endeavour between individuals in the 
organisation, where it is assumed that leadership can be distributed and shared amongst people 
(Bolden, 2011; Pearce & Sims, 2001).

All these approaches support an interactional view of leadership; however they all con-
centrate on the leader–organisational followers’ relationship. The responsible leadership 
viewpoint introduces the idea that influencing processes between leaders and non-leaders also 
feature at other levels in the organisation, such as with shareholders and with society forces 
(Voegtlin et al., 2012). These processes do not exclude strategic leaders, but rather, leaders at 
all hierarchical levels in an organisation can also engage in (ir)responsible actions (Miska & 
Mendenhall, 2018). Furthermore, employees should also be part of a wider socially-responsible 
movement, as behaving responsibly should not be exclusive to leaders and managers. This is 
what Schneider and colleagues (2010) have called “socially responsible behaviour” (SRB), 
that is, the set of decisions and actions taken by organisational members to promote well-being 
and/or to prevent harmful outcomes to society. SBR is constructive behaviour that targets the 
external boundaries of the organisation, such as local communities, special interest groups, or 
broader global concerns.

3 DRIVERS, PERSPECTIVES AND OUTCOMES OF 
RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP

3.1 Drivers and Antecedents of Leading Responsibly

There is no shortage of studies addressing the drivers and antecedents of responsible leader-
ship. Some of the most relevant texts include those of Stahl and De Luque (2014), and Miska 
et al. (2013), amongst others.

Stahl and De Luque (2014) advance a useful framework, dividing responsible behaviours 
into two groups: “do good”, and “avoid harm”. The “do good” set of behaviours aims to 
contributing positively to society and to disseminating goodness amongst others; examples 
include philanthropy, the promotion of fair wages, and community development. The “avoid 
harm” set of behaviours intends to avoid or prevent negative consequences to others, where 
examples include ensuring product safety, environmental protection, and shunning corruption. 
The achievement of these two goals “is at the heart of what effective leadership is all about” 
(Waldman & Galvin, 2008: 327).

Stahl and De Luque (2014) further suggest that both sets of actions are influenced by 
both the individual characteristics of the leader and the environment/context in which such 
behaviours take place. With regards to individual characteristics, managers who embrace 
self-transcended values are more likely to make decisions and take actions that benefit society 
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and avoid harmful consequences for others. Conversely, managers who pursue their own inter-
ests are more likely to take actions that put stakeholders at risk. Likewise, whereas empathy 
is associated with prosocial behaviour, Machiavellianism (a personality construct which is 
associated with amoral action) is linked with unethical behaviour. With regards to the environ-
ment/context, the authors distinguish between the proximal context and the distal context. The 
former includes situational variables (e.g. social consensus about something that is considered 
to be ethically right or wrong) and organisational ones (e.g. corporate social responsibility – 
CSR – and code of conduct). The distal context is composed of two dimensions: institutional 
(e.g. national culture, values, legal system, and nature of regulation), and supranational (e.g. 
the role of media in informing the public). This context was also a key antecedent to Koh et 
al.’s (2017) study with Singaporean leaders, namely values and national culture.

Pless and other authors (e.g. Pless et al., 2012) give an account of the inner individual factors 
that have an impact on responsible leadership. In 2007, Pless proposed that responsible behav-
iours are rooted in emotional and moral experiences that occurred in the past of the individual. 
She further distinguishes between two types of drivers that motivate behaviour: intrapsychic 
drivers, which are also called motivational need systems, and moral drivers. Motivational need 
systems include the need for attachment and affiliation, the need for exploration and assertion, 
and a sense of enjoyment. Moral or normative drivers complement Pless’ vision of responsible 
leadership antecedents, in that they are rooted in value systems and social norms, and hence 
they have an interpersonal dimension, which contrasts with intrapsychic drivers, which are 
motivated by individual personal needs. According to Pless and Maak (2005), underlying nor-
mative dispositions evolve from early childhood during the child–primary caregiver interface, 
and continue throughout life. They develop as a result of multiple interactions between the 
individual and different people and groups in the environment (peers, family, teachers, and 
other significant people), as well as with the larger social system. These are then reinforced by 
maturation, experience, and learning. At least three normative drivers are put forward by the 
authors: need and sense for recognition; need and sense of justice; and need and sense of care.

Other authors have delved into the skills required to be able to act responsively in global 
business environments. This research stream is probably more relevant in the responsible 
leadership literature than in any other related stream, given the afore-mentioned conceptual-
isation, in which responsible actions are likely to affect a wider number of audiences. Maak 
and Pless (2006b) put it bluntly, when they assert that responsible leadership within a global 
stakeholder society requires specific skills above and beyond those required in a domestic 
context. Miska and colleagues (2013) used Bartlett and Ghoshal’s (1989) classic typology of 
multinational corporations to explore the various inter-cultural skills and their influence on 
responsible global leadership. These professors from Harvard established four types of inter-
national strategies, which are organised according to two axes: need for local responsiveness, 
versus need for global integration. Miska et al. (2013) follow similar axes, and define three 
approaches to CSR: locally-adapted CSR (suitable for multidomestic strategies, in Bartlett & 
Ghoshal’s terms); globally-standardised CSR (for global strategies), and; trans-national CSR 
(for trans-national strategies).

The locally-adapted strategy highlights the need for adaptation to local conditions and 
stakeholder sensitivity. Global leaders who follow this CSR approach are likely to conform 
to local cultures, and to assume “local” morality as the appropriate mode of conduct in 
business. Therefore they tend to comply with socially desirable moral patterns which are 
prevalent in the host country or region, for which working as cooperatively as possible with 
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local stakeholders is fundamental. In the globally-standardised approach, leaders tend to adopt 
a universal set of principles, guidelines, and codes of conduct, which are usually those of 
the country of origin. They assume that there are certain universal principles of responsible 
behaviour which transcend values and norms of particular societies, and hence local stake-
holders must adhere to such meta-behavioural principles. Finally, the trans-national approach 
assumes that the globally-standardised and locally-adapted views are not mutually exclusive, 
and that they can be successfully reconciled. Trans-national leaders acknowledge both their 
diverse stakeholders and their potentially-conflicting value systems, and thus they expect 
their organisations to provide a global CSR template to secure global consistency across the 
entire company, although at the same time they allow their leaders to specify and adapt such 
templates according to the needs of local stakeholders. Inter-cultural skills are especially para-
mount in locally-adapted and trans-national strategies (Maak & Pless, 2006b), as they strongly 
contribute to effectiveness in diverse types of cross-cultural settings; for instance, in the case 
of trans-national strategies, individuals who are high on social flexibility and self-identity tend 
to be more efficient in dealing with such culturally-complex environments.

3.2 Different Perspectives of Responsible Leadership

Several perspectives on responsible leadership exist. This is true as “responsible leadership is 
not the same concept in minds of all” (Waldman & Galvin, 2008: 328).

Traditional theories tend to view leadership from a descriptive approach. However, respon-
sible leadership needs to be approached from a normative and relational perspective (Maak & 
Pless, 2006a). This is due to the fact that at the core of the concept there are not only traditional 
dyadic relationships between leaders and followers but also relationships with several other 
groups inside and outside the organisation. The responsible leader should be in a position to 
engage actively in a multi-level interaction process, to build and balance trust amongst various 
(often conflicting) audiences, to cultivate sustainable relationships, and to interact ethically 
among all the internal and external stakeholders (Maak & Pless, 2006a). Accordingly, respon-
sible leadership is a fundamentally normative approach towards leadership (Miska et al., 
2014).

Responsible leadership views the leader as a positive role model, which is somewhat similar 
to ethical leadership. However, this goes beyond ethical perspectives as responsible leader-
ship focuses on a relational perspective, which differs from Maak and Pless’ paradigmatic 
perspective:

The main conceptual differences between ethical and responsible leadership stem from their different 
paradigmatic outlooks: ethical leadership is concerned with guidance by leaders in organizations 
and how leaders can exploit such guidance to improve their effectiveness; responsible leadership 
recognizes effectiveness as an outcome, but mainly seeks to capture the relational nature of the 
leader–stakeholder project and its implications for matters of responsibility. (Pless & Maak, 2011: 6)

Waldman and Galvin (2008) propose two other perspectives of responsible leadership: the 
economic and the stakeholder perspectives. The practice of responsible leadership under the 
economic perspective should respect three main principles. First, the responsibility of the 
leader should be focused on the firm’s shareholders or owners. Second, responsible leadership 
should be strategic and calculable, providing a positive return to shareholders or owners. Third, 
reward and monitoring systems are essential to guarantee that leaders define their responsi-



Responsible leadership and/versus responsible management 145

bilities in terms of shareholders or owners. In summary, the real stakeholder of a responsible 
leader, under the economic perspective, is the shareholder or the owner. The stakeholder per-
spective focuses on the fact that leaders are responsible to a broader set of stakeholders, such 
as employees, customers, the community and so on. Under the stakeholder perspective, the 
needs of all these groups of interest need to be considered when decision-making processes are 
employed by organisational leaders, instead of the one and only interest of shareholders or the 
owners. Being concerned about and balancing the needs of a wide variety of interest groups – 
the stakeholders, are the essence of this perspective. Values of responsible leaders guide them 
in their exercise of responsible leadership. Furthermore, under this perspective, the actions of 
responsible leaders are not always anticipated, as some investments are not directly calculated 
in terms of profits and some can diminish over time – such as the long-term education of 
employees. Based on these two essentially distinct perspectives, the stakeholder perspective is 
more aligned with responsible leadership (Waldman & Galvin, 2008).

3.3 Outcomes of Responsible Leadership

Outcomes of responsible leadership can be grouped at three main levels (Voegtlin et al., 2012). 
At the micro-level, scholars have been exploring the outcomes on followers, such as motiva-
tion, job satisfaction, and organisational citizenship behaviours (Voegtlin et al., 2012; Shi & 
Ye, 2016). These micro-level outcomes are likely to be the result of followers observing the 
exemplary behaviour of their leaders. In other words, followers tend to be more motivated and 
satisfied and can exhibit helping behaviours at work, when they observe their leaders behaving 
in responsible ways.

The meso-level refers to the internal organisation environment, in general, and the ethical 
culture, in specific terms. The impacts of responsible leadership are now of a broader and 
deeper scope. By affecting the cultural and climate dimensions of their organisations, respon-
sible leaders become influencing factors for other organisational phenomena, such as CSR 
practices, or corporate values, amongst others. Consequently, the performance of the organ-
isation can be positively affected by responsible leadership, whether acting through morally 
legitimate means or through trustful relationships.

Finally, the macro-level is concerned with external stakeholders, where consequences 
include trust, company image and reputation, and political legitimacy. Responsible leaders 
contribute to trustful relationships, social capital, and ultimately, to the overall performance 
of the company.

The three-level impact proposition has recently been empirically demonstrated in a number 
of studies. For example, Haque and colleagues (2017) found that when employees perceive 
responsible behaviour, their commitment and turnover intentions are significantly affected. 
Koh et al. (2017) interviewed 20 Singaporean leaders, and found that several factors influ-
ence responsible leadership in the country, such as national cultural and leaders’ relational 
intelligence.

Whereas consequences at the micro-level are similar to other outcomes described in the 
general leadership literature, those at the meso- and macro-levels are more relevant for respon-
sible leadership, and, in fact, for the whole organisation. This linkage between individual 
actions, on one hand, and organisational and societal outcomes on the other hand, is a signifi-
cant step forward in the leadership literature.
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3.4 Programmes and Initiatives

Further to the theoretical discussion above, some programmes and practical initiatives show 
that responsible leadership has been a matter for concern from other quadrants. Two of these 
are addressed here: Project Ulysses and the Global Responsible Leadership Initiative.

“Project Ulysses” was launched in 2001, by PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), with the 
general aim of “linking global leadership training with community development” (PwC, 
2014). This integrated service-learning programme involves teams of PwC that work with 
local communities in order to develop cross-sector partnerships with NGOs, social entre-
preneurs, and international organisations. After having interviewed 70 participants and after 
content-analysing the learning narratives produced by participants, results showed evidence 
of learning in six areas: responsible mindset; ethical literacy; cultural intelligence; global 
mindset; self-development; and community building. The project was considered to be a pow-
erful method for companies to develop responsible global leaders through international service 
learning programmes (Pless et al., 2011).

The Global Responsible Leadership Initiative (GRLI) aims to promote the understanding 
of globally-responsible leadership, and to develop and encourage its practice in companies 
worldwide. GRLI emerged in late 2010, and was the result of a task force composed of 60 
deans and presidents from universities, business schools, and global centres for leadership 
learning. The group was formed by the European Foundation for Management Development 
(EFMD) with the support of the United Nations Global Compact. The initiative requested 
a deep and systemic change around three questions: How do we live and make a living? How 
do we learn? and How do we lead? According to the GRLI, global responsibility relates to:

[A]lways acting with the common good in mind, being consciously aware of the interconnectivity and 
interdependency of the world, and creating impact at the organisational and systemic levels through
the leadership and practice of committed, dedicated and empowered individuals willing to bring a
‘whole person’ approach to their work and to their lives. (GRLI, no date)

These two examples show that responsible leadership is assuming a central role in 
policy-making and education. In fact, a few respectable universities and institutions world-
wide have given this topic considerable consideration. Three examples illustrate this growing 
interest: INSEAD, the BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt and the World Economic Forum.3

4 GAPS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

4.1 Leadership and Responsible Leadership: Signs of a Different Paradigm

The attentive reader will have observed that no explicit definition of leadership was given 
throughout this text. This absence is next used to highlight further distinguishing elements 
between leadership and responsible leadership.

3 See: INSEAD (https:// knowledge .insead .edu/ responsibility/ the -five -dimensions -of -responsible 
-leadership -3685); the BMW Foundation Herbert Quandt (https:// bmw -foundation .org/ ), and the World
Economic Forum (https:// www .weforum .org/ focus/ responsive -and -responsible -leadership).
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Any classical definition of leadership includes a number of terms that are usually taken for 
granted; however, such terms need to be closely inspected when the subject is responsible 
conduct. Yukl (2006: 8) defines leadership as being “the process of influencing others to under-
stand and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating 
individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives”. Leaders are thus individuals 
who are capable of affecting others, their goals, and the means to attain them. Who exactly are 
the “others”, and what precisely are the goals and the associated means, have never been really 
questioned. In most contexts, “others” are assumed to be subordinates, and goals and means 
are those that matter to the organisation and its performance. However, any discussion about 
responsible leadership requires a more precise account of who the “others” are, and thus what 
the goals are and which strategies are required to achieve them. “Others” now include various 
stakeholders, such as consumers, suppliers, competitors, decision-makers, lobbyist groups, 
and society. Thus, the intricacy of goals and means multiplies with this many entities, which 
are theoretically part of the responsible leadership concept. One key implication of “leading 
stakeholders” is that leadership becomes a process of handling systems far more complex than 
those outlined, for example by Lichtenstein and collaborators (2006).

Furthermore, the positive essence of the word “responsible” entails notions of sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015; Laasch & Conaway, 2015), which 
portrays the interactional liability and work of leaders and companies with a wide variety 
of entities. Such duty and endeavour are traditionally associated with four management 
functions (planning, organising, leading and controlling), but can also be viewed as being 
“a process of giving purpose (meaningful direction) to collective effort, and causing willing 
effort to be expended to achieve purpose” (Jacobs & Jaques, 1990: 281). The implication of 
this second observation is that responsible leadership no longer needs to include just a single 
sense-making process, but rather it needs to encompass multiple sense-making processes. 
Indeed, in classical management theory, all the functions of planning, organising, leading and 
controlling now need to integrate the three above dimensions of sustainability, responsibility, 
and ethics (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015; Laasch & Conaway, 2015).

From the above considerations, it seems reasonable to conclude that, although in theory 
responsible leadership can be carried out by a single individual, in practical terms it is more 
likely that it is just one component of a larger system that works more or less in coordination 
to influence the goals, means, and mental structures (meanings) of multiple stakeholders. In 
other words, responsible leadership is a fundamental component – and as yet, insufficient – of 
a management system aimed at acting responsibly with multiple audiences. Such a system will 
integrate other factors that pertain to the individual level, such as responsible employees, and 
also the meso-level (e.g. responsible-oriented culture), and the macro-level (e.g. an efficient 
judicial system).

4.2 Responsible Leadership: A New Paradigm

The above direction suggests that responsible leadership has emerged as a yet-to-be-recognised 
essential shift in leadership theory. There are three reasons why this shift might be considered 
a new paradigm in the field. First, whilst existing leadership frameworks focus on the individ-
ual, the followers, and/or the leading process in organisations, responsible leadership expands 
its focal point – to include other stakeholders, both inside and outside the organisation. 
Second, existing leadership theories evoke the inspirational, transformational, or visionary 



Table 10.1 Extant research on responsible leadership

Level of analysis Focus Examples

Macro (institutions, 
culture, and society)

Dynamics of changing institutional environments explaining 
the quest for RL in view of pressing global problems from 
conceptual perspectives

Kobrin (2009)
Scherer et al. (2009)

Empirical, comparative research on institutional and cultural 
influences on the conception and understanding of RL

Waldman et al. (2006a, 2006b)
Witt & Redding (2012) 
Witt & Stahl (2015)

Meso (organisational 
context, groups, and 
corporate strategy)

Linkages between RL and relevant organisational elements such 
as responsible management, HR, and corporate governance as 
well as leadership development

Coldwell et al. (2012) 
Doh et al. (2011)
Pless et al. (2011)
Caligiuri & Thoroughgood (2015) 
Maritz et al. (2011)

Effects of RL from traditional leadership perspectives on 
companies’ CR performance

Waldman et al. (2006a, 2006b)
Du et al. (2013)

Micro (individuals and 
individual business 
leaders)

Individuals’ values, personal qualities, ethical motivations, 
characteristics, history, etc., mostly from a subjective, normative 
perspective

Pless (2007)

Individuals’ different RL orientations and attendant qualities 
and competencies in view of different approaches to RL

Pless et al. (2012) 
Miska et al. (2013)

Cross-level research

Multi-level frameworks which model interactions among 
antecedents and/or outcomes across the micro, meso, and macro 
levels of analysis from different theoretical and conceptual 
perspectives

Lynham & Chermack (2006)
Voegtlin et al. (2012) 
Doh & Quigley (2014) 
Filatotchev & Stahl (2015)
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role of leaders, whereas responsible leadership includes the previous roles, although it expands 
them to include other roles that are important for multiple stakeholders, such as responsibility, 
sustainability, and ethics. Third, while the knowledge on leadership teaches that bad leaders 
can achieve great results (e.g. Pfeffer, 2015), the assumption of responsible leadership is that 
only by acting responsibly can leaders aspire to develop short- and long-term results.

These three dimensions – outcomes, roles, and time frame – are all likely to drive much 
of future research in the years to come. As in other research fields, empirical studies need to 
be carried out using case studies, quantitative methods, and especially, longitudinal inquiry. 
Multi-method and multi-level research is especially suggested for addressing the complexities 
of responsible leadership, outlined in previous sections. Particular attention should be placed 
on the phenomenon and its context, in which a number of moderator variables are likely to 
intervene in the unfolding of responsible leadership. In their most recent study, Miska and 
Mendenhall (2018) outline a few questions that drive future research in the area. Table 10.1 
shows the research focus according to the level of analysis, and Table 10.2 shows a summary 
of possible research streams. Both tables are based on Miska and Mendenhall (2018).

4.3 Responsible Leadership and Beyond

This chapter focused on responsible leadership. At the heart of the notion of being “responsi-
ble” lies two essential thoughts. First, “responsible” indicates an interactional element, which 
means that it only makes sense to speak of responsible individuals or systems when these 
engage with other individuals or systems, inside and outside the organisation. Second, the 



Table 10.2 Future research streams on responsible leadership

Level of analysis Research streams

Macro

- Which factors beyond cultural and institutional antecedents (e.g. supranational influences) are 
relevant at the macro level? 
- Does the new research context of emerging economies provide new/different macro antecedents to 
RL? Does extant RL theory apply in this context?

Meso
- How do organisations such as holistic entities constitute antecedents of RL?
- How do organisations develop responsible leaders in view of their different approaches and 
strategies toward CR and sustainability?

Micro

- How does the virtue-oriented and normative-based literature on RL align with research that 
focuses on RL competencies and skills?
- How do RL qualities, characteristics, competencies, and skills link to various RL orientations?
- Do individuals adapt their RL orientations variably according to specific situations and stakeholder 
expectations? Which other individual-level antecedents beyond leadership qualities, characteristics, 
competencies, and skills are relevant?

Cross-level research

Theory development: Need for expanded, interdisciplinary theoretical perspectives which connect 
different levels of analysis
Methods: Need for increased methodological diversity capable of capturing the particularities of 
each level of analysis
Measurement: Need to link different RL perspectives and approaches with doing good and avoiding 
harm outcomes across different levels of analysis
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word also implies that such interactions should be carried out in such way that does not cause 
harm and/or provoke damaging or destructive results to the individuals or systems in question.

A third thought results from the previous ones. Organisations are usually absorbed on fulfill-
ing a number of objectives which are relevant to stakeholders. Stakeholders in the responsible 
paradigm include not only shareholders, but also stakeholders of and beyond the organisation, 
which means that the objectives that need to be achieved are now of a greater number and 
complexity. One classic challenge for competitive organisations is to generate above-average 
returns to its shareholders and one far-more demanding challenge for responsible leaders is to 
generate such above-average returns to shareholders, as well as other key goals to the commu-
nities from which the organisation collects raw materials and other resources.

A fourth corollary is of particular practical relevance. As implied a few times in this text, 
responsible leadership might be an important factor, but it is not enough alone to guarantee the 
desired result, namely, a responsible organisation. This is the reason why other concepts were 
introduced throughout the chapter, such as: socially-responsible behaviour, corporate social 
responsibility, responsible managers, and responsible management. All these expressions are 
a reflection of a strong concern towards redesigning the way business is carried out, in order 
that a truly sustainable mindset is generated. The famous quote by Milton Friedman of “the 
business of business is business” seems to be no longer valid in a world that demands a sus-
tainable, responsible, and ethical business environment.

Ironically, without making money and generating profit, companies and organisations might 
find it hard to maintain their own sustainability. Accordingly, what the previous concepts refer 
to is that responsible leadership and management are concerned about achieving a balance 
between a range of even more complex goals and purposes than ever before. Such a balance 
could be translated into questions such as: (a) How to balance shareholders’ interests and 
willingness to invest, if returns are to be generated and shared by other stakeholders, including 



Table 10.3 Comparing responsible leadership with responsible management

Theme Responsible Leadership Responsible Management

Action entities
Leaders and followers who commit and trigger 
responsible behaviours in organisations

Individuals, managerial practices, structures, 
procedures, values and norms, that compel to 
responsible behaviour in and outside organisations

Mechanisms
Through influencing people, groups, organisations 
and lobbying groups, i.e. through interpersonal 
and social processes

Through managerial practices (e.g. planning, 
organising) and institutions (e.g. the law)

Impact level
On employees’ values and beliefs, and on 
organisational culture

On people’ behaviours, both as employees and as 
citizens

Scope Mainly inside organisations and industries Organisations, societies at large, and nations

Focus/aim
To enhance well-being and positive outcomes, 
and/or to prevent harmful outcomes to others (all 
stakeholders)

To enhance sustainability, responsibility and ethics 
of/for the organisation and beyond it

Boundaries Internal and external stakeholders Internal and external boundaries of the organisation
Specialisation scope Every leader Every manager

Table 10.4 A typology combining responsible management and responsible leadership

High Responsible Management Low Responsible Management

High 
Responsible 
Leadership

Employees work toward fulfilling own 
goals, the organisation goals, and other 

societal goals
Organisations focused on employees’, 

managers’, shareholders’, and societies’ 
goals

Very long-term oriented
Humanity centred-culture

H
um

an
ity

Employees work toward fulfilling own goals 
and the organisation goals

Organisations focused on employees’, 
managers’, and shareholders’ goals

Middle to long-term oriented
Employee-centred culture

E
m

pl
oy

ee
 

Low 
Responsible 
Leadership

Employees work toward fulfilling own 
goals and other societal goals

Organisations focused on managers’, 
shareholders’, and societies’ goals

Middle to long-term oriented
Collectivistic centred-culture

C
ol

le
ct

iv
is

tic
 Employees work toward fulfilling own goals

Organisations focused on managers’ and 
shareholders’ goals
Short-term oriented
Self-centred culture

Se
lf-

ce
nt

re
d 
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those that are traditionally seen as non-value generating? (b) How to balance the prevalent 
economic paradigm of continuous growth of societies, with the increasingly obvious fact that 
the planet will no longer sustain such growth? And (c) How to secure prosperity today, without 
bringing destruction to the generations of tomorrow?

4.4 Responsible Leadership and Responsible Management

The essence of this chapter was responsible leadership, but for several instances throughout 
the text it was made clear that responsible management is an indubitable element of the overall 
debate in the area. How do they relate and what distinguishes the two concepts? Table 10.3 
uses several themes which can be used to differentiate responsible leadership from responsible 
management.
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From the above, some future research avenues can be pursued. The first research avenue 
could be to test the implications of responsible leadership that emerge from a responsible man-
agement set of managerial practices, structures, procedures, values and norms, that embrace 
sustainability, responsibility and ethics. Specifically, it would be interesting to empirically 
test the outcomes from responsible leadership across several organisational levels and across 
different stakeholders, focusing on employees’ outcomes but also on different stakeholders 
such as the community.

Second, it would be interesting to test the effectiveness of initiatives focusing on responsible 
management that emerge from responsible leadership, in comparison with other initiatives that 
emerge from a different style of leadership.

A third research avenue would be to test the responsible leadership in a public administra-
tion context, although the public administrations stakeholders would need to be clearly defined 
and adjusted to the public sector. In specific, future research could study the responsible lead-
ership in the Public–Private Partnerships and to evaluate some outcomes that could emerge on 
employees and on other stakeholders.

And a final research avenue would be to explore the effects and consequences of distinct 
combinations of responsible leadership and management. Regarding this, Table 10.4 offers 
a tentative framework which combines high versus low levels of responsible management 
and leadership, and it shows the main characteristics of such typology. As pinpointed in the 
introduction, leading and managing are not 1 or 0 activities; rather they are processes in which 
one leads more or less, or manages more or less.

In conclusion, it seems plausible to assume that at the current pace of progress, the future 
is possibly achievable, as long as the present is nurtured and cherished. Actually, to think 
otherwise – that is, to leave the present as if resources are unlimited – is evidently less and less 
a sustainable option. In this scenario, responsible leadership, responsible followership, respon-
sible management, and in fact a responsible life, are most likely the only paths to withstand 
modern and future organisations, societies, and humankind.
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11. Ethics management and ethical management:
mapping criteria and interventions to support
responsible management practice
Mihaela Constantinescu and Muel Kaptein1

Responsible management is defined as managerial practices that integrate and assume “respon-
sibility for the triple bottom line (sustainability), stakeholder value (responsibility), and moral 
dilemmas (ethics)” (Laasch and Conaway, 2015: 25). Within this quickly emerging field of 
research, there is a move towards a more holistic approach to disparate aspects of organi-
zational activity, which used to be researched separately. A new research topic, called the 
transdiscipline or interdiscipline of Sustainability, Responsibility, and Ethics (SRE) (Laasch 
and Moosmayer, 2015; Laasch, 2016), is gaining increasing attention from scholars, with the 
view to establish a more accurate approach to responsible business practices and management. 
As business organizations function with the approbation of society (Donaldson and Dunfee, 
1994), they need to adapt to the changing societal conditions, for instance, by adopting a new 
“conception of market success where traditional financial bottom-line indicators are being 
complemented with social and environmental factors” (Hilliard, 2013: 365). Responsible 
management provides a good answer to such challenges by promoting practices that lead to 
“prime management”. Prime management refers to “superior management practice leading to 
performance that, at the same time, is socially, environmentally, and economically sustainable; 
optimizes stakeholder value; and leads to moral excellence” (Laasch and Conaway, 2015: 27).

To be able to advance such a holistic perspective, proper use of the basic components of 
responsible management is crucial. To this end, we address in this chapter the ethics compo-
nent of responsible management, both in terms of what ethics is and how to manage it. Based 
on our examination of the literature, we focus on two issues. First, we present an overview 
of the various ethical criteria for the organizational and the managerial levels. Second, we 
map the mechanisms, strategies and interventions that managers may use to embed ethics 
within organizations. Ethical and unethical behavior in organizations is influenced both by 
individual behavior and organizational activity (Treviño and Youngblood, 1990). Notably, 
ethical problems negatively impact “the trust and reputation of both leaders and organizations” 
(Kalshoven et al., 2011: 51). We thus argue that developing responsible management research 
as a holistic approach necessitates taking a step further and addressing not only ethical man-
agement at the individual level and ethics management at the organizational level, but also 
their interconnections, how they complement each other, and how they may enable responsible 
business practices.

1 Author names appear alphabetically, their contribution being equal.
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1. ETHICS, ETHICS MANAGEMENT, AND ETHICAL
MANAGEMENT

As has been pointed out by various studies, responsible management practice calls for ethically 
sound and morally desirable decision-making processes, with the aim of achieving moral 
excellence (Laasch and Conaway, 2015). Because they are general and basic terms, “ethics” 
and “morality” have no single, formal definition (Wallace and Walker, 1970), and it may even 
be impossible to have one (Louden, 1992). As both concepts are concerned with right and 
wrong, they are often used interchangeably. However, there are differences and these have 
been highlighted in both philosophical and business ethics literature. Given the scope of the 
current chapter and in the interest of accuracy, we understand ethics as a philosophical branch 
concerned with moral judgments (Frankena, 1973), which studies moral phenomenon and “rea-
soning in or about the moral field” (Gowri, 2007: 47, note 3) and provides “independent from 
external factors, generally applicable methods to assess what is right and wrong” (Laasch and 
Conaway, 2015: 120) by focusing on values, principles, doctrines, and norms that guide right 
and wrong behavior (Kaptein and Wempe, 2002; Menzel, 2007). “Ethical” is used as an evalu-
ative term that describes “decisions that are normatively appropriate” (Gunia et al., 2012: 14).

Traditionally, the individual is ethics’ locus of attention. However, corporate reality 
extended the application of ethics to organizations (Paine, 1994). The organizational context 
within which ethical behavior takes place started to be seen as an active element in the 
decision-making process (Kaptein, 1998). Thus to ignore the context of ethical behavior would 
be equivalent to having a blind spot in our understanding of ethical processes (Menzel, 2007). 
When we apply ethics to or within organizations, we speak of an organizational level of ethics, 
along with the individual level. This emphasis on ethical issues at the organizational level was 
prompted by a shift in the focus of business ethics research: from a “bad apples” paradigm to 
a “bad barrels” one (Treviño and Youngblood, 1990). This shift led to more attention given to 
“the characteristics of the organizational context within which unethical behavior occurs” than 
to “the personal characteristics of individual transgressors” (Kaptein, 2011: 844).

Nonetheless, one drawback of the current focus on organizational matters is that discussions 
about organizational responsibility are now more common than discussions about managerial 
responsibility (Dávila-Gómez and Patiño, 2012). However, acknowledging the relevance of 
the organizational context in generating ethical behavior does not imply forgiving individual 
wrongdoers (Bovens, 1998; Constantinescu and Kaptein, 2015; Isaacs, 2011; Paine, 1994). 
As research points out, besides the norms and governmental regulations for organizational 
behavior, the responsibility of powerful individuals also needs to be addressed (Dávila-Gómez 
and Patiño, 2012).

Therefore, the emerging field of responsible management needs to address both the indi-
vidual and organizational levels of ethical activity by taking into account previous research on 
both ethics management and ethical management and by exploring new connections between 
these two dimensions.

At the organizational level, ethics management is concerned with the way ethical issues 
are handled within business operations. Being a rather new field of study—it emerged only 
around the 1990s—ethics management does not have one unified definition; scholars highlight 
several key aspects that provide an answer to the question “How do you manage ethics in 
organizations?” (Jeurissen, 2004: 11). As a result, ethics management has been understood as 
defining and putting into practice organizational values that are aimed at creating an environ-
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ment supportive of ethically sound behavior (Paine, 1994) leading to “a strong ethics culture 
in the workplace” (Menzel, 2007: 10). Likewise, it has been defined as a process where ethical 
issues are managed through management tools (Laasch and Conaway, 2015), with the goal 
to improve the decision-making process, to make organizational operations “more geared 
towards ethical principles” (Jeurissen, 2004: 11), or to “balance conflicting expectations of 
stakeholders in an adequate way” (Kaptein, 1998: 42). Taking into account these definitional 
perspectives in the context of the current chapter, we emphasize that ethics management 
involves the systematic, coherent, and iterative determination of what the ethical criteria of an 
organization should be, and the development, implementation, and monitoring of the interven-
tions to meet these criteria.

Having delineated the realm of ethics management, two important distinctions need to be 
made (Kaptein, 1998). First, ethics management (or the management of ethics) is distinct from 
management ethics (Evans, 1981), as the latter “describes and criticizes the norms and values” 
held by the organization’s management (Kaptein, 1998: 43). Second, ethics management is not 
the same as ethical management: the latter describes “individual managers’ ethical behavior in 
their immediate sphere of managerial influence” (Laasch and Conaway, 2015: 140).

However, these distinctions do not imply that the organizational and individual levels 
of embedding ethics within organizations need to be seen as disconnected. Instead, ethics 
management and ethical managers are strongly interconnected, and empirical studies have 
long highlighted the strong relationship between ethical leadership and organizational ethics 
(Brown and Treviño, 2006; Fehr et al., 2014; Sims and Brinkmann, 2002; Treviño et al., 2014). 
This interconnection is actually one of the main challenges of business ethics. While ethics 
management is focused on supporting managers to embed ethics within their organizations, 
ethical management offers relevant support for managers to deal with ethical dilemmas. We 
call this mutually enabling relationship shared by ethics management and ethical management 
as the “yin–yang” problem: ethics management aims to stimulate ethical management, while 
ethical management is a necessary condition for ethics management to take place.

Furthermore, being concerned with the activities through which ethics is organized, ethics 
management is not confined exclusively to specialized managers who are usually called ethics 
officers or ethics managers (Kaptein, 1998). All employees have their own role in integrat-
ing ethics in day-to-day operations (Verkerk et al., 2001). Moreover, exercising power and 
authority as a manager inherently entails ethical challenges (Hollander, 1995), which means 
that all management levels need to embed ethics in their own managing activity (Paine, 1994; 
Rossouw and van Vuuren, 2003). Ethical management is essential primarily because the 
ethical behavior of these organizational leaders “serves a role-model function” (Laasch and 
Conaway, 2015: 140) and positively affects organizational performance (Kalshoven et al., 
2011). As Verkerk and colleagues (2001: 374) put it, “The proof of a responsible organization 
is the behavior and the example set by the management.” This is an important aspect given 
that this focus on “normal” managers is one of the core distinguishing features of the field of 
responsible management (Laasch, 2018).

Moving to the individual level of the ethics component of responsible management, ethical 
management implies that managers need to display ethical leadership (Paine, 1994) and to 
make ethically sound decisions (Dávila-Gómez and Patiño, 2012). Morally mute managers—
that is, managers who do not promote ethics (Menzel, 2007)—cannot be responsible manag-
ers. To be a responsible manager, one must take into account not only outcomes but also the 
process itself, by paying attention to how results are achieved (Prahalad, 2010). The ethical 
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aspects related to managers as organizational leaders have been analyzed both in connection 
to leadership styles, such as transformational leadership (Bass 1999; Burns 1978; Kanungo 
and Mendonca, 1996), and as a distinct leadership style in itself (see Fehr et al., 2014). This 
new kind of leadership practice rooted in moral authority is referred to as moral leadership 
(Sergiovanni, 1992). The ethical leadership construct is defined as “the demonstration of 
normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and 
the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, 
and decision-making” (Brown et al., 2005: 120). Ethical leadership is thus centered on values, 
moral decision-making, societal well-being, stakeholder interests and an overall concern for 
others (Hibbert and Cunliffe, 2013; Pless and Maak, 2011). Some scholars also highlight 
virtue and character as essential features of ethical leadership (Hibbert and Cunliffe, 2013). 
Furthermore, managers are the ones who create the structural and cultural conditions for 
employees to behave ethically (Verkerk et al., 2001).

Thus, ethics management and ethical management are two interrelated components that 
give valuable insights to the field of responsible management by providing the relevant moral 
foundation. This interconnection also applies to the evaluation of responsible management. 
To measure ethical performance resulting from responsible management, we need to measure 
moral excellence as reflected in indicators, like the number of ethical failures (Laasch and 
Conaway, 2015). At this point, the intersection between ethical management and ethics 
management becomes more obvious: the managers who aim to be labeled as “ethical” and 
“responsible” also oversee the implementation of ethics management programs in the format 
designed by specialized ethics departments and ethics officers. Ethical performance indicators 
thus measure not only the effectiveness of ethics management programs but also managerial 
competence in the implementation process. Ultimately, ethics management strategies high-
light managerial responsibility for the ethical behavior of individuals within organizations 
(Paine, 1994).

2. ETHICAL CRITERIA FOR ORGANIZATIONAL AND
MANAGERIAL PRACTICE

Ethics management research is concerned with defining ethical criteria for an organization and 
embedding them in the organization. Likewise, research on ethical management highlights 
a range of ethical criteria that managers or leaders either should possess (i.e. in the norma-
tive philosophy line of research; see Ciulla, 2005), or actually do possess and show these in 
practice (i.e. in the descriptive and predictive social scientific line of research; see Brown and 
Treviño, 2006).

In this section, we present a general overview of the sets of ethical criteria, advanced in 
the business ethics literature, for both organizations and individuals. Specifically, we offer 
a mapping of sets of criteria proposed by scholars for ethics management and for ethical man-
agement (leadership), respectively. In the case of individual-level criteria, we take into account 
not only sets related to ethical leaders (managers) but also those proposed for all employees, 
because managers belong to a subset of employees and so these criteria also apply to them. 
While our overview is not exhaustive—it is not intended to cover the full picture of single and 
multiple criteria in the literature—it manages to capture the main coordinates used to establish 
criteria for ethics within organizations. This overview can furthermore be used for future 
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research in the new field of responsible management because it offers interesting perspectives 
for the ethics component of this new emerging field.

The ethical criteria that we present for both organizations and managers pertain to the three 
main ethical theories: virtue ethics, deontology, and consequentialism. We briefly sketch, 
without offering a full assessment, the main evaluation criteria for assessing right and wrong 
or good and bad put forward by each of these theories (for a detailed discussion, see Baron et 
al., 1997). Furthermore, we describe how these moral criteria can be translated for organiza-
tions at both the individual and organizational levels.

2.1 Virtue Ethics

Business ethics research from a virtue ethics orientation generally proposes criteria for evalu-
ation of individual (managerial) and organizational ethics in the form of virtues, emphasizing 
aspects related to excellence of character. Developed either empirically or conceptually, with 
just a few exceptions that integrate both empirical and conceptual methodologies, the criteria 
refer either to sets of virtues that ethical managers and leaders need to possess, or to sets of 
virtues that organizations need to integrate in their practices. A general characteristic of these 
virtue-based accounts is that they each propose different virtues, hardly having any of them in 
common. This applies to both managerial and organizational virtues. Only the four Aristotelian 
cardinal virtues (justice, temperance, fortitude, and prudence) and a few other ones proposed, 
such as integrity, respect, and empathy are shared by several accounts.

At the individual level, Kaptein (2003) suggests that a manager with integrity is authentic, 
reliable, and constructive and has a gentle, protective, and firm hand. Based on the work of 
Solomon (1992), Shanahan and Hyman (2003) developed an innovative empirical virtue ethics 
scale out of 45 business virtues. They proposed empathy, the Protestant work ethic (understood 
as hard work), piety, reliability, respect, and incorruptibility as virtues of business people, 
including managers. Resick and colleagues (2006) proposed and tested four dimensions of 
ethical leadership: character and integrity, altruism, collective motivation, and encouragement. 
Several scholars focus on the four main Aristotelian virtues: prudence (practical wisdom), 
fortitude (courage), justice, and temperance (moderation or self-control). While Dyck and 
Kleysen (2001) found empirical support for ethical management behavior based on these four 
virtues, Osiemo (2012) identifies them as crucial ethical virtues for ethical leadership, and 
Riggio and colleagues (2010) regard them as leader virtues. Moreover, Morales-Sánchez and 
Cabello-Medina (2013) suggest that moral virtues displayed in the workplace may be opera-
tionalized as moral competencies and so they propose that the four cardinal virtues are univer-
sal moral competencies for management activity. In a subsequent study, Morales-Sánchez and 
Cabello-Medina (2015) recommend, based on a thorough examination of current literature, 
a list of sixteen virtues for employees: amiability, commitment, courage, environmental 
responsibility, generosity, gratitude, honesty, humility, justice, optimism, perseverance, 
prudence, self-control, service to others, solidarity, and transcendence. Along with the four 
main Aristotelian virtues, Hackett and Wang (2012) also propose humanity and truthfulness as 
virtues of a leader. Melé (2005) proposes the four cardinal virtues as fundamental for ethical 
decision-making in the workplace, and as moral competences in leadership, together with 
other moral competences, such as willingness to serve, honesty, and humility (Melé, 2012). 
Similarly, Guillen et al. (2007) consider the virtues of responsibility, integrity, honesty, equity, 
loyalty, order, hard-work, and willingness to serve as moral competences for ethical leader-
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ship. According to Haski-Leventhal (2018), ethical leaders are honest, open, and they strive to 
do what is right. Warna-Furu et al. (2010) conducted an empirical research that linked a set of 
four virtues (pride, honesty, generosity, and love) with well-being and health in the workplace, 
thus advising managers to integrate them in the organizational setting.

At the organizational level, the criteria based on virtue ethics suggest, according to Solomon 
(1992), that business organizations should display the virtues of community, role identity, 
excellence, integrity, judgment, and holism. Kaptein (2008; 2017) proposes and validates 
seven corporate ethical virtues (including their vices): clarity, congruency, feasibility, support-
ability, transparency, discussability, and sanctionability. Moore (2005) suggests that the four 
Aristotelian cardinal virtues together with two MacIntyrean virtues (integrity and constancy) 
are applicable at the organizational level. Moore (2015) later adds zeal and tradition-aware 
to this list. Other scholars (Bright et al., 2006; Cameron and Winn, 2012; Bright et al., 2014; 
Sison and Ferrero, 2015) suggest that organizations should display not necessarily a set of 
virtues but rather an umbrella virtue: virtuousness.

2.2 Deontology

Deontology-based criteria for ethical business organizations and managers are in the form of 
high standards or principles for action, with an emphasis on the right reasons that motivate 
good actions. Usually developed conceptually, the criteria refer to ethical managers acting out 
of duty, with respect for the autonomy of others. At the organizational level, this translates 
into stakeholder-oriented activity guided by moral principles. Overall, these deontology-based 
accounts stress the need to follow high ethical ideals that are motivated by a sense of duty and 
respect for others. However, there is no consensus about what constitutes organizational and 
managerial duty, or what categories of managerial and organizational activities are appropriate.

At the individual level, Sergiovanni (1992: 20) highlights that leadership action is moral 
only if it is done “in the belief and because of the belief that it is right – from duty, not because 
of personal inclination, gain, or love.” For Bowie (1999), leadership methods are morally 
worthy if they are done out of a sense of duty and leaders respect and foster the autonomy of 
their followers. Several authors formulate ethical principles for management in a deontolog-
ical manner. For instance, Soul et al. (2009) propose a set of five principles specifying the 
duties not to coercively interfere with the commercially significant decisions of others, not to 
subject others to uninvited risks, not to arbitrarily lock others from commercial benefits and 
opportunities, to care for others’ interests, and to rescue those in great peril. Northouse (2013) 
puts forward five principles of ethical leadership: ethical leaders should act with respect, 
justice, honesty, service (place followers’ welfare foremost in plans), and community (take 
into account own and followers’ purposes when working towards common goals). Resick and 
colleagues (2006: 348) consider “deontology [to be] embodied in the entire notion of ethical 
leadership.” A specific line of research discusses transformational leadership from a deon-
tological angle (Kanungo, 2001), with scholars such as Burns (1978) and Sendjaya (2005) 
rooting this type of leadership in highest motivation and morality. Similarly, Yukl (1990: 
210) holds that “only those who appeal to higher ideals, moral values, and higher-order needs
of followers can be called transforming leaders.” An important note concerns the distinction
between “authentic” and “pseudo” transformational leaders: only the former is rooted in
ethical motivations despite both types displaying the same behavior (Bass and Steidlmeier,
1999; Kalshoven et al., 2011).
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At the organizational level, Donaldson and Dunfee (1994, 1999) notably developed the 
Integrative Social Contracts Theory (ISCT), which normatively grounds ethics in business 
organizations by formulating “hypernorms” that govern economic communities and prescribe 
the overall terms by which the “macrosocial contract” works among members of economic 
systems and organizations. As the norms are based on universal moral principles, the ISCT 
endorses deontological criteria for business organizations. Drawing partly from ISCT, van 
Oosterhout et al. (2006) show the internal morality of contracting by sketching a hypothet-
ical state of nature for contracting in companies. They identify four general contracting 
problems—desolation, deception, defeasance, and defection—that contractors should strive 
to avoid when entering into or making contracts, and propose the following four norms to 
address each of these problems: identity matters, market failure is moral failure, forgiveness 
over litigation, and taming the agents. Supporting the tripartite framework issued by the 
United Nations Commission on Human Rights, Arnold (2010) defends a duty-based moral 
grounding for transnational companies to respect basic human rights. Several authors endorse 
a deontology-based stakeholder approach in which normative claims are developed to support 
the idea that organizations have moral duties towards stakeholders (Evan and Freeman, 
1993). In this regard, scholars like Phillips (1997, 2003) propose the principle of fairness as 
a normative foundation for the moral obligations of businesses to respond to the interests of 
stakeholders.

Kaptein (2008) proposes both individual and organizational deontological criteria for 
ethical action. Based on the analysis of business codes of ethics, Kaptein identifies 37 items 
of unethical behavior that can each be placed in one of five subscales: financiers, customers, 
employees, suppliers, and society.

2.3 Consequentialism

Consequentialist perspective in business ethics emphasizes criteria that are centered on cost–
benefit and performance-and-outcomes issues and at the same time take into account a broad 
spectrum of effects for multiple parties. In this regard, consequentialist research—particularly 
the utilitarian perspective—intersects research on stakeholder management. However, unlike 
the deontological approach to stakeholder issues that emphasizes moral principles and duties, 
the utilitarian approach highlights consequences of organizational and managerial action for 
all potential stakeholders. At the organizational level, utilitarian criteria related to stakeholder 
theory have a strong presence in the business ethics literature. However, scholars observe 
that despite the inherent presence of utilitarian reasoning for ethical leadership (Letwin et 
al., 2016), this line of reasoning is generally overlooked by studies that develop measures 
for assessing the construct of ethical leadership. Developed empirically or conceptually, the 
criteria refer to ethical managers acting so as to maximize stakeholders’ benefits, and to ethical 
organizations striving to obtain a sustainable mutual advantage (an idea usually expressed in 
the organization’s mission statement.) Despite the common feature of these accounts—that is, 
the focus on maximizing the benefits for all affected parties—there is a lack of unity regarding 
the appropriate managerial or organizational activity for achieving this purpose.

At the individual level, scholars who are developing consequentialist criteria for ethical 
leadership explain that “utilitarian leaders tend to assess the benefits and costs of each pos-
sible action, aiming to maximize the interests of various stakeholders” (Letwin et al., 2016: 
747). A line of research emphasizes that the transactional or instrumental leadership style 
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is grounded on consequentialist ethics because this leadership style suggests an exchange 
between leaders and followers, where each receives something in return for their contribution 
(Aronson, 2001; Bass, 1999; Burns, 1978), and task-oriented behaviors that include perfor-
mance appraisals and use of reward systems for ethical behavior (Treviño et al., 2003). The 
instrumental leadership style is usually contrasted with transformational leadership style that 
is grounded in deontological ethics (Bass, 1999; Burns, 1978; Kanungo and Mendonca, 1996); 
but more recent research advances a complementary relationship instead (Aronson, 2001).

At the organizational level, consequentialist (utilitarian) criteria for ethical organizations 
stress the requirement that organizations need to create a sustainable mutual advantage that 
benefits not only shareholders but also the entire range of stakeholders (Kaptein and Wempe, 
2002). Starting with the highly influential article of Freeman (1984), in which stakeholders 
are defined as groups or individuals who can affect or are affected by the achievement of the 
firm’s objectives, business ethics scholars have embraced stakeholder theory for its normative 
ethical component. This is because stakeholder theory was initially developed as a “theory 
of organizational management and ethics” that “addresses morals and values explicitly as 
a central feature of managing organizations” (Phillips et al., 2003: 480‒481). Stakeholder 
theory has four main lines of research: descriptive, normative, instrumental, and metaphorical 
(Donaldson and Dunfee, 1994; Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Freeman, 1994; Freeman et al., 
2010; Friedman and Miles, 2006). Of these four, it is especially the instrumental direction that 
endorses consequentialist criteria for ethical organizations. In this regard, engaging with stake-
holders is considered a competitive advantage (Jensen, 2002; Jones, 1995) that can be linked 
to financial performance (Margolis and Walsh, 2001). We can furthermore identify in the 
literature other examples of consequentialist criteria concerning the ethical mission or purpose 
of business organizations. For instance, Donaldson and Walsh (2015) acknowledge that eco-
nomic understanding of business success alone is not enough, and they define the purpose of 
business in terms of optimizing “Collective Value”, understood as the creation of benefits for 
all those who affect and are affected by business minus aversive business outcomes. Because 
the formulation of Collective Value also involves respecting the dignity of those who affect 
and are affected by business, this consequentialist criterion comes close to the deontological 
criteria.

2.4 Integrated Criteria

Interestingly, business ethics research also puts forward models of ethical organizations that 
aim at connecting and integrating the main criteria of all the three ethical theories. The integ-
rity approach developed by Kaptein and Wempe (2002: 97) is an example. This approach takes 
into account “the character of the actor, the motives and intentions behind the action,” thus 
emphasizing the coherence among the three main approaches to ethics. The integrity approach 
reflects the way individuals make moral decisions in day-to-day situations, when people often 
cannot rely solely on one single ethical approach but instead have to evaluate different aspects 
of all three ethical theories (Menzel, 2007).

Likewise, researchers have developed several models for the individual level of ethical 
leadership, which cover criteria from different ethical theories. However, these models do not 
specifically aim at integrating ethical criteria from various theories. To exemplify, Kalshoven 
and colleagues (2011) developed a multidimensional scale of ethical leadership consisting 
of 38 items across the dimensions of fairness, integrity, ethical guidance, people orientation, 
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power sharing, role clarification, and concern for sustainability. The items combine virtuous 
traits, such as being concerned for employee personal development, with deontological 
acting, such as keeping promises, and with consequentialist reasoning, such as complimenting 
employees who show integrity. Brown and colleagues (2005) conceptually and empirically 
developed a 10-item Ethical Leadership Scale that measures ethical leader behavior, including 
dimensions related to virtue ethics (e.g. leader honesty), to deontology (e.g. demonstrating 
integrity and high ethical standards), and to consequentialism (e.g. pursuing employees’ best 
interests). Whetstone (2003) developed an empirical model that prioritizes the qualities an 
excellent manager is expected to have and to demonstrate—such as being honest, trustworthy, 
dedicated, responsible, fair or showing integrity—and that also emphasizes deontological 
aspects with regard to the way managers should behave and consequentialist elements related 
to the results the manager should achieve.

3. EMBEDDING ETHICS IN ORGANIZATIONAL AND
MANAGERIAL PRACTICE

After discussing ethics management criteria for organizations and ethical management 
criteria for managers, the next step is to inquire how ethics is embedded in organizational 
and managerial practice so as to create “ethical infrastructures” (Tenbrunsel et al., 2003) or 
“ethical contexts” (Kaptein, 1998) and thus to promote ethical behavior within organizations. 
To this end, the current section provides an overview of scholarly research concerned with 
the strategies, mechanisms, and interventions specific to the ethics component of responsible 
management practice.

We start by presenting, in the first two subsections, the strategies and mechanisms to embed 
ethics in organizations, highlighting the way each was developed in a dichotomous manner 
in business ethics research. First, scholars distinguish between compliance and integrity as 
possible strategies of ethics management (Paine, 1994; Rossouw and Vuuren, 2003). Second, 
scholars advance the distinction between structure and culture (Heugens et al., 2008; Kaptein, 
1998; Treviño and Brown, 2004) as ethics mechanisms that influence individual behavior (or 
as organizational dimensions within which individual action takes place). While initially, this 
dichotomous approach was largely endorsed by research, more recently, scholars have moved 
towards an integrative perspective. We take stance with this latter research direction and 
propose in the third section an illustrative table for such an integrative perspective on ethics 
within organizations, where we plot possible ethics interventions along the two strategies and 
mechanisms previously discussed. We consider such an integrative approach to be adequate to 
further support the development of the responsible management field.

3.1 Ethics strategies: Compliance versus Integrity

The distinction between ethics management strategies of compliance and integrity was first 
introduced by Paine (1994) to urge companies to adopt not only compliance-based ethics 
programs, which are focused on the prevention, detection and punishment of legal violations, 
but also integrity-based programs, which go beyond mere legal requirements and promote an 
ethical context that supports exemplary behavior. The distinction is also made between a coer-
cive rules-based approach to ethics and an enabling values-based one. The former includes 
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legislation, behavioral codes, and policies aimed to create norm conformity, and the latter aims 
to build moral character and to guide sound moral judgments within organizations (Geddes, 
2017; Jeurissen, 2004) through ethical values internalized by employees (Treviño et al., 2006; 
Weaver et al., 1999). As Maesschalck (2004) points out, this distinction is also referred to 
as the low road versus the high road approach to ethics management (Rohr, 1978), or as the 
verification versus values set of integrity institutions (Uhr, 1999).

Business ethics scholars adopted this understanding of the compliance–integrity dichotomy 
until recently (see Treviño et al., 1999; Rossouw and Vuuren, 2003). More recent research 
proposes an integrative approach, wherein compliance- and integrity-based strategies are 
complementary. For instance, Stansbury and Barry (2007) argue that compliance-based and 
value-based programs are not mutually exclusive but are rather complementary, a point also 
endorsed by Treviño et al. (2006) and by Calderón et al. (2018). In the same vein, Geddes 
(2017: 426) states, “The two philosophies of compliance and integrity are at opposite ends 
of a continuum but should, however, be combined in a complementary manner.” Similarly, 
Gilman (1999) and Maesschalck (2004) note that the two approaches represent more than 
a simple dichotomy and should always be combined and considered complementary in prac-
tice. Likewise, Jeurissen (2004) suggests that the two strategies differ simply in their degree of 
moral complexity and are thus appropriate for handling distinct areas of ethical issues within 
organizations.

3.2 Ethics Mechanisms: Structure versus Culture

The distinction between the organizational structure and culture refers to formal and informal 
ethics mechanisms that influence individual behavior or, alternatively, to organizational 
dimensions on which ethics management strategies may be applied. These two dimensions 
shape the organizational context within which individual behavior takes place. While the 
organizational structure is formal, that is, it includes written procedures, processes, and pol-
icies (Kaptein, 2011; Treviño et al., 1999), the organizational culture or climate (Victor and 
Cullen, 1988; Schneider et al., 2013) is informal, that is, it includes unwritten expectations, 
values, and norms (Casey et al., 2001; Kaptein, 2011; Sims and Brinkmann, 2002). Similarly, 
research also distinguishes between explicit and implicit approaches (Brenner, 1992; Jose and 
Thibodeaux, 1999; Koonmee et al., 2009; Majluf and Navarrete, 2011): the former relates to 
“formal efforts aimed at monitoring the respect of norms and rules,” and the latter concerns 
“actions that create a climate favoring ethical behavior in a way that is neither formal nor 
exact” (Majluf and Navarrete, 2011: 568). In the same vein, general organizational manage-
ment and business literatures refer to such formal and informal mechanisms as “hard and soft 
controls” (Chtioui and Thiéry-Dubuisson, 2011), both of which are parts of the internal control 
systems of organizations. Hard controls are seen as formal mechanisms, such as written 
procedures and norms (Leatherwood and Spector, 1991), while soft controls are informal 
mechanisms, such as values, beliefs, and unwritten traditions (Falkenberg and Herremans, 
1995). Although both types of internal controls coexist in most organizations, it is nonetheless 
“difficult to assert whether the use of one could replace or could complement the use of the 
other” (Chtioui and Thiéry-Dubuisson, 2011: 295), because hard controls are most relevant for 
specific and predictable situations, while soft controls seem to be more suitable in ambiguous 
and unexpected events.



Ethics management and ethical management 165

Along with initiatives that aim at integrating compliance and integrity strategies, schol-
ars accentuate the need to align the organizational culture and structure to achieve ethical 
organizations (Constantinescu and Kaptein, 2020). Formal policies and procedures can only 
be effective if they are coupled with informal values and expectations (Treviño et al., 1999; 
Weaver and Treviño, 1999). As Stansbury and Barry (2007) point out, exercising control only 
through imposed ethics programs may lead to harmful consequences because this demotivates 
employees from using their own moral judgment, thus potentially causing an atrophy of skills. 
Kaptein (2010: 616) also notes that the ethical culture that forms part of the soft controls and 
the ethical program that forms part of the hard controls can be interrelated: “Ethics programs 
can be aimed at improving and preserving the ethical culture of organizations. And the ethical 
culture can influence the content of ethics programs as well as facilitate and support the effec-
tiveness of an ethics program and its impact on behavior.” When alignment between culture 
and structure fails, employees receive confusing directions regarding the expected ethical 
behavior: “informal practices exert an important pressure on individuals to conform to them, 
even when this means going against the formal practices” of the organization (Constantinescu 
and Kaptein, 2015: 332).

3.3 Ethics Interventions: An Integrative Perspective

To embed ethics in organizational and managerial practice, scholars furthermore point to spe-
cific interventions or activities, which pertain to the two types of mechanisms and strategies 
that managers can implement within organizations. On the one hand are the interventions 
pertaining to soft controls (see Mayer, 2014 for an overview) and integrity strategies, such as 
managers explaining to employees what the organizational values and standards are, organ-
izing discussions about ethical dilemmas, motivating employees to adhere to the values and 
standards of the organization, demonstrating role-modeling, showing appreciation for ethical 
behavior, or making accountable the employees who do not take the values and standards 
seriously. 

On the other hand are the interventions pertaining to hard controls and compliance strate-
gies, which include elements of ethics programs, such as ethics training sessions and ethics 
codes, ethics audits, performance management systems (Treviño et al., 2014), and ethics 
helpline and reporting procedures (Menzel, 2007; Treviño and Weaver, 2003). Kaptein (2009) 
identifies nine elements of an ethics program: code of ethics, ethics office(r), ethics training 
and communications, pre-employment screening on ethics, monitoring and auditing of ethics, 
ethics hotline, incentive and reward policies for ethical conduct, policies to hold staff account-
able for unethical conduct, and response policies for unethical conduct. Other elements of an 
ethics program underlined in ethics management research are ethics committee (Singh, 2006), 
ombudsperson (Treviño and Weaver, 2003), confirmation procedures for receiving of or com-
pliance with the code (Joseph, 2002), the oath or pledge (Khurana and Nohria, 2008), ethics 
risk assessment (Weber and Wasieleski, 2013), formal inclusion of ethics in decision-making, 
and external reporting about the ethical performance of the organization (KPMG, 2008).

We rally with those researchers who propose an integrative perspective of embedding ethics 
in organizational and managerial practice. In this regard, we propose that not only formal and 
informal mechanisms may be coupled, or that compliance and integrity strategies may be 
combined, but also that interventions that pertain to mechanisms and strategies may be inter-
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principles

2. Employees are committed to the purpose, values, and
principles

3. Employees feel autonomous
4. Ethical behavior is discussed
5. Ethical behavior is rewarded
6. Employees learn from ethical issues to make things

better
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connected. This results, for instance, in interventions that reflect how compliance strategies 
may be informal and integrity strategies may be formal.

To illustrate this point, Table 11.1 presents the formal and informal mechanisms and 
compliance and integrity strategies for embedding ethics within organizations, together with 
several examples of possible ethics management interventions. It shows how hard-controls 
can also be integrity-oriented, for instance through interventions where ethical behavior is 
officially rewarded or where the organizational values are inspired through ethics training. 
A common characteristic is that part of the intervention is specific to the integrity strategy, 
such as showing appreciation for ethical behavior, while another part of the intervention cor-
responds to the use of formal mechanisms, such as introducing official systems of rewarding 
ethical behavior. At the same time, the table shows how informal mechanisms can also be 
compliance-oriented, for example through interventions where role models are dedicated to 
the rules, standards, and laws, or where unethical behavior is disapproved. Here part of the 
intervention reflects informal mechanisms, for instance having role models, and part of the 
intervention reflects compliance strategies, such as obeying rules, standards and laws.

We consider that such a perspective is able to take ethics management and ethical man-
agement research and practice one step ahead. This is because it acknowledges not only the 
complementarities, but also the interconnections between strategies and mechanisms to embed 
ethics in organizations, reflected in the mixed use of interventions. It also takes into account 
organizational and managerial reality by advancing integration of formal and informal ele-
ments that coexist simultaneously, instead of rigid conceptual dichotomies. Finally, we con-
sider that such an integrative perspective on ethics within organizations is able to contribute to 
the development of the responsible management field of research and practice.
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4. CONCLUSION AND RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Society is changing and so are the institutions that are part of our social reality. If they are to 
remain competitive in the long run, business organizations need to respond to the growing 
demands of society (Hilliard, 2013) through wise managerial practices. As ethical, social, 
and environmental performances are currently under the spotlight of public opinion, financial 
performance is no longer enough to ensure business success. To be able to achieve long-term, 
sustainable performance, business organizations need to operate ethically and be socially and 
environmentally sound while they aim for financial gains (Constantinescu and Kaptein, 2020). 
This calls for a new managerial perspective for business organizations, one that is robust and 
visionary enough to lead towards such performance. The umbrella concept of responsible 
management (Buckingham and Venkataraman, 2016; Ennals, 2014; Haski-Leventhal, 2018; 
Hibbert and Cunliffe, 2013; Laasch, 2016; Laasch and Conaway, 2015; Ogunyemi, 2012) 
encompasses these dimensions of an emerging type of management practice. The growing 
body of research supporting managerial integration of “triple bottom line (sustainability), 
stakeholder value (responsibility), and moral dilemmas (ethics)” (Laasch and Conaway, 2015: 
25) puts forward the new transdiscipline of Sustainability, Responsibility, and Ethics (Laasch
and Moosmayer, 2016; Laasch, 2016). One aspect emphasized by current research on respon-
sible management is the need to ensure that ethical decision-making processes are adequately
responsive to moral dilemmas and that they strive for moral excellence in managerial practice
(Laasch and Conaway, 2015).

In this chapter, we discussed the ethics component of responsible management by analyzing 
scholarly literature on the management of ethical aspects of organizational life. We argued that 
responsible management practice that strives for a holistic approach has to equally take into 
account both the managerial and the organizational levels of ethical issues. We have discussed 
both the overall organizational process of ethics management and the individual input of 
ethical management. To this end, we have provided an extensive (albeit incomplete) mapping 
of current business ethics research concerned with these topics, and highlighted general ethical 
criteria for organizational practice, together with the mechanisms, strategies, and interventions 
for embedding ethics within organizations.

Our overview shows that the three main ethical theories of virtue ethics, deontology, and 
consequentialism are used in business ethics research to provide both empirical and conceptual 
criteria at the individual (ethical management) and organizational level (ethics management). 
Nonetheless, the criteria advanced within the framework of each ethical theory are fragmented 
and there is lack of connection among the research findings.

Our overview also indicates that ethical infrastructures are created by using strategies, 
mechanisms and interventions. Earlier business ethics research often approached these topics 
as opposites: on the one hand are the compliance strategies with hard-controlling mechanisms 
of implementation and on the other, the integrity strategies with soft-controls. However, more 
recent research proposes an integrative approach of these two directions for embedding ethics 
within organizations, one in which compliance and integrity complement each other and work 
together to enable organizations to become ethical. Given that organizations display both 
a formal dimension, represented by the organizational structure, and an informal dimension, 
represented by the organizational culture, the two strategies (i.e. compliance and integrity) 
together can more adequately deal with ethical issues arising in each of these dimensions. We 
endorse such an integrative or holistic perspective by proposing that compliance and integrity 
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strategies can each encompass both formal and informal mechanisms, which we illustrate 
through several potential ethics interventions in the form of a table.

Without pretending to be exhaustive, as far as we are aware, this overview is the first attempt 
to provide a systematic understanding of scholarly approaches to ethics management and 
ethical management in organizations. Its findings are relevant because they show that there are 
many different, inconsistent, and partly overlapping sets of ethical criteria, thus making clear 
the need to connect the ethical criteria and the interventions to be able to embed ethics within 
organizations. The overview is furthermore relevant because it helps researchers to select 
theory and criteria. Moreover, the findings call for future efforts to advance current scholarly 
research in both ethics management and ethical management fields, which can then contribute 
to the robust development of the new emerging field of responsible management. Here are 
some possible research directions, starting with directions for ethics management and ethical 
management fields, and continuing with directions for the field of responsible management:

● To develop a more elaborate and comprehensive analysis of both the empirical and con-
ceptual ethical criteria proposed in literature for the individual (ethical management) and
organizational level (ethics management) of ethical issues and then synthesize.

● To analyze the (potential) interconnections between various ethical criteria and examine
their implications for the practice of ethics management and ethical management. For
instance, Whetstone (2003) suggests looking into the implications of a particular virtuous
behavior of managers for their performance output indicators.

● To study the relationship between the formal and informal mechanisms, strategies, and
interventions used to build ethical infrastructures so as to better explain the nature of their
interaction in terms of priority, mutual influence, and measurement; in this regard, future
research could fill in the table presented in this chapter with potential ethics management
interventions and evaluate their applicability in practice.

● To research more systematically the types of ethics management interventions related
to informal instruments or soft-controls, given that our overview shows less scholarly
research on this topic in comparison to research on formal instruments or hard-controls.

● To explore the way criteria and interventions for ethics management and ethical manage-
ment relate to each other, for instance by identifying and developing moral criteria for
ethics management interventions, such as the Kantian moral grounding of ethics programs
put forward by Reynolds and Bowie (2004).

● To focus more on ethics management towards external stakeholders, given that organi-
zations have the potential to stimulate ethical behavior not only internally, towards their
employees, but also externally, for instance, towards suppliers (upstream) and consumers
(downstream).

● To strive towards a more impactful approach of the ethics ingredient of responsible
management, for instance, by contributing to an open-source hub of assessment tools to
measure the ethics of organizations, tools that are both academically rigorous and business
relevant (Haidt and Treviño, 2017).

● To explore more thoroughly the relationship between responsible management, ethics
management, and ethical management to reveal further insights that may contribute to the
development of the field of responsible management. An example would be a research on
whether robust ethics management programs and ethical cultures can be a prerequisite for
more responsible organizations.



Ethics management and ethical management 169

● To use insights from ethics management and ethical management research to further
develop connections between the ethics and the sustainability components of responsible
management, for instance by researching how criteria pertaining to virtue ethics, deontol-
ogy or consequentialism embedded in organizations relate to the optimum triple bottom
line, and whether managerial practice based on either of the three moral theories is more
able to support social, environmental and economic sustainability.

● To build on the findings related to formal and informal mechanisms specific to ethics
management and ethical management to develop connections between the ethics and the
responsibility components of responsible management: one example includes researching
what mixture of soft and hard controls would lead to better stakeholder value and optimal
balance of conflicting stakeholder expectations.

● To explore the implications of ethics management and ethical management criteria and
interventions for the possible complementarity, interconnections and overlap between all
three domains of responsible management (i.e. sustainability, responsibility and ethics); in
this regard, research may inquire how rule-based and value-based managerial interventions
grounded in either deontology, consequentialism or virtue ethics could foster sustainable
and responsible business practices.

● To research how the interplay between ethics management and ethical management as
highlighted in this chapter could further consolidate and enrich the responsible manage-
ment theory and practice, with the following possible directions: (a) the theoretical impli-
cations of the “yin–yang” issue (ethics management aims to stimulate ethical management,
while ethical management is a condition for ethics management) for responsible managers;
(b) the practical implications of the ethics management requirement to embed ethical man-
agement across all levels and departments for the institutionalization of responsible man-
agement conduct in the realm of any manager; (c) the theoretical and practical implications
that managerial ethical choices exert on prime management, such as the managerial choice
to implement one or more ethical criteria pertaining to deontology, consequentialism or
virtue ethics, coupled with the managerial choice to adopt formal, informal or both types
of mechanisms to create ethical infrastructures and thus promote ethical behavior within
organizations.
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12. Responsible governance: broadening the
corporate governance discourse to include
positive duties and collective action1

Rob van Tulder and Eveline van Mil

1. INTRODUCTION: A MULTI-LEVEL GOVERNANCE AND
MANAGEMENT CHALLENGE

Responsible governance increasingly poses a multi-sector, multi-level challenge for managers. 
It relates to the effective management of a large number of societal interfaces along which 
companies, government and civil society organizations have to develop distinct means, ways 
and principles for dealing with sustainability issues. Most sustainability issues supersede the 
boundaries of the archetypical roles and primary responsibilities of each of the societal spheres 
(state, market, communities) from which organizations tend to derive primary responsibilities. 
Hybrid organizational forms are maturing that have taken up these challenges, but these face 
sizable governance challenges as well.

The corporate governance discourse consequently requires both broadening and nuance. 
The agenda for ‘responsible governance’ should thereby not only deal with traditional corpo-
rate governance issues – aimed at correcting improper or irresponsible behaviour – but should 
also consider how to address wider issues of sustainability, aimed at driving and stimulating 
positive responsible behaviour. This chapter shows that this challenge requires parallel insights 
from two angles: a macro and a micro point of view. We construct a societally founded taxon-
omy of organizational forms and conceptualize four tiers of responsible governance challenges 
for organizations to delineate an agenda for further research. These four tiers of governance 
can function as ‘threshold concepts’ to enhance management and professional education.

To further the argument and define the challenges posed to a more integrated and multi-level 
approach to responsible governance, we start by taking a closer look at relevant streams of 
literature. The management discourse on responsible governance has received input from 
three different streams of scientific and policy thinking: (1) the traditional focus on ‘corporate 
governance’, which emerged as an integrated field of knowledge for ‘corporate control’ from 
corporate law and corporate finance; (2) a broader discourse on ‘responsible governance’ that 
emerged out of a growing, general interest in ‘good governance’, stakeholder thinking and 
corporate social responsibility (CSR); and (3) an even wider discourse on the institutional 
embeddedness of various organizational forms that focuses on the societal impact of different 
governance structures. These three streams of thinking largely complement each other. They 
relate to three basic levels of responsible management learning and education (Laasch, 2016): 
(1) at the micro-level: ethics and compliance management; (2) at the meso-level: corporate

1 An extended version of this chapter is available. In this version agency challenges for each of the 
organizational arrangements are elaborated in key words.
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responsible management; and (3) at the macro-level: environmental and sustainability oriented 
management. The first dimension focuses on relatively universal competences relevant for 
responsible managers. The second, more recent, literature includes a wider range of respon-
sible management practices. The third dimension contextualizes and guides strategic goal 
setting. To enhance research on the nexus between Responsible Management and Responsible 
Governance, we need to link all three dimensions.

1.1 Traditional Corporate Governance

The traditional corporate governance discourse has largely been focused on the question 
whether managers lead an organization in the best interest of its owners and how to ensure 
that managers do so (Laasch and Conaway, 2015). Corporate governance thinking is strongly 
grounded in agency theory (cf. Alchian and Demsetz, 1972; Jensen and Meckling, 1976), 
which contends that when ownership and management become separated, interests start to 
diverge between the manager (the so-called ‘agent’) and the owner (the ‘principal’). The 
greater the disconnect between the interests of principals and agents, the more agents may 
behave opportunistically, abuse their discretionary powers to serve self-interested purposes 
and engage in ‘moral hazard’ when they can do so with impunity. Corporate governance then 
describes the institutional framework that regulates the division and exercise of power in the 
corporation (cf. Licht, 2013). It refers to the set of structures, mechanisms, relations and pro-
cesses by which a company is controlled and directed, with the objective to minimize agency, 
goal divergence and conflicts of interests.

The conventional corporate governance literature deals with the principal–agent problem 
in terms of a narrowly defined scope of directly involved (primary) stakeholders. As agency 
is especially a problem for big and seemingly complex organizations such as joint-stock 
multinational companies, most agency literature centres on protecting capital providing share-
holders (owners) against value destroying managers. ‘Agency costs’ then relate to the costs of 
monitoring (checks and balances), bonding costs (keeping managers aligned and accountable) 
and other residual costs.

The related topic of ‘fiduciary duty’ or ‘fiduciary responsibility’ centres on the special posi-
tion taken by financial managers that, on behalf of others, are entrusted with handling large 
amounts of money. The fiduciary duty of an organization contains the trust that the organiza-
tion (the agent) will loyally, prudently (with due care, skill and diligence) and transparently act 
in the interest of its clients and beneficiaries (principals). The more trustworthy the fiduciary 
relationship is, the lower transaction costs are. In the extant corporate governance literature, 
fiduciary duties primarily relate to market relationships, but in the CSR discourse this element 
becomes increasingly important for understanding the way confidence, faith, reliance and 
ultimately societal legitimacy of corporations and organizations develops.

A narrow interpretation of both agency and fiduciary duty defines the challenge of corporate 
governance as dealing with ‘failure’ in the operation of organizations: by preventing moral 
hazard, intentional misconduct by managers, and avoiding unwanted consequences arising 
from missing diligence in handling money (Laasch and Conaway, 2015: 518). In operational 
terms, the discussion often boils down to the practice of ‘two-tier’ or ‘one-tier’ boards of direc-
tors, and whether these structural characteristics and additional disciplinary and incentivizing 
mechanisms of hierarchy and control effectively help mitigate agency problems. Findings 
from the field of behavioural corporate finance show that managers do not always behave 
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rationally and as a result may negatively influence strategic decisions, even if this affects their 
longer term survival and profitability (Malmendier and Tate, 2005; Kahneman and Tversky, 
2000). Most of the traditional corporate governance literature has no reference to issues of sus-
tainability, other than the realization that companies need ‘financial sustainability’ to survive 
and be able to innovate and scale.

1.2 Responsible Governance

The responsible governance literature has broadened the topic by gradually including a wider 
range of (primary) stakeholders that might be negatively affected by the action of managers. 
The concept of responsible governance usually bears strong reference to public governance 
and questions of responsibility in implementing public policies. It entails rules, norms, 
processes and practices that incorporate values into administrative decisions, and combines 
accountability with discretionary action. Increasingly, general concepts of ‘good governance’ 
have also been applied to specific corporate governance challenges, mostly in reaction to 
public scrutiny of corporate practices. It constitutes a response to what is considered to be the 
‘crisis of shareholder governance’ (Lamarche and Rubinstein, 2012). Standards introduced 
around the world to deal with broader corporate governance issues have started to address 
relational characteristics with society and longer term value creation as starting position. They 
increasingly recognize the vital role of employees and other stakeholders in contributing to 
the performance and long-term success of companies. Examples include the OECD Principles 
of Corporate Governance and various national governance standards and codes such as the 
Sarbanes–Oxley Act in the USA, the Code Tabaksblat in the Netherlands, or the European 
Green Paper on Corporate Governance. Many of these codes have formulated principles on 
the basis of which principal–agent relations get extended to issues like privacy, human rights, 
pollution, insider trading, or lay-offs. These topics refer to the negative externalities created 
by specific corporate behaviour. The perspective of corporate governance consequently is 
broadening to include relevant responsibility challenges derived from global trends like dig-
italization (impact on privacy), increased global dynamic complexity (impact on nationalism 
and populism; international trade) or various democratic tensions as a result of increased 
rivalry between power blocks and rival ‘varieties of capitalism’ (Whitley, 1998).

The responsible governance literature tends to focus largely on reactive management 
approaches. It concentrates on the way “leaders may recognize, review, unlearn old or 
unhelpful ways of working, to better reframe the vision and learn new ways to react to these 
new factors” (Cockburg et al., 2015). This approach to corporate governance shifts emphasis 
from controlling to steering and takes a somewhat broader and more positive view on agency 
by including wider stakeholder relations (Hill and Jones, 1992). It portrays the company as 
a multi-contract organization (Laffont and Martimort, 1997) and consequently shifts the per-
spective from simple principal (shareholder)‒agent (manager) models to a more sophisticated 
model that incorporates several principals (stakeholders). Others point out that corporate gov-
ernance precisely begins where contracts end – that is, where the contract proves incomplete, 
information is incomplete and enforcement is unlikely – and conclude that a company is better 
conceptualized as a nexus of power relations (Licht, 2013). According to these perspectives, 
new monitoring and incentive mechanisms should be implemented to protect the interests of 
all partners and to optimize shareholder value (Dessain et al., 2008).
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1.3 Macro-oriented Governance

The macro-oriented, societal discourse on governance takes an institutional approach. It looks 
into various organizational forms and the way various organizations – and at what level of 
intervention – can effectively contribute to the functioning of societies. Responsible govern-
ance then relates to the contribution that organizations can make to societal ‘grand challenges’ 
in general, and sustainable development in particular. The institutional perspective defines the 
logics that are prevalent in society, the way that they are enacted, undergo change and create 
certain institutional orders that lead towards a better (i.e. more resilient, sustainable, inclusive) 
society (cf. Mintzberg, 2015). The macro approach thus considers the more fundamental chal-
lenge of what institutional arrangements best serve the sustainability needs of society.

Broadening the concept of responsible governance to include wider societal spheres further 
builds on two types of institutional research: (1) (new) ‘institutional economics’ and (2) 
‘institutional logics’ thinking. Institutional economics considers the concept of institutions as 
the formal and informal ‘rules of the game’ that shape, structure and constrain social, political 
and economic relations (North, 1990). Institutional logics thinking takes a more organizational 
perspective, focusing on “socially constructed, historical patterns of cultural symbols and 
material practices, including assumptions, values and beliefs, by which individuals and organ-
izations provide meaning to their daily activity, organize time and space, and reproduce their 
lives and experiences” (Thornton et al., 2013: 2). The latter definition (Thornton and Ocasio, 
1999) reflects the dual view of culture in institutions as a system of practices as well as of 
meaning (Sewell, 1992). Governance systems, in this discourse, provide a frame of reference 
in guiding actor’s choices in sense-making. Combined, both discourses provide two angles for 
dealing with responsible governance questions: (a) an ‘outside-in’ perspective which looks 
at sustainability issues that organizations are confronted with and the complementary roles 
to be played by them in addressing these issues (‘societal functions’); and (b) an ‘inside-out’ 
perspective that looks at the adequate organization of various organizational forms to come up 
with effective contributions to addressing particular issues (‘societal arrangements’).

Institutions and logics delineate institutional arrangements and organizations. They create 
collective terms of action (Fligstein, 2001) that define what practices and governance proce-
dures can be seen as effective and legitimate, whilst delineating who is authorized to intervene, 
take responsibility (Seo and Creed, 2002) or show engagement with specific social challenges 
(Reinecke and Ansari, 2016). Institutional arrangements thus relate to contextually embedded 
ways of doing things (Mair et al., 2012). Organizations then are the material expressions 
(‘bodies’) of “groups of individuals bound by a common purpose to achieve objectives” 
(North, 1990: 5). The macro-dimension of responsible governance depends on the context in 
which institutional arrangements can be linked to effective and legitimate types of action by 
specific organizational entities. The agency challenge can then be elaborated as the organiza-
tion’s positive fiduciary duty towards broader groups of primary and secondary stakeholders 
– now and in the future. Different organizational forms consequently derive their legitimacy
from two sources: (1) from the context in which they have been created and are operating in;
and (2) from the way they represent different layers of duties and responsibilities that can
be attributed to them. Formal organizations representing institutional arrangements can help
actors assign responsibility in ambiguous situations, as well as assist in constructing meaning
and sense-making, particularly in situations in which economic, social and emotional pressure
create contradictory pressures (Cobb et al., 2016).
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An example of a particularly wicked governance challenge in this realm relates to the suffi-
cient creation of so-called ‘common pool resources’ (Van Tulder, 2018b). The literature refers 
to common pool problems as the ‘tragedy of the commons’, a term developed as governance 
challenge by Ostrom (1990, 2015) who identified ‘design principles’ to overcome collective 
action and decision-making challenges for common pool problems. Additionally, a literature 
on so-called ‘institutional voids’ developed. This stream of research in particular points at 
governance challenges that developing countries face in the absence of vital institutional 
structures and weak enforcement of formal institutions. On the other hand, the void can also 
be considered an ‘opportunity’ space for companies (Mair and Marti, 2009) to help create new 
and more inclusive (proto-)institutions (Lawrence et al., 2002), provided that actors can come 
to the formulation and implementation of a new ‘social contract’ at the local, national and even 
global level (Sachs, 2015).

So taking the institutional logics and arrangements into account when considering responsi-
ble governance questions, implies that we consider different types of organizational forms and 
relate them to ever broader topics of organizational responsibilities: the creation of positive 
externalities, positive (fiduciary) duties and in general the way organizations can contribute to 
collective action challenges – as for instance entailed in the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) (cf. Van Tulder, 2018a).

The aim of the rest of this contribution is to start filling the void that is created by the 
above relatively separate approaches to responsible governance questions, as well as profit 
from overlapping insights. We first take an ‘outside-in’ perspective (section 2), starting at 
the macro (societal) level, to be able to decompose the relevant institutional spheres at the 
meso-level of analysis that define the room of manoeuver for different organizational forms at 
the micro-level of analysis. Then, we turn the perspective around by adopting an ‘inside-out’ 
approach (section 3). We zoom in on the different layers of responsibility and fiduciary duty 
that can be attributed to various organizational forms in their relationship to the particular 
institutional sphere in which they materialized. The aim of this particular exercise is, first, to 
overcome some of the conceptual confusion that exists in the governance discourse around 
the world (strongly influenced by different governance traditions and ambitions); second, 
to delineate the responsible management challenges that can be derived from different insti-
tutional and organizational backgrounds; and third, define salient research directions in the 
Responsible Management–Responsible Governance nexus that should be addressed in the 
future (section 4).

2. AN OUTSIDE-IN PERSPECTIVE: DEALING WITH
ORGANIZATIONAL DIVERSITY

Societies around the world have adopted a large variety of organizational and governance 
forms. These generally represent (a combination of) a number of basic institutional character-
istics: public or private, profit or non-profit, governmental or non-governmental, aimed at the 
provision of public or private goods or services. Each of these organizational and governance 
forms creates a different setting for responsible management practices. Yet considerable con-
fusion exists about the defining characteristics, roles and sources of success of organizations in 
contributing to society. What to think, for example, of state-owned enterprises; do they serve 
the same goals as ‘public' companies? What is the logic behind their existence and what soci-
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etal value is created? And what is to be made of ‘family-owned’ firms, co-operatives, ‘social 
enterprises’ and the non-profit and informal sector? Agency and agency costs relate to many 
organizational forms. We therefore need to broaden the discussion on agency to cover all sorts 
of governance questions.

An outside-in perspective on governance questions starts with an understanding of the three 
basic institutional logics within society as a whole (2.1), and then tries to distinguish a number 
of more specific institutional arrangements (2.2) on the basis of relevant societal interfaces that 
define the most important organizational forms and their governance challenges.

2.1 General Logics: Societal Triangulation and the Conditions for a Balanced 
Society

Institutional theory depicts society as a triangle in which relatively separate spheres organize 
themselves on the basis of distinct ‘rules of the game’ or ‘institutions’. Three primary insti-
tutions (or societal sectors) are usually distinguished: the state, market and civil society or 
‘communities’ (Figure 12.1). The functioning of these societal spheres – individually and in 
interaction with one another – determines the manner in which a society functions as a whole. 
It also defines the context, in terms of opportunities and constraints, in which managers of 
organizations have to develop responsible management praxis. 

The three spheres each employ a logic, rationality and ideology of their own and essentially 
also occupy a different role and position in society. Through legislation, the government 
(state) provides the legal framework that structures society, which answers the need of society 
for reduced uncertainty. The market sector (market) primarily creates value and welfare for 
society by converting inputs into outputs within the bounds of the legal framework. In this 
way, business satisfies the needs of society by means of market transactions in pursuit of 
profit. Civil society or communities represent the sum of social relations among citizens that 
structures society outside politics and business. It includes the family, voluntary organizations, 



Table 12.1 Characteristic coordination and governance mechanisms

State Market Civil Society

Primary Importance Political Economic Social
Principal (de-jure primary 
control)

Voters, political parties Owners, Supervisory Board Society, members

Agency: de facto/informal 
control:

Officials, civil servants Managers, Board of Directors Managers, technocrats, 
volunteers

Goods/value orientation 
(fiduciary responsibility)

Public goods/services and 
values

Private goods/services and 
values

social/club goods/services and 
values

Core responsibilities Enforcement of national 
standards and norms

Production of goods and 
services

Mutual support

Primary resources Legislation; regulation; police; 
armed forces; monopoly on 
violence

Financial capital, labour, natural 
resources

Energy of volunteers

Financed by Taxes and levies Profits Donations, contributions
Dominant organizational 
form

Public; departments, ministries, 
local councils, provinces/ 
federal states

For-profit; Plc, Ltd, AG, SA Non-profit; Voluntary 
organization; Foundation; 
Association

Parameters Coercion; Codification Competition Cooperation; co-optation
Primary weaknesses Rigidity and bureaucratization Monopoly and other forms of 

‘market failures’
Fragmentation

Ideologies Anarchy/Democracy/
Liberalism/Totalitarianism

Market capitalism/
Mixed economy

Individualism/
Collectivism

Source: Based on Waddell (2000: 113), Wartick and Wood (1999: 26ff); World Bank (1997); Van Tulder with Van 
der Zwart, 2006.
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societal groupings, churches and trade unions. Being an organized network of citizens, civil 
society fulfils the need for relationships, mutual support and socialization through the devel-
opment and sharing of norms (Wartick and Wood, 1999). 

Societal and human relations shape a more or less sustainable society. Processes of interac-
tion do, however, require mechanisms for coordination and regulation. The market regulates 
through competition, profit and rewards; the state through legislation, regulation and enforce-
ment; and civil society through shared values and norms, participation and collective action. 
The sources of income of organizations within the three spheres also differ fundamentally: 
governments levy taxes; companies generate profits; and (non-profit) civil organizations 
depend on donations and other voluntary contributions (like membership fees). Further, the 
three societal sectors ‘produce’ different goods, services and values. The state specifically 
tends to focus on those goods and services that would not readily be produced otherwise, given 
that their (marginal) returns cannot be easily distributed. This applies to so-called ‘public 
goods’ such as defence and infrastructure, which are generally funded by taxes. In the case of 
public goods it is not always possible to distinguish who pays and who benefits. Private goods 
can be sold much easier as singular (discrete) products, rendering turnover and profits. Their 
distribution via markets is easier to organize. Then there are a large number of goods and 
services that are particularly important to some groups, but which are insufficiently provided 
for by the market and the state. The provision of these so-called ‘club goods’ is the territory 
of the third building block, civil society. In the case of club goods, it is impossible to price the 
discrete units of benefits they generate, whereas some of the benefits are exclusive and acces-
sible only by club (family, city) members. Through donations, sponsoring, contributions from 
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members and assistance of unpaid volunteers, non-profit organizations make their contribution 
to the smooth functioning of this societal sphere.

Table 12.1 summarises the most important characteristics and coordinating mechanisms 
of the three societal spheres. Each of the three spheres has a primary function and related 
(fiduciary) responsibility: to either produce public, private or social goods, services and value. 
In case of failure to efficiently produce these, the sector loses legitimacy, and a basic (at tier 
1, see section 3) responsible governance challenge is generated. Figure 12.1 also shows that 
a fourth area of responsibility is not covered by these institutional spheres: the creation of 
common goods and values – the infamous tragedy of the commons problem, which nowadays 
is increasingly taken up as a responsible management challenge as well.

2.2 Fine-tuning: Interfaces, Spaces and Responsibilities

Institutional arrangements in the societal triangle are complex. None of the three institutional 
spheres operates in isolation of the others. Business, for instance, is grounded in society by 
legislation, competition and shared values and norms (Etzioni, 1988), and thus always finds 
legitimacy at the interface of a number of overlapping coordinating mechanisms derived from 
public, private and non-profit orientations. As a result, many hybrid organizational forms have 
developed in response to societal challenges that required a different take on the organization 
of primary responsibilities and related governance (and institutional) arrangements. Yet these 
hybrid forms face responsible governance challenges as well and have brought up questions 
related to the strengths and weaknesses in effectively addressing agency problems, the actual 
value (and side effects) created, the societal impact witnessed, and the most effective institu-
tional arrangements and organizational forms for sustainability. 

The hybridization movement has induced considerable conceptual ambiguity and confusion 
on the relation between societal spheres (functions), inter-institutional logics (arrangements) 
and different organizational forms (entities).We propose to tackle this conceptual ambiguity 
first and foremost as a taxonomy challenge. Our approach contrasts to the proposed ideal-types 
of ‘institutional orders’ introduced by authors in the institutional logics literature (cf. Friedland 
and Alford, 1991; Scott, 2003; 2014; Thornton, 2004; Thornton et al., 2013), which are based 
on a culturally oriented definition of institutions.2 We have fine-tuned the three societal 
spheres into different organizational forms, based on a number of elemental societal and 
governance interface challenges that organizations have to address. We can consequently 
recompose the societal triangle on the basis of at least four basic interfaces (Figure 12.2) that 

2 Approaches within the institutional logics discourse have aimed at the creation of ideal-types – 
rather than taxonomies – of ‘institutional orders’ (Thornton et al., 2013). The ideal-types of this exercise 
include state and market, but also more ambiguous ideal-types like ‘corporation’, ‘family’, ‘profession’ 
and ‘religion’. The ideal-type ‘family’, for instance, uses the root metaphor ‘family as firm’ (Thornton 
et al., 2013: 57) which overlaps with the institutional orders corporations and/or markets. When we want 
to address issues of responsible management and governance, in particular when related to the way these 
‘institutional orders’ respond to sustainability issues, these ideal-type classifications pose many analyti-
cal problems.
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define the organizational antecedents of responsible management challenges (Van Tulder with 
Van der Zwart, 2006):

1. Organizational domain: An organization can be identified as ‘governmental’ or
‘non-governmental’ (NGO). In the societal debate this distinction is considered important,
but also leads to confusion. Companies for instance are also ‘non-governmental organi-
zations’, but are rarely considered as such. From a responsible governance point of view,
the discussion on the position and legitimacy of NGOs becomes complicated, because it is
difficult to derive any meaningful purpose if the identity of organization is defined by what
it is not (‘non-’).

2. Organizational means: Organizations are based on for-profit or non-profit (or non-market)
principles. In most countries, communities are considered to be best represented by
non-profit organizations (foundations). Yet non-profit does not really define an identity,
nor an aim – witness the confusion in the hybridization debate on the status of, for instance,
cooperatives and social enterprises.

3. Legal form: In most countries, a distinction is made between a public organization and
a private organization. The confusion here is related to agency questions in the market
sphere that needs to be split between market players with a public identity (such as joint
stock companies that have shares traded around the world in the public domain), and those
with a private identity (such as family owned enterprises in which the agent can also be the
principal).

4. Functional/ responsibility orientation: At the primary level of responsibility and fidu-
ciary duty, we can make a simple separation between organizations that are aimed at the



Figure 12.3 Eight societal archetypes and responsible governance challenges

184  Research handbook of responsible management

provision of public goods and those aimed at private goods. This distinction splits up the 
civil society sphere, in which some organizations are aimed at the provision of goods with 
an exclusive character (private or clubs good), and other civil society organizations (like 
Greenpeace or Amnesty) that aim at the provision of public goods, for instance through 
advocacy (cf. Van Tulder, 2018b).

Combined, these four elementary interfaces present a regrouping of institutional functions and 
arrangements within the societal triangle. They define eight different archetypical organiza-
tional forms (Figure 12.3) that (a) are logically consistent, and (b) can be considered to face 
comparable responsible management challenges that distinguishes them – at the fundamental 
level of responsible governance – from other archetypical organizational forms. Some of 
these challenges relate to what has been defined as ideal-typical roles of the state, market and 
communities sectors (organizational forms 1, 3 and 6); some of these challenges relate to the 
‘hybridization’ realm (organizational forms: 2, 4, 5, 7, 8).

● Position [1] represents the archetypical state role: a public organization, governmental,
non-profit oriented for the provision of public goods. This is the entity most people refer to
when they talk about ‘governments’ or the ‘public sector’.

● Position [3] represents the archetypical civil society or community role: a private organiza-
tion, non-governmental, non-profit oriented, aimed at the provision of public or social/club
goods. This is the entity most people would refer to when they talk about ‘NGOs’ or the
‘third sector’. The more specialized literature nowadays prefers to talk about ‘civil society
organizations’ (CSOs) in order to better delineate the archetypical community-based
organization.

● Position [6] represents the archetypical market role on which most of the corporate gov-
ernance literature is centred: a public organization, non-governmental, profit-oriented for
the provision of private goods. This is the entity most people would refer to when they talk
about ‘firms’ or ‘corporations’ or the ‘private sector’.

Along the four societal interfaces, five additional archetypical organizational forms can be 
identified that have developed parallel to the others, and sometimes in response to typical 
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governance problems that the ‘classic’ archetypical organizational forms (market, state, civil 
society) faced or created.

● [2] At the state–civil society interface, we find private organizations, non-profit oriented,
aimed at the provision of public goods and (predominantly) funded by governments. We
find most public universities, public policy implementation bodies and public hospitals in
this category. Many of these organizations face governance challenges related to funding:
how to develop business models that allow for ‘cross subsidization’ between private activ-
ities (fees, wealthy patients) and non-profit or loss-making activities.

● [4] At the civil society-market interface, we find private, non-governmental organizations
that are non-profit oriented and aimed at providing private goods. Most cooperatives and
most social enterprises fit this category. Both types of organizations are impact driven and
have been founded in response to a societal problem (poor working and income conditions
of farmers, for instance). Cooperatives tend to have members rather than customers; many
social enterprises are based on crowd-funding or other forms of blended finance.

● [5] At the market–civil society interface, we find private, non-governmental organizations
with a for-profit orientation, aimed at the provision of private goods. Most family owned
firms appear in this category. Family owned enterprises invest and expand on the basis of
own capital. This makes them grow slower than joint stock companies (archetype [3]) that
have better access to risk finance, but which also face greater basic governance challenges
(e.g. due to opportunistic managers). Joint stock companies that decide to ‘go private’
often do so to regain control vis-à-vis shareholders and to take more responsibility for the
actions of their organization.

● [7] At the market–state interface, we find public organizations that are (partly or wholly)
government owned or sponsored, with a for-profit orientation, aimed at producing
private goods. Most partly state-owned companies that also have a quotation on the stock
exchange (and attract private money) fall into this category.

● [8] At the state‒market interface, we find public organizations that are (partly) governmen-
tally owned, for-profit oriented that produce a (semi) public good, such as infrastructure.
We find most public–private partnerships in this category, as well as majority controlled
state-owned enterprises (SOE) with either a systems or public utility functions like
banking, electricity, water, rail, internet or postal services.

In the general governance and organizational literature (cf. Herzlinger, 1996; Glaeser, 2003; 
Fama and Jensen, 1983; Williamson, 1983; Laasch and Conaway, 2015; Voorn et al., 2019), 
each of these organizational forms has been associated with strengths and weaknesses related 
to largely micro- and meso-level agency problems as explained in section 1. Principal–
agency, principal–principal problems and behavioural agency problems in the preferences 
and mind-set of the agent appear, as a result of (a) the institutional environment in which the 
organization has to operate, and (b) the national (corporate) governance context that comprises 
elements of legislation, regulation, self-regulatory arrangements, voluntary commitments 
and business practices. Most of these challenges deal with problems related to moral hazard; 
averse selection; information-asymmetries; free-riding behaviour; the consequences of risk 
aversion; shirking on responsibilities; lacking or perverse incentives; skewed loyalties; or 
the effects of reputation and signalling (how the agent can credibly convey some information 
about itself to the principal). Overlapping agency challenges can be partly attributed to the fact 
that organizational forms share a number of basic institutional positions (Figure 12.2). Most 
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hybrid forms represent a multiplicity of interests (principals), which may raise transaction 
costs, yet may also increase effectiveness in addressing more complex responsibility issues, 
provided that related agency challenges can be effectively dealt with. From these contexts, 
organizations have derived corporate governance principles for specific types of organizations 
such as the OECD guidelines on corporate governance of State Owned Enterprises (OECD, 
2015). The volume of responsible governance research on this type of organizations has 
however been relatively limited, which prompted us to develop the taxonomy one step further 
to also include various levels of responsibility, in the next section.

3. AN INSIDE-OUT PERSPECTIVE: DEALING WITH
MULTIPLE-LEVEL RESPONSIBILITY CHALLENGES

Agency is strongly related to the position of an organization in society, as are associated 
questions of fiduciary duty. In most countries, fiduciary relationships are legally defined. The 
exact breadth of duties defined by governance laws differs across countries and reflects more 
restrained or more extensive approaches to fiduciary responsibilities. A narrow definition of 
fiduciary duty is strongly related to a narrow view on the agency challenge, primarily confined 
to the relationship between capital provider(s) and the company’s management. A broader 
approach relates to the relationship between an organization and all relevant (societal) 
stakeholders.

The mainstream literature on responsible governance stays relatively close to the basic 
sources of failure of various organizational forms. As identified in section 2, it predominately 
focuses on narrow agency problems related to poor management, poor representation of the 
interests of principals, and poor realization of the primary fiduciary responsibility towards 
society, that is, to sufficiently produce that type of (public, private, club/social) goods, services 
and value for which they were created. ‘Market failure’ then exists in case firms do not supply 
goods and services that people want or can afford; ‘government failure’ exists in case govern-
ments do not provide effective laws, regulation and sufficient enforcement to make society 
safe and prosperous; ‘civic failure’ exists in case communities do not organize sufficient 
mutual support to make them secure and stable. We can refer to this basic level of addressing 
failure as ‘tier one’ type of responsible governance challenges (see section 1). These relate to 
primary responsibilities and narrowly defined fiduciary duties. Failing to abide to this basic 
level of fiduciary duty, in all societal spheres, contributes to low levels of societal trust.

Trust in organizations increases when a better profile towards addressing broader stake-
holder concerns and societal needs can be demonstrated that goes beyond the direct sphere 
of solely internal operations. Responsible governance challenges then extend to addressing 
‘failure’ at three additional levels of increasingly broader fiduciary responsibilities in response 
to direct and indirect stakeholder concerns, societal issues and sustainability (Van Tulder, 
2018b):

● Tier 2 governance challenge: Failure to reduce the appearance of negative externalities
(e.g. pollution, corruption, unemployment), and to mitigate or internalize their conse-
quences. This level of fiduciary responsibility relates in particular to affected secondary
stakeholders and can be referred to as a ‘failure to protect’;
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● Tier 3 governance challenge: Failure to create positive externalities (such as innovation,
employment, poverty eradication) that go beyond an organization’s own direct interest
to also benefit others. This level of fiduciary responsibility extends to a broader range of
direct and indirect secondary stakeholders, and can be labelled as a ‘failure to promote’;

● Tier 4 governance challenge: Failure to actively contribute to collective action problems
(e.g. climate, pensions, ecological degradation, inclusiveness) and the sufficient provi-
sion of (global) common goods towards society at large; this can be dubbed a ‘failure to
partner’.3

The responsible governance challenge thus becomes a multi-layered challenge that applies to 
all societal spheres and all eight archetypical organizational forms alike (Figure 12.4). These 
all face universal legitimacy and fiduciary duty problems at increasing levels of societal 
engagement. The higher the degree of complexity of the societal problem an organization 
wants to address, the more the definition of what would constitute ‘responsible governance’ 
moves to higher levels of aggregation and institutional complexity. These levels are related 
to institutional voids, but also constitute the most logical ‘partnering space’ (Van Tulder and 
Pfisterer, 2014). Institutional voids can be filled by hybrid organizations. But in particular at 
tier 3 and 4, the level of institutional complexity that organizations have to address creates 
an explosive mix of governance challenges that go beyond the direct sphere of influence of 
individual organizations.

A very logical extension of the responsible governance practice (and literature) thus implies 
that at levels 3 and 4 of society, goal-based institutions (cf. Van Zanten and Van Tulder, 2018) 
and cross-sector partnering approaches (cf. Van Tulder and Keen, 2018) need to be considered 
as the most viable and effective way for addressing collective action (common pool) problems 
that transcend organizational boundaries and the scope of influence of individual societal 
sectors (Gupta and Nilsson, 2017; Clarke and Fuller 2010; Selsky and Parker, 2005). By com-

3 A separate publication explains in more detail, combined with examples, how each societal sector 
is faced with sources of failure at each of these four tiers: cf. Van Tulder, 2018b.
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Responsibility tier: Fiduciary duty Failure to… License to… Prime Beneficiaries
1. Primary responsibility Narrowly defined; Negative duty;

Having responsibility; Obligation to 
deliver (results-based)

… Produce … Exist Primary stakeholders
2. Negative externalities … Protect … Operate Secondary stakeholders

3.Positive externalities Broadly defined; Positive duty;
Taking responsibility;
Responsibility to commit 
(effort-based)

… Promote … Scale Societal (and 
international) 
stakeholders

4. Common goods creation 
through collective action

… Partner ... Experiment Future generations
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bining organizational identities, capacities and practices, cross-sector partnerships provide 
innovative approaches (Patton, 2011) aimed at generating positive systemic effects (Googins 
and Rochlin, 2000) that contribute to the forming of new proto-institutional arrangements (cf. 
Lawrence et al., 2002) and structures of meta-governance.
One particular consequence of this multi-layered approach to responsible governance is that 
the general discussion on hybridization requires both extension and deepening. We need to 
distinguish between two types of hybridization that are linked to different tiers of responsible 
governance:

● Organizational or ‘horizontal’ hybridization: relates to the merging of distinct organ-
izational forms and/or formal organizations at or along the societal interfaces, often in
response to developments that require a different take on a more effective organization of
primary responsibilities and related governance arrangements (see section 2). It considers
challenges of bi-sectoral and inter-organizational governance (i.e. what organizational
structures and governance constellation delivers the least negative externalities) and hence
predominantly plays out at tier 1 and 2 of the societal triangle.

● Societal or ‘vertical’ hybridization: relates to goal-oriented, goal-setting and transitional
institutional arrangements that transcend sectoral boundaries with the explicit aim to
address in particular tier 3 and tier 4 responsibilities. It considers cross-sectoral challenges
of meta-sectoral governance (i.e. what proto-institutional arrangements create the biggest
positive externalities) and the effectiveness of approaches in cross-sector partnerships to
contribute to the creation of common goods. The SDG agenda is one of those areas where
new forms of governance are developing around a number of common principles (people,
planet, prosperity, peace and partnering) which guide companies in taking responsibility
as managers.

Broadening the realm of relevant (corporate) governance questions thus also implies a new 
‘conception of control’ (Lamarche and Rubinstein, 2012) that moves beyond ethics and 
morals, towards dealing with collective phenomena, which require both formal and informal 
rules that go beyond the direct sphere of influence of the company. Lamarch and Rubinstein 
(2012) call this the ‘CSR institutionalization process’. One key of success of this conception 
lies in the decentralized ‘production of rules which the companies help to shape’ (Lamarche 
and Rubinstein, 2012: 181).

In the legitimacy literature, we can consequently add various dimensions of the ‘license 
to operate’ to the responsible governance challenge (Kraemer and Van Tulder, 2012) (Table 
12.2). At tier 1, companies have a ‘license to exist’, provided that they produce no contro-
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versial products (tobacco) or poor services (pyramid games). In case they abuse their market 
power, however, they still have a fiduciary duty problem. In particular at tier 2, companies 
can earn their ‘license to operate’, that is, gain legitimacy towards key external stakeholders 
that are faced with the negative externalities the company creates. If primary and secondary 
stakeholders are satisfied with the way the company handles responsibility issues (and protects 
their interests) the license to operate is granted and sustained. At tier 3, we can even speak 
about a ‘license to scale’ in case the company not only limits its negative externalities, but 
actively promotes its positive externalities. In terms of an ethical theory of stakeholder rela-
tions, a company that produces sufficient positive externalities (or spill-over or agglomeration 
effects, as they are called in regional economic theory) may earn a license to internationalize 
and scale, even when this goes at the expense of some employment in the home base. Finally, 
at tier 4, a different type of license appears. We would like to call this the ‘license to experi-
ment’. This license applies to developing new products and services for unserved needs and 
people. It implies that a company may initially fail in its effort to effectively create a new 
product or service to serve these needs, but nevertheless gains in reputation and goodwill, 
which in turn creates a business case for further expansion and experimentation. The license 
to experiment is particularly relevant for companies that embrace the ambition to contribute to 
common and global goods creation as envisioned by the Sustainable Development Goals (Van 
Tulder, 2018b). The needed innovation and experimentation then becomes an integral part of 
the responsible governance challenges at tier 4 levels: that is, creating effective, cross-sectoral 
alliances (partnerships) with strategically, tactically and operationally ‘fit’ parties (cf. Van 
Tulder and Keen, 2018; Van Tulder et al., 2016; PrC, 2015).

4. THE RESPONSIBLE GOVERNANCE CHALLENGE –
A DISCUSSION AND RESEARCH AGENDA

The organizational set-up of societies proves rather complex and diverse. Part of the complex-
ity is caused by the large number of hybrid forms that have emerged to deal with different 
economic principles, as a means for escaping organizational stasis through the fusion of 
different institutional identities and practices (Jay, 2013; Battilana et al., 2009), or as sources 
for institutional and organizational change that can provide solutions for societal challenges. 
This contribution argued that responsible governance studies should acknowledge and address 
this complexity to have societal relevance. Taking the diversity of organizational forms into 
account, while relating them to different agency challenges and levels of fiduciary duty, delin-
eates a most relevant agenda for further research into responsible governance and manage-
ment. Our contribution also expanded the discourse on ‘responsible agency’ in corporations 
(Painter-Morland, 2011) beyond the organizational boundaries of the firm. By introducing 
four tiers of responsibilities for a variety of organizations, we formulated a number of ‘thresh-
old concepts’ (cf. Hibbert and Cunliffe, 2015) that should help to consider relevant aspects 
of responsible management (and governance), and develop appropriate reflexive practices. 
A particular reflexive contribution applied to the hybridization discourse.

Increasingly, responsible governance seems to be equated with the challenge of hybridiza-
tion. There is without doubt increasing interest in how businesses can successfully hybridize 
in order to achieve societal impact through their commercial operations (Porter and Kramer, 
2011). Legislative innovations have started to provide special legal status for hybrids in many 
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countries, while widespread recognition of auditing and certification organizations such 
as Benefit Corporations (B-Corps) and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is improving 
their legitimacy (Battilana and Lee, 2014). The interface of profit/non-profit is becoming 
more crowded than ever with the introduction of a relatively new phenomenon: the social 
enterprise, generally described as a hybrid between a non-profit and a ‘traditional’ for-profit 
business (Galaskiewicz and Barringer, 2012; Nyssens, 2006), aimed at creating both societal 
and financial value, yet not explicitly putting profit before all other goals (Yunus, 2007). The 
social enterprise has experienced significant growth in numbers as well as in popularity. These 
developments indicate that social-business hybrids are becoming mainstream with a promise 
of renewing the current debate on how businesses can address social and societal issues. But 
there are also concerns: is this type of hybridization – as a new governance principle – not 
running the risk of getting ‘stuck in the middle’ (Maas et al., 2018) by combining a social 
goal with very limited efficiency and low scaling possibilities? The danger of so-called 
‘mission-drift’ is looming for companies that do not effectively make the transition to a finan-
cially viable organizational (governance) form (cf. Van Tulder, 2018b).

Moreover, hybrid organizations that operate at or across the societal interfaces have 
traditionally been the frontrunners in the area of socially responsible business practice. 
Organizational forms such as cooperatives have filled the societal (institutional) space left by 
more simple organizations in order to deal with some of the responsible governance challenges 
created by mainstream capitalism (Polanyi, 2001). Have these traditional forms of organiza-
tion become obsolete? How serious should we take the initiative of large for-profit organiza-
tions that have become more involved in CSR and, in their search for ‘purpose’, have taken 
up double identities as well by aiming at ‘creating shared value’ for themselves and society 
(Porter and Kramer, 2011)? Can we expect that these developments indeed create new forms 
of governance that are more effective in dealing with fundamental responsibility challenges?

This contribution argued that answering these questions depends on a much better under-
standing of the various dimensions of responsible governance. We argued in favour of 
a broader conception of responsible governance beyond narrowly defined fiduciary duties. 
We illustrated how responsible governance increasingly poses a multi-sector, multi-level 
challenge that requires the effective management of societal interfaces, along which compa-
nies, governments and civil society organizations have to develop distinct means, ways and 
principles for dealing with sustainability. The bulk of the responsible governance literature 
(including media attention to scandals related to ill-served fiduciary duties), still tends to be 
concentrated around a relatively basic understanding of relevant governance challenges and 
focused on publicly listed companies. This constitutes a clear research gap to be filled by 
present and future responsible management research and teaching. Taking the responsible 
governance challenge seriously, requires a broadening of the research agenda in various theo-
retical and empirical directions:

● From narrow to broad fiduciary duty approaches
● From fiduciary duty to fiduciary responsibility
● From negative duty to positive duty approaches
● From an inside-out governance perspective to an outside-in (and interactive) perspective
● From go-it-alone to going together approaches – emphasizing the role of cross-sector

partnering
● From single-level to multiple-level governance structures
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● From an agency approach to (also) a beneficiaries approach
● From defensive ‘contingency and repair’ activities for organizational deficiencies (and

conflicts of interests), to the facilitation of proactive arrangements that are able to create
societal value and address common needs.

New venues of research on higher levels of responsible governance in particular require 
research into cross-sector partnerships. This contribution showed that societal (starting) posi-
tion influences complexity in responsible governance practice. We argued that notably levels 3 
and 4 of the responsible governance challenge are relatively poorly addressed, certainly when 
we want to look at the effectiveness of different partnering configurations related to the eight 
archetypical organizational forms that can constitute a partnership – and consequently may 
create new forms of proto-institutions.

Finally, an important part of the responsible governance discourse should therefore be 
linked to broader societal themes and multi-level challenges and outcomes. In this regard, the 
research agenda should be more explicitly focused on the issue of ‘governance coherence’ and 
‘transitional governance’. Governance coherence relates to the effect of diverging governance 
interventions, in which different frameworks, capacity development mechanisms and policy 
instruments are put in place that may or may not pull in the same direction (ICSU, 2017; 
OECD, 2016). Transitional governance insights provide ways of understanding the logic and 
function of intermediary governance approaches – particularly in times of increased turbu-
lence and in areas of institutional voids – to navigate change trajectories in sustainable direc-
tions (Muldoon, 2018; Van Tulder et al., 2018). Questions of both horizontal (multi-sectoral) 
and vertical (multi-level) governance coherence have become particularly relevant in the 
context of more systemic approaches to sustainability, where making full use of the potential 
of synergies – while minimizing inconsistencies and trade-offs – to create positive interaction 
effects between various organizational arrangements, is considered vital. At the macro-level 
of analysis, the ‘nexus approach’ to complex interconnected economic, environmental and 
social sustainability issues – as provided by the SDGs – is rapidly gaining ground to inform 
and contribute to more integrated and coherent (global) governance strategies. An inside-out 
perspective on dealing with multi-level responsibility challenges (section 2.3), suggests that 
adopting a nexus approach is equally relevant for companies and organizations (at micro-level 
of analysis) in order to inform higher levels of governance coherence along the four tiers of 
societal engagement and realize more integrated strategies for delivering on sustainability.
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13. Humanistic management as integrally
responsible management?
Michael Pirson

INTRODUCTION

The wide array of environmental and social crises related to business operations and decision 
making has placed managers under particular scrutiny. Societal actors, customers, employees, 
and increasingly investors are asking whether managers are part of the solution or part of the 
problem. Societal actors including investors are increasingly concerned that short-termism has 
undermined the responsible long-term management of corporations. But what does it mean 
to be a responsible manager? It seems every audience wants managers to take responsibility 
for and be responsive to their specific concerns, and these concerns vary widely: short-term 
share value increase, sustained long term returns, competitive compensation and benefits, safe 
products, fair trade practices, healthy communities, and so on. Management researchers argue 
that responsible twenty-first-century managers must learn how to continuously anticipate 
stakeholder concerns and develop capacities to respond adequately (Miska & Mendenhall, 
2018). This means current and future managers need to be equipped with capabilities to 
navigate an increasingly complex environment with varying stakeholders raising differing 
expectations. In this chapter, I provide a humanistic perspective on management that can add 
a useful specification to what responsibility can be understood as: the protection of dignity and 
the promotion of well-being.

Why Humanistic Management?

Why has responsible management been so difficult and why is the chorus of stakeholders 
demanding such responsibility getting louder? I argue that management practice, education, 
and learning has been framed mainly, albeit not exclusively, within the ontological confines of 
economism (Ashley, 1983; Gasper, 2004; Pirson, 2017). Economism represents the idealiza-
tion and superelevation of assumptions made to study aggregate collective human behavior in 
market situations (Ashley, 1983; Gasper, 2004; Pirson & Turnbull, 2011; Pirson & Lawrence, 
2010; Poruthiyil, 2013). Just as it is difficult to make a fish fly, we argue it is difficult to 
get managers to be responsible for ethical and sustainable outcomes within the economistic 
framework. I argue it is critical to understand the underlying ontological blueprint dominant in 
management practice, research and pedagogy, because it limits responsible, individual-level 
management practice, behavior, and learning. As Jerry Davis says, responsible research, 
leadership, management sound like an obvious idea.1 Who can be against it? In this chapter, 
I will argue that given the development of the fields of management and leadership there is 
a much neglected hurdle to overcome to assure responsibility that is ethical, and sustainable 

1 https:// rrbm .network/ responsible -research -for -a -democratic -future -jerry -davis/ .
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(Laasch & Conaway, 2014; Maak & Pless, 2006). I outline the current, dominant economistic 
ontological blueprint and how it leads to conceptualization of responsible management from 
the outside in, as limitations and constraints. Furthermore, I present a humanistic alternative 
blueprint. I argue that the humanistic ontological blueprint provides advantages in terms of 
conceptualizing responsible management from the inside out.

What is Humanistic Management?

Humanistic management as an umbrella term has only recently entered the mainstream man-
agement conversation (Mele, 2003; Pirson, 2017). There are, however, a number of humanis-
tically inspired management traditions that have been highly influential over time. The areas 
of human development, leadership, and sustainable development are strongly inspired and 
influenced by the aspirations of the humanities. The study of psychology and the understand-
ing of the relevance of human beings to economic success has had humanistic traces sprinkled 
throughout. From the human relations school to the humanistic psychology of Abraham 
Maslow, a humanistic perspective on human flourishing has been central to the development 
of management research and practice. In many cultures the study of cultural management and 
non-profit organizations had a distinct humanistic twist. In Poland an established tradition 
focuses humanistic management on managing non-economic entities. In French-speaking 
Canada, Belgium, and France, humanistic management traditions are firmly rooted in cultural 
humanism, with various traditions focusing on understanding human nature and “making 
human beings the center of all things organizing.” In Latin America “la gerencia humanista” is 
studied as a form of leadership, and sometimes as an ethical concept strongly connected with 
Catholic Social Teaching. In India and China, humanistic management traditions embedded in 
the various cultural heritages have defined managerial practices that allow human flourishing.

While there are many humanistic traditions that focus on organizing as a service to human 
flourishing, there has been very little conceptual concretization. Humanism as an ethos 
has influenced the global conversation on business in multiple ways, yet there is space for 
a more conceptually rigorous notion of what humanistic management could be. More recently 
Humanistic Management has been used as an umbrella term for organizing practices that 
protect dignity and promote well-being and human flourishing within the planetary bound-
aries. These cornerstones differentiate humanistic management from traditional economistic 
management in which all that matters is related to having a price (i.e. cost–benefit analysis). In 
humanistic perspectives there are many things in life that are intrinsically valuable and cannot 
be exchanged, those are considered to have dignity – they, such as life or the environment, 
need to be honored and protected. The ultimate purpose of humanistic management is to create 
sustainable flourishing on Earth rather than short-term wealth.

CURRENT CHALLENGES FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

How can the understanding of humanistic management support the quest for responsible man-
agement? With the increasing severity of a multitude of crises, it becomes ever more evident 
that the dominating Anglo-Saxon model of shareholder-centered capitalism falls short with 
regard to its sustainability and life-conduciveness on a systemic level, organizational level, 
and individual level (Spitzeck et al., 2009).
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Responsible Management Challenges at the Systemic Level2

Environmental destruction is one of the most obvious problems of our current system (Pirson 
et al., 2009). Overall, humanity is currently using the productive capacity of more than 1.3 
planets to satisfy its needs.3 If everybody on this planet were to consume natural resources 
at the rate of an average American, more than four planets would be required.4 Increasing 
inequality is another problem that is likely to have significant repercussions on the stability 
of our political and economic systems. Current trends in globalization have led to a world in 
which the rich get richer, and the poor get disproportionately poorer (Sachs, 2005). One-sixth 
of the world’s population lives in extreme poverty. The level of poverty and inequality pricks 
the conscience of many people, but is also a threat to the stability of the rest of the world. 
Political unrest, collectivization, and terrorism are fed by such inequality, which require sig-
nificant investments in preserving the status quo (see increased security budgets) rather than 
innovation.

Responsible Management Challenges at the Organizational Level

At the organizational level, businesses face the challenge of low reputation levels and 
ever-decreasing stakeholder trust (e.g. World Economic Forum, 2006). Trust is, however, 
commonly viewed as the key enabler for cooperation, motivation, and innovation, all of 
which are required to achieve an organization’s peak performance and its eventual success. 
Surveys indicate that stakeholder trust in businesses is decreasing dramatically, specifically in 
shareholder value maximizing, large and global companies (Pirson, 2007; Pirson & Malhotra, 
2008, 2011).

We observe that many corporations are facing a decreasing level of employee commitment, 
indicative of the growing lack of mutual commitment. The Hay Group (2002), for example, 
finds that 43 percent of American employees are either neutral or negative towards their work-
place. According to several Gallup studies more than 70 percent of U.S. employees are either 
not engaged or actively disengaged showing an alarming inner withdrawal rate.

Responsible Management Challenges at the Individual Level

On the individual level, we observe an interesting anomaly. While the current system is 
credited with creating more wealth for many, the average level of life satisfaction has not nec-
essarily increased (Easterlin, 2001). GDP growth and growth in well-being have decoupled. 
Factors that contribute to well-being have a relatively low correlation with material wealth 
once a certain wealth level has been achieved (Diener & Seligman, 2004a). From a systemic 
perspective, the quality of a government in terms of democratic and human rights, the level 
of corruption, the stability of the system, high social capital, a strong economy with low rates 
of unemployment and inflation all contribute to subjective well-being. On an individual level, 
the quality of social relationships, good physical and mental health, and a generally positive 

2 This section has been adapted from Pirson et al. (2009).
3 http:// wwf .panda .org/ about _our _earth/ all _publications/ living _planet _report/ .
4 http:// www .personal .psu .edu/ afr3/ blogs/ siowfa12/ 2012/ 10/ if -everyone -lived -liked -americans 

-how -many -earths -would -we -need .html.
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attitude towards life are central drivers of well-being. Materialism as an attitude, for example, 
is considered toxic for well-being (Diener & Seligman, 2004a; Elias, 2002). The current 
system, however, largely sustains itself by serving material needs that lie beyond those that 
increase well-being and by an endless attempt to generate new needs, which can in turn only 
be satisfied by the unsustainable use of available resources.

THE PROBLEM OF AN ECONOMISTIC PARADIGM

The above problems are created and sustained by the way we think about people, management, 
and business. The current economistic paradigm puts economic motives not alongside but 
above all other objectives of human action – and in consequence often bars other concerns, for 
example moral and cultural viewpoints, as illegitimate in theory and as irrelevant in practice 
(see Ashley, 1983; Gasper, 2004). While it represents a powerful and simple way to think 
about life, the economistic paradigm is seriously flawed and could prove suicidal (Pirson & 
Lawrence, 2010).

Origins of Economism5

The discipline of economics originated from Scottish moral philosophy during the European 
Enlightenment (Pirson & Lawrence, 2009). In contrast to prevailing philosophy that focused 
on deity, Scottish moral philosophy centered on the human individual (Nida-Ruemelin, 2009). 
It emphasized the human ability to reason and was therefore hostile to collectivist and natu-
ralistic anthropologies. Classical economic theory was similar in that regard and also closely 
bound to utilitarianism (Nida-Ruemelin, 2009). Jeremy Bentham (1789), one of the founding 
fathers of utilitarianism, tried to create rational normative criteria for good legislation, where 
every single person was considered equal, independent from social status and origin. John 
Stuart Mill, one of the leading economic theoreticians, was both a utilitarian and an ethicist 
at the same time. However, while economics and ethics were originally closely linked, they 
gradually became disconnected. Following Nida-Ruemelin’s (2009) analysis, utilitarianism 
has several flaws that eventually led to the de-ethicalization (or de-moralization) of econom-
ics. Despite its liberal, universalist and rationalist origins, utilitarian principles can, in fact, 
be used to justify collectivist practices: “To maximize the total sum of happiness efficiently 
can include the instrumentalization of one person for the sake of one or several others. Under 
certain conditions even slavery can be justified by utilitarian principles” (Nida-Ruemelin, 
2009: 10). In addition, utilitarianism does not provide an understanding of unalienable indi-
vidual rights and thus enables instrumentalization of human beings. Integrity and morality are 
not considered intrinsic to human beings.

Limitations of the Economistic Ontological Blueprint6

Economism is built on a very clear ontological framework, namely Homo economicus. This 
perspective on who we are as people forms the blueprint for finance, accounting and manage-

5 This section has been adapted from Pirson and Lawrence (2009).
6 This section has been adapted from Pirson (2017) and Pirson and Steckler (2019).
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ment at large. If we follow the majority of corporate governance scholars, agency theory pro-
vides the ontological specifications of corporate behavior. It shapes the problem of managerial 
self-interest and it dictates a firm’s corporate governance imperatives. Agency theory arguably 
also shapes the way corporate managers employ corporate responsibility strategies. Jensen 
and Meckling (1994) argue that the ontological specifications summarized in the Resourceful, 
Evaluative Maximizing Model (REMM) best support agency theory (Pirson, 2017).

Jensen and Meckling suggested that REMM is the product of over 200 years of research 
and debate in economics, other social sciences, and philosophy. They provide a number of 
postulates that serve as a “bare bones summary” of the concept, namely:

● Individuality
● Rationality
● Amorality
● Maximization.

Every theory and its underlying ontology are by necessity reductionist (Pirson & Steckler, 
2019). The REMM ontology proposed by Jensen and Meckling (1994) is not designed to be 
a perfect descriptor and their authors acknowledge its limitations. The problem with successful 
theory is that the underlying assumptions and contingencies are often forgotten, are tacitly 
adopted, mindlessly employed, and often performative in terms of outcomes. Jensen and 
Meckling not only had an enormous impact on management theory, but also on management 
practice. Based on their research on the theory of the firm, corporate governance was rede-
signed, motivational schemes were developed, and stock options created. Khurana (2007) 
describes an event in the early 1980s in which corporate raiders linked to T. Boone Pickens 
provided regulators with copies of Jensen and Meckling’s papers to convince them that his 
proposed takeovers would be the best way to deliver shareholder value maximization. REMM 
also became a cultural phenomenon when movie director Oliver Stone portrayed corporate 
raiders in his movie Wall Street, and his main character Gordon Gekko uttered the famous line: 
“Greed, for lack of a better word, is good.” The influence and impact of Jensen and Meckling’s 
perspective on human nature has been substantial, as it percolates tacitly throughout the social 
sciences and business culture (Pirson, 2017).

It is worth pointing out that in the context of REMM, responsibility to a social entity such 
as the group, the organization, or even society does not matter. Responsibility in this ontology 
is coming from the outside as amorality is key to REMM. Without morality there can be no 
responsibility other than to maximize wants. As Jensen and Meckling acknowledge, REMM 
and its ontological assumptions are the building block for current corporate governance 
architecture. Corporate governance structures also influence managerial strategy. The REMM 
ontology and associated frameworks that assume amorality can hardly respond well to the 
expectation of morality, an increasingly salient underlying expectation of responsible manage-
ment. The existing framework, we argue, is unfit for supporting moral precepts of managerial 
responsibility.
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A HUMANISTIC ONTOLOGY FOR MANAGERIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY7

To achieve responsible management we need an alternative theoretical blueprint that draws on 
different ontological architecture. Many scholars argue that we need a paradigm shift. Core to 
this paradigm shift are insights from evolutionary sciences that increasingly converge with the 
insights from ancient wisdom traditions and the humanities. We call this paradigm, which is 
based on scientific insights rather than assumptions, a humanistic paradigm. The humanistic 
ontology largely contradicts the REMM propositions that underpin mainstream economics and 
business theorizing, specifically:

● Sociality
● Emotionality
● Morality
● Balance.

We argue that this humanistic view of human nature can explain why responsibility is consid-
ered so important and how it can be reintroduced to the core of business theory and practice.

Sociality

A core insight stemming from evolutionist accounts refers to the inherent sociality of Homo 
sapiens. E. O. Wilson (2012a, 2012b) argues that our species only survived because it devel-
oped the brain to support true sociality (eusociality), which is manifest in tribal forms in which 
humans collaborate, live, work, and fight. Clearly individualistic tendencies exist, but the 
mere fact that human babies need at least 18 years to reach maturity requires a social bond 
with family. It is well documented what damage to the individual occurs when such important 
social bonds do not exist or are deficient. The fundamental social need – Paul Lawrence calls 
it the “drive to bond” – is hard-wired, it serves an evolutionary purpose, which is the survival 
of the species rather than individual benefit (Lawrence, 2010).

The role of fairness and the development of altruistic punishment to uphold the tribe’s 
moral rules have been documented in various other studies (Batson, 1998; Fehr & Gächter, 
2002; de Waal, 2008). Altruism has been actively studied in fields as varied as biology, eco-
nomics, sociology, and game theory. It differs from cooperation, as altruism requires no direct 
benefit or reciprocity. Emerging research suggests that altruism is a behavior common to the 
human species, because group selection favored those groups with altruists over those without 
(Wilson 2012b; Wilson 2015). Studies show that without the emergence of altruism, popula-
tions go extinct (Wilson & Wilson, 2007). As such, altruism is now viewed as a key feature 
of functioning human groups. REMM misses that important aspect and organizations built to 
service REMM do as well, losing legitimacy as a result. This is a well-documented yet unfor-
tunate outcome of the performative character of REMM on corporations today (Korten, 1998).

7 This section has been adapted from Pirson 2020: A Humanistic Narrative for Responsible 
Management Learning: An Ontological Perspective, Journal of Business Ethics. 
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Emotionality

Eusociality and its derivative – baseline empathy supported by emotions – lead to human 
behavior that further questions REMM’s basic assumptions regarding the rational maximi-
zation of self-interest. Showcasing evolutionary development, de Waal argues that empathy 
is hard-wired and that the emotional basis of empathy is critical for our sociality (de Waal, 
2009). We cannot live peacefully in families, communities, and tribes without having the 
tools to do so. Darwin suggested that hard-wired emotions representing the core of human 
nature drive such as empathy. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin 
suggests that empathetic instincts must have evolved from natural selection (Darwin, 1965). 
Wilson argues that humans are fundamentally emotional beings, because these emotions aided 
survival and reproduction (Wilson, 2012a, 2012b).

Greene (2014) and others suggest that empathy and our collaborative tendencies are instinc-
tive and emotion-based. De Waal calls it the “feeling brain,” arguing that the basis of our 
emotional sensors is hard-coded in our brains. Research suggests that emotions are a feature, 
not a bug in the human operating system (de Waal, 2009). Emotions help us deal with the 
complexity of our eusocial life. This fundamental emotionality questions the uniquely rational 
focus of Jensen and Meckling’s REMM propositions. While more recent research on emotions 
allows for a better reconciliation of rationality and emotionality, the original REMM sees 
emotions as irrelevant to the ontological core of human nature.

Morality

Rather than being amoral, much of humanity is utterly and constantly concerned with moral-
ity, as well as immorality. Morality arguably serves humanity as a compass to steer human 
sociality effectively and helps groups to survive (Greene, 2014; Wilson, 2012a).

Such morality is derived from emotional baseline responses, and Greene argues that for 
each cooperative strategy, our moral brains have a corresponding set of emotional dispositions 
that execute this strategy. Such strategies include concern for others, direct and indirect reci-
procity, commitment to threats and promises, and reputation (Greene, 2014: 61). E. O. Wilson 
(2012b) writes that morality, conformity, religious fervor, and fighting ability, combined with 
imagination and memory, produced Homo sapiens as a winner in terms of survival. In that 
sense morality is a key to understanding human survival, yet REMM’s amorality claim may 
be blinding in organizing and managerial contexts.

A separate yet connected insight is presented by emerging evolutionist research suggesting 
that altruism is a behavior common to the human species, because group selection favored 
those groups with altruists over those without (Sober & Wilson, 1998; Wilson, 1997, 2015). 
A well-known example is that of individuals who watch out for a predator and signal danger 
to the group, thus potentially drawing the predator’s attention to themselves (Lehmann & 
Keller, 2006). Studies show that without the emergence of altruism, populations go extinct 
(Wilson, 2015). David Sloan Wilson summarizes the research as: “Selfishness beats altruism 
within groups. Altruistic groups beat selfish groups. Everything else is commentary” (Wilson 
& Wilson, 2007). Selfish behavior is found to undermine communities and leads to trouble 
for the group. For communities that survive, E. O. Wilson (2012a) argues, the countervailing 
forces of altruism evolve through group selection, not just through individual selection. It 
appears that a group-based selection mechanism screens for altruism. As such, altruism is now 
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viewed as a key feature of functioning human groups including organizations (Wilson, 2015). 
The religious and spiritual narratives of our ancestors to this day reflect these insights in that 
they sanctify those that engage in altruistic behavior. The philosophical and ethical conversa-
tions with concepts such as the ethic of care and various forms of moral reasoning mirror such 
foundational and eternal concern with morality.

Balance

REMM must have unlimited wants, otherwise the maximization of utility cannot make sense. 
Psychology and neuroscience research challenges the belief that the human urge to satisfy 
wants is unlimited. Increasing evidence shows that wanting less, for example eating less, can 
be healthy. Pursuing unlimited wants may be burdening and troublesome. “Affluenza,” the 
description of the consistent pursuit of more, is considered a modern disease. According to 
REMM, affluenza should not exist; given that humans inherently want more, there can be no 
satiation. Research finds that people are happiest if they commit to a limited amount of choices 
(Gilbert, 2009). For example, people with one spouse and who are able to grow in that rela-
tionship, are happier than those who are promiscuous. Evolutionary biology, which finds that 
most humans desire to have a nuclear family, supports the finding (Coleman, 2004; Diener, 
1994; Diener & Seligman, 2004b). While not always practically possible, a stable relationship 
increases the survival chances of healthy offspring (Lawrence & Nohria, 2002b). If people 
acted according to REMM, they would desire an unlimited number of partners. As a result, 
good choices, those that lead to continued survival and flourishing, often entail balance rather 
than maximization.

TOWARDS A CONSILIENCE OF KNOWLEDGE CHALLENGING 
ECONOMISM

Taken together, the findings from the natural sciences concerning human nature provide 
a clearer perspective on who we are as human beings. A number of elements long considered 
bugs in our system have now been identified as features, including sociality, emotionality, 
morality, and altruism. These insights challenge REMM’s claims about the nature of man that 
underlie a larger, dominant theoretical framework in management sciences. Responsibility 
in this understanding of human nature is a survival mechanism. The more humans can be 
responsible to their own needs and the needs of others, the more their personal and the group 
survival is enhanced. Responsibility is therefore an integral part of our nature that makes our 
sociality work.

Many of these insights that now enjoy increasing support from the natural sciences were 
developed over time in the humanities. In line with Darwin’s observation that morality must 
have developed as a survival mechanism for humanity, scholars of religion and ethics have 
identified the principles of such shared morality, or ethics, in order to develop a global, uni-
versal ethos that can help build bridges between religions and secular people. Pinker (2002) 
suggests:

[T]his foundation of morality may be seen in the many versions of the Golden Rule that have been
discovered by the world’s major religions, and also in Spinoza’s Viewpoint of Eternity, Kant’s
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Categorical Imperative, Hobbes’ and Rousseau’s Social Contract, and Locke and Jefferson’s 
self-evident truth that all people are created equal.

The theologian Hans Kueng and collaborators (Kueng and Kuschel 1993; Kueng 2004) studied 
the leading global religious and secular groups’ narratives and have suggested that we can find 
insights into our shared, universal human nature in the respective sacred texts’ aspirational 
statements. Kueng (2004) points out that there is a near universal aspiration to treat people as 
people. Dierksmeier (2015) calls it the human dignity principle. In addition, Kueng suggests 
that the golden rule is a guide to develop practical wisdom in all cultures. Many religions have 
clear guiding principles in terms of how human beings should behave. Some sort of univer-
salist ultima ratio, which even holds against all human instincts of self-preservation, supports 
these principles. Many anthropologists make the case that religion and creation narratives, 
which include rules for altruistic acts, are crucial for building a functioning society.

A HUMANISTIC MODEL FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Theoretical models are helpful by reducing complexity and distilling the essence of a phenom-
enon. They are also critical as they provide a blueprint for action, such as managerial decision 
making or structure including corporate governance mechanisms. We draw on insights from 
evolutionary biology and neuroscience to form the basis of a proposed new humanistic model. 
The work of Lawrence and Nohria (Lawrence, 2007a, 2007b, 2010; Lawrence & Nohria, 
2002a), as well as the collaborative work of Lawrence and Pirson (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; 
Pirson & Lawrence, 2009; Pirson & Lawrence, 2010), form the cornerstones of this proposi-
tion. Building on their work, we integrate additional insights from the humanities and social 
sciences to build a model of human behavior that reflects the emerging consilience of knowl-
edge. The proposed model is based on four innate human drives that need to be balanced to 
achieve dignity and well-being. In this light, responsible management is the balancing act of 
the four drives above the dignity threshold.

With the humanistic model we present a model that is based on scientific insights rather than 
mere assumptions. It draws on the emerging insights into why Homo sapiens has survived. 
Compared to REMM, the power of such a humanistic model is arguably twofold: it increases 
accuracy and it remains similarly parsimonious. It also explains behavior that REMM models 
explain, but can go beyond (Lawrence, 2007a). The humanistic model is not a naïve rejection 
of the evil in human nature, but presents a comprehensive perspective that can explain good, 
collaborative, moral, and empathetic behavior, as well as evil, psychopathic, and immoral 
behavior. It is thus more realistic. By being more accurate and realistic it can provide a better 
frame for responsible management, as well as irresponsible management.

Baseline Model8

Evolutionary biology points to four independent drives of human nature, which are critical 
for the survival of the species (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015). Darwin (1909) suggests we share 
an evolutionary background with many animals, while neuroscience’s insights point to 

8 This section borrows from Lawrence and Pirson (2015).
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deeply-rooted neural mechanisms that reward us when we acquire and defend what we deem 
necessary for survival. Lawrence and Nohria (2002) label two basic drives that we share with 
all animals as (a) the drive to acquire (dA) and (b) the drive to defend (dD).

The drive to acquire (dA)
Lawrence (2010) argues that humans, in common with all animals, have a fundamental drive 
to get what they need to stay alive and have progeny: food, water, warmth, sex, and so on. 
Modern neuroscience provides evidence to support the biological basis of the drive to acquire 
(Glimcher et al., 2008; Ridley, 2003). Aristotle, Darwin and others have pointed out the 
obvious that without acquisition of necessary resources we will die. Maslow considers such 
needs basic (Becerra et al., 2001; Lawrence, 2010). This drive is commonly acknowledged by 
many economic and management theorists, including Jensen and Meckling, as the basis for 
utility maximization.

The drive to defend (dD)
Lawrence and Nohria (2002) claim that in most species the drive to defend is a mirror image 
of the drive to acquire. What needs defending is what is needed to be acquired: food, water, 
warmth, mates, and so on. Carter and Frith (1998) present evidence that the drive to defend 
seems, like the other drives, to be housed in the limbic area of the brain, specifically in 
a module called the “amygdala.” Carter and Frith (1998) explain that the amygdala acts as the 
brain’s alarm system. Depending on the situation, the amygdala will issue a feeling of panic, 
which translates into a flight mechanism. However, it could also stimulate excessively friendly 
behavior to appease the opponent. A third response could be to fight, which is increasingly 
inappropriate in modern civilizations. Nevertheless, the drive to defend is working within us at 
a primal level and when we do not feel safe we do not feel good. Lawrence and Nohria (2002) 
further argue that, in humans, the drive to defend means far more – not only the physical 
necessities of life and procreation, but also relationships, cooperative efforts, and world views 
(see the idea of protected values) (Baron & Spranca, 1997; Haidt, 2012). Recent research on 
psychological safety supports the importance of the drive to defend. Google studied team 
performance and found that in those teams in which people feel safe and supported, ideas flow 
more and collaboration is more effective (Edmondson, 1999).

A Humanistic Extension

Simplified, the above two drives (drive to acquire and drive to defend) can explain the econo-
mistic perspective on human nature. Within this perspective, all other drives and interests are 
subordinate to the ambition to maximize the drive to acquire (Lawrence, 2007a). Spencer’s 
account of Darwin’s findings reduced human behavior largely to a two-drive model, which 
subordinated all other human concerns to the impetus of acquiring and defending (Lawrence 
& Pirson, 2015).

The novelty of the recent evolutionary findings and their importance lies in the addition 
of two important and independent drives, or what Lawrence and Nohria label (1) the drive 
to bond (dB) and (2) the drive to comprehend (dC). Based on these findings, Paul Lawrence 
(2007a) developed a renewed Darwinian (RD) theory, which rehabilitates Darwin’s ground-
breaking insights into human behavior that are often overlooked or misunderstood. In essence, 
RD theory explains how the human brain has developed via natural selection, as well as 
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through sex and group selection mechanisms, to make complex decisions about all aspects of 
life (personal, communal, and societal). This theory posits that the two additional drives are 
independent of the other drives and represent critical ultimate motives that underlie all human 
decisions: the drive to bond (dB) enables long-term, mutually caring relationships with other 
humans, and the drive to comprehend (dC) allows us to make sense of the world around us 
in terms of its multifaceted relations with ourselves (Pirson & Lawrence, 2010).

Why is the above argument about two different independent drives relevant? After all, 
bonding and comprehension could simply be used to acquire and defend better, thus sup-
porting the Spencerian economistic narrative. According to anthropologists and evolutionary 
psychologists, the independence of the drives to bond and comprehend from the basic drives 
is key to understanding human evolution. In fact, evolutionary scholars argue that humans 
have evolved a brain that can continually adapt to its contemporary environment, rather than 
relying on its adaptation to an ancestral environment (Diamond, 1992; Pinker, 2002; Wells, 
2002). Accordingly, our brain was an adaptation to a period of extreme and comparatively 
rapid climatic shifts, the first occurring about two million years ago, the second occurring 
around 150,000 years ago (Diamond, 2005). These two major shifts explain the development 
of independent drives to bond and to comprehend; the drive to bond emerged when human 
ancestors transitioned from Homo habilis to Homo erectus. The drive to comprehend emerged 
during the shift from Homo erectus to Homo sapiens (Lawrence, 2007a, 2010; Lawrence & 
Pirson, 2015).

In summary, the new humanistic model of human nature builds on evolutionary sciences’ 
insights. It posits four independent basic drives as ultimate motives that underlie all human 
decisions. In order to survive, humans need to balance these drives. We argue that responsi-
ble managers equally need to balance these four independent drives to ensure survival and 
thriving.

Dignity as a Universal Threshold

The four-drive model of human behavior can be enhanced if we integrate additional per-
spectives from the humanities. For example, Hans Kueng’s (2004) findings suggest that 
there needs to be recognition of a human dignity baseline. Amartya Sen (1999) points out 
that such dignity enables human freedom. Sen argues that if people have not fulfilled their 
baseline drives, they cannot be considered free. In this sense, and in contrast to what Jensen 
and Meckling claim, there are basic needs that need to be fulfilled. The fulfillment of human 
needs can be included in the four-drive model through what Donaldson and Walsh (2015) 
call a “dignity threshold.” In other words, to ensure human survival at the individual level as 
well as the group level, a better model of human nature needs to integrate universal dignity 
thresholds. This means that the humanistic model needs to include a conceptual baseline that 
ensures basic human dignity as a matter of balance in the four drives. This baseline needs to 
be further restricted, but a dignity threshold could, for example, require minimum fulfillments 
of the drive to acquire (enough food), drive to defend (basic shelter), drive to bond (a social 
connection to other people), and the drive to comprehend (a basic purpose in life).

The dignity threshold represents a moral claim, but is also a key survival mechanism. 
Research shows, for example, that whenever dignity is violated the human brain reacts as if it 
experiences physical pain. Donna Hicks (2011) argues that dignity violations are a permanent 
source of conflict. This scholarship suggests that conflicts across the globe fester if dignity 
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violations are not addressed (Hicks, 2011). Introducing the notion of baseline dignity is not 
only helpful but essential if the model is to help explain human survival and human flourishing.

Well-Being as the Ultimate Objective

Another extension of the four-drive model of human nature relates to the purpose of human 
existence. In the reductionist economistic model, the ultimate objective function is wealth, 
status, power, or anything else that can be maximized. In the humanistic model, the ultimate 
purpose of human existence is the notion of flourishing and well-being. In this, the humanistic 
model reflects a rather consistent, albeit often forgotten, agreement between economic think-
ers about the purpose of the economy. Ever since the emergence of the concepts of economics 
and management there has been a debate about their respective larger purpose. Aristotle, who 
is credited with popularizing the term “economics,” wanted to distinguish “oikonomia” early 
on from sheer money-making, which he labeled “chrematistike.” Oikonomia should follow 
moral rules and ultimately enhance “eudaimonia,” the well-being of the community or polis. 
In his viewpoint, chrematistike represents the relentless pursuit of more, of which he disap-
proves (Dierksmeier & Pirson, 2009).

When Adam Smith studied the nature and causes of wealth in The Wealth of Nations (1776), 
he did so believing that wealth is a means to a higher end, which to him was the common 
good.9 More recent economic thought leaders, including Ludwig von Mises, John Maynard 
Keynes, and Friedrich von Hayek, similarly argue that the order of economic affairs should 
lead to a higher level of happiness or overall well-being. Sen picks up the Aristotelian distinc-
tion when he argues that “economic sense” is defined in one of two ways: the first includes the 
achievement of a good society; the second narrowly concerns itself with business profits and 
rewards (Donaldson & Walsh, 2015). The humanistic perspective endorses the former as the 
true sense of oikonomia. Consequently, the humanistic model is oriented towards a balance of 
the four drives, which achieves ever higher levels of well-being and flourishing.

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AND THE HUMANISTIC 
PARADIGM

Responsible management in the humanistic context can therefore be viewed as the search 
for balance of the four drives above the dignity threshold. The outcome of such responsible 
management would be an enhancement of well-being.

According to the economistic perspective, humans constantly rationalize the best decisions 
to maximize utility. The humanistic perspective draws on capabilities of learning and practi-
cal wisdom. It further suggests that these capabilities to engage with others and live a life of 
purpose and thriving can be developed. In fact, Sen (1999) has argued that they need to be 
developed. According to Sen, the purpose of human development in its various forms should 
be the development of capabilities. Nussbaum (2011) argues that there are particular processes 
that demonstrate how such capabilities can be developed so that they ensure liberty and dignity. 

9 As his student and first biographer Dugald Stewart puts it, Smith’s interest for economic affairs 
was inspired by a strong concern for the “happiness and improvement of society” (Stewart 1980/1794: 
I.8). Cited from Hühn and Dierksmeier (2014).
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She proposes a list of elements that are core for dignified development practice. Kueng and 
others, drawing on various ancient traditions, have uncovered a number of practices that help 
guide human judgment. These include Buddhism, Daoism, and Christianity, which offer prac-
tical wisdom practices that can guide people to make better decisions (Bachmann et al., 2017).

Recently, such practical wisdom practices have been labeled “stakeholder engagement” or 
“co-creation,” in which the various parties that allow shared responsibility and shared benefits 
shape decisions together. The development and refinement of capabilities and processes of 
practical wisdom are a constant learning task. The humanistic model allows for the access, 
activation, and generation of such practical wisdom because it helps balance the four drives 
on or above the dignity threshold, thus allowing flourishing and higher levels of well-being 
to occur.

Emerging research in the field of neuroscience finds supportive evidence for the complexity 
of human drives, and suggests that the prefrontal cortex of the brain has been uniquely designed 
to handle this complexity. In the humanistic model, the drives to acquire and to defend still 
remain viable and important factors in determining human behavior, yet the drive to bond with 
fellow humans and the drive to comprehend are also strong, independent, and competitive 
forces. As a result, the four independent drives are frequently in conflict with each other. In 
everyday life, humans struggle to decide how to behave and how to adaptively respond to the 
immediate circumstances. For example, we are frequently confronted with decisions about 
whether to treat someone with respect or to disregard this person, whether to spend time with 
children rather than work, or whether to follow the news on Twitter or other socially mediated 
channels. Lawrence (2010) suggests that this condition of drive–conflict brings the prefrontal 
cortex into action. Its main task is to create a suitable balance when faced with drive–conflict. 
Neuroscience suggests that the prefrontal cortex has the capacity to call on all the resources of 
the rest of the cortex (long-term memory, skills, etc.) to search for a response that satisfices all 
four drives (Miller & Cohen, 2001).

We argue that the humanistic paradigm can open novel opportunities for managerial activi-
ties that are hidden to the prevailing economistic conception. Responsible management within 
the traditional frame relies on improving cost–benefit analyses. It is algorithmic in nature and 
aims to maximize the drive to acquire. The more enlightened and responsible practices still 
rely on the business case for example (e.g. when “model” practices are hailed as conscious 
capitalism). Proponents of this kind of managerial responsibility mainly argue that managers 
become more conscious of the costs and benefits to other stakeholders (an expansion of space). 
They also argue to become more aware of the short-term and long-term effects (an expansion 
of time). The decision-making frame and related learning, however, remain confined to 
maximization strategies. The recent popularity of big data analytics reflects this algorithmic 
learning, and is now widely hailed as key to successful management in the future.

The humanistic paradigm gives legitimacy to a procedural approach, or what is currently 
often labeled as co-creation. This process honors and adapts to the fundamental human 
sociality and views purposeful engagement as foundational. Responsible decisions are best 
co-created rather than developed by a single manager crunching aggregated and curated data 
from a cubicle. Such a co-creation process allows for collective problem solving of all affected 
stakeholders. When the dignity of all stakeholders is protected, managerial action typically 
results in an increase of well-being. This process is increasingly called positive change-making 
and hackathons are a prime example for such a co-creation process. We argue this is respon-
sible management.
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Emerging Research Fields

The humanistic perspective on responsible management can help distinguish various forms of 
responsibility. Responsibility is often equated with compliance and lawfulness. Through the 
humanistic lens responsibility can also be viewed as a form of organizing, an integral form of 
management. The humanistic perspective, based on the evidence-based ontology can support 
a number of different research fields and inspire possibly transdisciplinary dialogue.

We argue that the humanistic paradigm can help us understand why we, as a species, are in 
trouble and how we can organize ourselves out of it. Many of the basic human insights point 
to deficiencies we are experiencing at the individual level, the group level, the organizational 
level and the system level. To manage the global challenges, responsibility can be seen as pro-
tection of dignity – as meeting the minimum threshold of the four drives – and the promotion 
of flourishing within the planetary boundaries.

This perspective can inform research at the species and system level, where we can examine 
what kind of practices got us into the mess we are in, and which kind of practices can help us 
to get out of it. This view lends itself to the research on transformation on multiple levels. It 
also can inform and learn from evidence-based management, because the basis is grounded in 
the evidence of human survival.

Successful practices of human excellence can be the source of study that bridges the search 
for transformational approaches to system change, whether these practices and routines 
operate at the individual, group or organizational level. At the broader scale, a multi-level per-
spective that is phenomenon and problem oriented can help our research to inform large-scale 
problem solving.

We argue that a humanistic paradigm can inform all those interested in an integral form of 
responsible management research. 
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14. Bioinspiration as a guide for responsible
management
Taryn L. Mead and Nancy E. Landrum

INTRODUCTION

Theorization of responsible management (RM) proposes that sustainability, responsibility, 
and ethics are the core tenets of management theory for leaders of the twenty-first century 
(Laasch & Conaway, 2015). With a growing demand for sustainability-focused management 
(Young & Nagpal, 2013; Dyllick, 2015), practitioners are seeking an ever-expanding set of 
conceptual frameworks to enhance their sustainability expertise. But this begs the questions: 
Sustainability of what? Responsibility towards whom? And ethics derived from what values? 
In addition to the need for business professionals to view themselves as global citizens in 
a social sense (Tyran, 2017), this chapter proposes that managers must also view themselves 
as members of a diverse, global ecological community that requires apperceptive participation 
in the biosphere informed by the sustainability of other species. The field of bioinspiration 
(i.e. biomimicry, biomimetics, bionics, etc.) introduces novel approaches to addressing these 
questions based on the observation and interpretation of biological and ecological systems. 
This chapter describes the foundations of bioinspiration, its framing of sustainability, how 
bioinspiration evokes managerial responsibility towards socio-ecological systems, and the 
introduction of a novel ethical and epistemological position that values nature based on what 
we can learn from it, rather than what we can extract from it (Dicks, 2019).

RM has been defined as “managerial practitioners’ practices of managing responsibly, 
characterized by deeply embedding sustainability, responsibility, and ethics into every 
manager’s work” (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). Laasch and Conaway (2015) posit that RM 
differs from mainstream management in that it integrates the three parallel domains of sus-
tainability, responsibility, and ethics. Through this lens, (1) Sustainability is concerned with 
the interconnected holistic interactions with environmental, social, and economic systems; 
(2) Responsibility is concerned with optimizing stakeholder relationships and value; and
(3) Ethics is concerned with making moral decisions derived from cultural and social values.
Additionally, RM addresses these concerns throughout all the elements of business including
inputs, processes, and outputs (see Table 14.1) (Laasch & Conaway, 2015).

As managers and the field of management transition from mainstream management to RM, 
there are several concurrent shifts happening. RM is intended to influence how an individual 
manager can become solutions-oriented towards our global challenges by encouraging respon-
sibility in daily duties and processes, rather than corporate social responsibility or sustaina-
bility being specialized roles within an organization (Laasch, 2018). In light of this focus on 
the individual, a bioinspired approach to management – when coupled with the foundational 
components of RM – creates an innovative platform for reimagining what sustainability 
means, how responsibility is perceived, and from where ethics are derived.
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The aim of this chapter is to introduce the basic concepts of bioinspiration and related 
disciplines as frames for insightful and bioinclusive approaches to RM. The chapter begins 
with the historical context of concepts, discusses the relationship RM, and provides examples 
of bioinspiration in theory, research, and practice. It also introduces theoretical foundations 
and various critiques of the approach. There is some research that suggests that while business 
students may be exposed to the principles of responsible management in the classroom, there 
is still a gap in the application of those principles in the workplace after graduation (Hibbert & 
Cunliffe, 2015; Hilliard, 2013). This chapter also aims to address this gap by recommending 
strategies for incorporating bioinspiration into a manager’s daily practice and training. It con-
cludes with potential directions for future research and a summary of the chapter.

OVERVIEW OF BIOINSPIRATION

Bioinspiration (i.e. biomimicry, biomimetics, bionics, nature-inspired design, etc.) is an 
innovation approach, which seeks to emulate biological systems for design and innovation of 
human-made systems. For some, this is based on the premise that all of the organisms on the 
planet have been evolving sustainable solutions for millions of years and there is much to be 
learned about sustainable design from these other organisms. For others, biological systems 
represent an abundance of potential solutions that have yet to be considered within the realm 
of human innovation (Benyus, 1997). There are several parallel origins (see Appendix), 
which have led to the diversity of disciplines and applications commonly used today. Areas 
of application include material science, chemistry, pharmaceuticals, robotics, product design, 
urban planning, architecture, and most importantly for the purposes of this chapter, business 
and management. Within the realms of business and management, it has been applied to 
operations (e.g. Bonabeau & Meyer, 2001), organizational structures (e.g. Hock, 2005), 
sustainability-oriented innovation (e.g. Neves & Francke, 2012) strategic planning (e.g. 
Baumeister & Herzlich, 2015) and RM (e.g. Anderson, 2010), among others.

According to Benyus, author of Biomimicry: Innovation Inspired by Nature (1997), 
humans should view nature as “model, measure and mentor.” In this view, nature offers an 
innovation model because of its effective and place-based solutions to common challenges of 
living organisms including the creation of materials and structures, biochemical processing, 
chemical interactions, self-organization, cooperation, and others. Nature can be viewed as 
the most appropriate measure of sustainability because it offers the most demonstrable and 
stringent sustainable design standards possible as a species adapted for life on earth. Rather 
than viewing progress towards sustainability as simply producing 50 percent less carbon, for 
instance, our systems of production and consumption should aim to have the same carbon 
balance of the surrounding ecosystems. Nature as mentor refers to a mindset shift in which 
humans learn from nature rather than extract from it. This is an epistemological shift that 
drives research and pedagogy in the interpretation of natural systems from one of the passive, 
objective observer of a separate and discrete system outside of the human realm to viewing 
humans as apperceptive participants in biological systems with much to learn about our own 
autopoetic inertia. Benyus’ position is a broad approach that humans should strive to design 
like natural systems and integrate with them by following their design principles.

These guiding principles of bioinspiration – nature as model, measure, and mentor – evoke 
novel logics in our approach to management in which nature should also serve as our standard 



Table 14.1 Parallels of responsible management and biomimicry

Responsible Management

Components of RM Sustainability
(Triple bottom line (TBL) & 
systems view)

Responsibility
(Stakeholder value)

Ethics
(Moral)

Inputs
(Resources & goals)

Social, natural, and economic 
capital are interrelated resources 
and must be replenished & 
maintained or improved rather than 
decreased
Goals should be socially, 
environmentally, and economically 
responsible

Resources are allocated 
in a way that optimizes 
stakeholder value and 
relationships
Goal is to increase 
stakeholder value

Resources are being accessed 
and utilized in an ethical 
manner
Goals should be moral

Processes
(Effective & efficient)

Social, natural, economic gains 
or losses

Stakeholder value created or 
destroyed

‘Lowest amount possible of 
amoral behavior per unit of 
product or service’

Outputs
(Measuring performance on 
goals)

Systemic impact (social, 
environmental, economic)

Value gained for each 
stakeholder group

Moral excellence

Biomimicry Framing Measure:
Nature as a guide to measure the 
adaptability and resilience of our 
innovations, developments, and 
decisions

Model:
Nature as a guide for 
positive contribution to and 
apperceptive participation in 
biological systems

Mentor: 
Nature as a guide for ‘creating 
conditions conducive to life’. 
Nature as teacher rather than 
a collection of resources

Source: Adapted from Laasch and Conaway (2015).
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for numerous aspects of RM. The remainder of this chapter is a conceptual approach to the 
integration of bioinspiration into the RM literature. The basic thesis is that nature as measure 
is a guide for sustainability, nature as model equates to responsibility, and nature as mentor 
serves as an ethical compass – all of which enable managers to engage in deepened responsi-
bility in their practice.

“NATURE AS MEASURE”: BIOINSPIRED SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainability has been considered along a spectrum representing varying degrees of sustaina-
bility ranging from very weak or less sustainable on one end to very strong and more sustaina-
ble on the other end (Blok & Gremmen, 2016; Landrum, 2017; Mead et al., 2019; O’Riordan, 
1989; Pearce, 1994; Pearce & Turner, 1990). On the weak end of the spectrum, humans domi-
nate nature, use technological solutions, and readily substitute man-made resources for natural 
resources. On the strong end of the spectrum, humans are part of nature, use ecologically 
oriented solutions, and seek to co-exist within the boundaries of nature rather than supplant-
ing nature. Bioinspired innovation can be viewed along this same sustainability continuum 
ranging from weak to strong just as any other innovation method or strategy might be (Blok & 
Gremmen, 2016; Mead et al., 2019). When we view nature as a model, mentor, and measure 
for human design, we develop solutions that are conducive to life (Benyus, 1997; Blok & 
Gremmen, 2016); this puts biomimicry on the strong end of the sustainability spectrum.
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Numerous nature-inspired designers and innovators (e.g. Michael Braungart, Wes Jackson, 
Bill Reed, Janine Benyus, etc.) have suggested that we should strive to move beyond sus-
tainability and design to ‘fit in’ with biological cycles and systems (see Landrum, 2017). For 
instance, rather than setting arbitrary water purification or carbon emission reduction metrics, 
we should use nature as our standard for sustainability. In contrast to the definitions of sus-
tainability common in RM theory that focus on a triple bottom line or three pillars framing 
(Laasch & Conaway, 2015), bioinspiration utilizes an ecological systems view by recognizing 
the interconnectedness of systems (particularly in using biomimicry applied to processes). 
Furthermore, biomimicry follows principles conducive to ecological health and integrity 
(Blok & Gremmen, 2016) while also advocating principles that support life. Biomimicry’s 
connection to environmental sustainability is very strong and the approach has been embraced 
by those in sustainable design disciplines such as industrial designers (de Pauw et al., 2014), 
architecture (Gruber, 2010; Pawlyn, 2011; Pedersen-Zari, 2006), urban planning (Lazarus & 
Crawford, 2011), and engineering (Quinn & Gaughran, 2010).

Benyus famously said “When the forest and the city are functionally indistinguishable, 
then we know we’ve reached sustainability” (Biomimicry 3.8, 2018a). At the time of writing, 
Benyus’ consultancy Biomimicry 3.8 was developing a set of Ecological Performance 
Standards (EPS) for Interface factories where the metrics of the local ecosystem would 
become the guide for sustainable production facilities – an approach they refer to as “Factory 
as Forest” and which has been expanded through Project Positive. This approach determines 
the ecosystem services of the surrounding area in fresh water production, pest regulation, 
seed dispersal, pollination, and more to determine the collective ecological intelligence of 
the biome and ecosystem. These quantified ecosystem services became the EPS for Interface. 
The company then works to integrate with the local ecosystem and replicate its performance 
through the factory’s manufacturing operations, thus the business truly blends in with its sur-
roundings and becomes a contributing member of a fully functioning ecosystem (Biomimicry 
3.8, 2017; Green, 2016; King, 2015).

There have been several critiques of the connections between bioinspiration and sustaina-
bility that are worth noting. Although Benyus’ message of biomimicry positions humans as 
equals with other species and promotes a biocentric, evolutionary motivation for emulating 
natural systems, it has received criticism from a diversity of audiences. Some authors (e.g. 
Mathews, 2011) while supportive, are concurrently cautiously optimistic of biomimicry as 
a means of achieving sustainable development. Mathews (2011) suggests that while it is 
a powerful concept, substantial further theorization is necessary to elevate its effectiveness. 
Some research suggests that biomimicry is sustainability-oriented while biomimetics and 
bionics are not (Iouguina et al., 2014). Another broader survey asked users of bioinspiration 
how they connected biomimicry to sustainability in various disciplines and found a diversity 
of approaches including using Biomimicry 3.8’s “Life’s Principles” as the standard. Other 
respondents referred to metrics of planetary boundaries, Triple Bottom Line, eco-design crite-
ria, and discipline specific metrics such as the Living Building Challenge. Still others referred 
to more intuitive approaches based on their expertise and experience in sustainability-oriented 
innovation without a commonly recognized standard (Mead & Jeanrenaud, 2017). This 
research suggests that each practitioner is ultimately responsible for defining sustainability 
for their purposes in a specific context to ensure that a bioinspired process is relevant for 
sustainability outcomes.
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For the manager, nature-inspired sustainability objectives can be informed by understand-
ing the performance objectives of ecological systems and recontextualizing them into the 
socio-technical realities of human development. When problem solving, ask oneself, “How 
would nature…?” and “How would nature _______ here, in this environment?” Tools such as 
AskNature.org are useful when seeking solutions and inspiration. Life’s Principles, a concept 
map created by Biomimicry 3.8, is also a useful tool for the non-biologist to easily interpret 
and apply large-scale design concepts and organizing principles that govern living systems.

“NATURE AS MODEL”: BIOINSPIRED RESPONSIBILITY

Current critiques of management assert that its underlying assumptions of objective, 
data-driven, and value-free pedagogical approaches leave it devoid of a firmly established 
ideological basis regarding the role of business in society (Louw, 2015). To counter this, RM 
proposes that a theoretical foundation in an organization’s responsibility towards all stake-
holders is an integral aspect of managerial duty. Historically, stakeholders have generally been 
defined as any “group and individuals that can be affected or are affected” by the activities 
of a business (Freeman, 1984). Through time, stakeholder groups have diversified to include 
“nonsocial” categories such as the natural environment, test animals, and local ecosystems 
(Laasch & Conaway, 2015). For the bioinspired manager, the highest responsibility is towards 
all inhabitants of the living biosphere – humans included as one of 30‒100 million species. 
While humans may have a sense of agency and responsibility that is unique to the species, they 
are not unique as a biological species that shares habitats, nutrients, and essential life processes 
with other life forms.

A biomimetic approach asserts nature as a stakeholder in managerial decision-making in 
a variety of contexts and scales. This is enabled when designers and decision-makers “quiet 
their cleverness” and seek solutions that are modeled by non-human species. For some, this 
may mean supply chain decisions which enable beneficial impacts on ecosystems and habi-
tats, “creating conditions conducive to life” such as regenerative farming practices. It may be 
interpreted as using manufacturing processes and materials that are life-enhancing throughout 
their entire product life cycle. It may also mean engaging in partnership with new stakeholders 
to steward ecosystems in innovative ways.

Interface, for instance, has applied the concept of “being like nature” as an overarching 
strategy for sustainability-oriented innovation, leading to numerous innovations in products, 
processes, supply chain management, operations, and stakeholder engagement. This overar-
ching approach of viewing nature as model has had a cascading effect on many aspects of the 
organization. Early on in their sustainability journey, they created a new carpet tile, Entropy® 
that emulated the model of the forest floor and subsequent innovations have followed the 
design philosophy of “waste=food,” enabling the use of 100 percent recycled materials and 
a closed loop supply chain. By expanding their view to include nature as a stakeholder, they 
started a program in partnership with the Zoological Society of London and fisherman and 
local people in emerging economies in Asia and Africa to collect discarded nylon fishing 
nets that can be returned to their carpet manufacturing supply chain. The fisherman and local 
people collect, clean, and bundle the nets which are frequently ‘ghost fishing’ or littering 
beaches, pack them into shipping containers, and send them back to one of Interface’s manu-
facturing facilities where they are made into carpet fiber. In return, those individuals collecting 
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the nets receive a modest payment for their efforts through an independent payment system 
managed by other locals. This diversification of income has had positive social and economic 
impacts in several communities (Mead, 2017).

This program benefits a diversity of human and non-human stakeholders in several ways. 
Interface is able to increase their use of recycled materials and move closer to their goal of 
“becoming restorative through the power of their influence.” Supply chain partner Aquafil 
developed an innovative reprocessing technology that allows them to collect any form of 
nylon waste and upcycle it into Econyl, a fiber that can be used for a diversity of applica-
tions. Locals receive supplemental income for every net that they collect from the ocean and 
beaches, creating economic resilience and the ability to save and plan for the financial future. 
Marine life is given a cleaner and less hazardous environment, reducing the impact of ghost 
fishing that occurs when abandoned fishing nets catch unintended organisms as they float 
through the water. Interface’s sense of responsibility towards a diversity of stakeholders has 
inspired other companies to seek this form of “Regenerative Innovation” in their own supply 
network (Mead, 2018).

Similarly Ecover, a European cleaning products company, has developed a project in 
partnership with a biomimetic designer, Carlos Rego of LogoPlaste, to gather ocean plastic 
to be upcycled into a biomimetic plastic bottle for their products. Ecover partners with local 
fisherman and school groups to do beach and canal clean-ups and the plastic is converted into 
a bottle that mimics the high strength-to-weight ratio of radiolarians. This engagement with 
community members has had a positive influence on social investment in neighborhoods and 
beaches and has created shared value for the company, the environment, and local communi-
ties (Mead, 2018).

This framing of nature as model is the highest form of responsibility – to eloquently join the 
diversity of species in ecological communities in such a way that human actions contribute to 
the longevity of all species. For the manager, a practice of nature-inspired responsibility can be 
cultivated with some regular practices. Including stakeholders early on in the design process 
that have intimate knowledge of affected ecosystems can have a positive influence on supply 
chain impacts. Using an (eco)systems approach to problem solving can help to contextualize 
global challenges into place-based and biosphere-appropriate solutions. And just as meditation 
and relaxation training can improve socially responsible behaviors in managers (Schneider et 
al., 2010), a bioinspired approach encourages managers to spend time in nature observing, 
reflecting, and conceptualizing novel approaches to their daily challenges by emulating the 
functioning, relationships, and processes of natural systems.

“NATURE AS MENTOR”: BIOINSPIRED ETHICS

Ethics, broadly speaking, is related to the difference between right and wrong in ethical dilem-
mas (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). This sense of rightness is deeply embedded in a system of 
cultural definitions and values. The application of business ethics creates a distinction between 
right and wrong and encourages ethical decision-making that reflects the “right” decision. 
Biomimicry proposes that nature sets the normative standard of what is ethical because nature 
is a life supporting system. It is assumed that if something does not exist in nature, it is not well 
adapted to life on earth and has been eliminated through natural selection. The “rightness” of 
human systems should be judged by the standard created in ecological systems and by other 
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species (in contrast to the majority of human design which is destructive to other species 
well-being). Biomimicry 3.8 describes the Essential Elements of a biomimicry practice as 
Emulate, (Re)connect, and Ethos. They describe “The ethos element forms the essence of our 
ethics, our intentions, and our underlying philosophy for why we practice biomimicry. Ethos 
represents our respect for, responsibility to, and gratitude for our fellow species and our home” 
(Biomimicry 3.8, 2018b).

The logic that humans ought to learn from natural systems is simple. Considering that the 
first life appeared on Earth 3.8 billion years ago and humans have only been here for 300,000 
years, we are a rather young species compared to the other 30‒100 million species that cur-
rently exist today. Even more telling of our naiveté is the majority of damage that we’ve done 
in the biosphere that has come in the last 250 years since the start of the Industrial Revolution. 
As Janine Benyus graciously suggests, humans have a great deal to learn about living in the 
biosphere if we simply “quiet our cleverness” and listen to the design lessons from these other 
species (Benyus, 1997). Bioinspiration creates a novel epistemological position in which 
the natural world is something to be learned from, rather than something to be learned about 
(Dicks, 2019).

As briefly described above, Biomimicry 3.8’s Life’s Principles represent ubiquitous patterns 
that are observed in nature to support living systems. Arranged in a hierarchy, the six main 
categories of 26 principles are: Evolve to survive, Adapt to changing conditions, Be locally 
attuned and responsive, Use life-friendly chemistry, Be resource efficient, and Integrate 
development with growth (Biomimicry 3.8, 2013). The goal of biomimicry is to mimic nature 
through these life principles using nature as a model for how to design or operate, as a mentor 
for ideas and inspiration, and, finally, as a measure of what is right and moral in that it seeks 
to support conditions conducive to life (Blok & Gremmen, 2016).

In a broader historical and socio-economic context, applications of bioinspiration to social 
and economic models have been rather limited in light of our evolving understanding of bio-
logical systems. Early economic theorization dating back to evolutionary economics (Veblen, 
1898) could be considered bioinspired. However, the translation of biological models into 
economic and social theory was limited by the biological understanding of the era. Darwinian 
theory was in its infancy and the broader understanding of ecology was rather limited. Early 
translations of biological theory into social and economic theory reflected the current para-
digm of science of that era (Kaye, 1997). For instance, contrary to popular belief, the phrase 
“survival of the fittest” was not actually coined by Charles Darwin, but rather by Herbert 
Spencer, a predominant thinker of the era. It was then widely applied to capitalist economic 
theory that has driven 200 years of economic policy (Kaye, 1997). However, in a biological 
context ‘fitness’ is the ability of one’s offspring to live to reproduce rather than direct compe-
tition between individuals, as it has been conveyed in socio-economic debates. Today, as our 
understanding of ecological theory becomes more sophisticated and nuanced, its applications 
in the social and economic realms also become more common and diverse (Wilson & Wilson, 
2007).

Some applications of biological concepts to social and economic models have contributed to 
sustainability while others have been actively destructive of socio-ecological systems, depend-
ing on one’s normative positions. Social Darwinism, for instance, presented an exaggerated 
hypercompetitive model of human interactions and was used to justify racism, imperialism, 
social conservatism, and related socio-economic policies in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century and eventually contributed to the atrocities of the Second World War (Kaye, 
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1997). While these schools of thought still influence some subcultures, there is currently a rec-
lamation of Darwinian theory that more accurately reflects modern evidence of cooperation 
(Margulis, 1998; Wilson & Wilson, 2007) and altruism (Wilson, 2015) in biological systems. 
These conceptual shifts from strictly competitive models of evolution to more cooperative 
and socially motivated models are beginning to influence social commentary that evolution 
actually motivates just and inclusive socio-economic systems (e.g. Evolution Institute).

One important precaution when using nature as an ethical guide is to avoid the trap of a nat-
uralistic fallacy which implies that something is good or ethical because it is natural or comes 
from nature (Moore, 1903). While Benyus (1997) advocates for our products and processes to 
be more like those found in the natural world because 3.8 billion years of experience shows 
us what is functionally appropriate for the context of the biosphere and what isn’t (no longer 
living), Blok and Gremmen (2016) ask if what survives can be deemed ethically good. Zwier 
et al. (2015) point to the enormous amounts of waste over the course of 3.8 billion years of trial 
and error and Blok and Gremmen (2016) note that humans cannot afford this amount of waste. 
While the naturalistic fallacy is not an inevitable consequence of bioinspired innovations, 
whether outcomes are indeed better is disputable depending on one’s standards and measures.

There has also been considerable debate regarding the perception of the human–nature rela-
tionship through biomimetic innovation. While authors such as Benyus advocate a “quieting 
of our cleverness” to learn from other species, others question whether it does fundamentally 
influence the human‒nature interface. Some have proposed that it is merely a more sophis-
ticated enslavement of nature (Johnson & Goldstein, 2015). In biomimicry, nature is already 
viewed in technological terms and biomimicry is seen as technology transfer, thus ignoring 
the nature–technology dichotomy (Blok & Gremmen, 2016). Mathews (2011) argues that 
while biomimicry is potentially the foundation for a new industrial revolution, there is a need 
to conceptualize a bio-inclusive ethic that places humans and non-humans as moral equals by 
elevating the perceived skills and abilities of non-humans. This is in contrast to a biocentric 
ethic frequently articulated by deep ecologists, which reduces humans to a primitive member 
of an ecological community. Biomimicry creates intellectual space for artifacts of the human 
and non-human world to be equally as advanced in technological terms. This shift of per-
ception could fundamentally alter the human–nature relationship if further developed and 
commonly applied.

For the bioinspired manager and practitioner, nature-inspired ethics can be developed 
through close examination of one’s own leadership practices and beliefs. In a general sense, 
leadership’s purpose is to guide collective action toward a common goal and nature offers 
varied lessons in leadership. Animals that live in groups demonstrate a variation in leadership 
that evolves spontaneously and is not necessarily related to hierarchical differences in knowl-
edge or power (Weissing, 2011). For collective action in nature, leadership is distributed (mul-
tiple leaders who have superior knowledge with constant interaction and feedback), shared 
(taking turns or rotating leadership), and purposeful (toward a common goal: the continuity 
of life) (Benyus, 2016). Business leadership should focus on what’s worth doing: (1) produce 
ecosystem services, (2) reverse climate change (use carbon dioxide as a product ingredient, 
store carbon in soils, eliminate excess carbon), (3) gather dispersed materials within the supply 
chain, (4) turn the supply chain into a mutualistic network (Benyus, 2016).
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Bioinspiration in management is relatively underdeveloped compared to other applications 
such as design, architecture, and material science. This leaves a wide array of research ques-
tions and theoretical positions to be explored and further developed.

Nature as Model, Measure, and Mentor

For the purposes of this chapter, we have aligned “Nature as Model, Measure, and Mentor” 
with the pillars of RM – Responsibility, Sustainability, and Ethics. However, there are many 
avenues for interpretation of this phrase in a business context as the scholarly work matures in 
this area. There is a need to continue to push the existing boundaries of each of these areas of 
research in light of interpretation of biological systems in a management context. This can be 
seen in Benyus’ work to view the factory as forest as a new model, or quantifying ecological 
performance standards as a new measure, or seeking new sources of inspiration with nature as 
our mentor. As more companies prototype such approaches, new case studies are beginning to 
emerge that have yet to be examined or documented. These offer exciting new possibilities to 
further define bioinspiration in the context of RM.

Sustainability Narratives

Variations in a company’s existing sustainability narrative seem to have a strong influence on 
its ability to implement bioinspired innovation for sustainability. While it is likely that bioin-
spired innovation without a sustainability agenda can be implemented under the same condi-
tions as any other conventional innovation approach, bioinspiration for sustainability is most 
successful in organizations that are willing to change their relationship with sustainability 
altogether (Mead, 2018). Those organizations that are most successful are able to adjust their 
internal sustainability narrative to strive to be like nature as an organization, rather than just 
learn from nature for novel innovation opportunities (Mead, 2018). There is a need to advance 
research in sustainability narratives and how they influence outcomes of RM.

Contributions to Advancing the Sustainable Development Goals

With the increasing prominence of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the global 
sustainability dialogue, there has been a concurrent conversation about the role of the SDGs in 
RM and RM education (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019). Recent research has mapped RM in light 
of the SDGs, suggesting that the SDGs should be a foundational component of RM theory 
more broadly (Storey et al., 2017). Possible future research in this area could analyze how 
bioinspiration might enable advancement towards the SDGs in practical settings. For instance, 
one might consider how a basic introduction to learning from nature might inspire novel 
approaches to addressing the SDGs.
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CONCLUSION

Bioinspiration is an emerging discipline that offers a sustainable and ethical approach 
toward product, process, organizational and system innovation that can contribute to RM 
and stakeholder value. Bioinspiration turns to nature as a model for responsibility, measure 
of sustainability, and mentor for management ethics. Given the nascent literature connecting 
bioinspiration to RM, the field is well-positioned for an expanding research agenda.
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15. The United Nations Global Compact and the
Sustainable Development Goals
Andreas Rasche

INTRODUCTION

Responsible management transcends the concepts of corporate social responsibility, corpo-
rate sustainability, and business ethics and puts the managerial work required to enact these 
organizational-level constructs into focus (Rasche & Gilbert, 2015; Laasch & Conaway, 2015). 
One possible way to theoretically frame the work that managers do in support of responsible 
management is to discuss voluntary multi-stakeholder standards (Gilbert et al., 2011). Such 
standards have proliferated in the last two decades and nowadays range from reporting stand-
ards like the Global Reporting Initiative (Etzion & Ferraro, 2010) to certification schemes like 
the Forest Stewardship Council (Klooster, 2010) and principle-based initiatives like the UN 
Global Compact (Rasche, 2012). While reporting frameworks identify indicators and guide-
lines for non-financial disclosure, certification schemes outline criteria against which factories 
or farms can be certified along global supply chains. By contrast, principle-based initiatives do 
not certify a firm’s operations but outline foundational values and guidelines that businesses 
can use as a starting point for initiating actions around responsible management (Rasche & 
Waddock, 2017).

This chapter aims to discuss one particular principle-based initiative for responsible man-
agement: the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC). While the chapter will focus on the 
UNGC, it will also connect the initiative to the recently launched Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). Although different in character and aim, both the UNGC and the SDGs operate 
under the umbrella of the UN system and hence share some commonalities in terms of how 
they approach responsible management. The UNGC has attracted significant scholarly atten-
tion across different disciplines (for a review see Rasche et al., 2013). This chapter contributes 
to the scholarly discourse around the UNGC by integrating three theoretical perspectives 
which have so far been treated in an isolated manner: (1) historical accounts of UN–business 
relations in general and the UNGC in particular (Coleman, 2003; Sagafi-nejad, 2008), (2) 
scholarly work that focuses on how/whether the UNGC is implemented by participants 
(Janney et al., 2009; Knudsen, 2011), and (3) research that discusses the contribution of the 
UNGC to global governance (Ruggie, 2004; Thérien & Pouliot, 2006).

The analysis proceeds as follows. The first section reviews the background of UN–business 
relations and examines their development against the emergence of the UNGC. The next 
section introduces the UNGC by focusing on (a) its underlying idea and rationale, (b) its 
struggles to ensure accountability as a response to critique from different stakeholders, and (c) 
its governance framework and perceived legitimacy. The third section introduces the SDGs. It 
starts by discussing the move from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to the SDGs, 
and shows that the SDGs are better aligned with responsible management concerns due to 
their more explicit emphasis on partnerships and their recognition that social, environmental 
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and economic problems are interconnected. Next, the links between the UNGC and the SDGs 
are reviewed. The final section outlines a research agenda that emphasizes areas of scholarly 
activity related to the UNGC and the SDGs that have so far been neglected.

THE UN SYTEM AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR

Much research has focused on the link between the UN system and the private sector. 
Historically speaking, the UN system had a difficult relationship with the private sector. 
There was a “deeply embedded mistrust towards the private sector” (Kell, 2016: 730) which 
prevented the creation of a fruitful relationship between the UN and (transnational) corpora-
tions. Although businesses were present at the creation of the UN in San Francisco in 1945 
and Article 55 of the UN Charter regulates the relationship with the private sector, the UN 
focused more on a state-driven approach towards development in its early years. Prior to the 
year 2000, the UN’s most prominent attempt to deal with private corporations was through 
the UN Commission on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC). The Commission’s main 
concern was to negotiate a legally binding Code of Conduct to regulate transnational corpo-
rations. However, the Code never came into existence, as its legal nature remained contested 
(Coleman, 2003). Most northern countries favored a purely voluntary solution and did not 
want to delegate the implementation authority for the Code to the UN, while most southern 
countries argued for a stronger (that is, legally binding) regulatory arrangement. The Code was 
finally rejected in 1992 by the General Assembly and the UNCTC was closed down in 1993 
(Kell, 2013).

The UN’s relationship with the private sector started to see fundamental changes with the 
appointment of Kofi Annan as Secretary-General in 1997. The interplay of different favorable 
conditions enabled a reorientation (Kell, 2016; Sagafi-nejad, 2008). First, due to his work 
history within the UN, Annan had a very good understanding of the weaknesses and strengths 
of the UN system and hence knew which operational factors impeded collaboration with 
companies. Second, at the institutional level it was recognized that growing global govern-
ance gaps (for example, around climate change) required regulatory arrangements that (a) 
adequately acknowledged the role of the private sector as well as civil society organizations 
in network-based governance and (b) moved beyond “simple” solutions based on national 
hard law. Finally, the political landscape around the millennium, with several world leaders 
supporting UN aspirations for new types of multi-stakeholder interactions, created a context in 
which it was possible to consider innovative solutions to responsible management problems. 
The time was ripe for launching the UNGC.

Kofi Annan delivered an important speech in front of the World Economic Forum in Davos 
in January 1999. The speech suggested a much closer alignment between the business com-
munity and the UN system. Annan said: “I propose that you, the business leaders gathered in 
Davos, and we, the United Nations, initiate a global compact of shared values and principles, 
which will give a human face to the global market” (United Nations, 1999). Although it was 
unclear at the time how exactly such a “compact” should look like, it paved the way for the 
launch of the UNGC on July 26, 2000 at UN Headquarters in New York. The initial list of 
signatories included 44 businesses (among them contested and ethically charged corporations 
like Nike and Shell) as well as six business associations, twelve civil society organizations, 
and two labor organizations.
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THE UN GLOBAL COMPACT

Underlying Idea and Rationale

From its inception, the UNGC did not operate as a seal of approval or compliance standard. 
The goal was to bring together the business community, the UN system, NGOs, and govern-
ments to jointly engage in learning, dialogue, and partnership around topics related to respon-
sible management (Rasche, 2009; Rasche & Kell, 2010). At the time of its launch, many did 
not appreciate this underlying logic. Due to the introduction of various certification schemes 
throughout the 1990s – like the Forest Stewardship Council in 1993 (Klooster, 2010) and 
Social Accountability 8000 in 1997 (Gilbert & Rasche, 2007) – there was an expectation on 
the side of some NGOs and unions that a voluntary initiative without a certification mechanism 
would not be worth anything. However, to many learning, dialogue and partnership sounded 
like a convincing agenda, especially as the responsible management movement was still in its 
early days and relevant practices not yet widely developed or tested (Moon et al., 2017).

The UNGC urged businesses to voluntarily accept nine principles in the areas of human 
rights, labor rights, and environmental protection (Figure 15.1) as a basic “moral compass” 
to guide relevant learning, dialogue, and partnership activities and to thereby advance their 
corporate practices (a tenth principle on anti-corruption was added in 2004). The ten principles 
referred to corresponding UN treaties and conventions: the two human rights principles were 
derived from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the four labor principles referred to 
certain conventions by the International Labour Organization (ILO), the three environmen-
tal principles were based on to the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (the 
so-called Agenda 21), and the anti-corruption principle was derived from the UN Convention 
Against Corruption. As the ten principles were initially not endorsed by the UN General 
Assembly, some saw their launch as an attempt to sidestep opposing government interests 
(Coleman, 2003). Even though the initial introduction of the UNGC happened without 
a mandate from the General Assembly, a number of UN member states expressed political 
support for the initiative from the start. In 2002, a General Assembly resolution further codi-
fied the emerging links between the UN system and the business community and thus provided 
political backup for the UNGC (see “Towards Global Partnerships,” United Nations, 2015a).

Ever since its inception, the UNGC witnessed strong participant growth. As of July 2018, 
there are around 9,800 businesses and 3,300 non-business participants from 163 countries 
actively engaged in the initiative, which makes the UNGC the largest voluntary initiative for 
responsible management. About 50 percent of participants reflect small- and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) – that is, firms with fewer than 250 employees. Given that numerous 
other voluntary initiatives for responsible management focus on larger firms (for example, 
the World Business Council for Sustainable Development), the inclusion of smaller firms is 
a much-welcome and much-needed characteristic of the UNGC. Considering the institutional-
ization of responsible management practices in large firms (Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013), it is 
surprising that only 28 percent of Fortune 500 firms are participating in the UNGC (UN Global 
Compact, 2017). Research shows that participants join the initiative for different reasons, 
including, but not limited to: building trust in the corporation, gaining access to a network of 
likeminded companies, expanding on business opportunities, and managing risk (see Rasche 
et al., 2013 for an overview).



Source: www .unglobalcompact .org.

Figure 15.1 The UNGC’s ten principles
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Organizationally speaking, the UNGC is designed as a global network that consists of many 
smaller local networks (Gilbert & Behnam, 2013). Such an approach is vital for an initiative 
that aims to connect globally valid principles with locally embedded actions around respon-
sible management (Ruggie, 2004). Local networks, which currently exist in approximately 
80 countries, can be understood as “clusters of participants who come together voluntarily to 
advance the Global Compact and its Principles at the local level” (Whelan, 2010: 318). Such 
local networks are vital when considering that learning, dialogue, and partnership need to be 
embedded in a specific local context in order to make sense. As countries differ widely with 
regard to their legislation around different aspects of responsible management (KPMG et al., 
2016) as well as their knowledge about and experience with relevant corporate practices, local 
networks helps to contextualize discussions among business and non-business actors.

Ensuring Accountability

From its inception, the UNGC faced critique from NGOs (Deva, 2006), unions (Ryder, 2010), 
as well as academics (Sethi & Schepers, 2014). In 2003, Oxfam International, Amnesty 
International, the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, and Human Rights Watch (2003: 
1) jointly expressed their concerns in a letter to then Deputy UN Secretary-General Louise
Fréchette, stating:

[…] we believe that the Global Compact must find ways to strengthen methods of accountability for 
the private sector in relation to the principles. We recognize that the small secretariat can only do so 
much, and we also treat seriously the argument that the Global Compact itself may not be the place 
to enforce compliance.



Sources: UN Global Compact (2017). Total delisted companies retrieved from own data (2005–2009) and UNGC 
Monthly Bulletins (2009‒2017).

Figure 15.2 UN Global Compact: active and delisted participants (2000‒2017)
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Rasche (2009) summarizes the critical arguments against the UNGC in three main points: (1) 
the UNGC needs to monitor participants’ progress towards the ten principles, (2) the principles 
are too vague to enable any serious benchmarking of progress or to measure implementation 
progress, and (3) the UN’s engagement with the private sector through the UNGC could lead 
to “UN capture” (a situation where private actors unjustifiably influence an intergovernmental 
organization).

As a response to these critical voices, the UNGC adopted the so-called Communication on 
Progress (COP) policy in 2003. The COP policy obliges all business participants to annually 
submit a public report on the progress they have made towards implementing the ten principles. 
In order to meet the requirements of a heterogenous set of business participants (that is, firms 
with different sizes, nationalities, and knowledge about responsible management), the COP 
policy was designed in a flexible way and only specified certain minimum requirements. COPs 
need to include a statement of continued support for the UNGC, a description of the activities 
in support of the ten principles, and a measurement of outcomes. The COP policy, however, 
does not require any monitoring or verification of the report (UN Global Compact, 2018). The 
idea of COP reporting is based on three assumptions: (a) that the availability of public reports 
will create accountability, (b) that transparency will foster a race to the top (that is, firms will 
have incentives to advance their practices once they can learn from competitors), and (c) that 
reporting can be seen as a proxy for implementation (Hamid & Johner, 2010). If a participant 
fails to submit the annual report, the participant will first be labeled “non-communicating” 
(for a period of 12 months) and is then delisted from the UNGC. Until July 2018, the UNGC 
had to expel 7,989 business participants for failure to submit a valid COP (see Figure 15.2 for 
a historical overview of “active” and “delisted” companies).
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The significantly high number of delisted participants has motivated some research. 
Knudsen’s (2011) analysis shows that small firms are more likely to be delisted than larger 
firms. Further, participants from countries where domestic governance institutions are 
well-functioning face a lower likelihood of being delisted. Rasche et al.’s (2018) analysis 
confirms the results regarding firm size and further showed that early adopters of the UNGC 
face a higher risk of being delisted and that the presence of a local network in a country 
reduces the likelihood of being delisted. Rasche et al.’s analysis uses resource dependence 
theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) to discuss why firms with certain characteristics are more 
likely to be delisted. One key resource that the UNGC is supplying to its participants is social 
legitimacy, which is more important to larger firms as these are disproportionally exposed to 
reputational risks and get more critical attention from stakeholders (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). 
In other words, larger firms have more incentives to comply with the COP policy, as they are 
more likely to face adverse reputational effects when being delisted. Amer’s (2018) study also 
confirms the strong influence of firm size on delistings. Her analysis finds that publicly traded 
companies, which were delisted from the UNGC, were subsequently penalized by investors 
with an average cumulative abnormal return of -1.6 percent over a period of five trading days.

Governance of the UNGC

The governance of voluntary multi-stakeholder initiatives with a focus on responsible man-
agement remains a much-researched topic (Bernstein, 2011; Mena & Palazzo, 2012). Prior 
research has shown that multi-stakeholder initiatives can only gain high degrees of input 
legitimacy if their governance structures balance stakeholder voices and ensure high levels 
of inclusiveness within decision-making (Gilbert & Rasche, 2008; Miller & Bush, 2015). 
Input legitimacy refers to the belief that “decisions are derived from the preferences of the 
population in a chain of accountability linking those governing to those governed” (Mayntz, 
2010: 10). The input legitimacy of the UNGC remains contested (see Sethi & Schepers, 2014 
and Wynhoven & Stausberg, 2010 for different assessments). On the one hand, the initiative 
emphasizes its multi-stakeholder nature and the importance of considering the perspectives of 
business and non-business participants. On the other hand, the UNGC also makes clear that 
it is “business-led.” The latter point is particularly reflected in the unbalanced structure of the 
Board where businesses have ten seats, while civil society and labor representatives together 
only have four seats (as of July 2018). Given this unequal distribution of seats on the Board, it 
is difficult to argue for high degrees of input legitimacy. However, the limited input legitimacy 
has no real effects on the attractiveness of the initiative to potential participants, as the UN 
system as a whole is perceived as very legitimate (Barnett & Finnemore, 2008). Many actors 
find it therefore still attractive to be associated with it, as they expect positive legitimacy 
spillover effects (Haack et al., 2014).

The UNGC is mostly financed through non-UN sources. In 2006, the UN permitted the 
UNGC to establish a US-based Foundation (as a non-profit entity that is exempt from taxation 
under section 501(c) (3) of the US Internal Revenue Service) in support of the initiative. The 
“Foundation for the Global Compact” collects voluntary donations from business participants 
and governments. Currently, around 80 percent of all donations come from private sector 
participants, while the remaining 20 percent come from supporting governments (Foundation 
for the Global Compact, 2018). Recently, the UNGC started to further differentiate business 
actors into “participants” and “signatories.” While participants are required to make an annual 
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financial contribution to the UNGC (and hence also receive better access to the UNGC’s 
resources and services), signatories are exempt from such a contribution unless their revenue 
exceeds USD 50 million. Although it is clear that a fast-growing initiative like the UNGC 
needs to secure a stable financial platform for growth, donations by participating companies 
are likely to be a source of future conflicts of interest from a governance perspective.

THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

From the MDGs to the SDGs

While the UNGC reflects a voluntary initiative, the SDGs do not constitute a standard or 
initiative to which corporations can sign up (although firms can support them). The SDGs 
reflect the UN’s agenda for sustainable development until the year 2030 (based on a General 
Assembly resolution adopted on September 25, 2015; A/RES/70/1). The SDGs consist of 17 
goals (see Table 15.1) to which 169 specific targets are attached. Much like the UNGC, the 
SDGs follow a multi-stakeholder model. The Resolution therefore emphasizes that: “Our 
journey will involve Governments as well as parliaments, the United Nations system and other 
international institutions, local authorities, indigenous peoples, civil society, business and 
the private sector, the scientific and academic community – and all people” (United Nations, 
2015a: 12). While this certainly improves the ability of the SDGs to address social and envi-
ronmental problems, it also creates significant coordination costs and can potentially weaken 
the accountability structure underlying the Goals.

The SDGs build on the MDGs, which reflected the UN’s development agenda for the 
2000‒2015 time period. Research assessed the MDGs in different ways. While some acknowl-
edged that the MDGs were important because they helped to “promote global awareness, polit-
ical accountability, improved metrics, social feedback, and public pressures” (Sachs, 2012: 
2206), others have pointed out that it was precisely the lack of accountability (for example, of 
aid agencies and governments) that weakened these Goals (Black & White, 2004; Fukuda-Parr, 
2004). Another key critique of the MDGs was the top-down donor-driven process of their 
development; a process which virtually excluded any broader consultation or even citizen 
participation (Fukuda-Parr, 2012: 11‒13). It was thus not surprising that businesses did not 
enthusiastically embrace the MDGs or even related them to their responsible management 
efforts. Although there was fierce debate around whether and to which degree the MDGs 
were reached (United Nations, 2015b), some scholars highlighted that instead of debating goal 
achievement it is more important to discuss in how far the MDGs redefined development and 
aligned relevant practices with neoliberal thinking and acting (Ilcan & Phillips, 2010).

From a responsible management perspective, it is noteworthy that the SDGs make explicit 
reference to the concept of sustainable development (Griggs et al., 2013). While the MDGs 
were still mostly focused on traditional development targets, such as eradicating poverty and 
improving education and health, the SDGs acknowledge more clearly that social, environ-
mental and economic development interact (Sachs, 2012). In other words, the SDGs reflect 
triple-bottom-line management at large scale and with significant scope. Unlike the MDGs, 
which still followed a “silo approach” towards international development (Hazlewood, 
2015), the SDGs acknowledge the interconnected nature of problems and solutions. Such 
a systems-based perspective on sustainable development allows it to cope with two key chal-



Table 15.1 The UN Sustainable Development Goals

Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere
Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture
Goal 3 Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages
Goal 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all
Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
Goal 6 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
Goal 7 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all

Goal 8
Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for 
all

Goal 9 Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation
Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries
Goal 11 Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
Goal 12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
Goal 13 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts
Goal 14 Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development

Goal 15
Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat 
desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss

Goal 16
Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build 
effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels

Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development
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lenges: (1) social-economic dynamics and ecosystem conditions influence each other (Levy 
& Lichtenstein, 2012) and (2) environmental problems are interconnected in various ways 
because natural systems exhibit non-linear characteristics (Whiteman et al., 2013).

Scholars from different disciplines have criticized the SDGs. One widespread critique con-
cerns the process of development and hence the legitimacy of the Goals. While it is clear that 
the “2030 Agenda process represented an unprecedented level of outreach to citizens” (Fox & 
Stoett, 2016: 569), it is unclear how much of this input was really considered while drafting 
the 17 Goals (see also Yiu & Saner, 2014). Fox and Stoett (2016) conclude that despite efforts 
to democratize relevant decision-making processes, the overall framework was ultimately 
decided by intergovernmental negotiations. Another critique concerns the scale and scope of 
the SDGs. In 2015, The Economist famously criticized the SDGs as reflecting “ambitions on 
a Biblical scale, and not in a good way” (The Economist, 2015: 14) The UN itself defends the 
high number of Goals and long list of indicators by pointing to the fact that the SDGs reflect 
a broad and encompassing agenda for sustainable development (United Nations, 2015a).

Some scholars have criticized that at least some of the SDGs do not hang together very well 
(Le Blanc, 2015) or even be contradictory (Spaiser et al., 2017). For instance, while the UN 
Resolution conceptualizes economic growth as a foundation for development (see para 27 in 
particular), it does not discuss in how far such growth can undermine some of the ecological 
and social Goals. It can therefore be argued that the SDGs assume the existence of an almost 
universal “business case” for sustainable development – a scenario in which economic and 
environmental/social objectives are always aligned. However, research in responsible man-
agement shows that such a business case is not always present, and that, in fact, reflections 
on firms’ responsibility and sustainability are most needed whenever there are no financial 
incentives to act (Vallentin & Spence, 2017; Rasche, 2018).
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The UNGC and the SDGs

There are many connecting elements between the UNGC and the SDGs. First and foremost, 
the SDGs explicitly call on businesses to contribute to the 17 Goals, while the MDGs did not 
clearly realize the role of the private sector within international development. Much like the 
UNGC’s ten principles, the SDGs provide a common framework to set priorities vis-à-vis 
sustainable development and to align the expectations and strategies of different stakeholders. 
So far, we know very little about how exactly the business community engages with the SDGs. 
What is clear at this stage is that commitment to the SDGs is very much framed around the 
“business case” for responsible management. For instance, the guide for business action on 
the SDGs emphasizes that the Goals can be used to identify business opportunities and to 
“strengthen the economic incentives for companies to use resources more efficiently” (GRI, 
UNGC, & WBCSD, 2018: 4). Although such a framing is certainly attractive to businesses, it 
may also limit their potential contribution. What happens, for instance, if a company cannot 
make a business case for its engagement with one of the 17 Goals? Should the company then 
simply ignore the Goal even though it could in principle make a contribution? Unlike with the 
UNGC, which requires firms to live up to all ten principles, companies do not need to commit 
to all SDGs. One consequence of this could be that firms start to “cherry pick” those Goals 
that can be addressed in the easiest way and for which a clear business case exists (Richardson, 
2017).

One important area where the UNGC and the SDG overlap is partnerships. Multi-stakeholder 
partnerships are viewed as the primary implementation vehicle for the SDGs (see SDG No. 
17). SDG target 17.16 specifies this by stating that the goal needs to be to “[e]nhance the global 
partnership for sustainable development, complemented by multi-stakeholder partnerships 
that mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources” (United 
Nations, 2015a: 27). Research has started to explore the conditions that would enable such 
type of partnerships. Fowler and Biekart (2017), for instance, show that due to the complexity 
of the anticipated partnerships, there is a need for interlocutors (for example, secretariats, 
platforms, focal points) that make partnerships work well and that align different projects with 
each other. Given the complexity of the 17 Goals and their interrelated nature, such interloc-
utors seem inevitable to enable partnerships that produce relevant outcomes. Cormier (2016) 
shows the need to consider the role of international organizations – like the World Bank, the 
UN, and the International Labour Organization – as important participants and coordinators 
of relevant partnerships. The study demonstrates that international organizations’ potential to 
shape partnerships depends on how well their political constraints and their internal organiza-
tional processes (which are needed to address these constraints) are aligned.

FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA

The UNGC and the SDGs provide an exciting empirical context for future scholarly work in 
the area of responsible management. The following areas of research are not meant to desig-
nate a conclusive list. Rather, they point to areas of scholarly inquiry within the responsible 
management domain that have been either neglected so far or that relate to recent develop-
ments within the UNGC and SDGs or UN-business relations more generally.
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Future Research on the UNGC

One important research area, which has been mostly neglected by responsible management 
scholars so far, are delistings from the UNGC (see Knudsen, 2011 and Rasche et al., 2018 for 
exceptions). While we have reached a good understanding of what type of firms are delisted, 
we can only speculate why these firms decide to leave the initiative. As the vast majority of 
delisted firms are SMEs, this provides an opportunity for those scholars who have focused on 
responsible management in small and family-owned firms (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). Case 
study research can unpack the unique context of such firms and show why they decided to 
leave the UNGC. For instance, as these firms usually do not have dedicated organizational 
units to manage their engagement with the UNGC, it is likely that interest in the initiative 
vanishes if committed individuals leave the company or that there is a lack of moral reflexive 
practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). For larger firms such employee turnover is unproblem-
atic, as they maintain sufficient staff in units that deal with responsible management. Research 
in this direction can particularly look into the relevance of resource dependence theory (for 
example, to model the link between a firm’s stock of resources and delisting decisions) as 
well as legitimacy theory (for example, to theorize which type of firms profit from legitimacy 
spillover effects; see also Haack et al., 2014).

A second area of future research on the UNGC concerns the role of the individual leader. 
While we have many macro-level assessments of the UNGC’s role in global governance and 
also literature that discusses organizational implementation mechanisms, we have almost 
no knowledge about how individual leaders engage with the initiative. To fully grasp the 
relevance of such micro-level research it is important to realize that the UNGC is designed as 
a CEO-driven initiative. It is CEOs who sign the letter that enroll a company in the UNGC, 
and it is also CEOs who have to produce a statement of continued support in the annual COP 
report. Future research needs to study in how far CEOs really engage with the initiative, and 
what distinguishes those leaders that actively participate from those who do not. Such research 
can connect to studies of top management’s involvement in responsible decision-making 
(Chin et al., 2013; Prahalad, 2010) as well as the design of relevant incentive systems (Hilliard, 
2013). Theoretically speaking, practice theory can help to uncover the situational embedded-
ness and performativity of relevant CEO practices (Reckwitz, 2002). Such theoretical work 
would consider more closely that it is the situational enactment of social practices (e.g. signing 
progress reports) through CEOs and other actors that matters most when analyzing the micro 
foundations of UNGC commitment. Such work would also require studying more closely how 
responsible management is embedded into managerial jobs and relevant processes (see e.g. 
Abrams, 1951; Verkerk et al., 2001).

Future Research on the SDGs

Future research on the SDGs can relate to existing scholarly work in responsible management 
in a number of ways. First, the extensive work on cross-sector partnerships (Selsky & Parker, 
2005) can provide much-needed insights into how SDG17 can be addressed. While we have 
gained a good deal of knowledge about business–NGO and business–government partner-
ships, we know relatively little about specific partnership projects that involve corporations 
and UN agencies (for an exception see Reed & Reed, 2009). The SDGs are likely to create 
a diverse set of partnership projects, many of which will involve UN agencies. Currently, we 
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know little about the functional and power relationships within such partnership agreements. 
We also need to know more about what exactly motivates UN agencies to become involved 
in such projects (for example, access to knowledge and finances). Another important area 
of research is how the (often bureaucratic) internal processes of the UN system influence 
partnership projects. Are they perceived as impeding project success (for example, because 
of delayed decision processes) or are they accepted as a way to ensure legitimacy and trust?

Second, future scholarly work needs to put more focus on data partnerships that are sup-
posed to support the implementation of the SDGs. For instance, global IT giants like Twitter 
have started to work with the UN in different ways to produce more timely development 
data. Consider the following brief example. The UN Global Pulse initiative analyzed large 
amounts of tweets commenting on the price of rice in Indonesia. The analysis showed that the 
quantity of tweets on the topic followed the official inflation for the food basket in the country, 
indicating that social media data can be used as a predictor of price trends on local markets 
(Flyverbom, Madsen, & Rasche, 2017). Such collaborations raise interesting new questions, 
such as: In what ways do these partnerships change the epistemological foundations of devel-
opment data? What are the motives behind “data philanthropy” by large IT giants? In what 
ways can such partnerships produce real-time development data, which can supplement more 
traditional data sources (for example, household surveys)? How can such partnerships ensure 
the privacy of the used information? Answering questions like these will allow us to better 
understand how the SDGs can contribute to the emerging responsible management agenda.

Finally, another fundamental research challenge will be to study how the SDGs shape man-
agers’ enactment of responsible business practices. In order to study such enactment processes 
we need to know more about how managers learn about sustainability, responsibility, and 
ethics against the background of the SDGs. The “Agenda 2030” is as much an agenda for sus-
tainable development as it is an agenda for responsible management learning. Such learning 
can happen in explicit and implicit ways (Laasch, 2016), and future scholarly work needs to 
explore what can support and inhibit relevant learning practices among managers.
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16. The multinational perspective on responsible
management: managing risk-responsibility
trade-offs across borders
Rob van Tulder

1. SETTING THE SCENE: MANAGING BEYOND LEGAL
COMPLIANCE

Operating across borders adds considerable complexity to the responsible management of 
companies. Yet being a Multinational Enterprise (MNE) also creates opportunities in dealing 
with global ‘grand challenges’, such as sustainable development and climate change. Most 
general issues of responsible management contain strong and very specific international con-
notations. The public discourse on the responsible behavior of MNE managers has strongly 
been instigated by events that drew extensive international media attention: the collapse of 
a garment factory along the clothing supply chain in Bangladesh (Rana Plaza, 2013); the 
biggest industrial accident in India (Bhopal, Union Carbide, 1984); oil spills in the Gulf of 
Mexico (BP Deep Water Horizon, 2010); slavery and child labor in the cocoa chain in Ivory 
Coast (2012); corruption and human rights violations in far-away locations (Shell Nigeria, 
1995; Foxcom-Apple, 2012); selling bad mortgages and spreading risks through securitiza-
tion to other countries (origins of the global financial crisis, 2008); tax evasion in developed 
and developing countries (since 2010 topic of congressional hearings); privacy violations 
(Facebook, 2016); security and intellectual property (Huawei, 2019). In most of these cases, 
companies and their managers largely complied with the law of the country in which, or from 
which, they were operating. In strict sense, they did nothing ‘illegal’.

The role of MNEs in responsible management issues has alternately been discussed in 
varying terms. Unethical or irresponsible conduct of MNEs has been covered regarding human 
rights violations, child labor, pollution and pollution havens and transfer price manipulation. 
A growing literature is also developing in which the (potential) positive contributions of 
MNEs are stressed in support of sustainable development in general, in comparison to local 
companies, or in support of global goals. Assessing the dynamics of the interaction between 
the strategic intentions of MNE managers (the business case) and the reaction of global and 
local stakeholders (resulting in a particular business model), provides the most important 
variable for appraising the degree to which MNEs can be considered a force for positive or 
negative change.

Trigger events as the ones mentioned above have often acted as a ‘wake-up’ call. MNE 
managers came to understand that their ‘business and management as usual’ way of operating 
was no longer accepted or deemed legitimate. Many companies adopted reactive strategies 
and invested in communication activities, issues-management practices and CSR depart-
ments. In the aftermath of events, international organizations responded by issuing guidelines 
(OECD guidelines), voluntary standards (ISO 26000) and compacts (UN Global Compact). 
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Governments pioneered more strict regulation, demanded more transparency in reporting, or 
penalized companies for obvious misbehavior. Companies adopted codes of conduct, engaged 
in ‘roundtables’ (e.g. Caux, Sustainable Palm Oil/Soy), embraced trade-marks or labels (e.g. 
Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance), or developed philanthropic strategies to deal with increased 
demands for scrutiny.

It has been found, however, that reputational risk proves to be a relatively modest motiva-
tor to trigger fundamental change and implement more proactive behavior. The greater the 
‘distance’ to the trigger event – be it geographical, cultural or administrative – the weaker 
the motivation to engage in more than superficial change. Notice for instance that as of yet, 
none of the above issues has been satisfactorily resolved. The obvious consequence is that 
trust in the private sector to ‘do what is right’ has become intimately related to the persistent 
(perceived) unethical behavior of MNEs, leading to a low level of trust attributed to them for 
‘doing the right things’.

So, MNE managers face a sizable ‘promise–performance’ gap (Sethi & Schepers, 2014) 
while concurrently being accused of not ‘walking the talk’ in addressing distant issues. MNE 
managers that are nevertheless serious about their sustainability ambitions hence have to take 
up responsibilities beyond mere compliance with national laws. They recognize the need to 
develop and implement credible strategies that help them restore trust through acts of responsi-
ble management and positive contributions to society, but also encounter substantial structural 
impediments when this involves changing the organizational structure of international opera-
tions. Companies are faced with serious ‘sunk costs’ related to how they have organized their 
across-country business model, which accordingly affects the leeway for MNE managers to 
define their ‘CSR business case’. As most companies – even small and medium-sized ones – 
increasingly sell and source internationally, it no longer suffices to formulate and implement 
domestically induced CSR strategies only. Managers consequently have to decide how to 
operationalize a transition from CSR to ICR (International Corporate Responsibility) strate-
gies (Hooker & Madsen, 2004). This involves a two-sided challenge of both moving the unit 
of analysis from the organizational level to include the individual, group and processual levels 
of managing responsibly (Laasch, 2018a), and of formulating and implementing appropriate 
levels of societal responsibility in the complex environments in which MNEs are operating 
(cf. Abrams, 1951).

The international environment in which MNE managers seek to implement ICR ambitions 
confronts them with governance and circumstantial challenges (cf. Van Tulder, 2018a):

● Governance gaps: In many areas in the international arena there are no laws, only norms,
morals, guidelines and voluntary initiatives. The international governance gap creates
room for companies to adopt higher, but also lower standards of sustainability.

● Divergence: Laws between countries differ. This presents a number of problems for
responsible managers. What national law should be used as the benchmark? How domi-
nant should home country regulation be? Should companies adopt different practices per
issue and country?

● Volatility: The international environment is arguably more turbulent than the national
environment. Laws change over time. Rules and regulation in countries can become
stricter, but also more lenient How flexible and adaptive to changing circumstances should
ICR strategies be?
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An immediate consequence of increasingly challenging conditions is that MNEs present ever 
longer lists of ‘risks’ (Van Tulder & Roman, 2019). Companies can thereby adopt a reactive 
approach, in which they deal with ICR issues as risks that can be managed by embracing 
international voluntary standards. They can also take a proactive approach and appraise global 
governance gaps as an opportunity to define international strategies beyond (voluntary) inter-
national and national regulation. Responsible MNE management is consequently influenced 
by international (voluntary) regulation like the OECD Guidelines, constructed to prevent com-
panies of engaging in a ‘race to the bottom’; or by multi-stakeholder induced targets like the 
Sustainable Development Goals, designed to stimulate a ‘race to the top’. The way in which 
MNE managers deal with global sustainability challenges, defines the effectiveness of their 
responsible management approach.

This contribution aims at enriching the responsible management discourse with insights 
from the International Business and International Management literature. It provides a basic 
understanding of what actually defines a multinational enterprise and the antecedents of 
change for translating a general business case for CSR to a more specific ICR business case. 
Section 2 discusses the elemental building blocks that will be used for this ambition. Next, 
a general framework is formulated that should help researchers, managers and lecturers to 
focus on the most important stages and antecedents of transition towards higher levels of 
responsible management (section 3). The chapter concludes with threshold topics for further 
research and teaching that constitute the building blocks for a broadened theory of the MNE 
(section 4).

2. BUILDING BLOCKS OF RESPONSIBLE MNE
MANAGEMENT

The Responsible Management literature seeks to integrate sustainability, responsibility and 
ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Broadening the question to the responsible management 
operations of MNEs brings together at least three additional research traditions: International 
Business/International Management (IB/IM), International Business and Society insights (in 
particular stakeholder theory), and International Business Ethics (IBE). In IB/IM, the leading 
research question can be summarized as “what determines the international success and failure 
of firms” (Peng, 2004: 106). In B&S studies, the leading question has been centered on how 
firms should operate in interaction with society. IBE focuses on defining the ‘moral principles 
and codes’ that should be applied by business all around the world in order to distinguish 
between what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and contribute to the creation of societal value, either by 
avoiding to do harm or by doing-good (cf. Van Tulder & Van Mil, Chapter 12 in this hand-
book). There has been a growing realization that IM and IBE theory need integration (Doh et 
al., 2010) while taking the relationships with international stakeholders across borders into 
account (Veser, 2004). One particularly relevant way of integrating all these perspectives is by 
looking at the role of the ‘responsible manager’ in formulating and implementing responsible 
business models across borders (cf. Prahalad, 2010).

The interdisciplinary domain that tries to cover these overlapping fields is called International 
Corporate Responsibility (ICR) (Hooker & Madsen, 2004). Here, the leading question for 
responsible MNE management can be summarized as: ‘what determines the success and 
failure of (managers of) MNEs in designing, creating and sharing international societal value 
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in interaction with society’. The discourse nevertheless shows considerable gaps as to how 
MNE managers can strategically deal with the grand (sustainability) challenges created by the 
process of globalization. Although certain studies have discussed companies’ influence over 
specific sustainable development challenges – for instance related to poverty and inequality, 
energy and climate change or peace – recent literature reviews show that far fewer research 
efforts have examined the actual actions of individual firms in sustainable development (e.g. 
Kolk et al., 2017; Van Tulder et al., 2014). A composed research question that centers on 
the responsible MNE management task, consequently becomes: how to develop a vision and 
strategy on how companies can deal with the ‘ethics of globalization’ (Singer, 2002), how 
to link corporate responsibility and globalization (cf. Van Tulder with Van der Zwart, 2006) 
and how to manage global business activities responsibly (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). The 
associated international management challenge consecutively boils down to three closely 
related dimensions: (1) how to assess the general internationalization strategy of the company 
(international management of marketing, sourcing, location), (2) what context (stakeholders, 
culture, issues) does the manager have to reckon with, and (3) how to deal with the interaction 
between context and strategy: what distance dimensions to take into account for implementing 
responsible management decisions.

2.1 Internationalization Strategies: Managing within Diverse Business Models

Within the scientific IB-discipline, the so-called ‘internalization theory’ developed to explain 
for the logic and legitimacy of MNEs. It contends that in an imperfect world, multinational 
corporations, under certain conditions, can be considered a lesser evil when compared to 
non-multinational corporations. MNEs are asserted to correct for ‘market failure and imper-
fections’ in both national and international product markets (Buckley, 2009). The internal-
ization theory builds upon the general ‘theory of the firm’ as introduced by Coase, which 
argues that markets, in general, are not good at directing resources. Firms then are a response 
to the high cost of using markets. Many of the imperfections in international markets appear 
because of government measures like tariffs, quotas and non-tariff barriers that severely limit 
the potential for firms to profit from (open-free) international trade and exchange. MNEs have 
set up facilities around the world to internalize part of the market inside their organization and 
in doing so, potentially provide solutions to market and governance failures. If MNEs organ-
ize the interaction between headquarter and subsidiaries well, they can contribute to greater 
wealth through enhanced efficiency and greater exchange of knowledge. They face, however, 
a basic ‘liability of foreignness’ (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). Companies that internationalize 
beyond a certain stage can lose part of their competitive advantage. The effects of experience 
wear off, and more established companies often have to adapt to local circumstances much 
more than they would like to.

Accordingly, a leading discussion in extant IB studies is what degree of international 
coordination and integration is necessary for MNEs to reap a competitive advantage by inter-
nalizing markets. Globalization is considered one option, though with serious flaws (Rugman 
& Collinson, 2012). Global companies like Coca-Cola or Nike aim at reaping economies of 
scale through standardizing their production and distribution model. They rely on standardized 
markets and sales that are difficult to create on a global scale, whilst being more susceptible to 
reputational damage. Most MNEs consequently have developed ‘regional’ or ‘multi-domestic’ 
strategies – with local brands, products and production – to reach sufficient degrees of com-
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petitive advantage over local companies (Rugman & Collinson, 2012). MNEs like Unilever 
or Siemens have traditionally developed multi-domestic strategies to link to local markets and 
be accepted as a local player. Many MNEs are nevertheless still largely trading companies, 
which have the advantage of being relatively ‘foot-loose’, able to enter and leave countries in 
case of conflicts of interests.

Each of these MNE business models delineates advantages and disadvantages in dealing 
with internalization challenges and the antecedents for companies to capably manage external 
challenges of responsible business (cf. Van Tulder, 2018b). Research on the liability of for-
eignness indicates that host companies generally have a lower survival rate than local compa-
nies (Rugman & Collinson, 2012). Trading companies then will either de-internationalize or 
move to countries that are less ‘distant’, which will initially lower their profit margins. More 
locally engaged types of MNEs – if they survive – may be able to proceed by strong internal 
capability development and turn the liability into an asset (again). The company’s ability to 
become accepted as a genuine local citizen is vital in this sequence. Strategic management 
research (Crilly et al., 2016) further reiterates that the liability of foreignness is higher when 
firms take a reactive approach, focused on avoiding harmful activities that produce negative 
externalities (such as pollution and tax evasion). The liability of foreignness is minimized 
when firms engage in ICR activities that concentrate on proactive engagement in creating 
positive externalities, such as pension schemes, partnering, and inclusive growth. The way 
companies organize their ICR activities across borders also affects their social performance. 
Muller (2018) linked degrees of internationalization and financial performance for a sample 
of 1,000 MNEs with their social (CSR) performance. He found that better social performers 
enjoy higher profits at home. He also found that the financial performance of socially respon-
sible companies is initially negatively affected if they move abroad, yet improves at a faster 
rate (than average profitability) in further stages of internationalization. Past a certain point, 
which can be interpreted as the tipping point between a reactive and active phase, managers 
of the company establish a degree of pragmatic legitimacy in the international arena and the 
moral legitimacy effects of CSR kick in again, amplifying the positive effect on company 
profits (Muller, 2018).

MNEs with high degrees of internationalization that seek to make the business case for ICR 
can only achieve this when they move beyond a certain point of engagement and align with 
local stakeholders. A responsible MNE manager will take an actor perspective on the creation 
of salient business models and stakeholder relations (Laasch, 2018b). This profile fits the 
‘glocally responsible’ MNE, as defined by Laasch and Conaway (2015):

A Glocally Responsible Business (GRB) is a business that is at the same time globally and locally 
responsible, which is able to create value for stakeholders around the world and in every location, that 
actively addresses both global and local sustainability issues, and that manages global moral issues 
and intercultural ethics successfully. (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 436)

This profile, however, does not necessarily fit the management of the trading company, the 
multi-domestic company and the global company. Managers engaged in these business models 
require a different business case for ICR, or have to define more deliberate and concrete tran-
sition pathways to reach the stage of global and local responsibility.
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2.2 Contextualization: Managing Diverse Responsible Management (CSR) 
Regimes

The IB/IBE literature has added more specific observations on the interaction between busi-
ness model and home and host regulation, with a prime concern on how companies can adapt 
to a large variety of different national CSR regimes (Matten & Moon, 2008; Visser & Tolhurst, 
2010). IB/IM research in this regard commonly distinguishes between positive and negative 
ethical duties (cf. Crilly et al., 2016). Positive duties then entail making additional contribu-
tions to the well-being of society (‘doing-good’), while negative duties imply pre-empting 
negative impacts on communities and the environment (‘avoiding harm’). Most IB studies 
presuppose adaptation to regulatory frameworks, at relatively low levels of commitment (do 
no harm). How companies are positively affected by international regulation and what the 
effect is on the race to the bottom or to the top, remains largely unaddressed.

Prescriptive stakeholder theory on the ‘ethics of international business’ (Donaldson, 1989) 
and the moral obligations of managers towards their international stakeholders has been widely 
embraced. Descriptive stakeholder management theory on the actual behavior of managers, 
firms and stakeholders, however, has evolved less. At present, the approach to international 
stakeholder management tends to be largely procedural, while strategic choices for particular 
internationalization strategies are rarely specified. Where internationalization strategies are 
reckoned with, a relatively simple trichotomy is often presented between ‘global’, ‘local’ and 
‘transnational/glocal’. The latter category then relates to the ‘integrative’ solution to ethics, 
building on the ‘global-responsiveness’ grid developed by Prahalad and Doz (1987). Other 
authors in the same tradition have observed that an increasing number of companies have 
adopted formal ethics programs in a hierarchical manner aimed at internalization of organiza-
tional values (Verkerk et al., 2001). Yet the strategic repertoire of MNEs in practice is much 
broader and also shows considerable discrepancy between strategic intent and strategic reality. 
When theorists develop ‘global stakeholder’ (Carroll, 2004) or ‘global corporate citizenship’ 
models (Lodgson & Wood, 2004), they largely base their approach on the strategic intent 
of (mostly) American companies that have been frontrunners in developing global brands 
(Van Tulder, 2018b). ‘Global stakeholders’ do not represent a uniform category, but rather 
represent the cross-national organization of interests (Wartick & Wood, 1999: 104), including 
global environmental stakeholders (Greenpeace, WWF), global political stakeholders (from 
the International Communist Party to NATO), global terrorist groups or global religious 
stakeholders. The latter group is “perhaps the constituency most likely to be overlooked by US 
managers and scholars” (Wartick & Wood, 1999: 106).

Some IBE approaches take a more procedural point of view: they focus on the conflicts that 
appear along the way as MNEs organize activities across different cultures with diverging or 
conflicting values and norms (Hofstede, 2010). Donaldson (1989), for instance, examined the 
dilemmas created by differences between home and host country norms and values. He con-
cluded that while MNEs should respect fundamental human rights, they do not always have to 
apply the highest standards possible, for instance when dealing with repressive regimes. The 
perspective holds that international firms should respect principles that function as minimum 
requirements for socially, ecologically and ethically responsible corporate conduct: so-called 
‘hypernorms’. Donaldson and Dunfee (1999) identify this as the ‘moral free space’, in which 
each person, each stakeholder and each company is entitled to formulate their individual 
point of view. In particular in internal management areas, creating hypernorms – which can 
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be developed as corporate cultures of ethically and socially accountable conduct – can create 
a competitive advantage over local firms and help overcome the dilemmas of fragmentation 
that multi-domestic firms face in adapting to local norms and values.

The relevance of home, host or international stakeholders depends on the business model 
adopted by leading MNEs – often in interaction with external stakeholders. In the 1970s and 
1980s, American MNEs adopted global strategies. At that time, European MNEs primarily 
adopted multi-domestic strategies. Later on, Japanese – as well as latecomer American and 
European MNEs and newcomer Chinese and Indian MNEs – primarily implemented either 
export-oriented or regional strategies (cf. Rugman & Collinson, 2012). Only a few companies 
implemented truly ‘transnational’ strategies (Van Tulder, 2018a). Different internationaliza-
tion strategies impact differently on home and host stakeholders. A sophisticated ICR man-
agement model takes these strategic realities into account – something that has not yet been 
developed. This defines the third building block of a responsible management approach: the 
way companies have been trying to coordinate and integrate their activities over a variety of 
countries. The term used by IB scholars to cover for this, is ‘distance’.

2.3 Managing Distance and Risks-Responsibility Trade-offs1

According to Nachum and Zaheer, “[d]istance is fundamental in international business theory, 
and implicitly or explicitly occupies a central position in all its subfields” (2005: 747). The 
‘business case’ for internationalization strategies – that is, what makes an internationalization 
strategy successful – critically depends on the effective management of the various distance 
dimensions that exist between home and host countries. Extant theoretical thinking and empir-
ical testing in IB/IM has first focused on general and more operational dimensions, such as 
geographic, psychic and cultural distance. Psychic distance represents a relevant category for 
managers that have to deal with controversies related to the adopted business model across 
borders. IB research has traditionally stressed the importance of ‘cultural distance’, yet in 
practice it has been shown that ‘institutional distance’ is a much more important factor to con-
sider when managing the entry strategies of MNEs (cf. Slangen & Van Tulder, 2009). Formal 
and informal institutional distance – for instance in the relationship with emerging markets 
(Estrin et al., 2007) – tend to affect business strategies in opposite ways. The greater the insti-
tutional or administrative distance is between the home country of an MNE and a particular 
host country, the greater the challenges for the managers of an MNE subsidiary in establishing 
and maintaining their legitimacy in that host country (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). For MNE 
subsidiaries operating in host countries, legitimacy, license to operate, and CSR strategies are 
closely related (Van Tulder, 2018a).

From the IBE literature we can derive another distance dimension. Watson and Weaver 
(2003) for instance noted that the level of internationalization is strongly related to the level of 
concern company executives display towards ethical issues. Executives of international com-
panies are more aware of ethical dilemmas (Watson & Weaver, 2003: 85), which primarily 
materializes in case they open subsidiaries in developing countries (offshoring) or extend their 
outsourcing networks to weakly developed constituencies. Managing this type of ‘normative 
distance’ by modern MNEs in practice often boils down to managing ‘development distance’: 

1 A manual is available that specifies all relevant distance variables as well as the databases that can 
be used to measure a large number of relevant distance dimensions: www .robvantulder .nl.
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the bigger the development distance is between a firm’s home and host country, the bigger the 
‘moral free space’ becomes, the bigger the ethical dilemmas are, and the bigger the need for 
an integrative approach to corporate responsibilities. In case ethical dilemmas are connected 
to a large development distance, the likelihood increases that MNEs consider this a ‘company 
internal’ challenge that enables and requires a particular kind of corporate management/leader-
ship. It has been suggested that typical ‘development distance’ dilemmas – such as child labor, 
living wages and bribery – call for ‘transformational leadership’, in which managers are not 
afraid to adopt strategies and codes of conduct that may deviate from the ‘common denom-
inator’ in the sector (cf. Kolk & Van Tulder, 2005). In practice, normative and institutional 
distance require the effective management of stakeholder relations (and related issues), spread 
over a large number of countries. This prompts a final, overlapping ‘distance’ dimension to the 
equation of Responsible MNE Management: stakeholder distance.

Effectively managing each of these distance categories delineates the responsible man-
agement strategy of MNE managers. MNE managers that are confronted with the turbulence 
in the international regulatory environment and the associated risks and opportunities, must 
make realistic assessments of the context in which they have to operate. The distance between 
the home base and the various host countries defines whether the distance creates risks or 
opportunities. Three types of risks and opportunities can be distinguished: (1) operational, (2) 
strategic, and (3) sustainability risks/opportunities (Van Tulder, 2018a):

[1] Operational risk/opportunities relate, for instance, to currency risks when conducting
international business or cultural differences between the countries of operation. Dealing 
with operational risks is the ‘hygiene’ factor of doing business across borders. It presents
the difference between good and bad management and can therefore be considered the
basics of responsible MNE management. This aspect becomes more important if the
‘distance’ between home and host market increases.

[2] Strategic risk/opportunities relate to political risks which are prevalent in immature
or volatile political systems. Historically, the main concern for foreign companies in
developing countries was the risk that the state would capture their assets by expropria-
tion or nationalization. Since the 1980s, direct expropriation has practically disappeared;
governments now use more subtle measures, such as discriminatory regulations or
contracts governing an investment. Strategic risks can seriously endanger the return on
investments. The quality of regulation and measures to protect investors are good indi-
cators of how substantial these country risks are. Dealing with strategic risks implies an
active approach to relationships with primary stakeholders such as governments.

[3] Sustainability risks/opportunities relate to the license to operate and experiment (cf.
Van Tulder & Van Mil, Chapter 12 in this handbook) the firm can obtain, particularly
in its host markets and always involves the firm’s corporate responsibilities embedded
in the relationships with primary and societal stakeholders. Responsible MNE managers
have operationalized this license by developing frugal products for the ‘bottom of the
pyramid’ (Sinkovics et al., 2014), thereby creating growth opportunities in yet under-
served markets (Prahalad, 2010).

Generally speaking, the larger the development distance, the more sustainability risks must be 
taken into account. In developing countries, the most salient sustainability risks are associated 
with poverty and income inequality. The challenge for managers – as traders or investors – is 
to effectively manage risks and opportunities concurrently. Various distance dimensions are 
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simultaneously relevant and must be managed in real time. Understanding the influence of 
distance is important during all stages of business, because of its immediate relation with 
transaction costs and risk/responsibility management strategies. Combining various distance 
dimensions creates additional insights for managers.

Consequently, there are two main preconditions for international success in designing and 
implementing ICR-management strategies:

● Selecting a proper portfolio of countries: This can be considered a function of the rel-
ative distance towards specific host countries. The portfolio should not only be properly
managed, but also be superior to that of direct competitors; present and future country
portfolios are linked through transition trajectories.

● Managing operational, strategic and sustainability risks concurrently: This is a bal-
ancing act between international risks and responsibilities.

MNEs have increasingly tried to cover distance-related trade-offs, largely by conceiving of 
these as risks. The average number of risks disclosed in the annual reports of a sample of 
70 MNEs, for instance, has been found to have more than doubled from 2002 to 2012 (Van 
Tulder & Roman, 2019). This applied to operational and strategic risks, but strikingly also to 
sustainability risks – of which environmental, corruption, and reputation risks were found to 
be the fastest growing and to which most of the MNEs involved showed a relatively reactive 
attitude (Van Tulder & Roman, 2019).

3. MOVING BEYOND REGULATION: STRATEGIC
TRANSITION STAGES

Operating across borders always involves a combination of risk-evasion and risk-taking strat-
egies. Ultimately, successful entrepreneurship is about turning risks into opportunities while 
minimizing risks during implementation. Internal coordination can partly cover operational 
risks, but strategic and sustainability risks cannot be dealt with by internal measures alone. The 
bigger the economic and administrative distance, the greater the social challenges become and 
the more firms should thus include development distance into their management models. The 
larger the development gap between home and host country, the more MNE managers will be 
expected to contribute to solving development issues such as poverty and food insecurity. This 
is increasingly the case for companies that not only trade, but also invest in other countries. 
While a wholly owned subsidiary might be preferable from a risk-management perspective, 
a joint venture may be the preferred option from a responsibility point of view. All firms that 
are engaged in less-developed countries are faced with issues such as heterogeneous market 
structures, financial constraints of clients, underdeveloped distribution networks, data scar-
city, poor infrastructure, and low levels of education. Here, managers should consider how to 
balance risks and responsibilities in everything they do and what transition pathways to engage 
in when moving from one stage of responsible management to another.

Stages models of responsible management across borders are generally taken from the 
general CSR literature and applied to an international context. Extant CSR literature has 
focused on different stages that companies can adopt when moving towards higher levels of 
responsibility (Maon et al., 2010; Kolk & Mauser, 2002). They typically respond to the mana-
gerial demand for clear-cut ‘how-to’ models that provide managers some reference regarding 
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at what step of the transition they are, or should be at in order to be called ‘best-practice’ or 
‘best-in-class’. In general, the stages literature defines four phases (Hengelaar, 2017) of CSR: 
inactive, reactive, active and proactive. Each has a different focus on the rationale and business 
case for sustainability and is linked to four different value propositions and managerial inten-
tions, related to different meanings of the CSR acronym (Van Tulder, 2018a):

● Stage 1: inactive/passive responsibility attitude – Corporate Self Responsibility (CSR as
cost-minimization strategy);

● Stage 2: reactive attitude – Corporate Social Responsiveness (CSR as brand and reputation
strategy);

● Stage 3: active attitude – Corporate Social/Strategic Responsibility (CSR as strategic niche
strategy);

● Stage 4: pro-active attitude – Corporate Sustainable/Societal Responsibility (CSR as new
economy strategy, aimed at solving systemic failure).

For each of these layers of corporate and managerial action, the CSR discourse has shown 
that there are solid business cases in ever-increasing levels of commitment, different degrees 
of having and taking responsibility, and different types of engagement with stakeholders. The 
transition from one stage to another does not necessarily represent an evolutionary or accumu-
lative pattern. Research on dominant transition patterns shows different dynamics, managerial 
motivations and conditions under which the transition can be successfully organized (Van 
Tulder, 2018a). The transition from stage 1 to 2 is generally activated by an external trigger 
event that affects the reputation of the company (see section 1). The transition from stage 2 to 
3 requires an ‘internal alignment’ of capacities to be financially sustainable. For MNEs, this 
stage involves changes in the internal coordination and integration (Prahalad & Doz, 1987) 
of the company and a strategic rethinking of the position in international value chains. The 
transition from stage 3 to 4 necessitates ‘external alignment’ with primary and secondary 
stakeholders in key societal issues that the company considers vital to address – since no 
company can thrive in a society that fails.

Responsible MNE management can be addressed as the responsible management of dis-
tance: how to take all relevant distance dimensions into account and link them to a resilient 
business model across borders, in which companies can combine efficiency (internalization of 
markets) with serving societal needs (adding value). Figure 16.1 presents the basic ingredients 
of a model that defines the relevant dimensions and two effects that need explication: (1) Home 
and host country interactions are mediated by a variety of distance measures that depend on the 
decision in what CSR regimes to locate through Foreign Direct Investment, and from where 
to source (company internal and external trade relations). In turn, (2) the nature of home–host 
country interactions is affected by ICR initiatives by international institutions (e.g. OECD; 
UN), which also influence the degree of convergence/divergence between distinct national 
CSR regimes, depending on the adoption of international standards by national governments.

3.1 International Business Models as the Interaction between Home and Host 
Regimes

In MNE strategies, four general approaches can be distinguished, each with: (a) a typical 
stakeholder approach in home and host countries, (b) a specific relationship to distance as an 
intermediary variable (based on the portfolio of activities spread over countries), and (c) room 
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of manoeuvre for responsible managers to move to different levels of internationalization and 
organizational responsibility (the ICR business case). The different distance dimensions define 
the relative weight of the influence exerted by either host or home countries on the success of 
the company’s implemented business model (Van Tulder, 2010):

● The Trading company – with a prime responsibility to its home-based stakeholders.
Managing this business model requires strong coordination and integration from the home
base. Stakeholder relationships are dominantly directed at primary stakeholders (custom-
ers and governments) that can influence the firm’s market position. Geographic issues of
international responsibility only indirectly affect operations. Companies primarily face
operational risks–responsibility trade-offs. International Responsible Management can
then be understood as ‘Indirect International Corporate Responsibility’. Managers can still
take responsibility for global issues, but are less likely to do so.

● The Multi-domestic company – with a dispersed responsibility to all countries in which
it operates. This business model represents a typical ‘matrix’ company with limited inter-
national coordination and integration. Relevant distance categories include cultural and
institutional dimensions. Companies face both operational and strategic risks–responsibil-
ity trade-offs. International Responsible Management in practice becomes ‘International
Corporate Responsiveness’. A matrix-like organization tends to create considerable coor-
dination problems for responsible management.

● The Global company – with a responsibility to primary and secondary ‘global stakehold-
ers’ as defined by Carroll (2004). This business model requires coordination at a global
level, without special reference to the home base. Relevant distance categories include
cultural, administrative and stakeholder dimensions. MNEs face strategic and sustaina-
bility risks/responsibility trade-offs. ICR becomes ‘International Corporate/Competitive
Responsibility’ and is the most susceptible for guidelines and codification efforts of
international NGOs and international organizations. For this type of company, global
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stakeholders and global (universal) norms are highly relevant, but also controversial if the 
distance between home and host countries’ values is high. MNE managers that are serious 
about ‘doing-good’ approaches, will look for global stakeholders to develop universal 
approaches to sustainability issues with a direct bearing on their competitive position (e.g. 
Roundtable of Sustainable Palm Oil; Marine Stewardship Council). Whether universal 
‘one size fits all’ approaches are acceptable to a wide variety of local and global stakehold-
ers can however be disputed.

● The Glocal or Transnational company – combines a global responsibility approach with
local responsiveness to stakeholders and local issues (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1989). This busi-
ness model has a globally coordinated strategy that is locally integrated with primary and
secondary stakeholders, which requires sizable coordination activities and a strategic and
very flexible management of stakeholder relationships around the world. All distance cat-
egories are relevant, in particular normative, stakeholder and developmental distance. The
Glocal Company comes closest to the GBR-principle of Laasch and Conaway (2015), but
is extremely difficult to establish. One way of approaching this ambition is to adopt global
goals – like the Sustainable Development Goals – that aim at realization of universally
endorsed goals and require multi-stakeholder engagement, without specifying the exact
road to take or the partnership constellation to adopt (Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2018).

Interpreted as transition stages from one MNE business model to another, different distance 
dimensions have to be managed in order to effectively deal with risk–responsibility trade-offs. 
In case MNE managers seek to move from a negative duty approach (avoid doing harm) to 
a positive duty approach (doing-good), they face an organizational ‘fit’ challenge that relates 
to the management of four types of portfolios (cf. Van Tulder, 2018b):

1. Product and services portfolio
2. Country portfolio (as markets and supply bases)
3. Issues portfolio (which they face across borders)
4. Partnership portfolio: how to manage stakeholder relations.

Aligning these related portfolios delineates the room of maneuver for MNE managers. The 
business case for ICR develops along comparable transition trajectories and value propositions 
as the general discussion on CSR, but with international organizational and strategic dimen-
sions that define particular coordination and integration challenges and, ultimately, the degree 
to which issues can be defined as ‘risk’ or as ‘opportunity’. The business case for ICR thus 
depends on the type of organization (business model) that can be implemented by companies. 
Table 16.1 illustrates how the general business case for CSR can be operationalized in a busi-
ness case for ICR.

3.2 Facilitating the Transition: Which International Initiatives to Support?

The international arena provides additional opportunities to deal with the transition challenge 
as defined in section 3.1. The extent to which the international space can be considered to be 
open, non-regulated or ‘ambiguous’, depends on the degree of convergence and divergence 
between national governments operating in this space. Countries often compete on regulation 
in order to provide incentives for companies to invest in or trade with them. If countries 
converge to the lowest denominator on sustainability issues, this creates a race to the bottom, 



Table 16.1 Four levels of operationalizing responsible management

The business case for CSR → The business case for ICR
Stage/ 
Tier

Management attitude related to 
generic strategy (how to earn 
money by being responsible)

CSR acronym, 
translates as:

Mediating international 
organization

ICR acronym, translates as:

1 Inactive:
Cost-minimization

Corporate-Self 
Responsibility

Trading company International Indirect 
Corporate Responsibility

2 Reactive:
Reputation and good-will: 
brand-image value

Corporate social 
Responsiveness

Multi-domestic MNE International Corporate 
Responsiveness

3 Active:
Competitive product and entry 
strategy

Corporate Strategic/
Social Responsibility 

Global MNE International Competitive 
Responsibility

4 Pro-active:
Societal impact; new economy

Corporate Sustainable/
societal Responsibility

Glocal/
Transnational MNE

International Community 
Responsibility
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which tends to reinforce reactive ICR strategies. This fear has materialized for issues like 
ecology (creation of pollution havens), taxation (tax havens) and social affairs (labor rights 
violations). If countries converge to higher standards of sustainability, they can encourage 
a race to the top in support of more active ICR strategies. International initiatives can stimu-
late the institututional and regulatory convergence on sustainability issues between countries. 
These rarely include supranational rules; most international governance is susceptible to 
negotiation and voluntary agreements. Voluntary agreements can create level playing fields or 
provide a positive stimulus for companies to embrace higher ambitions for sustainability. In 
the international arena, a number of international organizations and initiatives have developed 
that aim at either preventing a race to the bottom or stimulating a race to the top (Table 16.2).

Initiatives aimed at preventing a race to the bottom have been considered only moderately 
successful and supportive of relatively reactive approaches. Governments initiate most of 
these initiatives and implementation is considered patchy at best. More recently, the global 
governance gap is being filled with multi-stakeholder initiatives in which representatives of 
civil society, firms, and governments participate. These initiatives are often voluntary, such 
as the ISO 26000 guideline (which specifies how to implement sustainable business models). 
New kinds of global initiatives are being taken that not only build upon multi-stakeholder 
approaches, but also explicitly call upon countries to translate specific (quantifiable) ambi-
tions into official policy. Prominent examples are the UN Climate Change conference (‘Paris 
Agreement’) and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Even when regulation and 
implementation around the world diverges, a global agreement creates a common minimum 
reference to monitor the extent to which the race to the bottom can be stopped.

MNE managers consequently have two basic approaches at their disposal:

1. A relatively reactive approach, in which their companies abide by international voluntary
regulation (e.g. OECD Guidelines; Ruggie General Principles on Human Rights). Most of
these criteria are based on the ‘do no harm’ principle and aim at limiting risk factors related
to the international organization of operations. It will help MNE managers to deal with
basic ICR challenges as a ‘risk’, but not support them in seizing opportunities.



Table 16.2 Exemplary international initiatives since 2010 and behavioral aims

Aimed at preventing a ‘race to the bottom’:
Tier 1 and 2

Aimed at stimulating a ‘race to the top’:
Tier 3 and 4

OECD Guidelines on Multinationals
UN Global Compact
UN (Ruggie) General Principles on Human Rights
PARIS Climate Agreement
OECD: Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) project
Publish what you Pay campaign

ISO 26000
GRI: G3, G4
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD)
Business and Sustainable Development Commission (WEF)
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2. A more strategic and (pro)active approach beyond legal and moral obligations in both
home and (some) host bases, by setting up new ‘rules of the game’ that contribute to the
(global) ‘common good’, preferably together with other stakeholders.

MNEs that consider ICR as a risk-category have been found to predominantly adopt the 
reactive approach (at tier 1 and 2). Frontrunner MNEs that have adopted a proactive strategy 
not only have embraced the SDGs, but have also invested in creating an inducive regulatory 
environment in the countries of operations. The number of MNEs that is developing this 
approach is increasing, but the amount that is actually able to implement this strategy still 
proves relatively small (Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2018). Mastering the dynamics of transi-
tion trajectories – in a multiple-stakeholder environment – as portrayed in Figure 16.1, should 
help managers to map the challenge.

4. CONCLUSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH

This contribution has tried to move the International Corporate Responsibility (ICR) discus-
sion to a more managerial level by discussing a number of conditions and threshold concepts 
that MNE managers need to consider when they aim to steer their company to higher levels of 
responsibility, while taking a realistic perspective that reckons with previous portfolio deci-
sions. By taking a more managerial approach, the chapter provides a new take on the classic 
‘Theory of the MNE’, and also provides ample opportunities for future research in the domain 
of International Management.

Classic MNEs are a response to the high costs of using markets as an exchange mechanism 
of economic value in a complex world. MNEs set up facilities around the world to internalize 
part of the market inside their organization. They potentially provide solutions to market and 
governance failures. If MNEs organize the interaction between headquarters and subsidiaries 
well, they can contribute to greater wealth through enhanced efficiency and exchange of 
knowledge. Ethical theory adds an important dimension to this argument: in an imperfect 
world in which norms and values compete, MNEs can also internalize norms and in doing so 
create an environment that solves some of the rivalries between cultures, norms, and values. 
MNEs are in a position to create a normative free space that can enhance sustainable ways 
beyond competition for national systems and cultures. By aligning the internal organization 
with the norms and values of external stakeholders, MNE managers can give substance to their 
international responsibilities. If MNE managers do this right, MNEs can also be considered 
a force for good. An extended theory of the multinational enterprise therefore looks at both 



Figure 16.2 Extended theory of the MNE
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internal and external alignment dimensions, defines the trade-offs between risk and respon-
sibility, and seeks to assess whether the synthesis, as created by a particular company, adds 
value (Figure 16.2).

The theoretical notion derived from IB thinking is that MNEs potentially add efficiency to 
the actual operation of global capitalism by the ‘internalization of markets’ across borders. 
It can now be complemented with the ethical notion that MNEs potentially add equity and 
fairness to the actual operation by the ‘internalization of norms’ through effective stakeholder 
management. The responsible MNE manager aims at creating a synthesis between both lines 
of argument. Consequently, the challenge for Responsible Management is to combine both 
perspectives, without compromising on the main ambition for Responsible MNE-Management 
research: ‘what determines the success and failure of (managers of) Multinational Enterprises 
in designing, creating and sharing international societal value in interaction with society’.

Threshold concepts that are needed in this query and that were introduced in this contribu-
tion require further empirical testing and elaboration. They include: (a) the management of 
distance, that (b) contributes to the production of global public goods, (c) through external 
stakeholder engagement and partnership approaches, (d) that are not based on philanthropy, 
but integrated in core activities, and (e) are linked to sophisticated combinations of business 
cases (intent) and business model (realization), that (f) can take many shapes, depending on the 
conditions of the company, the global economy, the influence of stakeholders and the issues 
addressed. Ultimately, the litmus test of all these efforts and the basis for a legitimate claim 
of MNEs to develop strategies and regain trust, is the impact that these efforts have on global 
issues like climate change, poverty, hunger, income inequality and tax evasion.

In conclusion, the scientific discourse on the corporate responsibility of MNEs is rela-
tively biased towards a ‘negative frame’. This has affected the managerial discourse, which 
is strongly biased towards CSR as ‘risk management’ and ‘avoid doing harm’ frames. The 
overall topic of sustainable development is only generally addressed, and hardly ever from the 
perspective of MNEs and MNE managers or from the angle of actual impact of specific gov-
ernance patterns and CSR orientations of companies. Slowly, a ‘do good’ literature is develop-
ing on how MNEs can contribute to sustainable development, but still at a very general level of 
analysis. At a more topical level, the focus has been on the ‘bottom of the pyramid’, but mostly 
fragmented or based on dispersed case studies. Only recently has the potential contribution of 
MNEs to the positive agenda of the SDGs at the managerial level been initiated. Filling the 
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gaps in the extant discourse on responsible MNE management consequently requires attention 
for the following topics for managers:

● How to move from reactive and adaptive approaches, to more active and institution-creating 
initiatives.

● How to take different business models and related business cases for ICR into account,
without the suggestion of evolutionary stages.

● How to consider not only ‘negative duty’ and negative frames, but also make and organize
the business case for ‘doing-good’ and developing global public goods.

● How to reckon with interaction effects between home and host countries and develop
a more dynamic model of internationalization processes.

● How to define the importance of international regulatory initiatives.
● How to distinguish between various stakeholders: global, regional, national, local.
● How to prevent a ‘race to the bottom’ and enhance a ‘race to the top’.
● How to link intention and realization of responsible management models in an imperfect

and volatile world.

This ambition defines a research and teaching agenda for many years to come.

REFERENCES

Abrams, F. W. (1951). “Management’s responsibilities in a complex world”, Harvard Business Review, 
29(3): 29‒34.

Bartlett, C. A. & Ghoshal, S. (1989). Managing Across Borders: The Transnational Solution. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press.

Buckley, P. (2009). “The internalisation theory of the multinational enterprise: A review of the progress 
of a research agenda after 30 years”, Journal of International Business Studies, 40(9): 1563–1580.

Carroll, A. B. (2004). “Managing ethically with global stakeholders: A present and future challenge”, 
Academy of Management Executive, 18(2): 114‒120.

Crilly, D., Ni, N. & Jiang, Y. (2016). “Do-no-harm versus do-good social responsibility: Attributional 
thinking and the liability of foreignness”, Strategic Management Journal, 37(7): 1316–1329.

Doh, J., Husted, B., Matten, D. & Santoro, M. (2010). “Ahoy there! Toward greater congruence and 
synergy between international business and business ethics theory and research”, Business Ethics 
Quarterly, 20(3): 481‒502.

Donaldson, T. (1989). The Ethics of International Business. The Ruffin Series in Business Ethics. New 
York/Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Donaldson, T. & Dunfee, T. W. (1999). “When ethics travel: The promise and peril of global business 
ethics”, California Management Review, 41(4): 45‒63.

Estrin, S., Ionascu, D. & Meyer, K. (2007). “Formal and informal institutional distance, and international 
entry strategies”, William Davidson Institute, Working Paper No. 728.

Hengelaar, G. (2017). The Proactive Incumbent: Holy Grail or Hidden Gem?, RSM Erasmus University, 
PhD dissertation.

Hofstede, G. (2010). “The GLOBE debate: Back to relevance”, Journal of International Business 
Studies, 41(8): 1339‒1346.

Hooker, J. & Madsen, P. (Eds.) (2004). International Corporate Responsibility: Exploring the Issues. 
International Management Series, Volume 3. Pittsburg: Carnegie Mellon University Press.

Kolk, A., Kourula, A. & Pisani, N. (2017). “Multinational enterprises and the Sustainable Development 
Goals: What do we know and how to proceed?”, Transnational Corporations, 24(3): 9–33.

Kolk, A. & Mauser, A. (2002). “The evolution of environmental management: From stage models to 
performance evaluation”, Business Strategy and the Environment, 11(1): 14‒31.



258  Research handbook of responsible management

Kolk, A. & Van Tulder, R. (2005). “Setting new global rules? TNCs and codes of conduct”, Transnational 
Corporations, 14(3): 1‒27.

Kostova, T. & Zaheer, S. (1999). “Organizational legitimacy under conditions of complexity: The case 
of the multinational enterprise”, Academy of Management Review, 24(1): 64‒81.

Laasch, O. (2018a). “Just old wine in new bottles? Conceptual shifts in the emerging field of responsible 
management”, CRME Working Papers, 4(1): 1‒13.

Laasch, O. (2018b). “An actor-network perspective on business models: How ‘Being Responsible’ led to 
incremental, but pervasive change”, Long Range Planning, 52(3): 406‒426.

Laasch, O. & Conaway, R. (2015). Principles of Responsible Management: Glocal Sustainability, 
Responsibility, and Ethics. Mason: Cengage.

Lodgson, J. & Wood, D. (2004). “Implementing global business citizenship: Multilevel motivations 
and an initial research agenda”. In: Hooker, J. & Madsen, P. (Eds.), International Corporate 
Responsibility: Exploring the Issues. International Management Series, Volume 3. Pittsburg: Carnegie 
Mellon University Press, pp. 423‒446.

Maon, F., Lindgreen, A. & Swaen, V. (2010). “Organizational stages and cultural phases: A critical 
review and a consolidative model of corporate social responsibility development”, International 
Journal of Management Reviews, 12(1): 20‒38.

Matten, D. & Moon, J. (2008). “‘Implicit’ and ‘explicit’ CSR: A conceptual framework for a comparative 
understanding of corporate social responsibility”, Academy of Management Review, 33(2): 404‒424.

Muller, A. (2018). “When does corporate social performance pay for international firms?”, Business & 
Society, pp. 1–35.

Nachum, L. & Zaheer, S. (2005). “The persistence of distance? The impact of technology on MNE 
motivations for foreign investment”, Strategic Management Journal, 26: 747‒767.

Peng, M. (2004). “Identifying the big question in international business research”, Journal of 
International Business Studies, 35: 99‒108.

Prahalad, C. K. (2010). “The responsible manager”, Harvard Business Review, 88(1/2): 36.
Prahalad, C. K. & Doz, Y. (1987). The Multinational Mission; Balancing Local Demands and Global 

Vision. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Rugman, A. & Collinson, S. (2012). International Business, 5th edn. New York: FT Prentice Hall.
Sethi, S. P. & Schepers, D. H. (2014). “United Nations Global Compact: The promise–performance gap”, 

Journal of Business Ethics, 122(2): 193‒208.
Singer, P. (2002). One World: The Ethics of Globalization. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Sinkovics, N., Sinkovics, R. R. & Yamin, M. (2014). “The role of social value creation in business 

model formulation at the bottom of the pyramid: Implications for MNEs?”, International Business 
Review, 23(4): 692‒707.

Slangen, A. & Van Tulder, R. (2009). “Cultural distance, political risk, or governance quality? Towards 
a more accurate conceptualization and measurement of external uncertainty in foreign entry mode 
research”, International Business Review, 18(3): 276‒291.

Van Tulder, R. (2010). Corporate Responsibilities in Turbulent Times: Challenges for the 21st Century. 
Beijing: China Economic Publishing House.

Van Tulder, R. (2018a). Business and the Sustainable Development Goals: A Framework for Effective 
Corporate Involvement. Rotterdam: Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University, RSM 
Series on Positive Change.

Van Tulder, R. (2018b). Getting all the Motives Right: Driving International Corporate Responsibility 
(ICR) to the Next Level. Rotterdam: SMO.

Van Tulder, R. & Roman, M. (2019). “Re-assessing Risk: The increasing relevance of sustainability 
risk assessments”. In: Leonidou, L. C., Katsikeas, C. S., Samiee, S. & Leonidou, C. N. (Eds.), 
Socially-Responsible International Business: Critical Issues and the Way Forward. Cheltenham, UK 
and Northampton, MA, USA: Edward Elgar Publishing, pp. 158‒184.

Van Tulder, R. with Van der Zwart, A. (2006). International Business–Society Management. London: 
Routledge.

Van Tulder, R., Verbeke, A. & Strange, R. (2014). International Business and Sustainable Development, 
Progress in International Business Research, Volume 8. Bingley: Emerald.



The multinational perspective on responsible management 259

Van Zanten, J. A. & Van Tulder, R. (2018). “Multinational Enterprises and the Sustainable Development 
goals: An institutional approach to corporate engagement”, Journal of International Business Policy, 
(1): 208‒233.

Verkerk, M. J., Leede, J. & Nijhof, A. H. (2001). “From responsible management to responsible organi-
zations: The democratic principle for managing organizational ethics”, Business and Society Review, 
4(106): 353‒379.

Veser, M. (2004). “The influence of culture on stakeholder management: Social policy implementation 
in multinational corporations”, Business & Society, 43(4): 426‒436.

Visser, W. & Tolhust, N. (Eds.) (2010). The World Guide to CSR: A Country-by-Country Analysis of 
Corporate Sustainability and Responsibility. Sheffield: Greenleaf Publishing.

Wartick, S. L. & Wood, D. J. (1999). International Business and Society. Malden: MA: Blackwell 
Publishers.

Watson, S. & Weaver, G. (2003). “How internationalization affects corporate ethics: Formal structures 
and informal management behavior”, Journal of International Management, 9(4): 75‒93.



260

17. Responsible management: an Indigenous
perspective
Jason Paul Mika, Rick Colbourne and Shamika Almeida

INTRODUCTION

Capitalism’s market-driven model of the firm combined with exponential scientific and 
technological advancement, have produced unprecedented global wealth (World Bank, 2018). 
There have been, however, unwelcome side-effects, namely the concentration of this wealth in 
a few countries and environmental degradation and impacts on human health (Barrow, 2006; 
Kiernan, 2018) which have necessitated alternative measures of human (UNDP, 2014) and 
environmental development (Costanza et al., 2017). Regardless of polarising moral postures 
about whether or not business has a responsibility to and can act against the cumulative effects 
of unabated negative externalities, managerialism is being nudged off its perch of presumed 
neutrality to one of being an active agent of change for a good and better world (Barrow, 
2006; C. M. Hall, 2019). Tentative steps characterised as responsive management (doing more 
than the minimum to help others outside the firm) have given way to general acceptance of 
responsible management as mainstream managerial discourse (Crane et al., 2008). The world 
cannot seemingly wait for the Friedmanites (those who maintain profit maximisation is the 
sole, right and proper purpose of the firm) (Friedman, 1982) and the Bowenites (those who 
maintain firms have responsibilities beyond profit maximisation) (Bowen, 2013 [1953]) to 
come to a concensus over the rightness or otherwise of the firm’s role in improving human and 
environmental conditions.

Responsible management, thus, represents an advancement in managerialism because it 
seeks to undo precarious environmental and human situations by modifying managerial con-
cepts. Yet, responsible management may be limited as an alternative to established assump-
tions about the role of the capitalistic firm, with its status as the most efficient way to organise 
scarce resources seemingly preserved, provided this ‘new way’ can be shown to be more sus-
tainable, responsible and ethical than earlier incarnations of itself. Moreover, we surmise that 
responsible management may not adequately account for an Indigenous perspective, which 
indicates responsible management has been an integral part of indigeneity, that is, Indigenous 
philosophy, identity and practice, for millennia. Importantly, Indigenous perspectives are far 
from uniform; their diversity originates from unique intergenerational relationships with the 
lands, waters and skys of their homelands.

This chapter offers an analysis of responsible management from the perspective of 
Canadian First Nation, Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and Aotearoa New 
Zealand Māori managerial discourse. The chapter begins by describing Indigenous peoples, 
their world views and values. Second, we discuss elements of responsible management and 
critique the concept. Third, we compare Indigenous and non-Indigenous firms and outline an 
Indigenous view of responsible management. Fourth, we examine responsible management 
from an Indigenous perspective with examples from Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand and 
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Canada. Finally, we conclude by discussing implications for responsible management as 
a concept and practice.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (2015) estimates that there are 
more than 370 million Indigenous people across 70 countries worldwide practising unique 
traditions and retaining social, cultural, economic and political characteristics that are dis-
tinct from those of the countries in which they live. Historically, Indigenous peoples have 
experienced colonisation, subjugation, integration and assimilation by merchants, traders, 
states and churches aimed at diminishing or eradicating Indigenous cultures, practices and 
identities (Russell, 2009). Colonisation has had the effect of depriving Indigenous peoples 
of their natural resources, undermining their cultures, languages and religions and delegiti-
mising their social economies. Postcolonial governments exacerbate these consequences by 
advancing non-Indigenous interests over those of their Indigenous peoples (Russell, 2009). 
Consequently, Indigenous peoples experience poor health, discrimination, substandard educa-
tion, loss of livelihoods and restricted access to economic opportunities (Dhir, 2015; UNDP, 
2012).

Indigenous traditions, laws and customs are the practical application of Indigenous values 
grounded in their particular experience and world view (Bear, 2000). While Indigenous 
peoples do not share identical world views, most have in common a land-based, holistic and 
relational world view that is both spiritual and material. This world view is an expression 
of identity and culture that informs a community’s values and activity (Kuokkanen, 2011; 
Wuttunee, 2004). Indigenous world views are founded on an active recognition of the inter-
connection, interrelationship and interdependency of people and the natural and spiritual 
realms. A relational world view positions Indigenous peoples as stewards of the land with 
a responsibility to ensure all of their interactions are sustaining and respectful. In this, they 
are obliged to care for, respect, conserve and promote the wellbeing of flora, fauna and people 
within their traditional territories (Colbourne, 2017a; Kuokkanen, 2011; Spiller et al., 2011; 
Walters & Takamura, 2015; Wuttunee, 2004).

Harris and Wasilewski (2004) position responsibility as one of a combination of four core 
values that form the basis of indigeneity, a dynamic alternative world view derived from 
Indigenous knowledge. As Harris and Wasilewski (2004) explain, first, “relationship is the 
kinship obligation”, which is the notion that everything (all living and nonliving things) and 
everyone (human beings), is valued for their contribution (p. 492). Second, “responsibility is 
the community obligation”, which manifests as an obligation for humans to care for all things, 
animate and inanimate, as kin (p. 492). Third, “reciprocity is the cyclical obligation”, which 
arises in nature, life and relationships as dynamic and recurring (p. 493). And fourth, “redistri-
bution is the sharing obligation” whose purpose is balancing and rebalancing relationships, in 
which generosity is highly valued (p. 493). Harris and Wasilewski (2004: 496) argue that these 
values are “manifestations of caring relationships”, creating a dialogic space for Indigenous 
wisdom to have impact with a broader audience. This is the 4R’s model of indigeneity. The 
four core values exist in a dynamically repetitive process of community continuity (Dostilio 
et al., 2012).
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RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Responsible management has emerged as a prescription for modifying managerialism (a belief 
in the manager’s ability to organise and achieve shared purposes) in ways that improve soci-
etal, environmental and human outcomes of organisational activity. Three global initiatives 
demonstrate its discursive momentum: (1) the United Nations Global Compact, an invitation 
for firms worldwide to voluntarily align their activities toward 10 principles of human rights, 
labour rights, environment and anticorruption (United Nations, 2010); (2) the Principles for 
Responsible Management Education (PRME), which seek to guide educators on training 
future managers on principles of sustainable and inclusive economic development; and (3) 
guidance on how firms can respect and uphold Indigenous rights, in particular, the right to 
self-determination in social, economic and political development under the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Katene & Taonui, 2018; United Nations, 
2013).

Responsible management extends conventional ideas on the role of the manager and the 
management process to embrace a multiplicity of means and ends. Laasch and Conaway 
(2015: 25) define responsible management as an approach to management, which “assumes 
responsibility for the triple bottom-line (sustainability), stakeholder value (responsibility), and 
moral dilemmas (ethics)”. The ‘nirvana’ of this approach, therefore, is a firm which embraces, 
integrates and demonstrates sustainability (social, environmental and economic value are 
optimised), responsibility (overall stakeholder value, not just shareholder value, is optimised), 
and ethicality (ethical decision-making and moral excellence) (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). 
This approach requires firms and managers to pursue purposes greater than their own, to 
incorporate within the management process multiple forms of value creation, measurement 
and distribution, and to make decisions and achieve results that are not only efficient and 
effective, but are socially, environmentally and morally favourable. The role of the manager 
just got a little more interesting.

Responsible management involves adopting an interpersonal orientation toward action and 
interaction that promotes respect for and accountability to community and others (Hibbert & 
Cunliffe, 2015). Responsible management is about being connected, involved and engaged. It 
is about assembling and deploying teams, assuming long-term perspectives and configuring 
organisations with care (Mintzberg et al., 2002). It is about developing and managing firms 
that generate community prosperity through combining economic development with social 
generosity (Mintzberg et al., 2002). Responsible firms and managers are aware of their 
reciprocal nature and influence. When viewed from a managerialist perspective, reciprocity in 
Western discourse is considered a moral condition of the employment relationship couched in 
terms of organisational citizenship. Alvesson and Willmott (2012) describe collective respon-
sibility as a “developed awareness of our social interconnectedness and, thus, a realization of 
how our collective responsibilities extend to our husbandry of the planet” (p. 22).

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AND THE INDIGENOUS FIRM

We define responsible management as rationalising and operationalising Indigenous knowl-
edge systems and lifeways within culturally, physically and spiritually embedded firms to 
achieve purposes of benefit to Indigenous peoples. For Indigenous firms and managers, this 
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may involve pursuing objectives that promote sustainability and reciprocity, being accounta-
ble to the community within which the venture is embedded (Colbourne, 2017a) and forming 
enterprises that attempt to mitigate Indigenous social issues and leverage global support 
(Gladu, 2016; Sengupta et al., 2015). Klemm Verbos et al. (2017) highlight the precarity 
of indigeneity with examples of intersections of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in 
business where success is assessed by the degree to which there is a collision, coexistence or 
coincidence between Indigenous and non-Indigenous rights.

Indigenous firms are organisations predominantly owned by Indigenous peoples and may 
be managed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples for Indigenous purposes (Mika et al., 
2019a; Mika & O'Sullivan, 2014). Indigenous firms induce and exhibit variation in organisa-
tional purpose, process and outcomes because of their embeddedness within Indigenous com-
munities (see Table 17.1). First, Indigenous firms value activities and practices that benefit 
their communities because of their view of individuals and groups as socially interdependent. 
Second, Indigenous firms focus on organisational structures and processes that promote 
holistic capabilities and enable interdependence. Third, Indigenous firms value traditional 
knowledge and community participation alongside formal credentials. Finally, community 
participation and consensus building are encouraged through inclusion of elders, youth and 
other community members. Consequently, Indigenous values provide a basis for firms that are 
responsible for community and individual wellbeing.

AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDERS

Indigenous Australians have called Australia home for an estimated 40,000‒60,000 years, or 
perhaps longer (Wood & Davidson, 2011). According to census data 2.8 per cent (649,200) of 
the population consist of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2016). The census specfically notes that 91 per cent are of Aboriginal origin, 5 per 
cent are Torres Strait Islander and 4 per cent are both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. 
Moreover, 25.5 per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples live in the Northern 
Territory while the second highest number lives in New South Wales. The median age of 
Indigenous Australians is 23 years compared to 38 years for the non-Indigenous Australian 
population.

Indigenous communities demonstrate shared cultural beliefs and practices, a high commit-
ment to responsibility and value community as family (Massola et al., 2017). Kinship or social 
relationships play an important role in the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. 
Familial obligations and filial responsibilities were perhaps more legitimately foregrounded 
in Aboriginal sociocultural contexts at the turn of the last century. For example, the inclusive 
definition of family was stressed by Aboriginals, with terms like ‘sister’, ‘uncle’ and ‘cousin’ 
describing a range of biological and nonbiological family relationships (Kiraly et al., 2015). 
They also show family obligations as imperative, where, for example, families had taken on 
the care of many children with the long stayers becoming brothers and sisters (Kiraly et al., 
2015).

In Australia, Indigenous firms do show important social characteristics in developing and 
sustaining Indigenous communities across urban, regional and rural Australia (Kerins & 
Jordan, 2010). In this sense, Indigenous firms are embedded in Indigenous cultures, families 
and communities (Collins & Norman, 2018). Altman (2004) describes a hybrid Aboriginal 



Table 17.1 Dimensions of Indigenous and non-Indigenous firms

Dimension Indigenous firms Non-Indigenous firms
Mission –Firms exist to serve communities

–Employment, capacity, wellbeing
–Firms exist to serve shareholders
–Efficiency, effectiveness, profits

Moral imperative –Stewardship
–Sacred trust with responsibilities to future 
generations
–Job creation
–Community-wellbeing

–Nation or international economic interests
–Profit seeking precedes stewardship activities
–Job creation
–Shareholder wellbeing through wealth 
accumulation

Value creation 
orientation

–Value must benefit community 
–Wealth is shared or given away

–Value primarily benefits shareholders and 
managers
–Wealth is accumulated

Organisational 
structures and 
processes

–Groups more important than individuals
–Broadly defined job roles and fluidity in fulfilling 
task
–Emphasis on inclusion, mutual support and 
interdependence

–Individual is paramount
–Well-defined job and set of responsibilities
–Emphasis on personal achievement and 
competition among individuals

Strategy –Managing as facilitator
–Delegates authority
–Leads by personal characteristics
–Exemplifies community values

–Managing as leader
–Expresses wishes explicitly
–Leads by power of position
–Exemplifies corporate values

Decision-making –Consensus decision-making
–Reflective and participative
–Promotes listening respectfully to all community 
members including elders and youth
–Based on collective wisdom

–Hierarchical decision-making
–Made through formal authority
–Includes only those shareholders or stakeholder of 
importance to the organisation
–Based on individual power, position in hierarchy 
and/or investment in the organisation

Accountability –Community – elders, youth and community 
members
–Ancestors through to seven generations forward

–Shareholders, stakeholders and partners
–Present and next generation
–Elders are rarely employees

Sources: Chapman et al. (1990), Colbourne (2017a), Mintzberg et al. (2002) and Verbos et al. (2011).
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economy with an emphasis on unique obligations and how these can be applied to better 
serve the needs of local communities (McCormack & Barclay, 2013). Foley (2004) suggests 
entrepreneurship was firmly entrenched in Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
society through trade and commerce long before British colonisation in the eighteenth century. 
The introduction and dominance of Western legal and economic systems not only eliminated 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ traditional economies, but also destroyed their 
social systems. As such, Indigenous people remain at the margins with little political and 
social power (Pinto & Blue, 2017). Indigenous entrepreneurship is, however, shifting the 
focus of Indigenous firms beyond profit to quadruple bottom-line performance providing for 
alternative conceptualisations of the firm (Colbourne, 2017b; Dana & Anderson, 2007; Garry 
et al., 2017; Mika et al., 2018; Scrimgeour & Iremonger, 2004).

Hindle and Moroz (2010) define Indigenous entrepreneurship as activities “[…] focused 
on new venture creation or the pursuit of economic opportunity, or both for the purpose of 
diminishing Indigenous disadvantage through culturally viable and community acceptable 
wealth creation” (p. 372). Indigenous entrepreneurship differs from Western definitions 
because of the focus on overcoming disadvantage and culturally appropriate forms of wealth 
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(Dana, 2015). Altman (2001) and Altman and Pollack (2001) demonstrate how Indigenous 
peoples shape their own modernity and pursue culturally-defined goals to forge modernities 
compatible with Indigenous values. Managing Indigenous firms within Altman’s (2001) 
hybrid economy requires integrated thinking and decision making. Elders should be engaged 
using yarning as an approach to assist in valuing stakeholder perspectives (Bodle et al., 2018). 
Yarning is more than a light exchange of words and pleasantries in casual conversation. A yarn 
is both a process and an exchange; it encompasses elements of respect, protocol and engage-
ment in individuals’ relationships with each other (Fredericks et al., 2011).

Bangara Dance Theatre is an Indigenous Australian organisation founded on the culture 
and history of the Indigenous Australian people and their connection to land and country. This 
inspires the company to create experiences that change society and to share the Indigenous 
culture and stories with diverse communities (Bangara Dance Theatre Australia Limited, 
2019). Two performance indicators Bangara Dance Theatre strive to achieve, that reflect 
a responsible management approach, include: (1) the development of audiences that reflect the 
diversity of the company’s marketplace; and (2) undertaking educational learning activities 
within schools and wider communities (Bangara Dance Theatre Australia Limited, 2018). 
In order to achieve these outcomes, the company has undertaken responsible and reciprocal 
strategies such as nurturing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural leaders and recruit-
ing performers from the most disadvantaged communities. They also connect in meaningful 
ways with their community by providing opportunities for young Indigenous people to gather 
knowledge and be mentored by elders and experienced creative community members (Bangara 
Dance Theatre Australia Limited, 2018). It seems that Bangara Dance Theatre is building the 
capacity for Indigenous responsible management by engendering trust and networks among 
community groups and nurturing knowledge sharing through education and recruitment 
(Clarke & Oswald, 2010; Spencer et al., 2017).

AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND MĀORI

Māori are the Indigenous people of Aotearoa New Zealand, originally arriving around 1350 
as Polynesian seafarers on ocean-going canoes (Best, 1934; Buck, 1958; King, 2003; Walker, 
1990). In 2017, the Māori population in Aotearoa New Zealand stood at 734,200, around 15 
per cent of total population of 4.79 million (Stats NZ, 2017). In pre-European Māori society 
(pre-1769), economic activity was founded upon principles of respect for the relationship 
between spiritual and physical realms, mutual responsibilities between the natural world 
and humanity and kin-based obligations for the survival and wellbeing of the tribe (Mika & 
O'Sullivan, 2014; Mika et al., 2019b; Waa & Love, 1997). From 1769, following the onset 
of colonial settlement, Māori adapted European knowledge to advance their tribal economies 
(Frederick & Henry, 2004; Schaniel, 1985). Growth in Māori tribal economies did not endure, 
with a rapid decline between 1850 and 1900 attributable to large-scale land confiscations and 
other legislative and commercial instruments (Hawkins, 1999; Petrie, 2002; Walker, 2004). In 
postcolonial Aotearoa New Zealand, Indigenous firms persist, operating according to cultural 
modalities and pluralities that synergise Māori and non-Māori values, principles and practices 
(Durie, 2011; Knox, 2005; Smith et al., 2015; Tinirau, 2017). Indigenous firms in Māori 
society are adapting non-Indigenous moulds in response to modern Māori aspirations (Mika 
et al., 2019a).



266  Research handbook of responsible management

Using managerial functionalism as their framework, Mika and O’Sullivan (2014) developed 
a two-dimensional model of Māori management. On the horizontal axis, Māori management 
varies according to two variables – whakapapa (identity) and āronga (world view) of the 
manager. Māori organisation on the vertical axis is explained by mana (power and authority) 
and kaupapa (Māori-oriented purposes) of the organisation (Mika & O’Sullivan, 2014). The 
resulting matrix produces nine possible combinations, with the optimal Indigenous firm, 
one with the power and authority to implement Māori-defined purposes and managers with 
a Māori identity, tribal affiliation and cultural capabilities to implement such purposes. 
Responsible management within this model is defined as achieving Indigenous ends using 
Indigenous means within Indigenous firms, with non-Indigenous knowledge and practice 
inducing other gradations of Māori management. Dell (2017) takes this model further, propos-
ing a disruptive Māori management theory she terms the Tapahi Block, consisting of macro-, 
meso- and micro-level factors that explain intertemporal and multilevel detachments between 
Māori people and Māori land. Responsible management in this view is about acknowledging 
and responding to systemic disruption of Indigenous peoples’ attachments to land by revisiting 
the past, reframing the present and reimagining the future (Dell, 2017).

Tūaropaki is a whānau (family) trust comprising around 2,000 owners of Māori land at the 
settlement of Mokai, 30 kilometres north-west of Taupō, Aotearoa New Zealand (Te Puni 
Kōkiri, 2011). Tūaropaki Trust was formed in 1952 by order of the Māori Land Court. The 
trust, comprising 2,708 hectares (6,691 acres) of pastoral land, was developed into a cattle 
and sheep farm with government assistance, until 1979 when management of the land was 
returned to its Indigenous owners (Te Puni Kōkiri, 2011). Tūaropaki has over the last 25 years 
diversified its business to include: Mokai 1, a geothermal power plant; an expansive green-
house; interests in a communications satellite; a stake in Miraka, a Māori-owned dairy factory 
powered by Tūaropaki’s energy well; and a worm farm, which converts horticultural waste to 
fertiliser for its farms (Bargh, 2012; Mulligan et al., 2004). As an evolving Indigenous firm, 
owned and operated by trustees who descend from the hapū (subtribes) of Mōkai, Tūaropaki 
practises an Indigenous form of responsible management encoded by Māori values (or ‘ethical 
coordinates’) of mana (authority), utu (balance), kaitiakitanga (guardianship) and whakapapa 
(geneaology) (Bargh, 2012). As the trust’s late chairman Tūmanako Wereta explained, the 
success of Tūaropaki is due in equal part to aspiration, luck and divine intervention (Mika, 
2009).

CANADIAN FIRST NATIONS

Indigenous peoples are Canada’s First Peoples who lived across Canada for thousands of 
years and managed their lands and resources with their own forms of government, laws and 
traditions. They had complex societies with sophisticated practices for coordinating trade and 
commerce, building relationships, managing resources and expressing spirituality (Wilson & 
Henderson, 2014). In Canada, Indigenous peoples are formally recognised in the Constitution 
as Aboriginal and consist of three distinct groups: First Nations, Inuit and Métis in which 
each group is characterised by unique history and experiences, languages, cultural practices, 
spiritual beliefs and differing economic circumstances (National Aboriginal Economic 
Development Board, 2015; Preston, 2015). In 2016, there were 1,673,785 Aboriginal people 



Table 17.2 Identification of Canadian Indigenous peoples (Aboriginal)

Number %

Total Aboriginal Population 1,673,785 100.0
First Nations
–Status and Non-Status
–617 First Nation communities

977,230 58.4

Métis
–mixed First Nation and European heritage

587,545 35.1

Inuit
–inhabit the northern regions of Canada
–settled land claims represent 33% of Canada’s land mass
–Inuit Nunangat: 4 regions – Nunatsiavut (Labrador); Nunavik (Quebec); Nunavut; and the 
Inuvialuit Settlement Region (Northwest Territories)
–53 communities

65,025 3.9

Multiple Aboriginal Identities 21,310 1.3
Aboriginal Identities not included elsewhere 22,670 1.4

Sources: National Aboriginal Economic Development Board (2015: 6) and Statistics Canada (2019).
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in Canada, accounting for 4.9 per cent of the total population (Statistics Canada, 2019) (see 
Table 17.2).

Indigenous cultures in Canada are diverse, reflecting a particular community’s world view 
and rooted in spiritual ceremonies and values that express their unique relationship with the 
land of their traditional territories. For Indigenous peoples in Canada, 2015 marked a turning 
point for healing and in their relationship with the Canadian government. First, the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada concluded its proceedings and issued an historic report 
entitled Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future. The commission spent six years 
travelling to all parts of Canada hearing from Indigenous people who had been taken from 
their families as children and placed for much of their childhoods in residential schools (Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). The final report issued a total of ninety-four 
recommendations to redress Canada’s injustices against Indigenous peoples. In response, 
Indigenous knowledge keepers in Canada have been developing decolonisation frameworks 
grounded in Indigenous ways of knowing that frame Indigenous understandings of responsi-
ble management (Haas, 2017; Hall et al., 2015; Hatcher et al., 2009; Hill & Coleman, 2018; 
Iwama et al., 2009; Latulippe, 2015; Marsh et al., 2015; Morcom, 2017; Peltier, 2018).

Wampum are decorative beads made from various forms of shell used to capture the words 
and pledges made in its presence and serve as records and ceremonial markers of impor-
tant events such as alliances, treaties, marriages, ceremonies and wars (Haas, 2017; Hill & 
Coleman, 2018; Morcom, 2017). The principles of the Two Row wampum are: (1) the two 
rows of purple beads represent the canoe (Hodinöhsö:ni’) and the boat (Dutch) that will travel 
side by side and neither will attempt to steer the other’s vessel with each Nation respecting 
each other; and (2), while the three rows of white wampum beads keep the two Nations sepa-
rate, it also binds them to live in mutual friendship, peace and respect (see Figure 17.1).

Based on Mi’kmaq principles of Etuaptmumk and on the work and teachings of Mi’kmaq 
elder and knowledge holder, Albert Marshall, Two-Eyed Seeing brings together the strengths 
of Western, Eurocentric knowledges with Indigenous knowledges guided by the principle 
that Indigenous leaders bridge overlapping perspectives with each eye (Iwama et al., 2009; 
McGregor, 2018). Etuaptmumk is a way of being, seeing and living life that emphasises learn-



Sources: Latulippe (2015: 8‒9), Onondaga Nation (2019) and Turner (2006: 54).

Figure 17.1 Two row wampum
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ing and valuing multiple perspectives and ways of knowing equally (Albert Marshall cited 
in Rowett, 2018). Two-Eyed Seeing is learning to see with the strengths of each knowledge 
system and together – one eye never subsumes the other (Martin, 2012). It stresses a weaving 
back and forth between separate but parallel ways of knowing (knowledge systems) each of 
which is important and necessary to generating ways of knowing that lead to greater wellbeing 
in the world (Bartlett et al., 2012: 209‒210; Iwama et al., 2009; Luby et al., 2018; McGregor, 
2018).

Indigenous Works (formerly the Aboriginal Human Resource Council) was established in 
1998 as a not-for-profit organisation with a mandate to increase the engagement of Indigenous 
people in the Canadian economy. Kelly Lendsay and Craig Hall, the leaders of Indigenous 
Works, view partnerships as a fundamental first step in building mutual benefit through the 
development of inclusive engagement across sectors and thereby growth of Indigenous local 
economies and increased Indigenous participation in the mainstream economy (C. Hall, 2019; 
Lendsay, 2019). Indigenous Works has spent the last 20 years learning about the complex 
relationships between Indigenous firms and corporate Canada.

Two-Eyed Seeing grounded in the principle of Two Row Wampum is a method of respon-
sible management practiced by Indigenous Works to create safe spaces for dialogue and 
action that are responsive to the needs of Indigenous peoples in Canada. Since its founding, 
Indigenous Works has led more than 150 projects widely recognised as innovative. It was 
the first Indigenous organisation in Canada to develop a web-based Indigenous job board, 
the ‘Inclusion Network’, which not only matched Indigenous job applicants and corporate 
Canada, but also produced metrics that brought precision to Indigenous talent acquisition. 
Indigenous Works developed a workplace inclusion model called the ‘Inclusion Continuum’ 
which provided an Indigenous perspective on what constitutes ‘inclusion’ and how to measure 
it. Indigenous Works developed systems for career planning made available to over 2,000 
practitioners in remote Indigenous communities, providing the means for Indigenous youth 
to acquire the skills and competencies for viable career paths based on their innate talents and 
Indigenous teachings. Indigenous Works’ partnership with Mitacs, a national not-for-profit 
organisation that funds innovative research, was initiated to increase and support Indigenous 
research collaborations (Mitacs, 2019). The purpose was to share ideas and strategise with 
Indigenous business leaders about research and innovation.



Responsible management: an Indigenous perspective 269

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

One of the problems with the theory of responsible management is that it complicates a very 
uncomplicated model of the firm. Three essential ideas – rational man and his utilitarian ways, 
the simplicity of the market, and the managerialist as ultimate organiser and effector of profit 
– have given us everything we could have desired from planetary resources. In order to accom-
plish this great feat, however, economies, firms and managers have had to divorce themselves
from reality, and simplify through abstraction, a model of the firm that is socially, culturally
and physically disembedded (Peredo & McLean, 2013; Polanyi, 1944). In this view, people,
land, water, air become tradeable commodities, valued more for their capacity to serve one’s
economic purpose rather than their intrinsic value. Pollution, poverty, hunger and disease are
rationalised as someone else’s problem; attending to such matters stands in the way of satisfy-
ing one’s own needs. In this view, the firm exists within an ambit of neutrality, drawing upon
the environment and giving back, without fully acknowledging its impact or its beneficience.

Responsible management is an attempt to dislodge this idea of managerialism and replace it 
with something more morally palatable yet just as effective. Three conditions seem to justify 
venturing toward responsible management from an Indigenous perspective. First, is an ambit 
of partiality, which assumes humanity is interconnected because of a common existence on 
earth. This resonates with Harris and Wasilewski’s (2004) concept of relationship as kinship 
obligation. Second, is an ethic of care which assumes Indigenous firms should do more to help 
others, which relates to Harris and Wasilewski’s (2004) conceputalisations of responsibility 
and reciprocity. Third, the assumption of human capability provides Indigenous firms with the 
efficacy to manage responsibly, in line with Indigenous values, needs and aspirations (Watene, 
2016). In this respect, responsible management offers a serious challenge to the established 
order (profit maximising firms, managerialism, market-based exchange), which is unlikely to 
be easily moved because such change requires firms to share their wealth and capabilities for 
transformative outcomes of benefit to organisational non-members. An Indigenous view may 
illustrate why and how responsible management has been and can be achieved.

Indigenous firms exist within Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities, which in effect 
help to regulate firms and managerial activity (Marquis & Battilana, 2009; Ritsema et al., 
2015). A community’s collective orientation, intimated by its shared values, aspirations and 
objectives, for example, may facilitate or constrain an Indigenous firm’s approach to entre-
preneurship, innovation and enterprise development (Anderson, 2001; Anderson et al., 2006; 
Anderson et al., 2008; Dana & Anderson, 2011; Hindle, 2010; Lindsay, 2005). This may result 
in suppressing Indigenous firms which do not conform to their community’s cultural norms, 
values and objectives (Colbourne, 2017a; Lindsay, 2005). Not all Indigenous communities, 
however, share the same values and objectives. Indigenous firms will be influenced by the 
interconnectedness of the relationships, governing institutions and values within which the 
firm and its management are embedded. An Indigenous community’s socioeconomic ori-
entation can be conceptualised as nestled within the environmental dimension within which 
each of the economic, social, spiritual and cultural dimensions influence Indigenous firms and 
responsible management (Morgan, 2006).

Indigenous firms, therefore, face difficult challenges in prioritising, balancing and blending 
social, economic, cultural and environmental value. An Indigenous firm’s value creation 
strategy may not easily align with community needs or expectations, creating risks for the firm 
(Ebrahim et al., 2014). Indigenous cultures are often characterised as emphasising communal 
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wealth rather than individual wealth, which is characteristic of market economies (Cassidy, 
2009). While non-Indigenous firms face similar tensions of conformity to community expec-
tations (Murphy & Coombes, 2009: 332; Russo et al., 2015), Indigenous firms tend to be 
more dependent on community acceptance and support. The challenge for Indigenous firms 
is to ensure alignment between the economic value they create and the social needs of their 
communities (Ebrahim et al., 2014).

The examples of Indigenous firms in Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand and Canada high-
light the diversity of indigeneity and the commonality of community embeddedness, which 
regulates and empowers firms to apply an Indigenous approach to responsible management. 
More than catering to the cultural performance expectations of its audiences, Bangara Dance 
Theatre, an Indigenous firm in Australia, is building capacity to sustain cultural traditions 
through engaging youth and elders in Indigenous communities. Tūaropaki, a family-owned 
farm trust on Māori land in rural Aotearoa aspired to create wealth in diverse ways, guided by 
a set of ethical coordinates and management that derive from ancestral knowledge. Through 
responsible leadership grounded in the principles of Two Row Wampum and Two-Eyed 
Seeing, Indigenous Works is creating safe spaces for dialogue and action that bridge 
Indigenous, academic, corporate, entrepreneurial and government communities, enabling 
future generations to preserve and regenerate Indigenous wellbeing.

Responsibility is an essential element of indigeneity. Responsibility in Indigenous terms 
articulates an interdependency between the spiritual realm to care for the living, for the living 
to respect those who have gone before; for the natural world to provide for humanity and for 
humanity to reciprocate care for the natural and spiritual worlds. This sense of responsibility 
for the wellbeing of communities is an important characteristic of Indigenous firms, an imper-
ative of community embeddedness and Indigenous self-determination, where the emphasis is 
on the permanency of indigeneity. Responsible management is not new to Indigenous peoples 
but an Indigenous view of it is one that may assist non-Indigenous efforts at theorising, moral-
ising and practising a different and better management than we have had.
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18. Islamic perspective of responsible management
Yusuf Sidani

1. INTRODUCTION

The field of responsible management has been receiving increased attention over the past 
few years. Lying at the intersection of several research and management practice fields 
(Laasch, 2018a, 2018b), such attention is well deserved. This area of scholarship has moved 
from a focus on the responsible manager, as an individual, to the responsible organization as 
a whole (Verkerk et al., 2001). This reflects the notion that responsibility in management is 
not based on one manager being responsible, nor on a group of managers being responsible, 
but on the necessity of having responsible organizational cultures. Such cultures do not only 
capture the synergistic impact of a group of responsible managers, but are also characterized 
by systems and processes that advance and reward responsibility along the organizational 
hierarchy. Such practices, labeled by some scholars as “total responsibility management” 
(Waddock & Bodwell, 2017), become integral in the management of the various, sometimes 
conflicting, obligations to stakeholders.

Drawing on various understandings and definitions of responsible management that have 
been advanced in the literature (e.g. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Nonet et al., 2016; Waddock & 
Bodwell, 2017), we adopt the notion that:

Responsible management is a value-based approach to business thinking and behavior where atten-
tion to the bottom-line does not obscure thorough, sincere, and mindful attention to the needs and 
priorities of various stakeholders.

Exploring how such form of management is understood in different worldviews is pertinent as 
there is an international need for management that acts responsibly. The field of responsible 
management covers many interconnected disciplines including business ethics, sustainability, 
and CSR (Laasch, 2018b). Over the past few decades, scholarly discourse regarding the 
concept has been overwhelmingly inspired by Western scholars, mostly reflecting European 
and North American concerns. While research in non-Western contexts has been on the 
increase (e.g. Harrison et al., 2015; Jamali & Sidani, 2012; Rice, 1999; Rossouw, 1994), there 
remains an unbalanced attention to such issues in developing and non-Western contexts.

Research about ethics, CSR, sustainability, and the general evolving discipline of respon-
sible management in Muslim societies remains meager (Dusuki, 2008; Sidani, 2018; Syed 
& Metcalfe, 2015; Williams & Zinkin, 2010). This is problematic given the significance of 
many Muslim societies in terms of their impact on world economies and their geo-political 
importance. Running the risk of over-generalization, one cannot but notice that many Muslim 
communities suffer from acts of irresponsible management whether in the public govern-
mental sphere or private/business circles. Various reasons (beyond the scope of this chapter) 
could be linked to acts of irresponsible management, including political, economic, and his-
toric factors that vary from one locality to another. In this, Muslim societies are not outliers; 
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irresponsible management is a global phenomenon. Many institutions around the world, from 
various backgrounds and historic experiences, including those from developed countries, 
have been suffering from irresponsible management. Being a global phenomenon, however, 
does not mean that solutions lie in uniform ready-made formats. Moving from irresponsible 
management to responsible management may take numerous routes that vary from one context 
to another. Thus, it is worthwhile to look for unique ways by which responsible management 
becomes embedded in managerial behavior in various communities.

In what follows, I explain how the concept of responsible management could be understood 
from an Islamic perspective. I outline five dimensions of responsible management in Islam, 
and I briefly explain why those dimensions have failed to take shape in many Muslim com-
munities. Finally, I explain how such an analysis could be used to benefit current managerial 
scholarship and practice.

2. MANAGEMENT AND RESPONSIBILITY IN THE ISLAMIC
PERSPECTIVE

What is the Islamic view of ‘responsibility’? Responsibility is not only viewed from a legalis-
tic perspective that organizes relations with other societal members, but also from the perspec-
tive of one’s relationship with God (Basri et al., 2016). This stems from the comprehensive 
nature of Islam which stipulates that it does not only organize one’s relationship with God, 
but also regulates one’s interpersonal affairs with other members of the society (Beekun & 
Badawi, 2005).

The sources that specify one’s responsibility in Islam are the Qur’an and the Sunna (Beekun 
& Badawi, 1999). The Qur’an, Muslims believe, represents the divine message which includes 
instructions that manage one’s connection to God and other societal partners. Muslims consider 
that the Qur’an includes the purest form of ethical guidance and behavior. The Sunna includes 
the sayings, actions, and affirmations of Prophet Muhammad.1 Both the Qur’an and Sunna 
have been written down, and are referred to extensively in Islamic jurisprudence. The textual 
body of the Qur’an is fixed and agreed upon (across various Muslim sects), being preserved 
early on by memorization. The body of Sunna is more malleable, as it contains some sayings 
of the Prophet and stories of his conduct that range in their authenticity from being authentic 
(sahih), to questionable or weak (da’eef), or even fabricated (mawdou’). In the analysis below, 
I will rely on the Qur’an and credible Sunna. In addition, I use anecdotes and stories from 
Islamic history to demonstrate certain points or make some arguments. All of these sources 
are necessary to get a picture of what responsibility means, not only in the Muslim theoretical 
understanding, but how such an understanding was applied in early Muslim practice.

The concept of responsibility in Islam can be traced to the essential role that human beings 
have as creatures on this earth. One verse in the Qur’an explains one’s role in life:

1 Prophet Muhammad (570‒632 ad), born in Mecca (in today’s Saudi Arabia) is considered by 
Muslims to be the final Prophet and the bearer of the final message to humanity. Muslims believe that he 
received the revelation from God at age forty, after which he started to invite people to the monotheistic 
message of Islam, which literally means submission (to God). He was fought by his own tribe, and his 
companions were persecuted. He was forced to immigrate to Medina in 622 ad, but he returned victori-
ous in the year 629. He died in Medina shortly thereafter.
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When your Lord said to the angels, “I am placing a ‘khalifa’ on earth.” (The Qur’an, 2:30)

The word khalifa is key to understanding responsibility. This word has various translations 
including “successor” or “vicegerent”. According to the Oxford Dictionary of Islam, a khalifa is a:

Deputy or steward; sometimes translated as vicegerent. According to the teachings of Islam, each 
individual is a khalifa to God. Muslims, in particular, must strive to adhere to and advance God’s will 
by establishing a society that reflects human dignity and justice. Accordingly, human beings have 
been given the necessary intelligence, strength, and divine guidance to benefit humanity.2

Human beings are considered be the vicegerents of God; they have to faithfully assume the role 
that they were assigned to in this life. Another verse of the Qur’an extends this understanding:

We offered the Trust to the heavens, and the earth, and the mountains; but they refused to bear it, and 
were apprehensive of it; but the human being accepted it. He was unfair and ignorant. (The Qur’an, 
33:72)

This verse indicates that human beings have been entrusted with a valuable trust “amanah” 
which they accepted to hold. This trust prepares people to assume responsibilities to other 
stakeholders. The first responsibility is towards God. Thereafter, and stemming from the first, 
are responsibilities towards one’s family, neighbors, business associates, and other creatures.

Muslims share with other Abrahamic religions the notion of the “hereafter” or the “next 
life”. The belief that one will be resurrected after death has important bearing on one’s behav-
ior in “this” world. At the “day of judgment”, people will be individually held accountable 
for their actions. They will be asked about what they have done, whether good or bad. Deeds 
are recorded in a “book”, very much like a ledger or a statement of account. According to the 
outcome and net balance of one’s deeds, a person would be rewarded or punished. On this day, 
also called yamul-hisab or day of accountability, people will see the fruits of their actions; 
they would be held liable to what they do. In Islamic thinking, God is tolerant (Haleem) 
and most-forgiving (Ghafour), yet one is never sure, in this world, whether a specific sin or 
misdeed would be forgiven.

The concept of the hereafter and “day of accountability” represent key pillars of the Islamic 
perspective. This might seem to reflect a pure teleological viewpoint, perhaps more in line 
with ethical egoism,3 for Islamic ethical thinking. People do what is right in order to reap per-
sonal benefits in the hereafter. Good deeds seem not to be done for their core value, but more 
for the purpose that they serve. Yet, this is an incomplete perspective.

In another verse of the Qur’an, it is clear that good deeds are sometimes done, not to seek 
a certain desirable end in the hereafter, but also to give thanks to God. In the story about David, 
a revered prophet in Muslim understanding (and also a key figure in the Old Testament), God 
instructs the family of David to do good and offer thanks, as doing so is a core element of being 
grateful and showing gratitude to God:

2 “Khalifah.” In The Oxford Dictionary of Islam, edited by John L. Esposito. Oxford Islamic Studies 
Online, http:// www .oxfordislamicstudies .com/ article/ opr/ t125/ e1262, accessed May 18, 2019.

3 “Ethical egoism claims that I morally ought to perform some action if and only if, and because, 
performing that action maximizes my self-interest” (Shaver, 2019).
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Work ye, sons of David, with thanks! But few of My servants are grateful! (The Qur’an, 34:13)

So people need to do good, not only to reap the benefits of what they do in a life to come, but 
also to offer thanks to God. This perspective moves the Muslim ethical thinking from a tele-
ological goal-oriented perspective, into a perspective where doing good is linked to gratitude.

Even from a teleological perspective, the end goal is not exclusively egoistic, relating to the 
person himself/herself. A person needs to do good not only to serve oneself, or to offer thanks 
to God, but also to reach desirable ends that benefit others. In one instance, for example, the 
Qur’an instructs the believers to fight transgression, as fighting transgression leads to benefits 
to the marginalized and the underprivileged:

And what is [the matter] with you that you fight not in the cause of God and [for] the oppressed among 
men, women, and children who say, “Our Lord, take us out of this city of oppressive people and appoint 
for us from Yourself a protector and appoint for us from Yourself a helper”?4 (The Qur’an, 4:75)

In this verse, it is noted that the responsible thing to do is to repel aggression, fight oppression, 
and protect the marginalized and the weak. Doing good, in this case, is not only related to 
receiving a bounty in the hereafter, but also to foster an environment of justice and liberty for 
others.

Doing good is thus generally related to ensuring a peaceful, organized, and stable social 
order. In the Qur’an and Sunnah, there are several references to the importance of doing 
good to others, whether parents, relatives, neighbors, or other parties. In this, the Islamic 
understanding seems to meet the stakeholder perspective (Freeman, 1994, 2010; Beekun & 
Badawi, 2005). Giving attention to various stakeholders does not only ensure institutional 
development, but also facilitates social cohesion and prosperity.

One saying of Prophet Muhammad illustrates this point. The Prophet gives an allegory of 
people who share a sailing ship which creates associated responsibilities for them:

Some of them got seats in the upper part, and the others in the lower. When the latter needed water, 
they had to go up to bring water (and that troubled the upper deck passengers), so they said, “Let us 
make a hole in our share of the ship (and get water) so that we do not trouble the upper deck passen-
gers.” If the people in the upper part left the lower deck passengers to do what they had suggested; 
then all the people of the ship would be destroyed, but if they had prevented them, then both parties 
would be safe.5

In this parable, people who occupy the upper deck need to take the initiative and forbid those 
below from destroying the whole ship. From a social perspective, this emphasizes the need to 
be proactive in protecting the interests of all. Being responsible means that some people need 
to take the more difficult road of forbidding others from doing wrong in order to safeguard the 
interests of the whole society. This is related to a key Islamic concept that responsible behav-
ior, across societal institutions, is not to stay silent in those cases where one’s voice is needed. 
Responsible management entails a level of moral courage and willingness to unsettle others 

4 It is unfortunate that some fringe groups, associated with Islam, twist the meaning of such verses 
that essentially aim at social justice and equity, to advance irresponsible behaviors causing havoc to 
Muslim and non-Muslim societies.

5 https:// www .islamicity .org/ 2156/ the -upper -deck -passengers/ .
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when needed. This is strikingly similar to one of the objectives of stakeholder theory which 
notes that responsibility entails a level of understanding of the needs of various stakeholders, 
with the willingness to make sometimes difficult decisions to safeguard the collective interest.

As explained by Robinson (2009), Schweiker (1995) outlines three dimensions of respon-
sibility: immutability, accountability, and liability. Similarly, responsibility in the Islamic 
perspective is not restricted to merely one being assigned certain actions (immutability), but 
also being answerable to someone or some entity (accountability) for one’s deeds. On top of 
this, there is a third level of responsibility extending to liability (Robinson, 2015):

Liability (as distinguished from legal liability) goes beyond accountability, into the idea of caring for 
others, of sense of wider liability for certain projects or people. (Robinson, 2009: 12)

This means that a sense of obligation to do good stems, not only from a legal obligation, but 
also from a sense of moral obligation. This meets and extends the stakeholder perspective 
where a sense of obligation is felt towards, not only God, but also towards His creation in all 
its aspects.

3. WHO IS A RESPONSIBLE MANAGER?

So who is a responsible manager in the Islamic understanding? Looking at the wealth of infor-
mation we have about responsible management in Islam, including a review of early Muslim 
practices in that regard, five key dimensions emerge.

3.1 Abiding by the Islamic Injunctions

A responsible manager in current managerial thinking is a person who integrates issues of 
sustainability, responsibility, and ethics into his/her job (Laasch, 2018b). Yet, from an Islamic 
perspective, that would not be sufficient. A manager, as a human being who assumed a “trust” 
in this life, is first and foremost responsible before God. A person should not be involved in 
actions that compromise the divine law, even if the prevalent legal structure allows such prac-
tices. Accordingly, irrespective of the moral character of the manager, one cannot be labeled 
responsible if he/she is involved in activities that are in conflict with religious instructions. 
Under the Islamic perspective, it is irresponsible to manage businesses that, for example, 
produce intoxicants or operate casinos, as both drinking alcohol and gambling are prohibited 
in Islam. Such actions would compromise a fundamental “purpose of Islamic law” which is 
to prevent harm.

Preventing harm on oneself and on others is a compulsory edict of Islam. Prophet 
Muhammad is reported to have said: “harm may neither be inflicted nor reciprocated in Islam” 
(Kamali, 2008). Based on this saying, a number of related rules or maxims were advanced in 
the Islamic law. These include: “harm must be eliminated but not by means of another harm,” 
“a specific harm is tolerated in order to prevent a more general one,” and “harm is eliminated 
to the extent that is possible” (Kamali, 2008). Those and similar maxims have been part of the 
rules that inspired Islamic jurisprudence. This perspective strikingly meets a stakeholder per-
spective as stakeholders are essentially defined as those who would benefit from or are harmed 
by organizational actions (Freeman, 2001). In that, the Islamic perspective deviates from the 
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pure capitalistic perspective of responsibility famously espoused by Milton Friedman that “the 
social responsibility of business is to increase its profits” (Friedman, 2007). Still, this position 
does not adopt a pure socialist perspective which stipulates that “the profit of socialist enter-
prises is entirely at the disposal of the working people – either directly or indirectly” (Atlas & 
Vinokur, 1969: 22). The Islamic stance acknowledges that owners of a business should expect 
a reasonable return on their investments.

Although the stakeholder perspective is relevant and generally acceptable from a Muslim 
perspective, abiding by the divine instructions takes precedence over all things. In one saying 
of the Prophet, he indicates that:

What is [religiously] lawful (halal) is clear, and what is [religiously] unlawful (haram) is clear. 
Between those two are matters that are doubtful (not clear) which many people do not know about 
(that is, whether they are lawful or not). So whoever leaves those (doubtful things) to protect his 
religion and his honor, then he will be safe; and whoever falls into something from them, then he soon 
will have fallen into the unlawful.6

So Muslim managers need to be conscious in their dealings and not fall into the trap of doing, 
not only the unlawful things, but also those that are doubtful or not clear. This means that they 
are responsible for ensuring that they do not fall into those activities that are suspicious, even 
if such actions are allowed by the prevalent laws of a certain country. The implication of this 
on responsible management is that a manager is not only bound by following the common laws 
that are applicable, but also commits oneself to a higher bar in business and managerial deal-
ings. This would invariably lead to Muslim managers missing some lawful business opportu-
nities, but that would be the right thing to do. Anything else would be clearly irresponsible.

This opens the door wide to a range of socially responsible behaviors that are in line with 
religious obligations. Polluting the environment is wrong and irresponsible even if the laws 
of a certain country are silent as to the levels of allowable pollution. This is the case because 
there are religious responsibilities to protect the environment (Kamla et al., 2006), and not 
inflict harm on others. Unfairly laying off an employee would not be responsible, even if this 
is done within the boundaries of the prevalent labor laws, because Islam prohibits injustice to, 
and exploitation of, employees (Wilson, 2006). Likewise, profit maximization is not a virtue 
(Ali, 2014), as it may be associated with an obsession that drives a manager away from more 
worthwhile causes in life (Sidani & Al Ariss, 2015).

3.2 Consultation

A responsible manager is the one who consults with others before making key decisions. The 
concept of consultation or shura is core to Islamic thinking. This is based on the Qur’anic 
injunction that a responsible leader consults others in the affairs that face the collective unit:

So by mercy from God, [O Muhammad], you were lenient with them. And if you had been rude [in 
speech] and harsh in heart, they would have disbanded from around you. So pardon them and ask 
forgiveness for them and consult them in the matter. And when you have decided, then rely upon God. 
Indeed, God loves those who rely [upon Him]. (The Qur’an, 3:159)

6 Saying of the Prophet reported in Jami` at-Tirmidhi (1205), Book 14, Hadith 1; English transla-
tion, Vol. 3, Book 12, Hadith 1205; https:// sunnah .com/ tirmidhi/ 14/ 1.
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The Prophet is thus instructed to consult with his companions. This is despite the fact that 
Muslims believe that the Prophet was guided by God; so he could have easily made up deci-
sions by himself without much contest. Such divine guidance, however, did not absolve him 
from the need to consult with others as needed.

There are many incidents that demonstrate how Prophet Muhammad consulted with people 
around him. He consulted with his companions on how to shield the young Muslim commu-
nity from aggression. He consulted with his family members when he faced problems that 
would benefit from additional advice. He sometimes even consulted and heeded the advice of 
his companions against his own judgment. Indeed, the Qur’an asserts, one attribute of good 
believers is their willingness to consult with each other:

Those who answer their Lord, maintain the prayer, and their affairs are by counsel among themselves, 
and they spend out of what [God has] provided them with. (The Qur’an, 42:38)

The early Muslim community internalized this injunction. The first caliph Abu Bakr As-Siddiq 
(573‒634 ad), who succeeded Prophet Muhammad, noted in his famous speech after the death 
of the Prophet the importance of consultation:

O people! I was elected as your governor and Caliph though I am not the best of you. If I do good 
deeds, help me; if I do bad deeds, show me the right way.

Another well-known story about the second Caliph Omar Ibn al-Khattab (584‒644 ad) reports 
how a man once angrily told him (when Omar was the Supreme ruler): “O Omar fear God!!” 
People around Omar became angry with what they perceived to be an impolite gesture. One of 
them said, “How dare you say this to the Emirul Mumeenen (leader of the Believers).” Omar 
immediately responded, “Let him say it. There is no good in you if you don’t say it. And there 
is no good in us [as rulers] if we don’t accept it from you.”7 This is a clear indication that the 
early Muslims internalized the importance of consultation and proper feedback. Unfortunately, 
just a few decades later, Muslim political institutions collapsed turning into authoritarian rule 
which greatly diminished the value and practice of this key pillar of responsible management.

3.3 Fairness

Another key dimension of responsible management is fairness in dealing with others. This 
includes the importance of equality before the law. A responsible manager is a person who 
does not make exceptions based on favoritism or personal preferences. One incident that is 
reported about the Prophet is that he responded angrily to a man who approached him seeking 
leniency to a person who was caught stealing, citing that this thief belonged to a noble family 
at the time. He angrily responded that a cause of destruction and societal disintegration had 
always been related to structures where laws were selectively applied to weak people with no 
connections, while others more-connected individuals were let go. He unequivocally indicated 
that even if his beloved daughter were to steal, he would subject her to the rule of law.

The Qur’an affirms the notion of fairness and justice in multiple verses:

7 http:// www .attiaspace .com/ getrec .asp ?rec = Khutbahs/ All/ Two %20Anecdotes %20about %20Omar 
.txt.
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O you who have faith! Be maintainers of justice and witnesses for the sake of God, even if it should 
be against yourselves or [your] parents and near relatives, and whether it be [someone] rich or poor, 
for God has a greater right over them. So do not follow [your] desires, lest you should be unfair, and 
if you distort [the testimony] or disregard [it], God is indeed well aware of what you do. (The Qur’an, 
4:135)

In another verse, the Qur’an unambiguously notes that justice needs to be maintained even 
with those whom one might have enmity with:

O you who believe, be persistently standing firm for God, witnesses in justice, and do not let the 
hatred of a certain people prevent you from being just. Be just, for that is nearer to piety (or right-
eousness). And be conscious of God; indeed, God is acquainted with what you do. (The Qur’an, 5:8)

Justice is thus a key pillar in Islamic ethical thinking. Al-Ghazali (1058‒1111 ad), perhaps 
the foremost Islamic philosopher of all time, provides insights into four key virtues (similar 
to Aristotle) valued in Islam: wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice (Sidani & Al Ariss, 
2015). By adhering to justice, a responsible manager is not only bound by the prevalent 
secular laws, or even the religious laws, but feels obliged to answer to a wider set of moral 
expectations.

3.4 Accountability

Responsible management entails a level of accountability without which institutional objec-
tives cannot be met. Accountability refers to the notion that a manager who is given the 
authority to manage, who is given discretion to control others or things, and who is given the 
authority to make decisions on behalf of owners, needs to eventually answer to someone or 
some entity about his or her deeds (Robinson, 2009). Accountability in the Muslim under-
standing has a broader implication than being answerable to a higher managerial authority. It 
includes being answerable to God. In more than one verse of the Qur’an, it is clear that people 
will be individually asked about what they have done in “this world”:

And if God had willed, He could have made you [of] one religion, but He causes to stray whom He 
wills and guides whom He wills. And you will surely be questioned about what you used to do. (The 
Qur’an, 37:24)

While the above questioning seems to relate to issues of religious significance, the common 
understanding among Muslims is that people would be asked about all their deeds, definitely 
those that pertain to their relations to God, but also regarding those relating to all other crea-
tures of God:

Whoever does an atom’s weight of good will see it, and whoever does an atom’s weight of evil will 
see it. (The Qur’an, 99:7–8)

So a person should be ready to answer about his performance, and also to put himself in 
a position whereby he asks himself and others about the good he had done and the bad that he 
had committed. Prophet Muhammad who was admired and respected by his companions often 
asked them about whether he wronged them. He was willing to acknowledge any oversight, 
thus role-modeling the importance of putting oneself in a position of accountability. “Each one 
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of you is a guardian,” he once said, “and each guardian is accountable to everything under his 
care.” In this, the Prophet gave the metaphor of a shepherd who is responsible for his flock. 
The shepherd would be asked if any of the sheep under his care was lost. Likewise, people 
are responsible for various things in the different roles they play in life as leaders, parents, or 
managers, and would thus be eventually held accountable for what they do.

One famous anecdote relates to when the Prophet was straightening the battle lines with his 
walking stick.8 He tapped the stomach of one of his companions (Sawad Alansari) gesturing 
him to stand straight in line. Sawad reportedly complained, “O Prophet, I seek recompense 
from you hitting me with a stick.” The Prophet removed his shirt and offered his back to be 
hit in compensation. Sawad then rushed and embraced him noting that he did all of that to get 
another opportunity to kiss and hug his beloved leader. Muslims narrate the story to note the 
great love that linked the Prophet to his companions. Yet there is another lesson to be learned 
here. The Prophet as a manager, as a governor, and as a supreme ruler was willing to hold 
himself accountable for whatever deed he committed.

In another anecdote, the Prophet approached one of his assigned delegates whom he asked 
to collect charity on behalf of the young Muslim state. The delegate indicated that he was in 
possession of two things. First were the charities that he collected which he was willing to 
transfer back to the Prophet for redistribution to the poor and needy. Second were personal 
gifts that the delegate received in his capacity as an appointed delegate, which he wanted to 
keep for himself. The Prophet immediately and sharply responded that the only reason the 
delegate received the gifts was that he was given a position of authority by the Prophet: “would 
you sit in your father and mother’s house and receive this gift if you were truthful?” In this, he 
was telling the delegate, and the young Muslim community, about issues of conflict of interest. 
Any delegate, manager, or agent, acting on behalf of a principal, needs to be answerable to 
a higher authority.

3.5 Liability

Liability, which goes beyond legal liability, includes caring for others. In effect, this level of 
responsibility (Robinson, 2009; 2015; Schweiker, 1995) reflects a higher sense of obligation, 
a notion of social responsibility that is not only bound by merely adhering to regulatory 
requirements and basic ethical expectations. Yet, the legal obligation remains an integral 
component of liability. When managers are given the responsibility to conduct a certain set of 
affairs, and are given the discretion to make managerial decisions, they need to answer (held 
accountable) as to what they have done. Moreover, they have to be legally and morally held 
liable for the outcomes of their deeds.

One interesting story from early Islamic history tells how this was practiced:

When Muslims ruled Egypt at the time of Omar Ibn el-Khattab, a good part of the population were 
Christian Copts. A man travelled from Egypt to Medina (in today’s Saudi Arabia) to file a complaint 
against `Amr ibn al-`Aas, who was Egypt’s ruler appointed by Omar: “O Commander of the Faithful! 
I seek refuge in you from oppression … I was racing the son of `Amr ibn al-`Aas, and defeated him. 
Then he began to beat me with a whip saying: I am the Son of Nobles!” So Omar wrote to `Amr 
commanding him to appear before him with his son. So they appeared before him. Omar inquired, 

8 http:// www .janathimessage .co .uk/ ramadantopics/ ramadan _topics10/ TheHolyProph 
ets(SAW)MubarakBodyisKissed .html.
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“Where is the Egyptian? He is to take the whip and beat him! … Beat the Son of Nobles!” [which he 
did] …. Then Omar said to the Egyptian, “Now beat the whip upon `Amr’s bald head!” The Egyptian 
replied, “O Commander of the Faithful! For it was his son who beat me, and I have evened the score 
with him.” Upon this Omar then turned to `Amr and said, “Since when do you enslave the people 
when their mothers bore them as free men?”9

This famous story illustrates that, in early Islam, people were held liable to their actions. Omar, 
as a responsible manager, held his delegate liable to what the latter’s son had done. Legally, 
‘Amr did not do anything that could be considered to be wrong. The transgression was done 
by ‘Amr’s son; it would have been sufficient to hold the son accountable, and make him pay 
the legal price of his behavior. Omar, however, held ‘Amr – his delegate – to a higher ethical 
standard noting that his son only transgressed because of his father’s governmental position.

In sum, responsible management in Islam bears many of the traits commonly associated 
with contemporary ethics, social responsibility, and stakeholder management. This perspec-
tive of responsibility is based on a religiously inspired system of ethics, responding to what 
Muslims believe are divine instructions. The Muslim understanding links responsibility to the 
belief that, as vicegerents of God, people have to become aware of the trust (amanah) given to 
them by their Lord. By identifying themselves as trustees on this earth, Muslims are supposed 
to act according to this trust. This has implications for how Muslims understand themselves, 
and how they shape their identities in the various roles they occupy in life, managerial, familial 
or otherwise.

4. MANAGEMENT AND RESPONSIBILITY IN MUSLIM
PRACTICE

“What went wrong?” was the question that was raised by the famous orientalist Bernard Lewis 
(Lewis, 2002):

For many centuries, the world of Islam was in the forefront of human achievement – the foremost 
military and economic power in the world, the leader in the arts and sciences of civilization. Christian 
Europe, a remote land beyond its northwestern frontier, was seen as an outer darkness of barbarism 
and unbelief from which there was nothing to learn or to fear. And then everything changed, as the 
previously despised West won victory after victory, first in the battlefield and the marketplace, then 
in almost every aspect of public and even private life. (Lewis, 2002: back cover)

While Lewis was addressing a broader set of questions than the one tackled in this chapter, 
part of his analysis is useful for our investigation. What has been presented above is a positive 
picture of normative Islamic ethics that enrich the discussion on responsible management. 
Yet, it is clear that current reality in Muslim communities is far detached from the early 
positive teachings about responsibility in management and governance both in the private and 
the public spheres. Listing the problems of many Muslim societies, particularly in relation 
to (ir)responsible management, would yield a long list of disappointments. One key piece of 
evidence is illustrative.

9 https:// en .islamway .net/ article/ 8165/ omar -and -the -egyptian -unparalleled -justice.
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Transparency International is a global organization that publishes an annual corruption index 
ranking countries in terms of the extent of perceived corruption. This index has been widely 
used as one indicator of how various countries rank in terms of their levels of transparency.10 
This index could be used as a rough proxy of responsible management. One would assume 
that there is a degree of correlation between the degree of responsible management found in 
a certain country, and people’s perceptions of levels of transparency or corruption found there. 
For 2018, for example, Denmark ranked as number 1 in transparency with a score of 88 over 
100 (0=very corrupt; 100=very clean). A quick scan of the ranked countries (180 countries), 
in terms of transparency, demonstrates that Muslim countries are not situated favorably in the 
rankings. Among the top 50 countries, there are two Muslim-majority countries, the United 
Arab Emirates at #23, with a score of 70, followed by Qatar (#33, 62). Among the bottom 
ten countries, six are Muslim-majority countries. Evidently, there are wide variations among 
Muslim countries in those rankings; corruption levels could be attributed to multiple reasons 
including economic conditions, political structures, and governance mechanisms. Yet one 
cannot help but ask why the above normative principles of responsible management couldn’t 
alleviate the conditions of those Muslim countries which are situated at the bottom of the list.

Answering this question is not easy. First, how various countries fare in terms of transpar-
ency is dependent on several factors, which are more extensive than the country just being 
populated by a Muslim majority. Why Somalia ranks at the rock bottom of the list (#180) can 
be explained by a mix of political, economic, and historic factors that have better explanatory 
power than the country just being a Muslim majority country. At the other end, the reason 
behind the United Arab Emirates being satisfactorily situated at #23 can be explained by 
a myriad of non-religious factors. The UAE, over the past few decades, has been able to estab-
lish strong management systems in the public and private sectors coupled with a rule of law 
and effective governance structures.

This discord between knowledge and practice is not unique to Muslims societies. Hibbert 
and Cunliffe (2015) assert that such a disconnect, as a global phenomenon, has led to the lack 
of fulfillment of the promises of responsible management. We know a lot about what it means 
to manage responsibly from individual and organizational perspectives. Yet, putting such 
knowledge into practice has always been challenging. Teaching students and practitioners on 
becoming more conscious about ethics does not mean that ethical action would necessarily 
ensue. Ethical behavior is not only dependent on an agent becoming conscious of issues of 
ethical sensitivity, but it also requires moral judgment (the ability to judge what is right and 
what is wrong), moral motivation (the intrinsic drive and intention to do what is right), and 
moral courage (the willingness to behave ethically despite opposition, ostracism, or rejection) 
(Putnam, 2010; Rest, 1994). Muslim managers and organizations might fare better in fostering 
ethical responsible behavior, by moving, beyond promoting moral awareness, into advancing 
processes that elevate levels of moral judgment, moral motivation, and moral courage.

It is not easy to attempt to devise a solution to the responsible management problem in 
many Muslim societies, let alone the broader development problems found there. It would 
be easy to recommend that Muslim managers adopt the five pillars above in order to make 
a genuine attempt to foster responsible management in their individual societies. Yet, this 
is easier said than done. With some exceptions, Muslim managers often operate in tough 

10 https:// www .transparency .org/ cpi2018.
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contexts riddled with economic and political tensions, let alone problems of corruption, inef-
fective governments, and weak rule of law. To advise those managers of the importance of 
responsible management while ignoring the contexts in which they operate, sounds more like 
an exercise in armchair philosophy. Guiding managers into more responsible action cannot 
be separated from genuine efforts at economic and societal development. This does not only 
apply to managers in Muslim societies, but to any society which suffers from abnormal rates 
of irresponsible managerial behaviors. People would be better able to implement principles of 
justice, responsibility, and accountability, if there are supporting structural mechanisms in the 
societies in which they operate. Those mechanisms include effective governments, a rule of 
law, and relatively stable economic and political contexts. Managers, whether they base their 
behaviors on religious or secular starting points, would be better able to operate responsibly 
when there are structures to back them, reinforce their ethical choices, and protect the socially 
responsible decisions that they make.

The case remains, however, that the Islamic perspective on responsible management can 
inform managerial behavior particularly in Muslim-majority countries. Muslim managers are 
better able to make the connections between the above principles, and their daily managerial 
practices. They would be able to internalize the significance of the above principles, and, in 
a best case scenario, conclude that proper management behavior would be informed from 
a responsible management perspective grounded in Islam. In contexts where religion matters 
a lot, religiously grounded patterns of behavior have the potential to work extremely well 
(Sidani & Thornberry, 2013). Yet, even from a non-religious perspective, one could easily 
discern the overlap between the above principles and the generally secular-grounded axioms 
of responsible management. Except for the first principle, which is based on strict adherence 
to perceived divine instructions, all the principles discussed above would make sense to the 
secular mind. What is eventually important is that a manager acts responsibly, irrespective of 
whether such behavior stems from a deep belief in a set of religious principles, or is based on 
a set of secular areligious starting points.

How responsible management, both in terms of knowledge and in terms of behavior, could 
be accomplished is worthy of further investigation. One way to foster an “engaged under-
standing” of responsible management could be accomplished through moral reflexive practice 
(Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). This entails developing learners, students or practitioners, who are 
willing to question the assumptions that characterize, not only practices in the organizations 
in which they operate, but also their own actions. Future research can aim to develop other 
ways by which people change their current problematic practices, through questioning and 
re-questioning things done within a certain context.

An Islamic perspective of responsible management could be seen as a way to complement 
the evolving scholarship on this topic. Any attempt to build an isolated body of knowledge 
for “Islamic responsible management” that is totally distinct from contemporary discourses, 
would miss the wealth of knowledge developed so far in the field. The massive, and still 
growing, areligious body of research in areas of ethics, CSR, sustainability, and governance is 
of great relevance to Muslim managers and organizations. Scholars interested in the Islamic 
perspective are advised to look at ways to integrate, rather than separate, the various scholarly 
contributions in responsible management, whether religious or otherwise.

In addition, an “Islamic perspective of responsible management” would benefit from 
looking at the various Muslim-majority contexts and how they would, on a case-by-case basis, 
embed such worldviews into their thinking and functioning. The Muslim world is not mono-
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lithic; there are wide variations and dissimilarities among Muslim countries and organizations. 
Future research can illuminate how organizations in various Muslim contexts can capitalize on 
different aspects of the Islamic perspective to advance responsible management within their 
quarters.

Finally, there is also a growing body of knowledge of the religious-based aspects of respon-
sible management (e.g. De Silva, 2016; Jamali & Sidani, 2013; Jechoutek, 2018; Longenecker 
et al., 2004; Quddus & White, 2005; Sur, 2017; Tlaiss, 2015). These include various religious 
traditions including Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam and so on. It would be 
fascinating to uncover, not only the unique attributes of each religious philosophy, but also 
any threads that may tie various traditions. Such an investigation could potentially lead to an 
integrated religious-based theory of responsible management.

5. CONCLUSION

This chapter is an attempt to draw some principles of responsible management from an Islamic 
outlook. Managers in Muslim contexts would benefit from noting that the evolving field of 
responsible management is not one of those Western impositions that aim to enforce a specific 
agenda on their organizations and managerial behaviors. The evolving field of responsible 
management, grounded in ethics, CSR, sustainability, and proper governance, reflects genuine 
universal principles that, for the most part, transcend geographic and ideological backgrounds. 
By carefully adhering to responsible management practices, grounded in values that they 
cherish, managers have the potential to run effective organizations that are sensitive to the 
needs of various stakeholders, to fulfill social, environmental, and economic aims. For the 
Muslim manager, including the spiritual component becomes an added feature that reinforces 
and strengthens, rather than conflicts with, the accomplishment of those goals.
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19. Catholic social teaching and responsible
management
Domènec Melé

INTRODUCTION

Responsible is a key ethical term with the meaning of being answerable for certain behavior 
or some particular action, to another and also to one’s own conscience. This is the sense of 
ascribing moral responsibility – being ethically responsible for doing something. Sometimes; 
however, responsible relates to consciousness in some practice or scope of activity. “Being 
a responsible person” has this sense and denotes a positive trait of character (a virtue). Finally, 
responsible can also be associated with a duty or obligation to satisfactorily perform or com-
plete a task assumed or allotted. In this last sense, since the inception of management thought 
expressions such as “the manager is responsible for …” (generally regarding different aspects 
of an efficient organization and getting results) have been quite usual in organizational studies. 
The latter meaning of the adjective “responsible” has long been applied to management, 
although reducing its signification to being answerable for technical aspects. Nowadays, the 
notion of “responsible management,” while it retains the sense of “answerable,” tends to have 
a wider meaning than the purely technical and also denotes human and ethical aspects.

The notion of “responsible management” given by Laasch and Conaway (2015) includes 
three main domains: sustainability, responsibility, and ethics. Sustainability infers that man-
agement practice must embrace the triple bottom line (social, environmental and economic 
business values). Responsibility, in this context, means that management practice must lead to 
the optimization of overall stakeholder value. Finally, ethics regards the obligation that man-
agement practice embrace ethical decision-making and create moral excellence. The rationale 
here is that these domains reflect the most powerful streams of thought seeking change in 
management practices.

In this chapter our main aim is to discuss responsible management from the Catholic 
Social Teaching (CST) perspective, on which scarce literature exists (a notable exception 
is, however, Goodpaster et al., 2017). This teaching goes back to the late nineteenth century 
(Leo XIII, 1891) and is contained in papal, episcopal and conciliar documents of the Roman 
Catholic Church (see an introduction to CST in Melé, 2018a and an authorized compendium 
in PCJP, 2004). These documents are addressed primarily to Catholics; however, they are also 
offered to all people of good will.

As we discuss in the chapter, CST deals with all three of the above-mentioned aspects of 
responsible management, giving a precise sense to the concepts included in these domains. In 
contrast with other approaches, CST does not present the domains in three different theories, 
but as a consistent comprehensive approach. In this approach ethics is central and entails 
responsibility for stakeholders and for sustainability.

We will start with a brief presentation of CST and the importance it gives to free will and 
personal responsibility. Then, we discuss how ethics is understood in CST and what relevance 
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it has for responsible management. We continue by considering managerial responsibility 
toward stakeholders as seen by CST; then, finally, we discuss sustainability and its signifi-
cance in responsible management.

FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY IN CATHOLIC SOCIAL 
TEACHING

The nexus between freedom and responsibility is crucial in management philosophy and busi-
ness ethics (Dierksmeier, 2011, see also Margolis, 2011) and also in Catholic Social Teaching, 
the official and authorized instruction of the Catholic Church (Magisterium).

CST is essentially a moral theological approach to social and socio-economic matters, 
rooted in both Christian faith and reason. The sources of the faith are the Bible (here we use 
The Holy Bible, 1966), with special emphasis on the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth and the 
Apostles, and the Christian tradition. Faith is a trust-based knowledge; the truth of the person 
in God – what He is and what God reveals through Jesus Christ and the prophets who preceded 
him. Reason helps one to understand this knowledge and also to acquire a deeper under-
standing of the whole of creation, including the human being, society and the human–nature 
relationship. The rational approach also takes into account findings of the social sciences and 
the lived experience of Christian reflection from different historical, political and social con-
texts, in the light of faith and the Catholic Church’s tradition. This tradition has been held in 
great esteem by such Christian thinkers as St. Augustine of Hippo (fifth century) and Thomas 
Aquinas (thirteenth century). Drawing on Biblical wisdom, Christian tradition and rational 
reflection, CST represents reasonableness and consistency.

The three meanings of responsible mentioned in the introduction – as an ascription of 
morality, as virtue (being a responsible person) and as a conscious duty in performing an 
activity or practice – are present in CST. Being responsible is connected with internal freedom, 
since it presupposes free will and the authorship of something. Free will is affirmed in the 
Bible (1966), where we read that God willed that man should be “left in the hand of his own 
counsel” (Sir 15:14). In addition, the Bible contains many texts which entail personal respon-
sibility especially regarding the avoidance of misbehavior – committing sins, in theological 
terminology.

Free will and the corresponding personal responsibility is also identified by Aristotle in 
the affirmation that “man is a moving principle of actions” (1980, III, 1), which according to 
Aquinas means having free will and control of his actions (1981, I‒II, Prologue). Although 
some scholars deny free will as an illusion, this is contrary to our common experience of 
acting freely, and many authors of philosophical anthropology accept the existence of internal 
freedom in humans – free will – which provides self-determination to act or not act, to do 
a certain action, or another (O’Connor and Franklin, 2018).

Responsibility associated with freedom is emphasized by CST, and this includes respon-
sibility in managing business activities. Pope John Paul II stated that the base of the modern 
business economy “is human freedom exercised in the economic field, just as it is exercised 
in many other fields” (John Paul II, 1991, no. 32). A consequence of this is the necessity to 
respect freedom in economic activity, which like every other sector, “includes the right to 
freedom, as well as the duty of making responsible use of freedom” (John Paul II, 1991, no. 
32). In the same line of thought this Pope stressed the importance of training people to be 
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“competent business leaders who are conscious of their responsibilities” (John Paul II, 1991, 
no. 35). Thus, CST emphasizes both respect for freedom, and responsible use of this freedom.

According to Catholic teaching we are autonomous to decide how to act, although with 
certain limitations. In this sense, Pope Francis affirms: “human beings are not completely 
autonomous. Our freedom fades when it is handed over to the blind forces of the unconscious, 
of immediate needs, of self-interest, and of violence” (Francis, 2015, no. 105). However, we 
are not autonomous to determine what is really good (John Paul II, 1993, no. 36). Moral law, 
inscribed in human nature and more explicitly in divine Revelation, helps us to responsible 
behavior. The Church’s constant teaching is that “the natural moral law has God as its author, 
and that man, by the use of reason, participates in the eternal law, which it is not for him to 
establish” (John Paul II, 1993, p. 36).

In the 1960s the Catholic thinker Romano Guardini warned that “the risk is growing day by 
day that man will not use his power as he should … power is never considered in terms of the 
responsibility of choice which is inherent in freedom,” since its “only norms are taken from 
alleged necessity, from either utility or security” (Guardini, 1965: 83). Pope Francis borrows 
these words, adding a reference to the current technological power (Francis, 2015, no. 105) – 
a growing force in the Fourth Industrial Revolution – and adds: “our immense technological 
development has not been accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values and 
conscience” (Francis, 2015, no. 105).

Consequently, any responsible activity entails ethics, and this is certainly the case of respon-
sible management, but what ethics?

ETHICS FOR A RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

The expression “business is business,” with the sense that business has nothing to do with 
ethics, is an old myth that has generally been overcome. Now many accept that economics and 
business entail ethics and ethics is necessary to generate trust and reputation. However, there is 
still certain confusion over what ethics is about. Some authors reduce it to a few rules as con-
straints on economic rationality. These constraints can involve compliance with law and with 
local ethical customs. In this regard, Friedman wrote: “A corporate executive … has direct 
responsibility to conduct business in accordance with [shareholder] desires … [i.e.] to make 
as much money as possible while conforming to their basic rules of the society, both those 
embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom” (Friedman, 1970). Others proposed 
one of several ethical principles (Kantian Categorical Imperative, Utilitarian Principle, etc.) to 
be added to economic decisions.

CST shared the idea that “science and technology are not neutral; from the beginning to 
the end of a process, various intentions and possibilities are in play and can take on distinct 
shapes” (Francis, 2015, no. 114). In positive terms, economics and business should embrace 
ethics, which beyond its intrinsic value can also make a positive contribution to sound eco-
nomic dynamism. However, ethics is seen not as a set of rules based on rationalistic principles, 
but something related with people’s needs and human good. “Striving to meet the deepest 
moral needs of the person also has important and beneficial repercussions at the level of 
economics. The economy needs ethics in order to function correctly” (Benedict XVI, 2009, 
no. 45. Emphasis in the original). CST makes it clear though that not just any ethical theory 
is acceptable. According to Benedict XVI, the economy needs ethics, but “not any ethics 
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whatsoever, but an ethics which is people-centered” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 45) Benedict 
warns that, while the adjective “ethical” has been used by a set of plausible initiatives, such as 
ethical finances and investments, it is advisable and necessary “to develop a sound criterion of 
discernment, since the adjective ‘ethical’ can be abused. When the word is used generically, it 
can lend itself to any number of interpretations, even to the point where it includes decisions 
and choices contrary to justice and authentic human welfare” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 45).

The Christian Ethics (Melé, 2018b) on which CST is based is, in fact, a people-centered 
ethics, and entails virtues and principles, along with the recognition of the human person as 
a fundamental good. The Church’s social doctrine “is based on man’s creation ‘in the image 
of God’ (Gen 1:27), a datum which gives rise to the inviolable dignity of the human person 
and the transcendent value of natural moral norms” (Benedict, XVI, no. 45) In this line of 
thought, John Paul II affirms that the main thread and, in a certain sense, the guiding principle 
of CST is “a correct view of the human person and of his unique value” (1991, no. 11), with 
innate dignity and natural rights. That is why, “beyond the rights which man acquires by his 
own work, there exist rights which do not correspond to any work he performs, but which 
flow from his essential dignity as a person” (John Paul II 1991, no. 11). Thus, Christian Ethics 
entails justice – respect for dignity and right – but also and above all neighborly love, which 
entails relationships of gratuitousness, mercy and communion. In this sense, Pope Benedict 
XVI writes: “The earthly city is promoted not merely by relationships of rights and duties, but 
to an even greater and more fundamental extent by relationships of gratuitousness, mercy and 
communion” (2009, no. 6).

In Christian Ethics love is central. Jesus Christ Himself gives love a primordial importance 
(Bible, 1966, Gospel of John 13:34) and presents love as the summary of moral command-
ments (Bible 1966, Gospel of Matthew 22:37‒40). This centrality of love is also present in 
other writing of the New Testament (e.g. Bible, 1966, Letter of St. Paul to Galatians 5:14).

Love is related to pursuing the good of the other, that is, what contributes to his or her 
human development or excellence. “To love someone is to desire that person’s good and to 
take effective steps to secure it” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 7). The relationship between love 
and justice within CST is interesting. Love for others entails justice – giving each one what 
is due – as a first requirement, but love goes beyond justice. While justice prompts us to give 
the other what is due by reason of his or her rights, love leads me to give what is mine to the 
other. This makes no sense without first giving him or her what pertains to them in justice. “If 
we love others with charity, then first of all we are just towards them” (Benedict XVI, 2009, 
no. 6).

Christian love (agapē) is not sentimentalism but love derived from the truth, including 
the truth of the human being – the correct view of the human person and of his or her unique 
value, as noted above. In this regard Pope Benedict XVI affirmed that love in truth (caritas in 
veritate, in Latin) “is the principle around which the Church’s social doctrine turns, a principle 
that takes on practical form in the criteria that govern moral action.”

CST does not see ethics as a constraint on economic dynamism or limited to a number of 
particular issues; ethics is at the core of any business activity. Related to this and focusing on 
justice, Benedict XVI wrote:

The Church’s social doctrine has always maintained that justice must be applied to every phase of 
economic activity, because this is always concerned with man and his needs. Locating resources, 
financing, production, consumption and all the other phases in the economic cycle inevitably have 
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moral implications. Thus every economic decision has a moral consequence. (Benedict XVI, 2009, 
no. 37. Emphasis in the original)

A people-centered ethics involves the recognition of the vocation to human development 
(human flourishing), without reducing such development to mere accumulation of wealth 
forgetting the service of higher goods (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 11). This “integral human 
development” extends to the whole person and to all people and presupposes the responsible 
freedom of the individual and of peoples. Institutions and social structures can help in this 
development, but “no structure can guarantee this development over and above human respon-
sibility” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 11).

The common good, rooted in justice and love and related to responsible management, is 
another important ethical element in CST. In this teaching, the common good is not understood 
in hedonistic terms or as a sum of individual preferences or the interest of the majority, but in 
ethical terms related to human development. As Benedict XVI explains:

[B]esides the good of the individual, there is a good that is linked to living in society: the common
good. It is the good of “all of us”, made up of individuals, families and intermediate groups who
together constitute society. It is a good that is sought not for its own sake, but for the people who
belong to the social community and who can only really and effectively pursue their good within it.
(Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 7)

He adds, “The more we strive to secure a common good corresponding to the real needs of our 
neighbors, the more effectively we love them” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 7).

The firm, as a community, has common goals and common goods for all people involved in 
the community; and this has implications for those who control the firm – corporate govern-
ance and management – in terms of responsibility. “To take a stand for the common good is 
on the one hand to be solicitous for, and on the other hand to avail oneself of, that complex of 
institutions that give structure to the life of society, juridically, civilly, politically and cultur-
ally, making it the pólis, or ‘city’” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 7). These institutions include the 
business firm; thus, working for the common good of the firm, so for the common good of the 
society, is a primordial managerial requirement.

MANAGERIAL RESPONSIBILITY TOWARD STAKEHOLDERS

The position that business people and managers only bear social responsibilities to sharehold-
ers (Friedman & Friedman, 1962; Friedman, 1970) is well-known. Agency Theory (Jensen 
and Meckling, 1976, currently widespread in business schools, is based on the idea that the 
manager is a mere “agent” of the shareholder (the “principal”) and his or her exclusive duty 
is to maximize shareholder value. The moral argument here is that managers hired by stock-
holders bear fiduciary duties toward the ownership, as the agent to the principal. Stakeholders 
deserve consideration as a means for maximize the firm value, since this latter is not possible 
if the interests of the firm stakeholder are ignored (Jensen, 2001).

Underlying this position is a conception of the firm as private property, and such ownership 
has almost absolute rights. In addition, it assumes a reductionist view of the human being, 
which is exclusively seen as a resourceful, evaluative, and maximizing agent (Jensen, 1987; 
Jensen and Meckling, 1994). Such a notion of the individual applied to managers, who control 
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the day-by-day activity of the company leads one to assume that managers can adopt opportun-
istic behaviors in order to maximize their interests. To avoid managerial opportunism owners 
should give strong incentives to managers (bonuses, stock options) to align their interests with 
those of shareholders. Applying this approach tends to create an agent mind-set in managers, 
which distorts their professional judgment. Managers, in this view, are no longer professionals 
responsible for their actions and their consequences for people and the environment, but only 
agents of the shareholders’ interests.

The vision of managerial responsibility, reduced to a fiduciary duty to make as much profit 
as possible while operating within legal requirements and some ethical restrictions, has been 
severely criticized (Ghoshal, 2005, among others). The same can be said of the narrow appre-
ciation of human nature underlying the view. While opportunistic management behavior is 
a risk and some measures should be taken to prevent it, managers are much more than mere 
agents of the principal; they are human beings with the capacity to act as responsible profes-
sionals. Professional comes from Latin professionem, meaning “public declaration,” and this 
is generally related to trained and expert people with a sense of responsibility, which entails 
answerability for the morality of their actions, which includes awareness of the consequences 
for the people that are affected by them.

Managers were seen as professionals at the beginning of business schools such as Harvard 
and with some pioneers of management thought including Mary Parket Follett (1986 [1927]) 
and Peter Drucker (2003). We find contemporary proponents too, with Squires (2001), 
Khurana and Nohria (2008) and Rosanas and Ricart (2012), among others. CST is closer to 
the view of managers are professional, but also considers business, which includes managing 
business, as a vocation, “a noble vocation” (Francis, 2015, no. 129).

The maximization of shareholder value as the purpose of the firm is explicitly criticized 
by CST on the grounds that “The principle of the maximization of profits, frequently isolated 
from other considerations, reflects a misunderstanding of the very concept of the economy,” 
affirms Pope Francis (2015, no. 195). This should be borne in mind lest the business world 
become a place where people serve profits, instead of one where profits serve people; and 
where the business firm is seen as a mere as instrument for making money, instead of seeing 
the firm as a community of people.

CST considers that a company is much more than a society of capital goods; rather it is 
a community of people who work to serve the common good of the society through the firm’s 
specific mission; it is not a mere instrument for making money. “A business cannot be consid-
ered only as a ‘society of capital goods’; it is also a ‘society of persons’ in which people par-
ticipate in different ways and with specific responsibilities, whether they supply the necessary 
capital for the company’s activities or take part in such activities through their labour” (John 
Paul II, 1991, no. 43).

The particular society or “community of persons” (John Paul II, 1991, no. 32) is also a 
“community of work,” where people work with each other (John Paul II, 1991, no. 35). In 
a society of persons and in a community of work, the ruler should be aware that they are 
dealing with conscious and free people, not mere human resources. In this line, managers in 
a certain sense are rulers, but rulers with special training and responsibility.

This vision of the business firm as a community of people is consistent with the “growing 
conviction that business management cannot concern itself only with the interests of the 
proprietors, but must also assume responsibility for all the other stakeholders who contribute 
to the life of the business: the workers, the clients, the suppliers of various elements of pro-
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duction, the community of reference” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 40. Italics in the original). 
Managerial responsibility toward stakeholders is again stressed in talking of practices like 
outsourcing of production, which “can weaken the company’s sense of responsibility towards 
the stakeholders – namely the workers, the suppliers, the consumers, the natural environment 
and broader society – in favor of the shareholders, who are not tied to a specific geographical 
area and who therefore enjoy extraordinary mobility” (Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 40).

The Church acknowledges the legitimate role of profit but not its maximization as the sole 
purpose of business. Profit is an indicator of the good performance of a business, but “profita-
bility is not the only indicator of a firm’s condition.” For instance, “it is possible for the finan-
cial accounts to be in order, and yet for the people – who make up the firm’s most valuable 
asset – to be humiliated and their dignity offended” (John Paul II, 1991, no. 35).

The manager’s responsibility toward stakeholders is implicit in the definition of the purpose 
of the firm given by Pope John Paul II (1991, no. 35):

[T]he purpose of a business firm is not simply to make a profit, but is to be found in its very existence
as a community of persons who in various ways are endeavoring to satisfy their basic needs, and who
form a particular group at the service of the whole of society.

SUSTAINABILITY

The concept of sustainability is widely-known to have emerged from the Brundtland Report, 
which recommended sustainable development and described this as one that “meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(United Nations, 1987). Although the notion has its roots in a growing concern over pollution 
and the accelerating deterioration of natural resources, it later acquired a wider meaning – one 
beyond the natural environment – by the addition of aspects regarding people and the social 
environment, special concern for future generations, and related to an economy which is 
sustainable over time. Thus, the concept of sustainability provides a new perspective, since its 
focus is on the consequences of human actions for coming generations. In this line of thought, 
the idea was introduced that corporations must be held accountable for the triple bottom line, 
which includes the financial, social, and environmental.

This triple responsibility is referenced in CST in different terminology and is connected 
to the common good and to solidarity of and with the current and future generations. At the 
beginning of the 1990s, Pope John Paul II warned: “humanity today must be conscious of 
its duties and obligations towards future generations” (1991, no. 37). According to CST, the 
notion of the common good, understood in a broad sense, includes sustainability as concern 
for the good of future generations. Francis is also very explicit on this point. He affirms that 
“the notion of the common good also extends to future generations” (Francis, 2015, no. 159), 
adding that “we can no longer speak of sustainable development apart from intergenerational 
solidarity” (Francis, 2015, no. 159).

Ecology and sustainability have very comprehensive senses within CST, which proposes 
the concept of “integral ecology” (Francis, 2015, Chap. IV), one which is inseparable from the 
notion of the common good (Francis, 2015, no. 156). Integral ecology includes natural, human 
and social ecology, but as interrelated and not separate or independent aspects (Francis, 2015, 
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Chap. IV.I). One practical consequence is that solutions should be sought which take such 
interdependence into account. In this sense, Pope Francis affirms:

Recognizing the reasons why a given area is polluted requires a study of the workings of society, its 
economy, its behaviour patterns, and the ways it grasps reality. Given the scale of change, it is no 
longer possible to find a specific, discrete answer for each part of the problem. It is essential to seek 
comprehensive solutions which consider the interactions within natural systems themselves and with 
social systems. (Francis, 2015, no. 139)

CST not only presents ethical requirements, but also goes to the heart of the ecological 
problem and the lack of concern for sustainability, where it identifies a widespread anthro-
pological error. This is the human person “who discovers his capacity to transform and in 
a certain sense create the world through his own work, forgets that this is always based on 
God’s prior and original gift of the things that are” (John Paul II, 1991, no. 37). This might lead 
one to think that he or she “can make arbitrary use of the earth, subjecting it without restraint 
to his will, as though it did not have its own requisites and a prior God-given purpose, which 
man can indeed develop but must not betray” (John Paul II, 1991, no. 37).

Following the idea of the triple bottom line, managerial responsibility involves responsibil-
ity for economic, natural and social sustainability. We will consider these aspects next.

a) Economic Sustainability

Economic sustainability is generally understood as the ability of an economy or business to 
support a defined level of economic production indefinitely. This posits a number of questions. 
One regards profit making both in the short and the long term, in harmony with other aspects 
of sustainability. Another question refers to how to define such level of economic production, 
and this has to do with the eradication of poverty.

The Catholic Church recognizes that “Those responsible for business enterprises are 
responsible to society for the economic and ecological effects of their operations” (Catechism 
of the Catholic Church, 2003, no. 2432). Profits are necessary, since they make possible the 
investments that ensure the future of a business and they guarantee employment, but those who 
manage business “have an obligation to consider the good of persons and not only the increase 
of profits” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2003, no. 2432). The creation and distribution 
of wealth to eradicate poverty entails the creation of jobs, the remunerations of which “are still 
a practical means whereby the vast majority of people can have access to those goods which 
are intended for common use: both the goods of nature and manufactured goods” (John Paul 
II, 1981, no. 19). 

The importance of assuming an appropriate level of productivity is also related with the 
noble vocation of business to which Pope Francis referred, which is “directed to producing 
wealth and improving our world. It can be a fruitful source of prosperity for the areas in which 
it operates, especially if it sees the creation of jobs as an essential part of its service to the 
common good” (Francis, 2015, no. 129).

The question of the level of economic sustainability is not an easy matter, and CST does not 
offer an answer, since it is a matter of practical wisdom in each country. However, CST does 
point out that “economic returns can thus be forecast more realistically, taking into account 
potential scenarios and the eventual need for further investment to correct possible undesired 
effects. A consensus should always be reached between the different stakeholders, who can 
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offer a variety of approaches, solutions and alternatives” (Francis, 2015, no. 183). CST is 
also very committed to the eradication of poverty and, as noted, this is related with economic 
sustainability. For the Church:

[P]articular appreciation is owed to those who tirelessly seek to resolve the tragic effects of environ-
mental degradation on the lives of the world’s poorest. Young people demand change. They wonder
how anyone can claim to be building a better future without thinking of the environmental crisis and
the sufferings of the excluded. (Francis, 2015, no. 13)

Obviously, economic sustainability with steady GDP growth for all countries is not possi-
ble, but it should grow up to a reasonable level of wellbeing while maintaining harmony with 
the other aspects of sustainability (environment and social).

b) Environmental Sustainability

Environmental sustainability is related to ecological responsibility for nature. This respon-
sibility involves understanding the relationship between living organisms and the natural 
environment in which they develop. This necessarily entails reflection and debate about the 
conditions required for the life and survival of society, and the honesty needed to question 
certain models of development, production and consumption (Francis, 2015, no. 138). Such 
responsibility requires a right view of the position of human beings within nature and the value 
and interconnection of all beings within the ecosystem. Pope Francis advocates avoiding the 
situation, “wherein a technocracy which sees no intrinsic value in lesser beings coexists with 
the other extreme, which sees no special value in human beings” (Francis, 2015, no. 118). Our 
humanity matters. “There can be no renewal of our relationship with nature without a renewal 
of humanity itself. There can be no ecology without an adequate anthropology” (Francis, 
2015, no. 118). The philosophical anthropology proposed by CST recognizes the dignity of 
the human being and also the intrinsic value of all beings and their mutual connection in an 
ordered system. On the other hand, understanding “environment” as a relationship existing 
between nature and the society which lives in it, entails that:

[N]ature cannot be regarded as something separate from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we
live. We are part of nature, included in it and thus in constant interaction with it. Recognizing the
reasons why a given area is polluted requires a study of the workings of society, its economy, its
behavior patterns, and the ways it grasps reality. (Francis, 2015, no. 139)

The ultimate foundation of ecological responsibility is the recognition of God as a Creator and 
the goodness of the whole creation (Bible, Genesis, Chap. 1) Ecological responsibility does 
not prevent a moderate use of resources and the human capacity for technological progress, 
which is a part of “the nobility of the human vocation to participate responsibly in God’s cre-
ative action.” However, in using such capacity, we must be responsible and interfering in one 
area of the ecosystem we must pay the due attention to the consequences of such interference 
in other areas (John Paul II, 1990; Francis, 2015, no. 131).

In practical terms, management bears responsibility to act with sustainability in using 
natural resources including energy; it should employ renewable sources as much as possible, 
avoid pollution, minimize waste, recycle and use biodegradable materials.
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c) Human Ecology and Social Sustainability

According to CST, ecological responsibilities are not limited to respecting and protecting the 
natural environment. There are also a “human ecology,” a “social ecology” and a “cultural 
ecology”, which can all involve managerial responsibility to some degree. At the beginning 
of the 1990s, Pope John Paul II called attention to the fact that, in addition to the irrational 
destruction of the natural environment, there was a serious destruction of the human environ-
ment, which, according to him, did not receive anything approaching the attention it deserved 
(John Paul II, 1991, no. 38). While animal ecology only regards physical conditions, human 
ecology also includes the moral conditions of the environment for correct human development. 
Human ecology embraces, among other matters, urban planning – which is concerned with 
how people are to live – and the “social ecology” of work (John Paul II, 1991, no. 38). The 
latter is particularly relevant for management and may include issues such as quality in human 
relations, work climate, pressures, stress, harmonization of work and family life, and other 
aspects related to working conditions.

Related to human ecology is “cultural ecology,” which refers to the historic, artistic and 
cultural patrimony that is a part of the shared identity of each place. Cultural ecology involves 
protecting the cultural treasures of humanity in the broadest sense (Francis, 2015, no. 143). 
The connection of management with cultural ecology may not be as evident as with the 
social ecology of work, but in some situations a business organization can also have a certain 
influence on cultural ecology, for instance, in donations or actions favoring the cultural envi-
ronment of the business.

It is worth noting that “social ecology is necessarily institutional, and gradually extends to 
the whole of society, from the primary social group, the family, to the wider local, national 
and international communities” (Francis, 2015, no. 142). Therefore, the business firm, as an 
institution, should show concern for the human and social ecology of the people involved in 
the organization.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

CST presents a comprehensive view of responsible management, at the core of which is a view 
of ethics centered on people. This leads to a manager being responsible for all stakeholders, 
and not only for shareholders, and someone who has great respect for human dignity and 
human development. The manager promotes the common good, which entails financial, envi-
ronmental and social sustainability, as interrelated, not separate and independent, phenomena.

Pope Francis coined the notion of “integral ecology” which underlines the idea of the 
interconnection between the different natural, human, social, and cultural environments. In 
fact, some intensive forms of environmental exploitation and degradation not only exhaust 
resources, they can also affect the livelihood of local communities, the social structures which, 
over many years, shaped cultural identity of people and their sense of the meaning of life and 
community. In this sense we can talk of integral managerial ecology, as a guide for responsible 
management regarding sustainability.

Last, but not least, it is worth noticing that ethics, as well as managerial concern for stake-
holders and sustainability, should be taken into account in all phases of the business process 
(Benedict XVI, 2009, no. 37). In the same line, and regarding ecology, Pope Francis wrote: 
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“Environmental impact assessment should not come after the drawing up of a business propo-
sition or the proposal of a particular policy, plan or program. On the contrary, it should be part 
of the process from the beginning (Francis, 2015, no. 183).

A research agenda on the intersection of responsible management and Catholic Social 
Teaching includes developing practical implications of some innovative concepts proposed by 
CST, as “integral ecology” and “human integral development.” Another one is a better under-
standing of the role of ethics in responsible management in dialogue with CST position. The 
agenda list can be extended by studying how to integrate ethical and social issues emphasized 
by Catholic social teaching into a responsible management; for instance, regarding employee’s 
families, human ecology, orientation of the firm to the common good (sustainability included), 
alleviation of poverty, religious freedom, human development and spirituality at the work-
place, and humanizing cultures, among others.
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20. Responsible management with Chinese
characteristics
Pingping Fu, Qing Qu, Bo Yang and Huihua Jiang

1. INTRODUCTION

Responsible management (RM) has been defined as management that embraces societal con-
cerns such as sustainability, responsibility, and ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). It assumes 
responsibility for the triple bottom line (sustainability), stakeholder value (responsibility), 
and moral dilemmas (ethics) (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). The United Nations established 
the Principles for Responsible Management Education in 2007 in an effort to realize the 
Sustainable Development Goals worldwide. Although most of the relevant research in the past 
decade has focused on corporate social responsibility (CSR), which urges businesses to go 
beyond profit-maximizing to meet the wider needs and values of civil society (Bowen, 1953), 
researchers have increasingly recognized that research on CSR pertains only to the organization 
and few studies have focused on how to develop individual-level socially responsible behavior 
(SRB) and social consciousness (SC) including cognition, values, and affect (Schneider et al., 
2010). Laasch (2018) identified three shifts in the RM field that are different from CSR: (1) the 
shift from the corporate to individual level; (2) the shift from education to practice, and (3) the 
shift from unique specialized managers to everyday ordinary mainstream managers. However, 
empirically, there is still very limited research on responsible management.

According to Laasch (2018), topics of social and environment responsibility and business 
ethics have been discussed for almost a century. In 1951, Abrams pointed out that “A modern 
corporation management, which has developed good social sense as well as good business 
sense, will accept the major responsibility to contribute to a satisfactory way of life for the 
men and women who work for it” (Abrams, 1951: 31). The average living standard around 
the world has improved significantly since then because most firms have been chasing profits. 
While profits can benefit society, the Enron case is a classic example of “a script of greed with 
a Machiavellian plot, and ideological frame for free-market capitalism” (Boje et al., 2004: 
766). The many financial scandals have led to a major public confidence crisis in the business 
world. The damage that human prosperity has brought to ordinary people and nature is appall-
ing. According to a UN study,1which is the most comprehensive ever undertaken by the UN, 
involving 1,203 scientists, hundreds of scientific institutions and more than 160 governments, 
without radical action, the level of prosperity that millions of people in the developed world 
count on will be impossible to maintain or extend to poorer countries.

In China, the 40-year economic reform initiative has turned the country from a stable 
planned economy to a rapidly growing market economy. Between 1978 and 2018, the Chinese 
GDP grew from US$149.5 billion to US$13.89 trillion with an average annual growth rate of 

1 https:// www .theguardian .com/ environment/ 2016/ may/ 19/ humans -damaging -the -environment 
-faster -than -it -can -recover -report -finds.
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9.4 percent, while the world average was 2.9 percent for the same period. In 1980, China’s 
GDP ranked 130 among the 148 countries with a per capita GDP of US$312; in 2017, China’s 
per capita GDP went up to US$9,481, ranking 70 among the 232 countries and regions. At the 
same time, the destructive effects on society are just as obvious. The many undesirable influ-
ences from the outside triggered the explosion of people’s desires for material possessions, 
and many dreamed of becoming rich overnight. The outpouring of greed and the weak legal 
system made China notorious for poor quality products and poor treatment of workers for quite 
a few years. Scandals, such as poisoning of water resources, using chemicals in food, and even 
making fake vaccines, are making Chinese people increasingly worried and mentally stressed. 
Although the situation has been greatly improved, trust and confidence of Chinese consumers 
in domestic products and service has yet to be restored completely.

In 2001, Tu Weiming, a neo-Confucian scholar, highlighted these irresponsible behaviors 
and characterized them as anthropocentrism, instrumental rationality, and aggressive individ-
ualism. Such mentality and consequent actions result in suffering ranging from deterioration 
of the environment and degradation of natural resources to indifference to others. The results 
are a threat to the sustainability of social communities and organizations. These ongoing 
behaviors have negatively affected millions of families around the world, making people 
call for positive change. According to Kwan and Tuuk (2012), over 90 percent of employees 
would prefer an employer that balances economic, social, and environmental objectives, and 
links such objectives to the overall organizational mission and values. They also report that 
the organization’s stance would influence their decision to join and stay with an organization. 
The Chinese government and some Chinese companies have recognized that they need to 
change and taken unprecedented firm actions to strengthen the ethical requirements and stop 
the irresponsible behaviors. These actions have produced positive results.

This chapter explains some of the key beliefs and ideology in ancient China and explicitly 
connects them to the concept of responsible management. Most people are unaware that the 
concept of responsibility is deeply embedded in traditional philosophy, although companies 
increasingly and conscientiously are incorporating traditional Chinese ideology. We use 
examples of Chinese leaders and their managerial practices to exemplify the meaning of 
those traditional values. We hope our readers will be inspired by the way Chinese ancient 
philosophers interpreted responsibility and that such inspiration will help promote responsible 
managerial practices in China. We also encourage Western readers to look for evidence of 
responsible management practices in the roots of their own cultures. Through joint efforts, we 
can sustain responsible development around the world.

2. CHINESE TRADITIONAL CULTURE AND RESPONSIBILITY

National culture is the “soul” of a country and has a direct impact on all the thoughts and 
behaviors of people who are members of that nation (Nguyen & Truong, 2016). Chinese 
culture explains the way the Chinese think and communicate, rooted in traditional values. 
These values are usually attributed to three schools of thought: Confucianism, Buddhism, and 
Taoism (Daoism). Together they are often considered one large philosophy, although they are 
also studied separately. For the purposes of this chapter and the fact that Buddhism did not 
directly address the concept of responsibility, we will only include Confucianism and Daoism 
in our discussion.
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Unlike the Western viewpoint built on individualism, traditional Confucianism places 
an emphasis on exploring the role of responsibility in relational systems of ethics. From 
a Confucianism perspective, one has to consider interpersonal relations even when talking 
about responsibility. According to Confucius, tian ren he yi (天 人 合 一 unity of heaven and 
human) constitutes the logical starting point of responsibility, and the concept of responsibility 
forms the rituals and ceremonial principles (Ren, 2008). Mou Zongsan (1983), one of the most 
influential contemporary Chinese philosophers, regarded the “unity of heaven and human” as 
the most important difference between Eastern and Western cultures. To sustain prosperity 
of humanity and nature at the top and protection of the people on earth, the Chinese sense of 
responsibility encourages individuals to (1) take the heart and mind as well as the soul and 
spirit of the self as the point of departure (Tu, 2002), (2) cultivate honesty and respect along 
the way, and (3) strive for “zhi xing he yi” (知 行 合 一 unity of knowing and doing) and “nei 
sheng wai wang” (内 圣 外 王 – cultivating the self to become a saint inside and develop 
competencies and skills to take the responsibility as a king outside) (Ren, 2008).

To fully understand the concepts presented in this chapter, it is necessary to first explain 
a bit more about the possible language barrier and the difficulties in translation. Chinese 
language is meaning-based, so there are always implicit connections between words. The sug-
gestiveness of the ancient Chinese sayings and writings, which are difficult to understand even 
for modern Chinese readers, can be even very formidable for non-Chinese readers. “When one 
reads them in translation, one misses the suggestiveness; and this means that one misses a great 
deal” (Feng, 2015: 26). Rodger Ames, a Western Confucian scholar, said Confucianism 
understood by the Westerners is not the same as Confucianism understood by the Chinese due 
to vagueness of translation. For example, many Western missionaries translated the Chinese 
concept of “tian yi” (天 意) into “the will of God.” This is obviously misleading as God in the 
Western eye does not exist in Confucian tradition (Ames, 2013). In addition, most Chinese 
who translate Chinese philosophy into foreign languages are not familiar with Western philos-
ophy, making their choice of words sometimes misleading. Thus, it is important to be careful 
when reading the interpretations of a foreign expression and try to understand the philosophy 
of a society from its historical, cultural, and language perspectives.

The notion of responsibility in Confucian humanism involves four dimensions: self, com-
munity, nature, and Tian (天, very roughly translated as Heaven). These four dimensions are 
not only inter-related, but also mutually supported (Ames, 2013). Representative Confucian 
sayings include “yi tian xia wei ji ren” (以天下为己任, the world is the responsibility), “xiu 
shen yi ji shi” (修身以济世, cultivate the self for the betterment of the world), and “jian shan 
tian xia” (兼善天下, good for the world). Specifically, the main contents of responsibility are: 
(1) being humane to everybody and everything; (2) respecting morality and protecting people;
and (3) showing conscious concern for the state and people (Ren, 2008). As Tu explicitly
pointed out, a human being is an active agent in the cosmic transformation as an observer,
participant, indeed co-creator: “We are charged with the responsibility to see to it that what has
been endowed in our nature continues to give generative power to new realities and life forms”
(Tu, 2018: 31). The teachings of the two great teachers and philosophers, Kongzi (Confucius
philosopher) and Laozi (Laotse; Daoist philosopher), who lived over 2,500 years ago, have
been the source of wisdom, offering moral guidance to the Chinese people. Both teachings
display a deep understanding of human nature and both emphasize the value of life. However,
they involve very different approaches to solving life’s problems. Confucius teachings focus
on the positive, the bright side of life, while Laozi teachings focuses on the negative, the
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dark side. Confucius believed human beings were originally kind and humane, but their 
conscientiousness was later contaminated by desires and greediness, which they needed to get 
rid of by self-cultivation, by learning, or by exercising “gong fu” (功夫, effort). On the other 
hand, Laozi believed the suffering of man came from obstinacy, restraint, and unnaturalness. 
He argued that without humanity, ritual music, and ceremonies, which Confucius highly 
promoted, it would only be an external constraint (Wang, 2016). Thus, he urged people to 
do everything to return to a state of naturalness. These different approaches led to the two 
philosophers to use very different languages. For example, Confucianists talk about Ren and 
Yi (仁, 义; humanity and appropriateness), Daoists talk about “inhumane, inappropriateness.” 
However, the seemingly “negative” approach should be interpreted with caution as Daoists are 
interested in returning to the original status of humans (like an infant) and things (like nature). 
Negative dialectic expressions in Dao De Jing (道德经, Book of Dao), such as “do not argue,” 
“do not talk,” “not beautiful,” “no action,” and “no anger” are common in Daoism. Even Laozi 
knew it was difficult to understand his dialectical negation and ideal pursuit as he wrote:

The softest thing in the world dashes against and overcomes the hardest; that which has no (sub-
stantial) existence enters where there is no crevice. I know hereby what advantage belongs to doing 
nothing (with a purpose). There are few in the world who attain to the teaching without words, and 
the advantage arising from non-action. (Book of Dao, Chapter 43)

With this understanding of the characteristics of the Chinese language and the fundamental 
differences between Confucianism and Daoism, we can now look at how each philosophy 
depicted a sense of responsibility.

2.1 Core Confucian Values and Sense of Responsibility

Confucianism has been the dominant philosophy to mold the Eastern culture (Du, 2014). 
Confucian philosophy includes many elements, but the five constant virtues – ren, yi, li, zhi, 
xin (仁, 义, 礼, 智, 信; humanity, appropriateness, propriety, wisdom, and trustworthiness) are 
the most salient ones for business (Fu et al., 2018). Ren used to be translated as benevolence, 
but has recently been translated as humanity, indicating that the word includes love, kindness, 
friendliness, respect, caring, and helpfulness, signifying the charitable, unselfish desire to 
reach out and connect with humanity (Yang et al., 2018). Benevolence is closely aligned 
with reciprocity; to do unto others as one would do to oneself: to treat others well. Qiao 
(2013) pointed out that Confucian philosophy is by nature a philosophy of ecology. Although 
Confucius did not mention ecology, a Confucian theme includes a system of ecology. Ren, the 
core concept of Confucius, means to love or be humane to basically everything on earth and 
specifically three targets: (1) humans and animals; (2) plants; and (3) earth, mountains, and 
rivers.

The word “responsibility” is not explicitly used in the Analects of Confucius, but the 
mutuality (reciprocity) between the five basic relationships well defines what each party 
needs to be responsible for in the relationships. In 2014, Du formally proposed Confucian 
spiritual humanism as a new approach to understanding the relationships between heart and 
mind within the self, between communities, between humans and nature, and between the 
human mind and tian dao (天道, the Supreme Way). Du cited Qian Mu’s paper in which Qian 
regarded “tian ren he yi” a contribution of the Chinese culture to mankind to argue that it was 
an indication of a strengthened Confucian sense of responsibility. In Confucian tradition, all 
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people live in relationship to others, including animals and nature, and should all be responsi-
ble for maintaining that relationship. For example, a ruler is responsible for showing humanity 
(“benevolence”) to the followers, who are to be loyal and dedicated; a father’s responsibility is 
to be benevolent to his children, whose responsibility is to be filial to the father.2

The Great Learning (大学, da xue), one of the four Confucian books, also shows the right 
path of lifetime development for everyone who wishes to get a footing in the world. One who 
wishes to have complete knowledge needs to investigate things; when knowledge is complete, 
one can be sincere in thought; when the thought is sincere, one can rectify the mind; when 
the mind is rectified, one can cultivate the self; when the self is cultivated, one can manage 
the family; when the family is well managed, one can govern a country; when the country is 
properly governed, one can hope to pacify the whole world. Such a clearly defined sense of 
role responsibility enables people to see the close connection between the self and the family, 
the family and the nation, and the nation and the world. This is another way to look at how 
one’s action is closely connected to other actions.

To describe the unique nature of the Chinese self and its implied connections with others, 
and everything under tian, Taiwanese indigenous psychologist Huang Guangguo created the 
term “Confucian rationalism” (Huang, 2013). The concept of tian had many different mean-
ings in ancient times including the supreme, the broad nature, and the highest principle (Du, 
2014). Under this highest level of ideal, Heaven and humans are one. The doctrine of tian ren 
he yi also means human beings have reverence for nature, follow the laws of nature, and live 
in harmony with all things (Fu et al., 2018). Drucker was only partially correct when he said 
Confucianism was “a universal ethic in which the rules and imperatives of behavior hold for 
all individuals” (Drucker, 1981: 166). Qiao (2013) also studied this relationship from an eco-
logical perspective, arguing that tian ren he yi is the core in the Confucian ecological system. 
In addition to the core, other unique constructs include qi (气, vital energy), tong (通, connect-
edness), he (和, harmony), shi (时, timing), and dao (道, the Way). It also includes different 
entities between humans and nature, between the organs inside the body, and the emotional/
spiritual connectedness between people. In short, Confucianism explicitly integrates the body, 
mind, soul, and spirit of the self; the self and the community; humans and nature; and nature 
and the universe. It seeks the wholeness of heaven, earth, and all creatures and things. This 
mentality generates a sense of reverence for everything in the universe, and a sense of respon-
sibility derived from such reverence will naturally lead to higher aspirations in life and work.

2.2 Daoism and the Daoist Sense of Responsibility

Daoism, along with Confucianism, has a far-reaching influence on the Chinese culture and are 
both rooted in Chinese civilization. The “Tao” (Dao), as the essential notion of Daoism, not 
only created the entire universe, but also guided the harmonious operation of the world. Laozi 
explained that it is “the seed of primordial harmony, original purity, selfless tranquility” (Book 
of Dao: Chapter 54). Daoists believe that by following the Tian Dao one will achieve a life 

2 The class system is one of the major virtues in ancient China (Li, 1984). It refers to maintaining 
the ancient rituals and proper ordering of positions in society. With everyone courteously following the 
predetermined order from birth, the social order is maintained. “By affirming and embracing patriarchy 
as the organizing principle of the society, China’s imperial rulers solidified their absolute authority over 
their subjects as well” (Farh & Chen, 2000).
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of peace, harmony and enlightenment. In other words, Taoism emphasizes the relationship 
of human life to the world by stressing living simply and staying close to one’s true nature. 
To stay away from the hustle and bustle of society, Taoism calls for intuitive conformity 
with nature to restore one’s original simplicity (Kohn, 1993), which also requires responsible 
management.

The notion of a “Taoistic sense of responsibility” was inspired by “Taoistic science” and 
“Taoistic receptivity,” two concepts created by Maslow in 1966 to differentiate it from tradi-
tional science (Liu, 2008). Maslow pointed out that Daoistic receptivity teaches people not to 
interfere or speak but to observe and listen; and maintain a receptive and passive status to let 
people/things take their natural course to mature, which is very difficult to reach (Maslow, 
1966). Thus, Maslow agreed with most Laozi scholars who recognized that although Laozi 
appeared negative, evasive and indifferent to social problems, he was seeking higher and more 
positive social effects; his sense of responsibility originated from the fundamental principles 
of cosmology and Tian Dao, that is, Taoistic sense of responsibility is based on Laozi’s cos-
mology and existentialism (Liu, 2008).

Inspired by Maslow, Laozi scholar Liu created “Taoistic sense of responsibility” to describe 
an inner psychological activity, a stable psychological status or feeling, which is different from 
other feelings of responsibility (Liu, 2008). Laozi’s sense of responsibility is mainly reflected 
in the attitude of the Chinese saints towards caring for the living conditions of all things. The 
sage advocates for “dao fa zi ran” (道 法 自 然 , the Way flows with the naturalness), “zi ran” 
(be natural, or naturalness), and “wu wei” (无 为, to let things take their own course naturally), 
which are all geared toward simplicity, tranquility, purity and naturalness (Liu, 2008). These 
values are expected to contribute to the sustainability of nature and society.

Just as Laozi’s use of negative expressions should not be taken literally, the Daoistic sense 
of responsibility should not be interpreted in the same way as other types of responsibility. 
First, the central concern of the responsible bearer lies not in his/her own interest, but in the 
gains and losses of the target person, in the state of the object of governance, and in making 
sure that the status of the people and all things behave in accordance with their own natural 
tendencies. This orientation is seen as a true reflection of the self-transcendent nature of the 
sages. The second characteristic is the wide inclusiveness of the object one is responsible for. 
“The sage takes care of all men and abandons no one; he takes care of all things and aban-
dons nothing” (Book of Dao, Chapter 27). The third characteristic of the Daoistic sense of 
responsibility lies in the neutrality of value or the transcendence of morality, advocating the 
ultimate concern beyond the pursuit of conventional values. Laozi’s famous phrase “dao fa 
zi ran” shows that the concerns of Daoism are different from those of all other religions and 
philosophies (Liu, 2008).

In the following section, we use examples of four Chinese business leaders to illustrate how 
the Confucian and Daoistic sense of responsibility influence their responsible management. 
Although their companies are from different industries and are also relatively small compared 
to the large State-owned enterprises, they all enjoy very good reputation and are generally 
regarded as role models. Most importantly, their employees behave responsibly in their indi-
vidual positions.
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3. EXAMPLES OF RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT WITH
CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS

The four leaders we studied founded their companies in the late 1980s or early 1990s. They 
were Zhang Hongrui of Xinyulou (Tower of Reputation) Department Store Corporation 
(retail), Mao Zhongqun of Fotile Kitchen Ware Group Company (home appliances), Nie 
Shengzhe of Tecsun Wood-framed Houses (residential house construction firm), and Wu 
Nianbo of Good-Ark Electronics Group Ltd. Their success could be partly attributed to their 
practice of closely following the teachings of Chinese sages and engaging in responsible 
management. However, most importantly, they are all great role models for their employees. 
They consistently strive to learn to strengthen their own characters by diligently practicing 
what they preach and by persuading their employees to take their responsibilities seriously.

Zhang Hongrui’s Xinyulou specializes in a township market with a total of 31 department 
stores in four provinces with an annual revenue exceeding 11.6 billion RMB (about US$1.7 
billion) in 2017. Zhang Hongrui made “Enabling employees to fulfill their values and enjoy 
a successful life” the company mission. He also wrote a store song to encourage all employees 
to take on the prosperity of the country as their own responsibility. The words of the song 
incorporate the path spelled out by the Great Learning (2015), asking each employee to culti-
vate the self, take care of the family, manage the company, and contribute to the world. From 
early on, Zhang decided to call the employees “sales guides,” whose job is to assist customers 
to make the best purchase decision, rather than salespeople whose job is to sell. Employees in 
Xinyulou are trained to think for their customers. For example, they advise customers to buy 
less when they have the option or not to buy when the item is not needed. They are also encour-
aged to minimize waste and protect the environment. All commodities are clearly marked with 
all the necessary information, including the place of origin, the duration of quality, and any 
other special features. Most of the Xinyulou stores close at 6:30 pm to enable other companies 
in the neighborhood to make money and to permit their own employees to spend the evening 
with their families. These efforts not only give employees a sense of responsibility for the 
business but also for their families and urges them to consider the interests of others when 
making decisions. The markup on each product is also transparent. Xinyulou managers have 
the responsibility not to get into a price war, not to seek profiteering, not to default on suppli-
ers, and not to allow their salesforce to take advantage of their suppliers.3

Mao Zhongqun carefully designed the Fotile corporate culture and made sure that “the 
characteristics of their products, people and enterprise” are all in alignment with the Confucian 
values of “humanity, appropriateness, propriety, wisdom and integrity” (Mao, 2016). In par-
ticular, they are driven by compassion for human beings. To Mao, CSR means being morally, 
legally, and socially responsible for people, the community, and the world as a whole. At the 
beginning of 2018, Mao modified the company mission from “to enable people to feel better 
about their homes” to “for the happiness of the billions of families” because he realized the 
older mission was still confined by its products. He also modified the vision from “to be 
a leading company in the industry” to “becoming a great company.” Instead of setting the goal 
of becoming a Fortune 500 Company, Mao aims to build Fotile as “a company that will last 
500 years.” Its mission and vision inspire the company leaders to behave and make business 

3 www .xinyulou .com.
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decisions with a sense of responsibility, sustainability, and ethics, which are in line with 
responsible management principles. In pursuit of its vision and mission, Mao has publicly 
pledged to seek the fulfillment of CSR at three levels: legally, developmentally, and morally. 
The company’s legal responsibility covers aspects of products reliability, employees, tax 
payment, and the environment. Its development responsibility involves product innovation, 
employee development, harmonious growth, and sustainable management. Its moral responsi-
bility includes business ethics, developing a win–win mindset, charity, and cultural promotion. 
According to Mao, “Great companies guide people to be humane” (Fotile CSR report, 2018). 
Internally, Mao sets a good example through constant learning. He assigns books to the execu-
tive members to read and discuss in their monthly reading sharing meetings. Employees spend 
15 minutes before starting to work every morning reading the classics. Mao also took the lead 
to pledge to fulfill “Five One’s”: do a kind deed every day, demonstrate love for parents once 
a week, correct a mistake, read a good book, and set up a goal. They are posted on a company 
wall, and all managers aim to embrace these values. According to Mao, love (humanity) is the 
original source of the company’s innovation, its processes are guided by this principle, and the 
ultimate purpose is the happiness of the people. The company has led the market ever since the 
company first started selling products, but the owner chose not to allow the company market 
share to exceed 50 percent.

Nie Shengzhe’s Tecsun products account for about 70 percent of the wood-framed housing 
market in China. However, Nie, the founder, restricts its profit margin to be between 15 and 20 
percent, because his mission is to “run a company in the sun.” Thus, he believes that a profit 
beyond 25 percent is a “crime” and is not sustainable. The 11-character core values he set up 
at the beginning, “cheng shi, qin lao, you ai xin, bu zou jie jing” (诚 实, 勤 劳, 有 爱 心, 不 走 
捷 径; honest, diligent, having a loving heart, and not taking short-cuts), are strictly followed 
in everything they do. For example, to encourage employees to be honest, Nie allows every 
employee to sign off on their reimbursement requests themselves without any approval. To be 
reimbursed for expenses, employees must only read a statement aloud when they hand in the 
claim and pledge that they have been honest in claiming the expenses and take full responsi-
bility if it is found to be otherwise. This Daoistic approach gives employees autonomy but also 
enforces discipline to be responsible and respectful to follow the rules. Gifts from others have 
to be handed in, but employees who want to keep a gift can bid for it at the monthly company 
auctions. Every employee receives a free two-week trip to the US after having worked for the 
company for five years. To show employees that the company cares about their long-term 
interests, the owner promises lifelong employment after an employee has served the company 
for ten years; tenured employees can also move into retirement homes after they retire. Nie 
said he has saved enough money for the 1,200 employees to live a worry-free retirement life 
and to leave this world with dignity (Qu & Fu, 2014). The company runs its own carpentry 
school to train workers to perfectly follow production procedures, to the extent that the crosses 
on all the screws in the same section are in the same direction.

Wu Nianbo of Good-Ark believes that the ultimate purpose of a business lies in the happi-
ness of the employees and appreciation of the customers. In 2009, he changed the company 
mission to “spreading the teachings of the sages and bring happiness to mankind” to act 
according to his beliefs. He also made xiaoshun (孝 顺, filial piety), family, dun lun jin feng 
(敦 伦 尽 分, everyone plays the role the best he/she can according to the role of ethics) the 
most important value for the company. The company regards family culture as an essential 
component of its corporate culture. Wu believes that true love is the unconditional love for 
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all things in the universe and family is the place closest to true love (Wu, 2017). This family 
culture is connected to Confucianism. The principal of treating all things in the universe with 
love also resonates with Taoism. The company developed eight modules to become a “happy 
enterprise”: humanistic care, humanistic education, green environment, health promotion, 
charitable welfare, voluntary services, humanistic records, and dun lun jin fen. Wu said that 
offering employees and their families extensive care and helping them maintain their health 
are essential to win the trust of the employees. However, to Wu, offering care alone is not 
enough. Employees must be educated to understand the purpose of life and work. He organ-
izes numerous learning programs with an average of 300h/year per employee on learning the 
classics to help employees understand the meaning of work and life. Wu believes that many 
social problems are caused by a lack of knowledge of what is correct. In addition, the massive 
craving for material goods makes it imperative for companies in China to pick up the respon-
sibility of education because schools have failed to teach morals. Through constant learning 
and sharing, employees in Good-Ark take it upon themselves to save every drop of water, to 
empty the plates every meal, and eat vegetables only to save the environment. They also quit 
using napkins or instant cups. These behaviors echo the responsibility and sustainability advo-
cated by responsible management principles. Most importantly, employees have realized that 
they have neglected their parents in the past and have started to take responsibilities for their 
parents, turning families into happy places. They also periodically provide voluntary service 
in groups to nursing homes or other public facilities to help those in need and to reinforce their 
sense of responsibility as good citizens (Yang et al., 2018). The company has now become 
a big family, with people repecting each other and actively fulfilling their responsibilities in 
the different roles they play. Even UNESCO and World Religious Groups have recognized the 
company for offering a “solution to the world problem” (Wu, 2018).

4. SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Hilliard (2013) pointed out that “the level of commitment, belonging, sense of fairness, and 
general workforce morale all seem to be increasingly linked to an organization’s under-
standing of and implementation of responsible management programs” (p. 368). However, 
achieving these goals is possible only when the company has responsible leaders. To reflect 
the Confucian perspective in Chinese leadership, we recently proposed a Confucian human-
istic leadership theory based on the Western concept of humanistic management and Chinese 
leadership practices (Yang et al., 2018). We define it as leadership that is committed to treating 
employees as holistic human beings (instead as instrumental means) by taking care of their 
multiple and balanced needs. Responsible leaders should also integrate all stakeholders’ inter-
ests in the decision-making process to sustain both the business and employees’ well-being 
(Yang et al., 2018). Based on this definition, we argue that responsible leaders are humanistic 
leaders who cultivate “sustainable relationships with stakeholders … to achieve mutually 
shared objectives based on a vision of business as a force of good for the many, and not just 
a few (shareholders, managers)” (Maak, 2007: 331). We propose a few research directions 
based on the limited empirical research on responsible management and the examples of 
the leaders we presented. We hope our Western colleagues will also look into the cultural 
roots and examine the shared social values in their home societies to identify the connections 
between responsible management and their social values.
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4.1 The Roles Leaders Play in Responsible Management

As a rapidly growing economy with a huge population and high expectations from the society, 
China continues to face many challenges while exercising corporate responsibility at different 
levels. The deep-rooted belief in tian ren he yi also makes responsibility management a much 
broader mission for companies than the way it is normally understood in the West. Although 
many Western empirical studies have shown that leaders’ behaviors influence followers’ 
CSR behaviors (e.g. Groves & LaRocca, 2011), to Chinese leaders, this is not enough. Both 
Kongzi and Laozi regard having moral character to be the most important quality for leaders 
and thus Chinese leaders must be morally correct in order to be influential (Fu et al., 2010). In 
his Analects, Kongzi said, “Lead the people with governmental measures and regulate them 
with laws and punishment, and they will avoid wrongdoing but will have no sense of honor 
and shame. Lead them with virtue and regulate them through rules of propriety, and they will 
have a sense of shame and, moreover, set themselves right” (Analects, 2015: Chapters 2‒3). 
Similarly, according to Dao De Jing (Book of Tao), the best leaders are described as those 
who concentrate on the betterment of the collective whole instead of building hierarchy to 
support their positions, and reward those who align with their own interests. Laozi compared 
transcendental leaders to a sage: “The sage has no fixed mind; he is aware of the needs of 
others” (Book of Dao: Chapter 49).

Because of these traditional values, responsible Chinese business leaders should not only 
focus on profits, but also guide people to be good and humane as Mao of Fotile said. Even 
Western leadership scholars have long recognized that “Chinese ethics emphasizes personal 
virtues and specifies proper conduct in family, kinship, and friendship relations, as well as 
among social equals and between superiors and subordinates in socio-political organizations 
and institutions” (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999: 194). They pointed out that, in China, there is a 
“general agreement that among other things, the moral life rests upon foundations of individ-
ual virtue and that the individually virtuous person transforms others as well as the social envi-
ronment.” In China, the beliefs and social norms related to responsible management influence 
leaders’ roles as demonstrated by the four leaders in the previous section.

Good leaders in China try hard to guide followers using themselves as role models and 
behave in ways that exemplify their beliefs (Fu et al., 2010). However, this should not be just 
for Chinese leaders. We believe similar values exist in other societies. Future research should 
connect the core values in different societies to responsible behaviors. When these connections 
are made, it would be much easier to promote social responsibility in society.

4.2 Importance of Educating Employees about the Cultural Roots and Shared 
Values

In 2015, Laasch and Conaway described key responsible management concepts in their 
textbook Principles of responsible management: Glocal sustainability, responsibility, ethics. 
They defined responsible management as “an initiative aimed at reshaping management and 
management education” (Lenn, 2015: 299). Nonet et al. (2016) also collected and analyzed 
92 mind maps from students at European MSc and MBA business school programs that have 
emphasized responsible management in their syllabi, and identified several components that 
are indicative of responsible management: “soft skills, the development of formal knowledge 
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and critical thinking, and a broad, holistic triple-bottom-line understanding of management 
with the development of a shared vision for all stakeholders” (p. 732).

The effectiveness of educating employees about the cultural values in the four examples 
should be obvious. In fact, we found that all Chinese leaders who follow Confucian values are 
serious about employee education because Confucius offered a comprehensive and integrated 
way of learning to be human: to realize the greatness within by establishing it ourselves (Tu, 
2018). Confucian humanistic leaders create learning opportunities and encourage the reading 
of the classics to encourage employees to learn. They also explicitly connect the mission and 
vision of the company to the ideologies presented in the classics, thus enabling individual 
employees and groups of employees to develop a sense of responsibility to behave according 
to the norms and values of the organizations (Verkerk et al., 2001).

We believe the values behind such practices should be universal. Treating individual 
employees as holistic human beings should be the aspiration of all great sages. Therefore, 
leaders who believe in the teachings of the great sages should all strive to make multiple stake-
holders happy by taking care of their diverse needs and integrating their interests equally in 
decision making processes. They should also understand the importance of education in instill-
ing appropriate values in their employees and suppliers and offer various opportunities for 
people to learn. Hibbert and Cunliffe (2013: 177) argued that “a form of moral reflexive prac-
tice drawing on an understanding of threshold concepts is central to responsible management.” 
Thus, we contend that future research should follow the principles of responsible management 
education (PRME) in schools, examine how business leaders follow principles of responsible 
management, and commit themselves to educating the employees in the workplace. These 
practices will help employees understand the meaning of responsible management so they will 
internalize the values and engage in responsible behaviors as a conscientious choice rather 
than an obligation.

4.3 Connections between Responsible Management and Teachings of the Local Sages

The fact that the four companies exemplified in this chapter have consistently achieved posi-
tive results over the past few years illustrates that teachings of the great sages are still valid. As 
Confucius said, when leaders act as role models by means of virtue, they could be compared 
to the “North polar star, which keeps its place and all the stars turn toward it” (Analects, 2015: 
Chapter 2:1). When that happens, the company is bound to enjoy a high reputation and low 
turnover rate, and employees will perform well. Whether such an effect can be generalized 
is a broader empirical question, but at least this is supported in the Chinese firms we studied.

The ancient belief in tian ren he yi also taught Chinese business leaders in this study to 
engage in activities that are beyond the direct interests of their own businesses. For example, 
they run summer camps for employees’ kids as well as kids in the community; they encourage 
employees to volunteer in the community; they also welcome others to visit and share their 
experiences with those who are interested. Mao of Fotile offers training programs to help 
the second generation of entrepreneurs to prepare to take over their parents’ businesses. The 
company also organizes intensive learning programs for executives. Wu of Good-Ark trained 
all the founders/CEOs of the other four companies, who are “happy enterprise” partners, to 
sponsor programs to encourage mothers working away from home to help them make a living 
at home. These examples show that companies led by Confucian humanistic leaders are more 
likely to define their responsibilities in much broader terms than their counterparts and offer 
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services to the community and society. We will continue to examine the connections between 
societal core values and responsible management practices. We also urge our colleagues to 
determine how responsibility is defined by leaders who believe in deep-rooted societal values 
in their countries.

5. CONCLUSION

“The new world is dominated by information overflow, 24/7 connectivity, and decentralized, 
accelerated production and dissemination of knowledge. At the same time, we’re witnessing 
ever shorter product life cycles and production processes” (Palazzo & Wentland, 2011: 1). 
More than ever, both organizations and individuals need to behave responsibly; and leaders 
need to engage in responsible management. China’s traditional view of “tian ren he yi” 
(unity between heaven and human) offers a very unique perspective to examine how we live 
and behave. With different histories, cultures, and languages, interpreting the connotations 
of a simple expression used in a different language requires special care. Understanding 
Confucian and Daoistic traditions takes a lifelong commitment and generations of effort. We 
hope our attempt to explain the meaning of responsibility in the Confucian and Daoist tradi-
tions has helped illustrate why it incorporates much more than is commonly interpreted in the 
West. We argue that it is worthwhile to continue to follow the progress of these companies to 
develop theories concerning their practices and thus to promote this unique type of responsi-
bility. This study should be inspirational to Chinese companies as well as companies outside 
of China. We hope the examples we have used have exemplified why such a deep-rooted 
construct has led to so many different types of responsible management practices in compa-
nies. We also hope the examples will inspire more research interest in different cultures and 
practices in companies around the world.
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21. The Japanese perspective on responsible
management
Naoki Kuriyama

INTRODUCTION

The traditional Japanese philosophy of business responsibility emphasizes harmonious rela-
tions with stakeholders. In the past, authorities and a feudalistic society encouraged harmonious 
relations with stakeholders. The industrial modernization of Japan resulted in the transmission 
and application of this philosophy, which was supported by Buddhist and Confucian ethics. In 
addition, natural disasters promoted attitudes of harmonization with nature and society.

In recent times, the devastation caused by the Second World War highlighted the importance 
of employment in Japan. In particular, if core male workers could have sustainable income and 
living conditions through long-term employment security, it would satisfy the constituents of 
society. A company’s most influential contribution in a psychological contract was lifelong 
employment (Kuriyama, 2017: 46‒47). Security of employment was considered the most 
important responsibility for employers during the successful productivity movement in Japan.

Konosuke Matsushita, the founder of Panasonic, was the symbolic leader of Japanese 
responsible management during the period of high economic growth after the Second World 
War. Matsushita’s successful leadership suggests some common factors in organizing respon-
sible management competences. Under the motto of ‘Co-existence and Co-prosperity,’ he 
delegated decision making to employees and also empowered other stakeholders, such as 
suppliers, retailers, and the community (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 43). Further, he formed 
collaborative and decentralized networks. Under Matsushita’s leadership, there was a vision 
shared with different stakeholders and promotion of responsible management through employ-
ment and business development.

Maintaining harmonious relations requires bridging the gap in stakeholder requirements. 
Harmonization requires adapting one’s basic perspectives to the reality of counterparts. This 
process of harmonization takes a long time for both sides, and should involve interactive 
communication and activities.

Through this process, both sides expect conciliatory (bottom-up) actions to bridge the gap 
in stakeholder requirements; this is not regarded as a compromise. Compromise is meeting 
halfway. However, bridging actions require efforts from both sides over time. It may be 
suitable to provide interactive support to improve situations and meet current requirements 
better. This approach not only examines the traditional Japanese methods of responsible man-
agement, but also its current practices. A fine example is the sustainability sourcing code of 
the Tokyo Olympic Games in 2020. Further discussion is necessary on the differences in the 
decision-making process of harmonization and optimization (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 41).

In the context of Japanese business, balancing stakeholder values requires a long-term 
commitment and approach to align with different requirements. This can be summarized as 
the ‘enabling approach’. It is worth exploring the Japanese version of the enabling approach as 
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a model of responsible management. Laasch and Conaway (2015: 43) indicated that ‘Organic 
structures enable social interaction necessary for responsible management and also provide 
an excellent precondition for connection to stakeholders’. Kazuo Inamori, a contemporary 
Japanese business leader, wrote an influential book called Amoeba Management in 2013.

In the global business environment, universal human rights in supply chains have become 
a critical issue for Japanese companies operating overseas. Japanese managers are at the cross-
roads in implementing responsible management, even as they review the traditional meaning 
of responsibility.

1. SPIRITUALITY IN TRADITIONAL JAPANESE
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

1.1 Wa – Respect for Harmony with Weak Locus of Control

Prince Shotoku (571‒623) emphasized ‘Wa’ (harmony) as the most important value to follow 
in the Seventeen-Article Constitution, which combined Buddhist and Confucian spirituality. 
The Confucian culture of social reciprocity and indebtedness emphasized the preservation 
of the environment and close cooperation with social stakeholders to maintain harmony. 
Frequent disruptions caused by earthquakes, typhoons, and tsunamis devastated the lives of 
the Japanese people, resulting in an adaption to the circumstances and a weak locus of control.

All these values are based on a long-term perspective. It takes time to harmonize when 
using a multi-stakeholder approach. Such spirituality forms the basis of the Japanese sense of 
responsibility, morality, and philosophy. Thus, the approaches to business ethics, accountabil-
ity, and sustainability are rooted in this understanding of spirituality (Warner, 2010).

1.2 Business Responsibility of Baigan

In the early eighteenth century, Ishida Baigan (1685‒1744) preached merchant social respon-
sibility, the precursor to the idea of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in Japan. He was 
influenced by Confucianism, Buddhism, and Shintoism – the three most popular religions 
in Japanese society. Bellah, who regarded Confucianism as the base, integrated it with the 
teachings of Buddhism and Shintoism. He emphasized the importance of frugality and saving 
for the future. He also stressed the Confucian principles of honesty and hard work, noting that 
his ethics were comparable to Protestant ethics; this contributed to the transformation of Japan 
from a feudalistic society to one that was part of the pre-modern age and an early adherent 
of capitalism (Bellah, 2000). Baigan preached that a merchant’s responsibility was to render 
service to society, and not to maximize profit at the expense of others. The sensitivity of the 
corporation to society was an integral virtue of business. This idea was borrowed from two 
integral concepts in Confucian philosophy: Jin, which represents benevolence or compassion, 
and Gi, which stands for righteousness or justice, and promotes an obligation towards all 
members of society, particularly the poor and the handicapped (Bellah, 2000).
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1.3 Business Practices to Benefit the Customer, Vendor, and Society

The concept of Sanpo yoshi (benefit for all three sides) – propounded by Ishida Baigan – holds 
that merchants should simultaneously consider the benefits to the customer, society, and the 
vendor. This philosophy was embodied by the Ohmi-shonin, a group of merchants from the 
central Ohmi region (located between the big cities in the latter part of the Tokugawa feudal-
istic regime). These merchants were itinerant traders and vendors with extensive networks 
across the nation. In 1754, one of the representative Ohmi merchants wrote the family precepts 
for his business successors; these reflect the essence of their business philosophy.

Intoku (unseen virtue) is a well-known way of implementing corporate philanthropy. The 
hidden or anonymous acts of virtue will lead to a visible reward (Intoku-Yoho). The donation 
of a big public street lamp to smooth the flow of traffic is a popular example of this principle. 
It is more important that an ordinary business contributes to society, rather than improves its 
public image through an identifiable donation. This idea originates from the integration of 
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Shintoism. Ohmi merchants did not differentiate between these 
philosophies, and respect for their ancestors was central to their worship (Iguchi, 2003: 20).

2. BUSINESS RESPONSIBILITY DURING THE TRANSITION
TO A CAPITALIST SOCIETY

2.1 Meiji Restoration and the Initiatives of the New Government

After the Meiji restoration, which began in 1868, strong initiatives by the new government 
to modernize Japan created a robust link between government and business, leading to 
a Japanese version of Colbertism, which had been initiated in France (Humbert, 2014: 18). 
Enlightened despotism under the Emperor took hold in this period. The new government 
regarded the Confucian virtues of hard work, frugality, filial piety, and respect for authority, 
as useful morals for national governance. The Confucian virtues were identified as being part 
of Japanese traditional culture in the Imperial Rescripts in 1890 and 1908 (Sagers, 2018: 181).

The Japanese government led various initiatives for improving the country’s competitive-
ness against Western countries through policies, such as Syokusan Kogyo (increase production, 
encourage industry). Many state-owned companies were set up in various industries. At the 
same time, many private companies, which would later grow to become leading companies, 
were also set up. Iwasaki Yataro set up the Mitsubishi Trading Company in 1874. Toyoda 
Sakich invented the steam power loom in 1896, which was the starting point for the Toyota 
Motor Corporation.

2.2 Morality of Capitalism by Shibusawa

Shibusawa Eiichi (1840‒1930) is still revered as the ‘father of Japanese capitalism’. This 
former government official set up more than 500 promising joint-stock companies in banking, 
shipping, textiles, paper, beer, and railroads, among others. He helped set up the Tokyo Stock 
Exchange, the Tokyo Dai-ichi Bank, and the Tokyo Chambers of Commerce and Industry. 
He contributed to the capacity building of the private sector in the initial stages of capitalism, 
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during the building of a nation-state. His portrait will feature on the new 10,000 yen bill to be 
introduced in 2024 (The Japan Times, 9 April, 2019).

His capitalism is known as Gappon capitalism, and it involved generating capital through 
credit-creating functions. Shibusawa’s model led to the creation of the Zaibatsu (big industrial 
groups), which were based on the function of the financial market. Gappon capitalism is the 
idea of advancing enterprises by assembling the most appropriate human and capital resources 
to pursue public interest (Kimura, 2017: 129‒130). The stockholders and other stakeholders 
attempted to share long-term common interests, forming a basic approach to business devel-
opment in the initial stages of modernized Japan (Shimada, 2014).

Gappon capitalism also means capitalism infused with moral values (Kimura, 2017: 123). 
In his later career as a business leader in Japan, Shibusawa propagated the philosophy of 
responsible management. He wrote Rongo to Soroban (The Analects and the Abacus) in 
1916. The analects represent morality and the abacus stands for the economy. He insisted 
that business should be guided by morality. In a speech broadcast on radio in 1923, he said 
that ‘harmonization between morality and economy is an eternal principle accepted both in 
Asia and the West’, quoting The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith in support of his assertion 
(Shibusawa, 1937).

His philosophy was principally based on Confucianism. However, he tried to integrate the 
common values of Buddhism, Christianity, and other religions. For example, ‘Buddhism can 
contribute to creation of the modern workplace by addressing individual empowerment while 
releasing the creativity and sense of community of individuals’ (Debroux, 2014: 57).

Shibusawa devoted himself to disseminating his ideas throughout society. He set up the 
Kiitsu Kyokai or Association of Concordia in 1912. However, this did not yield the expected 
outcomes. Additionally, he set up the Kyochoh Kai or Cooperation Society in 1919 for better 
labour–management relations. Because he was more involved in this organization, it contrib-
uted to the formation of constructive labour relations. With the equal participation of social 
partners, it provided workers with education and mediation in labour disputes. It offered 
a model for dispute mediation under a neutral external third party (Shimada, 2014: 154). It led 
to harmonious labour relations in Japanese enterprises.

The manifesto of the Cooperation Society in 1920 suggested the mutual exchange of gen-
erosity to create better relations between capitalists and workers, and stressed mutual respon-
sibility for conciliation based on justice and humanism (Humbert, 2014); it stressed that the 
essence of Japanese management was to maximize employees’ benefit based on cooperative 
labour relations (Kikkawa, 2017: 186).

2.3 Concept of Rights in Confucian Capitalism

Some reasoning is necessary to separate right from wrong during ethical decision making 
in business. This reasoning includes virtue ethics, ethics of rights, ethics of justice, ethics of 
duties, and so on (Laasch & Conaway, 2017: 86‒92). Confucianism is clearly a code of virtue 
ethics. Shibusawa said that ‘if it is not built on virtue, wealth will not last. Therefore, the 
Analects and abacus must be brought together’ (Shibusawa and Moriya, 2010: 15).

On the other hand, Shibusawa discussed Confucianism as being the ethics of rights, while 
noting the lack of a clear concept of rights in Confucianism (Sagers, 2018: 187‒189). He 
contrasted Christianity’s statement of ‘Do unto others what you would have done unto you’ 
with Confucius’ ‘Do not do to others what you do not want them to do to you’. He argued that 
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this illustrated the difference between the two systems, with Christianity taking a more active 
approach to rights ethics than Confucianism. He concluded that Confucianism includes the 
concept of rights as part of civilized thought (Shibusawa and Moriya, 2010: 141).

3. BUSINESS RESPONSIBILITY AFTER DEMOCRATIZATION

3.1 Competencies of a Responsible Manager by Matsushita: Responsible
Management in Times of High Economic Growth in Japan

Matsushita Konosuke (1894‒1989), the founder of Panasonic, pioneered the economic 
development of Japan for three decades after the Second World War. He also promoted better 
working conditions and autonomous decision making through the division of power, delega-
tion, and responsibility. He insisted that the mission of an industrialist is poverty alleviation. 
A business can alleviate poverty by producing goods in abundance and supplying them at 
very reasonable prices, like providing water to the poor. This idea spread nationwide, gaining 
sympathy from the democratic movement. His sense of responsibility was expressed in the 
phrase ‘Kyozon Kyoei’ (Co-existence and Co-prosperity), which would exist under free and 
fair competition (Matsushita, 2005: 68). He certainly had strong social competency based on 
his strong feeling of empathy (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 39). He listened attentively to others, 
respecting collective wisdom.

Matsushita’s leadership suggests the competencies of responsible managers, particularly 
in the process of stakeholder engagement (Kuriyama, 2018: 11‒12). First, he worked with 
employees to develop constructive labour–management relations. The monthly management 
consultation meeting comprising top management and the labour union has been held since 
July 1946. The joint consultation body comprising the labour union and the managers was set 
up in 1956. The committee meets once a month to share insights on topical issues for facilitat-
ing mutual understanding.

Matsushita implemented a five-day working week and a 40-hour week in 1965. Subsequently, 
the personnel department propagated the ‘Own your home at the age of 35’ campaign that 
same year. Matsushita had a strong sense of responsibility to stabilize employee relations and 
the lives of employees.

Second, he extended dialogic engagement with the other stakeholders. He was heavily 
engaged in dialogue with retailers. He sent several illustrative messages, which symbolized 
‘Co-existence and Co-prosperity’, to various stakeholders. He tried to build relations with 
retailers that led to mutual prosperity. He expanded the external sales networks by partnering 
with small shops and retailers. Matsushita provided support in various forms, such as shop 
reform, electrical signboards, and bonuses to shop owners that agreed to become exclusive 
dealers of Matsushita Electric products.

Furthermore, Matsushita’s focus was on achieving mutual prosperity through long-term 
engagement with suppliers. Matsushita established a suppliers’ association in 1970, which 
comprised approximately 6,000 members. These suppliers depended heavily on production 
orders from Matsushita Electric. This association aimed to upgrade production capacity, 
develop human resources, and share information, as well as welfare benefits.

Matsushita adopted the ‘enabling approach’ as a methodological competency to organize 
relevant stakeholders through engagement, empowerment, communication, and dialogue 
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(Takahashi, 2018: 17). Their bottom-up approach with stakeholders fosters the capacity 
building of stakeholders to improve compliance with the required standards through long-term 
engagement. Matsushita’s management philosophy was inherited by his successors at 
Panasonic (Matsushita Electric became Panasonic in 2008) and other business leaders, such as 
Inamori Kazuo (1932‒) (Inamori, 2017).

3.2 Principles of the Productivity Movement in Japan

The ‘Japan Productivity Centre’ was established in 1955 to promote a nationwide productivity 
movement through cooperative industrial relations. The Japan Productivity Centre issued 
three guiding principles – adopted at the First Productivity Liaison Conference in 1955 – that 
influenced nationwide labour–management cooperation for many years. The official English 
translation, available on the Japan Productivity Centre website,1 is as follows:

1. Security of employment
In the long term, improving productivity should lead to employment growth. However,
from the standpoint of national economy, a public–private partnership is essential in
formulating valid policies to prevent the unemployment of surplus personnel through job
relocation or other measures.

2. Cooperation between labour and management
Labour and management must cooperate in researching and discussing specific methods to
improve productivity by considering specific corporate circumstances.

3. Fair distribution of the fruits of productivity
The fruits of productivity should be distributed fairly among labour, management, and
consumers, in line with the state of the national economy.

These guiding principles, held by all social partners, can be summarized: as (1) employment 
security; (2) the joint consultation system; and (3) the fair distribution of the fruits of increased 
productivity. As the Japanese national employers’ organization and unions adhered to these 
values and supported this movement, which was financially subsidized by the government, the 
movement led to the most successful nationwide consensus on responsible management in the 
post-war period. The execution of these principles contributed to the increase in the commit-
ment of workers and enhanced cooperation between co-workers (Kuriyama, 2017).

The first and second principles of the productivity movement in Japan suggest that employ-
ment security was a precondition for worker cooperation. It resulted in a psychological con-
tract for high levels of commitment from core workers in Japanese industries.

The value of fair treatment of workers is strongly connected to lifetime employment and 
employment security. As Hofstede’s ‘cultural value’ explains (see Hofstede Insights, n.d.), 
Japanese working culture prioritizes the avoidance of uncertainty.

In fact, as indicated in the first guiding principle of the Japanese Productivity Movement, 
employers were required to prevent redundancies through the job relocation of workers, or 
other measures. Large Japanese corporations applied these principles in various ways as part 
of their employment responsibilities, depending on the context.

1 https:// www .jpc -net .jp/ eng/ mission/ principle .html.
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4. RESPONSIBILITY FOR EMPLOYMENT IN JAPAN

4.1 Japanese Sensitivity to Employees and Employment

The critical question is which value should take priority in a conflicting situation and which 
action properly aligns to those values. ‘While certain values, such as honesty, respect, fairness, 
and compassion tend to be fairly universal, individuals from different cultural backgrounds 
may prioritize values differently depending on the context’ (Manwaring et al., 2016: 96).

In Japan, value is certainly placed on a nationwide consensus on employment security. 
During the economic boom in the 45-year period after the Second World War, the Japanese 
population prioritized the value of long-term employment security. Even after the economic 
bubble burst in 1990, Japanese employers still safeguarded employment and tried to maintain 
responsibility, despite the growing cost of employment. The responsible employment meas-
ures taken by Japanese corporations during this time of crisis can be divided into numerical 
and functional measures.

A system for voluntary early retirement has been a standard measure of numerical flexibil-
ity adopted by large Japanese enterprises. A Keidanren (Japan Business Federation) survey 
revealed that 83 per cent of large Japanese companies tried to introduce an early retirement 
system and mid-career hiring against a backdrop of restricting pressures (Tateishi, 1997: 116). 
The additional allowances for early retirement were considerable, enough for it to be accepted 
and applied to employees (Kuriyama, 2017).

At Matsushita Electric, this allowance equated to a salary of 40 months, 45 months, and 50 
months for union members, section chiefs, and department chiefs, respectively. It was believed 
that managers received JPY 50 million (USD450,000, as per the prevailing exchange rate) as 
an additional retirement allowance.

The second major tool of numerical flexibility is Shukkoh (inter-firm transfer of employees). 
It refers to the practice of outplacement of an employee while continuing to be employed by 
the original company. When necessary, Shukkoh has been used as a means of employment 
adjustment that facilitates workforce reduction. An excess of workers prompts large compa-
nies to use Shukkoh. Often, the original company covers most of the salary of the dispatched 
employee to maintain their employment security. Employers recognize the significance of 
employment security to retain the psychological contract of long-term employment.

Employment security can be maintained even if workers are sent to another company. 
Surprisingly, the corporation transferring the worker pays most or all of his or her wages. In 
general, employee flow is unilateral – from the parent company to a subsidiary.

A 1989 survey related to Shukkoh reported that 10 per cent of the employees in the surveyed 
corporations were subject to Shukkoh and transferees made up 20–30 per cent of the workforce 
in the recipient corporations. Moreover, the transferees held higher managerial positions at the 
recipient companies; 85 per cent of the presidents of the recipient companies were transferees, 
and transferees held more than half of all managerial positions.

On the other hand, Japanese corporations sought functional flexibility measures for in-house 
job training. Multifunctional skill development through broad periodical transfers beyond 
job category (e.g. transfer from a floor worker role to one in sales) is a common practice in 
Japanese human resource management.

Tateishi Nobuo (the chairman of OMRON Corporation) indicated that the emphasis had 
shifted from strength to sensitivity based on a human-centred management philosophy 
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(Tateishi, 1997: 116). The later argument of Socially Sensitive Enterprise Restructuring is 
relevant to the above Japanese cases.

4.2 International Discussion on Responsibility for Employment and Japanese 
Perspective

Undoubtedly, redundancy has many negative effects (Bratton & Gold, 2017: 132‒134). It has 
negative effects on the mindset of employees. Because redundancy is a violation of a psycho-
logical contract, both the retrenched and remaining workers can easily lose their commitment 
to, and involvement with, the organization. The remaining workers tend to feel guilt, mistrust, 
insecurity, and disloyalty. There is an increase in absenteeism and work environment-related 
increase.

Employment can produce rewards for employees. In addition, for the general population, 
employment is the major source of income to manage their cost of living. Employment can 
secure livelihood and a continuous income stream is necessary to pay for necessities. Further, 
employment is significant in developing the national economy through consumption and 
tax revenue, and improving the quality of life in the community. Unemployment has several 
negative societal effects, such as poverty, wasted human resources, and an increase in criminal 
activity. Securing employment can create opportunities for people to apply their resources and 
improve their well-being.

Therefore, employment generation is a national and social agenda of the utmost importance. 
Employment is the first strategic objective to create decent working environments, besides the 
right to work, social protection, and social dialogue. As such, employment can be regarded 
as an integral part of CSR. Employers play the role of social partners and are responsible for 
stabilizing the economy and society. Furthermore, the International Labour Standards (ILO 
Convention No. 122) promote productive, freely chosen, and full employment, thereby sug-
gesting the employers’ responsibility to employment. Economic growth in a decent working 
environment has been set as a target of the United Nation’s (UN) Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

A representative of international employers, commenting on this Convention (Wisskirchen 
& Hess, 2001: 137), stated that a successful employment policy must be formulated in 
harmony with numerous other policy lines. However, there should be no adverse effect on 
investment. Because investment is a precondition to growth and employment, this implies 
the need to achieve a balance between the degree of responsibility and other relevant factors.

In fact, the current business environment does not allow secure employment for employees 
challenged by globalization, cost competition, and shifts in demand. A company might shut 
down midway through an employee’s career; therefore, it is difficult to guarantee lifelong 
employment in a globalized economy. Employment security is declining, giving way to train-
ing for employability, which implies the ability to obtain work. The focus is on employability 
rather than employment.

However, the Japanese sense of responsibility in employment stands in contrast to this 
international trend. Japanese companies seem to be very keen on employment responsibility, 
as a part of their corporate culture. Nonetheless, the universal agreement of employment 
responsibility should, at least, be secured during restructuring and redundancies. The EU 
Commission suggested socially responsible restructuring as part of an organization’s CSR 
agenda (European Commission, 2008).
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The EU countries and the International Labour Organization (ILO) promoted a similar term, 
socially sensitive enterprise restructuring (SSER), to prevent the negative effects arising from 
redundancy (Rogovsky et al., 2005). There may be some commonality in Japan and EU’s 
interpretation of employment responsibility.

A company can adopt effective measures to mitigate any negative effect by using the 
following tools: counselling, skill assessment, training, internal job searching, external job 
searching, small- and medium-sized enterprise (SME) creation, mobility assistance, early 
retirement, alternative work schedules (part-time, subcontracting, flexible leave, etc.), and 
severance packages (Rogovsky et al., 2005: 9). Thus, the scope and validity of SSER remains 
open for debate.

4.3 Responsibility at Employment Termination: Sympathy by Japanese 
Employers, and Opposition by International Employers to ILO Convention 
(1982, No. 158): Termination of Employment

The adoption of ILO Standards by employers conflicts with their employment responsibilities. 
The Termination of Employment Convention 1982 (No.158) and Recommendation, 1982 
(No.166) set out provisions for layoffs and downsizing, as well as individual dismissals. They 
aim to balance the need for employment security with the employer’s need for flexibility in 
hiring and firing. These international standards encourage managers to pursue an approach 
based on functional flexibility. Companies should rely on multiskilling and flexible work 
assignments to provide flexibility with minimal job losses.

Convention No.158 also encourages management to inform workers before restructuring 
to allow them effective preparation for the next stage. Severance benefits should be provided 
as income replacement, and rehiring retrenched workers should be prioritized. Assistance, 
such as job search, time-off for job search, and skills training, should be offered to retrenched 
workers.

The following alone constitute valid reasons for termination of employment:

● The worker can no longer perform the work needed or behaves in a manner that is incom-
patible with the workplace;

● Conditions (economic, technological, and so on) have changed, which necessitates the
elimination of the worker’s post.

Dismissal should never be based on any of the following criteria: union membership or serving 
as a union officer, filing a complaint, giving evidence against the employer, race, sex, colour, 
national extraction, social origin, political opinion, material or family status, and temporary 
illness or injury.

A representative of international employers expressed strong opposition to the ILO 
Convention (Wisskirchen and Hess, 2001: 11). He opposed the strict and demanding require-
ments of the convention. He explained that employers had their own interest in retaining 
workers, particularly when they had invested in their training. However, he opposed any move 
to offer protection beyond the employer’s capacity to adopt operational or general economic 
changes. The payment of a severance allowance, even in the case of justified dismissal, was 
deemed inadequate.

Japanese employers seem to sympathize with this core idea of the convention. Nonetheless, 
ratification by member countries is low; even the Japanese government has not ratified this 



The Japanese perspective on responsible management 327

convention. This suggests that it is difficult to reach a consensus on the degree of employment 
responsibility that should be assigned at the termination of employment. Japan is facing a wid-
ening gap between the employment offered by the secure sector and precarious workers, such 
as part-time and contract workers, who often face termination of employment without any pro-
tection. Here again, an argument must be made for responsible management in contemporary 
Japan and the extent of protection an employer should offer at the termination of employment.

5. BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY JAPAN

After the adoption of the UN’s guiding principles of ‘Business and Human Rights’, its ‘Protect, 
Respect, and Remedy’ framework has gradually permeated the Japanese corporate sector. The 
practical implementation of due diligence procedures was often discussed in business fora. For 
example, Caux Round Table Japan set up the Nippon CSR Consortium to encourage Japanese 
companies to integrate due diligence into the systems and activities of ordinary management. 
It reported the frequent discussions and views on the implementation of human rights due 
diligence issues in a series of workshops in 2013 and 2014. One major discussion revolved 
around the need for a more holistic approach. In principle, the distinction should be between 
fundamental human right issues and the risk to consumers and community, and the voluntary 
sphere of CSR. In addition, it is necessary to obtain a contextual understanding of particular 
cases for better implementation (Ishida, 2014).

In January 2017, the Tokyo Organizing Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games 
formulated the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games Sustainability Sourcing Code, 
which outlines the overall direction and qualitative objectives for a sustainable Olympic 
Games. The Commentary of the Code explains the Japanese way of sustainably sourcing 
through the adoption of a bottom-up approach based on the principle of co-existence and 
co-prosperity (Takahashi, 2018: 17‒19).

In terms of the encouragement of supply chains’ effort towards sustainability, various 
adverse effects of the top-down type management method have been pointed out; these include 
one-sided requests that supply chains comply with the Sourcing Code, and auditing the status 
of compliance. A request that ignores the conventional practice of sourcing may needlessly 
increase a supply chain’s cost of complying with the Sourcing Code, and may increase the 
audit cost of order-placing companies.

Therefore, it is desirable to promote sustainability as a joint effort between order-placing 
companies and their supply chains. Such bottom-up style efforts can be said to match the 
culture of ‘symbiosis’ unique to Japan, which value medium- to long-term relationships of 
trust.

In terms of the bottom-up joint efforts, communications with supply chains are important, 
rather than the one-sided imposition of on supply chains of compliance with the Sourcing 
Code. ‘By identifying effective and efficient response measures, according to the levels of 
risks through information exchange with supply chains, both parties can enjoy the advantage 
of reductions in the cost of compliance and auditing costs’ (The Commentary of the Tokyo 
2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games Sustainability Sourcing Code, in The Tokyo Organizing 
Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games, 2017). The process of enforcement, 
engagement, empowerment, communication, and dialogue with suppliers is important for 
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implementing ethical sourcing. An integral business model by a Japanese company has led 
to a long-term commitment to the fostering function of the supply chain for local suppliers. 
This approach is represented by the philosophy of Matsushita’s Kyozon-Kyoei. A bottom-up 
approach to formulating consensus in supplier decision making can improve capacity building 
and empower supply chains.

The current CSR approach in Japan still seems to reflect ‘Confucian values emphasizing 
sense of duty to the in-group and hierarchy; harmony, loyalty, hard work, learning, perse-
verance and patience typical for collectivist, high-power distance, low uncertainty avoidance 
cultures’ (Bustamante and Gronznaya, 2014: 126).

6. NEW PERSPECTIVES AND REVISION OF THE KEIDANREN
CODE OF CONDUCT

The Charter of Corporate Behaviour was issued by Keidanren in 1991 and used to lay down 
the principles for responsible behaviour by corporations. It was revised in 2017 to integrate the 
new requirements of international agreements, including the Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights (2011) and the Paris Agreement (2015), along with the United Nations’ 
SDGs (2015).

The charter emphasizes the creation of new value-add and generation of employment that 
will be beneficial to society. It also emphasizes the extension of stakeholder engagement. 
Further, it states that member corporations should encourage behavioural changes, not only 
within their own corporations, but also in their group companies and supply chains, by fos-
tering partnerships and collaborations with a diverse range of organizations. Furthermore, it 
promotes working together and collaborating with a broad range of stakeholders, including 
non-profit organizations, non-governmental organizations, local communities, government 
agencies, and UN agencies, to contribute to the development of society (Keidanren, 2017).

The charter was revised to include additional text reflecting recent developments in fair 
business practices, fair disclosure of information and constructive dialogue with stakeholders, 
respect for human rights, relationships of trust with consumers and customers, reform of work 
practices and enhancement of workplace environments, engagement in environmental issues, 
involvement in the community and contribution to its development, and crisis management.

The new age is called ‘Society 5.0’ in the charter, and it proposes a new perspective on cor-
porate conduct in a globalized society. This new perspective must incorporate the international 
standards of responsible management. Moreover, traditional Japanese ideas, such as harmoni-
ous and long-term engagement for co-prosperity with multi-stakeholders still strongly suggest 
the practical application of responsible management according to the changing context.

7. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Consider the following interesting research questions on responsible management in Japan and 
Japanese stakeholders’ relations in global supply chains:

1. Influence of Confucianism in Japan and China on responsible management.
2. Effects of enabling a bottom-up approach of Japanese responsible management.
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3. Responsibility for employment security.

First, Confucianism had a significant influence on the concept of responsible management in 
Japanese business. Of course, Confucianism has its roots in China. The rapid expansion of 
Chinese direct investment must balance stakeholder values in the local community and Chinese 
managers are increasingly examining their traditional ethical concepts of Confucianism. The 
One Belt One Road initiative will further diffuse the ethical concept of responsible manage-
ment with the spread of Chinese foreign direct investment. Chinese enterprises will have 
to harmonize management with the local stakeholders in recipient countries. Comparative 
studies can compare the commonalities and differences of their cases with those in Japan. For 
example, the popularity of the philosophy of Inamori by Chinese managers is an interesting 
topic for further exploration.

Second, empirical studies should examine the effects of enabling a bottom-up approach of 
Japanese responsible management. Competencies of a responsible manager by Matsushita sug-
gested interesting insights. However, is Japanese harmonization equivalent to the optimization 
of responsible management? A possible deference of Japanese harmonization to stakeholders 
is the low locus of control of Japanese management. The Hofstede value study revealed that 
individualism in Japanese management is low (see Hofstede Insights, n.d.). Harmonization 
emphasizes the situation of others, while optimization implies subjective actions. How do we 
apply the enabling approach in human right issues so that it does not compromise others? It is 
an issue of leadership.

Third, it is important to re-examine the responsibility for employment security. What is 
the extent of an employer’s responsibility to secure employment? An argument must be 
made about responsible management in contemporary Japan, and the extent of protection an 
employer should offer at the termination of employment. These topics should be examined 
with reference to social protection and the employment insurance system.
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22. Responsible managers for the common good:
African (Igbo and Yoruba) perspectives on
responsible management
Kemi Ogunyemi and Ogechi Obiorah

INTRODUCTION

By the 1960s, many scholars had reached a consensus opinion regarding management’s failure 
to fulfil its societal role responsibly (Donham, 1962). Management practices were much criti-
cised for the failures of organisations and institutions and business schools were called out for 
failing to train and foster responsible managers and promote sustainable management practices 
(Amann et al., 2011; Ghoshal, 2005; Khurana, 2010; Wang et al., 2011). Consequently, busi-
ness schools began to champion efforts to reinforce responsible management with research 
and teaching and initiatives like the Principles for Responsible Management Education 
(PRME) led by the United Nations with a network of over 700 signatories worldwide amongst 
others. Since then, research focus has been heavy in the field of Responsible Management 
(RM) learning and education, as well as, in a more limited way, of RM practices. The effec-
tiveness of RM education is challenged by the demand for an understanding of what practices 
and processes make a responsible manager (Laasch, 2018) thereby provoking a greater need to 
study RM practices in the managerial role.

Traditionally, management is focused on three broad areas: management inputs, manage-
ment process, and management output, with goals centred on the ultimate achievement of 
increasing competition, profits and shareholder benefits. However, RM is centred on incor-
porating sustainability, responsibility and ethics (SRE) into managerial practices (Laasch, 
2018). To be responsible, management must integrate sustainability, responsibility and 
ethics. Responsibility tasks managers to apply themselves to achieving their goals in ways 
that enhance value for all stakeholders, not just for shareholders. Sustainability requires them 
to pursue goals that are socially, economically and environmentally sustainable and ethics 
demands moral considerations. The three concepts overlap in multiple ways. Responsible 
management therefore encompasses and undertakes accountability for the triple bottom-line 
by incorporating sustainability, responsibility, and ethics, and its competencies are often dis-
similar from those of a traditional manager (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Over the years, a broad 
range of literature published in diverse media and fields have made explicit references to RM. 
In the 1970s research diverted from the individual to the organisation, covering fields such 
as social enterprise, corporate social responsibility, corporate sustainability, business ethics 
and corporate citizenship (Carroll, 1999; Montiel, 2008; Schwartz & Carroll, 2008). This dis-
course institutionalised sustainability, responsibility and ethics at the level of the organisation. 
Emerging studies focusing on attributes and practices (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Palazzo & 
Wentland, 2011) and on humanism (Ogunyemi, 2012) of responsible managers have contrib-
uted to shift the focus of responsible management from the organisation to the individual. 
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Some later discourses also tended to identify with managers in specialised professions or roles 
like social entrepreneurs, ethical officers and others whose job roles revolved around SRE 
(Laasch & Conaway, 2015), often labelled as sustainability, responsibility or ethics “profes-
sionals” (Bootsma & Vermeulen, 2011; Visser & Crane, 2010; Willard et al., 2010). However, 
Laasch (2018) points out that responsible management is distinct from the discussions that 
mainly focus on the organisational level or on specialised professions and proposes returning 
to RM research centred on the normal, regular, mainstream individual manager.

Laasch (2018) identifies three distinctive conceptual shifts characterising the RM research 
field. The first is from organisation to individual, where SRE infusion shifted from an organi-
sational perspective to focus on the individual. The second is the shift from academic practices 
to managerial practices and the third the shift from “specialised” managers in distinct special-
ised fields to the “general” normal mainstream manager in all areas of business. He proposes 
that a responsible manager (an individual) distinct and possessing different competencies from 
a traditional manager, leads “a virtuous circle of change in moving toward the achievement 
of more responsible companies, economies, and societies” (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 47). 
There are multiple perspectives within which the leadership for a virtuous circle of change can 
be discussed and, in this chapter, we present indigenous African perspectives from Yoruba 
and Igbo traditions. Both traditions, domiciled mostly in Nigeria, West Africa, but globally 
spread via historical migrations and cultural interactions, lean heavily on wisdom and practices 
oriented to the common good in their attitude towards RM.

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT IN AFRICA: STEWARDSHIP FOR 
THE COMMON GOOD

The understanding in Africa is that a good sense of morality is imbibed from childhood: if an 
individual is to display tolerance, respect, integrity and many other intrinsic values, these must 
originate or must be first learned from the home or environment where one grows up. Thus, the 
family, clan, or village of the future responsible manager plays a huge role in moulding him or 
her. Everyone’s actions can be said to be a reflection of where such person originates from, of 
the specific cultural values typical of that micro society. If the environment plays such a major 
role in shaping the virtue or morals of an individual, then an individual’s upbringing influences 
his or her decisions and course of action in life. If one’s values at all times should uphold good 
ethical standards and be guided by ethical principles, the foundation for success in this is laid 
by the values in one’s first society. Unfortunately, globalisation and the tendency to discard 
age-old traditions have at times created gaps in the expected effectiveness of the formativity in 
indigenous values for the responsible manager. Thus, for example, despite the fact that African 
wisdom is guided by ethical principles that minimise the importance to be given to instrumen-
tal goods in favour of what brings true fulfillment to humans, nowadays many Africans seek 
instrumental goods at any cost. The need for a restored sociocultural integration of managerial 
knowledge and practices, such that formation in African wisdom can be revived and deepened 
and used again to promote ethical standards, is critical to the development of Nigeria and other 
African nations. Such a development will also be found useful to enrich other cultures and 
contribute to the drive to enhance the growth of responsible management all over the world.

Fundamentally, African worldview presents the community as a system that advances the 
common good so as to favour all its members, such that the person taking the responsibility 
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for managing its resources acts as a steward over them. This communal outlook, though 
already giving way to global contemporary influences, still holds sway in many traditional 
African communities as well as in many modern African societies and in organisations run by 
Africans. Below we present some indigenous notions of management in Africa before taking 
a look at traditional wisdom and usages, from Yoruba and Igbo ethnic groups, that enjoin 
management in favour of the common good and responsible stewardship.

INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES OF MANAGEMENT IN AFRICA

Identifying and conceptualising an indigenous approach to management in sub-Saharan 
Africa can be problematic (Jackson et al., 2008). Due to successive waves of immigration and 
migration, it can be difficult to establish who and what constitutes the indigenous. Therefore, 
“unravelling the ‘indigenous’ from the long history of colonial occupation, inter-continental 
and intra-continental migration and settlement is a complex project” (Jackson et al., 2008: 3). 
Marsden (1991) described the term indigenous in three ways. First, it refers to native people; 
second, indigenous reflects a post-colonial rule and, third, indigenous has to do with inside 
knowledge. The first and second meanings are difficult to apply to Africa given its history of 
colonisations and migrations. However, the third captures the notion of African indigenous 
management based on a knowledge of local contexts and communities. It suggests a distinc-
tion and preference between an assumption of an “indigenous people” status and the actual 
knowledge and assimilation of local wisdom. Hence, Marsden interprets “indigenous” as local 
approaches informed by local wisdom. This is a useful lens for understanding the content of 
this chapter: RM perspectives that comprise African indigenous wisdom and practices deriv-
ing from it.

African societies possess an accumulation of indigenous management practices resulting 
from the dynamic changes experienced over the years (Thairu, 1999 in Beugre & Offodile, 
2001). Yet, descriptions of management in Africa has often been dominated by western 
management concepts and writings which omit the role of culture in managerial practices 
(Gbadamosi, 2003), thereby portraying Africans as “without root or contribution as far as 
managerial practices were concerned” (Oghojafor et al., 2013: 8). Partly as a result of this, 
management and indigenous institutions in Africa are often perceived as “centralised, bureau-
cratic and authoritarian” (Kiggundu, 1988). Jackson (2004) argued that what is portrayed as 
African management is post-colonial, which would imply that any perception of autocracy 
arises from the imposed western institutions. Ayittey (1991), moreover, contends that there 
exists consensus and humanistic values in the core indigenous African management without 
western influences. African culture is naturally collectivist, group-oriented, consensual in 
decision making, in harmony with nature, and risk averse (Beugre & Offodile, 2001) and these 
traits are often translated into the approach of Africans to management. In Africa and, specifi-
cally, in Nigeria, management philosophies and practices existed among the indigenous people 
before the start of colonialism and these saw them through a “tortuous past – slavery, coloni-
alism, brutal economic exploitation and attempted cultural annihilation” (Muo & Oghojafor, 
2012). Mbigi (2007: 297) outlines some of these philosophies as follows: “Respect for the 
dignity of others; Group solidarity – an injury to one is an injury to all; Teamwork – none of 
us is greater than all of us; Service to others in the spirit of harmony; Interdependence – each 
one of us needs all of us”. For example, the pre-colonial Igbos of south-eastern Nigeria prac-
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tised a decentralised system of leadership anchored on indigenous management principles like 
“igwe bu ike” (unity is strength), “onye aghala nwanne ya” (co-prosperity), and “egbe belu 
ugo belu” (equity), amongst others.

In reality, management in Africa is affected by cultural crossvergence and hybridisation 
(Jackson, 2002) coming from multiple cultural influences. It thus comprises a hybrid of 
western and local approaches which can be empirically distinguished (Jackson et al., 2008). 
The combination of these multiple influences, especially where management reflects the 
local context, will determine the effectiveness of the organisation and its likelihood of being 
successful (Jackson et al., 2008). In rural and local communities in Nigeria and other parts 
of Africa, the pre-colonial indigenous perspective still strongly applies to management and 
is practised in the communal living, activities and businesses and lifestyle of the people. 
Indigenous management practices like gerontocracy, nze na ozo, igwe, umunna, and age 
grades, among others, are still operational in Igboland. However, in the urban communities 
and cities, a hybrid of western and local approaches usually applies. Beugre and Offodile 
(2001) suggest a fusion of the best of the two knowledge systems into a “culture-fit model”. 
Since management approaches in Africa are as varied and diverse as its multicultural com-
position, the manager needs to balance the modern business demands with the cultural and 
communal needs (Ogbechie & Anakwue, 2018). In this chapter, while acknowledging that 
responsible managers are motivated in multiple ways simultaneously and not exclusively by 
indigenous notions of responsible action, the focus is on those indigenous safeguards that help 
them to keep their eyes fixed on the common good of their communities and of humanity and 
stay within the “virtuous circle in moving toward the achievement of more responsible com-
panies, economies, and societies” (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 47).

WISDOM IN AFRICA: MANAGING FOR THE COMMON GOOD

By examining local proverbs and idiomatic expressions, folkloric drama and song, and 
customs one can find much of the indigenous African perspectives of what it entails to live 
a virtuous life, which includes leadership, followership, management, and any other arena of 
human interaction. In general, there is a focus on acting virtuously (prudently, temperately, 
with courage and fairness) and overall in a responsible way that is so consistent as to practi-
cally constitute an indelible character stamp. This latter idea is exemplified in the Omoluwabi 
concept of the Yoruba while the former is easily found in the traditional proverbs that abound 
all over Africa. The traditional strong family system helped to propagate good ideas and 
reinforce them. Children were usually well drilled with regard to ethical conduct as to how 
to act responsibly. Whenever people defaulted, they are often traced to their family lineage 
with the attendant implication that the ethical action of an individual is guided by his family 
background. As the proverb says, ile la’ti ke’so r’ode, meaning the beauty presented outside 
comes from one’s home – the source of an individual’s display of wisdom and ethical values 
is his or her family and cultural antecedents.

Classical antiquity recognises four cardinal virtues – justice, fortitude, temperance and pru-
dence, and these are easy handles for aggregating the virtues urged by other indigenous tradi-
tions. However, it is useful to note that there is no particular classification of virtues in African 
indigenous tradition; rather, the person of good character is expected to have the wisdom to 
practise the plethora of virtues learnt in the family and from the community as the occasion 
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demands. With the overarching compass of the common good to help, this is not as difficult 
as it may sound. According to the Igala in the middle belt of Nigeria, ojale ya nya akpenekan, 
which can be loosely translated as “the sky does not fall but if it falls, it hits everyone’s roofs”, 
meaning that each one shares the responsibility for everyone, for the whole community. 
A sense of unison is key to the African belief system and therefore African communities value 
togetherness and belonging. Every individual must have a people, must be coming from some-
where – the question “where do you come from” is asked not so much as to know a person’s 
geographical origin as to know his or her community, so much that it is actually the question 
“who are your people?” and, therefore, “what kind of a person are you?”. This can sometimes 
lead to stereotyping people for certain ethical and unethical behaviours. Individuals are thus 
presumed to be part of a social ethos and according to who your people are, others can decide 
whether to enter into relationships with you (whether personal or business) and expectations 
of responsible behaviour can be very high. Deviations from the communal ethos are deemed 
unacceptable and anti-social as individuals are encouraged and admonished from an early age 
to exist within the core values of the people – for example, to be honest and transparent and 
keep up the good name of their families. Therefore, an African who is well-grounded in the 
ethos of his or her indigenous community and operates within it is likely to be used to practis-
ing virtue and, therefore, to find RM practices connatural to adopt.

Virtuous Management Inspired by the Omoluwabi Concept and Yoruba Proverbs

The Yoruba form one of the major tribes in south-western Nigeria as well as in various regions 
of the world such as Sierra Leone, Brazil and the Caribbean. The concept of Omoluwabi or 
Omoluabi comes from Yorubaland and its literal translation is “the child who is born to the 
lord of virtuous character”. Omoluabi is thus expected to be a responsible child and hence 
a responsible adult who is respectful, honest, and honours his or her family name. Irresponsible 
attitudes and or behaviours of a child in a Yoruba family could rub off negatively on every 
other member of the family, hence the proverb Orúkọ rere sàn ju wúrà àti fàdákà lọ (trans-
lation: a good name is better than silver and gold). The Omoluwabi concept, and the Yoruba 
proverbs providing more content, constitute responsible management concepts that are local 
but at the same time globally relevant as alternatives to the more widely known conceptions 
and practices of management.

O l’ôgbôn, o ò jìyà? Ta ni olùkô re? You say you are wise, (but) you haven’t suffered? 
Who (then) is your teacher? The person of character must learn from hardships encountered 
in life. Through facing difficulties, character is moulded. At times, these difficulties come in 
the shape of other people’s foibles and weaknesses, and the manager who is omoluwabi is able 
to bear with these and still get the best out of the people who work with him or her. This is 
expressed in another proverb which says that a dunghill that refuses to tolerate filth would be 
difficult to fill up (ààtàn tí ò bá gb’egbin, ò ní kún boro). In the course of managing people, 
one encounters people with different backgrounds, characters and experiences; the manager 
needs to understand that everybody is not like him or her and to figure out how to work well 
and peacefully with them all. For example, a manager who has many subordinates needs to 
know the strengths, weaknesses, and behaviours of his or her subordinates to be able to get the 
best out of them.

Acting responsibly also means patience, both for knowing when to cut one’s losses and quit 
while one is still ahead (mojà, mosá, lakínkanjú fi ńtojo – fighting and running helps the brave 
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man to count days) and for avoiding unnecessary haste in acting (ojú ló ńkán àremo tó ńdé fìlà; 
tó bá gorí ìte bàbá re, yóò dé ohun tó ju àrán lo – a royal heir who’s wearing a cap is simply 
in haste; he’ll get to wear far more than velvet headgear when he succeeds his father, the king).

Virtuous Management Inspired by Various Igbo Proverbs

A proverb, according to Nwoga (1975: 186) is “the wisdom of many and the wit of one, the 
experience and wisdom of several ages, gathered and summed up in one expression”. Proverbs 
are good illustrations of African indigenous wisdom – they usually display a culture, a mode 
of communication and a proof of maturity. It is the belief all over Africa that proverbs are not 
explained to adults – they already have learnt the wisdom contained in proverbs as part of 
their process of maturity. Through proverbs, wisdom regarding how to act virtuously is passed 
down from one generation to the other. This is true of the Igbo or Ibo tradition which finds 
its home in south-eastern Nigeria as of many other traditions in the African continent. The 
pre-colonial Igbo society practised a decentralised system where the “umunna” age-grades 
and the elders were responsible for the management of communities including law making, 
resource allocation, social control and security (Oghojafor et al., 2013). In this segment of the 
chapter, various managerial virtues are correlated to Igbo proverbs that advocate them.

Foresight and prudence: “Okenye adighi ano n’ulo, ewu amuo n’ogbu” (Igbo proverb) 
(translation: An elder will not allow a pregnant goat to deliver while tethered). An elder in this 
context, even though literal, assumes a culturally imposed responsible manager who must be 
respected more for his wisdom than for his age. African culture usually presumes a “corre-
lation between age and wisdom” (Beugre & Offodile, 2001: 537). The responsible manager 
has to be able to foresee dangers and help his team to avert them. Another proverb advocates 
considering the opinions and perspectives of the more experienced people in taking a decision, 
because their experience means that they have a unique contribution to make to the decision at 
hand – value to bring to the decision-table (ihe okenye huru ebe odonu ani, nwata agaghi ahu 
ya ma oria elu oji – what an old man sees sitting, a young boy cannot see standing).

Fairness and impartiality: Emee nwata, ka emere ibeya, obi adi ya nma (Igbo proverb) 
(translation: When you give a young man his fair share as you have given others, he will be 
happy). This speaks to the issue of justice in all its forms and advocates that a responsible 
manager is one who strives to ensure that others get their due, especially the weakest, in 
this case exemplified by “a young man”. The idea is that people appreciate impartiality and 
fairness and that the whole community is happier when judgements are well-considered and 
just and resource allocation is fair. Giving a young man his fair share produces happiness and 
peace within the community and contributes to the flourishing of the lives of individuals in 
that community. It also fosters the sense of solidarity since each one accepts the burden of 
concern for welfare of others and finds fulfillment in their fulfillment. In addition, it is easier 
for a manager who practises fairness and avoids bias to act rationally – taking all the circum-
stances into consideration when determining what is due to the young man, rather than acting 
wholly based on impulse or emotion.

Fortitude and daring: Mberede nyiri dike, mana, mberede ka eji ama dike (Igbo proverb) 
(translation: Sudden acts may challenge a strong man, but such suddenness proves how strong 
a man is). Responsible managers are expected to be able to withstand pressure and business 
challenges, no matter how threatening they may appear. Another Igbo proverb is: Agu adighi 
amu nwa ujo (translation: A lion does not give birth to a weakling). Strong men must be able 
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to dare the seemingly impossible and to take risks. At times, being responsible means taking 
unpopular actions, for example, doing things differently from others in the industry or con-
vincing the board that a certain unethical action though profitable is not right. It could be very 
difficult for a timid person to prevail in such instances.

Moderation and self-control: This is particularly important as much of unethical or irre-
sponsible behaviour is motivated by greed or pride or unchecked emotions. The proverb 
Agaghi m asi makana nnaa loromu uwa, sugbuo ya na nri (translation: I will not overfeed my 
son because he is my father's reincarnate), suggests that there cannot be any good reason for 
a responsible manager to go overboard in one direction or the other but he or she should rather 
act with restraint. Besides, Ebe no rhienrhien ewe o gbe ewe (a Bini proverb), warns that the 
leaves that are sweet to the goat kill the goat, also recommending moderation even when all 
appears to be going well for one’s team or organisation. Two Yoruba proverbs that promote 
self-control as an attribute of a responsible person are Apé kó tó jeun, kò ní jè bàjé (translation: 
The person who delays gratification will avoid the penalties of rashness) and Àgbà tí ò bínú ni 
ọmọ rè n pò jọjọ (people who are slow to anger have many followers).

Virtuous Management Practice in the Igbo Cultural Context

The Igbo apprentice system locally known as “Ïgba Boyi” is an economically viable system 
that replicates core values of responsible management. There are similar apprenticeship 
systems all over Africa; in fact, it is the traditional way to undertake and propagate entrepre-
neurial and professional enterprise. For the Igbos, the system ensures an economic equilibrium 
by mitigating inequality in line with an important cultural philosophy of this ethnic group 
– Onye aghala nwanne ya (meaning “do not leave your brethren behind”). In the igba boyi
system, a business man typically known as “Öga” takes up an aspiring young man usually
from his wider community or family known as “Boyi” as an apprentice and trains him for
a couple of years, usually between 5 to 7 years depending on the type of trade. For the period
of the apprenticeship, the apprentice lives and depends on his oga, who provides housing,
feeding, clothing, medical aid and other needs. The apprentice is taught all the rudiments of
the trade while he contributes to the growth of the business of his oga by rendering services
to the business. At the end of the apprenticeship, the oga “settles” the boyi by providing him
with the capital to start his own business in the same line of trade and gives him market share
and access to his business partners, thereby voluntarily creating a competitor, and undertakes
to see the competitor thrive. They both work hard together to support and make sure that their
businesses continue to prosper. The oga, in the role of a responsible manager, is judged by the
successes of his “settled” apprentices. The oga can take up as many apprentices as is econom-
ically viable for him at a time with some having as much as 10 boyi at a given time. The more
successful a business, the higher the expectations for the oga to take up more boyi and nurture
them into profitable business owners. The number of boyi is a measure of success. This creates
a system where successful businesses fund competitors and hand over market share to foster
an economic structure where several thriving competitors coexist with no distorted imbalance
and no sole dominant player.
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The United Nations’ “Human Security and Human Development”1 report that “the most 
human security secure geo-political zone is the South-East” has been attributed to the Igbo 
apprenticeship system.2 The system was an anchor for the Igbo people after the ravages of the 
Nigerian civil war which left many of them homeless and destitute. Through it, they were able 
to build a sustainable incubation/training-investment system that fosters a means of livelihood 
and creates sustainable wealth. This system, unlike the now contemporary tech-hubs, takes on 
“applicants” without any aversion to risks and gives everyone a chance without any rigid entry 
procedures.

APPLICATIONS TO SPECIFIC MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

Acting virtuously as a manager is responsible management in that it promotes the individual’s 
flourishing and benefits the common good. The person who strives to be an omoluwabi is 
one who tries to ensure that the decisions he or she makes take others into consideration and 
promote the wellbeing of various stakeholders. Guided by proverbs such as the ones detailed 
above, the manager can then act in each moment in a way that aligns with his or her sense of 
responsibility as omoluabi and is likely to also bring about greater (ethical) profitability for the 
organisation. When managers act prudently, they are more likely to be strategic and effective 
in managing costs and in deciding which products, which markets, and so on, to invest in, as 
well as to carefully avoid regulatory risks. When they are fair, they treat their employees well, 
serve their customers adequately and minimise any negative impact on the environment. When 
they are courageous and strong, they are able to take the risks needed to grow their business 
and to dream and plan possible future successes. Moderation and self-control principles help to 
counter tendencies to selfishness and greed that could lead to acting to the detriment of one’s 
employer in the usual conflict of interest situations that all managers face in the course of their 
stewardship role.

Respectfulness of hierarchy and of stewardship imperatives. The manager, having been 
entrusted with common resources and placed in a position of trust, should work for the 
common good in spite of personal preferences or personal opinion, since the common good 
and the good of the firm are superior to those personal interests. According to a Yoruba 
proverb, no matter how long the beard of the labourer is, the one that contracted him is still the 
boss: Bi irugbon alagbase ba gun to koja igunpa, eni gboko fun san loga e. In addition, ethical 
behaviour, for a good steward, includes competent and responsible management, for example, 
to read complex economic landscapes accurately enough to take the business in the right 
direction to maintain and enhance profitability: Nítorí adití lòjò fi ńṣú; nítorí afój̣ú ló ṣe ńkù 
(“it is for the benefit of deaf people that rain clouds gather; it is for the benefit of the blind that 
thunder rumbles”). The proverb posits that there are always signs to alert a person who is inter-
ested in wise decision-making. A manager would be irresponsible to allow opportunities to 
slip by or walk the business into foreseeable difficulties while being employed for the purpose 
of safeguarding the interests of the shareholders and running the business efficiently for them. 

1 http:// www .ng .undp .org/ content/ nigeria/ en/ home/ presscenter/ pressreleases/ 2016/ 05/ 13/ national 
-human -development -report -2016 -makes -compelling -case -that -unchecked -human -security -parameters 
-impacts -on -human -development -in -nigeria .html.

2 https:// www .tekedia .com/ nigeria -igboland -incubation -system -youth -unemployment/ .
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Others in the organisation are likely to take their cue from their managers, so that irresponsible 
managers may contribute to a spread of unethical behaviour throughout the organisation.

Responsibility to model ethical behaviour for followers: Ìbóṇ dídá olówó ló ní kíwòf̣à rín 
rín kó sọ àdá nù (“it is because of the antics the master performs that the pawn laughs so hard 
that he tosses away his cutlass”). If the person in charge behaves irresponsibly, then those 
over whom he or she has charge can use this as an excuse for irresponsible behaviour. As 
the number of people who give little importance to responsibility and ethics increases in an 
organisation, the culture changes and organisational-level decisions may easily be immoral. 
This again shows the importance of focusing the discussion about responsibility and irrespon-
sibility at the individual level rather than only at the organisational level. Indeed, the overall 
ethical calibration of the organisation depends on the consistency with which responsible and 
irresponsible practices of its members (managers and staff) interconnect, clash and prevail one 
over the other. A brief illustration (with the real names disguised) could further highlight this 
connection.

Leckay Bodega was the branch manager of Ibeju branch of ABC Bank Ltd. He was also the 
younger brother of the managing director of the Bank. The Bank professed high ethical stand-
ards. In July of 2016, Leckay forged the signature of a customer who maintained a savings 
account with the Bank and instructed the cash officer (Adoo) to pay him. This was the third 
time both of them were engaged in such an act. On the earlier occasions, he had given Adoo 
some amount of money and assured him of a perfect score during staff appraisal exercises. 
Unfortunately for Leckay, this time the fraud was discovered by the customer when he visited 
a branch shortly after the transaction to request his account statement. The customer reported 
the matter to a general manager at the bank’s head office who referred the case to the Internal 
Control Unit. Investigations were carried out and both miscreants (Leckay and Adoo) were 
found culpable. They were immediately fired and handed over to the appropriate legal body 
for prosecution. People were impressed that Leckay’s relationship with the managing director 
did not stop him from being sacked along with Adoo.

In an organisation with irresponsible managers, the interest of Leckay could have been 
protected because he was the MD’s brother and perhaps only Adoo would have been punished 
while Leckay could have been given a warning and transferred to another location. However, 
some managers of the Bank acted responsibly and fairly for the common good of all in 
applying the Igbo proverb emee nwata, ka emere ibeya, obi adigha nma. This would serve as 
an encouragement to others to trust that they work with people who strive to act impartially 
as well as encourage them to act fairly towards their own reports and peers in their units. In 
addition, the incident, which could have done the bank reputational and financial harm could 
end up shoring up customers’ confidence in doing business with a bank known to have high 
ethical standards.

At times, the pressure to act irresponsibly comes from the organisation and the difficulty for 
the manager to do the right thing is huge because he or she does not want to lose their job (and 
the accompanying financial security). A banker who has been put under pressure by the bank 
to falsify the books and generate unjustifiable figures showing profitability, so that the bank 
can sell shares to the general public and raise more capital by deceiving potential investors. 
The manager who strives to act responsibly would have to overcome the fear of being thrown 
out into the job market if he or she protests the instruction given (or opts to resign from the 
company). This manager also has to grapple with the responsibility to whistleblow (to protect 
the public from being deceived into investing in an already failing bank that is desperate for 



Responsible managers for the common good 341

that injection of capital to keep afloat) in the face of, again, a possible job loss, and industry 
blacklisting as well. An Igbo proverb that recommends calm courage in the face of difficult sit-
uations is E nwere ndị enyi atọ n'ime ụwa a: obi ike, uche, na nghọta (“There are three friends 
in this world: courage, sense, and insight”). Yet, whistleblowing in this case could contribute 
to the common good as it would protect both current and potential investors from a bad deal 
and help to ultimately safeguard trust in the market.

Fostering responsibility and curbing irresponsibility: There is also the injunction to be 
responsible because irresponsibility would lead to personal problems if one is caught or, even 
if one is not caught, to future suffering for one’s irresponsible actions in one way or another 
(the latter being an idea similar to the law of karma). Examples abound: A few years before 
the writing of this book, an investigation report revealed that a staff of a big multinational oil 
company connived with a supplier to steal from the company; he asked the supplier to pay him 
an extra 10 per cent on every supply made to his company. This action was driven by desire 
for personal gain, selfishness and lack of character – this being behaviour not proper of an 
Omoluwabi. The whole thing became known publicly when the supplier, in reaction to a price 
increase, no longer acceded to his request. When the management got this information, the 
staff member’s employment was terminated and his action was reported to the professional 
body where he belonged, his name was tarnished in the industry and he found it close to 
impossible to get a new job. He thought he could get away with harming his company but in 
the end, he suffered from his own wrongful actions. Bi a so oko l’oja, ara ile eni ni o ba: If we 
throw a stone in the marketplace, it will hit a member of our family – our irresponsible actions, 
judgements and behaviours will come back to hurt us.

Both early training and immediate curbing of irresponsible behaviour once detected are 
important, for building up the responsible manager: Aitete pa ekan iroko, to ba dagba tan apa 
koni ka mo: The branches of iroko tree are better pruned while young, as it will be difficult to 
do this when it is fully grown – the evil will have spread and will be tough to deal with.

Personal commitment to be a responsible manager: The decision to be responsible comes 
from the individual even though the society’s tenets encourage it through all these sayings and 
traditions that are meant to guide a person into the practice of virtue. Below are two personal 
stories from managers who act responsibly guided by indigenous concepts.

Story 1: I am an engineer by profession. I run a construction company with staff strength 
of over two hundred personnel. In managing the organisation, one of the ethical principles 
we had adopted over the years is promotion of justice in all our dealings. This is reflected 
in fairness in our promotion of staff and payment of emoluments; hire of day labour at rates 
not lower than prevailing industry rate, and general equitable management of staff affairs.

Due to instituting a system that is just and fair to all, we have experienced very low 
staff turnover, high staff satisfaction and enhanced work output. Our policy of fairness 
and justice, have ensured that every staff gets what is due him or her, or as the proverb 
expresses it, we use what befits each staff to kill each staff. This has promoted the common 
good within the company and in the various communities in which these staff reside 
because, according to the principle of common good, the good of every human being is 
intimately related to the good of the entire society.
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Here, the narrator is strongly motivated by the desire to be an Omoluabi, with a character that 
one can be proud of, and by the proverbial injunctions to be fair to everyone, some of which 
have been mentioned earlier in the chapter. 

Story 2: I once worked as a sales manager in one of the biggest food beverage companies in 
the country. Over time, I made very good friends with the finance manager who confided 
in me that my bosses (the senior sales manager and sales director) were corrupt. She had 
found out that they were conniving with key distributors to inflate rebate payout values 
and also with marketing activation agencies to falsify campaign budgets while sharing the 
loot once the invoices were paid out by our company. She knew that what they were doing 
was harming our company, which was after all our employer and deserved our loyalty, bi 
irugbon alagbase ba gun to koja igunpa, eni gboko fun san loga e, but she was afraid to act. 
One day, she summoned courage and declined to sign off any payouts that were falsified. 
This caused a major stir in the organisation and they teamed up against her such that she 
was wrongfully dismissed on allegations of fraud by the managing director. People sym-
pathised but did not know what to do as they were afraid of speaking out. However, two 
quarters after her dismissal, a new managing director was appointed. Auditors were called 
in and they found out about the embezzlement within the sales department. With the help 
of the new managing director and the human resources director, she was reinstated and all 
the corrupt employees were laid off and stripped of all their entitlements. Everybody else 
became proud to be associated with integrity and transparency and became more commit-
ted to the common good of the organisation. Her act of courage had impressed them all 
and they were happy that she got justice eventually. With the new infusion of trust and 
commitment, the company made more profit and invested more in employee development, 
and there were salary increases across the different grade levels. More importantly there 
was the birth of a new generation of credible leaders within the organisation, and today, 
several years afterwards, she is finance director for the group and the company is known to 
many as one of the most respected companies in the country.

Here the narrator risked her personal financial status to go against an irresponsible manage-
ment practice, because she was thinking of the common good being destroyed by the culprits 
and put the chance to attain this above her personal comfort. This took courage and determina-
tion to act on what she thought was right in spite of the odds.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Africa is made up of over fifty countries and therefore has many different indigenous 
approaches to RM that cannot be contained in a book, let alone in a single book chapter. Here, 
the authors have only tried to present some aspects of Yoruba and Igbo traditional ideas and 
concepts guiding managers in RM. The understanding of the primacy of the common good, the 
concept of Omoluwabi and the practice of igba boyi were described and proverbs and sayings 
urging virtuous behaviour and RM were explained. There are other vehicles of indigenous 
wisdom – stories, folk songs, poetry, dance – belonging to the same Yoruba and Igbo traditions 
that are not included here. The idea of stewardship best captures the way the man of character, 
omoluwabi, and the oga in apprenticeship systems such as igba boyi conceptualise the charge 
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laid on them by the community to do what is best for everyone in every situation and not just 
seek to maximise personal gain.

The two examples of cases in which African wisdom guides a responsible manager have 
their application in our day to day lives and, most importantly, in professional practice. A good 
name is better than money or silver and gold (Ezi aha ka ego, in Igbo, and Oruko rere dara 
ju wura ati fadaka, in Yoruba) is one tenet that helped the protagonists in both cases and is 
very useful in guiding decisions to put personal integrity above material rewards. Reflections 
on African wisdom for the common good can help individual managers refrain from activities 
that harm other human beings, from corrupt practices, from stealing, and from actions that 
negatively impact his or her own character, the organisation and society at large, in short – act 
responsibly.

Future researchers could carry out comparative (international) responsible management 
studies to examine the parallels between the main African indigenous traditions in order to 
highlight the commonalities, complexity and variety of the approaches to working responsibly 
and virtuously for the common good. They could also look into the extent to which modern 
day managers and leaders in organisations are influenced by the traditions of their ethnic 
affiliations; or seek to discover what synergies, between incoming religious values such as 
Christianity and Islam and indigenous values, have enhanced or can enhance capacity for RM. 
Another possible research direction is a study of the process(es) by which the responsible 
manager applies traditional values to yield ethical decision-making outcomes. Rural–urban 
migrations and the resulting fragmentation of community ties, globalisation, and intercultural 
exchange have had a strong impact on the transmission of African values through families as 
in the past – this could be an area to research in order to identify training gaps in the building 
of the responsible manager for the needs of corporates operating in today’s VUCA (Volatility, 
Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity) environment.

Scholars could also explore comparative (international) responsible management studies of 
how Yoruba culture has related to RM in countries with a strong Yoruba history, for example, 
the Caribbean and Cuba. Particularly, they could examine how this African perspective has 
blended with the host cultures and political contexts, for example, state socialism in Cuba, 
or the rightist BRIC economy of Brazil. Similarly, Igbo and Yoruba business communities 
continue growing within and outside Africa – in Ghana, Kenya, the UK, the US, China, and 
the ongoing blends of perspectives to RM could be very interesting.
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23. “Honorable merchant” and “handshake
quality”: interpretations of individually
responsible leadership
Stéphanie Looser and Joachim Schwalbach

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces two regional responsible leadership approaches, the German 
Honourable Merchant (GHM) and the Swiss Handshake Quality (SHQ) – the former as 
well as the latter manifested like-minded peculiarities. Further, these specifications might be 
embedded in the wider research area of Responsible Management (RM) and Leadership (RL). 
Additionally, the chapter sheds light on individual and/or corporate level activities: similari-
ties, disparities, potential causes, and explanations for these activities are also targeted. Most 
important is the fact that the presented concepts mirror practitioners’ daily business links to 
other practice-oriented sections (see e.g. Chapter 51 in Gherardi et al., 2020).

Seemingly, there is a rediscovery of human-centred management styles, their nature and 
leaders, and the latter’s understanding of responsibility, values, and virtues, closely corre-
sponding to future visions and strategies, for example, being compatible with perspectives of 
the RM and RL fields (RRBM, 2018). The German and Swiss movements have been labelled 
“a new story”, which is not entirely correct. Thus, one of this chapter’s goals is to show their 
long-lasting tradition as well as the correlation of their (re-)emergence with crises – such as 
the (post) global financial crisis.

Above all, the renewed interest in re-visioning business is, amongst other things, rooted 
in an enhanced pursuit for respecting human, environmental, as well as economic aims. 
Moreover, revitalized research in the idea of the individual responsibility of leaders, owners, 
managers, and owner-managers of companies is a further key component underpinning this 
story. These observations have been made for years, outside and independent of movements 
like RM and RL; nevertheless, they bear a significant resemblance. Further details follow in 
section 3.

Thus, this chapter’s purposes can be outlined as follows:

1. To identify the exact nature of the analogy between the GHM and SHQ principles.
2. To position the practical, daily, and observed manifestations (i.e. to an equal, slightly,

marginally or profound different extent of each/both approaches) in or against the defini-
tions of RM/RL. This relates to various aspects ranging from partial to general integration
of sustainability, responsibility, and/or ethics, as well as the level of individual, corporate,
and/or managerial practices.

3. The overarching goal of this chapter is a multi- and inter-disciplinary scrutiny of both
principles regarding morals and ethics, in terms of historical, industrial and socioeco-
nomic contexts, underlying values, and, as mentioned, associated practices (e.g. given the
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simplicity of the physical handshake, or the complex interactions involved in being an 
honourable merchant).

Academics and executives will be repaid in studying the presented concepts as a piece in the 
puzzle of the whole book. Based on a “going wild approach” (e.g. hermeneutical integration, 
grounded theory) we attempt to highlight a genuine picture of today’s leadership approaches 
by integrating theories, literature and empirical studies of a German institution following 
a renewed value-driven concept of many Swiss companies. Thus, this chapter reveals many 
facets of RL and RM. It will help scholars, practitioners and leaders to build both better theory 
and better management practices.

2. BETWEEN HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY

Due to the early manifestation as assembly of powerful managers with common and (some-
times only subjective, however, also often objective) urgent interests, the historical roots of 
the German approach are well known. Hence, their members is a stakeholder group with 
“definitive” characteristics (Mitchell et al., 1994) regarding the highlighted stress field (see 
section 3). 

On the contrary, the Swiss model resembles a “fairy tale” and/or an “urban legend”. The 
explanation might be that it is deeply embedded in Swiss culture to do good but never to talk 
about it. Some owner-managers compare this “phenomenon” to a form of self-fulfilling proph-
ecy with a caveat not to reveal the “secret ingredients”, as retention, adherence to traditions, 
and/or reactionary conventionalism are crucial parts of business life in Switzerland.

By contrast, in 2017, the Assembly of an Honourable Merchant to Hamburg celebrated its 
500th anniversary as the largest and oldest association targeting the spreading of a German 
thousand-year-old tradition named “Honourable Merchants” (Schwalbach, 2016a). Its prin-
ciples (as well as the Swiss tradition of the so-called “Handshake Quality” described by 
Looser and Wehrmeyer (2015)) have common ancient roots (Khurana et al., 2008; Khurana, 
2010; Laasch & Conaway, 2015). However, their embedding was different regarding sectors 
of higher or obvious priority. Further, the latter’s motivation is inherently intrinsic, implicit, 
guided by Swiss federalism and the combination of a strong direct democracy, little govern-
mental steering, and sovereign villages.

Centuries ago similar discourses were led about a concept, which is, to some extent, related 
to RL and RM. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) emerged with the issuing of French 
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s (1762) book Du contrat social ou Principes du droit 
politique. Rousseau (1762) defined the soul of CSR as a “social contract” between business 
and society. Thus, the relationship between society and corporations is a “symbiosis” enabling 
social members to act independently in a civil society that shares the same will (Bichta, 2003; 
Moura-Leite & Padgett, 2011).

By two hands-on, archaic, daily business, and practitioners’ leadership approaches – seen 
from the scientific point of view of “novel perspectives” – this chapter shows the explicit 
connection of the former to current issues regarding responsible management discussion (e.g. 
Hilliard, 2013; Ennals, 2014).

The essence of current mainstream CSR is “doing good to do well” (Zadek, 2000; 
McWilliams et al., 2006). Hence, CSR has become a core function of financial performance 
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and business strategy. Consequently, different institutions (e.g. the United Nations (UN), 
the European Union (EU), and National Regulatory Authorities) established “Sustainable 
Policies” – ranging from regulations, certificates, and gradings, to benchmarks and stock 
market validations. Addressing all companies, these instruments’ aim was to constrain sus-
tainable business behaviour.

GHM’s principles entered the German Corporate Governance Code (DCGK) to ensure 
the continued existence of the company and its sustainable value creation in line with the 
principles of a social market economy. This might be a hint – taking its explicit and extrinsi-
cally motivated character – that (small/medium) size could play a role in the anchors, causes 
and manifestations of the GHM. The next sections present different indicators and potential 
explanatory factors.

2.1 Between Theory and Practice

A concept should not just outline what companies, their leaders, owners, and/or individuals 
should not do: it might be more constructive to outline positive, responsible behaviour; its 
components, as well as the consequences of responsible RM and RL. The pursuit of social 
acceptability and/or responsibility is central since, beyond a minimum standard, it suggests 
that society and its stakeholder groups shape what companies should or should not do. 
Therefore content, strength and potential penalties for malfeasance can be significant, all of 
which are strongly shaped by stakeholders and their concerns.

The Swiss idiosyncrasies of responsible leadership (e.g. manifesting in a handshake equiv-
alent and as valuable as a contract), is in many aspects diverging from standard interpretations 
of RM/RL as well as from the GHMs’ grasp of responsibility. The latter, for instance, focuses 
a good deal more on the relationship between current economic, social policy, and their busi-
ness (Schwalbach, 2016b). Furthermore, freedom regarding reaction, implementation, com-
munication of effects on society, economy, environment, innovation, development, and so on 
is a key point of both principles. The assessment and realization of both principles regarding 
daily business and/or today’s entrepreneurship can be traced back to their historical genesis 
and evolution.

In general, both principles are trailblazing, and apart from some minor diversity, they show 
at the SME-level even equivalency (e.g. regarding tradition, history, a value-driven approach, 
virtues). A fact that is even more astonishing is that the socioeconomic background might 
have been quite different at that time; further, the original manifestation developed in sectors 
operating in industries without much obvious comparability.

The next section sheds light on the dimensions of RM/RL and their role in the analysed 
principles. To conclude, Swiss SMEs as well as Honourable Merchants have high legitimacy, 
power, and urgency within the range of other approaches addressing responsible leadership 
– and their leaders/owner-managers are consequently definitive stakeholders (Mitchell et al.,
1994) within current and future discussions and tasks regarding political, economic, legal,
social and environmental issues.
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3. HONOURABLE GERMAN MERCHANTS AND SWISS
HANDSHAKE-LEADERS

The definitions of RL and RM are distinct from Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 
sustainable business, and social enterprise discussions, in their understanding as extrinsically 
motivated and financially driven business cases. However, the definitions match and intersect 
with the both concepts presented in this section, as they move the unit of analysis from the 
organizational level (e.g. extrinsic CSR) to individuals (Ennals, 2014), responsible manager 
groups (Verkerk et al., 2001), and responsibly managed processes (Hilliard, 2013). Second, 
responsible management is distinct from the responsible management education discussion, as 
it is explicitly focused on managerial practices outside the academic context (Laasch, 2018a).

As mentioned above, this might be the anchor to demonstrate the value, validity and 
significance of the GHM and the SHQ principles regarding their explicit contribution to the 
published responsible management discussion (e.g. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Laasch, 2018b).

After to have shed some light on definition-related specifications of CSR, social Enterprises, 
sustainability and RM/RL. This is of interest, since the same procedures are currently affecting 
the concepts of RM and RL. We suggest that we should be careful not to destroy the very 
fabric of intrinsic motives that rests on an ethical, value- and virtues-driven foundation, and on 
morals (Laasch & Conaway, 2015).

Having explored in detail the distinctions of these concepts, the next section explores both 
concepts in more detail. Later, some differences are explored, which are mainly dependent on 
historical, evolutionary, and sector-specifics.

3.1 Specifics of The Honourable Merchant’s Principles

The concept of honour is the GHM’s leitmotif. The term “Merchant” is used as a substitute 
for self-employed entrepreneurs and/or managers (notably, this applies also for the Swiss 
principles). However, honour is by its nature diverse and is not dependent on the regional, 
religious, language, and/or historical background (Le Goff, 1993). In general, honour has two 
dimensions:

1. External honour evaluated by the specific environment and social context;
2. Individual honour perceived as an individual sentiment.

“Honour is the triumph of virtue and is given only to the good” (Aristoteles, 2005). Considering 
honour as a reward of virtue, it proposes the former to be the result of the latter, whereas, 
“virtue” could be described as behaviour between wickedness, excess and deficiency. Thus, 
to be recognized as an “Honourable Merchant” needs the consideration and conduct meas-
urement of the directly related community. Hence honour is not a static assessment; on the 
contrary, it represents a dialectic process between individuals and the community.

Heidbrink (2011) summarizes and defines various definitions of the concept of responsibil-
ity. Accordingly, responsibility is an “at least” three-dimensional concept, based on normative 
and descriptive attributes that can be distinguished in moral, legal and social terms. The 
concept of responsibility includes coercively apodictic basic principles, assertory true-bred 
statements and potentially problematic meritorious acts. Where actors take responsibility or 
have it attributed to them, instead of injuries (negative responsibility) is an important factor, 
along with pro-social attitudes and well-being obligations (positive responsibility).
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Responsibility is therefore very complex and multifaceted, but it is precisely for this reason 
that it is very suitable for the consideration of economic processes (Heidbrink, 2008). With 
respect to Honourable Merchants, the relational aspect of responsibility is particularly impor-
tant as self-responsibility substitutes for inner honour, and corporate or corporate responsibil-
ity reflects external honour, as various stakeholders evaluate the actions of the economic entity 
in a similar way as society evaluates the ethical stance and practices of the inner honour. This 
is in interaction with its environment. Its behaviour has practical implications and interpreta-
tions on several different levels. Combining the summarized historical ideas about the eco-
nomic practices of Honourable Merchants with the concept of responsibility, a multi-layered 
responsibility model, “Honourable Merchant”, is created, which offers a guideline for today’s 
executives in their everyday business.

Humanistic education builds the foundation of self-responsibility. On this basis, Honourable 
Merchants need a comprehensive economic expertise and a solid character, oriented towards 
virtues that promote economic efficiency. The virtues do not serve primarily to accomplish 
good deeds; they serve their own credibility, which creates trust, which in turn is essential for 
good business relations. A sound character also protects the merchant from ill-considered acts, 
for example, of obtaining other advantages at short notice. For Honourable Merchants, business 
and ethics cannot be separated from one another; they have merged into a unity with the aim 
of successfully managing a business as a way of discharging the individual’s duty. Honourable 
Merchants develop a sense of responsibility for the things that determine their business success.

As for German SME Merchants, responsibility (the decisive success factor in their eyes) does 
not end at the factory gate; they foster their direct environment, that is, society. However, their 
direct societal environment is not a priori aware of their common dependency regarding, for 
example, prosperity based on responsible entrepreneurship (Schwalbach, 2016b).

The responsibility model Honourable Merchant rests on three pillars: (1) self-responsibility; 
(2) corporate responsibility; and (3) responsibility towards economy and society (see Figure
23.1).

Most importantly, the historical outline of the guiding principles of Honourable Merchants 
shows that the concept of honour or the attribute ‘honourable’ is highly suitable for the normative 
description of economic entities founded by, and operating within, societies. Today, Honourable 
Merchants are business leaders responsible to their business and its stakeholders, including 
society. Thus, Honourable Merchants bear responsibility as individuals (as well as group). To be 
precise, outstanding social, public and political engagement, defence of a free market economy, 
sustainability on long-term, wide-ranging and multiple levels, and responsible decisions, are all 
characteristics found in SMEs led by an Honourable Merchant.

As the next principle shows, size might be a matter of fact, although many researchers have 
found different and/or additional explanations: for instance, Friedman (1962), Hemingway 
(2005), Spence (2007), or Murillo and Lozano (2009) agree on CSR as a conceptualisation, 
primarily based on self-interest, regardless size, commercial purposes and/or moral aspects as 
deciding drivers. Other authors have found that territorial cohesion (Del Baldo, 2010), culture 
and location of business owners (Ede et al., 2000) are determinants.

To conclude, these views highlight on the one hand the context-specific nature of any engage-
ment as well as personally inspired ethics as driving force (Garriga and Melé, 2004), which might 
be heightened in relation to small businesses – as mentioned above – where the owner-manager 
“is” the business and vice versa (Nkiko, 2013; Matten & Moon, 2020). 

Swiss leaders’ approaches add further manifestations of RM/RL.



Source: Schwalbach (2016a).

Figure 23.1 Responsible management model, so called “The Honourable Merchant”
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3.2 The Swiss Leadership Set-up

The Swiss SMEs RM/RL Business Model is seen as a trust-based, long-term and quality-oriented 
continuum of six key drivers based on flat, lean, efficient organizations providing specialized 
niche products. However, as it is impossible to find an explanation for their business nature, 
their traditionally driven business practices, and their behaviour as “mainstream” social entre-
preneurs, it is worth having a closer look at the very specifics of Swiss SME businesses.

From an outside point of view regarding RM and RL, Swiss SMEs act in a somewhat very 
subtle and unconscious way. As Switzerland is a Federation that was built on a “common 
will”, neither on language, religion, entitlement of royal families, and so on, there is no signif-
icant single cause effecting the country’s SMEs’ overarching and similar behaviour, virtues, 
attitudes, and values.

One owner-manager (leading a company in the competitive flower-trade sector) tried to 
explain a significant manifestation regarding the long-term, trust-based ties to employees as 
follows:
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… I have no idea why we treat our employees like family members, it was like this has been like this, 
and I do not want to be the first to break this rule …

Another owner-manager of an automotive supplier (i.e. Ruckus), expressed it simply and 
reasonably (though somewhat unconventionally and non-scientifically) as:

… something like “VOODOO” …

This is because SMEs, unlike large companies and MNEs, are found not to be very familiar 
with the scientific or technical term RM/RL, consequently, they usually do not have related for-
malized programmes, nor issue external reports, etc. However, a series of studies (e.g. Looser 
and Wehrmeyer, 2015; Looser, 2018) including about 700 interviews with owner-managers 
of Swiss small- and medium-sized companies, about six focus group discussions, roundtables 
with participants from most sectors (governmental, scientific, media institutions, multina-
tional, and big- as well as small-scale companies) reaffirmed the commonly held perception 
that even though SMEs do not apply RL/RM for financially strategic reasons or in a systematic 
way they are deeply engaged due to family tradition, the owner-manager’s personal values, 
prudence, embeddedness in the community, and their willingness to “give something back to 
society”. Identical behaviour appears in German SME Honourable Merchants (Simon, 1992; 
Schwalbach, 2016b).

This is unconventional because, though a clear-cut system or strategy towards responsible 
leadership is missing, there is clear evidence that SMEs are very active and engaged. Examples 
of this strongly responsible practice beyond formal systems include handshakes instead of 
formal contracts with customers, employees, suppliers and so on (therefore saving transaction 
costs), democracy and absolute transparency (therefore trust), quality aims, altruistic and phil-
anthropic values, and visionary instead of profit goals. There is good reason to believe those 
idiosyncrasies to be part of an underlying business model.

Another example is in the publicly communicated criticism regarding management deci-
sions, the equal treatment of all employees, transparency in all aspects of business (especially 
performance indicators, salaries, and bonuses), and majority votes where every employee has 
the option of a veto against management. For this reason, this organization’s employees jointly 
decided against entrance into global markets despite the fact that this might have been eco-
nomically beneficial, because they feared not being able to continue to enjoy full transparency 
and democratic values when exposed to worldwide competition.

Various results from research (Baumgartner et al., 2004) confirm that the integration of dis-
abled people into the staff is an ordinary practice of Swiss SMEs. This shows their adherence 
to the stewardship concept – including loyalty in the case of hardship. A significant number 
of Swiss SMEs’ employees are disabled and/or retired people, however, not hired under any 
“special terms/conditions”. Thus, they are fully-accepted by co-workers, precisely, the latter 
appreciates this socially responsible detail of their daily work as well as the prospects regard-
ing their own future social security.

This orientation of taking responsibility for others goes beyond RM and RL as a “façade”. 
By SMEs using the Swiss apprenticeship system – about 200,000 apprentices are employed 
at SMEs (Fassin, 2008) – such expressions of personal ethics at work are deeply embedded 
during the process of work socialization and responsible business practices are established 
from the start of employees’ careers. The development of an ethical groundwork by experi-
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ence points consequently to the guidance by virtues (i.e. practical wisdom, justice, friendship, 
courage, and temperance) and morals (for more details see section 4).

This orientation of taking responsibility for others goes beyond RM and RL as a “façade”. 
By SMEs using the Swiss apprenticeship system – about 200,000 apprentices are employed at 
SMEs (FSO, 2012) – such expressions of personal ethics at work are deeply embedded during 
the process of work socialization and responsible business practices are established from the 
start of employees’ careers. The development of an ethical groundwork using experience 
points has led consequently to virtue guidance (i.e. practical wisdom, justice, friendship, 
courage, and temperance) and morals (for more details see section 4).

Different research results (e.g. Looser & Wehrmeyer, 2015; Looser, 2016) have shown that 
running an SME is more of a lifestyle decision to chase innovation and visions rather than 
primarily a wealth-maximizing strategy. Often, SME owner-managers are envied for this 
libertarian lifestyle, even though they sacrifice economic security to pursue their ideal. They 
have stated that responsibility and altruism are often important elements of their upbringing 
and such ethically aware behaviour is not a commercial strategy but a habitual characteristic 
of their business. This in part explains the relative ease with which SME owner-managers are 
operating often highly developed and far-reaching RL and RM programmes, but do not link 
these activities to the “bottom line”, nor are the activities necessarily formalized and publicly 
presented.

Instead, a long-term orientation concerning leadership and, precisely, the relation to and 
embedding of employees is deciding.  Thus, trust is the overarching feature determining their 
leadership approach, their rapport with employees, however, also their companies’ informal, 
flat, and lean organisational structure, primarily steered by networks. Efficiency as an addi-
tional key driver plays an important role regarding the specialization of state-of-the-art niche 
products in markets with high entry barriers. In sum, the combination of these idiosyncrasies 
fostered “Swissness” as a success factor. 

Some quotes made by Swiss owner-leaders underpin the findings in a handsome manner:

… smaller companies have in the long run no other choice than to rely on high-quality products, thus, 
our survival is determined by our ability to be as efficient as possible with the world’s best products …

However, the key factors are: a liberalistic, visionary leader- and ownership-driven approach, 
where the leader “is” the business and vice versa.

… I once decided to run this company though I was aware of sacrificing a lot of comfort, money and 
adopt a lot of stress, sweat, and blood running this company …

Tight, long-term, trust- and democracy-based relations to employees and specialized niche 
products, which manifest in small scale highly efficient production processes alongside high 
entry barriers.

… we always take decisions together with our employees since in times of risk or under pressure 
a majority always takes the better decisions than an individual …

The leaders are very active members of their village – for example, on political, or associa-
tional levels, so they and their companies are driven by networks, high social capital and infor-
mal, flat organizations and thus, by agility. As a precondition most of the companies under 



Source: Looser and Wehrmeyer (2015).

Figure 23.2 SHQ approach – seen as an integrated part of the Swiss SME business 
characteristics

“Honorable merchant” and “handshake quality” 353

research are process champions, that is, highly efficient, and are dedicated to deliver products/
services in “Swissness” quality.

… since 30 years we are Swiss market leaders, but in the next year I have to put all my effort in 
finding new niches …

To keep up with the volatile standards and requirements of global markets the owner-managers 
foster education, for example, the apprenticeship system, in a significant manner and with 
representative outcomes. However, their motivation to do so is to “give something back” and 
establish their ethics during the process of work socialization.

3.3 Where Honourable Merchants and Handshake Quality Intersect

In sum, the trust-based “handshake”-driven Swiss appearance often  demonstrates a determi-
nation by soft assets, such as networks, by the nexus of mission and value-set, by a system of 
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initiatives and integrated behaviour, by proximity, and informal, flat organizational structures, 
by the aspiration and ambition of craftsmanship or excellent service (instead of profit), by 
community involvement, by recruiting from the local community, by the willingness to grow 
slowly and steadily (i.e. temperance and prudence), by the avoidance of atomic markets, and 
finally, by the mental set-up and sociological tradition of the stewardship concept.

Regarding organizational level, the German approach has been settled as an assembly 
with power, interests, and (sometimes objective or subjective) urgency, which has made its 
members responsible to a manager group. Moreover, in 2017, the Assembly of an Honourable 
Merchant to Hamburg celebrated its 500th anniversary as the largest and oldest assembly 
with a thousand-year-old tradition named “Honourable Merchants”. However, this concerns 
the overarching level, that is, the assembly as organizational institution (Schwalbach, 2016b).

By contrast, German as well as Swiss owner-managers seem not to be organized to a com-
parably formalized extent (as, for instance, an assembly demonstrates). Instead, they show 
high individual investment in social capital, which leads to regionally strong networks of 
customers who mutually rely on the SME’s traditional image. Due to these regionally grown 
supply chains, SMEs are often more sustainable for the same product as a result of shorter 
transportation distances.

Further, their business strongly relies on reciprocal, trust-based deals. Many owner-managers 
emphasized that they only do business within the family business network – compared to an 
assembly, as in Germany – and would rather sacrifice a deal, contract or the opportunity to 
make a deal if business partners asked for costly formalization by a contract and did not rely 
on the handshake between them. They stressed that their international trade partners (e.g. 
SMEs from China, India, or Thailand) rely on this trust-based business practice as well. In 
other words, their traditional values determine their global business and supply chain. Such 
corporate cultures expressed by values of prudence and loyalty, trust and ethics result in low 
staff turnover rates, and in employee relationships that have lasted for three generations.

Moreover, due to their limited size, SMEs are very innovative and capable of adapting new 
trends very quickly, accounting for the German (Simon, 1992) as well as Swiss market leader-
ship (Looser, 2018) of many SMEs.

To sum up, both concepts as well as the definitions of RL and RM neither look at special-
ized professionals, such as CSR managers, corporate ethics officers, or social entrepreneurs 
(cf. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Laasch, 2018a). Furthermore, the construct of social enterprise 
is not under research. “Normal” mainstream managers’ efforts to manage responsibly is the 
overarching bonding nexus.

Rightly, focusing on small- and medium-sized businesses, an unexplored area for respon-
sible leadership research emerges (Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013; Maak et al., 2015). By distin-
guishing extrinsic and intrinsic motives this chapter casts doubt on many standard conclusions 
about RM, especially the idea that financial incentives must be in place for RM to have 
a meaningful role.

However, the chapter also suggests that communication strategies, policies, and/or politics 
should not be destroyed as they are the very fabric of intrinsic motives that rest on an ethical, 
value and virtues driven foundation, and on morals (Laasch et al., 2018). Both kinds of respon-
sibility, in general, can help companies be competitive, as extrinsic companies do not care so 
much for “doing good”, and intrinsic companies do seem to mind if their behaviour does not pay.

Overall, taking RM and RL as a foundation, the concept of the Honourable Merchant (at the 
SME level), as well as the Handshake Quality as a significant detail and/or specific sustaina-
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ble process within the Swiss SME business model (i.e. it is highly responsible for economic 
factors as it saves many transactional costs, e.g. for lawyers, contracts (Coleman, 1988)), are 
revealed to be “Hidden In-Position Champions” (Simon, 1992) within the wider concept of 
RM and RL (Verkerk et al., 2001; Hilliard, 2013; Ennals, 2014; Laasch, 2018b). Table 23.1 
summarizes the aspects discussed above, so to position the concepts’ idiosyncrasies along 
sight the definition of RM/RL..

4. FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA

Arguably, economic crises create opportunities to learn and to stimulate a discourse on the 
relationship between business and society. Economy and society are mutually interdependent 
with companies prospering mainly in modern societies with a high level of education for their 
citizens, well-functioning markets and strong legal certainty (Devinney et al., 2013). On the 
other hand, modern societies depend on successful companies, as only these can increase the 
prosperity of a society through market success. However, the direction of this relationship as 
well as the dichotomy should be researched in more detail in order to react or, in a best-case 
scenario, predict, prevent, and break the vicious cycle of severe, harmful crises. Further, to 
understand these “mechanics” in detail will be beneficial by implementing the UN SDGs 
– compulsory by 2030. Consequently, Sustainability Policies (e.g. by the UN, EU, and/or
National Authorities (compare section 3.3)) claim that not all companies pay attention to
sustainability issues.

Thus, rules, laws, fines, and so are implemented, to urge companies independent of their 
size, level of profit, form of business organization, and/or property situations to reach some 
sustainability thresholds. Whether size matters or not is another aspect to be scrutinized further 
(e.g. Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013), particularly regarding the mentioned issues – and the claim 
that German (Simon, 1992) and Swiss SMEs are Hidden Champions regarding RL/RM.

The relationship between leadership, good business, religiosity, the quite unexplored, often 
hidden and volatile, virtues as well as spirituality might be other areas for further investigation 
(see e.g. Bruni & Uelmen, 2006; Bertland, 2008; Baldarelli et al., 2015).

Further research should respect the opinions of employees – this might need a big quan-
titative panel survey. They should be involved more strongly regarding potential further 
adjustments of the Honourable Merchant and/or Swiss principles and this should also involve 
questions about how much diversity is good in culturally driven core logics, given the fact that 
culture is to some extent uniform.

How German is the Honourable Merchant from the viewpoint of employees as they become 
socialized by working under those influences? Is employee training easier under circum-
stances built on the, for example, Swiss concept showing some similarities to RM and RL, 
which, notably, take this aspect as proof or a demonstration of evidence and a key success 
factor of their conceptualization? Such questions open a huge significant research field in 
current RL/RM discussions and publications (e.g. by Verkerk et al., 2001; Hilliard, 2013; 
Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2013; Ennals, 2014; Laasch, 2018a, 2018b) that should not be ignored.

Another important point that should be further scrutinized is the relationship between 
“social enterprises” and “social business planning” as “novel” business ideas and the German 
and Swiss set-ups. Is this relationship a continuum or are the approaches in fact identical? If 
so, would this evolve into problems or rather social benefit? Or are the approaches inherently 
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different? If so, in which dimensions? If they are different, how do they relate to each other? 
Are they co-dependent, mutually exclusive, incompatible, or just substantially different? 
Which one is better and by what yardstick? These questions are worth further research and/or 
comparative case studies.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Leading economic scientists in the eighteenth century, like Richard Cantillon and Jean-Baptiste 
Say, first introduced the term “Unternehmer” (or entrepreneur) as a driver of economies and 
advancements (Zimmermann, 2014). “Good businessmen” and “good entrepreneurs” as busi-
ness owners, founders and managers involved in firms and society and not motivated by their 
own profit and benefit are required in the current economic situation resulting from the greed 
of individuals. As previously stated, owner-managers, as well as entrepreneurs, play crucial 
roles in a direct way in their companies but also in an indirect way for society as they contrib-
ute by innovation, as employers, and by economic, social, and environmental responsibility 
(Del Baldo, 2010).

Especially since the 2008 financial market crisis, the call for responsible corporate man-
agement has become louder. Citizens in many countries fear that existing control mechanisms 
might not be enough to put a stop to financial gamblers in an ethics-void context in the future. 
To this extent, the financial crisis revealed both societal and corporate deficiencies in the basic 
understanding of responsible, sustainable, honourable and thus successful, corporate leader-
ship. Most of the public is likely to agree that only those who are economically successful 
are also able to act efficiently in the interests of society and the environment. And this in turn 
means that the economic viability of companies and the willingness to assume responsible 
management are inseparable.

At this point, the principles of Honourable Merchants as well as the “Voodoo-Approach” of 
Swiss SMEs come into play. As has been shown, the guiding principles assume that respon-
sible behaviour enacted by those in leadership positions is the basis for sustainable economic 
success and social peace in society. Modern Swiss owner-managers as well as Honourable 
Merchants have a strong sense of responsibility on the corporate as well as the societal level. 
This includes fair behaviour towards employees, customers and business partners, as well as 
the development and supply of innovative products and services, social commitment at the 
company’s location, transparency of a company’s policy towards the public, defence of the 
market economy, and sustainable environmental protection in all company decisions.

It should also be noted that frequent controls by auditors and regulatory authorities, of the 
supervisory boards, as well as the greed of small and large investors, have made possible 
higher returns while neglecting business risks. The recent financial market crisis certainly had 
numerous causes. But, as the argument above has shown, the misconduct of their actors was 
primarily individual and not institutional, and many examples of “dishonourable” merchants 
and their criticism by society exist throughout history as well. Arguably, economic crises 
create opportunities to learn and to stimulate a discourse on the relationship between business 
and society. Economy and society are mutually interdependent with companies prospering 
mainly in modern societies with a high level of education for their citizens, well-functioning 
markets and strong legal certainty. On the other hand, modern societies depend on successful 
companies, as only these can increase the prosperity of a society through market success. 
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Companies and society are therefore interdependent and the value systems that guide both are 
mutually reinforcing.

The chapter concludes with the following observations:

1. The scope, aims, breadth, amplitude, dimensions, complexity, targeted topics, or simply
the three-dimensionality of claims, assets, and aspirations of RM/RL are challenging;

2. However, the terms of stipulation the mind exercises and their call for sacrifices are
well-known – at least since Schumpeter’s claim for “Creative Destruction” – underlying
sine/hyperbolic/cosine curves, which are to some extent predictable but more quickly
emerging, so less likely to follow rules of procrastination;

3. The concepts of “The Honourable Merchant” as well as the Swiss approach reveal genuine,
practice-based, and daily business proofing “Hidden Champions” regarding Responsible
Management as well as Responsible Leadership;

4. Nevertheless, most importantly, taking on responsibilities as prescribed by the principles
of the Honourable Merchant in Germany and the Handshake Quality in Switzerland will
continue to be successful recipes for sustainably promoting and assuring economic, envi-
ronmental, and social progress.

This chapter has shown that both approaches or concepts (or in the Swiss example uncon-
sciously ordinary business practices), the GHM and the SHQ, in times of significant 
social, economic, environmental, political, technical changes and/or crises, demonstrate their 
strengths and beneficial effects on society; however, we have also highlighted their weak-
nesses or need for improvements. Thus, both principles, tailored to their country’s specific 
circumstances, have been presented to prove their agility as comparative assets in adapting 
to today’s rapidly changing circumstances, for example, the imposed challenges to imple-
ment the United Nations’ (2015) Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs). Significantly, 
SDG implementation is another top-down trial to establish RL and RM into daily business 
operations.

So, regarding future crises, disasters, (existential) threats and “dark skies”, and as an explic-
itly significant contribution to the currently published RL/RM literature (e.g. Laasch, 2018a, 
2018b), it might be helpful to search for other, similar concepts on a global scale. Key skills, 
concepts and tools could be defined; and independent (while at the same time equivalent) 
solutions could be found – alternative, innovative – that might include aspects from many or 
all current globally existing concepts. This might produce a general framework that could be 
adapted to specific requirements of countries, problems and circumstances.
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24. American pragmatism and responsible
management: the role of John Dewey
Svetlana N. Dmitrieva, R. Edward Freeman and Sergiy D.
Dmytriyev

WHAT IS RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT?

The idea that management has to be responsible is not new and it takes its roots from the very 
time management became an acknowledged profession (Carroll et al., 2012). Each profession, 
along with requiring from its members specific skills and knowledge, also imposes on them 
duties and responsibilities. Responsibilities in management come both in a narrow sense – 
responsibility to the profession (i.e. my professional responsibility to groups of individuals 
I affect at work), and in a broader sense – responsibility to the society where the profession is 
given an opportunity to thrive. The latter is what we will refer to in this chapter as responsible 
management. This perspective on responsible management is in line with thoughts developed 
in management scholarship already in the middle of last century:

The hallmark of a profession is its sense of duty. None of the great, recognized professions is without 
a strong sense of responsibility to the community. Professional men do not work solely for them-
selves, but also for the good of mankind. (Abrams, 1951: 29)

As early as at the beginning of the twentieth century, a number of scholars and public figures 
argued that managers had responsibilities to serve public interests because they work at societal 
institutions (Dodd, 1932). These thoughts found their way to management scholarship on the 
functions of the executive (Barnard, 1938) and on social responsibilities of the businessperson 
(Bowen, 1953). Furthermore, the establishment of business schools to educate future business 
managers contributed to understanding management responsibilities in connection to an envi-
ronment broader than the firm itself (Khurana, 2010).

There were moments in the history of the managerial profession when management respon-
sibilities were narrowed down to serving solely the interests of company shareholders (Berle, 
1931) and, as such, the social responsibility of business was seen exclusively in increasing its 
profits (Friedman, 1970). However, the views of the shareholder-focused camp were opposed 
by those scholars and business people who had a more holistic perspective on business. The 
latter believed that there was more to management responsibilities than shareholder value 
maximization and these progressive thoughts found their way into two major management 
theories focused on social issues in management: corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
stakeholder theory (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017).

First and foremost, CSR posits that managers should operate their businesses in a responsi-
ble way toward society (Davis, 1973) which can serve as a foundational pillar for responsible 
management. At the same time, stakeholder theory takes management responsibilities even 
further, by expanding them beyond shareholders (cf. shareholder-centered view) and society 
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(social responsibility in CSR). Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) posits that managers have 
responsibilities to all company’s stakeholders, which include, but are not limited to, employ-
ees, customers, suppliers, communities (society), and financiers (shareholders and other 
parties holding firm’s liabilities).

It is worth mentioning that though stakeholder theory and CSR elaborate in detail on man-
agement responsibilities, neither theory tries to define the term “responsible management.” 
Rather, both theoretical frameworks focus on their key ideas, assuming that management 
responsibilities can be logically derived from these ideas: for example, creating value for all 
stakeholders and avoiding trade-offs among them in stakeholder theory (Freeman et al., 2010) 
and pursuing some social good beyond direct economic interests of the firm (McWilliam & 
Siegel, 2001).

However, in recent years there have been some purposeful attempts intended to define and 
explicate the term “responsible management.” Nonet et al. (2016) conducted a survey among 
92 graduate students in three European business schools where the authors asked the students 
to define “responsible management.” Based on student definitions, these researchers created 
their definition set for the concept of responsible management:

Response-Able: To be able to respond in an aware and conscious manner, encompassing interaction, 
knowledge-gathering, and decision-making which is:
• Grounded in the reality of day-to-day managerial responsibilities,
• Nurtured with self-development and self-awareness,
• Initiated from within the personal, individual level in seeking to understand other individuals,
• Guided by clear moral values, as well as the courage to stand for them,
• Reliant on the development of soft skills (such as inspiring, caring),
• Informed by systemic thinking, with a holistic consciousness of the decision-making conse-

quences (present and future) on all stakeholders (economic, environmental, and social),
• Designed to enculturate a shared vision,
• Respectful, participative, inclusive, and empowering: emerges through empowerment to build up

a shared responsible vision at the individual and organizational level,
• With a clear understanding of the issues and the development of appropriate knowledge,
• Reinforced by a process of continuous improvement through self- and group-reflection. (Nonet

et al., 2016: 728)

Another definition of the term has been offered by Laasch and Conaway (2015) who argue that 
responsible management is the combination of three overlapping dimensions: sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics. This full responsibility can be preceded by two stages of respon-
sibility that can be characterized as incomplete. The first stage is described by the authors 
as emerging responsibility. A company at this stage focuses on a single dimension choosing 
among ethics, sustainability or responsibility and ignoring the other two dimensions. A more 
complex stage of advanced responsibility follows this emerging stage where we can observe 
the presence of an overlap between two of the three dimensions. At this stage, a company can 
be responsible and ethical, responsible and sustainable, or ethical and sustainable. It is only 
when the three dimensions overlap that a company reaches the final stage of true responsibil-
ity. Thus, the understanding of responsibility under this approach is rather developmental with 
clear stages along which a company can progress from irresponsibility to fully responsible 
functioning.

The aforementioned definitions of responsible management look at it from different per-
spectives – the former (Nonet et al., 2016) is a reportive definition and the latter is a stipulative 
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one (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Yet, it is not clear what problems the proposed definitions are 
trying to solve. Business, however, is primarily about solving practical problems. That is why 
we believe that an approach to understanding responsible management should be grounded in 
pragmatism – the philosophy that prides itself on seeking solutions to problems. So we inten-
tionally bring pragmatic outcome into the discussion on responsible management. According 
to the philosophical school of pragmatism, pragmatic outcome is the main single criterion for 
evaluating the success of one’s endeavors:

[T]he common ground for the majority of the pragmatists is that the meaning of an idea is measured in 
its practical consequences (Peirce, 1878) and people’s thinking should be directed toward action and
problem solving (James, 1907) to improve our way of living (Dewey, 1920; Rorty, 2010). (Dmytriyev 
et al., 2017: 392)

Recently a number of management researchers have explicitly referenced pragmatist prin-
ciples in their responsible management narratives. Thus Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015) point 
to a disconnect in business between abstractly knowing what managing responsibly is and 
actually behaving accordingly in practice. The scholars suggest that people in organizations 
use a pragmatist idea of moral reflective practice that could be based on threshold concepts. 
Kelley and Nahser (2014) believe that a large role in bridging knowledge and practice can 
be played by management education that should engage the minds of future managers in 
living by the principles of responsible management in practice. According to the scholars, 
management education must foster the understanding that knowing should lead to acting, 
where acting should go beyond mere analysis, and a values-neutral stance should transition to 
a values-driven stand. Nahser and Ruhe (2001) even put American Pragmatism to work in the 
classroom by applying the pragmatic inquiry process based on Peirce’s theory of Pragmatism.

The concepts utilized in the works on responsible management – for example, moral reflec-
tive practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) and a pragmatic inquiry (Nahser & Ruhe, 2001) – are 
akin to Dewey’s idea of reflective practice that calls for revising our value judgments depend-
ing on the consequences of our actions. We believe that Dewey’s ideas can be applied more 
globally beyond educational practices to understand responsible management. Moral progress 
and betterment of an individual occurs as a result of the continuous process of practically 
testing these value judgments and reflecting whether these judgments are apt to successfully 
solve problems (Dewey, 1933). Similarly, it can be postulated that the moral progress of the 
society will occur when members of that society will engage in reflective revising of value 
judgments meant to resolve societal problems at large. In other words, Dewey’s ideas allow 
for an important link between individual reflective practices and societal changes and thus can 
be applied to guide individual managers in their endeavors to resolve societal problems. We 
believe that highlighting this link is important for the understanding of the essence of responsi-
ble management: responsibility resides within an individual as she or he purposefully engages 
in reflective practices thinking about the consequences of her or his actions.

Following the historical figures research method (Werhane et al., 2017), we create a new 
narrative of responsible management by bringing into the discussion Dewey’s understanding 
of responsibility. We delve into John Dewey’s thinking on what constitutes responsible 
behavior. By making parallels between individual’s responsibility and that of managers in 
organizations, we believe that Dewey has much to add to the contemporary discussion on the 
responsible management of organizations. In particular, Dewey’s progressive thinking pro-
vides a number of thought-provoking insights on responsibility that can beneficially contribute 
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to the contemporary discussion on responsible management: (1) responsibility as shaping 
organizational essence, (2) responsibility as beyond compliance, and (3) responsibility as an 
individualized approach. We believe that comprehending management responsibilities from 
a pragmatist, namely Dewey’s, perspective can lead to a better understanding of responsible 
management. In what follows, we elaborate in more detail on each of Dewey’s contributions 
to responsible management.

RESPONSIBILITY AS SHAPING ORGANIZATIONAL ESSENCE

Management research shows that applying responsible management in organizations results in 
better tangible outcomes for organizations such as sustainable economic performance, social 
and environmental value creation, and improved stakeholder satisfaction (Laasch & Conaway, 
2015). We would like to draw scholarly attention to yet another important consequence of 
responsible management – shaping the positive essence of organizations. This outcome is 
often overlooked in the literature, however, it has an impact as important as more tangible 
outcomes.

Although Dewey was not directly writing about responsible management in organizations, 
we can make inferences from his works such as Outlines of a critical theory of ethics (1891), 
Reconstruction in philosophy (1920), and The moral self (1932). According to Dewey, 
responsible management is especially crucial for any organization because the organization 
itself is shaped by what it does in morally salient situations. Making responsible decisions and 
constantly getting engaged in responsible practices translates for organizations into building 
the core essence of themselves. As Dewey mentioned:

The self is not a mere means to producing consequences because the consequences, when of a moral 
kind, enter into the formation of the self and the self enters into them. (Dewey, 1932: 1341‒1342)

It is legitimate to substitute Dewey’s “the self” with “the organization” because ultimately the 
decisions are made by individuals, by selves. Thus, moral consequences shape and re-structure 
the organization. There are always repercussions of moral decisions for the decision-maker. 
Both responsible and irresponsible actions lead to fundamental changes within a company as 
they determine what the essence of the organization’s self is. Thus, we suggest that the way the 
organization deals with its stakeholders shapes the organization itself.

Dewey believed that there was no separation of self (organization) and act (organization’s 
decisions and practices). Therefore, managers should remember that moral worth is given to 
both the act and the organization as the act qualifies the self. According to Dewey:

[I]t is proper to say that in choosing this object rather than that, one is in reality choosing what kind
of person or self one is going to be. (Dewey, 1932: 342)

Acting responsibly in management means creating value for all stakeholders (Freeman et al., 
2010). By doing so, organizations not only create more value, they also become better them-
selves. In contrast, prioritizing the interests of a certain group of stakeholders (most typically 
shareholders) over other stakeholders may not only prevent from reaching maximum overall 
value, but it can also make a detrimental effect on organizational culture and values – the 
essence of organization.
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The development of the US automotive industry in the 1990s is a great example of Dewey’s 
insight on responsibility as shaping organizational essence. General Motors (GM), aiming to 
improve its faltered financial standing, decided to cut its costs by intentionally squeezing its 
suppliers’ margins. Initially, the cost-cutting project was widely considered a success story as 
only within the first year GM, the largest car producer worldwide, managed to achieve $1.1 
billion in savings (Kurylko & Crate, 2006). However, the GM emphasis on achieving savings 
no matter what backfired as it eventually changed the essence of GM – its organizational 
culture and values – and “significantly undermined the level of trust between GM and its 
long-time suppliers” (Freeman et al., 2017: 111). The company became perceived by both 
external (suppliers and communities) and internal (employees and managers) stakeholders as 
the one where profit trumps stakeholder relationships. GM’s cost-saving policy re-shaped the 
“character” of the company and it became a habit for its managers and employees to look at 
money as the key criterion of success; while all the rest, including trust and relationship, was 
considered secondary. What GM missed was evident in a reorganization of Google, where the 
CFO of Google’s holding company Alphabet, Ruth Porat, characterized their management 
vision as “you can’t cost-cut your way to greatness” and the focus should rather be on growing 
revenues and on “ensuring we have the same very detailed, disciplined approach to looking 
at growth in expenses” (Nicas, 2015). As a result, an irresponsible attitude to its suppliers 
caused the US carmaker to lose its market share to Japanese rivals (WardsAuto, 2015) who, in 
contrast to GM, focused on building trusting long-term relationships with their suppliers (PR 
Newswire, 2014). The dynamics in the US automotive industry is a great illustration of how 
responsible management could have made a difference.

RESPONSIBILITY AS BEYOND COMPLIANCE

For Dewey, true morality goes beyond mere adjusting to the environment, so it would not be 
enough for responsible management to simply comply with contract terms, regulations, and 
laws. Dewey locates moral duty of an agent, which can correspond to responsible management 
of the organization, in a proactive transformation of the environment toward higher moral ends:

[T]transformation of existing circumstances is moral duty rather than mere reproduction of them. …
The citizen of the state may transgress no laws of the state, he may punctiliously fulfil every contract,
and yet be a selfish man. True adjustment must consist in willing the maintenance and development
of moral surrounding as one’s own end. (Dewey, 1891: 313)

It is not enough for responsible business to follow government regulations and be a legal 
participant of the economy. Managing a company responsibly means going beyond laws and 
regulations in an attempt to transform the environment for morally higher goals. The goal lies 
in the betterment of others – or amelioration, in Dewey’s terms. Responsible management 
treats stakeholders’ interests the same way as a company’s own interests, even though this may 
not be required by government regulations.

Responsible management in organizations means not inasmuch focusing on following the 
rules (which is important, but is only the basic expectation), but on proactively trying to solve 
problems of its stakeholders and creating value for them. Dewey argues for:
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[T]he transfer of the burden of the moral life from following rules or pursuing fixed ends over to the
detection of the ills that need remedy in a special case and the formation of plans and methods for
dealing with them. (Dewey, 1920: 165)

A freshwater preservation initiative by The Coca-Cola Company (TCCC) is a good illustration 
of Dewey’s insight on responsibility as going beyond compliance. By the end of the twentieth 
century, TCCC decided to expand its presence in India. However, the company soon got 
confronted by a protest against its large usage of freshwater in its beverage production in the 
country where freshwater was scarce. Though the company was transparent about its plant’s 
manufacturing processes and managed to resolve protesters’ concerns, this event negatively 
affected its public opinion worldwide. Despite the fact that TCCC did not violate any local 
regulations about beverage production neither in India nor in any other country, public dis-
content made the management of the company realize that management responsibility goes 
beyond laws, regulations, and contracts. Two years later, TCCC launched a partnership with 
the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) to conserve water among its more than 800 bottling compa-
nies worldwide and invested over $20 million in the project only in the first years. TCCC’s 
“integrative stakeholder engagement was both extremely successful and sustainable by going 
beyond the original partners and spreading among stakeholders across the entire value chain 
and beyond” (Brownlee et al., 2017: 339) as well as serving as an example for other companies 
in the industry that started adopting a similar approach to preserve freshwater.

RESPONSIBILITY AS INDIVIDUALIZED APPROACH

Pragmatists do not believe in prescription of the universal rules for responsible management, 
as each moral situation is of its own kind and its resolution requires specific considerations. 
Dewey is against generalized approaches to problems, something that contemporary business 
strategists and consultants try to persuade organizations to implement. Dewey mentions that:

We cannot seek or attain health, wealth, learning, justice or kindness in general. Action is always 
specific, concrete, individualized, unique. And consequently judgments as to acts to be performed 
must be similarly specific. (Dewey, 1920: 166‒167)

Similarly to stakeholder theory that posits that organizations should avoid trade-offs among 
their stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2010), Dewey cautions against making priority lists and 
criticizes those who do it:

[S]hall we have recourse to what Bentham well called the ipse dixit method: the arbitrary preference
of this or that person for this or that end? Or shall we be forced to arrange them all in an order of
degrees from the highest good down to the least precious? Again we find ourselves in the middle of
unreconciled disputes with no indication of the way out. (Dewey, 1920: 166)

A responsible manager will do her best to find time and resources for attending to each stake-
holder’s interests. Dewey argues to not prioritize one moral problem over another, but to try 
to attend to all of them. In his writing, Dewey gets genuinely emotional upon encountering 
human being’s failing attempts to prioritize.
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When the endeavour to realize a so-called end does not temper and color all other activities, life is 
portioned out into strips and fractions. Certain acts and times are devoted to getting health, others to 
cultivating religion, others to seeking learning, to being a good citizen, a devotee of fine art and so 
on. This is the only logical alternative to subordinating all aims to the accomplishment of one alone – 
fanaticism. … who can say how much of distraction and dissipation in life, and how much of its hard 
and narrow rigidity is the outcome of men’s failure to realize that each situation has its own unique 
end and that the whole personality should be concerned with it? (Dewey, 1920: 167–168)

For Dewey, morality, or responsible management, is “not a catalogue of acts nor a set of rules 
to be applied like drugstore prescription or cook-book recipes” (Dewey, 1920: 169‒170). 
Instead, what is needed is “specific methods of inquiry and of contrivance: Methods of inquiry 
to locate difficulties and evils; methods of contrivance to form plans to be used as working 
hypotheses in dealing with them” (Dewey, 1920: 170). Taking Dewey’s thinking into the 
world of organizations, we believe that stakeholder theory, among others, provides such 
a framework for solving problems. It allows to identify key stakeholders of the organizations, 
determine their problems, and helps work on their solutions.

Every business situation is unique and specific. What works in one context does not work 
in another. Dewey’s idea is well illustrated in the case with Lands’ End, an American apparel 
retailer. After Ms. Marchionni had been appointed as the company’s new CEO, she completely 
turned around both the company’s culture and products. Marchionni came to Lands’ End with 
a successful track record of executive experience at high-end brands such as Ferrari and Dolce 
& Gabbana. Tasked with a revival of the brand that had been under attack from rival clothing 
companies, Marchionni made a decision to convert the maker of casual clothes into a highly 
stylish clothing company. “Ugly” baggy pants and sweaters were replaced by slimmer-fits and 
the catalogue shots for the new line of clothes were taken in the Marshall Islands, a location 
that clashed with what was perceived as a middle-class family vacation spot. In other words, 
Ms. Marchionni took the familiar route of what had worked for her management style before.

However, Ms. Marchionni’s management was to a large respect irresponsible because she 
tried to impose her previous experience in high-end companies on Lands’ End, without trying 
to understand the specifics of Lands’ End. She did not realize that there was no universal solu-
tion to any business situation and what might have worked for Ferrari and Dolce & Gabbana 
would not necessarily work for any other company. As a result, Ms. Marchionni’s actions to 
take Lands’ End upscale backfired and significantly troubled the company’s performance: the 
company reported one financial loss after another. Neither company employees nor custom-
ers were able to buy “the upscale vision” of the new CEO. It appeared that “her approach to 
re-invent the apparel brand may have been too much of a shock for its customer base as well as 
the firm’s family culture and wholesome style” (Dess, et al., 2019: 4). Customers and employ-
ees could not recognize the Lands’ End they used to know and love before. Ms. Marchionni 
had to leave the company shortly after her appointment. This case clearly exemplifies Dewey’s 
“uniqueness of situation” principle: one-fits-all solutions do not work; rather, a responsible 
manager first and foremost needs to understand the specifics of a given situation – that is, 
company history, corporate culture, and customer base. Indeed, Lands’ End was founded on 
the grounds of promoting casual dress, for example, in jeans and sweaters, and its corporate 
culture was built around wholesome style and familial values.
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CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

John Dewey’s philosophical ideas largely shaped educational and social reforms in the United 
States in the first half of the twentieth century and they still continue to exert influence upon 
diverse domains of human life a century later. In fact, it is possible to claim that due to glo-
balization these ideas have ceased to belong to American culture and history – they belong 
to the world in which politicians, business people, economists, lawyers, educators, environ-
mentalists, and others are trying to build a better society. Though what one means by a better 
society can be understood in a number of different ways, we proposed to follow Dewey’s 
lead and equate a better society with a more responsible society and in particular with a more 
responsible management as a pillar of building a better society.

Verkerk et al. (2001) rightly point to the fact that scholarly attention in business ethics is 
over proportionally drawn to large ethical issues involving ethical decisions with much weight 
at stake. This creates a distorted understanding of responsible management as if it were about 
making discrete ethical decisions in those rare cases where much is at stake, rather than behav-
ing responsibly throughout all the day, day after day. Dewey’s ideas highlight this continuous 
day-to-day responsible management: when an individual displays praiseworthy behavior on 
a day-to-day basis, she makes this behavior an essential part of her inner self. Eventually, 
this continuous practice leads to her becoming a more moral and responsible individual who 
engages in everyday reflective moral practices and, when need arises, is more ready to make 
important ethical decisions as well.

In this chapter, we discussed three aspects of American Pragmatism elaborated by Dewey 
that, we believe, are of great relevance to responsible management. First, making responsible 
decisions not only helps achieve good outcomes, but it also, most importantly, shapes the 
essence of an organization – its culture and values. In other words, by choosing to act this or 
that way today, managers choose organizational values of tomorrow.

Second, according to Dewey, responsible management expands beyond formal require-
ments stipulated in written rules. It is much more than following the rules. Responsible man-
agement lies in transforming the environment around the organization for higher moral goals, 
such as the betterment of others stakeholders.

Finally, there is no prescription of the universal rules for responsible management as each 
situation is unique and requires an individualized approach. Agents with responsible judg-
ments, according to Dewey, do not use the general preferences of others to justify their own 
behaviors, but rather try to be as specific as possible in relation to the situation at hand.

We would like to finish our narrative with suggestions on future research that could high-
light further the relevance of Dewey’s pragmatist ideas presented in this chapter. Empirical 
studies could help understand how responsible behavior translates into the development of 
company values and culture. It would be most appropriate for such studies to be conducted 
and presented as qualitative case study research whereby researchers look into unique situa-
tions and corresponding decisions that lead towards substantive transformation of company 
culture. Yet another stream of responsible management research grounded in Dewey’s ideas 
can look into the relationship between regulation and company choice to voluntarily engage 
in behaviors that go beyond existing regulations and laws (see Cavazos et al., 2017). There is 
a need to understand to what degree, why and under what circumstances businesses engage in 
such responsible behaviors out of their own will. Finally, there is a need for empirical research 
exploring the day-to-day life of a responsible manager. Again, we call for qualitative work and 
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case study approach as the most relevant research tool (Yin, 2018) that allows to describe in 
detail and understand the “how” and “why” of what constitutes responsibility on a daily basis.
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25. Corporate social responsibility at the individual
level of analysis: research findings that inform
responsible management “in the wild”
Chelsea R. Willness, David A. Jones,1 Nicole Strah and
Deborah E. Rupp

Laasch (2018a) observed that the responsible management movement can be differentiated 
from dominant paradigms on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and related concepts by 
the former’s individual-level focus on the responsible behaviors and practices of everyday 
managers, versus the latter’s firm-level focus on the responsibilities of corporations and the 
broader relationships between business and society. We share the belief that there is more 
to responsible management than “old wine in new bottles,” but we also believe there are 
unexplored parallels with recent individual-level CSR research among employees that provide 
opportunities to advance responsible management scholarship and practice.

In this chapter, we strive to inform “responsible management in the wild” (i.e. in practice) 
by drawing on theory-driven empirical findings from the rapidly expanding area of micro-CSR 
research that illuminates how, when, and why employees respond to their employer’s CSR 
initiatives. This body of work can inform an understanding of how individual managers can 
leverage CSR initiatives largely designed to benefit and create value for external stakeholders 
(e.g. suppliers, the community, or natural environment). Specifically, managers can design, 
manage, and communicate about externally-directed CSR programs in ways that create addi-
tional value for their employees, thereby eliciting employees’ CSR engagement and advocacy, 
as well as job attitudes and performance-oriented behaviors that benefit the company. We then 
use these insights to inform future research and managers’ use of responsible management 
practices in novel ways.

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

As a concept, CSR has a rich history spanning nearly seven decades (e.g. Bowen, 1953). 
Conceptualizations of CSR have evolved considerably over time (see Table 25.1; for thorough 
discussions, see Frederick, 2008, 2016; Lee, 2008; Lee & Carroll, 2011). Readers steeped in 
responsible management may find familiar parallels—and areas of divergence—in the exam-
ples of influential scholarly work and conceptual trends shown in Table 25.1. Particularly 
notable are two trends highlighting areas of convergence between CSR and responsible 
management, which started around the turn of the century and have gathered momentum ever 
since: (1) The re-emergence of an emphasis on ethics and responsibilities toward stakeholders 
in perspectives and frameworks on CSR; and (2) The rise of micro-CSR research focusing on 

1 The first and second authors contributed equally to this work.



376  Research handbook of responsible management

the actions of individuals, including the “regular” managers and employees who are affected 
by CSR activities, and who affect CSR design, implementation, and impact.

As a construct, CSR occupies a complex, dynamic, and still-contested conceptual space 
(Carroll, 1999), and it lacks a single definition. Furthermore, the types of corporate policies and 
practices considered to reflect tangible manifestations of a firm’s CSR varies across people, 
place, and time. Additionally, other terms coined to describe related but distinct concepts are 
often used interchangeably with CSR (e.g. corporate citizenship, corporate social performance 
and sustainability; Glavas, 2016; Schwartz & Carroll, 2008). It is not our objective to resolve 
this conceptual diversity, but we emphasize that it can silently shape conflicting interpretations 
of the same discourse.

Contemporary conceptualizations of CSR tend to incorporate three common characteristics 
(Jones & Rupp, 2018). First, CSR is embodied in a firm’s initiatives, policies and practices 
designed to create value for multiple stakeholders, including business owners and sharehold-
ers. For instance, Aguinis (2011: 855) describes CSR as “context-specific organizational 
actions and policies that take into account stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line 
of economic, social, and environmental performance.” Second, the domain of CSR is usually, 
but not always, confined to a firm’s discretionary activities, as reflected in McWilliams and 
Siegel’s (2001: 117) view of CSR as a firm’s actions that “appear to further some social good, 
beyond the interests of the firm and that which is required by law.” Third, and of particular 
importance to our aims, CSR practices are almost exclusively conceptualized as actions and 
behaviors performed by a corporation or some other type of organization. As noted elsewhere 
however, “in reality, CSR initiatives and practices are championed and enacted by people: 
organizational members who choose to engage in CSR behaviors and activities as individuals 
and within groups” (Jones & Rupp, 2018: 334‒335).

Incorporating these three characteristics, we view CSR as reflected in a firm’s (1) discre-
tionary policies, initiatives and other activities that are (2) created and mostly implemented 
through the decisions and behaviors of managers and employees, and (3) designed to benefit 
one or more stakeholder groups (e.g. employees, shareholders, suppliers, customers, local and 
global communities, the natural environment).2 From our perspective, a firm’s CSR practices 
are enabled by, and largely enacted through, responsible management decisions and behav-
iors, including managers’ efforts to encourage, support, and enlist the cooperation of their 
employees.

Responsible Management

In contrast, and described elsewhere in this volume, the concept of responsible management is 
relatively recent, with most accounts tracing its substantive emergence to the United Nation’s 
(2007) Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME). Earlier thought is evident 
in some of the same 1950s writings referenced above (e.g. Bowen, 1953), as well as work 
specific to responsible leadership and the roles of shareholders and stakeholders in influencing 

2 We recognize that several business leaders and scholars (e.g. Montiel, 2008) distinguish 
between environmental practices that might be described as “CSR practices” (e.g. policies to improve 
eco-efficiency) versus practices that might be considered part of broader corporate sustainability objec-
tives or longer-term strategic efforts to create sustainable value (e.g. Hart & Milstein, 2003). We believe 
the advice we offer herein applies to environmental and sustainability practices of all types.
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managerial responsibilities (Armstrong, 1977). Responsible management as an area of focus, 
however, did not really “come into its own” until the 2000s when a resurgence of attention on 
responsible management was prompted by the development of PRME. Despite its promise, 
critics lament the insufficient progress in translating PRME principles into managers’ knowl-
edge of responsible and irresponsible practices and, especially, in converting that knowledge 
into a commitment to act (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015: 179).

While rooted in, and still influenced by, the field of responsible management education, 
responsible management has evolved and established its legitimacy as a distinct area, focusing 
on responsible management practices in organizational settings. Some scholars have sug-
gested that responsible management is also influenced by research on CSR, business ethics, 
and sustainability, insofar as the focus on corporate responsibility and sustainability is inherent 
in the PRME principles (Forray & Leigh, 2012). Responsible management also emerged as 
a response to ethical business scandals (i.e. observations of corporate irresponsibility; perhaps 
mirroring RME’s “preoccupation” with business school irresponsibility; Laasch, 2018b: 12), 
and arguments that, despite the presence of research on social responsibility, actual ethical 
management practices have been slow to follow (e.g. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015).

Like CSR, the responsible management literature lacks a unified definition (Nonet et al., 
2016). However, current definitions typically encompass common foci, such as Laasch and 
Conaway’s (2015) framing of responsible management as management that integrates and 
“assumes responsibility” for sustainability, responsibility, and ethics, and that these principles 
(should) characterize the everyday practices of “normal” managers (Laasch, 2018a). This 
conceptualization guides the remainder of our chapter.

ALIGNMENT AND DIFFERENTIATION OF CSR AND 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Researchers have advocated for greater integration between conceptually similar constructs 
and topic domains pertaining to the inter-relationship between business and society (i.e. CSR, 
corporate citizenship, business ethics, stakeholder management; Schwartz & Carroll, 2008). 
As responsible management gains prominence as an area of research and practice, there is 
a risk of adding to this confusion. Thus, we offer some observations on important distinctions 
and synergies between responsible management and CSR.

Conceptual Differences and Parallels

Laasch (2018a) differentiates responsible management from CSR and related constructs such 
that CSR is largely focused on corporate, business, and other organization-level phenomena 
(see Table 25.1), whereas responsible management focuses on individual managers (espe-
cially “normal” managers, meaning managers of all levels). Scholars even describe a tension 
between two opposing senses of responsibility arising from “the moral sense of individual 
responsibility [that] can or cannot cohere with the attributive sense of responsibility that 
derives from being an agent of a principal,” or a representative of the corporation (Bevan et 
al., 2011: 3).

Reflecting the historical meso- (and macro-) level focus in CSR research, Aguinis and 
Glavas (2012) documented that only four percent of the scholarly work published in organ-
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izational and management journals focused on individual-level CSR phenomena. Just three 
years later, an explosion of employee-focused micro-CSR research prompted its own liter-
ature review (Rupp & Mallory, 2015), and the continued rapid increase of work in this area 
prompted updated reviews in each of the next four years (Glavas, 2016; Gond et al., 2017; 
Jones, 2019; Jones & Rupp, 2018). This body of work can inform an understanding of how 
individual managers can leverage the company’s CSR initiatives to create additional value for 
employees and other stakeholders.

Opportunities for Cross-pollination

Researchers have recently lamented that there is still little research on responsible manage-
ment practices (Laasch, 2018b), and a disconnect remains between responsible management 
theories and their application in organizations (Hilliard, 2013). Similarly, CSR researchers 
have pointed to a disconnect between the historical dominance of meso- and macro-level 
research and the relative absence of research that provides practical guidance for the man-
agers who design and implement CSR practices (Jones et al., 2017). Areas of alignment 
between CSR and responsible management that we note in Table 25.1 present opportunities 
for cross-pollination from one field to another. To advance the CSR literature, insights about 
responsible management practices might inform principles of program design and manage-
ment to create greater value for more stakeholders. While much is known about how and 
why individual stakeholders respond to CSR, much less is known about how managers can 
shape those responses. And, as per the objective of this chapter, the responsible management 
literature can be advanced using insights from micro-CSR research on employee responses to 
CSR, which we describe next.

AN OVERVIEW OF MICRO-CSR RESEARCH ON EMPLOYEE 
RESPONSES TO CSR

Researchers have explored CSR phenomena at the individual-level among a few different 
stakeholder groups, most of which are studied within the comfortable confines of familiar but 
disconnected disciplinary silos (e.g. consumer behavior, social entrepreneurship, governance, 
organizational behavior). We focus on findings from research on employee responses to 
“external CSR” because this offers novel evidenced-based insights that can inform responsible 
management practice and scholarship, whereas considerable guidance that informs “internal 
CSR” practices already exists in multiple long-standing literatures on employee treatment and 
well-being.3

3 We recognize that practices affecting employee well-being are sometimes considered “inter-
nal” CSR, and we certainly believe that managers have responsibilities in how they treat employees. 
However, we do not focus on employee treatment and internal CSR practices because an enormous 
amount of guidance for managers in that domain already exists from thousands of published studies (e.g. 
on organizational justice and fair treatment, HR practices that support employee well-being, healthy 
employment relationships, work–life balance, benefits and employee well-being programs, leadership 
styles, and job design).



CSR research to inform responsible management 381

How do Employees Respond to CSR Practices?

Micro-CSR research has focused on how, why, and when employees respond to their 
employer’s CSR practices. Comprehensive literature reviews of more than 300 published 
articles show that employees who hold more favorable attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions of 
their employer’s CSR practices tend to have higher levels of positive job attitudes (e.g. job 
satisfaction, affective commitment, organizational trust), cognitions tied to their employment 
relationship (e.g. organizational identification, sense of work meaningfulness, engagement, 
intentions to stay), and performance-oriented behaviors (e.g. organizational citizenship behav-
ior, in-role performance, creativity).4 This evidence suggests that the potential value created by 
externally-directed CSR practices is not limited to the value created for the targeted stakehold-
ers, or any indirect value for the “business” that follows from how those stakeholders and other 
external entities react. Rather, the documented ways in which employees respond to external 
CSR practices create additional value for the business and its owners, and the very existence 
of employees’ positive responses to external CSR practices strongly suggests that they, too, 
derive value from those practices. Responsible managers, we contend, can play a key role in 
magnifying the value created for multiple stakeholders by leveraging insights about why and 
when employees respond to CSR.

Why do Employees Respond to CSR Positively, Negatively, or Not at All?

The growth of micro-CSR research led to ample evidence from mostly quantitative studies 
about various types of underlying mechanisms (in statistical terms, mediating variables) that 
help to explain why employees respond to CSR. Studies also highlight various boundary 
conditions (moderating variables) that explain when, and among whom, responses to CSR 
are more or less likely to occur. Recent reviews document more than 75 tests of mediators, 
and more than 30 tests of moderators, of CSR effects among employees (Gond et al., 2017; 
Jones, 2019). At the same time, a downside of the rapid growth of this work is that a somewhat 
“messy picture” has emerged that lacks theoretical coherence. Fortunately, researchers have 
developed a theory about CSR motives, and a broader organizing framework to make sense 
of these findings.

The “C-S-R Considerations” framework (Jones, 2019) builds on an earlier effort (Jones & 
Rupp, 2018) to develop an organizing scheme, as opposed to a falsifiable theory, to classify 
the empirically-supported mechanisms and boundary conditions that help explain why, when, 
and who is apt to respond positively or negatively to CSR practices. The various psychological 
considerations that these mechanisms and boundary conditions reflect can be conceptually 
bundled into three categories: Care-based, Self-protective, and Relational-status consid-
erations. Each category is intentionally broad, comprising subjectively-classified findings 
that point to psychological considerations that appear to be rooted in at least one of three 
needs-based motives that are theorized to be major drivers of CSR engagement (for associated 
theory and research, see Aguilera et al., 2007; Cropanzano et al., 2001; Rupp, 2011; Rupp et 

4 We direct interested readers to reviews of research on responses to CSR among employees 
(Glavas, 2016; Rupp & Mallory, 2015), job seekers (Jones & Willness, 2013; Willness & Jones, 2013), 
or both (Jones & Rupp, 2018); and among both plus other internal stakeholders (Gond et al., 2017) and 
both plus consumers (Jones, 2019; Willness, 2019).
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al., 2011). Specifically, each category reflects various psychological considerations suggested 
by specific research findings pertaining to characteristics of the focal actor, the CSR practices, 
the organization, and the broader context that have been shown to shape employees’ responses 
to CSR. Below we summarize extant empirical evidence pertaining to each category of C-S-R 
considerations, and what it suggests about why, who, and when employees are apt to respond 
to CSR. All uncited descriptions and interpretations of empirical findings in this section are 
based on literature reviews that detail cited sources for empirically-supported mediators and 
moderators pertaining to each category of C-S-R considerations (see Table 15.3 of Jones & 
Rupp, 2018; and Tables 2.1 and 2.2 of Jones, 2019).

Care-based considerations likely play a role in shaping how most stakeholders react to CSR 
in most contexts. Care-based considerations largely reflect, or are connected to, individuals’ 
moral motives for CSR engagement tied to the psychological need for meaningful existence 
(Aguilera et al., 2007). For instance, research shows that employees tend to respond more 
positively when they believe their employer’s CSR practices contribute to fostering ethical 
leadership practices, and provide opportunities for employees to demonstrate compassion 
and have a social impact. Employees also respond more positively when they attribute the 
company’s CSR practices to its authentic values and motives to have positive impact on 
stakeholders. Research has also illustrated why some employees (and other stakeholders) are 
predisposed to respond favorably to CSR, such as employees who have stronger prosocial 
values and motivations, values that align with specific stakeholder-directed CSR practices 
(e.g. pro-environmental), morally-infused identities and sense of self, a calling orientation 
toward their work, and internalized cultural values emphasizing a humane orientation. These 
sorts of care-based considerations suggest that, for some but certainly not all employees, CSR 
initiatives offer opportunities to engage in activities that provide a sense of meaningfulness at 
and through work (see also Aguinis & Glavas, 2019).

Self-protective considerations also shape stakeholders’ reactions to CSR. Employees 
receive signals from CSR practices that are suggestive of their employer’s character and 
how it might treat its own people, which shapes employees’ reactions to CSR in ways that 
appear to be grounded in instrumental motives for CSR engagement, stemming from the 
need for psychological and behavioral control. Research suggests, for example, that some 
employees respond positively to CSR because it signals their employer’s trustworthiness and 
benevolence, and that the employer will treat them fairly and support their development and 
well-being. Other evidence suggests that choices about participating in CSR initiatives are 
influenced by employees’ desires to protect against threats to self-interest and/or the pursuit 
of personal gain, and that they react accordingly when either occurs. As with care-based con-
siderations, some employees appear more driven by self-protective considerations than others, 
such as those with a self-focused orientation, who embrace cultural values like individualism, 
and who react more favorably to CSR when they believe the company’s motives include 
strategic objectives that contribute to its success and continued ability to employ and develop 
its workforce. Evidence also suggests that employees may respond less positively—even 
negatively—to external CSR practices when they believe they are poorly treated by their 
employer, or that its investments in external CSR initiatives come at the expense of investing 
in the well-being of its own people.

Relational-status considerations are grounded in, or linked to, relational CSR motives 
arising from the need for belongingness, and the implications of CSR practices to the perceiv-
er’s social identities, status and reputation, and various other relationship-based considerations 



CSR research to inform responsible management 383

(e.g. about their own or others’ relationship with the company or other internal or external 
stakeholders). Meaningful CSR engagement brings external prestige to the organization (and 
by extension, to its members), and makes employees feel proud of being affiliated with an 
admired and respected company, which enhances identification with the organization regard-
ing how employees see and project themselves as “caring” and “good” people. Some employ-
ees are more or less apt to respond positively to CSR practices as a function of individual 
differences that reflect elements of both relational-status and care-based considerations, such 
as the extent of their moral identity, other-focused orientation, empathy with other groups, 
local versus cosmopolitan orientation, and internalized cultural values like collectivism.

The sorts of care-based, self-protective, and relational-status considerations are also 
reflected in micro-CSR research among job seekers (Jones & Rupp, 2018), senior executives 
(Gond et al., 2017), and consumers (Jones, 2019). This evidence from multiple literatures, 
methodologies, and contexts suggests that these types of considerations, grounded in the three 
needs-based motives that drive individuals’ CSR engagement lie at the heart of the psycholog-
ical micro-foundations of CSR.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS OF MICRO-CSR: THE ROLE OF 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGERS AS “FORCE MULTIPLIERS”

The evidence reviewed in the preceding section offers a source of actionable guidance for 
responsible management practice. In this section, we describe how managers can leverage 
CSR initiatives largely designed to create value for external stakeholders (e.g. suppliers, the 
community, or natural environment) to create additional value for their employees, thereby 
motivating employees to engage in and advocate for CSR initiatives, and eliciting their 
positive responses that create value for the company. That is, the processes used to manage 
and communicate about external CSR initiatives can create value for stakeholders, over and 
above the intended value created by the outcomes of CSR practices targeted toward specific 
beneficiaries. Herein lies the opportunity to use insights from micro-CSR research to inform 
responsible management practices: We believe that “everyday” managers can learn and apply 
evidenced-based principles to become “force multipliers,” so to speak, in creating greater 
value for multiple stakeholders that can be sustained over time. This claim begs an obvious 
question: Exactly how can managers do this?

In Table 25.2, we describe specific recommendations that follow from three evidenced-based 
principles pertaining to each category of C-S-R considerations and the associated motives that 
drive CSR engagement. These recommendations focus on specific things that managers can 
do via responsible management practices to leverage CSR initiatives and create more value 
for multiple stakeholders. Across these points of advice are a few themes pertaining to broader 
recommendations that we describe next.

Manage CSR in Ways that Address all Three Types of C-S-R Considerations and 
Motives

Employees, like all individuals, are predisposed to place more or less emphasis on different 
psychological needs—and, hence, on the associated CSR (C-S-R) motives—based on their 
own predispositions and the nature of a given context. As such, we advise managers to ‘cover 
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all bases’, so to speak, and to allow employees control and autonomy over their CSR partici-
pation, whenever possible. Giving employees autonomy and control over whether, when, and 
how they participate in CSR initiatives allows them to pursue opportunities that best match 
their individual needs, motives, interests, and objectives.

For instance, employees can choose to participate in CSR initiatives that match their desires 
relating to care-based considerations (e.g. having direct client contact and observable social 
impact), self-protective considerations (e.g. acquiring new skills and networking with others), 
and/or relational-status considerations (e.g. being part of an admired “team” that contributes 
to the community). For more on giving employees autonomy and control in CSR partici-
pation, see Henning and Jones (2013) in the context of employee volunteerism programs, 
Opoku-Dakwa and Rupp (2019) in the context of experienced meaningfulness, Rupp et al. 
(2011) about self-determination in CSR engagement, and Rupp et al. (2018) on how CSR 
autonomy strengthens the effect of CSR on positive employee responses.

Ensure Transparency and Authenticity of CSR Initiatives and Communications

We recommend authenticity in communications about CSR, such as transparently communi-
cating the company’s motives for CSR engagement. Research consistently shows that employ-
ees respond positively when they believe the motives for their employer’s CSR engagement 
are authentic and stem from a genuine desire for positive social impact. Other findings suggest 
that some employees respond positively when they believe the motives behind their employ-
er’s CSR engagement are strategically-driven (Story & Neves, 2015). While the “jury is still 
out” based on studies of employees’ CSR attributions, marketing scholars point to evidence 
suggesting that consumers are probably tolerant of strategically-driven motives for CSR, as 
long as they believe the company is also motivated by prosocial values (Du et al., 2010). We 
suspect this is even more likely among employees, since they have a vested interest in the 
company’s effective management and continued success. Assuming authenticity, we advise 
managers to communicate about the company’s motives for CSR engagement in ways that 
address all three types of C-S-R considerations and motives (e.g. “We invest in CSR initiatives 
because we care about our impact on others, and because we want everyone in this company 
to feel proud of who we are, what we stand for, and what we do”).

Consider how Diversity among Internal Stakeholders Intersects with CSR Engagement

Aligned with individual motivations to engage in CSR, specific groups of employees may 
be more motivated to engage in and shape CSR initiatives. For instance, the implementation 
of CSR may differ depending on the demographic status of individual stakeholders (Strah 
et al., forthcoming). Evidence suggests both female and minority job seekers prioritize 
diversity-related CSR practices more than male and nonminority job seekers (Backhaus 
et al., 2002), and organizations perceived to have higher CSR engagement can potentially 
recruit more diverse applicant pools and facilitate efforts to meet equal employment goals 
(Greening & Turban, 2000). Findings like these likely reflect job seekers’ self-protective 
considerations, particularly in terms of perceptions and expectations about fair treatment and 
protecting against threats to self-interest, as well as relational-status considerations among 
job seekers who make inferences about the make-up of the company’s workforce based on its 
pro-diversity hiring practices.
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Importantly, not only do CSR practices help companies attract diverse applicants and hire 
a diverse workforce, diversity within a company’s governance structure is linked to higher 
levels of CSR engagement. Female board members have been shown to endorse a signifi-
cantly stronger preference for discretionary CSR initiatives compared to male board members 
(Ibrahim & Angelidis, 1994), and companies governed by boards with a greater proportion 
of female directors tend to receive higher ratings on CSR engagement and CSR reporting 
practices (Bear et al., 2010). This is the case for a multitude of CSR practices, including 
those focused on the community, employees, the environment, products, human rights, and 
corporate governance (Harjoto et al., 2015). Thus, diversity among a company’s directors 
may promote greater CSR engagement, which might support greater diversity among the 
company’s workforce. While plausible, however, the extent to which board-member diversity 
has such downstream effects remains an unanswered question, and is an opportunity for future 
research.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

We described how the areas of responsible management and CSR occupy distinct conceptual 
spaces, and emphasize the actions of actors at different levels of analysis. We also highlighted 
points of convergence and opportunities for each domain to advance the other, especially 
regarding our focus on how managers can leverage insights from theory-driven empirical 
research on employee responses to CSR to inform their responsible management practices. 
In this section, we explore promising avenues to apply micro-CSR insights to inform future 
research on responsible management.

Research on Applying Principles Grounded in the C-S-R Considerations Framework

First, and perhaps foremost, although the recommendations we provided herein are grounded 
in theory and empirical findings, research is still needed to assess whether managers can 
“move the needle” in encouraging positive employee responses to CSR though the use of these 
practices. Studies are also needed to understand potential trade-offs that might arise from using 
the suggested practices in combination. For instance, might a manager’s efforts to leverage 
self-protective considerations by communicating about the tangible benefits of CSR engage-
ment to employees undermine efforts to leverage care-based considerations by communicating 
about the company’s authentic values and motivations to create social impact? In the absence 
of evidence suggesting otherwise, we endorse an “all of the above approach” in leveraging all 
three evidenced-based principles grounded in the three categories of C-S-R considerations and 
associated motives that drive CSR engagement. To provide guidance for managerial practice, 
future research should investigate the potential perils of over-emphasizing practices tied to any 
one category of C-S-R considerations or CSR motive at the expense of the others.

Research on Internal CSR Communication Strategies

Few studies offer guidance regarding effective internal CSR communication practices, which 
is critical to mitigate a major barrier to the positive impacts of CSR on employees: their lack 
of awareness about their employer’s CSR initiatives. Extant evidence, albeit from a small 
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number of studies, consistently points to employees’ CSR awareness being highly variable 
within a given business unit or organization, and some studies show that the average level 
of employees’ awareness and understanding of CSR initiatives can be surprisingly low (for 
a review, see Jones, 2019). Evidence also suggests the same or worse among job seekers who 
have less direct exposure to CSR information.

Simply stated, employees, job seekers, and any other stakeholders can’t respond positively 
to what they don’t know regarding a company’s CSR practices—a seemingly obvious truth 
that plays out in predictable ways in studies of stakeholder responses to CSR (Jones, 2019). 
Research is needed to understand how managers can enhance CSR awareness among employ-
ees and other stakeholders. To facilitate this, a thorough framework on CSR communication 
(Du et al., 2010) offers a veritable roadmap for future research, covering important charac-
teristics of message content, communication channels, and the company that likely influence 
stakeholders’ CSR awareness, attributed motives for CSR, and responses to CSR.

Research on CSR Backfire Effects

More research is needed to understand “CSR backfire effects,” whereby presumably 
well-intentioned CSR efforts result in unintended consequences like negative stakeholder 
reactions. Studies have found that, while not the predominant response, some individuals 
may react with suspicion or skepticism toward a company’s CSR messages (for a review, 
see Willness, 2019). Thus, managers and leaders may face a “communications conundrum” 
whereby promoting the company’s CSR initiatives could elicit negative responses, but remain-
ing silent can result in the loss of potential positive responses and associated benefits. This 
dilemma reinforces the rationale for our earlier recommendation to communicate transparently 
and authentically about the motives for the company’s CSR engagement. Research is needed 
to uncover effective strategies for communicating about CSR initiatives in ways that avoid 
eliciting skeptical reactions, especially as stakeholders encounter an increasingly crowded, 
confusing, and difficult-to-verify array of socially- and environmentally-oriented messaging 
from companies. As Willness (2019: 207) notes, “even well-meaning and genuine CSR 
actions and communications may be met with suspicion because widespread misrepresenta-
tion has created a justifiably wary public.”

Research on the Role of Responsible Management in Multi-level CSR Phenomena

There are a number of unanswered questions of theoretical and practical importance at the 
intersection between responsible management and CSR that multi-level research is well-suited 
to address. Researchers have opined that much of the unexplained variance in the relationship 
between CSR and firm-level outcomes like financial performance is likely attributable to 
micro-level phenomena that responsible managers can potentially influence nearly every day 
(see Jones et al., 2017, Table 1, for more than a dozen testable propositions).

In this chapter, we focused on informing the use of individual-level responsible manage-
ment practices to foster positive individual-level employee responses to CSR. We add here 
that the cumulative actions of individual managers and employees might have important 
cross-level effects on company-level performance and other outcomes. For instance, employee 
responses might collectively contribute to the company’s financial performance over time; 
thus, the actions of managers that promote or hinder positive employee responses to CSR 
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might indirectly do the same. Moreover, to the extent the individual managers create greater 
business value through how they manage and communicate with employees about the com-
pany’s CSR practices, responsible managers might ultimately help incentivize sustained or 
even increased company-level investments in CSR initiatives over time. We urge researchers 
to examine this “black box” of probable multi-level effects to begin painting a fuller picture of 
how responsible management practices intersect with CSR to impact the targeted beneficiaries 
of CSR initiatives, employees, the company, and society more broadly.

REFERENCES

Aguilera, R. V., Rupp, D. E., Williams, C. A., & Ganapathi, J. (2007). Putting the S back in corporate 
social responsibility: A multilevel theory of social change in organizations. Academy of Management 
Review, 32(3), 836–863.

Aguinis, H. (2011). Organizational responsibility: Doing good and doing well. In S. Zedeck (Ed.), APA 
handbook of industrial and organizational psychology (Vol. 3, pp. 855–879). Washington, DC: 
American Psychological Association.

Aguinis, H., & Glavas, A. (2012). What we know and don’t know about corporate social responsibility: 
A review and research agenda. Journal of Management, 38, 932‒968.

Aguinis, H., & Glavas, A. (2019). On corporate social responsibility, sensemaking, and the search for 
meaningfulness through work. Journal of Management, 45, 1057‒1086. 

Armstrong, J. S. (1977). Social irresponsibility in management. Journal of Business Research, 5, 
185‒213.

Backhaus, K. B., Stone, B. A., & Heiner, K. (2002). Exploring the relationship between corporate social 
performance and employer attractiveness. Business & Society, 41(3), 292‒318.

Bear, S., Rahman, N., & Post, C. (2010). The impact of board diversity and gender composition on cor-
porate social responsibility and firm reputation. Journal of Business Ethics, 97(2), 207‒221.

Bevan, D., Corvellec, H., & Fay, E. (2011). Responsibility beyond CSR. Journal of Business Ethics, 
101, 1‒4.

Bowen, H. (1953). Social Responsibilities of the Businessman. New York: Harper.
Carroll, A. B. (1979). A three-dimensional conceptual model of corporate performance. Academy of 

Management Review, 4(4), 497‒505.
Carroll, A. B. (1999). Corporate social responsibility: Evolution of a definitional construct. Business & 

Society, 38(3), 268‒295.
Chandler, D. B. (2017). Strategic Corporate Social Responsibility: Sustainable Value 

Creation. London: Sage.
Cropanzano, R., Byrne, Z. S., Bobocel, D. R., & Rupp, D. E. (2001). Moral virtues, fairness heuristics, 

social entities, and other denizens of organizational justice. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 58, 
164–201.

De Roeck, K., & Maon, F. (2018). Building the theoretical puzzle of employees’ reactions to corporate 
social responsibility: An integrative conceptual framework and research agenda. Journal of Business 
Ethics, 149, 609‒625.

Du, S., Bhattacharya, C. B., & Sen, S. (2010). Maximizing business returns to corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR): The role of CSR communication. International Journal of Management Reviews, 12, 8‒19.

Elkington, J. (1999). Triple bottom-line reporting: Looking for balance. Australian CPA, 69, 18‒21.
Forray, J. M., & Leigh, J. S. (2012). A primer on the principles of responsible management education: 

Intellectual roots and waves of change. Journal of Management Education, 36(3), 295‒309.
Frederick, W. C. (2008). Corporate social responsibility: Deep roots, flourishing growth, promising 

future. In A. Crane, A. Williams, D. Matten, J. Moon, & D. S. Siegel (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Corporate Social Responsibility (pp. 522‒531). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Frederick, W. C. (2016). Commentary: Corporate social responsibility: Deep roots, flourishing growth, 
promising future. Frontiers in Psychology, Organizational Psychology Specialty Section, 7 (Article 
129), 1‒2.



390  Research handbook of responsible management

Freeman, R. E. (1984). Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. Boston: Pitman.
Friedman, M. (1962). Capitalism and Freedom. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Glavas, A. (2016). Corporate social responsibility and organizational psychology: An integrative review. 

Frontiers in Psychology, Organizational Psychology Specialty Section, 7 (Article 144), 1‒13.
Gond, J.-P., El Akremi, A., Swaen, V., & Babu, N. (2017). The psychological microfoundations of cor-

porate social responsibility: A person-centric systematic review. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
38, 225‒246.

Greening, D. W., & Turban, D. B. (2000). Corporate social performance as a competitive advantage in 
attracting a quality workforce. Business & Society, 39(3), 254‒280.

Harjoto, M., Laksmana, I., & Lee, R. (2015). Board diversity and corporate social responsibility. Journal 
of Business Ethics, 132(4), 641‒660.

Hart, S. L., & Milstein, M. B. (2003). Creating sustainable value. Academy of Management Executive, 
17(2), 56‒67.

Henning, J. B., & Jones, D. A. (2013). Volunteer programs in the corporate world. In J. B. 
Olson-Buchanan, L. L. Koppes Bryan, & L. F. Thompson (Eds.), Using Industrial–Organizational 
Psychology for the Greater Good: Helping Those Who Help Others (pp. 110‒147). New York, NY: 
SIOP Frontier Series, Routledge.

Hibbert, P., & Cunliffe, A. (2015). Responsible management: Engaging moral reflexive practice through 
threshold concepts. Journal of Business Ethics, 127, 177‒188.

Hilliard, I. (2013). Responsible management, incentive systems, and productivity. Journal of Business 
Ethics, 118, 365‒377.

Ibrahim, N. A., & Angelidis, J. P. (1994). Effect of board members’ gender on corporate social respon-
siveness orientation. Journal of Applied Business Research, 10, 35‒40.

Jones, D. A. (2019). The psychology of CSR. In A. McWilliams, D. E. Rupp, D. S. Siegel, G. Stahl, & 
D. A. Waldman (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility: Psychological and
Organizational Perspectives (Chapter 2, Part II: Micro/HR Issues, pp. 19‒47). Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press.

Jones, D. A., & Rupp, D. E. (2018). Social responsibility in and of organizations: The psychology 
of corporate social responsibility among organizational members. In N. Anderson, D. S. Ones, 
H. K. Sinangil, & C. Viswesvaran (Eds.), Handbook of Industrial, Work, and Organizational 
Psychology (2nd edn., pp. 333‒350). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Jones, D. A., & Willness, C. R. (2013). Corporate social performance, organizational reputation, and 
recruitment. In K. Y. T. Yu & D. Cable (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Recruitment (pp. 298‒313). 
New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Jones, D. A., Willness, C. R., & Glavas, A. (2017). When corporate social responsibility (CSR) meets 
organizational psychology: New frontiers in micro-CSR research, and fulfilling a quid pro quo 
through multilevel insights. Frontiers in Psychology, Organizational Psychology Specialty Section, 
8, (Article 520), 1‒14. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00520. https:// www .frontiersin .org/ articles/ 10 .3389/ 
fpsyg .2017 .00520/ full.

Jones, T. M. (1995). Instrumental stakeholder theory: A synthesis of ethics and economics. Academy of 
Management Review, 20, 404‒437.

Laasch, O. (2018a). Just old wine in new bottles? Conceptual shifts in the emerging field of responsible 
management. CRME Working Papers, 4(1), 1‒13.

Laasch, O. (2018b). Delineating and reconnecting responsible management, learning, and education 
(RMLE): Towards a social practices perspective on the field. CRME Working Papers, 4(5), 1‒28.

Laasch, O., & Conaway, R. (2015). Principles of Responsible Management: Global Sustainability, 
Responsibility, and Ethics. Mason: Cengage.

Lee, M. P. (2008). A review of the theories of corporate social responsibility: Its evolutionary path and 
the road ahead. International Journal of Management Reviews, 10(1), 53‒73.

Lee, S. Y., & Carroll, C. W. (2011). The emergence, variation, and evolution of corporate social respon-
sibility in the public sphere, 1980–2004: The exposure of firms to public debate. Journal of Business 
Ethics, 104, 115‒131.

McWilliams, A., & Siegel, D. (2001). Corporate social responsibility: A theory of the firm perspective. 
Academy of Management Review, 26, 117‒127.



CSR research to inform responsible management 391

Montiel, I. (2008). Corporate social responsibility and corporate sustainability: Separate pasts, common 
futures. Organization & Environment, 21(3), 245‒269.

Nonet, G., Kassel, K., & Meijs, L. (2016). Understanding responsible management: Emerging themes 
and variations from European business school programs. Journal of Business Ethics, 139, 717‒736.

Opoku-Dakwa, A., & Rupp, D. E. (2019). Corporate social responsibility and meaningful work. In A. 
McWilliams, D. E. Rupp, D. S. Seigel, G. Stahl., & D. A. Waldman (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Corporate Social Responsibility: Psychological and Organizational Perspectives (Chapter 4, Part II: 
Micro/HR Issues, pp. 70‒95). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Orlitzky, M., Schmidt, F. L., & Rynes, S. L. (2003). Corporate social and financial performance: 
A meta-analysis. Organization Studies, 24, 403‒411.

Peterson, D. K. (2004). The relationship between perceptions of corporate citizenship and organizational 
commitment. Business & Society, 43, 296‒319.

Porter, M. E., & Kramer, M. R. (2006). Strategy and society. Harvard Business Review, 84, 78‒92.
Rupp, D. E. (2011). An employee-centered model of organizational justice and social responsibil-

ity. Organizational Psychology Review, 1(1), 72‒94.
Rupp, D. E., & Mallory, D. B. (2015). Corporate social responsibility: Psychological, person-centric, and 

progressing. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior, 2, 211‒236.
Rupp, D. E., Shao, R., Skarlicki, D. P., Paddock, E. L., Kim, T.-Y., & Nadisic, T. (2018). Corporate 

social responsibility and employee engagement: The moderating role of CSR-specific relative auton-
omy and individualism. Journal of Organizational Behavior. Published online ahead of print.

Rupp, D. E., Williams, C. A., & Aguilera, R. V. (2011). Increasing corporate social responsibility 
through stakeholder value internalization (and the catalyzing effect of new governance): An applica-
tion of organizational justice, self–determination, and social influence theories. In M. Schminke (Ed.), 
Managerial Ethics: Managing the Psychology of Morality (pp. 71‒90). New York, NY: Taylor and 
Francis.

Schwartz, M. S., & Carroll, A. B. (2008). Integrating and unifying competing and complementary 
frameworks: The search for a common core in the business and society field. Business & Society, 
47(2), 148‒186. 

Sen, S., & Bhattacharya, C. B. (2001). Does doing good always lead to doing better? Consumer reactions 
to corporate social responsibility. Journal of Marketing Research, 38, 225‒243.

Stangis, D., & Smith, K. V. (2017). 21st Century Corporate Citizenship: A Practical Guide to Delivering 
Value to Society and Your Business. Bradford, West Yorkshire, UK: Emerald Publishing.

Story, J., & Neves, P. (2015). When corporate social responsibility (CSR) increases performance: 
Exploring the role of intrinsic and extrinsic CSR attribution. Business Ethics: A European 
Review, 24(2), 111‒124.

Strah, N., Batz-Barbarich, C., & Rupp, D. E. (forthcoming). Corporate social responsibility and gender. 
In D. Haski-Leventhal, L. Roza, & S. Brammer (Eds.), Employee Engagement in Corporate Social 
Responsibility. London: Sage.

Waddock, S., Bodwell, C., & Graves, S. B. (2002). Responsibility: The new business imperative. 
Academy of Management Executive, 16(2), 132–148.

Wallich, H. C., & McGowan, J. J. (1970). Stockholder interest and the corporation’s role in social 
policy. In W. J. Baumol (Ed.), A New Rationale for Corporate Social Policy (pp. 39–59). New York: 
Committee for Economic Development.

Willness, C. R. (2019). When CSR backfires: Understanding stakeholders’ negative responses to corpo-
rate social responsibility. In A. McWilliams, D. E. Rupp, D. S. Siegel, G. Stahl, & D. A. Waldman 
(Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility: Psychological and Organizational 
Perspectives (Chapter 9, Part II: Micro/HR Issues, pp. 207‒238). Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press. 

Willness, C. R., & Jones, D. A. (2013). Corporate environmental sustainability and employee recruit-
ment: Leveraging “green” business practices to attract talent. In A. H. Huffman & S. R. Klein (Eds.), 
Green Organizations: Driving Change with I-O Psychology (pp. 231‒250). New York: Routledge.

Wood, D. J. (1991). Corporate social performance revisited. Academy of Management Review, 16, 
691‒718.



392

26. Enacting responsible management:
a practice-based perspective
Oriana Milani Price, Silvia Gherardi and Marie Manidis

1. INTRODUCTION AND OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTER

This chapter proposes a theoretical and methodological approach to investigating the ways 
in which individuals, organizational, social and environmental settings are entangled and, 
draws on post-humanist practice theory (Gherardi, 2017: 55) to discuss managing responsibly. 
Instead of using three interrelated and partially overlapping concepts, namely, sustainability, 
responsibility and ethics, the chapter proposes to assume managing responsibly as ‘care’, 
as a dimension of ‘doing’ responsible management in situated practices of organizing and 
managing.

We concur with others that the concept of responsible management may be understood as 
‘the integration of sustainability, responsibility, and ethics (SRE) into the managerial prac-
tice(s) of “normal” managers’ (Laasch, 2018b: 3). We extend this understanding by drawing 
on a practice-based approach, advocating not for the study of managers as individuals or 
collectives, nor managerial work and activities, nor management discourse in isolation, nor 
education or learning as separate activities – but rather for the study of the social and material 
effects of their interconnections. In doing this, we maintain that a normative understanding 
of ‘managing responsibly’ is co-constructed and is emergent within a ‘texture of practice’1 
(Gherardi, 2006: 55), that is, as part of the surrounding and interacting practices in a specific 
site. ‘Texture’ is therefore understood as ‘a weave or a web of interacting elements that resists 
operational definition’ (Cooper & Fox, 1990: 575, drawing on the introduction of the term into 
organizational studies by Emery & Trist, 1965).

We illustrate how a practice-based approach can unpack multiple enactments of what might 
constitute managing ‘responsibly’ (or not) recognizing that there may be a range of competing 
beneficiaries in different contexts. For example, the chapter considers what might constitute 
responsible management in a purely market-focused business context, in publicly-subsidized 
contexts, as well as what it might look like in our case study, an ecovillage co-operative setting. 
In business, shareholder return on investment is paramount, while in aged care settings for 
example where marketization ideologies have taken hold in the management of such publicly 
subsidized services, we argue that efficiency and cost reduction may be being given primacy 
over effectiveness of care outcomes. In the ecovillage setting, economic sustainability remains 
a necessity but it does not give primacy to profit alone. This distinction recognizes that there 
is an implicit value in talking about the kind of responsible management we hold to, which 
we recognize might not be a panacea for every context. However, a practice-based approach 

1 The term ‘texture’ of practice denotes ‘connectedness in action’, i.e. how each practice is interde-
pendent and connected to other practices. This term brings out the definitive feature of texture, its endless 
series of relationships which continually move into each other.
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enables us to illustrate how managing ‘responsibly’ (i.e. responsibly as an embedded value of 
managing) surfaces in different contexts and therefore how the analysis of ‘responsibility’ can 
be transferred as a theory-method package (Clarke & Star, 2008) to other contexts.

The chapter concludes with a call for a deeper understanding of the everyday ‘doings’ when 
examining managing ‘responsibly’ in organizations. Using a practice-based approach and 
a specific language to deal with managing ‘responsibly’ in the context of situated management 
practices, can shed light on whether in situ practices are affording more or fewer opportuni-
ties for participating and learning how to participate in sustainable, responsible and ethical 
practices. Furthermore, the chapter considers how managing ‘responsibly’ may be enacted 
as a ‘care’, a collective knowledgeable ‘doing’ – a ‘caring’ as ‘an ongoing sociomaterial 
accomplishment and not an object or a quality that is added to work’ (Gherardi & Rodeschini, 
2015: 1). Without such understandings, it is concluded there is scant opportunity for address-
ing the kinds of changes in doing ‘responsible management’ required in an increasingly 
resource-fragile world.

2. WAYS IN WHICH RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT IS
UNDERSTOOD

In recent years the concept of responsible management has been investigated from a number 
of perspectives including: responsible leadership (see for example Greige Frangieh & Khayr 
Yaacoub, 2017; Pless & Maak, 2011) and responsible management education (see for example 
Forray & Leigh, 2012; Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Painter-Morland, 2015; Waddock et al., 
2010). In the context of organizations, Laasch and Conaway (2015: 25) maintain that respon-
sible management may be understood as ‘a type of management that assumes responsibility 
for the triple bottom line (sustainability), stakeholder value (responsibility) and moral dilem-
mas (ethics)’. The triple bottom line (TBL) (Elkington, 1998), continues to be used as a key 
organizational measure of sustainability performance and refers to the economic, social and 
environmental outcomes resulting from organizational work. This collective measure is often 
used as a signal by organizations of sustainable business practices (Isil & Hernke, 2017). This 
approach argues that an organization (and managers at all levels) carries responsibility for 
creating value for stakeholders (workers, suppliers, customers, society, environment etc.) not 
only shareholders. In this approach, the actions of the organization extend to their supply net-
works (Branden-Jones, 2015) and beyond. What has also been identified is that managers, in 
enacting organizational work to achieve TBL outcomes, may be faced with ethical dilemmas 
and potentially conflicting priorities (Pless & Maak, 2011).

More recently, in interrogating this literature Laasch and Moosmayer (2015) maintain 
responsible management has become an overarching term (and concept) to capture the actions 
of managers embracing sustainability, responsibility, and ethical principles in their work. One 
of the drivers for this shift has been a recognition that although much investment has been made 
by business schools in their educational programs to encompass responsible management (as 
SRE), the translation of this knowledge into the activities of managers in organizations has not 
been as expected (see also Prahalad, 2010; Schneider et al., 2010). Üçok Hughes et al. (2018: 
196) critiquing the approaches of business education, maintain that this theory-practice gap in
relation to responsible management has occurred as a result of ‘the lack of practice-oriented
training’ and ‘a rather detached, profit-maximization model of business education’ which fails
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to integrate, or make explicit, the ‘relationship between business, society and environment’. In 
taking a practice-based approach we maintain, and as others have begun to (see for example 
Laasch, 2018a, 2018b) that the knowledge about ‘management’ which managers (who have 
undertaken business education) bring with them into organizations, inform how they enact 
their managing practices (e.g. responsibly within a profit-maximization model) in these 
contexts.

We wish to position our work alongside those who have begun to consider alternative 
ways of understanding responsible management, particularly shifting our understanding from 
a concept (of management) to an action (of management). In a structured literature review 
Laasch and Moosmayer (2015) maintain that responsible management may be understood as 
a term encompassing managers’ activities related to sustainability, responsibility and ethics as 
these three concepts are enacted together in the work of managers. Taking a competency-based 
perspective they identify a portfolio of competencies to inform human resource management 
and professional development of managers in responsible management. This work draws 
attention to the activities and knowledge of managers undertaking responsible management. 
Laasch (2018b) further develops his understanding of responsible management as the activi-
ties of managers and proposes three conceptual shifts to understand responsible management 
understanding. First, he maintains that responsible management needs to be differentiated 
from other related concepts (i.e. corporate social responsibility, sustainable business and social 
enterprise). Behind this perspective is the shift in the ‘unit of analysis from the organizational 
level to the individual, group’ (Laasch 2018b: 3) and a processual positioning focusing on 
activities of individual managers who are managing ‘responsibly’. Second, he distinguishes 
between the fields of research which focus on responsible management education and those 
which focus on managerial activities outside the educational context. Third, for Laasch, the 
focus should be on everyday managers (i.e. in non-specialist roles focused on ethics or sustain-
ability) who manage aspects of organizational functioning and how these managers manage 
responsibly.

Below, we use the notion of practice in a theorized way, encompassing more than ‘what 
managers do’, drawing on a practice-based approach for understanding and researching 
responsible management. By taking this approach we endeavour to bring to the fore theoret-
ical underpinnings which provide a platform for section 4 in this chapter, where using extant 
examples, we illustrate how a practice-based approach can facilitate the unpacking of multiple 
enactments of what might constitute managing ‘responsibly’ (or not) in organizations.

3. A PRACTICE-BASED APPROACH FOR UNDERSTANDING
AND RESEARCHING MANAGING ‘RESPONSIBLY’

‘Practice’ is a ‘polysemous term’ (Gherardi, 2011: 60). The word ‘practice’ carries with it 
a multiplicity of ideas, perspectives and uses. Therefore these multiplicities include philo-
sophical, theoretical, empirical (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011) and also an everyday meaning. 
Gherardi (2019), following Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) distinguishes three ways to the 
study of practice: commonsensical theories of practice, general theories of practice, and 
domain specific theories of practice and maintains that a practice-based approach may be 
understood as a methodology within a field (e.g. work, urban planning, art, medicine etc.) that 
delimits a thematic area within which we might ask, how is the object (i.e. management, art, 
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medicine etc.) accomplished? Therefore, when we take a practice-based approach to respon-
sible management as a thematic area, we inquire into managing, since we operate an episte-
mological shift from ontological issues (what an object (such as managing responsibly) ‘is’ to 
onto-epistemological ones (how an object (managing responsibly) is done, and how it comes 
to be accomplished within situated practices). In focusing on how managing responsibly is 
done, and how it comes to be accomplished within situated practices, we draw on four princi-
ples of a practice-based analysis: situatedness, practice as a situated knowledgeable doing, the 
interconnection of practices as part of a texture of practices, and agencement, explained more 
fully below.

First, the principle of situatedness brings to the fore how a practice assembles humans, non-
humans, tools, technologies, rules and discourses and how practices happen in time and space 
and in connection with other practices. The focus is on how the practice at hand may be done 
differently; how that practice may be enacted with greater or lesser social effects. The shift 
from questions of ontology to questions of epistemology and specifically, to questions that 
Barad (2007) defines as ethico-onto-epistemology, means that managing ‘responsibly’ cannot 
be isolated from its ethical and political judgements (its values) and the epistemic practices 
that enact managing ‘responsibly’ as a doing. Thus, when considering practices of responsible 
managing we ask: How is responsible managing accomplished in situ? While management 
studies pursue universal and de-contextualized principles, responsible managing, studied 
using a practice-based approach, focuses on the here and now of a (in situ) mode of ordering 
humans, nonhumans, tools technologies, rules and discourses that produce (or not) responsible 
effects in terms of sustainability, responsibility, and ethics.

Second, practice as a situated, collective knowledgeable doing is the operating definition 
and the second principle for a practice-based approach. Many authors look at practice as a set 
of sayings and doings; however, these activities are important in their being enacted as knowl-
edgeable activities. ‘Knowing in practice’ is what happens in a practice as a way of ordering 
heterogeneous elements in a coherent whole by making aesthetic and ethical judgements 
which are socially recognized and collectively sustained. In this regard, responsible managing 
practices are now being increasingly incorporated in, and into, organizations and organizing 
activities. As workers, women’s movements, communities and countries articulate the impact 
of organizational practices on their lives, these discourses encapsulate a desire for normativity 
(community agreement) of what has become acceptable or not in a twenty-first century organ-
ization. This is evidenced increasingly, by the multiple voices calling for the knowledgeable 
practical application of the regulation of modern work practices in a range of countries previ-
ously excluded from scrutiny (see for example Dahan et al., 2016). This approach illuminates 
a growing focus on the sociomaterial dimensions of business sites in the context of a world of 
finite resources and growing labour and social inequality.

The third principle of a practice-based approach is that practices of managing responsibly 
will co-exist with other practices in a texture of practices, an interconnections-in-action linking 
every practice to other interconnected practices. Practices can consequently cut across bound-
aries, be they organizational, institutional, community or practitioner ones. Organizational 
practices can also extend beyond organizational boundaries just as social practices extend 
across into organizations. Connected to the image of a texture of practices, is the fourth 
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principle: agency as emergent (agencement2). A posthumanist practice-based approach denies 
centrality to humans as the only ‘perpetrators’ of intentional action; people are not the sole 
entity to ‘possess’ agency. Instead practice is understood as an agencement of elements that 
achieve agency in their being connected, including humans and nonhumans. Nonhumans 
include materialities such as artefacts, time and space. Responsible managing can therefore 
be seen as an agencement of humans, and nonhumans, more than just what humans alone 
are doing and/or what discourses they are engaging in, and as such agencement embraces the 
social and the material.

A focus on sociomaterial practices illuminates the sociomaterial impact of what is taken for 
granted and termed externalities3 of business (e.g. waste, carbon pollution, increased work-
loads, work related health-harm on employees and community by economists (Fotopoulos, 
2007; Khemani & Shapiro, 1993; Mariappanadar, 2012)). It brings to the fore that managing 
‘responsibly’ (or not) is ‘done’ in situ – in consulting agencies, in business school education, 
in training places, on selection committees, in supply-chains, with global impacts. This prin-
ciple of ‘agentivity’ means that we do not study managers as individuals or as collectives, nor 
just managerial work and activities, nor management discourse in isolation, nor education or 
learning as separate activities. Rather we study the social and material effects of their inter-
connections. The normative understanding of ‘responsible managing’ is co-constructed and is 
emergent from the texture of practices. Responsible management is thus not an isolated, but 
rather an interconnected doing within a broader texture of practices of organizations, commu-
nities and societies enacted through everyday ‘doings’ of work.

Next, we illustrate using extant examples, how a practice-based approach can unpack mul-
tiple enactments of what might constitute managing ‘responsibly’ (or not), recognizing that 
there may be a range of competing beneficiaries in different contexts.

4. MANAGING ‘RESPONSIBLY’ IN A TEXTURE OF
PRACTICES

In this section we explore the situatedness of management, how management practice itself as 
an agencement, brings together humans, nonhumans, rules and discourses and so on together 
with other practices (i.e. those of economies, industries, society) forming a texture of practices 
understood within different kinds of organizations (e.g. for-profit, not-for-profit, government 

2 Agencement has been used as a philosophical term by Deleuze and Guattari (1987) with the sense 
of ‘in connection with’, which gives a first good approximation of the term. The problem, however, 
is that its translation into English as ‘assemblage’ has changed the original meaning. The French term 
in fact has a processual connotation – the idea of establishing or forming an assemblage. It focuses on 
process and on the dynamic character of the inter-acting between the heterogeneous elements of the phe-
nomenon. While a certain use of the term ‘assemblage’ risks rigidifying the concept into the thingness of 
final or stable states, the French term agencement works as an evocation of emergence and heterogeneity. 
The term agencement is the key to connecting with the vocabulary of becoming and with the temporality 
of practice as it unfolds.

3 Factors whose benefits (called external economies) and costs (called external diseconomies) are 
not reflected in the market price of goods and services. Externalities are a loss or gain in the welfare of 
one party resulting from an activity of another party, without there being any compensation for the losing 
party. Externalities are an important consideration in cost–benefit analysis: Business Dictionary Online: 
http:// www .businessdictionary .com/ definition/ externalities .html.
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etc.). We propose that the enactment of certain kinds of managing practices forming a texture 
of practices in for-profit organizations, are propelled by profit (ends/outcome/purposes). 
These kinds of enactments adopt particular kinds of measurement (rules about what con-
stitute appropriate outcomes), unbridled growth, consumerism and consumption (including 
discourses about what constitutes appropriate values-guiding decisions) (Daly, 2013; Shove et 
al., 2009; Trentmann, 2016).

The texture of practices of for-profit organizations related to the exchange of goods and 
services is enacted in economies and industries in the social, material and historical context 
of a market paradigm. The market paradigm influences practices of managing how organiza-
tional ‘doings’ are conducted and the measurement practices enacted in business demonstrate 
what matters in such sites. The numerative measurement of business performance including 
triple bottom line (TBL) approaches (i.e. social, environmental and financial) it is argued, may 
still privilege certain enactments of managing ‘responsibly’ driven by an underlying impera-
tive for the achievement of financial performance (i.e. increased market share and sales due to 
customer preferences for ‘responsible’ business) and may not be sufficient to achieve social 
and environmental (sustainability) outcomes in practice (Milne & Gray, 2013). In fact, critics 
of the TBL approach argue that organizations are using TBL as a mechanism for achieving 
legitimacy and responding to market and governmental pressures (Sridhar, 2012); and they 
may enact TBL as merely ‘window-dressing’ (Kolk, 2003: 289), without actually shifting or 
challenging what is done (Isil & Hernke, 2017). This focus makes possible certain kinds of 
practices of managing ‘responsibly’ (e.g. energy reductions; waste minimization in supply 
chains) but not others (e.g. purchasing from suppliers who meet international labour standards; 
distributing harmful products such as tobacco to countries with poor public health education). 
Approaches such as TBL though often identified in the responsible management literature as 
a mechanism to demonstrate how an organization is being responsible (Isil & Hernke, 2017) 
are still embedded in the market paradigm of profitability and may only lead to certain ways 
(but not others) of managing ‘responsibly’.

One example to illustrate our discussion above includes a recent investigation into banking 
and financial malpractices in Australia.4 Though this illustrative example is a local one for 
the authors, it is indicative of the practices that have occurred elsewhere (i.e. in the US with 
the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 and the Global Financial Crisis). All these examples 
reveal how giving primacy to financial outcomes has enabled certain (mal)practices to surface. 
The Australian public enquiry specifically revealed how practices of managing giving primacy 
to financial outcomes enabled certain (mal)practices or managing ‘(ir)responsibly’ to prevail. 
This was despite the fact that many of the organizations under investigation had sustainability 
statements and codes of ethics statements and reported on their achievements of such out-
comes. The Chief Judge, who led the public inquiry, stated in his final report:

[T]he pursuit of short-term profit at the expense of basic standards of honesty … from the executive
[and] staff were measured and rewarded by reference to profit and sales … When misconduct was
revealed, it either went unpunished or the consequences did not meet the seriousness of what had been 
done. (Hayne, 2018: xix)

4 The Royal Commission into the Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Service 
Industry in Australia, 2018.
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What is evident from the above example is that increasingly a multi-dimensional perspective is 
necessary for a wholistic understanding of what managing ‘responsibly’ per se could become. 
The practices of the Australian banking and financial industry are enacted (or not) in certain 
kinds of ways in the practice texture which constitutes financial institutions as organizations 
and industry (which are always in the making) to emerge and not others.

Furthermore, certain ways of managing ‘responsibly’ are becoming increasingly important 
to citizens and the community at large and organizations which maintain financial primacy at 
the cost of more sustainable livelihoods and social benefit may be publicly challenged for such 
decisions. At the same time such challenges may lead to broader shifts in the social and histor-
ical practice texture. For example, Dosdall and Rom-Jensen (2017: 211), drawing on the case 
of the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 highlight that social change was ‘brought about 
by the disruption of the expectation that the U.S. government would predictably save all those 
institutions considered too-big-to-fail’. Similarly, Sorensen and Miller (2017) drawing on 
examples from the United States and Italy, outline how exposing financial accounting abuses 
that resulted in company collapses, led corporate governance practice (i.e. altering the texture 
of the practices surrounding them) to be reformed in both these countries.

Managing ‘responsibly’ is important to all settings, but is particularly so in organizational 
contexts where there are vulnerable populations. An example of such is the aged care sector, 
where shifts in the ways in which care is provided have emerged. What was once predomi-
nantly ‘care in the public domain [is now] associated with an increasing reliance on private 
capital and competition between a variety of providers, with public agencies competing along-
side private for-profit and not-for-profit agencies’ (Fine & Davidson, 2018: 503). Models of 
care under marketization, privilege financial and efficiency practices not only for for-profit 
providers but also for existing not-for-profit providers who must compete in the same market 
(Fine & Davidson, 2018) and therefore shift the practice texture of organizations in the sector 
prior to marketization. In this instance, aged care services, previously professional, have in 
many cases sacrificed themselves to the monetary imperative of profit at the cost of quality 
and even social responsibility.

With a growing aging population in Australia, the state cannot meet demand and must 
therefore rely on private investment (Baldwin et al., 2015). As ‘for profit’ practices are now 
emerging in these contexts, certain kinds of managing ‘responsibly’ may put at risk existing 
practices of ‘caring’ for a vulnerable populations: it is becoming more difficult to pay attention 
to the traditional social and material needs of beneficiaries as these are now measured mon-
etarily and no longer as components of a professional calling. In fact, at the time of writing 
this chapter, a Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety has been announced in 
Australia, signalling yet another look at everyday ‘doings’ of managing this sector and incum-
bent organizations.

In contrast to the cases outlined above, many for-profit organizations are offering ethical 
options for investors, while at the same time many organizations are actively practising 
responsible management (Australian-Ethical, n.d.; OzHarvest, n.d.), or support ‘shareholder 
action’ toward managing more ‘responsibly’ (ACCSR, 2017, 2019) as well as the United 
Nation Principles of Responsible Investment (UNPRI, 2019). A practice-based approach 
enables us therefore to make sense of the kinds of shifts towards responsible management that 
may or may not be occurring. Furthermore, a practice-based approach may enable insights 
into a natural becoming or not towards practices which respond to global and local social 
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and material changes where sustainability, responsibility and ethics are more than a reporting 
mechanism and actually reflect changing practices.

In an organizational site where profitability is privileged, practices are focused unidirec-
tionally towards achieving this end. In a for-profit organization, responsible management 
may involve ensuring that benefits or profits to shareholders are maximized, to the exclusion 
of what economists called ‘externalities’ (i.e. social, material and other ‘costs’) (Fotopoulos, 
2007). Today, in the majority of enterprises, decision-making and measurements of perfor-
mance privilege the individual (company or shareholder) and the financial bottom line. This is 
a zero-sum game where there is always a loser.

The discussion above has illustrated how a practice-based approach, focusing on situat-
edness and the concept of a texture of practices can inform understandings about how the 
reproduction of certain kinds of practices, and not others, is anchored in certain kinds of sites 
and historical and sociomaterial conditions; how these enable or constrain possibilities for 
certain practices of managing and not others to become interwoven to form a certain practices’ 
texture. By engaging with a practice-based approach, multiple rationalities and how these are 
negotiated and renegotiated are made visible.

5. ENACTING MANAGING ‘RESPONSIBLY’ THROUGH
CARING PRACTICES AS COLLECTIVE KNOWLEDGEABLE
DOINGS

Our imperative in this section of the chapter is twofold. We illustrate ways of doing work 
where social and material considerations are taken into account and we also consider manag-
ing ‘responsibly’ as a situated, collective knowledgeable doing enacted (or not) as ‘care’ amid 
various sociomaterial settings of an ecovillage community which is achieved as an ongoing 
accomplishment (Gherardi & Rodeschini, 2015). We maintain that an ecovillage may be 
understood as a microcosm of a social, economic and material texture of practices formed 
in a paradigm alternative to the market economy. Through the discussion of this empirical 
case we seek to further illustrate the kinds of understanding that a practice-based approach 
may illuminate – how activities are enacted and how the shared understandings among those 
enacting the practice of organizing an ecovillage community (Price et al., 2020; Roelvink & 
Gibson-Graham, 2010) are ‘knowledgeable doings’ which enable the ongoing repetition of the 
in situ practices.

In contrast to the market economy paradigm discussed above, we introduce alternative 
paradigms for understanding the economy as a multi-faceted phenomenon. The ‘diverse 
economy’ (Gibson-Graham, 2008) and de-growth paradigms (Latouche, 2009) as alternatives 
to the market economy have emerged in response to certain kinds of sociomaterial changes – 
climate change, social disconnection, loss of biodiversity, depletion of resources, poverty. We 
understand these alternative paradigms as enabling different ways of managing ‘responsibly’, 
which we argue is enacted as ‘care’ and thus forming a texture of practices of a different kind. 
When we take the economy, as ‘… diverse processes and inter-relations through which … 
human and more-than human [activities] constitute livelihoods’ (Gibson-Graham & Miller, 
2015: 1) and consider a ‘society built on quality rather than on quantity, on cooperation rather 
than competition’ (Latouche, 2009: 18), our understanding of what managing ‘responsibly’ 
might be, shifts.
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These perspectives critique the limitations of the market economy and emerging organ-
izational practices which privilege financial and shareholder outcomes over social or envi-
ronmental outcomes; ‘more instead of better consumption … [and] private instead of public 
investment in man-made rather than natural capital’ (Martínez-Alier et al., 2010: 1741, 
emphasis in original). We stress that it is not that aspects of such ideologies (i.e. those of 
sustainable livelihoods and sustainable businesses) and ways of being don’t exist or are not 
enacted practices or don’t matter to managers/for profit-organizations. Rather we emphasize 
for-profit that, in certain contexts, responsible management remains an espoused value or may 
be enacted as managing ‘responsibly’ in different ways emerging from, forming and privileg-
ing, certain kinds of situated, collective knowledgeable doings over others.

We take the phenomenon of ecovillages (or eco-communities, cf. Blažek, 2016) as exam-
ples of the enactment of aspects of diverse economies and de-growth ideologies discussed 
above. Ecovillages are not a new, nor a uniquely Australian, phenomenon and therefore 
provide insights beyond the Australian context. Ecovillages have a history spanning at least 
50 years and encompass about 10,000 communities across five regional networks (Africa, 
Europe, Latin America, North America and Oceania-Asia). They all share values and goals 
underpinned by principles of sustainable development (Carroll, 2009). The Global Ecovillage 
Network (GEN), as a peak body for ecovillage communities around the world, provides an 
encompassing definition of an ecovillage:

… an intentional, traditional or urban community that is consciously designed through locally 
owned, participatory processes in all four dimensions of sustainability (social, cultural, ecology and 
economy) to regenerate their social and natural environments. (GEN, n.d.)

Drawing on various examples of ecovillages globally (Boyer, 2015; Dawson, 2006; Liftin, 
2018; Mychajluk, 2017), it is noted that residential, economic, community, organizing and 
managing practices co-occur in an intertwined nexus of ecovillage social and material life. 
Ecovillages, therefore, may be considered unique places to illuminate a broader understanding 
of what constitutes examples of managing ‘responsibly’ enacted in social, material and eco-
nomic contexts that encompass features additional to markets and monetary flows.

The philosophy underpinning our illustrative site, Blacksnake ecovillage, discussed herein, 
is to live a sustainable lifestyle while enhancing the quality of life. In this community this 
has been enacted through a number of sociomaterial practices including financing practices 
(i.e. limiting capital borrowings and focusing on self-funding of projects); building and 
construction practices (i.e. designing environmentally sensitive homes and social spaces to 
minimize ongoing financial and environmental costs); community sustainability practices (i.e. 
shared community spaces, permaculture gardens and community-owned solar power grid and 
waste water management systems) – forming a texture of practices. This texture allows us to 
illustrate how this community is coming together and experimenting with practices of caring 
for the environment and caring for community whilst attempting to establish an ethical and 
responsible village economy and enacting managing ‘responsibly’ as care.

The ecovillage is both a community as well as a site organized as a cooperative which 
requires managing. Managing in the cooperative structure is enacted through what are termed 
sociocratic practices, involving shared decision making based on consent and work through 
overlapping ‘circles’ (i.e. groups of people tasked to achieve certain community goals). These 
circles include the Board of Directors (which is necessary for the legality of the cooperative 
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structure), the Community Development, Land, Buildings and Infrastructure, and Business 
Development circles. Each circle comprises member volunteers (Buck & Villines, 2007). 
Furthermore, the strong sense of community at the ecovillage has fostered a variety of 
exchange practices which in other contexts would be enacted through monetary exchanges but 
which are predominantly enacted as non-monetary exchange transactions in the ecovillage. 
These include volunteering, care, and gifting. As one member of the community noted: ‘The 
fact that you have a community means that you do things for each other without actually 
having to transfer cash.’ A simple statement like this highlights the intersubjectivity of value, 
that is, of what is valued in the community and embedded in situated practice. Unlike value 
in economic approaches discussed above, which is either objective (exchange value) or sub-
jective (use value), an interactive conception of value enables researchers to inquire into how 
value emerges in interactions that may or maybe not be mediated by a material artefact like 
money, which in turn assumes a situated value instead of being a universal means of exchange.

The development community infrastructure of the ecovillage (including know-how), is 
a necessary sociomaterial consideration for the development of sustainable economic enter-
prises and for supporting members in establishing micro businesses. The provision of ‘shared 
spaces to those producing goods in a collective environment will both help to offset costs and 
overheads as well as optimize the creative value of collaborative work’ (Cooperative, 2016). 
This socio-spatial dimension of ecovillage practices demonstrates how this community is 
envisaging coming together to create collaborative work ‘responsibly’.

The Food Co-op, an organization operating through a cooperative legal structure, is a sub-
system of the ecovillage and an economic enterprise, where both market and non-market 
behaviour may be observed (i.e. market behaviour is observed through the co-op’s purchases 
of goods from suppliers for exchanges of money) but where non-market behaviour is espe-
cially dominant and visible. Members share the growing, the preparing of food and even the 
building or the renovating of kitchen facilities in organized ways. The way that practices 
relating to food, how these have played a strong role in bringing the community together and 
how these have fostered non-market values, are precisely what we would term an enactment 
of care. The shift from a profit-only focus to one of social and material sustainability as a prac-
tical doing, is evident in one ecovillager’s comment:

[M]embers … pay a membership fee [enabling the bulk buying of products for resale] … volunteer 4
hours … get a 5% of their total buy for the year … we’re growing food … making kombucha … that’s 
value-add to food [to] sell … any profits go back into the Food Co-op …

The sociomaterial value added to the community beyond the market paradigm, emerges 
through practices that are being sustained aesthetically by the members of the ecovillage. 
A practice is discursively and collectively shaped by those involved as they express what is 
appealing or tasteful in the enactment of the practice (Gherardi, 2009). Through the discourse 
of members, the sociomaterial dimensions of modern living are enunciated, and in being 
spoken, these regulate emerging practices. This is highlighted by one of the village board 
members:

There’s a huge value in what we’re doing … acknowledging that the way consumerism … the 
Western world have developed maybe isn’t doing the planet well, and we actually have to shift 
behaviours, and we’re doing it in a small way …
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Through the discursive practices that we have reported above we can identify a first process 
of enacting care in practice and we can name it as a process of material imagining. In situat-
ing the value of ‘doing community’ in intersubjectivity and reciprocity, a possible world is 
being imagined and anchored in the materiality of practising. The words for describing this 
world have been chosen, both for increasing distance from (consumerism) and for envisaging 
a desired state (well-being). In the emblematic action of ‘signing up’, this ‘belonging’ is 
expressed as an engagement and a worlding.

Nevertheless, in the quote below we see enduring elements of the market economy (i.e. 
financial transactions through the exchange of money; however, the speaker’s words and 
wishes also emphasize first that the maximization of money (profit) is not the only imperative. 
For members, it is a ‘doing’ in everyday life: the sharing of goods and services, the belonging 
to a community, the leading of a fulfilling life, the sense of well-being, and the possibility 
of being creative, that are materialized through situated activities. This is illustrated in the 
following comment:

Caring for people … having community … a fair share … how much you actually need to live … 
sharing the rest … that’s … community … that’s … definitely non-monetary, but it will allow people 
to build monetary businesses …

A principle of ‘reality’ is discursively enacted as an antidote to Utopia but also as a ground-
ing for accountability and for an accountable identity. We call this process ‘mobilizing 
accountability’ since it is the process that produces a situated identity of caring people/caring 
community. In mobilizing accountability, the sense of collective responsibility is grounded in 
concrete activities.

The discussion above has demonstrated how a practice-based approach, drawing on an anal-
ysis of practices, has brought to the fore patterns of regularity and practices as knowledgeable 
doings in the ecovillage organizational context. How the practices of managing a cooperative 
or a small business are enacted and how the shared understandings among those enacting the 
practice enable the recognition of, in the first instance, then the repetition and persistence of 
the practices. This approach enables the surfacing of certain kinds of accountabilities about the 
practice both normative and aesthetic (Gherardi, 2009) as ‘caring for people and for commu-
nity’ which make a practice recognizable as a practice and as an institutionalized doing sup-
ported by a normative infrastructure (i.e. cooperative as way of organizing). We engaged with 
practitioners to understand meanings and terminologies used in a practice; as well as sought 
to understand the objectives of a practice, not as pre-existing, but as emergent in the doing.

Through community days, working bees5 and member meetings, in the ecovillage there 
are opportunities for interaction on a weekly basis even though at the time of the research 
most members were yet to reside in the village. What was observed was that together the 
ecovillage community is learning how to enact care by participating together in the ‘doings’ of 
a community living sustainably. Underpinning a model of ethics of care is learning how to do 
the relationality among sociomaterial practices that produce care. When asked about ways in 
which an ecovillage community could be built, one member responded:

5 A day of locally organized community activity.
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[There are] … lots of things for people to participate [in] … from social things through to agricultural 
kind of things …

Collective learning is a key feature of the community. The site enables members to learn 
practices together as there are principally opportunities for them to do so. Sociomaterial con-
siderations and governances are an agencement that enables caring practices to occur. This is 
illustrated in the comment made by the father of a young ecovillage family:

… [We] were going to move to a farm and do our own sustainable thing … … there’s a lot of value 
just in the people, and everyone that joins, brings their own special unique skills … I learned things 
… and I was sharing [my skills] with other people, so it’s value-creating in a non-monetary sense …

Members in the community look out for each other, assist others and offer their skills as daily 
‘doings’. In this way, they see this as learning from each other and transferring their skills. 
They do not merely see this as offering free labour, and this is because they believe that the 
community as a whole will ultimately benefit. There are also gifting forms of exchange; for 
example, someone may offer a workshop on ‘how to build’ something with the expectation of 
reciprocity, getting assistance to undertake actual projects.

Members in the community are required to volunteer one hour per week. This seems 
paradoxical given that ‘volunteering’ is intrinsically voluntary; however, many members do 
significantly more than the minimum because ‘once they volunteer [they] will want to do it 
again, because it’s such a good feeling’ [Member Coordinator of Volunteering Hours], which 
suggests an affective-relational upside to the very notion of volunteering.

The community members are considering a community currency as a member of the board 
explained: ‘there has already been talk about a local exchange trading system (LETS)’. This 
could emerge as an instrument of value and exchange. This exchange system would maintain 
an ongoing reciprocal flow of exchange and contribution in the community. Thus, the basic 
exchange of goods and services like every business continues to exist, but social and environ-
mental aspects of that exchange are also measured, not solely profit.

Place and space have become flexible and this sociomateriality is one of the forces that 
makes us re-think what constitutes organizing, managing and creating value. This is articu-
lated by a member of the ecovillage Board who has previously lived in an ecovillage in Europe 
and who embodies the knowledge of how to do it:

I think there would be that sense of loyalty and wanting to support local enterprise. Certainly, that’s 
part of it … I think the value system of people joining the co-op, of wanting to create local employ-
ment, wanting to create support for local businesses [is there] …

At the ecovillage, an embodied ethics arises from the interaction of the members through 
caring for each other, through reciprocity not simply profit, and if there is profit, it has become 
a collective profit. Proposals for arranging the community café draw on previous learning 
experiences by members where a collective profit approach was successful. One community 
member involved in the business team shared her experience of coordinating four community 
cafés in other sites:

My waitresses … became my family … I gave bonuses … but you need to know your break-even 
points … you give them the hours they want and work around their children and all of that stuff. 
I guess out in the real world [in a for-profit setting], maybe that doesn’t happen …



404  Research handbook of responsible management

In imagining and in mobilizing accountability, a process of knowledge elaboration is tacitly 
implied; one in which creativity and innovation are not separated from the more traditional 
forms of learning and transferring what others know or have already put to the test. We call this 
process ‘communal learning’ of knowledgeable doings to stress how this learning is based on 
a sense of commons and how it sustains certain caring practices and not others.

Despite the very positive undertakings, these doings, enacted within the sociomaterial 
settings of a broader local community and governance may be contested and negotiated and at 
times creates a kind of communal fragility. For example, sociomaterial changes in the broader 
governance of the local community had a significant impact, creating delays and hindering the 
capacity for the ecovillage community to commence building their homes:

We had really nice relationships with the Council [local government authority] but when they amal-
gamated [with a neighbouring local government’s authority] … we didn’t anticipate [the problems] 
… I don’t think we looked deeply into the risk management of the council amalgamation [and the 
impact on the ecovillage project] …

The fragility of the ecovillage practices of managing ‘responsibly’ emerged when these 
practices came into tension with other pre-existing practices. For example, local government 
development approval practices which are based on a land use planning paradigm that priv-
ileges the separation of residential and economic spaces (i.e. common land use strategies 
in a market economy) were perceived as a significant threat to the ecovillage being granted 
approval to develop the land as ‘mixed development’ (i.e. residential, commercial and leisure). 
This was negotiated and during an interview about how one might build an eco-community the 
Project Director revealed that building the community was an ongoing journey:

[We’ve] been building the fabric of the community … the social [infrastructure] … the sociocracy … 
we’re now transitioning from just being a project … now we’re becoming the residential community 
that we’re wanting to be …

What we see is that the ‘practices of care’ are contested, negotiated, produced and reproduced 
over time, and are at times fragile in the changing sociomateriality of the setting. From our 
research in the ecovillage practices’ texture, we have seen how on the one hand responsible 
management practices were born and consolidated through negotiations and compromises 
within a network of stakeholders, and on the other hand how fragile these practices were. We 
can say that fragility is what has put in motion a caring attitude in knowing-in-practice that 
expresses itself through three processes: imagining, mobilizing accountability and communal 
learning.

The practices of managing ‘responsibly’ in the ecovillage case discussed herein and above 
provide insights into their enactment where an alternative to the market (only) paradigm is 
privileged. In the illustration presented above, our approach to understanding responsible 
‘managing’ is visible in the ecovillage (and villagers’ enactments as workers and managers in 
cooperative and associated ‘businesses’), through ‘alternative and non-market transactions’, 
‘different ways of performing and remunerating labour’ and ‘distinctive ways of appropriating 
and distributing surplus labour’ (Roelvink & Gibson-Graham, 2010: 147) Such practices, 
Roelvink and Gibson-Graham (2010: 147) contend, are part of an economic landscape that 
includes the above-listed, alternative practices, as well as other practices within ‘enterprises 
with capitalist, feudal, communal and independent businesses’.
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We have illustrated how the ecovillage practices are entangled with, and respectful of, the 
social and the material elements of the community – its people, the environment, the place and 
the space of the village. Such emerging practices suggest that not all individuals and groups are 
becoming ‘ecologically illiterate’ (Jackson, 2009: 123). That many ‘entrepreneurs’ – including 
the sociocrats of the ecovillage – are becoming aware of ways in which profit-only enactments 
of measurement are impacting deleteriously on people and places, might be called emerging 
evidence of a new ecological literacy and material imagining of how many now want to work 
and live and the kinds of organizations they want to belong to as workers and interact with 
as consumers. The villagers are learning to perform values that imagine a more sustainable, 
ethical and responsible future for themselves and their community.

6. CONCLUDING COMMENTS

In this chapter we have maintained that understanding the ways in which responsible man-
agement practices are enmeshed in particular settings, can shed light on how more or fewer 
opportunities for participating are afforded for learning how to, and for enacting responsible 
management practices as these emerge in situ as a ‘texture of practices’ (Gherardi, 2006) in 
specific sites.

From our illustration of the social historical context of many organizations which may 
enable certain kinds of responsible (or not) management practices to the discussion of an 
ecovillage case as a socio-economic organizational microcosm, the reader can infer the 
ethico-onto-epistemology of the practice-based approach we have used. When responsible 
managing is seen as situated practices, the focus is not on what responsible management ‘is’, 
but ‘how’ it is done, and what it ‘does’ (i.e. the situated activities producing social and mate-
rial effects). Responsible management does not exist prior to or separated from the doings of 
organizing and managing enterprises (or communities). The implicit meanings are sustained 
in practice, become embodied even if difficult to access, but transpire in discursive practices, 
and in sociomaterial practices.

Our aim in the chapter has been to illustrate how a practice-based approach can unpack 
multiple enactments of what constitutes managing ‘responsibly’ recognizing that there may 
be a range of competing beneficiaries of what might constitute managing ‘responsibly’ in 
different contexts. For example, the chapter has considered what might constitute managing 
‘responsibly’ in a purely market-focused for-profit organizational context (i.e. financial ser-
vices sector), in a publicly subsidized private sector context (e.g. aged care sector) as well as 
what it might look like in our case study, the ecovillage setting (a co-operative enterprise and 
community). In for-profit organizations, shareholder return on investment is paramount, while 
in aged care for example, where marketization ideologies have taken hold in the management 
of these public services, efficiency and cost reduction are now being given primacy over 
effectiveness of care outcomes. In the ecovillage setting, economic sustainability remains 
a necessity but it does not give primacy to profit alone. This distinction recognizes that there 
is an implicit value in talking about the kind of ethical responsible management we hold to, 
which we recognize might not be a panacea for every context. However, a practice-based 
approach enables us to illustrate how responsible management surfaces in different contexts 
and therefore can be transferred as a theory-method package (Clarke & Star, 2008) to the 
analysis of other contexts.
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By reporting on our illustrative case of an ecovillage community we have shown how caring 
has been produced through discursive practices and in specific sociomaterial activities. In 
methodological terms a practice approach focuses on the following steps:

1. Identifying villagers’ sayings (discursive practices) underpinned by values, of their
imagined more sustainable, ethical and responsible future, for example, ‘now we're becom-
ing the residential community that we’re wanting to be’;

2. Emphasizing situated knowledgeable doings that illustrate normative caring practices (the
cooperative organizing structure and volunteering) and in other processes that mobilized
accountability (through community exchange and reciprocity);

3. Recognizing the interconnection of practices in the texture of practices in for-profit set-
tings and in the ecovillage setting – the technological infrastructure that made possible
different choices in the ‘market’ (those that gave primacy to sustainability over profit and
those that gave primacy to alternative ways of considering what might constitute value);

4. Identifying the agencement of the human, nonhuman and ecological aspects of the ecovil-
lage and highlighting ways in which people considered the social, the environmental and
the material outputs and impacts of the ecovillage as an enterprise and community.

The changing panorama of degrading environments and declining resources is alerting us to 
the need to recognize critical interdependencies and ponder how we can enact care for people, 
places and things in the world more sustainably, responsibly and ethically. Our post humanist 
perspective has laid bare the entanglement of how the material and the social – these ‘partic-
ipants’ in the world – are inextricably bound to each other, impacting one other continually 
and reciprocally. This has been contrasted with the logic of practice of for-profit sites and 
their increasingly catastrophic relationship to the social and material world we live in. What 
is privileged and what is not, and the consequences of these priorities including what things 
are done or not done and how they are done, are laid bare as the mechanics of the way that 
everyday ‘doings’ are enacted.

We propose that future research endeavours could (and possibly should) adopt a practice-based 
approach to explore how the theoretical limitations of the market (only) economy have led to 
environmental, human and social degradation in global as well as in national enterprise set-
tings. With a growing focus now on stakeholders, corporations can be encouraged to consider 
the creation of value for multiple stakeholders amongst these being their employees, clients, 
communities, customers, suppliers and local ecologies. A practice-based approach perspective 
allows us to investigate the actual practices themselves, the connections within and between 
enterprises, and the social and material settings of which they are a part. 
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27. Beauty of responsible management: the lens
and methodology of organizational aesthetics
Antonio Strati

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is dedicated to delineating how responsible management can be studied through 
the lens of aesthetics.

The aesthetic study of organizational life constitutes a branch of organizational theory and 
management studies that is rather recent as it has its roots in the philosophical debate devel-
oped in the social sciences with the crisis of the dominance of the rationalistic and positivistic 
paradigm, and with the “cultural turn” of the 1980s.

The origins of the organizational aesthetics research can be traced back in the symbolic and 
cultural approaches to the study of organization (Turner, 1990), and have taken the form of the 
organizational study of the aesthetic side of the organization (Gagliardi, 1990; Ramirez, 1991; 
Strati, 1990). But soon the study of organizational aesthetics was influenced by the new per-
spective of the aesthetic understanding of organizational life (Strati, 1992), the organizational 
aesthetics research has become more articulated both for the topics covered and for the styles 
of research (Human Relations, 2002; Guillet de Monthoux, 2004; King & Vickery, 2013; 
Linstead & Höpfl, 2000; Organization, 1996; Organizational Aesthetics, 2016; Strati, 1999; 
Tamara, 2002), and the aesthetic discourse on organization acquired deeper foundations in 
aesthetic philosophies (Strati, 2019).

Also the debate on responsible management is quite recent in moral philosophy and philo-
sophical ethics. This philosophical debate is due to the recent development of applied ethics. 
The applied moral philosophies – remarks Adriano Fabris (2018: 11‒13) – constitutes “one of 
the novelties in the field of philosophical reflection” that has developed to “address the spe-
cific issues and dilemmas caused by technological developments” highlighted, among others, 
by the German-American philosopher Hans Jonas (1979).

In this regard, Fabris (2008: 14) observes, with a warning, that

one could not speak of “application” in the sense of a transfer, in the various concrete contexts, of 
the basic principles that “general ethics” was called to articulate and justify. Rather, it was a matter 
of implementing a circular dynamic, in which the general principles themselves oriented action in 
concrete situations, and were in turn verified and adapted, legitimized and specified precisely thanks 
to the comparison with these contexts.

Therefore, even in dealing, as in this chapter, with the ethics applied to organizational life and, 
specifically, to responsible management, fundamental notions of moral philosophy such as the 
“good” remain at the center of the arguments.

The notion of good constitutes the central notion of moral philosophy, point out Monique 
Canto-Sperber and Ruwen Ogien (2004; Italian trans. 2006: 21‒22): the good “is object of 
a movement” and makes it possible to conceive morality “as a form of the desirable” and 
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“includes numerous sectors of human life under the authority of morality”, such as, in our case, 
responsible management.

Ethics, thus, “is back in – if it ever actually left – organization studies” – writes Edward 
Wray-Bliss (2016: 52) – but “the ethics that we see in organization studies is itself a suspicious 
one”, and this is due, among other reasons, also to the fact that by “exploring ethical philosophy 
and ethics far less than it might, organization studies seems not to have developed the language 
or capabilities to talk about and valorize the good” (Wray-Bliss, 2016: 62). However, Alison 
Pullen and Carl Rhodes (2014: 782‒783) underline that ethics “is enjoying a renaissance in the 
study of organizations” and that the ethics of organization – or organizational ethics:

are less focused on the ethics of business per se, attending instead to how ethics can be brought 
to bear on the complex institutional contexts in which members of organizations find themselves. 
The concern is with the ethics of the social and inter-personal relationships between people in 
organizations.

This is a point of view that resonates in how Laasch (2018) shapes the identity of the con-
solidated tradition of study regarding responsible management. There has been a shift in the 
unit of analysis which passed from the organizational level to the individual and group level, 
from the formal organization to the process dynamics in the organizational context, from the 
specialized management to the everyday “normal” management.

The “social practice lens” (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019) exalts this shift from the study 
of responsible management conducted at the organizational level towards the “situated 
responsibility” of responsible management: while “management studies pursue universal and 
de-contextualized principles, responsible managing, studied using a practice-based approach, 
focuses on the here and now of a (in situ) mode of ordering humans, nonhumans, tools technol-
ogies, rules and discourses that produce (or not) responsible effects in terms of sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics”, write Oriana Milani Price, Silvia Gherardi and Marie Manidis 
(2020).

The situated “managing responsibly” is therefore grounded in a post-humanist theorization 
on practice (Braidotti, 2013; Diprose, 2009; Gherardi, 2017, Strati, 2019) that enhances 
the aesthetic dimension of the organizational life by focusing on the aesthetic materiality 
of the situated organizational experiences (Gherardi & Strati, 2012), on embodied ethics in 
organizational life (Pullen & Rhodes, 2014) and aesthetics of virtue (Hancock, 2008), and on 
organizational creativity, play and entrepreneurship (Hjorth et al., 2018).

In this chapter I will illustrate how responsible management is studied through the lenses 
of organizational aesthetics and I will emphasize, in the first part, the “anesthetizing aesthet-
icization” of responsible management and the profound relationships between “beauty” and 
“good” in organizational life and in philosophy. In the second part of the chapter, I will focus 
on Olivetti’s “Italian industrial design” because it is an emblematic experience not only of 
Italian design, but of the design that is deeply interconnected with the beauty of responsible 
management. In the conclusion I will summarize the theoretical and methodological insights 
due to the aesthetic approach to the study of responsible management.
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1. AESTHETIC APPROACH AND RESPONSIBLE
MANAGEMENT

“It’s crazy what the world is beautiful”, writes the French philosopher Yves Michaud (2003: 
7), and “if it’s not beautiful, it must be”, because “beauty reigns”, because “beauty, anyway 
has become an imperative: be beautiful or, at least, spare us your ugliness”.

These statements that the French philosopher Yves Michaud made some years ago are of 
an ironic nature – it is not exactly so, as Michaud will point out immediately after (2003: 8). 
However, these considerations evoke important aspects of the beauty of responsible man-
agement that are highlighted by the aesthetic study of organizational life. Could, in fact, the 
responsible management be ugly?

I will discuss the issues highlighted by this question in this chapter. I will expose my con-
siderations in the light of the aesthetic discourse on the organization and, in particular, of my 
aesthetic approach to the study of organizational life (Strati, 2019).

1.1 Responsibility, Organizational Maquillage and the An-aestheticizing Process

In our contemporary societies, observes Yves Michaud (2003: 7) always with irony, 
everything must be beautiful: the products we buy, as well as their packaging, the designer 
clothes we wear, our bodies modeled by body-building and gyms, our cozy workplaces and 
our well-appointed homes, as well as the ecologically well-protected and well-preserved 
environment.

For Michaud (2003: 169) this empire of the aesthetics in society also concerns the atmos-
pheres we live, and the experiences we can have at work and in our private life, because in our 
societies it is the processes, the transactions and the relationships which “make the substance”.

This quest for an experience where one “feels good”, flowing and slipping, brings the experience of 
art closer to all those where, metaphorically or otherwise, the individual seeks today a world without 
friction and fasteners, protected and smooth – a world where everything slides without weighing. 
(Michaud, 2003: 173)

Michaud is a philosopher particularly devoted to the study of the arts and design. He directed 
the École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris for almost a decade just before pub-
lishing this essay in which he discusses the triumph of art and aesthetics in the globalized 
societies in which we live. Subsequently, Michaud (2013) also showed some interest for the 
theme of responsible management. But it is his essay on the empire of art and aesthetics in the 
everyday life of contemporary society that I find provocative to the point of stimulating the 
considerations that follow on the beauty of responsible management.

What happens then to “responsible management”? Is responsible management to be 
beautiful? Moreover: Is responsible management beautiful? Because, it is “difficult and even 
impossible to escape this empire of aesthetics”. Even the moral vision of behaviors seems to 
be there “to make it beautiful” – observes Yves Michaud (2003: 8‒9) – and “morality becomes 
an aesthetics and a cosmetic of behaviors”.

These interrogatives show how important aesthetic considerations are about the beauty of 
responsible management, as well as the methodological awareness and theoretical insights 
that the aesthetic approach can give to understanding the characteristics of responsible 
management.
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The beauty of responsible management could serve as maquillage to embellish responsible 
management as a whole, as a managerial form, as well as the social practices of responsibly 
managing and the situated managerial processes.

This embellishment constitutes an aesthetic process that, at the same time that it aestheti-
cizes responsible management, “an-aesthetizes” our critical aesthetic understanding based on 
our activation of personal faculties to perceive and judge aesthetically. Cosmetics, maquillage, 
embellishment, and even the beauty “taken for granted”, which comes from the arts, are criti-
cally scrutinized by the aesthetic approach because they are forms of “aesthetic anesthetizing” 
dynamics that characterize the ugly, the grotesque, the kitsch in our societies.

At this point, another question is posed by the aesthetic study of responsible management. 
Where does the beauty of responsible management come from? What are the origins, the roots 
and the foundation of this beauty?

1.2 Moral Philosophy and the Beauty of Responsible Management

Looking at responsible management with the lenses of organizational aesthetics, it is important 
to underline a fundamental theoretical node as regards the beauty of responsible management: 
it is the moral philosophy that gives the aesthetic quality of beauty to responsible management; 
it is ethics that excludes ugliness from responsible management.

This is a substantive aesthetic connotation of responsible management, that is, it is some-
thing profound and involving emotionally and affectively that characterizes responsible man-
agement. But it is not just about the beauty of responsible management.

When I began to study the aesthetic dimension of organizational life, I soon learned that aes-
thetic appreciation was often deeply connected to moral imagination and the ethical judgement 
of “good”. In a sense, what was referred to as “beautiful” in organizational life was often also 
“good”, that is, it had a positive value for the participants in that specific process, it was also 
moral, it was ethically correct and responsive to organizational ethos. The “beautiful” event, 
process or product was also, to a certain extent, “good”, “useful”, “positive”, “ethical”.

The connection-in action between beauty and good in organizational life constitutes also 
a theoretical node that has philosophical foundations when one looks at the intertwinements 
between the philosophical aesthetics and moral philosophies. In this regard Berys Gaut (2001: 
345) observes that “our aesthetic practices are laden with ethical evaluations” and that we
often “aesthetically praise works for their ethical characteristics” and for their moral insights
and moral sensitivity. These philosophical considerations are rooted in the “long tradition
of maintaining that ethical evaluations and aesthetic evaluations are intimately interlinked”
(Gaut, 2007: 252). Intimately, as Gaut (2001: 344) illustrates making reference to the arts, that
is to the privileged experience of aesthetic beauty:

Consider Picasso’s great anti-war painting Guernica. Someone who reacted to it merely as a set of 
lines and colors in Cubist style would be missing out on a central item of aesthetic interest: namely, 
how Picasso uses Cubist fragmentation to convey something of the horror of war and Fascism. Our 
aesthetic interest is directed, in part, at the mode of presentation of subject matter; and the way it is 
presented can and often does manifest ethical attitudes.

This is a fundamental vision given by the aesthetic approach to the understanding of 
responsible management: its aesthetic quality of beauty is rooted in the “intimate interlink” 
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between aesthetics and ethics, so that responsible management receives its beauty from moral 
philosophy.

The following interrogative, on the other hand, reinforces the crucial importance of these 
aesthetic considerations: Could responsible management be ugly?

Surely, at least in principle, responsible management could be ugly. But, as I emphasized 
above, it is rather difficult to see the ugliness of responsible management as a whole and in 
its form of organization as a whole. It is much easier, instead, to have an aesthetic view of 
ugliness if we refer to specific social practices of responsible management. But these respon-
sible management practices can be ugly, though, because they are not morally responsive as 
ethically desired in responsible management.

I will further illustrate this organizational vision deriving from my aesthetic approach to 
the beauty of responsible management by referring to the “Italian industrial design” launched 
internationally by Olivetti. This company, which produced typing machines and computers, 
can be considered, write Oliver Laasch and Roger Conaway (2015: 25), as a form of responsi-
ble management implemented during the 1930s in Italy:

Adriano Olivetti launched in 1932 the first portable typewriter through his Italy-based company 
Olivetti. He designed a program of innovative projects to modernize operations at the company. In 
realizing his plan, he placed a great importance on the company’s relationship with the community, 
creating projects for the construction of new production facilities, offices, employee housing, can-
teens, and nurseries, and developing a complex system of social services. The new organization led 
to a significant improvement in productivity and sales, with operations in all the major international 
markets and 36,000 employees.

2. ITALIAN DESIGN AND THE BEAUTY OF RESPONSIBLE
MANAGEMENT

The “Italian industrial design” created at Olivetti “has even managed to configure the image 
of the entire Italian design”, comments the Italian historian of design Renato De Fusco (2002: 
268). However, the history of the Italian design of the last century shows that the relation-
ships between the arts, organizational aesthetics and industrial projects were very complex 
and also highly controversial. There has been a continuous stylistic struggle between the 
Neo-Rationalist camp and the Anti-Rationalist camps “which sought to imbue design with 
a greater sense of artistry, influenced by tendencies with contemporary fine art”, observe 
Charlotte and Peter Fiell, and Catharine Rossi (2013: 15).

After the Second World War, several groups of influential designers – from those who 
referred to the more theoretical and politicized “Radical Design” to those who showed 
a playful “Anti-Design” and Pop sensibility – continue Fiell et al. (2013: 19) – dominated the 
aesthetic debates on Italian design, and in 1972 “the avant-garde reputation of Italian design 
reached its cultural zenith with the staging of a major exhibition at New York’s Museum of 
Modern Art”.

In the midst of these aesthetic debates, the “Italian industrial design” created and promoted 
internationally by Olivetti continued to forge the social memory and the social imaginary of 
Italian design thanks to the connection-in action of the Olivetti’s design with the “aura” of 
beauty that surrounded the responsible management at Olivetti.
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2.1 Design, Responsible Management, and Social and Organizational Memory

The Olivetti, especially in the years of Adriano Olivetti’s management – which ran from the 
mid-1920s to the end of the 1950s – succeeded in developing an entrepreneurial “project” that 
went beyond the company boundaries.

A project that – observes Giulio Sapelli (2005, reprinted in 2007: 53) – has become a “social 
memory” that goes beyond the organizational memory of Olivetti and that has been supported 
“by real sites and physical references of memory”, from the plants of the company headquar-
ters in Ivrea, in Northern Italy, where there is now the Olivetti Historical Archive (Bulegato, 
2008), to the Olivetti stores structured by architects, as well as Gae Aulenti in Paris, and dec-
orated with contemporary Italian art works (Zorzi, 2003), or to the logo and the brand of the 
company and, above all, to the design of the products which contributed decisively to realize 
these internationally renowned products, up to theatrical dramas (Curino & Vacis, 2010) and 
the recent television series (Soavi, 2013) that celebrated those years at Olivetti.

What remains today, asks Maria Pia Di Nonno (2014: 50):

of the prestigious, original, eccentric Olivetti shop on New York’s Fifth Avenue where it was placed 
on a column outside, so that all passers-by could stop for a few seconds to write a few words, the 
famous “Lettera 22”? Only a legend remains, a beautiful fable [which illustrates the beauty of design 
that is deeply connected to responsible management].

On the one hand, the responsible manager at Olivetti achieves unquestionable successes, at 
least until the 1980s and, therefore, even after the premature death of Adriano Olivetti in 1960. 
The company increases its turnover, the number of employees grows, the international activ-
ities of Olivetti offices abroad become increasingly important, the numerous awards received 
for the beauty and capabilities of typewriters and computers.

On the other hand, since the 1930s the employees of Olivetti “have been regarded with 
strong envy by those of other Italian industrial complexes” – Maria Pia Di Nonno (2014: 
50) notes – because “they are entitled to scholarships, medical assistance, company canteen,
company kindergarten, they are granted mortgages at lower interest rates than those of the
banks, they can read in the company library”.

In a word, employees are considered “persons” in their own right – rather than just indi-
viduals – and it is in the concrete, material “person” that the anti-fascist entrepreneur Adriano 
Olivetti identifies the core of his project of responsible and humanistic management.

This project is characterized by moral integrity, a sense of social justice, the feeling of com-
munity and the interweaving of artistic culture and corporate culture. It was a “soft break-in” 
in the Italian business climate which gave “Italian industry a record of advanced technologies, 
of formal refinement, of civil coexistence” of which, writes the sociologist Domenico De Masi 
(2008: 13‒14), the launch of the publishing house “Edizioni di Comunità” – as well as the 
publication of the journal Comunità – were “paradigm and mirror”:

The format, the graphics, the content: everything broke with the current culture, opening new roads. 
Texts such as those of Simone Weil on working life, or Raymond Aron on the relationship between 
the West and the Soviet Union, or Roethlisberger on group cohesion in factories; classics like Weber 
and Durkheim, Tönnies and Lynd introduced bright divergent visions in the editorial swamp of 
a country that Fascism had separated for twenty years from the progress of the spirit.
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2.2 “Italian Industrial Design” and Olivetti Organizational Communication

But why did Olivetti become the emblem of the Italian industrial design? “Objects like the 
Marcello Nizzoli’s typewriters for Olivetti, or Oscar Barnack’s cameras for Leica” – observes 
Deyan Sudjic (2008: 77) – “were archetypes, driven by aesthetic ambition as well as by 
engineering pragmatism”. Archetypes which also connect the daily working life “inside” the 
organizational contexts with the everyday life “outside” the organizational contexts.

The “high-level industrial equipment of Olivetti” as its typewriters and calculators, and 
as its computers and its alphanumeric video terminals constitute “work equipment”, but also 
equipment, writes Renato De Fusco (2002: 278):

for home and leisure use; in a word, the widest horizon of mechanical objects with which we are in 
daily contact. Common to all is the concealment for aesthetic and safety reasons of their mechanical, 
electrical and electronic core, but this intent, unlike what happened in the past, is carried out today 
with a growing coherence to the logic of the integrated design. The bodywork is no longer a “beauti-
ful” shape that envelops a mechanism, but a conformation that is increasingly adapted to it, which in 
the meantime tends to be reduced to the most recent miniaturization processes … such positive results 
can be achieved only thanks to considerable experimental tests, to the advanced degree of research – 
the first large fully transistorized processor is Olivetti’s Elea 9003 of 1958 – to the most sophisticated 
technologies (many are the patents of this company abroad) and, in general, to a company policy 
among the most advanced in the world.

“Crucial to its success” – write Charlotte and Peter Fiell, and Catharine Rossi (2013: 74) – 
“Olivetti understood the importance of implementing a ‘total design’ policy, from the design 
of its state-of-the-art factory and workers’ housing to its products and publicity materials”.

As the designer Ettore Sottsass “memorably put it”, the office typewriter was transformed in 
“a red-and-orange lightweight portable” – the Valentine – which “was designed to keep lonely 
poets company on weekends in the country” (Sudjic, 2008: 49). Sottsass “had realized that 
technical equipment could be domesticated. A typewriter did not have to be treated as a piece 
of anonymous machinery, but could be understood as having a character of its own” (Sudjic, 
2008: 49).

The crucial point of the connection between “Italian industrial design” and responsible man-
agement at Olivetti is the fact that – as I argued elsewhere (Strati, 2013: 42) – “the company 
communicates a particular style of living the work life in industrial organizations, and specific 
ways of feeling the relationship between work time and non-work time, between production 
and social life” which even a typewriter is able to represent “both outside the company, in 
fairs, on the territory, and within the company, towards those who work there”.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

In this chapter on the aesthetic dimension of responsible management I intended to give 
a methodological and theoretical contribution to the debate on the renewal of the approach to 
the study of ethics applied to responsible management. I underlined the anesthetizing drift due 
to the aestheticization of everyday life in contemporary societies; but, above all, I emphasized 
the intimate link between aesthetics and ethics which characterizes the situated practices of 
responsible management also referring to the “Italian industrial design” created at the Olivetti 
company.
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In particular, I have emphasized that the term “beautiful” can be used to mean “good” and 
that the term “beautiful” can include the sense of goodness in itself. In fact, there are no clear 
boundaries between the “beauty” and the “good”, both in the daily use of these terms in organ-
izational life and in philosophical aesthetics and moral philosophy. The beauty of responsible 
management is deeply influenced by the aura of goodness that surrounds the image of this 
management and its situated social practices.

With the recent development of applied ethics, in fact, writes Adriano Fabris (2018: 11), 
moral philosophy looks at “concrete questions relating to living conditions, the ways of dying, 
the various ecological emergencies, the changes taking place in economic and social relations, 
and their consequences” without, however, binding and limiting the so-called “applied ethics” 
to the level of concrete practice. The experiences that have developed in this direction have 
shown the limits of a mere reduction of ethical reflections concerning the situated practices in 
“contingent forms of negotiation” (Fabris, 2018: 15).

On the contrary, the reflection on the moral philosophy “inside” practical problems has the 
merit of producing “a renewal of the approach to certain concepts or traditional questions of 
the moral philosophy by obliging them to register them in the contingency of the contemporary 
world whose activity is largely techno-scientist”, observed years ago Marie-Hélène Parizeau 
(1996: 539‒540).

The considerations above by Adriano Fabris and Marie-Hélène Parizeau are relevant to 
outline the scenario of future research on responsible management which is conducted through 
the lens of aesthetics. In this scenario, in fact, I imagine that:

● The aesthetic approach to the study of organizational life can make a fundamental contri-
bution to the understanding of the aesthetic dimension of responsible management. In this
chapter I have illustrated and discussed how important the methodological and theoretical
bases of aesthetic discourse on organizational life are, since they enable researchers,
organizational actors and practitioners to create knowledge involving the corporeality of
all human senses, activating sensitive aesthetic judgments and focusing on organizational
performance;

● “Playing with” (Strati, 2019: 168‒176) philosophical aesthetics and philosophical ethics
will constitute a style of research to understand the intimate link between aesthetic and
moral philosophies which characterizes the situated embodied practices of responsibly
managing. This is a style of aesthetic research that considers the social practice situated
and embodied as a unit of analysis and that gives the methodological form of organi-
zational knowing that emerges “from within” of responsibly managing practices to the
theorizing of responsible management;

● “Aesthetic reflexive practice” will be fundamental for organizational actors, researchers
and practitioners. The reflexive practice is not “some anodyne and cerebral activity” –
underline Paul Hibbert and Ann Cunliffe (2015: 184) – but involves an aesthetic and
embodied engagement to understand the beauty of responsible management, that is,
“a commitment to find new avenues for our desiring-production” – emphasizes Mollie
Painter-Morland (2011: 94) – “through very embodied, material experiments and visceral
engagements with others and with the animate and inanimate environment”.

In this scenario for the future development of the aesthetic study of responsible management, 
let us not forget that “good design is also a pleasure in itself” – as Deyan Sudjic (2008: 51) 
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exhorts – and that, as I have shown in this chapter, the good of responsible management is also 
its beauty tout court.
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28. The emerging logic of responsible
management: institutional pluralism,
leadership, and strategizing
Nevena Radoynovska, William Ocasio and Oliver Laasch

INTRODUCTION

Leaders and managers have a fundamental role to play in bringing about and sustaining 
responsible management practices (Ennals, 2014; Laasch, 2018b; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019; 
Verkerk et al., 2001). Achieving responsible management requires attention to the particularly 
complex institutional environment in which leaders and managers operate. What makes the 
environment complex is that it is constituted by multiple, potentially conflicting, institutional 
logics – often referred to as the “rules of the game” in a particular society, field, industry, or 
organization. Institutional logics are the set of material and symbolic practices, values, and 
assumptions that both guide and constrain organizational actors in their efforts to achieve 
organizational goals (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). Importantly, logics affect “how to interpret 
organizational reality, what constitutes appropriate behavior, and how to succeed” (Thornton 
& Ocasio, 1999: 804). These interpretive functions are particularly relevant to responsible 
management, wherein reality, appropriate behavior, and success need to be considered from 
the perspective of multiple stakeholders, whose interpretations are likely to be in tension with 
one another.

Defined as the “process involving tools for managing social, environmental, and economic 
capital and impact throughout activities and functions” (Laasch & Conaway, 2016: 75), 
responsible management clearly operates within a context of institutional pluralism. Notably, 
it is constituted by the multiple logics of the market (meeting financial demands and share-
holder interests), the corporation (meeting the demands of top management and addressing the 
needs of the firm), professions (attending to the values of professional managers but also to 
members of new professions, such as sustainability officers), and the community (appealing to 
employee welfare, protecting the interests of the local community, and encouraging responsi-
ble use of natural resources). Cutting across these logics is also a fundamental concern for sus-
tainability through stewardship of economic, social, and environmental resources. In a context 
of institutional pluralism, prescriptions from these logics require managers to make strategic 
choices to advance organizational goals, ideally without compromising on the assumptions 
and values prescribed by any of the constituent logics.

How, then, can responsible management be achieved and sustained in the context of insti-
tutional pluralism? The latter requires action at multiple levels (Laasch & Conaway, 2015, 
2016), including individual managers, organizations, field-level actors, and ultimately shifts 
at the societal level towards an institutionalization of responsible management. Yet, consist-
ent with the focus on managerial implications in the responsible management literature, the 
purpose of this chapter is to illustrate how the concept of institutional pluralism can further 
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our understanding of managers’ and leaders’ strategic choices and – ultimately – their ability 
to manage responsibly. Specifically, we revisit Selznick’s (1957) concept of institutional 
leadership and consider its implications for the adoption of a pluralistic logic of responsible 
management across three key areas of strategic management: business models, governance, 
and non-market strategy.

TOWARDS A PLURALISTIC LOGIC OF RESPONSIBLE 
MANAGEMENT

Responsible management requires the incorporation of social, environmental and economic 
demands throughout the organization’s activities and definitions of impact (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2016). Beyond a central focus on sustainability, responsible management encom-
passes broader considerations of managerial responsibility and ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 
2015; Rasche & Gilbert, 2015). In many respects, responsible management constitutes an 
emerging institution. Ocasio et al. (2017: 526) define institutions as the “taken-for-granted, 
normatively sanctioned set of roles and interaction orders for collective action.” Responsible 
management satisfies the substantive part of these criteria by identifying leadership, mana-
gerial, and operational roles for practitioners in the corporate, governmental, and community 
sectors. That is, it offers practical guidance for how to organize authority relations, communi-
cations, and key activities in order to manage responsibly – including via distinct professional 
roles. Yet, responsible management remains far from achieving a taken-for-granted status 
across domains of society (e.g. the market, professions, states). Rather, it still requires effortful 
justification and mobilization in the face of business and politics “as usual.” Responsible man-
agement is also not yet institutionalized to the extent that it does not reliably self-reproduce 
through established patterns of authority, communication and exchange.

Responsible management is, however, increasingly underpinned by a particular set of 
norms and values. Inasmuch as institutional logics are the logics of institutions, we can also 
consider responsible management as an emerging logic. Thornton et al. (2012) describe 
seven ideal-type logics, representing the major institutions of society: the family, community, 
religion, state, market, professions, and corporation (see Table 28.1). Accordingly, we can 
think of the logic of responsible management as combining elements of the market, corpo-
rate, professional, and community logics. Also central to an emerging logic of responsible 
management is sustainability (Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Rasche & Gilbert, 2015). We see 
sustainability – in the sense of stewardship of material, environmental, and social resources – 
as an increasingly crucial dimension to existing institutional logics. For instance, sustainability 
is evermore core to the community logic, the professional logic (e.g. through the emergence of 
new professions, such as sustainability officers), and even the state logic (particularly in many 
Scandinavian countries, where it is prominent on the political agenda). Beyond societal-level 
logics, sustainability is also increasingly central to the work of transnational nongovernmental 
organizations and supra-national bodies, such as the United Nations. Accordingly, in Table 
28.1 we have updated Thornton et al.’s (2012) original table to include implications of the 
different institutional logics for responsible management.

As we have argued, the logic of responsible management exists in an in-between space, 
integrating elements from multiple “pure,” already institutionalized logics. It is thus akin to 
concepts such as hybrid logics (Besharov & Smith, 2014), heterogeneous logics (Laasch, 
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2018a), and the logics and practices that emerge in interstitial spaces between institutional 
fields (Furnari, 2014). To different degrees, the latter all emphasize the combination of 
elements from two or more logics (fields) into a new, third logic (or set of practices). Prior 
studies have examined combinations at different levels, including: academic science and 
commercial science logics in the field of life sciences (Murray, 2010); banking and devel-
opment logics in microfinance organizations (Battilana & Dorado, 2010); and social welfare 
and commercial logics within the identities of social entrepreneurs (Wry & York, 2017). Of 
particular relevance to responsible management is Laasch’s (2018a: 158) conceptualization of 
heterogeneous value logics “that [combine] elements from commercial, sustainability, welfare 
and government logics,” as in the case of sustainability business models.

Several streams of the literature on responsible management already consider elements 
that resemble institutional logics. Discussions of ethical organizational climates (Tenbrunsel 
& Smith-Crowe, 2008) and of individual and organizational political ideologies (Chin et 
al., 2013; Gupta et al., 2015) point to how differences in values and interests shape ethical 
decision-making and corporate social responsibility. Other streams focus on issue framing 
and crafting (Sonenshein, 2009; Treviño et al., 2014), as well as the adoption of different 
philosophical lenses (Sharp-Paine, 1997), to account for whether social and ethical issues are 
considered relevant to organizational strategy and business concerns.

Yet, Palazzo et al. (2012) argue that questions of organizational ethics have so far been 
discussed as separate from the institutional context in which individuals and organizations are 
embedded. The authors thus propose a model for understanding how individual-level framing 
(i.e. based on a rigid, singular interpretation of reality or on a broader “repertoire of frames”) 
and the situational or institutional context affect one’s ability to see the ethical implications of 
decisions. From our perspective, rigid framing is akin to contexts in which a single institutional 
logic dominates, blinding actors to the possibility of alternative interpretations and courses of 
action. This might be the case in fields such as investment banking, dominated by the financial 
logic, despite the introduction of minor logics of socially responsible investment (Yan et al., 
2019). On the other hand, an expansive repertoire of frames suggests a context of institutional 
pluralism (Kraatz & Block, 2008), in which actors have access to values, assumptions, and 
prescriptions derived from various institutional logics. Such would be the case in community 
banking (Almandoz, 2012), where financial and community logics coexist and offer actors 
multiple possibilities for action (Seo & Creed, 2002).

Although the above perspectives share certain affinities with our notion of an emerging, 
pluralistic logic of responsible management, they largely consider logics (frames) in isolation 
of one another. Adopting an institutional pluralism lens, instead, allows us to appreciate how 
the multiple logics inherent in responsible management interact and affect practices. From 
our perspective, the distinct role of organizational leaders and managers is to make sure that 
a pluralistic responsible management logic is adequately reflected in the organization’s core 
strategic tools and activities, despite potential tensions between its constituent elements.

For illustrative purposes and greater inclusivity across contexts, we rely on examples of 
ideal-type societal-level logics (Thornton et al., 2012) throughout the rest of the chapter. 
However, we recognize that there are likely variations across institutional fields and across 
organizations within the same field. Furthermore, to the extent that a responsible management 
logic is not yet institutionalized, as well as given managers’ limited attention (Ocasio, 1997), 
leaders likely differ in the specific elements of the logic (social, environmental, economic) 
they prioritize at any given time. We expect this to affect the degree to which the logic and 
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its constituent parts are adopted throughout core strategic areas (business models, govern-
ance, non-market strategy), providing opportunities for strategic differentiation and for using 
alternative combinations of logics as “strategic resources” (Durand et al., 2013; Ocasio & 
Radoynovska, 2016).

RESPONSIBLE MANAGERS AS INSTITUTIONAL LEADERS AND 
STRATEGISTS

A key premise of the institutional logics perspective is that logics include both a symbolic 
and a material component. Therefore, interpreting responsible management through an 
institutional pluralism lens cannot be limited to encouraging leaders and managers to sym-
bolically acknowledge the plurality of interests represented by their diverse stakeholders. In 
order to promote substantive societal impact, leaders must manage organizational resources 
in a manner consistent with long-term economic, social and environmental sustainability. In 
other words, responsible managers must engage in various forms of institutional leadership 
(Selznick, 1957) through which they commit to upholding the organization’s multiple values 
in practice. Below, we build on the idea of institutional leadership and consider what it implies 
for three core areas of organizational strategy – business models, governance, and non-market 
strategy – under contexts shaped by pluralistic logics.

The notion of institutional leadership originates in the work of Philip Selznick. As laid out 
in Leadership in administration, Selznick considered the key tasks required of leaders to trans-
form their role “from administrative management to institutional leadership” (Selznick, 1957: 
4). These tasks are the: (1) “definition of institutional mission and role”; (2) “institutional 
embodiment of purpose”; (3) “defense of institutional integrity”; and (4) “ordering of internal 
conflict” (Selznick, 1957: 62‒63). Fundamentally, institutional leadership involves giving 
a purpose to the organization beyond its sole survival, making commitments to that purpose 
through substantive (as well as symbolic) action that preserves the organization’s character, 
and coordinating diverse interest groups to uphold the organization’s purpose, commitments 
and distinctive character.

The relevance of this perspective for the study of responsible management is apparent on 
several levels. First, Selznick himself saw the institutional approach as a “voice of resistance 
to the culture of short-sightedness,” which he observed across major political, legal, and 
industrial institutions (Selznick, 1957: vi). From the perspective of adopting a responsible 
management logic, such leadership should allow organizations to make responsible decisions 
prioritizing long-term social, environmental, and economic goals over singular short-term 
financial results.

Second, we can consider the close relationship between Selznick’s different leadership func-
tions at the individual level and core areas of organizational-level strategy. Indeed, Besharov 
and Khurana (2015: 53) take a similar approach by building on Selznick’s work to conceive 
of organizations as both “technical entities pursuing economic goals and value-laden entities 
pursuing non-economic goals arising from their members and their role in society.” For the 
authors, the essence of leadership is to uphold both tasks simultaneously, despite potential 
tensions between them. Notably, the authors categorize the roles of Selznick’s institutional 
leader into three main dimensions: technical, political, and cultural. Below, we develop upon 
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their and Selznick’s work to draw implications for the different types of leadership roles on 
integrating a responsible management logic into core strategic areas.

Technical Dimension of Leadership: Organizational Business Models

According to Besharov and Khurana (2015) the technical dimension of Selznick’s institutional 
leadership involves managing the basic operations and survival of the organization and its core 
activities. The technical dimension focuses on creating a set of assets and activities earmarked 
towards the generation of economic value and revenues necessary for satisfying the various 
demands of internal and external organizational stakeholders (Cyert & March, 1963). As such, 
this technical dimension of institutional leadership closely fits with the core strategic area of 
business model elaboration.

Business model elaboration refers to strategic choices regarding how to carry out the 
organization’s revenue streams, identify its target customers, define its value propositions, 
and manage its relationships with external stakeholders (Amit & Zott, 2001; Osterwalder & 
Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010). Relatedly, Selznick writes about the “selection of a social base” 
as a critical leadership decision closely tied to defining the organization’s mission. The social 
base includes the selection of “clientele, market, target, allies or other segment of the environ-
ment to which operations will be oriented” (Selznick, 1957: 104). Typically, business models 
have been explored in terms consistent with a market logic (Teece, 2010), focusing on the 
creation and capture of economic value. However, through the lens of institutional pluralism, 
market value is not the only objective, and value creation involves the satisfaction of alter-
native values associated with a multiplicity of institutional logics (Ocasio & Radoynovska, 
2016), such as environmental value in the case of ‘sustainability business models’ (Laasch, 
2018a).

On a symbolic level, taking the RM logic seriously within the organization’s business model 
implies a particular sense-making role for managers and leaders (Hahn et al., 2014; Jay, 2013; 
Palazzo et al., 2012; Sonenshein, 2009; Treviño et al., 2014). The role of institutional leaders 
might thus involve: broadening the perspective on who is considered a legitimate customer 
(e.g. by targeting those at the Bottom of the Pyramid (Prahalad, 2004)); emphasizing circular 
economy business models that encourage resource preservation (Korhonen et al., 2018); or 
even emphasizing de-growth economic models to combat over-consumption (Martínez-Alier 
et al., 2010). Notably, despite considerable work on the topic, the business case for corporate 
sustainability has not been unequivocally established (Ioannou & Serafeim, 2015; Salzmann 
et al., 2005; Weber, 2008). It therefore falls on managers and leaders to engage in (re)framing 
exercises that can justify the need to integrate multiple logics and interests in the organiza-
tion’s business model.

On the material level, we can also consider the implications of institutional leadership 
on major components of organizations’ business models as outlined in the Business Model 
Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). For instance, we increasingly see organizational 
value propositions that emphasize the ethicality, sustainability, or responsibility of a product 
or service beyond its cost leadership or quality. This includes value offers in ethical apparel 
(e.g. Veja shoes) and sustainable electronics (e.g. Fairphone). For example, consistent with 
its values of reducing consumption and its environmental footprint, the ethical clothing brand 
Loom is one of several companies to close its stores – rather than offer promotions – on Black 
Friday. Moreover, to meet growing demand, company leaders retained their commitment to 
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a responsible, alternative business model by turning to individual – rather than institutional 
– investors via the online platform Lita.com. The above examples suggest that, despite the
prevalence of market logics in most business models, institutional leaders can draw on and
make commitments to alternative logics (e.g. community, social welfare, sustainability) in
order to manage revenue streams and resources responsibly.

Political Dimension of Leadership: Governance and Non-Market Strategy

The second dimension of institutional leadership – which gets to the very heart of Selznick’s 
work – is the political. As Besharov and Khurana (2015) explain, the political dimension 
implies organizational values of survival, tactical leadership activities, and a strategic rela-
tionship to the organization’s external environment. It is about managing both the internal and 
external politics of the organization and the diverse interest groups that constitute each. As 
such, the political dimension is closely related to two additional core areas of organizational 
strategy: governance (as the management of internal polities), and non-market strategy (lead-
ership in relation to external polities).

In terms of managing the organization’s internal constituents, Selznick recognized that 
leaders must adapt the organization’s technical requirements to its social structure, comprised 
of the different interests of internal groups. Importantly, Selznick saw the “pluralism” of 
internal interests as a potentially “constructive source of creative effort” for the organization 
(Selznick, 1957: 97). The role of leaders is to minimize the negative impact of such pluralism 
(i.e. potential conflict) while capitalizing on its positive aspects. Furthermore, the leader’s 
ability to coordinate interest groups’ multiple objectives is critical to fulfilling a key role of 
institutional leadership – defining organizational goals. This challenge is particularly acute 
for leaders operating in contexts of institutional pluralism, wherein multiple logics associated 
with distinct polities are present and may compete. For leaders seeking to manage responsibly, 
the above implies committing to and enacting particular forms of organizational governance.

Governance refers to the structures and processes involved in managing the organization’s 
diverse stakeholder groups, including both internal (e.g. board of directors, executives, man-
agers, and employees) and external (e.g. shareholders, creditors, regulators, and customers) 
groups. In for-profit organizations beholden to a market societal-level logic, corporate gov-
ernance has typically been guided by either the logic of corporate reinvestment or shareholder 
value maximization (Lazonick & Sullivan, 2000). An institutional pluralism perspective, 
instead, invites a re-evaluation of the dominance of the market logic in governance processes. 
It also requires institutional leaders who can manage potential tensions between diverse inter-
est groups and the various institutional logics they represent.

The coalitional view of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963; March & Simon, 1958; Zald, 1970) 
is particularly attuned to such political tensions. In this view, organizations are seen not as 
unitary, stable, actors but as comprised of political coalitions – sub-groups with their own 
evolving goals and interests. Maintaining coalitions requires institutional leaders who can 
ensure that the responsible management logic is enacted across the organization (Chin et al., 
2013; Kim et al., 2016; Palazzo et al., 2012; Selznick, 1957; Sonenshein, 2009; Treviño et 
al., 2014). Concretely, adopting a responsible management logic would imply (re)designing 
governance structures to incorporate the interests of diverse stakeholders. One path might 
be to reconfigure traditional boards of directors to reflect pluralistic interests, as is the case 
with the SCIC (société cooperative d’intérêt collectif) organizational form in France. SCICs 
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are statutorily required to include representatives of a minimum of three stakeholder groups 
(employees, beneficiaries, and at least one external group) in their governance structures and 
decision-making processes. Moreover, decisions are made on the cooperative principle of one 
member equals one vote, regardless of capital ownership.

Beyond involving multiple interest groups in governance, an institutional pluralism perspec-
tive on responsible management also implies integration of diverse institutional logics. That 
is, since market, corporate, professional and community logics, along with values of sustaina-
bility, are deeply intertwined in the pluralistic logic of responsible management, achieving the 
latter demands institutional leaders who can combine multiple logics to articulate and defend 
novel governance processes. For instance, McDonnell et al. (2015) describe how governance 
mechanisms can be used to achieve both social responsibility and economic performance 
through the establishment of board-level committees to deal with each type of demand.

The political dimension of institutional leadership is also relevant to the management of 
external stakeholders, including their relationship to internal polities through non-market 
strategy. For instance, Selznick argued that defining a clear organizational purpose is com-
plicated by “the wish to avoid conflict with those in and out of the organization who would 
be threatened by a sharp definition of purpose, with its attendant claims and responsibilities” 
(Selznick, 1957: 25‒26). In other words, responsible managers ought to define organizational 
purpose in an inclusive way. However, this presents a key dilemma. On one hand, responsible 
leaders must be responsive to the external environment – adapting to the opportunities and 
limitations it offers. Yet, they cannot be too responsive to outside pressures, as this might 
invite opportunism and short-sightedness, ultimately compromising institutional integrity. 
Maintaining institutional integrity thus requires “a delicate balance of what Selznick termed 
‘autonomy’ and ‘responsiveness’” (Besharov & Khurana, 2015: 66) vis-à-vis external polities.

The above invites a rethinking of organizational boundaries and re-consideration of the 
organization’s relationship to its environment. The open polities perspective can prove particu-
larly relevant in this sense (Waeger & Weber, 2019; Weber & Waeger, 2017). Similar to the 
coalitional view of the firm, the perspective considers organizations as political entities (poli-
ties) comprised internally of heterogeneous groups. However, open polities further emphasize 
the interconnectedness of internal actors – such as leaders and managers – and external 
stakeholders (McDonnell et al., 2015; Palazzo et al., 2012; Weber et al., 2009; Weber & 
Waeger, 2017). For instance, Weber et al. (2009) trace how an external force – the anti-biotech 
movement in Germany – affected the internal decisions of German pharmaceutical firms to 
invest (or not) in biotechnology. Firms with a unified internal elite, which supported biotech, 
continued their investments, whereas firms with a fractured internal polity discontinued them.

From the perspective of institutional pluralism, this implies that different structures of 
organizational polities may determine how diverse logics are represented within the organiza-
tion, and how favorable the internal political structure is to integrating new logics. Achieving 
responsible management will thus require active engagement from managers and leaders to 
ensure that the interests of diverse stakeholders are represented in decision-making bodies. 
For instance, Barroso et al. (2011) consider how corporate sustainability could provide an 
alternative governance goal to maximizing shareholder value. The authors suggest specific 
strategies, such as more pervasive use of mission statements, reporting and incentive systems, 
and internal controls to help managers “understand and exercise their responsibilities” by 
“defin[ing], maintain[ing], or redirect[ing] the business strategy” given changes to the inter-
nal and external environments. More broadly, leaders can foster environments in which the 
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boundaries between internal and external stakeholders, the multiple logics they defend, and 
the tensions between social, environmental, and economic values can appear less stark (Chin 
et al., 2013; Mayer et al., 2013; Treviño et al., 2014).

Cultural Dimension of Leadership: Integrating the Responsible Management Logic

The third dimension of institutional leadership described by Besharov and Khurana (2015) 
is the cultural, or value-laden dimension. In essence, it brings the technical and political 
dimensions together into a coherent whole: the key organizational value is integrity, leadership 
activities are symbolic, and leadership is responsive to the organization’s external environ-
ment. Importantly for Selznick, however, values are more than symbolic. Rather, they are sub-
stantively tied to organizational integrity, in which “a particular orientation becomes so firmly 
a part of group life that it colors and directs a wide variety of attitudes, decisions, and forms of 
organization, and does so at many levels of experience” (Selznick, 1957: 139). The concepts 
of organizational values and integrity share elements of what we refer to as institutional logics. 
Adopting a logic of responsible management would thus involve integrating market, corpo-
rate, professional, community, and sustainability values and symbols into the organization’s 
core strategic areas, but also substantively committing to them in practice.

On the symbolic side, leaders may engage in sense-making and interpretive activities in 
order to frame pluralistic interests and logics as compatible. One way to do so is suggested by 
paradox theory (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011), wherein inherent contradictions – such as 
those that might exist between responsible management’s constituent logics – can be “worked 
through” rather than resisted. For instance, Smith et al. (2012) discuss the skills required of 
social entrepreneurs who lead organizations combining market and social welfare logics. 
Specific learning tools in classrooms and in the field – such as divergent thinking exercises 
and role-modeling integrative decision-making – can better prepare social enterprise leaders 
to meet their dual objectives, as well as to manage internal tensions between representatives 
of each logic. Similarly, Marquis et al. (2011) describe how Whole Foods Market integrated 
values of health, well-being, and environmental sustainability across managerial functions, 
with leaders committing to: ban artificial additives and preservatives in products, donate 5 
percent of profits to charity, support entrepreneurs in developing countries, and use green 
building techniques. Here, the role of responsible leaders is to translate the organization’s 
purpose, mission and values into concrete commitments across daily operations and strategic 
decisions.

Broadly, what may be needed to achieve responsible management are “pluralist managers” 
(Besharov, 2014: 1497) and “catalysts … who … assist the construction of shared meanings” 
(Furnari, 2014: 441) across groups with diverse institutional profiles and interpretations. For 
instance, in Besharov’s (2014) study of a socially-responsible retail company, managers who 
interpreted and enacted both economic and societal values for frontline employees were able 
to foster an environment in which both sets of values could co-exist. Although framed in terms 
of mixed and competing identities rather than logics, the author notes that such hybridization 
can occur when organizations “adopt multiple and inconsistent goals, or make incompatible 
commitments to different stakeholder groups” (Besharov & Smith, 2014: 1486). Leaders can 
therefore facilitate the co-existence of competing goals by engaging in specific practices; by 
publicly supporting and rewarding initiatives that integrate social, environmental, and com-
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mercial goals (Treviño et al., 2014); and by mentoring organizational members involved in 
promoting the different logics associated with responsible management (Gehman et al., 2012).

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
DIRECTIONS

In this chapter, we have brought together the literatures on institutional pluralism and 
responsible management to conceptualize the pluralistic logic of responsible management, 
contributing to an emergent discussion of multi-sided and complex managerial logics (Carollo 
& Guerci, 2017; Hahn et al., 2014; Priem et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2010). We have outlined 
how such a logic requires responsible managers to act as institutional leaders, particularly in 
the domain of strategic management. In the following brief sections, we outline salient areas 
of future research at the nexus between responsible management, institutional leadership, and 
strategizing.

Studying Pluralistic Practices of Responsible Management

What does the pluralistic logic of responsible management introduced in this chapter mean 
for responsible management practices (Laasch & Gherardi, 2019)? Institutional logics are 
fundamentally composed of symbols, material practices, and vocabularies (Friedland and 
Alford, 1991, 2018; Loewenstein et al., 2012; Thornton et al., 2012). They have been vari-
ously described as: a “grammar of meaningful material practices” (Friedland, 2018: 1369); 
internalized, or “minded” by practitioners (Schatzki, 2001) and as rules that form a “normative 
infrastructure” of practices (Gherardi, 2012). Institutional logics thus provide a “grammar” 
for the pursuit of “good” or – in the case of the emerging logic of responsible management – 
responsible practices with pluralistic ends (Schatzki, 2002). This conceptual focus on practices 
within institutional logics provides a variety of promising lines of future research for respon-
sible management.

First, according to Shove et al. (2012) meaning is one of the three entangled elements that 
constitutes a practice, together with the materials, and competences involved in practicing. 
Accordingly, if the meaning of responsible management’s practices, their orienting logic and 
grammar are pluralistic, so have to be the materials and competences, forming pluralistic 
practices of responsible management. This connects to similar discussions of organizing and 
strategizing in environments with multiple logics (Denis et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski & Fenton, 
2006). Future research could explore the multi-logic dynamics of practices and their elements 
as well as outcomes, such as pluralistic practitioner competence profiles (Pernkopfkonhausner, 
2014), the pluralism of managerial tools, technologies, or products (Jones et al., 2013), or prac-
titioner identities (Lok, 2010).

Future research may also explore how the multiple constituent logics of responsible 
management may become resources for innovation (Durand et al., 2013), particularly for 
management innovation – novel management practices outside the currently taken-for-granted 
managerial paradigm (Birkinshaw et al., 2008). Studies could also examine if and how the 
pluralistic logic of responsible management ‘frees’ managers to go beyond the homogeneous 
paradigm dominated by commercial, market, corporate, and managerial logics (Kitchener, 
2002; Pache & Santos, 2013). That is, how do managers deal with the freedom of an array 
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of new meanings for their practices? Furthermore, future studies might explore not only how 
such novel practices become institutionalized (Cruz et al., 2009; Hossfeld, 2018), but also how 
they may transform the taken-for-granted managerial logic towards more responsibility (Burns 
& Scapens, 2000; Sieweke, 2014).

Multi-Level Dynamics of Pluralistic Mental Models

Institutional logics manifest on multiple interrelated levels (Boxenbaum & Lounsbury, 2013; 
Purdy & Gray, 2009; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Similarly, responsible management’s 
“layered model of managerial influence” suggests that mangers may affect change at the level 
of individuals, organizations, the surrounding economy, or even society (Laasch & Conaway, 
2015: 35). In this chapter, we focused primarily on the individual-level manifestation of the 
logic of responsible management among managers, including in managerial cognition (Hahn 
et al., 2014), and mental models (Hukkinen, 2006).

Future research may explore the dynamics between such individual- and organization-level 
manifestations of a pluralistic logic of responsible management, such as through heterogeneous 
business models (Gregori et al., 2019; Laasch, 2018a; Laasch & Pinkse, 2019). More broadly, 
how do managers’ pluralistic logics imprint on the organization and vice versa (Snihur & 
Zott, 2019)? Such research could connect to lively discussions on both the micro-perspective 
on CSR (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Gond et al., 2017) and multi-level perspectives on CSR 
(Aguilera et al., 2007), corporate sustainability (Starik & Rands, 1995; Van Marrewijk & 
Werre, 2003), and responsible leadership (Miska & Mendenhal, 2018; Voegtlin et al., 2012).

Another stream of future research may explore the dynamics between the logic of respon-
sible management and larger industry, market, or societal-level manifestations of institutional 
logics. Such research could connect, for instance, to multi-level perspectives on the creation of 
new organizational forms (Tracey et al., 2011), multi-level dynamics of conflicting logics in 
emerging organizational fields (e.g. Purdy & Gray, 2009), and to a multi-level perspective on 
sustainability transitions (e.g. Geels, 2011).

Studying Institutional Agency in Responsible Management

In this chapter we have proposed institutional leadership (Selznick, 1957) as a type of agency 
likely to be realized by responsible managers in order to infuse their organization with the 
values associated with a pluralistic logic of responsible management (Risi & Wickert, 2019). 
Additional types of institutional agency are likely to play an important role in the responsible 
management context. For instance, institutional entrepreneurship (Battilana et al., 2009; 
Maguire et al., 2004) describes the “embedded agency” of actors transforming the very 
institutions to which they are beholden (Garud et al., 2007). In the context of responsible man-
agement, this could manifest in responsible managers’ activities to change the homogeneous 
market logic of management they are embedded in, towards a pluralistic logic of responsible 
management. Similarly, institutional work – as the work of creating, changing, and maintain-
ing institutions (Lawrence et al., 2011; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) – could prove relevant to 
the aspired institutionalization of a logic of responsible management. Institutional agency is 
intimately entangled in dynamics of stability and change of institutional logics, for instance, in 
organizations (Tracey et al., 2011), organizational fields (Lawrence & Phillips, 2004; Zietsma 
& Lawrence, 2010), and professions (Suddaby & Viale, 2011). Future research could thus 
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connect to the discussion of institutional agency in the contexts of business sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics (Amaeshi et al., 2016; Randles & Laasch, 2016; Slager et al., 2012).

Additionally, new studies could generate novel insights by exploring responsible man-
agement through the lenses of institutional leadership, work, entrepreneurship, and other 
conceptualizations of institutional agency. For instance, how do responsible managers as insti-
tutional “activists in suits” (Carollo & Guerci, 2017) engage in different types of institutional 
agency to achieve “taken-for-grantedness” for a pluralistic logic of responsible management? 
Conversely, related research could study counter-agency in the form of institutional main-
tenance work (Dacin et al., 2010), defending, stabilizing and continuously reproducing the 
homogeneous market logic.

Such studies of institutional agency in responsible management could leverage empirical 
contexts such as the re-definition of the management profession with values of sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics at its heart (Donham, 1962; Follett, 1927; Khurana, 2010). Another 
promising context could be pluralistic logics in new professions of specialized responsible 
managers (Laasch & Conaway, 2015), such as CSR managers, ethics officers, or environmen-
tal managers (Adobor, 2006; Cordano & Frieze, 2000). Finally, exploring the institutionaliza-
tion of a profession of responsible management (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2016), could connect 
back to similar studies of institutional agency in the context of changing or maintaining 
professional logics (Kitchener, 2002; Suddaby & Viale, 2011).
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29. Responsible management of sustainability
tensions: a paradoxical approach to grand
challenges
Connie Van der Byl, Natalie Slawinski and Tobias Hahn

INTRODUCTION

Humanity faces unprecedented global societal challenges. As the planet’s population contin-
ues to grow, its ecosystems are increasingly under stress threatening access to fresh water, 
food and energy. Meanwhile, global poverty, displacement and inequality continue to cause 
societal upheaval. These challenges that can be ‘plausibly addressed through coordinated 
and collaborative efforts’ have been called ‘grand challenges’ in the management literature 
(George et al., 2016). In 2015, the United Nations identified 17 grand challenges, or what they 
call Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), that require immediate attention by all sectors 
to address our most pressing challenges for sustainable development. Some of our biggest 
collective challenges include global poverty and climate change. Even as a growing number of 
businesses adopt the SDGs, and work collaboratively with others to achieve them, implement-
ing these goals remains challenging for businesses, in large part because these sustainability 
issues are interrelated, complex, global and have long-term impacts (Slawinski et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, these goals may be in tension with one another and there may be conflicting 
elements among the goals (Mair et al., 2016), creating further barriers for businesses trying to 
manage these issues responsibly.

One stream of research that has examined how managers can better address sustainability 
issues, including grand challenges, is the responsible management literature. This literature 
has focused on management practices that emphasize ethical decision-making (Cunliffe, 
2009; Laasch & Conaway, 2015), stakeholder value over shareholder value (Maak, 2007) and 
incorporating a triple bottom line of financial, environmental and societal objectives. While 
this literature focuses on responsible management learning and education, less is known about 
practice. More specifically, the responsible management literature has not explicitly examined 
how managers address the tensions and conflicting demands of sustainability challenges.

Meanwhile the sustainability literature has acknowledged that sustainability issues are rife 
with tensions (Hahn et al., 2015; Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). Even the most common 
definition of sustainable development as meeting the needs of the present without limiting the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs (Brundtland, 1987) suggests that a number of 
tensions are at play when actors try to achieve sustainability, including between economic and 
societal goals, and between present and future needs. More recently, researchers have begun 
to examine sustainability tensions through a paradox lens, which seeks to examine the con-
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tradictory yet interrelated nature of these tensions and how they are managed.1 Yet even with 
research attention directed to sustainability tensions and paradoxes, less is known about how 
managers can responsibly engage with the grand challenges facing our society and the tensions 
inherent in these large-scale complex challenges.

In this chapter, we examine how a paradoxical approach can shed light on the responsible 
management of grand challenges. As Eisenhardt and colleagues note: “Paradox is of particular 
interest in grand challenges like clean air and sustainable agriculture that involve competing 
tensions such as local versus global and social welfare versus commercial” (Eisenhardt et al., 
2016: 1117). We begin by defining grand challenges, with a particular emphasis on the UN’s 
SDGs, given their adoption by business and other sectors. We then explore how the respon-
sible management and sustainability literatures have considered sustainability tensions. Next, 
we invoke the paradox literature to examine different approaches to addressing these tensions, 
and we draw on two examples of companies in different sectors that are managing SDGs par-
adoxically. We conclude with a discussion of future research opportunities.

GRAND CHALLENGES DEFINED

Grand challenges represent the most significant sustainability challenges of our time. George 
and coauthors define grand challenges as, “specific critical barrier(s) that, if removed, would 
help solve an important societal problem with a high likelihood of global impact through 
widespread implementation” (George et al., 2016: 1881). Examples of sustainability grand 
challenges include: climate change, poverty, ocean acidification, access to water, biodiversity 
and so on. Grand challenges typically consist of three characteristics. First, they are highly 
complex, given they contain many interactions, non-linear dynamics, and interconnected 
challenges (Eisenhardt et al., 2016). Second, they pose a high-level of uncertainty, given that 
“actors cannot define the possible future states of the world, and therefore cannot forecast the 
consequences of their present actions” (Ferrero et al., 2015: 364). Third, not only are the solu-
tions unknown, but new concerns may emerge as grand challenges are being tackled. Grand 
challenges have also been characterized as wicked problems because of their scale, scope 
and interconnectedness. And yet for all the obstacles to addressing them, they are considered 
“potentially solvable” (Eisenhardt et al., 2016: 1113). Thus, management scholars need to be 
part of the solution (George et al., 2016).

Even as businesses and management scholars turn their attention to grand challenges, one 
obstacle to addressing them is that they exist at the societal level and can seem esoteric and 
removed from the concerns of for-profit firms. As a result, a number of societal actors have 
sought to make grand challenges more accessible to business and other sectors. For example, 
the United Nations (UN) created the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 and 
they remain perhaps the most widely adopted example of grand challenges (George et al., 
2016). To underscore their significance for our collective future, the SDGs define 17 areas of 
concentration for improving global sustainability. These include grand challenges like: climate 
change, access to safe water, poverty, gender equality, diversity, indigenous rights, sustainable 

1 See Journal of Business Ethics, Thematic Symposium: Paradoxes in Corporate Sustainability – 
Managing Tensions between Social, Economic, and Environmental Issues (articles 1–9), 148(2), March 
2018.
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cities, energy, consumption and so forth (Sustainable Development, 2019). The SDGs have 
been strongly embraced in a variety of industries. Companies like Unilever, Coca-Cola, Volvo 
and Royal Dutch Shell have disclosed a commitment to the UN SDGs. In a review of annual 
reports by the UNGSII Foundation (UNGSII, 2019), 89 per cent of 100 analysed blue-chip 
companies explicitly or implicitly referred to the SDGs in their 2017 annual reports.

While these SDGs are being adopted into company goals, grand challenges such as climate 
change, biodiversity conversation, poverty alleviation, public health and education are poten-
tially competing sustainability issues (Hahn et al., 2018). Furthermore, the need to address 
them collaboratively and across sectors raises more tensions, such as between competition and 
cooperation (Stadtler & Van Wassenhove, 2016). In the next section, we explore the ways in 
which both the responsible management and sustainability literatures have shed light on how 
managers and firms can responsibly manage grand challenges and the tensions they embody.

RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY TENSIONS

In this section, we explore how the responsible management and sustainability literatures 
address tensions in sustainability. We find that both are concerned with the three facets of sus-
tainability – economics, environment and society – and that the tensions between these aspects 
are emerging as an important area of research in the sustainability literature.

Responsible management includes the concepts of sustainability, responsibility and ethics 
(SRE) in the context of organizations and management education. Ethics in responsible 
management must be embraced in decision making, creating moral excellence (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2015). Responsibility requires optimization of stakeholder value rather than only 
maximization of shareholder value (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Responsible leaders cultivate 
“sustainable relationships with stakeholders … to achieve mutually shared objectives based 
on a vision of business as a force of good for the many, and not just a few (shareholders, 
managers)” (Maak 2007: 331). Relationships vary from a stakeholder-orientation (e.g., Maak 
& Pless, 2006) to an interpersonal-orientation, where ‘responsible’ is associated with ‘respon-
siveness’ – being accountable to others in our everyday interactions with them (Cunliffe, 
2009). In responsible management, sustainability is defined by the triple bottom line and the 
elements of economics, environment and society (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). However, the 
tensions between these facets of sustainability and how managers address those tensions have 
not, to our knowledge, been examined in that literature.

Meanwhile the organizations’ sustainability literature has only recently begun to examine 
tensions even though the contradictory elements are implicit or explicit in various defini-
tions of sustainability over the last decades (Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). For example, 
Elkington (1997) defined sustainability as including the triple bottom line of economic, 
environmental and social elements, but did not fully discuss the contradictory goals that may 
exist between and within each element. Sustainability definitions typically also point to other 
tensions such as between present and future generations (Brundtland, 1987). Sustainability 
tensions in organizational research started to gain traction in 2003 with Margolis and Walsh’s 
seminal review of business and society research. Since then a growing body of research has 
examined tensions in sustainability (Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015).

In this chapter, we bring together responsible management and sustainability literatures to 
explicate the practices that managers can adopt to address sustainability tensions. To show the 
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complexity of sustainability issues and associated tensions we focus on grand challenges and 
how they can be responsibly managed through paradoxical approaches.

INSTRUMENTAL AND PARADOXICAL APPROACHES TO 
SUSTAINABILITY TENSIONS

In addition to exploring the nature of sustainability tensions, research has begun to unpack 
how firms and managers can productively manage and address these tensions. Such research 
has generally fallen into two general approaches: an instrumental approach and a paradoxical 
approach. We examine each of these in turn.

An instrumental approach has managers strategically prioritizing one sustainability goal 
over others. Managers of for-profit firms with an instrumental perspective tend to prioritize 
economic or firm level profitability in addressing sustainability issues. Environmental and 
social initiatives are considered only if they meet business case criteria (Hahn & Figge, 
2011; Hahn et al., 2014; Hahn et al., 2016; Bansal & Gao, 2006). The tension is perceived 
as a dilemma by managers adopting an instrumental approach. Managers facing tensions – 
competing options – respond through either/or approaches that include trade-offs (Smith et al., 
2017). An instrumental or business case approach tends to ignore sustainability issues that are 
more complicated where solutions are not easily reached and do not offer immediate business 
benefits. In addition, managers have historically adopted a commercial logic focusing on the 
business case for decision-making (Pache & Santos, 2013). This approach often leads to out-
comes that favour economy over society and environment.

In contrast to the instrumental approach, a paradoxical approach accepts the tension between 
sustainability facets. As Hahn and colleagues explain, “A paradox perspective on corporate 
sustainability accommodates interrelated yet conflicting economic, environmental, and social 
concerns with the objective of achieving superior business contributions to sustainable devel-
opment” (Hahn et al., 2018: 237). A burgeoning literature is examining sustainability tensions 
using paradox theory (Hahn et al., 2015).

Paradox theory has strong potential to address sustainability tensions. A paradoxical 
approach “explores how organizations can attend to competing demands simultaneously” 
and argues that the long-term success of an organization “requires continuous efforts to meet 
multiple, divergent demands” (Smith & Lewis, 2011: 381). There is a focus on contradictory 
yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously (Quinn & Cameron, 1988; Smith & Lewis, 
2011). These contradictory aspects are juxtaposed rather than treated as a trade-off. Resolution 
of paradoxes is not clear, and managers must embrace the tension and seek both/and rather 
than either/or solutions. Examples of organizational paradoxes abound, including: how to 
explore new technologies and business opportunities while exploiting existing capabilities; 
organizational flexibility versus structure; cooperation versus competition, stability versus 
change, and so on (Smith et al., 2017).

A nuance of paradox theory is the potential for reinforcing cycles to occur contingent upon 
the type of response taken by managers. Where a defensive response, akin to an instrumental 
approach, to tensions is taken, there is the potential for vicious cycles to occur (Lewis, 2000). 
Vicious cycles refer to the surfacing of additional tensions that further complicate resolution. 
In a vicious cycle, tensions increase in scale with those addressed in one area being reproduced 
in a different area. The unintended consequences are the result of false remedies. On the con-
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trary, where the tension is embraced, and temporary resolutions are achieved, a virtuous cycle 
can ensue where latent tensions become salient through conscious reasoning (Keller & Wen 
Chen, 2017) and champions work through the tension.

Paradox theory is critical for moving sustainability research forward by providing a frame-
work for how to understand and work through tensions rather than approaching tensions as 
a choice between economic, social and environmental goals. A paradoxical versus instrumen-
tal approach has the potential for more effective management of tensions. We argue that a par-
adoxical approach to sustainability tensions also has important relevance to the responsible 
management of grand challenges.

PARADOXICAL MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR ADDRESSING 
GRAND CHALLENGES

A paradoxical approach may be useful in the responsible management of grand challenges, 
which are key tensions in sustainability. Here we outline how the paradox literature has 
addressed managing tensions. We draw on this research to explore possible managerial prac-
tices that take a paradoxical approach to addressing the tensions inherent in grand challenges.

Early work in paradox theory identified four responses to paradoxes: acceptance, spatial 
separation, temporal separation and synthesis (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989). However, 
moving from avoidance to acceptance is difficult given that many of us are uncomfortable 
with conflict, ambiguity and contradiction. Addressing tensions can be unpleasant and diso-
rienting (Tracey & Creed, 2017) which may explain why avoidance is a common response. 
And yet, not addressing the contradiction does not make it go away. This is a lived reality 
in sustainability tensions. For managers this often entails moving from an instrumental to 
a paradoxical approach in addressing sustainability tensions (Hahn et al., 2014). This means 
shifting the focus from economic benefit to one that accepts the contradictions between social, 
environmental and economic benefit. In the following, we discuss four approaches to manage 
sustainability tensions responsibly through a paradoxical approach: acceptance, temporal 
separation, spatial separation, and synthesis. All four have in common that managers work 
through tensions rather than trying to eliminate them by emphasizing business outcomes over 
sustainability goals (as with an instrumental approach) (see Hahn et al., 2015).

Acceptance

Acceptance allows managers to address contradictory sustainability objectives that occur 
simultaneously (Hahn et al., 2018). This then leads to bridging rather than polarizing positions 
(Carollo & Guerci, 2018). Acceptance is tied to paradoxical thinking, defined as, “a more fluid 
and holistic mindset that leverages the distinctions and synergies between elements in search 
of both/and solutions” (Ingram et al., 2016: 162). Paradoxical thinking requires managers to 
embrace rather than avoid contradictions (Lewis, 2000; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). However, 
a common response to paradoxical tensions has managers taking a defensive short-term 
response. This defensive opposition leads to polarization of the contradictory elements and 
a distancing of the tension (Iivonen, 2018). In this way, the tension is identified but adopting 
a defensive response does little to achieve positive sustainability outcomes (Hahn et al., 2018). 
A theoretically more effective response is to take a long-term, accepting approach that leads 
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to acknowledgement and reframing. With an acceptance strategy, managers keep the tension 
open and live with it, since they accept that it cannot be resolved. Contradictory sustainability 
goals are juxtaposed and pursued simultaneously without emphasizing one goal above others 
or seeking a ‘best way’ to merge the opposing goals. Such an approach is characterized by 
improvisation to attend to competing sustainability goals without resolving the tension (Etzion 
et al., 2017; Beech et al., 2004; Hahn et al., 2015).

Managers displaying paradoxical thinking not only accept the tension but also see it as an 
opportunity and become energized as they seek integrative solutions. This stands in contrast to 
a defensive either/or mindset where tensions are approached linearly as dilemmas where one 
alternative must be chosen to achieve resolution. Paradoxical thinking instead is comfortable 
in ambiguity and immerses within the tension, exploring possible responses (Miron-Spektor 
et al., 2018). In some cases, the realization that you are unable to choose between competing 
tensions creates openness to both/and options (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). Managers adopting 
paradoxical thinking and acceptance can be called “champions of ambivalence” for their 
systems thinking capability (Jay et al., 2017: 367). They are also able to render latent tensions 
salient through sense making and conscious reasoning. Acceptance of contractions and com-
plexity is necessary when tackling grand challenges.

Spatial and Temporal Separation

To prevent or mitigate vicious cycles, spatial and temporal separation are used to differentiate, 
split or compartmentalize the poles of the paradox (Jay et al., 2017). Both types of separation 
strategies enable managers to keep opposing poles of sustainability tensions apart and enables 
them to identify and define targets in each of the two opposing domains and to develop skills 
for each competing sustainability aspect while avoiding interference and inertia stemming 
from the opposition (Smith & Tushman, 2005; Hahn et al., 2015). Temporal separation has 
managers addressing sustainability issues at different times again to isolate elements. In this 
way, economics is prioritized in one period and environment or society in another. In the early 
years of a firm, the focus may be on profitability but as the firm becomes more established 
there may be a shift to addressing environmental and social issues.

Spatial separation has historically taken the form of moving environmental or social issues 
to distinct parts of the organization. The benefit is in bringing focus to these issues. However, 
distancing social and environmental from economic may inhibit solutions that address the 
tension. In spatial separation, sustainability elements that are in conflict are organized in dif-
ferent functional or physical areas. In some cases, a separate department is created to manage 
sustainability issues. In other cases, that separation occurs within an existing function area, 
for example a sustainability person is placed in an operations team. In either case, sustaina-
bility becomes extraneous to the key functions of the organization like operations, strategy, 
finance, marketing and so on. While there is merit in embedding sustainability throughout the 
organization (Hoffman, 2000; Bertels et al., 2010; Laasch, 2018) there is also an argument 
for creating a space inside the organization where environmental and social initiatives can 
thrive relatively separated from core business activities. The question of whether sustainability 
should be tightly or loosely coupled with core business activities is equivocal – it depends (see 
Hahn et al., 2016). But clearly, spatial separation can be a beneficial strategy for managing 
sustainability paradoxes.
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Synthesis

With synthesis, managers adopt a novel perspective that encompass the two poles of sustaina-
bility tensions. Doing so facilitates the pursuit of competing sustainability goals by establish-
ing an alternative way to make sense of competing sustainability demands. A synthesis offers 
an overarching logic that does not merge the two poles of a sustainability tension, but it offers 
a novel frame that can hold both competing poles (Hahn et al., 2015). For instance, in order to 
accommodate competing sustainability demands, firms can revise their incentive systems to 
accommodate both short- and long-term goals. Likewise, firms can change their governance 
systems and legal structure from purely profit-driven enterprises to being B-Corporations or 
hybrid businesses. Such a move does not alleviate the tension between different sustainability 
goals but it enshrines them into the very purpose of the firm so that the pursuit of competing 
sustainability goals moves to the heart of the organization.

In summary, there are both practices and cognitive approaches that enable managers to 
address sustainability tensions responsibly through a paradoxical approach. Cognitively, man-
agers must adopt a paradoxical thinking approach that accepts ambiguity and seeks to work 
through the tension. Spatial and temporal separation processes can be used to differentiate 
paradoxical elements and create leeway for addressing sustainability goals that go beyond 
immediate business concerns. Through synthesis, the paradox is acknowledged and while not 
necessarily resolved, the existence of both poles of the tension is supported.

CORPORATE PRACTICES OF PARADOXICAL APPROACHES 
TO SDGS

We now consider the examples of two large multinational firms that apply paradoxical 
approaches in addressing sustainability grand challenges. Using examples from Unilever, 
a world leader in consumer goods, and Royal Dutch Shell, an integrated multinational oil and 
gas company, we demonstrate how paradoxical approaches can be enacted in organizations 
to responsibly manage grand challenges. Specifically, we examine how each company is 
addressing the SDGs. Though sustainability strategies for grand challenges may be set at the 
executive level, execution of responsible management practices that leverage paradoxical 
approaches occur at all levels of leadership within the organization.

Unilever

We find evidence that Unilever, through the responsible leadership of CEO Paul Polman, is 
able to accept the tensions inherent in grand challenges. Unilever embraces the UN SDGs as 
an integral component to their organizationally embedded sustainability strategy. They group 
the SDGs in focus areas of improved health and well-being (zero hunger, good health and 
well-being, clean water and sanitation); reduced environmental impact (affordable and clean 
energy, responsible consumption and production, climate action, life below water, life on 
land); and enhanced livelihoods (no poverty, good health and well-being, quality education, 
gender equality, decent work and economic growth and reduced inequalities). We find that 
their focus areas coincide with the three facets of sustainability – economics, environment and 
social priorities related to poverty, gender equality, education and health. In this way, Unilever 
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pursues the divergent yet complementary elements of sustainability simultaneously. That is, 
identifying the importance of addressing climate change for the social benefit of affected com-
munities and the environment while still being a profitable business. In Polman’s words, “Not 
taking action to avoid runaway climate change would be a moral abdication of our responsibil-
ity to the most vulnerable and to future generations” (Leading the Climate Revolution, 2017). 
But at the same time, “This is not a charity we’re talking about here, you know”, he says. “We 
are running a business” (Walt, 2017).

As a consumer goods producer, Unilever has significant impact on the planet. One issue 
of particular environmental, social and economic concern is Unilever’s use of palm oil in 
many of its brands. Palm oil production is tied to deforestation of tropical rainforests. This 
has negative environmental implications for global biodiversity and climate change. At the 
same time demand for palm oil is growing given its use in a myriad of products and owing 
to an increasing global population. Unilever is the one of the largest buyers of palm oil in the 
world (Transforming the Palm Oil Industry, 2019). Rather than ignore this tension or adopt 
an instrumental and defensive posture, Unilever addresses the social and environmental issues 
associated with palm oil production by developing processes and rules for sustainable palm oil 
sourcing. As noted on their website:

A balance clearly needs to be struck between the rising demand for the crop and the economic benefit 
this brings to millions of people working in the industry, and protecting the world’s forests and the 
wildlife that lives there. That is why we are at the forefront of driving sustainable production and have 
committed to sourcing 100% of our palm oil sustainably by 2019 as well as eliminating deforestation 
from our supply chain. (Transforming the Palm Oil Industry, 2019)

This acceptance of the tension and the willingness to act reflect a paradoxical approach. The 
issues associated with global palm oil production are not solved but progress is made with 
acknowledgement of social, environmental and economic implications. This initiative along 
with others to reduce carbon emissions reflect a commitment to the grand challenge of climate 
change.

Polman takes a decidedly non-instrumental and responsible management approach by 
making decisions with all stakeholders and not just shareholders in mind. Unilever moved 
towards suspending quarterly reporting in support of longer-term thinking. Decision-making 
horizons mediate sustainability frames (Sharma & Jaiswal, 2018). Companies defying 
quarterly financial reporting timelines and instead taking a longer-term perspective realize 
greater commitment to sustainability (Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). In making this decision, 
Unilever accepts the tension between long-term sustainability goals and short-term economic 
performance expectations. Companies adopting an instrumental approach with a dominant 
focus on shareholders will opt for quarterly reporting to show growth and to appeal to inves-
tors. However, this negates longer-term sustainability initiatives that may be slow to show 
shareholder return, or which may only have a benefit to stakeholders vis-à-vis improved 
environmental and social performance. By foregoing short-term reporting, Unilever takes 
a paradoxical approach that acknowledges the tension between short-term financial gains and 
longer-term sustainability goals. And by applying longer-term strategic thinking, Unilever 
“accommodates interrelated yet conflicting economic, environmental, and social concerns 
with the objective of achieving superior business contributions to sustainable development” 
(Hahn et al., 2018: 237).
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Royal Dutch Shell

A key tension in the grand challenge of climate change is how to maintain and elevate global 
standards of living while reducing GHG emissions associated with energy production. Many 
oil producers that contribute to greenhouse gas emissions both in upstream production and 
in the downstream combustion of fuel for transportation are also, somewhat surprisingly, 
adopting the UN SDGs and tackling grand challenges. And so, despite contributing to climate 
change some oil companies are looking to reduce their impact. The tension is in continuing 
to produce energy the world needs, maintaining returns for shareholders and reducing GHG 
emissions. These goals on the surface are inherently divergent. And yet, Royal Dutch Shell is 
a leader in accepting and addressing these sustainability tensions.

Like Unilever, Shell adopts the UN SDGs. Shell prioritizes goals for affordable clean 
energy, decent work and economic growth, industry innovation and infrastructure, responsible 
consumption and production, climate action and partnerships for the goals. These goals have 
“particular significance for Shell across (their) global business” (Shell Sustainability Report, 
2017). Shell has been working collaboratively with the UN and the World Bank to map out 
how the oil and gas industry can best support the goals.

Shell accepts the paradox of climate change and oil production. In their 2017 Sustainability 
Report, the company acknowledges, “society faces a dual challenge: how to make a transition 
to a low-carbon energy future and tackle climate change, while also extending the economic 
and social benefits of energy to everyone on the planet” (Shell Sustainability Report, 2017). 
In accepting the paradox of producing oil as climate change occurs, Shell eschews defensive-
ness and works through the tension with solutions. They seek to reduce their emissions while 
supporting government sponsored carbon taxes and policy. As outlined in the Sustainability 
section of their website, “The transition to low-carbon solutions is best underpinned by 
meaningful government-led carbon ‘pricing’ mechanisms” (Climate Change and Energy 
Transitions, 2019). Emission reduction occurs through innovation and investment in alterna-
tive energy. In a bold move, Shell has responded to stakeholder activism agreeing to link CEO 
compensation to climate change performance. These shifts in strategy reflect an acceptance 
of the paradox of their core business to environmental and social issues and the integration of 
profitability, the societal need for energy and climate change.

A common paradoxical approach used by energy firms is to separate oil production from 
alternative energy production structurally within the firm. Through separation different busi-
ness level strategies and capabilities can be developed and applied. Shell invests in alternative 
energy including wind, solar and biomass while continuing to produce oil and expanding 
natural gas development. While still only about 10 per cent of its overall energy portfolio (1 
to 2 billion of 25 billion in capital spending), Shell is committed to expanding investments in 
renewable energy (Shell Energy Transition Report, 2019). This will occur while simultane-
ously realizing financial gains. As the authors of Shell’s Energy Transition Report comment, 
“The decline in costs of solar and wind generation, along with the electrification of the energy 
system, make the development of renewable energy resources increasingly attractive for 
society, and an attractive opportunity for Shell” (p. 42). In this way, paradoxical elements 
of environment and economy are simultaneously addressed and the grand challenges of both 
climate change and society’s need for affordable energy are pursued through paradoxical 
rather than instrumental approaches. That is, rather than focus solely on short-term profitabil-
ity at the expense of long-term environmental impact, Shell is diversifying its product base to 
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address global sustainability issues. For Shell, returns on continued fossil fuel production may 
be higher in the short-term given sunk costs, existing markets and developed capabilities but 
development of renewable energy offers longer-term benefits to the planet and society.

Both Unilever and Shell are progressive companies within their industries that are accepting 
and working through the paradoxical tensions associated with the grand challenges of our 
time. High-level strategies and visions permeate throughout the organization affecting respon-
sible managers in all areas of the company.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Grand challenges represent some of the most complex sustainability issues humanity faces. 
Sustainability paradox research can further inform managers on responsible practices for 
addressing these challenges. Firms are equipped with the resources and capabilities that can 
be dedicated to solving these social problems. But managers must first recognize that their 
companies are embedded in, and are highly reliant on, society and the natural environment. 
In this chapter we have drawn on the responsible management and sustainability literatures 
to show the interrelatedness of organizational, societal and environmental needs, especially 
where responsible management practices for sustainability tensions are considered. We argue 
that a paradoxical approach can be useful in responsibly managing grand challenges. In this 
section, we identify three key areas for future research.

1. Empirical Studies that Advance our Understanding of How Organizations
Adopt the UN SDGs and What Specific Practices Managers Use to
Paradoxically Address Sustainability Challenges

We see the potential for research to further explicate, through empirical data, how organiza-
tions are adopting the UN SDGs and the paradoxical practices that responsible managers use to 
address these grand challenges at all levels of the organization. In this way, the theory–practice 
gap in the responsible management literature can be addressed (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). 
The sustainability literature has begun to consider paradoxes and how they can be managed. 
Grand challenges represent macro scale sustainability issues that nonetheless align with 
organization level issues that must be addressed by managers. Research that examines the 
specific ways that managers use paradoxical approaches to address sustainability challenges 
can extend theory and inform managerial practice. Research questions might ask what organ-
izational processes and structures support progress towards SDG related outcomes and what 
are the associated managerial practices. In addition, research might consider cognitive frames 
that enable managerial practices.

Managers from multiple levels of an organization must work towards addressing grand 
challenges. Executive level managers may identify the vision and high-level strategy for 
tackling grand challenges, but execution lies with managers from various levels and with 
employees from throughout the organization. There is a need for empirical data showing 
how managers execute strategies for addressing grand challenges. This entails explicating 
managerial practices. These practices can then be assessed for how sustainability tensions 
are managed. In this way, insights into instrumental versus paradoxical approaches can be 
delineated. Equally important is the potential to show that strategies for addressing grand 
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challenges can be tangibly executed. Societal and environmental challenges require practical 
approaches and real outcomes. As Wright and Nyberg (2017) demonstrate, grand challenges 
like climate change can be visionary and expansive at first but become marginalized in the 
organization due to their contentiousness. The authors argue for the limits of organizations 
alone to address these significant sustainability issues. However, further research may show 
that paradoxical approaches to responsible management at various levels of the organization 
can enable progress on these complex challenges. Even if organizational efforts fall short of 
fully addressing grand challenges, progress and movement can be made (George et al., 2016). 
We encourage research that includes empirical evidence of a paradoxical approach to address-
ing sustainability tensions.

2. Research that Further Connects the Responsible Management and
Sustainability Literatures to Understand Tensions in Grand Challenges
Including How Ethics Relate to Tensions

Responsible management research is important for understanding how managers can address 
grand challenges sustainably, responsibly and ethically. Responsible management is not 
a new concept and indeed seminal articles on the topic date as far back as the post-war era. 
Abrams’ 1951 Harvard Business Review article, “Management’s responsibilities in a complex 
world”, discussed themes that remain relevant today. Abrams (1951) called on managers to 
“effectively contribute to the solution of the many complex social questions of our time” 
(p. 34). He urged business leaders to move beyond self-interest and self-selection to consider 
societal issues and the needs of all people. In this way, business decision makers should con-
sider the greater good in addition to that of individual companies. Similarly, in 2010 Prahalad 
remarked that his lecture notes on responsible management from 1977 remained relevant even 
in a changing world. The need for both responsible management learning and education and 
managerial practice in responsible management endures in the face of grand challenges.

Bridging the responsible management and sustainability literatures has the potential to 
accelerate theoretical and practical knowledge in how to manage these urgent and vexing 
problems. Managerial implications in sustainability can be strengthened by leveraging the 
emphases on ethics in responsible management. Ethics in responsible management is tied to 
values-based leadership, virtue and character. Ethical leaders stand up for what is morally right 
and aligned with their values. Employees throughout the organization are equally important 
in responsibly addressing smaller ethical issues daily (Verkerk et al., 2001). Strong business 
ethics require good judgement and dedication to fairness. Sustainability literature includes 
ethical considerations though not always explicitly. Crane and Matten (2016) argue that ethics 
and sustainability are intricately connected. Future research can connect ethics, sustainability 
and responsible management by focusing on the manager and responses to ethical tensions.

The direct connection between the responsible management literature and education can 
also be leveraged to address grand challenges. As George et al. (2016) state in their call to 
action, “It is not just about research. As educators we have an equal responsibility in social 
inclusion, retraining of skills, and the focusing of our efforts not just on the cream of the 
crop…” (p. 1893). The authors suggest that management educators can extend their reach 
beyond the traditional classroom to global citizens, using new models and technologies. Even 
within business schools more can be done to emphasize social and environmental goals in 
addition to economic objectives. Some argue that business schools are falling short in pro-
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viding this holistic managerial training. Interestingly, the growing literature on responsible 
management is partly driven by the goal of improving management education to develop 
leaders who are more ethically responsive to sustainability and stakeholder issues (Laasch 
& Moosmayer, 2015). The topic became part of academy discussion and was a motivator for 
the Principles of Responsible Management Education (PRME), which encourage business 
schools to integrate the elements of sustainability, responsibility and ethics to management 
education. Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015) suggest PRME go further by operationalizing these 
principles in business education curricula through experiential learning. Extending the respon-
sible management literature to connect further with the sustainability literature on the topic of 
grand challenges will reinforce efforts to integrate social and environmental considerations to 
management education, practice and research.

In this chapter we begin to connect the responsible management of sustainability grand 
challenges to paradoxical approaches by managers. In so doing, we respond to a call to expand 
sustainability research beyond managerial and corporate tensions to broader societal issues 
(Tracey & Creed, 2017). Grand challenges represent profound challenges to society and with 
elusive solutions that require participation from all sectors (George et al., 2016). This makes 
a paradox lens appropriate for identifying the nature of these challenges. Together, responsible 
management and sustainability paradox literatures can play an important role in identifying 
practices for managers in response to the significant grand challenge paradoxes of our time.

3. The Value of Collaboration in Responsibly Addressing Grand Challenges

While individual managers from various levels of the organization are vital in adopting par-
adoxical approaches for dealing with sustainability tensions and grand challenges, there is 
also a need for inter-organizational and cross-sector collaboration. The complexity and scale 
of grand challenges requires concerted collaboration between firms but also the inclusion of 
government, non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders from various sectors 
(Marques & Mintzberg, 2015). In fact, one of the most widely adopted UN SDGs is Goal 
17 – Partnerships for the Goals. These collaborative efforts can take various forms including 
consortia of multiple stakeholders (Olsen et al., 2016); academic–practitioner collaborative 
research (Banks et al., 2016); multi-actor and multi-engagement models, public-private 
partnerships (George et al., 2016); cross-sector social partnerships (CSSPs) (Stadtler, 2018); 
and, multi-company, cross-sector partnerships (Stadtler & Van Wassenhove, 2016). In each of 
these examples, various stakeholders having different perspectives come together to address 
sustainability issues. There can be tremendous benefit owing to these collaborations. There 
are also possible challenges. For any of these models there is the potential for tensions to arise 
between conflicting participant goals. Given the likelihood of these tensions, paradox theory 
has important relevance in the study of collaborations attempting to solve grand challenges 
and sustainability issues. At the same time, there is an opportunity to expand the responsible 
management literature from the individual and organizational level to other sectors, and to 
examine how managers can work on these sustainability issues across sectors.
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CONCLUSION

As macro grand challenges and wicked problems translate into organizational tensions that 
managers must increasingly address, paradoxical approaches can support the responsible 
management of these complex, interrelated challenges. A paradoxical approach addresses 
these tensions in more productive ways than the more prominent transactional, or business 
case, approach that is often used in organizations. If business managers are to join in global 
cross-sector efforts to more effectively tackle SDGs such as climate change, taking a paradox-
ical approach to sustainability tensions will be essential to the responsible management of the 
grand challenges humanity faces.
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30. Consensus vs. dissensus: the communicative
constitution of responsible management
Dennis Schoeneborn, Hannah Trittin-Ulbrich and François
Cooren

INTRODUCTION

The notion of responsible management is concerned with how to integrate sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics into daily corporate and managerial practice(s). Responsible man-
agement postulates that individuals on all corporate levels of hierarchies should conduct their 
daily business practices in a responsible way, not just specialized corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) or ethics managers (Laasch, 2018a, 2018b). Communicating and interacting 
responsibly with a broad range of diverse internal and external stakeholders in daily manage-
rial practice therefore is key to responsible management. Ideally, responsible managers and 
leaders engage with their main external stakeholders such as consumers, governments, the 
media, activists or suppliers (see Voegtlin et al., 2012) in ways that maintain the corporation’s 
“societal license to operate” (Scherer and Palazzo, 2011: 907).

However, despite the centrality of stakeholder communication for responsible management, 
we observe that a significant part of the literature on this question is rooted in a simplified 
understanding of communication between corporations, their representatives, and their 
stakeholders. More specifically, works on responsible management studies tend to rely (at 
least implicitly) on a “conduit” or “transmission” metaphor of communication (cf. Axley, 
1984), for instance, when theorizing stakeholder communication. A transmission perspec-
tive assumes that communication is a relatively straightforward, unidirectional process that 
transmits a package of information from a sender to a receiver. For example, Verkerk and his 
colleagues (2001) suggest that a key challenge of responsible management is the creation of 
structures and procedures that guide lower-level employees to act in an ethically responsible 
manner, including setting up adequate information structures that provide transparency on 
ethically responsible behavior. In a similar vein, Laasch and Conaway (2015) suggest that cor-
porations should communicate accurately and credibly with internal and external stakeholders 
about their responsible business practices. At least implicitly, the authors seem to assume that 
information of what constitutes ethically responsible behavior is readily transmittable between 
managers, employees, and other stakeholders.

However, such “transmission views” of communication tend to neglect the inner complex-
ity and ambiguities of communicative processes (see Axley, 1984; Modaff et al., 2008). In 
contrast, other scholars have argued to look at communication not only as a simple process 
of (package-like) transmission but rather as a complex process of meaning negotiation that 
is constitutive and formative of social realities (e.g. Ashcraft et al., 2009; Schoeneborn & 
Vasquez, 2017). With the term “formative” we refer to the consequentiality of organizational 
communication in shaping and lending meaning to the ways in which an organization (and its 
management) runs its business practices (see also Schoeneborn et al., 2020). We suggest that 
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such a formative understanding of communication can add value to the responsible manage-
ment debate. It emphasizes that communicative interactions between corporate representatives 
and their stakeholders are not only possibilities of information transmission, but also hold the 
potential for mutual learning and growth, and thus ultimately can foster the proliferation of 
responsible business practices. It consequently calls for further investigation of under what 
conditions communication can develop such effects.

Building on a formative understanding of communication, this chapter aims to extend the 
current responsible management debate by unfolding a comprehensive perspective on the 
relation between stakeholder communication and responsible management practices. For 
this purpose, we draw on two closely related, yet different theoretical approaches dedicated 
to the formative character of communication: Roughly speaking, we distinguish between 
a consensus-oriented and a dissensus-oriented approach to stakeholder communication.

Both formative approaches to communication have been discussed in the broader field of 
CSR as well as the more specialized sub-field of CSR and stakeholder communication (for an 
overview, see Crane & Glozer, 2016; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013; Schoeneborn et al., 2020). 
The most prominent approach to stakeholder communication is the consensus approach: 
Scholars following this approach tend to draw on Habermasian discourse ethics in order to 
investigate how dialogic interactions between multiple stakeholders can facilitate the creation 
of a consensus on viable solutions to tackle social issues emerging from business practices. 
In contrast, scholars following a dissensus approach to communication tend to be skeptical 
toward the ideal of a consensus amongst various parties. Instead, they suggest that due to the 
nature of communication processes there will never be a fully shared understanding on a given 
topic. Hence, a consensus is neither reachable, nor desirable through dialog. Instead, stake-
holder dialogs need to accommodate to different perspectives on a given topic and provide 
the necessary resonance capacities for the different views and opinions of stakeholders. 
Consequently, responsible corporations and managers need to develop the necessary skills to 
manage dissent and contestation on an ongoing basis.

Drawing on these two approaches, we propose that definitions of responsible manage-
ment and stakeholder communication depend on the underlying understanding of the key 
characteristics of stakeholder communication and the aims of such communication. Both 
approaches lead to different suggestions on how responsible communication with stakeholders 
should look like. We believe that a review and discussion of the two approaches provides the 
responsible management debate with a more nuanced understanding of communication. In 
particular, it invites responsible management scholars to consider the formative character of 
communication for organizing and how communication can facilitate the spread of responsible 
management practices. In the following, we introduce the two approaches and will explain 
their key tenets, similarities and differences, as well as their implications for responsible man-
agement. We delineate future research opportunities for the field of responsible management 
that emerge from a formative understanding of communication, particularly with regards to the 
concept of communicative agency for the proliferation of responsible management practices.
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THE CONSENSUS-ORIENTED APPROACH: A HABERMASIAN 
PERSPECTIVE ON STAKEHOLDER DIALOG

One key origin of the consensus approach to stakeholder communication in business ethics, 
CSR and sustainability research are the works of Jürgen Habermas, one of the most renowned 
philosophers and social theorists of the present time. Beyond the particular research contexts 
of business ethics, CSR and sustainability, his works have greatly influenced organization and 
management studies more generally (Rasche & Scherer, 2014; Scherer & Rasche, 2017). It 
is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a comprehensive review of his prolific work; 
however, one key tenet of Habermas’s work is the approach of social problems through the 
philosophy of language (for an overview, see Rasche & Scherer, 2014).

Habermas follows a pragmatic approach to communication, which acknowledges that the 
meaning of an utterance is dependent on its context, and the way language and communication 
are enacted (see also Rasche & Scherer, 2014). Consequently, Habermas tries to determine 
the universal conditions under which a mutual understanding between the participants of 
a communicative exchange or dialog can be attained. He calls these conditions the “ideal 
speech situation” (Habermas, 1987). Essentially, the ideal speech situation is a dialog in which 
the stakes of all stakeholders are equally recognized (Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Scherer & 
Palazzo, 2007).

From a Habermasian perspective, a dialog is successful when multiple actors come to 
a shared understanding about what should be done regarding a specific concern, and the result-
ing consensus leads to a coordinated collective action. However, Habermas does not believe 
that the ideal speech situation is necessarily achievable in practice. Instead, the ideal speech 
situation is conceptualized as an ideal-type that allows for comparison with actual empirical 
reality. In this way, Habermasian discourse ethics provides a yardstick for the construction 
of responsible and ethical stakeholder dialogs in the context of business ethics, CSR, and 
sustainability (Rasche & Scherer, 2014). These dialogs are seen as key to the establishment of 
responsible business practices and for tackling the negative consequences of business activi-
ties for society.

In the light of an increasingly globalized world, Habermas enriched his discourse ethics 
with an assessment of how democratic orders should be established and sustained in the 
light of radical social changes. The concept of “deliberative democracy” suggests that in 
a democratic order, political actors (i.e. state representatives and politicians) need to justify 
their actions through a dialog with all parts of civil society on what measures are needed to be 
taken, in order to overcome social challenges (Habermas, 1996; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). For 
this purpose, a public sphere is required, where, beyond political institutions, politicians can 
debate with civilians. Hence, civil society, social movements, and the media play an important 
role for modern democracies, as they provide a public sphere for deliberation beyond political 
institutions (Rasche & Scherer, 2014).

Adopting Habermasian thinking in the context of responsible management and CSR, 
scholars suggest that corporations, particularly multinational corporations and their repre-
sentatives, need to justify their actions through ongoing deliberations with their stakeholders 
(Meisenbach, 2006; Scherer et al., 2015). This is because in a globalized world, the regulatory 
power of nation states over economic activities are limited. Accordingly, corporations and 
managers need to engage in active justification processes with society regarding their conduct 
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in society, in order to protect their economic license to operate and their social legitimacy 
(Scherer et al., 2015).

To maintain their social acceptance, extant research suggests that corporations and manag-
ers can draw on a broad variety of measures to facilitate stakeholder dialogs and a deliberation 
with civil society (Meisenbach, 2006). Following Habermasian discourse ethics, this includes 
the creation of stakeholder dialogs that are open for the participation of all stakeholders whose 
stakes are at risk of being inflicted by a business decision. Hence, stakeholder dialogs should 
further be based on mutual recognition and respect – each voice needs to be recognized 
equally. Only then can the most rationally compelling argument “win” and enable participants 
to achieve a consensus on which future collective actions can be based on (e.g. Palazzo & 
Scherer, 2006).

Following this logic, responsible management with regards to external stakeholders 
includes, for example, the creation of interactive and ongoing stakeholder dialogs through 
proactive CSR communication (Morsing & Schultz, 2006; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, 2011). 
Responsible management may further include not only regular stakeholder consultations in 
face-to-face meetings, but also the use of new information and communication technologies 
to create online “citizenship arenas,” in which corporations and their various stakeholders can 
deliberate on social concerns with each other (Whelan et al., 2013). Indeed, empirical studies 
have found that online stakeholder dialogs can be a particularly effective strategy for legiti-
macy creation in today’s times (Castelló et al., 2016; Fieseler et al., 2009; Glozer et al., 2018).

Beyond the purposeful construction of designated dialogs with external stakeholders, extant 
research suggests that responsible management practice can be facilitated through initiatives 
such as responsible leadership (e.g. Voegtlin et al., 2012), responsible human resource man-
agement (e.g. Hilliard, 2013), or the establishment of democratic participatory processes in 
organizations (e.g. Verkerk et al., 2001). The concept of responsible leadership, for example, 
suggests that managers can act responsibly by engaging in a leadership style which seeks to 
find harmony and balance between conflicting stakeholder demands. A responsible leader 
should thus cultivate harmonious relationships with a variety of internal and external stake-
holders through conflict moderation and creativity and innovation workshops on potentially 
conflict-ridden topics (Voegtlin et al., 2012). Similarly, Abrams (1951), one of the founding 
fathers of the notion of responsible management, had already pointed out that firms “can be 
made to achieve their greatest social usefulness – and thus their future can be best assured – 
when management succeeds in finding a harmonious balance among the claims of the various 
interested groups: the stockholders, employees, customers, and the public at large” (p. 59; own 
emphasis added).

This consensus-oriented approach relies on the core assumption that a harmonious con-
sensus amongst a plurality of stakeholders is desirable and necessary to facilitate collective 
action that can tackle social problems. It depicts particularly dialogic and consensus-producing 
communication as formative for social and organizational realities. Only when an agreement 
is achieved with stakeholders can collective action (for public or private gains) follow suit. 
Following Habermasian theorizing, scholars consequently highlight the organizational and 
social need for the construction of consensus-producing dialogic stakeholder interaction 
mechanisms, including stakeholder dialog forums, responsible leadership, and deliberative 
governance mechanisms (e.g. Meisenbach, 2006; Palazzo & Scherer, 2006; Voegtlin et al., 
2012).
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Taken together, consensus-oriented approaches to stakeholder communication and respon-
sible management deviate from a transmission understanding of communication in that 
these works highlight the importance of creating practices and processes that enable a free 
deliberation on stakeholder interests that ideally precedes (and subsequently is considered 
in) the actual decision making of firms. In that sense, communication becomes formative 
for and lends meaning to business conduct. However, a majority of works following the 
consensus-oriented approach are primarily concerned with normative modes of theorizing and 
ideal-typical thinking.

While we acknowledge the merits of a consensus view on stakeholder communication, 
particularly in its guidance for managerial practice, it also has certain limitations. A consensus 
view assumes that in order for responsible business practices to spread, a wide variety of 
actors needs to be involved in stakeholder deliberations on what it means to run businesses in 
a responsible way. Yet, this view somewhat overstresses the need for a unanimously accepted 
consensus amongst a multitude of stakeholders for this purpose. Especially the notion of 
responsible leadership and its insistence on the consideration of stakeholder interests in 
ongoing processes of managerial decision-making (e.g. Voegtlin et al., 2012) is hard to accom-
plish in organizational and managerial practice, especially for firms operating in fast-paced 
and highly competitive business environments. Furthermore, CSR, sustainability and business 
ethics are inherently ambiguous contexts in which the establishment of a consensual viewpoint 
on a matter of concern is hard to agree on. Hence, while most stakeholders will agree that man-
agement needs to be conducted in a responsible manner, viewpoints will vary to a great extent 
regarding how actual responsible management looks like. Therefore, in a next step, we present 
with the dissensus-oriented approach a different and complementary variant of a formative 
understanding of communication for the practice of responsible management.

THE DISSENSUS-ORIENTED APPROACH: A “COMMUNICATION 
CONSTITUTES ORGANIZATION” (CCO) PERSPECTIVE

As we saw, a large set of works that address the formative role of stakeholder communication 
for practices of responsible management are rooted in a consensus-oriented approach. Most 
typically, these works (e.g. Voegtlin et al., 2012) do so by drawing on Habermasian discourse 
ethics and by insisting on moral reasoning through stakeholder deliberation and dialog. In this 
section, our aim is to complement these works by presenting an alternative, formative view 
on the relation between stakeholder communication and responsible management practices. 
Works following this variant of formative views are primarily oriented toward dissensus. 
They are grounded in what has come to be known in the field of organization and management 
studies as the “communication constitutes organization” (CCO) perspective (e.g. Ashcraft et 
al., 2009; Boivin, et al., 2017; Brummans et al., 2014; Putnam & Nicotera, 2009; Schoeneborn 
et al., 2014; Schoeneborn et al., 2019).

Generally speaking, CCO scholarship proposes a communication-centered lens for studying 
phenomena of organization and organizing. CCO scholars are interested in the ontogenesis of 
organization out of communication (Schoeneborn et al., 2019); in other words, the idea is that 
organization as social entities and collective actors only come into being through recurrent 
communicative events that are enacted on its behalf. In this regard, CCO scholarship puts forth 
a strong processual understanding of what an organization is: organization and organizing 
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processes only come into existence as long as a sequence of interconnected communicative 
events emerges and can be maintained over time.1 Accordingly, a communication-centered 
understanding of organization implies to shed light on the need for interconnectivity between 
the very events that constitute the organization or an organizing process. In turn, CCO scholars 
have argued that especially dissensus, misunderstanding, and contestation make it likely that 
follow-up communication will occur so that the communicative constitution of organization is 
perpetuated (see, e.g. Vasquez et al., 2016). While these considerations may sound somewhat 
abstract at first, they correspond well with practice-oriented accounts on the actual occurrence 
of communication in organizational and managerial settings where misunderstandings and an 
overflow of ambiguous meanings need to be seen as the normal case (cf. Modaff et al., 2008).

Over the past years, works that draw either implicitly or explicitly on a CCO perspective 
have found increasing resonance also in the field of CSR and business ethics (e.g. Castelló 
et al., 2013; Christensen et al., 2017; Christensen et al., 2013, 2015; Crane & Glozer, 2016; 
Font, Elgammal, & Lamond, 2017; Guthey & Morsing, 2014; Hoffmann, 2018; Schoeneborn 
et al., 2020; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013; Trittin & Schoeneborn, 2017). Most of these works 
theorize and/or empirically examine the formative role of communication for the constitution 
of organizations as responsible actors (e.g. Cooren, 2020; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013), or for 
the adoption of responsible management practices in organizational settings (e.g. Christensen 
et al., 2017). However, thus far, there is a shortage of works that have explicitly linked the 
CCO debate to questions of responsible management. We think making such an explicit link 
is useful because it can reveal cross-connections between these (otherwise separated) streams 
of literatures. Also, it allows for spelling out and exemplifying the practical and managerial 
implications of a CCO viewpoint. Therefore, as a next step, we elaborate on how responsible 
management practices can be reconsidered from a CCO perspective. We structure our pres-
entation of these implications by presenting various interrelated concepts on which contempo-
rary CCO scholarship is based: (1) meaning discrepancies and ambiguity, (2) performativity, 
and as well as (3) polyphony and ventriloquism.

Meaning Discrepancies and Ambiguities

CCO scholarship is grounded in an understanding of communication where single actors’ 
attempts to “fix” the meanings of an utterance are doomed to fail, since the horizon of poten-
tial meanings and interpretations tends to be excessive (see Luhmann, 1992; Vasquez et al., 
2016). It follows that ambiguities and misunderstandings need to be seen as normal case of 
communication in organizational practice (Modaff et al., 2008). What is more, discrepancies 
and contestations of meanings between organizational members and non-members are an 
important driver of organizational change (see also Ford & Ford, 1995). For example, Guthey 
and Morsing (2014) relate these insights to practices of CSR and responsible behavior of 
organizations. Based on the analysis of press coverage about business firms in Denmark, 
the authors empirically show that the multiplicity of meanings that emerged in interactions 
between business firm representatives and stakeholders in the public debate resulted in dis-
cursive openings (rather than discursive closure) about responsible behavior of these firms. 

1 In this regard, CCO scholarship puts forth an understanding of organization as “processual enti-
ties” (Blaschke et al., 2012), that is, to imagine organization both as a process and an outcome at the same 
time (see also Schoeneborn et al., 2016).
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The authors conclude, in direct contrast to works grounded in a Habermasian theory tradition, 
that it is rather the orientation toward dissensus and contestation of meanings that serves as 
a fruitful source of organizational (and thus also larger social) change (see also Whelan, 2013). 
This conclusion is also in line with May (2011) who had called for “a set of communicative 
practices that are focused not so much on consensus and agreement, but on the dissensus and 
conflict that produce requisite variety and, in turn, creative solutions that sustain mutual com-
mitment and hope to continue moving forward with innovative CSR” (p. 99).

The study by Guthey and Morsing (2014) furthermore corresponds well with a conceptual 
article by Christensen, Morsing and Thyssen (2013). In a nutshell, Christensen and his col-
leagues argue that business firms have the tendency to express ambiguous aspirations when 
talking publicly about their engagement with ethical, sustainable, and responsible activities. 
Yet, potential discrepancies between a firm’s “aspirational talk” and the actual practices of 
responsible management should not be condemned as mere greenwashing. Instead, under 
certain conditions, the very discrepancies and inconsistencies between aspirational talk and 
actual business practices can serve as an important driver of organizational change and learn-
ing processes toward the fulfillment of these aspirations. Christensen et al.’s argumentation 
is also cross-confirmed through an empirical study by Font et al. (2017). As the authors 
demonstrated based on an empirical study in the hotel industry, many firms in this sector tend 
to engage in what can be called “greenhushing,” that is, a deliberate withholding of informa-
tion regarding their CSR and sustainability activities (in this respect, rather the opposite of 
“aspirational talk”). The firms in this study engaged in such greenhushing (i.e. an attempt of 
non-communication) with the aim to avoid being too strongly exposed for critical scrutiny by 
external constituents. However, in line with the CCO assumption that communication predates 
organization, Font et al. (2017) show that greenhushing resulted in rather conservative CSR 
and sustainability practices instead of leveraging the innovative potential that aspirational talk 
may provide with its inherent ambiguities and struggles for meanings.

We suggest that the works by Guthey and Morsing (2014), Christensen et al. (2013), or 
Font et al. (2017) can be used as a platform to derive implications for responsible management 
and leadership: First of all, these works imply for responsible management the importance 
of publicly expressed communication to facilitate organizational change. This insight is 
also grounded in the notion of organizational autocommunication (e.g. Christensen, 2007; 
Morsing, 2006), highlighting that organizations and management tend to be not only senders 
of corporate messages but also the most attentive receivers of those messages. Responsible 
management should thus be sensitive to these potential self-referential effects of publicly 
voiced aspirations and may want to make use of such “strategic ambiguity” (Eisenberg, 1984) 
as a means to spark discussions about changes toward responsible behavior. Second, CCO 
scholarship furthermore implies that the goal of responsible management would not neces-
sarily be to reach consensual solutions with stakeholders. In contrast, it is presumed that the 
“success” of stakeholder communication depends on whether the dialog and struggle around 
meanings can be perpetuated and kept alive, rather than the agreement on solutions as such. 
This insight is also supported by empirical evidence that the sheer communicative engagement 
with CSR and sustainability issues can pave the way also for the changes on the level of busi-
ness practices (see Haack et al., 2012), as long as the communication with stakeholders does 
not take place in entirely disconnected form and becomes connected with other communica-
tive practices that constitute an organization (e.g. strategy, marketing, finance, operations, and 
so on; see Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013).
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Performativity

Closely related to notions of meaning discrepancies and ambiguity, CCO scholarship ques-
tions a clear-cut distinction between communication and action. Instead, it is emphasized 
here that all forms of communication can be seen as actions in their own right. This insight 
is grounded in the notion of performativity, going back to speech act theory in the tradition 
of Austin (1962), Searle (1969), and also Butler (1990).2 This notion highlights that language 
use implies actions such as assertions by which we hold things to be true or untrue (“Our 
shareholders are unhappy about our financial results”), directives by which we ask others 
to do things (“Could you please bring me these files?”), commissives by which we commit 
ourselves to do things (“I will take care of this business”), expressives by which we sanction 
(positively or negatively) what happened (“Congratulations on your promotion!”), or declara-
tions by which people transform something or someone by declaring it to be transformed (such 
as “I hereby declare this session open”).

Although the unhappiness of shareholders is supposed to exist beyond its linguistic asser-
tion as such (and in this sense represents a brute fact; see Searle, 1996), the act of asserting its 
existence represents a social fact that only comes into being and can gain social acceptance 
through the communicative event and its performance. In other words, asserting something is 
an action to the extent that it makes this thing exist in the realm of discourse and potentially 
for others who are listening and paying attention to what is being said. The same logic applies 
for directives, commissives, expressives, and declarations to the extent that asking someone 
to do something, committing oneself to do something, apologizing or declaring a session 
open consist of producing a social fact where people are respectively requested to do things, 
engaged to accomplish some specific courses of action, expressing regret for something that 
they have done wrong or find themselves in an opened session.

CCO scholarship then highlights that organizational and managerial communication, which 
consists of talk, texts, and nonverbal forms of communication, inherently have a performative 
character (e.g. Cooren, 2004; Ford & Ford, 1995). Communication creates situations that 
are consequential in the way things proceed in organizational settings (assertions are being 
made, orders or words are given, sanctioned are pronounced, and declarations are issued). To 
give one example, episodes of decision-making, that are seen by some scholars as being at 
the core of what constitutes an organization (e.g. Cooren & Seidl, in press; Luhmann, 2018; 
Schoeneborn, 2011), inherently create such new instances in social reality that form expecta-
tions, give structure to organizational and managerial processes, and tend to provoke contesta-
tion (see also Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011). In that sense, communicated decisions are not “mere 
talk” but, to the contrary, they have the tendency of being highly consequential.

In the same line of thinking (and even predating what is known as CCO scholarship today), 
Ford and Ford (1995) drew on speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969) to distinguish 
between four basic types of conversations that are constitutive for change processes in organ-
izational settings (i.e. conversations for initiation, understanding, performance, and closure). 
Importantly, while according to Ford and Ford all four conversations are needed for successful 
change processes, they differ in their degree of actionability and thus performativity. While 
initiative conversations may have the tendency to be vague, aspirational, and non-binding, 

2 For a comprehensive overview of the various theoretical traditions of performativity see Gond et 
al. (2016).
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conversations for performance tend to be the opposite and have a much more actionable 
character (e.g. communicated decisions). Similarly to the CCO perspective (Ashcraft et al., 
2009), Ford and Ford (1995) reject the idea of a container-like character of the organization 
in which change processes and communication would occur. Instead, the authors put forth 
a strongly processual ontology of organization by emphasizing that communication is the very 
medium in which organizational change processes occur; in other words, an organization only 
changes if the underlying communication processes that constitute its existence change (see 
also Cooren, 2000). In this sense, the article by Ford and Ford spells out some of the most 
far-reaching consequences of performativity in that communication has the capability to let 
emerge and perpetuate social phenomena such as organizations (and what more than such 
a world-creating “action” can one imagine?).

However, what do all these considerations on performativity now imply for the relation 
between communication and practices of responsible management? First and foremost, 
the notion of performativity implies to rethink the clear-cut distinction between “talk” and 
“action” that is so deeply engrained not only in our everyday language but also in a large 
majority of literatures in the areas of business ethics, CSR, and sustainability research (e.g. 
Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013; Rasche & Gilbert, 2015; Treviño & Nelson, 2016; Wickert et al., 
2016). Taking the notion of performativity seriously, in turn, would imply to give up and go 
beyond the talk–walk distinction and rather study how different forms of talk (and text) differ 
in their actionability, consequentiality, and bindingness (see also Schoeneborn et al., 2020). In 
this sense, the interest of responsible management scholarship in studying talk–action relations 
would, in our view, be ideally supplemented with a focus on studying talk–talk relations that 
may differ on a gradual scale regarding the degree of performativity they accomplish (sim-
ilarly to Ford & Ford, 1995). For instance, this could involve questions like: What forms of 
communication on responsible management (and which boundary conditions) make it likely 
to be picked up in further organizational conversations and thus can lead to follow-up com-
munication that is more actionable and binding in character? In a similar vein, Ford and Ford 
(2008) suggested to study the “conversational profiles” of managers regarding which types of 
communication they tend to use in practices. This method could also be employed for studying 
the extent to which a bindingness of communication on future responsible management prac-
tices is accomplished in practice.

Second, as these types of analyses may be (rightfully) criticized as being too sender-centric 
in character, researchers adopting such a view could look into the boundary conditions (or 
“felicity conditions”; Austin, 1962) under which communication gains a performative char-
acter and becomes consequential. This focus implies to move away from the analysis of the 
sender and his or her utterances but rather to focus on the contextual setting of communicative 
events (e.g. which channels are used, which audiences are present, the interactivity of com-
munication, its ritualized and scripted character, etc.). For instance, we still lack an in-depth 
knowledge about the conditions under which a manager’s strategic attempts to drive organ-
izational change toward further responsible, sustainable, or ethical practices in his working 
context via “aspirational talk” (Christensen et al., 2013) can gain traction or otherwise remain 
“mere talk.” Understanding these boundary conditions, accordingly, can also yield implica-
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tions for responsible management’s attempts of initiating organizational learning and change 
towards the proliferation of responsible business practices in and through communication.3

Polyphony and Ventriloquism

Another key aspect of CCO scholarship is its conceiving of organizations as being inher-
ently polyphonic or plurivocal (Robichaud et al., 2004; Trittin & Schoeneborn, 2017), that 
is, marked by a diversity of voices that, in many respect, constitute what an organization is 
supposed to be all about. However, and in keeping with Bakhtin’s (1984; Cooren & Sandler, 
2014) work, these voices are not to be reduced to the declarations of specific individuals who 
manage to speak out when decisions are being made or viewpoints exchanged. From a CCO 
perspective, many different types of voices can indeed be heard and recognized in various 
situations, not only the voices of human beings, but also, and often through them, the voices of 
organizations, groups, texts, rules, facts, principles, and so on.

To acknowledge this phenomenon, Cooren (2008, 2010, 2012, 2020; Cooren et al., 2013) 
proposes to metaphorically conceive of communication as a form of ventriloquism, that is, 
a performance by which many different elements of a situation are made to say things. For 
instance, when a spokesperson happens to speak on behalf of her organization in the context 
of an official press conference, it is also, and maybe especially, her organization that is 
deemed as speaking in this specific situation. In this case, we can thus metaphorically position 
the spokesperson as the ventriloquist while her organization is positioned as the dummy, 
a dummy that is led to make various announcements to the journalists and general public. 
Echoing Goldblatt (2006), Cooren (2010), however, points out that any form of ventriloquism 
is marked by a form of vacillation/oscillation, which means that the ventriloquist can also be 
seen as a dummy and vice versa, depending on how we look at the situation. Because of the 
exigencies of her job, the spokesperson can indeed be seen as also being led to say specific 
things by the organization she represents, which means that the organization is here positioned 
as the ventriloquist, while the spokesperson appears to act as its dummy.

According to a ventriloquial perspective, it is therefore not only human beings who express 
themselves when they say or write something, but also the various figures – the name ventril-
oquists sometimes use to speak about their dummies – that they implicitly or explicitly stage 
in their acts of communication. As pointed out by Trittin and Schoeneborn (2017), this con-
cretely means that “one and the same voice can be expressed by different individuals – and one 
and the same individual can express multiple voices” (p. 306). Furthermore, while the CCO 

3 In a similar context, one may also consider the notion of “critical performativity,” as introduced by 
Spicer et al. (2009), that emphasizes the performative and emancipatory potential that can lie in critical 
management studies vis-à-vis the practice of management. In this sense, the notion of critical performa-
tivity yields also implications for responsible management studies as a field of study. It implies that 
responsible management researchers can facilitate such change by provoking and challenging managers 
in how they talk about their social or ecological responsibilities, and by giving them the opportunity for 
reflecting on their behavior (see, e.g. Wickert & Schaefer, 2015). However, we need to consider that the 
notion of critical performativity draws on a blend of performativity studies in the traditions of Austin/
Searle, on the one hand, and Lyotard, on the other hand (see Learmonth et al., 2016, for a critical account 
on the fruitfulness of this blend) – and its emancipatory impetus is only partly compatible with CCO 
scholarship (where the majority of research is rather descriptive and explanatory in character, thus far; 
see Schoeneborn & Vasquez, 2017).
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perspective could, at first sight, be seen as an enormous enterprise of reduction (as it could 
be wrongly understood as reducing what an organization consists of to what people and only 
people say or do on its behalf), ventriloquism shows, on the contrary, that any organization 
is communicated into being through multiple intermediaries, channels or media that act and 
speak in its name: not only its human representatives, of course, but also its buildings, logo, 
policies, procedures, mission statement, website, annual report, operations, and so on.

In keeping with Callon and Latour’s (1981) landmark article, any organization can thus be 
envisaged as a Leviathan, that is, a sort of monster embodied in multiple figures that position 
themselves or are positioned as acting and speaking on its behalf. This also means that, by 
definition, a ventriloquial approach begs the question of who or what is authorized to speak on 
behalf of an organization, a group or a top manager as well as its/her/his interests (Bencherki 
& Cooren, 2011; Bencherki & Snack, 2016; Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015). Although some 
forms of ventriloquism can be the prerogative of specific channels, conduits or intermediaries 
(for instance, only an official spokesperson or press release can a priori announce something on 
behalf of her or its organization), others are marked by a form of undecidability (for instance, 
the question as to who is speaking on behalf of the organization’s interests can quickly become 
a heated argument during a meeting between top managers).

A ventriloquial perspective also insists on the acknowledgement of voices coming from 
outside the organization (Albu & Etter, 2016; Cooren, 2015, 2020; Trittin & Schoeneborn, 
2017). In some respects, an organization is indeed not only communicated into being through 
what its official members say, write or do in its name, but also, and more generally, through 
what various stakeholders might say, write or do about it. This leads Trittin and Schoeneborn 
(2017) to note that “organizational membership is not necessarily a pre-requisite for the 
co-constitution of the organization” (p. 316; see also Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015). In terms 
of communicative constitution, something like the reputation of an organization is not only 
in the hands of its representatives (that would indeed be too easy!), but also, of course, in the 
hands of the various stakeholders (citizens, media, politicians, competitors, associations, etc.) 
who or that claim what it is, says and does.

From a CCO perspective, what an organization is, does or says is therefore always at the 
mercy of the way it is made present, that is, presentified (Benoit-Barné & Cooren, 2009; 
Cooren, 2006; Cooren et al., 2008) in various acts of communication. As illustrated by recent 
publications on this topic (Cooren, 2018a, 2018b; Kuhn et al., 2017; Martine & Cooren, 
2016; Martine et al., in press), the ventriloquial thesis thus appears at the forefront of the 
material/relational turn in organization studies. Conceiving of communication as a form of 
ventriloquism indeed leads us to acknowledge what or who materializes itself/himself/herself 
in a given situation or discussion, knowing that these materializations precisely allow various 
dimensions of reality to relate or communicate with each other.

Regarding the implications for the relation between communication and responsible man-
agement as a practice, we see that the ventriloquial perspective potentially has a lot to say 
(pun, of course, intended) about what it means for an organization and its members to conduct 
themselves ethically. First, as pointed out by Trittin and Schoeneborn (2017), it means that 
organizations and management should “foster structural resonance in order to accommodate 
the polyphony of contextual voices” (p. 312). In other words, it is crucial that various stake-
holders’ voices are heard and acknowledged by the top managers who end up making deci-
sions for an organization. Not only the voices of the shareholders, managers and owners, but 
also the voices of citizens, ecosystems and employees. How can ecosystems speak? Precisely 
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through the associations, ecologists and data that manage to speak in its name, on its behalf 
or for it. Ventriloquation is therefore a phenomenon that has to be taken very seriously as it is 
the condition by which various aspects of an environment can literally materialize themselves 
in a discussion and potentially make a difference in the way various decision are being made.

Second, it means that being ethical or responsible for decision makers consists of trying to 
respond to what a given situation dictates or requires, which is the essence of a ventriloquial 
move (Cooren, 2016). Top managers’ responsibility indeed is to figure out what should 
matter or count in a given situation, which presupposes that its potential complexity has to be 
minimally acknowledged. By surrounding themselves with alternative voices, these managers 
can at least predispose themselves not to only hear what, for instance, their bottom line tells 
them to do. This also means that they accept to be surprised by what a situation might dictate, 
a surprisability that is at the core of a polyphonic experience (Cooren, 2020).

Third, it might ultimately mean that the principle of responsible management should 
become an institutionalized figure in top management discussions. Being responsible indeed 
implies to respond to what situations dictate, with the risk, of course, that only the same voices 
always be heard and acknowledged, while the rest is paid lip service. By institutionalizing 
responsible management, we might at least enjoin top managers to acknowledge the many 
voices that they do or do not respond to when decisions are being made.

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

In this chapter, we have focused on the relation between stakeholder communication and 
practices of responsible management. We distinguished two approaches that address, albeit in 
different ways, the formative and constitutive role of stakeholder communication for practices 
of responsible management. The first approach draws on a consensus orientation (based on the 
works of Habermas and their adaptation for organization and management studies by Scherer, 
Palazzo, Meisenbach, and other authors); the other one draws on a dissensus orientation (based 
on the CCO perspective in organization and management studies).

While previous works have already spelled out some of the key implications of a CCO per-
spective for the field of CSR research (e.g. Cooren, 2020; Crane & Glozer, 2016; Schoeneborn 
et al., 2020; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013; Schultz et al., 2013), the main contribution of this 
chapter is to relate these considerations to the research field and practice of responsible man-
agement – and point out how a CCO view would differ from established theoretical consider-
ations from a Habermasian viewpoint. In this sense, our chapter can be seen as a pioneering 
effort, since the notion of responsible management has hardly been explicitly addressed in 
prior research based on CCO scholarship.

For future research, we invite scholars to further explore a communication-centered and 
constitutive view on agency in responsible management practices. While the extant literature 
on responsible management tends to focus primarily on individual human agency for the 
proliferation of responsible management practices, the CCO view, in contrast, departs from 
this focus by decentering the agency of individuals. Instead, CCO scholarship highlights that 
a key locus of agency can lie in the very process of communication between individuals itself 
(e.g. Cooren, 2010; Schoeneborn, 2011; Koschmann & McDonald, 2015). As Kuhn (2017) 
puts it: “Communicative practice, in other words, is not driven by an actor’s agency; instead, 
it proceeds as a result of a myriad of forces interacting in the production of a phenomenon. 
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This assertion implies that agency cannot be limited, or reduced, to capacities of humans but is 
always a hybrid or conjoint capacity” (p. 19). If we relate these considerations to responsible 
management, CCO scholarship can contribute to the development of a “postheroic” form of 
responsible management and leadership (see also Baecker, 2014; Crevani et al., 2007) – what 
we believe demarcates an interesting contrasting point to the somewhat idealistic and highly 
demanding (i.e. heroic) notion of responsible leadership as proposed by Voegtlin et al. (2012).

In line with Modaff et al. (2008), CCO scholarship implies to assume leadership roles 
under the premise that managers and leaders cannot deterministically control the meanings 
and the unfolding of a communication process that tends to have an inner logic of its own 
(see also Koschmann & McDonald, 2015; Vasquez et al., 2016). Hence, this view would 
suggest moving the analytical focus away from the individual and his or her role – and 
instead toward examining the very communicative events that give rise to agency in the first 
place. Accordingly, future research can study how, in actual occurrences of conversations in 
organizational settings (e.g. in meetings), responsible management practices are mobilized as 
figures and gain authority in and through communication (see Cooren, 2020). To conclude, 
the CCO view invites us to shift the focus of attention to the responsible management of com-
municative processes that have an emergent quality to them. In this regard, we identify fruitful 
cross-connections to social practice perspectives on responsible management, as recently 
called for by Laasch (2018b), and that would merit further empirical explorations. 
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31. Managing the past responsibly: a collective
memory perspective on responsibility,
sustainability and ethics
Sébastien Mena and Jukka Rintamäki

INTRODUCTION

Responsible management, including associated constructs of managerial responsibility, 
sustainability and ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 2015), has been described either as a charac-
teristic of managers and their environment (e.g. Treviño et al., 2006) or as a process, whereby 
managers learn to become more responsible (Hesselbarth & Schaltegger, 2014; Laasch & 
Moosmayer, 2016) and make more responsible the firms in which they work in doing so 
(Schneider et al., 2010; Verkerk et al., 2001). This process is said to depend on a number 
of managerial characteristics (e.g. mindset, skills, education, engagement; see for instance 
Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015), as well as different organizational and institutional factors (e.g. 
management systems, incentives/sanctions, ideology, regulations, etc. See for instance Djelic 
& Etchanchu, 2017; Gond et al., 2011; Hilliard, 2013). As such, the literature tends to assume 
a path-dependent view of responsible management: past actions and structures are a given, 
they determine the current understanding of responsibility and managers, firms and stakehold-
ers can become more (or less) responsible based on this metric (e.g. Barnett, 2007; Matten & 
Moon, 2008). The past is seen as immutable and overwhelmingly determinant of present and 
future action.

Yet, some recent management and organization studies have challenged this path-dependent 
view and, in doing so, highlight the socially constructed nature of the past (e.g. Hatch & 
Schultz, 2017; Suddaby & Foster, 2017). The so-called ‘historic turn’ (Clark & Rowlinson, 
2004) has led to a wide variety of studies on how the past is actually re-constructed by various 
actors and is not immutable and all determining. For instance, some scholars have shown how 
managers can manipulate and modify some aspects of the past of their organization to maintain 
or change their organization’s identity (Anteby & Molnar, 2012; Gioia et al., 2002). Among 
these different studies on the socially constructed nature of the past and the implications of this 
for management, the notion of collective memory (Halbwachs, 1992 [1925]) has emerged to 
bring to light how the past is re-constructed by social actors to serve their present interests by 
means of different remembering and forgetting practices (Olick & Robbins, 1998).

In this chapter, we take stock of the rise of this collective memory perspective in manage-
ment and organization studies (e.g. Do et al., 2018; Rowlinson et al., 2010) and develop a col-
lective memory perspective that is connected to responsible management research. In sum, we 
argue that we should pay more attention to how different actors re-construct collective memo-
ries around responsible and irresponsible management practices because it sheds light on how 
responsible management is understood in a given context and how it is executed at present and 
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in the future. We conclude with highlighting the implications of all of this in relation to our 
understanding of responsible management and avenues for future research.

SOCIAL MEMORY STUDIES

The perspective we describe in this chapter builds on social memory studies (Olick, 1999; 
Olick & Robbins, 1998). The primary focus of social memory studies is, broadly, the 
examination of how social groups rely on collectively constructed and shared memories to 
understand their pasts and how ‘social frameworks’ shape these memories (Halbwachs, 1992 
[1925]). Collective memory is, therefore, often defined as a socially constructed version of the 
past upheld by a particular social group. Yet, the perspective is not only static (as it refers to 
what the group collectively remembers about a past event at a particular point in time), it also 
encompasses underlying mnemonic processes and practices of negotiation and reconstruction 
over time (Fine, 2001; Olick & Robbins, 1998).

The basic premise of the collective memory approach is that individuals acquire most of 
their memories in society, as part of specific social groups (like their family or the organization 
they work for). They recall and recognize their memories in the context of these social groups 
(Halbwachs, 1992 [1925]), otherwise known as ‘mnemonic communities’ (Zerubavel, 1996). 
These communities “provide the social contexts in which memories are embedded and mark 
the emotional tone, depth and style of our remembering” (Misztal, 2003: 160). Hence, the 
overarching values, beliefs, and norms of a mnemonic community will have a strong effect on 
which memories become salient and which are forgotten. For instance, the social framework of 
a childhood memory is most likely to be the individual’s family, as the memory will be framed 
in terms of how family members (siblings, parents, grand-parents) acted around and reacted 
to that specific past childhood event. Salient and important family memories are recounted at 
family events (like dinners or holidays) and are, thus, reconstructed on these occasions.

New members are socialized into these important collective memories (Misztal, 2003). 
Socialization occurs informally, but also formally, especially in organizations (Foroughi, 
2015; Walsh et al., 2018). In fact, many of our memories are not actually based on personal 
experience; instead, they are acquired upon gaining membership to a mnemonic community 
(Misztal, 2003; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Zerubavel, 1996), upon starting a job in a new organi-
zation, for example. Of importance here, is how this view is distinct from a collected approach 
to social memory, which adopts a socio-psychological perspective and describes the ‘simple’ 
aggregation of individuals’ memories. Here, we emphasize a collective approach to social 
memory, one that analyzes the social processes involved in the (re-)construction of memory 
and the collectively negotiated and shared memories of the past of individuals in a given social 
group (Olick, 1999).

Acceptance or institutionalization of collective memories in a mnemonic community is 
a process that involves some degree of struggle (Fine, 2012). As Schudson (1992) has noted, 
at the onset of each collective memory, something happened; collective memory is about 
the struggle over what that something is. This struggle, in turn, typically involves a variety 
of groups vying for the right to define the nature, meaning and substance of past events 
(Zerubavel, 1996). The way in which actors attempt to influence collective memories of 
the past is usually referred to as mnemonic work (Fogu & Kansteiner, 2006; Zelizer, 2008). 
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Mnemonic work involves attempts at influencing the process of collective memory: reinforc-
ing/destabilizing, altering or even deinstitutionalizing a collective memory.

There are two types of mnemonic work: remembering and forgetting. The former refers to 
the reinforcement of an established version of the past and the associated specifics. Established 
versions of the past are never readily accepted; they are interpreted and interrogated continu-
ously (Kuhn, 2010). The goal of remembering work is to limit questioning of the established 
version and reinforce its acceptance and continuity. Forgetting work, on the other hand, refers 
to attempts at reconfiguring, downplaying or erasing (parts of) a collective memory with the 
eventual goal of deinstitutionalizing the established version of the past (Mena et al., 2016). 
The back and forth between remembering and forgetting work by different groups in a given 
mnemonic community can ultimately result in the institutionalization of an ‘accepted’ version 
of a past event and, thus, to the rise of a specific collective memory.

Once a collective memory is institutionalized, even if it is still occasionally contested, it 
is sustained not only by remembering practices, but also by mnemonic traces. Remembering 
practices stem from the values, beliefs and norms specific to the mnemonic community. They 
range from explicit rituals and commemorations, to more implicit, taken-for-granted norms 
and beliefs about the past (e.g. ways of performing a specific action, habits) (Olick, 2007; 
Spillman, 1998). Collective memories are also sustained by mnemonic traces that may have 
a material component, such as artifacts or ‘sites of memory’ like museums (Nora, 1989).

A COLLECTIVE MEMORY PERSPECTIVE ON RESPONSIBLE 
MANAGEMENT

As this brief overview suggests, the collective memory approach sheds light on under-studied 
aspects of responsible management. For instance, how do managers leverage the past in their 
(responsible management) work? How do we collectively remember and forget past instances 
of responsibility or irresponsibility? How do these memories affect how we act (responsibly) 
today? Ultimately, the approach leads us to the question of how managers can responsibly 
manage the past.

Increasingly, there is a recognition that issues of managerial and corporate responsibility 
unfold over time and that how we remember, forget and reconstruct these issues matters. 
Accordingly, a number of recent studies have drawn on this perspective to better understand 
responsible management (e.g. Brunninge & Fridriksson, 2017; Mena et al., 2016). Indeed, 
the key concepts of the collective memory perspective can be applied with relative ease to 
responsible management. In this chapter, we first take stock of these fledgling efforts and then 
develop an agenda for future research. We begin with an overview of the rise of ‘historical 
consciousness’ in management and organization studies (Suddaby, 2016) and then turn to the 
ways in which this has influenced responsible management research.

Uses of the Past

The ‘historic turn’ (Clark & Rowlinson, 2004; Suddaby, 2016) in management and organ-
ization studies has brought to light that the past should not be understood as a given that 
constrains today’s actions, but as something that is continuously re-constructed and negotiated 
by social actors. Accordingly, a variety of studies in different areas, including strategy (e.g. 
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Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2013), organizational theory (e.g. Hatch & Schultz, 2017) and market-
ing (e.g. Balmer, 2011) have examined ‘uses of the past’: the way in which companies and 
their managers may reconstruct their past in their strategies and day-to-day work practices.

In studies of ‘uses of the past’, the past is seen not as a constraint (e.g. path dependency), but 
as a valuable resource that managers can draw on to manage both internal and external stake-
holders. For instance, several studies have shown that leaders are able to highlight specific 
aspects of the past of the organization that support a distinct identity for their organization such 
that employees may more easily identify with it (Lamertz et al., 2016; Suddaby et al., 2016). 
Using the past may also be helpful in terms of managing external stakeholders in the context 
of communicating with consumers (Foster et al., 2011), surpassing competitors by creating 
a competitive advantage (Suddaby et al., 2010; Yu & Glynn, 2015) and enhancing corporate 
reputation and brand image (Balmer, 2011; Etter & Nielsen, 2015).

From this perspective, the past can be seen as a useful resource for responsible management 
practices, as well. Best practices in terms of responsibility, sustainability and ethics may not 
only be directly imported from the past, but may be made sense of and re-constructed in a way 
that is (at least seemingly) more responsible in the present (Brunninge & Fridriksson, 2017). 
For instance, some research highlights the importance of “saluting the triumphs of the past” 
as ‘aspirational talk’ in attempts to improve on past CSR practice and project future improve-
ments (Christensen et al., 2013: 380).

However, while managers may draw on the past to inform their responsible management 
practices, they may also do so in a less responsible and ethical fashion. For example, a number 
of firms, including Bertelsmann and Volkswagen, that were associated with the Nazi regime, 
both intentionally and unintentionally downplayed some aspects of their involvement with 
the regime at one point in time or another (Booth et al., 2007; Janssen, 2013). Similarly, 
instances of irresponsibility are often buried by managers, intentionally or not, as in cases of 
oil spills, waste dumping or involvement in the slave trade (Janssen, 2012; Mena et al., 2016; 
Rowlinson, 2002).

Much like other perspectives on responsible management, including stakeholder theory, a 
‘uses of the past’ perspective takes a managerialist and firm-centric view of how the past is 
used with respect to responsibility, sustainability and ethics. Focusing on so-called responsible 
(or irresponsible) managers puts too much emphasis on these actors and not enough on the 
variegated contexts in which they reside and the other actors that operate within these contexts 
(see for example Banerjee, 2018; Verkerk et al., 2001). As such, we develop a broader, collec-
tive memory perspective that extends beyond top-down, strategic and managerialist ‘use of the 
past’ in responsible management.

Stakeholder Mnemonic Communities

In line with social memory studies, the perception of responsible, sustainable or ethical 
behavior on the part of managers is necessarily embedded in a particular version of the past. 
This version is constructed, re-constructed, negotiated and shared by what has been described 
as a stakeholder mnemonic community (Mena et al., 2016). The notion of what constitutes 
a responsible management practice is, in part, influenced by applicable norms and beliefs that 
stakeholders have co-constructed in the past. Should a manager infringe upon these mnemonic 
norms and beliefs, disapproval, if not backlash and punishment, may be the result (Barnett, 
2014; Clemente & Roulet, 2015).
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Stakeholder mnemonic communities draw on mnemonic traces to situate and evaluate 
contemporary responsible management practices. Interactions between a manager and stake-
holders (e.g. the way in which stakeholder engagement is operationalized, how sustainability 
or responsibility is communicated and reported on, etc.) can become ritualized through rep-
etition and, hence, generate corresponding mnemonic traces of these ritualized interactions. 
Subsequent behavior is then assessed and framed in reference to these traces (Fine, 2001; 
Schudson, 1992). Not only strictly symbolic or cognitive traces, but also material ones may 
subsist as a result of previous manager–stakeholder interactions that sustain a particular 
version of the past regarding what is responsible and what is not. This brings to mind written 
accords in response to an incident like a strike or an accident (such as those following the 
Rana Plaza factory collapse, see Donaghey & Reinecke, 2018), corporate museums or archives 
(such as the “Place of Remembrance” for Jewish forced labor by Volkswagen, see Janssen, 
2012) and webpages or other publications that recount past behavior and re-tell the tales of 
businesspersons, companies or industries and their practices. In this way, these traces influ-
ence subsequent interpretations of responsibility on the part of stakeholders. 

Mnemonic Work

The ‘uses of the past’ view puts forward the idea that managers will engage in mnemonic 
work and leverage the past (of their organization, its behavior, its environment, previous 
managerial practices, etc.) to actively manage stakeholder mnemonic communities. Brunninge 
& Fridriksson (2017), for example, argue that managers may compensate for a lack of trans-
parency in their supply chains by constructing an image of a responsible company based on 
examples from its past.

However, even when they are institutionalized, collective memories that shape how we 
evaluate management practices and assess how responsible they are must be sustained con-
tinuously and may even be contested at times – in particular by stakeholders. Indeed, while 
managers are likely to engage in active mnemonic work, stakeholders too can engage more 
or less reflexively in mnemonic work at different points in time. Some of this mnemonic 
work can be habitual, in that it reproduces the dominant, institutionalized version of the past 
(like stakeholders reinforcing the narrative of a responsible company by confirming or even 
recounting its responsible history). Other instances of mnemonic work by stakeholders may 
be more agentic, in the sense that they can willingly and reflexively challenge, extend, down-
play, undermine and, in general, modify an institutionalized collective memory of responsible 
management.

Some work at the intersection of responsible management and collective memory describes 
the forgetting work that accompanies issues of responsibility, sustainability and ethics. Lamm 
& Lips-Wiersma (2018), for instance, describe how the Pike River coal mine collapse in 2010 
in New Zealand was not prevented despite clear signs of impending disaster in the months 
preceding it. They analyze how the norms in place, shared by all stakeholders, including the 
operating firm, managers and workers, led to systemic silencing. In addition to silencing, 
forgetting work can also target mnemonic traces, leading to evidence of past behavior being 
downplayed or erased (Mena et al., 2016).

Remembering work is also likely to take place in stakeholder mnemonic communities. 
In particular, some stakeholders will want to maintain their own version of the past and to 
supplant the institutionalized, oftentimes managerial, version. Typically, groups of victims 
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of managerial or corporate misconduct will engage in remembering work of different kinds, 
including commemorations, rallies and protests. Some employees will even overcome sub-
stantial pressure to be silent and engage in whistleblowing, even long after the fact (Miethe & 
Rothschild, 1994). In general, social movements and activists perform remembering work, as 
they often seek to challenge dominant versions of past events (Janssen, 2012). But managers, 
too, may perform remembering work in an attempt to appease stakeholders. Firms that have 
been (historically) associated with slavery and forced labor, for instance, sometimes acknowl-
edge their wrongdoing and ask for forgiveness (Janssen, 2012, 2013).

Mnemonic work is necessarily both constrained and enabled by the broader cultural context 
in which it takes place. The way in which responsibility, sustainability and ethics are defined 
and understood within a given context at a given point of time has implications for the content 
and effectiveness of mnemonic work (Rintamäki & Mena, 2018). Misztal (2003) notes that 
past events limit the number of available interpretations of the past, in particular when the 
trauma created by these events is significant. In the context of sustainability, Hoffman and 
Ocasio (2001) compare eight critical environmental events, including the Exxon Valdez oil 
spill in 1989 and the Cuyahoga river fire of 1969, and detail how both structural aspects of the 
industries involved, as well as cultural norms at these times affected the amount of attention 
that was devoted by managers and stakeholders to the events and determined whether or not 
they were remembered and re-enacted over time.

Mnemonic Struggles and (De)institutionalization

The tension between remembering and forgetting work in the area of what is and what is not 
responsible management can be thought of as a mnemonic struggle – at the root of which is 
the struggle to determine the institutionalized collective memory or version of the past. These 
struggles are ongoing, although they may be more salient at certain times in terms of public 
attention (Clemente & Roulet, 2015). Proponents of alternative collective memories are ulti-
mately interested in attracting public attention in order to help their version of the past gain 
traction. Indeed, “when public opinions are aware of a deviance, pressures will be maintained 
on the deviant actors until they yield to those pressures” (Daudigeos et al., 2018: 17).

When a collective memory is institutionalized and mnemonic struggles are not at the fore-
front of public and managerial attention, this memory will become a template for future action 
(Fine, 2012). This version of the past may be either an incremental or drastic departure from 
previous understandings of responsible management. Mnemonic struggles and their (tempo-
rary) resolution matter in terms of responsible management practices, as a version of the past 
will impose itself into the calculus of what future responsible (or irresponsible) management 
practice looks like. The institutionalized memory will dictate what is responsible, sustainable 
or ethical in a given context. For instance, an aggressive growth strategy through acquisitions 
was widely regarded as acceptable and good business practice by the Royal Bank of Scotland 
(RBS) prior to 2007. However, after the 2008 financial downturn, this strategy was demonized 
and was proscribed. As of 2018, RBS has rolled back much of their previous expansion. 
Responsible management after the crisis hinged upon a respectful compliance culture, where 
risks are clearly assessed (Rintamäki & Mena, 2018).
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DISCUSSION AND AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Collective forgetting refers to the loss of meaning of a past event for a social group such that 
it ceases to influence this group’s actions and considerations (Schudson, 1992). Forgetting 
is often the ‘default’ process for individuals and communities in light of difficult or uncom-
fortable pasts, including instances of managerial irresponsibility (Mena et al., 2016). Both 
cognitive overload and a tendency for intentional and unintentional forgetting may help 
communities move on (Foroughi, 2015; Ricoeur, 2004). However, forgetting past managerial 
failures can yield disastrous consequences, as was witnessed in the disintegration of the space 
shuttle Columbia in 2004. The accident took place, in large part, due to the forgetting of 
lessons learned as a result of the 1986 explosion of the Challenger shuttle. Prior to both inci-
dents, leaders at NASA began emphasizing cost savings above safety, which led to a gradual 
relaxing of safety standards and, eventually, to both accidents (Haunschild et al., 2015).

Our point here is that remembering both responsible and irresponsible, beneficial and 
harmful, ethical and unethical behavior is essential to managers being able to responsibly 
manage the past. The failure to take this duality into account was seen in the VW emission 
cheating device scandal in 2015. Prior to this, VW was the poster child of responsible manage-
ment practices in the automotive industry. It was an industry leader in the use of various envi-
ronmental and worker-related management systems and in its valuing of responsibility-related 
certificates (Rhodes, 2016). Yet, the company was found guilty of one of the most sweeping 
cases of fraud in the history of the industry – for the second time! Indeed, most of us have 
forgotten that VW had already deceived the EPA with defeat devices in 1973 (Wall Street 
Journal, 1974). Apparently, leaders and managers at VW did not recognize the importance 
of remembering past mistakes. This was sustained by a culture of performance, secrecy and 
disdain for failure that characterized the company environment before both scandals (Rhodes, 
2016). This kind of collective and, in particular, organizational and managerial forgetting is 
clearly irresponsible. As Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015) argue, responsible management is not 
simply about acting ethically, it is also about actively denouncing irresponsibility.

Accordingly, in this discussion, we refer to two important and related points: on the one 
hand, managing the past responsibly and, on the other, managing the past by denouncing, pre-
venting and remedying irresponsibility. While the former has been addressed to some extent, 
the latter has been less attended to (Lange & Washburn, 2012). An issue with both sides of the 
same coin is that judgment about what is considered responsible or irresponsible vary across 
time and place. Yet, managing to prevent irresponsibility requires the additional recognition 
that wrongdoing and harmful practices tend to be ubiquitous (Palmer, 2013; Perrow, 1984). 
This ubiquity can be partly explained by the collective memory approach: past (irresponsible) 
behavior has been memorized, institutionalized and re-constructed over time so that it has 
become ‘normal’ (see also Greve et al., 2010).

We address how these two important aspects of responsible management of the past should 
be addressed in future studies and suggest five primary, inter-linked research avenues: mne-
monic sensitivity, mnemonic integrity, remembering practices, interrogating the past and the 
role of archivists in responsible management. These avenues can be thought of in terms of 
responsible management ethics, practices and roles with regard to the past (see Table 31.1). 
Ethics is an integral part of responsible management (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Mnemonic 
sensitivity and mnemonic integrity represent the ethics of managing the past responsibly. They 
underlie the practices of responsible management of the past, which include remembering 



Table 31.1 Five avenues for future research on responsible management of the past

Responsible management roles Corporate archivist
Integrate the role of corporate archivist 
into responsible management

Responsible management practices
Remembering practices
Interrogation of the past

Practices that support remembrance and 
learning from both negative and positive 
past events
Treat the past as unreliable and look for 
alternative narratives about the past

Responsible management ethics
Mnemonic sensitivity
Mnemonic integrity

Sensitivity to values and norms across time
Striving for an honest, interrogative (re-)
telling of the past
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practices and interrogating the past. Finally, corporate archivists, as organizational members, 
are able to make use of and take part in these practices and may be informed by these ethics.

Mnemonic Sensitivity

As a baseline for managing the past responsibly, we suggest an ethos of mnemonic sensitiv-
ity. While we have emphasized that the cultural context constrains interpretation of the past, 
responsible managers should strive to rise above the given space and time they find themselves 
in. To recognize how cultural norms and values vary across space and time requires mnemonic 
sensitivity. This is likely easier to achieve for managers working in international firms, as has 
been studied extensively in cross-cultural management and corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) research (e.g. Matten & Moon, 2008). But this may also lead to the imposition of 
a West-centric view of the past on other contexts. For instance, Reinecke and Ansari (2015) 
show how a Western, linear clock-time orientation does not allow fair-trade certification 
processes to unfold smoothly. Rather, a broader understanding of past, present and future is 
needed to reconcile competing temporalities in different areas of the world and at different 
stages in the fair-trade certification process.

However, mnemonic sensitivity refers, in particular, to how norms and values have changed 
over time rather than over space. A managerial activity undertaken in the past, when it was 
normal and accepted, may have become transgressive and contestable over time – we have 
provided examples of this above, cooperation with repressive regimes (Booth et al., 2007), for 
example. Societal norms and values pertaining to many issues like gender and diversity have 
changed a great deal over time and great care should be taken to not mistakenly draw upon 
images of the past that have since become transgressive in light of present day values and 
norms. Future research should address mnemonic sensitivity, perhaps in an effort to challenge 
existing notions of ‘moral reflexive practice’ (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) or ‘social conscious-
ness’ (Schneider et al., 2010) in responsible management.

Mnemonic Integrity

Another ethical foundation for responsible management of the past can be found in what we 
term, mnemonic integrity. It refers to maintaining honesty and truthfulness in accounts of the 
past, even when it might yield uncomfortable managerial outcomes. As mentioned above, 
forgetting work can sometimes be a type of knee-jerk reaction to being confronted with 
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uncomfortable past issues. Typically, in the aftermath of managerial irresponsibility, blame 
shifting characterizes the early phase (Gephart, 1993). The BP oil spill offers an example of 
this, as the parties involved with Deepwater Horizon – BP, Transocean and Halliburton – ini-
tially sought to blame one another (and, at times, the government) for the leaks in the oil well 
(Kleinnijenhuis, Schultz, Utz, & Oegema, 2013). Blame shifting can also take place within an 
organization, as managers may seek to focus blame on a distinct individual or group, while 
protecting the rest of the organization. Following its 2015 defeat device scandal, VW first 
sought to scapegoat its then CEO (The Guardian, 2015) and then shifted its focus to a dozen 
or so engineers who were supposedly responsible for manipulating engines (O’Kane, 2015). 

There is a reason for assigning blame in this way: blame specificity facilitates collective 
action when there is need to right a wrong (Javeline, 2003). The problem with such a simplis-
tic assignment of blame is that it tends to gloss over the complexity of the entire picture and 
directs attention away from other factors that might have played a part in causing the event 
in the first place. Complex problems are rarely solved with simple solutions. Future research 
on the responsible management of the past should attend to such mnemonic integrity. While 
existing research tends to focus on the ethics of the present and the future, an examination of 
integrity with regard to re-interpretation of the past needs to be incorporated, as well.

Remembering Practices

Responsible management of the past requires practices that enact the ethical considerations 
we have proposed in the field. Remembering practices play an important role in both man-
aging responsibly and preventing the forgetting of important lessons from the past (Olick, 
2007). First, responsible management is underpinned, we argue, in part by the development of 
remembering practices. Depending on the industry or context, these practices might include 
the maintenance of certain safety standards over time as a response to previous incidents 
(Madsen, 2009). However, rather than merely symbolic adoption, responsible managers 
must remember the ethos and reason behind these standards. An example, stemming from 
personal communication with a privileged source at a large global infrastructure firm, is that 
following a price-fixing scandal, the firm had its new employees undergo training on how to 
behave in situations that might in any way be related to price-fixing and would not let them 
sign a contract without first demonstrating that they understood the training. Future research 
should address how socialization, training, standards and other types of responsible practices 
and structures can incorporate an explicit and reflexive mnemonic component. This relates, of 
course, to effective human resource management, which has been examined in the context of 
responsible management (Hilliard, 2013).

Barring the presence of anything meaningful to connect these practices and structures to, 
forgetting will likely follow nevertheless (Ricoeur, 2004). Thus, we suggest that a second 
important component of preventing the forgetting of important lessons is commemoration. We 
argue that responsible managers should strive to commemorate past mistakes and incidents of 
irresponsibility in addition to near-misses, events where irresponsible behavior was success-
fully prevented or where irresponsible behavior was denounced, in cases of whistleblowing, 
for example. Commemoration refers to designating moral significance to past events in a way 
that connects them to the present (values), thereby ensuring that past events remain meaningful 
over time (Schwartz & Schuman, 2005). The form that such responsible management practice 
in relation to the past should take remains to be researched further. Janssen (2013) shows how 
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Volkswagen put in place a variety of remembering practices after experiencing pressure and 
having been sued for the use of forced labor under the Nazi regime. After having ignored the 
issue for more than 40 years, the company put in place a memorial and ordered a research 
study scrutinizing its past. This was followed by a variety of other related initiatives, like 
publications and educational programs for managers and employees at Auschwitz. While 
Volkswagen seems to have been quite successful in setting effective remembering practices in 
relation to forced labor, the example we provide above of its use of the defeat device highlights 
the need for future research to deal with the risk of commemoration becoming only symbolic 
and not fulfilling its role of preventing irresponsibility in the future.

Interrogating the Past

We have noted that mnemonic work can lead to the de-responsibilization of managers and 
firms – or the forgetting of past irresponsibility. Sometimes, forgetting is not intended to be 
malicious and simply stems from a desire to leave an uncomfortable past behind and get on 
with business as usual (Janssen, 2012; Mena et al., 2016). To responsibly manage the past, 
this kind of forgetting work should obviously be avoided. We argue that responsible managers 
should, instead, acknowledge the fickle and selective nature of our recollection of the past 
and conduct the type of interrogative mnemonic work outlined by Kuhn (2010), for which the 
past’s unreliability is the starting point. Informed by mnemonic integrity and sensitivity, this 
approach inherently puts an emphasis on diligent record-keeping and interpretation of these 
records. In particular, interrogating the past for responsible management should involve an 
awareness of past and present power relations and of who might benefit (or not) from the per-
petuation different narratives of the past. An interrogative, responsible manager will consider 
all available past narratives from different actors taking part in the mnemonic struggle. Future 
research in this area should address how managers might incorporate an ongoing interrogation 
of the past into their day-to-day activities.

The Role of Corporate Archivists

Finally, we argue that responsible management research should focus on a corporate position 
that matters for responsible management and, yet, has thus far been ignored: the archivist. 
Archives and how they are drawn upon in firms have been shown to be important in terms of 
branding (Foster et al., 2011) and product development (Hatch & Schultz, 2017), among other 
things. Indeed, many large corporations today employ full-time archivists. As has been noted, 
corporations are prone to presenting their history in a highly selective manner, often conceal-
ing troubling aspects of their pasts (Rowlinson, 2002). As many who have visited a corporate 
archive can attest, archivists are often lonely figures, who have little to do with the everyday 
operations of the firm.

We suggest that the archivist could play a key role in the responsible management of the 
past. Archivists are likely to be aware of past instances of both responsible and irresponsible 
management. They are well-positioned to perpetuate and disseminate the lessons from these 
instances in the organization’s collective memory. In that respect, archivists might be able 
to support the continued development of remembering practices, mnemonic integrity and 
sensitivity and an ongoing interrogation of the past on the part of managers throughout the 
company. Future research should consider this under-studied position and its role in the 
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responsible management of the past, in particular in a supporting capacity vis-à-vis other 
managers.

CONCLUSION

A key concern we have presented in this chapter is that the majority of the literature on respon-
sible management and related areas, such as CSR, sustainability and business ethics, has 
largely ignored the fact that past beliefs about what is considered responsible and irresponsible 
are reconstructed over time. Crucially, this socially constructed view of the past means that our 
representations of (ir)responsible management are contingent on both the mnemonic struggles 
at play and the cultural norms and values that reign in a given time and space. Furthermore, 
these representations are the result of interactions of a variety of actors, not least large business 
corporations, especially where their own activities are concerned, and also managers who have 
to navigate past, present and future understandings of responsibility, sustainability and ethics.

We have addressed this concern by presenting an overview of the literature using a col-
lective memory perspective to understand corporate (ir)responsibility and have connected 
that nascent literature to that on responsible management. Specifically, we have outlined key 
issues and concepts that should be taken into consideration in the practice of responsible man-
agement, especially where issues related to the past are concerned. In presenting this outline, 
we aim to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of responsible management that 
takes into account responsible management of the past, as well.
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32. Responsible managers’ workplace learning
Olga Andrianova and Elena Antonacopoulou

1. INTRODUCTION: THE FIELD OF RESPONSIBLE
MANAGERS’ WORKPLACE LEARNING

In September 2015, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA, 2015) reported that 
Volkswagen had installed software in some diesel vehicles to deceive emissions tests. 
Specifically, about 800,000 cars in Europe were affected by the software modifying the 
engine’s performance temporarily to produce overly favourable emissions results, 10‒40 per 
cent lower than during normal operation (BBC, 2015). The internal investigation has shown 
that it was an example of the employees’ perceptions of an organisational culture that tolerated 
breaching rules (The Volkswagen AG, 2015). Consequently, the acceptance of irresponsibility 
by many in the company resulted in increased emissions in the US market. The example from 
Volkswagen shows that a pressure from outside to generate profit over ethical responsibility 
towards society created acceptance for irresponsible behaviour among the VW employees. In 
order to avoid such behaviour becoming institutionalised in an organisation the role of respon-
sible managers – senior, middle and first-line managers – who integrate sustainability, respon-
sibility, and ethics into managerial practice (Laasch & Conaway, 2015) is a critical priority.

Interest and research on responsible managers’ workplace learning has intensified only in the 
past decade as the need to integrate work, learning, and changes in society (Antonacopoulou, 
2006; Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2018; Billett, 2001, 2002; Billett & Choy, 2013; Ellinger et 
al., 1999; Ellinger & Bostrom, 2002; Ellinger & Czeh, 2007; Torraco, 1999; Yap & Choy, 
2018). The role of responsible managers as learning facilitators becomes more central in 
the process of workplace learning (Ellinger & Bostrom, 2002; Ellinger & Czeh, 2007). 
However, we still know little about how responsible manager’s workplace learning happens 
in organisations?

This chapter reviews the development of literature related to responsible manager’s work-
place learning and how it is managed in the organisations by individual managers. The main 
argument of this chapter is that the responsible manager’s workplace learning shows a shift in 
the workplace learning literature from a traditional way of interventional workplace learning 
facilitated by centrally managed departments such as Human Resources and Environmental 
Management to new ways of providing employees with continuous learning opportunities 
which help the organisations to react to the changes flexibly demonstrating the agility to use 
practical judgement to serve given challenges upholding the principles that serve the common 
good. It demonstrates that a responsible manager in today’s workplace enables and supports 
all the different ways of learning which helps to develop ethical and social behaviours of their 
team members and the actors inside and outside the organisation. This chapter also demon-
strates that contextual aspects such as socio-historical influences play an enormous role in 
shaping responsible manager’s workplace learning, because modern managers collaborate 
not only with organisational actors inside the organisation but also outside. Therefore, future 
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research on socio-historical contextual influences that impacts responsible manager’s work-
place learning will enhance the literature and improve business practice.

2. RESPONSIBLE MANAGERS’ WORKPLACE LEARNING:
THE ORGANISATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

A significant body of literature on workplace learning presents a range of perspectives on 
how learning is embedded in organisations in a range of formal and informal practices. The 
common denominator is that workplace learning is the acquisition of knowledge or skills that 
occurs in the workplace by formal or informal means (Cacciattolo, 2015; Fenwick, 2008). It 
is also a mode of learning that places the individual manager at the helm of the process and 
for the purposes of our discussion in this chapter we would also argue that it also accounts for 
the importance of responsible managers in designing workplace learning. In this section we 
outline the ways in which workplace learning is delivered in organisations through the inter-
vention of responsible managers and address the implementation of environmental practices, 
co-creating training and development plans, promoting and rewarding learning and cultivating 
a responsible culture that improves performance.

Implementing Environmental Practices

Banerjee (1998) acknowledges in his research differences among companies when implement-
ing environmental practices. He defines environmentally responsible learning as ‘a process 
by which the organisations learn to integrate the environmental issues in their business 
activities’ (Banerjee, 1998: 150). In this definition, the author underlines the importance of the 
relationship between managers, other actors, natural environment and their business activity. 
To demonstrate the difference between design of workplace learning between organisations, 
Banerjee in his study compares and contrasts two case studies. Whereas managers in one 
organisation with more responsible practices used a double-loop learning process, including 
regular feedback from and to employees; managers in another organisation with less devel-
oped responsible practice for the environment used mainly a single-loop learning process 
which does not include feedback processes. The results of the study suggest that the process of 
double-loop learning is particularly important for responsible management, because such man-
agers have a long-term focus which helps the organisation to anticipate changes in legislation, 
encourage experimentation and risk-taking, as well as integrate different perspectives. Even 
though Banerjee1 has not provided a definition about what workplace learning of a responsible 
manager is explicitly, he acknowledges that responsible manager’s workplace learning lies 
in knowledge exchange and learning process among managers and different organisational 
actors.

1 The study also identified that a double-loop learning organisation uses more extensive environ-
mental training that the organisation with the single-loop learning.
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Co-creating Training and Development Plans

Building on Banerjee’s research, later developments in the literature suggest an increasing 
role of formal practices that responsible managers use in their work to enhance workplace 
learning and develop ethical and social skills in their employees. This stream of literature 
particularly assigns to the responsible manager the role of a recipient of services (as a learner 
and as a designer) provided by specialised units like Human Resource Management (HRM) 
and Environmental Management (EM) departments. For example, the HRM literature consid-
ers designing training as one of the primary services through which HRM develops together 
with responsible managers support for initiatives in cooperation (Daily et al., 2007; Brío 
et al., 2008; Jabbour, 2013). Renwick et al. (2013) and Jackson et al. (2011) highlight that 
responsible managers work hand-in-hand with the HRM department to develop training plans 
for their staff by analysing workspace, energy efficiency, waste management, recycling, and 
development of ethical personal skills. The literature confirms that managers mainly receive 
training and learning plans which include programmes, workshops, and sessions to enable 
employees not only to acquire knowledge in environmental management but also develop 
empathy to related social issues (Liebowitz, 2010; Prasad, 2013). However, the literature also 
points out that organisations have difficulties using information to translate broad, corporate 
commitments into site-specific standards (Gouldson & Sullivan, 2007). Therefore, responsible 
managers could help make the information transparent for all employees. As a result, environ-
mental awareness by employees can become integral to achieving organisational goals at both 
the strategic and operational levels (Worthington, 2012). In relation to the national context, 
the literature indicates the importance of knowledge of local managerial issues by responsible 
managers and use of local networks to enhance their knowledge and develop new responsible 
management practices (Berkes, 2009).

Promoting and Rewarding Learning in the Workplace

Whereas the literature highlights that involvement of responsible managers in the design of 
the training activities is rather passive, the stream of literature on reward systems indicates 
a higher level of responsible managers’ involvement in promoting learning in their work-
place. For example, Calia et al. (2009) illustrate that involvement of responsible managers 
is necessary to increase the success of reward programmes aiming at motivating employees’ 
responsible actions. Renwick et al. (2013) emphasise that commitment of responsible man-
agement increases commitment from workers themselves. Workers become more ethically 
and socially responsible which helps to get them further involved in eco or social initiatives. 
Consequently, while designing reward systems, a responsible manager mirrors management’s 
commitment to responsible practices though reinforcing and motivating employees’ actions 
(Daily & Huang, 2001). Literature illustrates different types of reward practices to ethical 
and social skills acquisition in which the responsible manager is involved to ensure that the 
staff are dedicated to responsible practices. In this case, the managers focus on developing 
non-monetary-based ‘green’ rewards (e.g. sabbaticals, leave, gifts), recognition-based ‘green’ 
rewards (e.g. awards, dinners, publicity, external roles, daily praise), and positive rewards (e.g. 
feedback) (Renwick et al., 2013; Opatha, 2013). All of these types of rewards value employ-
ees who contribute the most to sustainability (Renwick et al., 2013) through recognising and 
rewarding employees who are dedicated to responsible management (Kapil, 2015; Arulrajah et 
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al., 2015). Ramus (2001) also confirmed that recognition-based rewards, in the form of praise 
letters and plaques, had more impact on employees’ commitment to responsible practices than 
other types of rewards.

Cultivating a Responsible Culture and Improving Performance

Furthermore, earlier research demonstrates that responsible managers become key to achiev-
ing higher levels of organisational performance in the organisation through designing 
a responsible culture. Using organisation culture, responsible managers build the set of 
assumptions, values, symbols, and organisational artefacts that reflect the desire or necessity 
of being a responsibly oriented organisation (Harris & Crane, 2002). Govindarajulu and Daily 
(2004) describe organisational culture as a factor of either promotion or inhibition to employee 
motivation and willingness to adopt responsible actions developed through commitment to 
responsible practices by top managers. A study in the US suggests that managers at a low level 
who interface between senior management and other employees face challenges in following 
the initiative of their top managers who may have different agendas (Sharma & Vredenburg, 
1998). Therefore, development of values as a learning process may be difficult because man-
agers may have their own values which can be rejected by top managers, which will not lead 
to actions (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002).

Empirically, it has been found that managers experience difficulty in demonstrating their 
responsible leadership. The responsible managers do not find it easy establishing a link 
between the environmental and economic dimensions of corporate responsibility because the 
initiative still comes from top managers (Arevalo, 2010). Despite studies which highlight the 
importance of top management roles which define penalties for violating regulations and rules 
(Renwick et al., 2013; Mandip, 2012), literature shows that top management commitment is 
not sufficient. Top management has to provide employees with feedback on their performance 
in order to maintain proper values, besides reinforcing them through education and training 
(Fernandez et al., 2003).

Moreover, the empirical findings of the earlier literature suggest that there is a transforma-
tive effect on developing a new type of learning environment, consistent with including nature 
in the decision-making thinking. For example, Jermier and Forbes (2012) suggested it is nec-
essary to move beyond images of organisations as uniform integrated systems, where culture 
is identified as a consistent, organisation-wide force, managed by top management initiatives. 
Fernandez et al. (2003) explain that antecedents for an organisational culture include employ-
ees’ involvement in motivation and incentives, managers’ commitment to ethical and social 
issues, and the eco-centric values of employees. Authors further add that among all of these 
antecedents, employee participation and involvement in responsible projects is a core driver 
for the creation of a culture. Consequently, understanding of people who implement initiatives 
within the organisation becomes an important element to bridge different communities of 
knowledge, spanning boundaries to incorporate nature in human activities (Clarke & Roome, 
1999). While this literature provides valuable insights, it is somewhat limited in its ability to 
explain how responsible managers in a non-Western context facilitate managerial collabora-
tion across formal and informal groups and is an important area for research (Wassmer et al., 
2015).

In summary, despite the fact that early literature provides a limited view on the role of 
responsible managers at the lower level of the organisation, it suggests the importance of 
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responsible manager’s efforts in developing the necessary ethical and social skills of their 
team members. This happens by giving employees time for experimentation towards more 
responsible practice and making improvements without excessive management intervention, 
which may form part of an organisational culture and is thought to increase their motivation 
towards responsible management practice (Govindarajulu & Daily, 2004; Daily & Huang, 
2001; Daily et al., 2007), and promote responsible innovation (Govindarajulu & Daily, 2004; 
Ramus, 2001; Ramus & Steger, 2000). Responsible managers design workplace learning in 
a way that employees are allowed to express their thoughts on how environmental actions 
should be executed and implemented. Managers also help by institutionalising open channels 
of communication as part of the organisation’s responsible initiatives to encourage employees 
to contribute to the learning goals and will allow managers to be informed of sustainable 
practices.

3. CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS

The previous section shows a shift in the workplace learning literature from a traditional way of 
interventional workplace learning facilitated by centrally managed departments. This section 
demonstrates new ways of providing employees with continuous learning opportunities which 
enhance agility when navigating VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity) 
conditions by using practical judgement to serve the common good (Antonacopoulou, 2018). 
In the emerging debate we recognise a greater focus on the role of responsible managers in 
supporting informal learning in the workplace, rather than formal education and qualifications. 
Consequently, a responsible manager in today’s workplace enables and supports all the differ-
ent ways of learning which helps to develop ethical and social skills and behaviours of their 
team members and the actors inside and outside the organisation.

Current literature is critical of an instrumental approach of workplace learning run by 
HR and top management and argues that empowerment of socially or ecologically oriented 
managers helps employees to enhance their tacit knowledge, which has great influence in 
identifying pollution sources, managing emergency circumstances, and expanding preventive 
solutions (Boiral & Paillé, 2012) resulting in improved organisational performance (Renwick 
et al., 2013). In addition, the emerging acceptance of environmental irresponsibility by organ-
isational members and society has proven a catalyst for emerging research on better under-
standing how responsible managers engage in the learning process and acting critically about 
environmental issues. Several streams are identified which we examine in this section under 
the themes of: the character of workplace learning, hands-on engagement learning, extending 
communities of practice, values-based learning and facilitating organisational learning.

The Character of Workplace Learning

Organisational researchers (Dalal et al., 2009; Perez et al., 2009; Strauss et al., 2017; Onkila, 
2015) acknowledge that managers reflect upon ‘personal understanding’ of environmental 
issues and their emotions during their work. For example, Onkila (2015) identified that 
when organisations experience pressure in relation to environmental and social issues from 
stakeholders outside the organisation, not only do top managers experience these pressures 
but also employees, although in a different form. Therefore, the recent research highlights 
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the importance of the emergent character of workplace learning of a responsible manager and 
challenges that ‘implementers’ of environmental strategies and practices face in a company’s 
operations, and a need for new environmental knowledge (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). 
The studies suggest organisational culture is important when re-inventing processes and prod-
ucts, integrating new sets of data, external and internal communication strategies (Hibbert & 
Cunliffe, 2015). These changes in practices require changes in competencies, mindsets, and 
awareness and knowledge at all levels of the business (Sharma & Tewari, 2017; Valentin, 
2015). However, manifestation of a responsible culture requires that employees at all levels 
understand the values in the organisation (Ahmad, 2015; Bhutto, 2016).

Hands-on Engagement Learning

Research on responsible education increasingly emphasises hands-on engagement learning 
processes at work. This engagement and participation is equally important, as formal and 
informal education at work is a motivating factor toward environmental responsibility (Allen 
et al., 2017). By positioning workplace learning as hands-on engagement in responsible 
management learning, a responsible manager creates the conditions for informal learning 
rather than formal education and qualifications and in doing so, ensure continuous improve-
ment of their environmental performance through the initiation of a responsible culture. This 
means that hands-on engagement as a mode of learning provides a culture of learning that 
extends its character beyond sensitivity to environmental issues, but towards active steps to 
activate an environmental agenda. For example Gupta and Kumar (2013) explain that the 
organisational brand can become a hands-on engagement learning stimulating and accel-
erating the conversion about developing responsible practices throughout the organisation. 
This assimilation process engages individual or groups of employees in a new organisational 
culture where environmental issues receive not only more attention but become embedded 
as part of the collective identity (Margaretha & Saragih, 2013). Similarly, Valentin (2015) 
noted collaboration across organisations where responsible managers initiate and promote 
through informal networks and alliances – among business, community groups, trade unions, 
and environmental activists – responsible practices, which becomes a hands-on approach to 
engaging in learning that becomes an important element to bridge different communities of 
knowledge, spanning boundaries to incorporate nature in human activities (Clarke & Roome, 
1999). It must be noted that whilst this literature provides valuable insights, it is somewhat 
limited in its ability to explain how middle- and first-line managers in a non-Western context 
facilitate environmental collaboration across formal and informal groups, and is an important 
area for research (Wassmer et al., 2015). Therefore, we propose more attention in advancing 
the hands-on engagement learning as part of responsible management learning, where respon-
sibility extends beyond the bottom line as the foundation for embedding environmental issues 
across management practices. This offers a way of extending the hitherto conceptualisation of 
learning in communities of practice.

Communities of Practice Extended

To understand the informal nature of responsible management learning, especially when fos-
tered by responsible managers at work, we feel that a situated approach to learning captures 
the essence of how employees across the organisation can operate in communities of practices 
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socialising the embedding principles of environmental management throughout the organisa-
tion. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) conceptualisation of situated learning is used in sustainability 
research to explicate learning facilitation in communities by connecting members through new 
practices with the help of ‘community coordinators’ (Wenger, 2000: 231) or people who work 
across the boundaries (Wenger, 1998). Wenger (2000: 235‒236) uses the term ‘brokering 
across communities of practice’, which involves ‘connections provided by people who can 
introduce elements of practice into another’ (p. 105). Four forms of brokering are identified: 
(1) boundary spanners, who take care of one specific boundary over time; (2) roamers, who go
from place to place and create connections for knowledge transfer; (3) outposts are the people
who bring back news from the forefront and explore new territories; and, finally, (4) pairs do
brokering through a personal relationship between two people from different communities,
and it is the relationship which acts as a brokering device. Although Wenger (2000) distin-
guishes four forms of brokering, the literature focuses mainly on boundary-spanning agents.
Earlier research points out that boundary spanners work on internal activities rather than go
beyond organisational boundaries (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Tushman & Scanlan, 1981).
Later research identifies that boundary spanners have not only an internal but also an external
focus in facilitating the creation and maintenance of inter-organisational relations (Bryan,
2006; Levina & Vaast, 2005; Richter et al., 2006; Sturdy & Wright, 2011). Thus, Bryan
(2006) defines boundary-spanning agents as the people who formally and informally maintain
inter-organisational contact, and who interact with their counterparts in other organisations. In
this study, the front-line manager can be considered boundary-spanning agents because they
formally and informally interact with members of communities of practice which are located
inside and outside their organisations.

In sustainability learning research, there is much evidence about learning around material 
boundary objects (Hawkins et al., 2017; Hultman & Corvellec, 2012; Wagner et al., 2010). 
There is only one study, by Benn and Martin (2010), which has been identified that examines 
learning around discourses and boundary objects on the national level in a country in transi-
tion – China. Benn and Martin (2010) investigated communities of practice across multiple 
intersecting communities in the area of hydrological and agricultural science research which 
enable individual farmers to participate in learning processes. The learning process in the 
communities of practice was aimed at capacity-building farmers achieving legitimation from 
government and inter-governmental levels for small-scale infrastructure. The researchers 
explored how boundary objects about sustainability in the communities were leveraged by 
the transfer of knowledge between academics in universities and managers in other sectors of 
society, including farmers. As a result, the learning process was made possible through struc-
tural and visionary mechanisms in which academics and their students were mixed with the 
farmers working in the rice fields so that the processes of knowledge creation and transfer are 
closely linked. The findings of the study suggest that leadership of university staff provided 
a necessary steering medium for change between high levels of government and the agricul-
tural sector (Benn & Martin, 2010).

Value-based Learning

Current developments in the literature suggest an increasing role of the responsible manager 
in workplace learning which is defined not only as knowledge of different issues and ability 
of the managers to incorporate this into organisation’s operation, but also the effort of the 
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managers to develop their employees’ values, their skills and abilities necessary for learning 
new responsible practices or even new jobs. Thus, organisational researchers (Boiral et al., 
2014; Strauss et al., 2017; Onkila, 2015) acknowledge that responsible managers’ personal 
values build a basis for organisational learning processes which influence other employees’ 
actions towards managerial responsibility. According to Steg and de Groot (2012), values 
typically influence human action indirectly, via behaviour-specific beliefs, preferences, atti-
tudes, and norms and reflect a broad range of motivations for environmental learning such 
altruistic motivations. Some studies explore the importance of ethical and social values in the 
learning process. Studies in the UK identified that sense, knowledge, values and an internal 
locus of control can be seen to interact in producing pro-environmental practices (Williams & 
Schaefer, 2013; Schaefer et al., 2018). The studies explain that while economic arguments and 
external pressure played a role in managers’ workplace learning, managers used their personal 
values and beliefs to make sense of the ethical and social issues. Thus, responsible managers 
reflect upon ‘personal understanding’ of ethical issues and their emotions during their work. 
By positioning personal values as integral to the learning process, workplace learning acquires 
a new positioning as a catalyst for facilitating organisational learning. In practice this means 
that responsible workplace learning aligns not only individual and organisational interests but 
more so the values that enable a holistic engagement with the ecosystem.

Facilitating Organisational Learning

Personal and societal values are important to environmental learning at work, despite the 
challenges of aligning personal and organisational values. The scholars who study changes in 
managerial practices in relation to awareness and knowledge at all employees’ levels (Sharma 
& Tewari, 2017; Valentin, 2015) illustrate the importance of this for responsible learning in 
the workplace. The current literature also indicates that responsible managers are consistent in 
thinking that nature is constituted as independent of humans (Allen et al., 2017). The result of 
such thinking is often a disconnect of managerial action from consequences, such as increased 
emissions, contaminated water, or negatively affected biodiversity. Research emphasises 
a shift from traditional jobs to an engagement of employees who command and are active 
in making their work more responsible. In this stream scholars look at the development of 
responsible practices through learning skills and competencies which enable employees to 
perform their tasks and responsibilities in the workplace (McDonald, 2014).

Furthermore, research shows that context plays an important role in moderating the 
outcomes of a manager’s efforts (Jarzabkowski & Wilson, 2006). Context infuses all 
aspects of learning, which shapes the learning environment for organisations in which the 
manager-facilitator interacts with other learners. The majority of studies on individual learning 
at work use a multidimensional approach, which specifies national, regional, and industrial 
contexts (Guthey et al., 2014; Shrivastava & Kennelly, 2013). Furthermore, the literature 
suggests that the success of organisational initiatives depends on the employee engagement 
of all levels (Boiral, 2005; Boiral et al., 2016). In this regard, research on engaging different 
levels of employees in facilitating workplace learning by low-level managers (Muralidharan, 
2016) and the facilitation of responsible workplace learning processes that underlie associated 
implementation of responsible practices is still emerging (Allen et al., 2017). The literature 
shows that managers have recognised the need for change, but there has also been external and 
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internal pressure to make learning more relevant to the employees’ workplace and the role of 
context in responsible manager’s organisational learning facilitation.

The origin of facilitation lies in John Dewey’s work who believed in the importance of pro-
viding many different experiences to enable learning through play. Dewey strongly believed 
in connecting with the natural interests and activities of learners, such that the ‘question 
of education is the question of taking hold of his [sic] activities, of giving them direction’ 
(Dewey 1956: 36). Considering the experiential nature of learning, facilitation theory (the 
humanist approach) developed by Rogers (1985) based on the assumption that people have 
a natural human eagerness to learn and that learning involves changing one’s own concept of 
themselves. In his view learning will take place if the person delivering it acts as a facilitator. 
To facilitate learning, a facilitator should establish an atmosphere in which learners feel com-
fortable and are able to discuss and explore new ideas. Consequently, learners should be able 
to learn from their mistakes because learning happens through experiences in an environment 
in which learners feel safe and not vulnerable (Antonacopoulou, 2014).

An emerging stream of research has been exploring the richness of interactions between 
learners and other learning partners fostering organisational learning as a complex social 
process (Antonacopoulou, 2006). Ellinger and Cseh’s (2007) study of a consumer-focused 
manufacturer located in the US found that two large overarching contextual factors positively 
influenced employees’ facilitation of others’ learning. These included a learning-committed 
leadership, and an internal culture committed to learning. The study also found that the learn-
ing cycle could begin with the manager-facilitator, who may then play a greater role in the 
process of learning to help the learner learn. The author explains that the role of the facilitator 
is to create and provide learning opportunities, as well as engage employees, using specific 
facilitation strategies. According to Antonacopoulou (2006) learning is a product not only of 
the organisational level, but of the wider social context at the national, regional and industry 
level. In the study of managerial learning practices in the financial services sector in the UK 
managers in the banking sector chose to learn beyond the boundaries of the education, training 
and development provided within their organisations. The study highlights how the historical 
approach and the traditions in the banking sector have determined acceptable behaviour and 
the level of perceived learning autonomy amongst middle managers. Similarly, the research 
on practices highlights the importance of contextual influences beyond organisational settings 
for workplace learning. In the study, Erkelens et al. (2015) found that a network of local 
experts facilitates the organisational learning of the whole company resulting from the com-
pany’s participation in various local practices. The facilitation occurs by un-embedding and 
re-embedding knowledge between existing and new practices. All these studies suggest the 
importance of the organisational context, but also the wider societal context in different forms 
that influence facilitating workplace learning, and the way learning facilitators interact with 
their learners.

4. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Taken together, the issues addressed in the analysis presented show that research on responsi-
ble manager’s workplace learning has intensified as the need to integrate work, learning, and 
changes in society has also rendered critical extending organisational goals beyond the bottom 
line to foster learning with virtue (Antonacopoulou, 2006; Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2018; 
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Billett, 2001, 2002; Billett & Choy, 2013; Ellinger et al., 1999; Ellinger & Bostrom, 2002; 
Ellinger & Czeh, 2007; Torraco, 1999; Yap & Choy, 2018). The role of responsible managers 
as learning facilitators becomes more central to workplace learning (Ellinger & Czeh, 2007). 
However, the important issue of relevance heightens the role of context in a socio-historical 
environment in workplace learning and positions the alignment of personal, organisational 
and societal values as integral to the role responsible managers have in fostering workplace 
learning that supports organisational responsiveness to VUCA conditions.

While the literature highlights the processes towards greater engagement of responsible 
managers in the workplace learning process, empirical studies focus on managers’ whole 
embedded nature and responsible management as part of their actions (Arevalo, 2010; Jermier 
& Forbes, 2003; Valentin, 2015)(Arevalo, 2010; Jermier & Forbes, 2012; Valentin, 2015).
This change in practice has resulted in amendments to the traditional ways that managers’ 
workplace learning has been supported, such that workplace learning is seen as a mechanism 
for preparing employees for more responsible ways of working. Therefore, an important 
development has been increased recognition of prior learning, an often-essential element in 
responsible manager’s facilitation of workplace learning throughout the organisation. 

Being a responsible manager and leader in today’s business world can be very challenging 
due to dual responsibility and the need to balance different (and sometimes contradicting) 
expectations (Haski-Leventhal, 2018). In the modern workplace, everyone is responsible for 
their own continuous improvement, learning and development. In this framework of modern 
workplace learning, at the heart sits the individual, and it is the role of both managers and other 
organisational departments to enable and support a much broader approach to learning in the 
organisation (Bolden et al., 2011). Therefore, recent research suggests that contextualisation 
of personal decision-making processes which is informed by firms’ business activities and 
wider influences remains particularly challenging to study (Fortis et al., 2016). Johns (2017: 
584) argues that there is ‘a basic lack of theories that treat discrete events as context, that
incorporate change in (or as) context, or that allow for bottom-up as opposed to top-down
contextual influence’.

Research suggests that adopting a multilevel approach to organisational change is useful, 
because it helps to achieve integration of different stakeholders and systems (Gersick, 1991). 
Wilson (1992) believed that planned organisational changes can be located and analysed 
using three main levels: (a) the individual members of an organisation, (b) the organisation as 
a holistic entity, and (c) the wider societal and economic context in which the organisation is 
embedded. Bamford and Forrester (2003) provided evidence from the manufacturing sector in 
the UK about additional multiple forces, such as: customers and suppliers of the industry, the 
economic environment, national and international legislation and the history of the organisa-
tion which plays an important role in changing practices in an organisation. Recent research 
argues that the context plays an important role in moderating the outcomes of managers’ efforts 
(Jarzabkowski & Wilson, 2006). Similarly, many studies on responsible decision-making of 
an individual at work use a multidimensional approach which specifies national, regional, 
and industrial contexts (Guthey et al., 2014; Shrivastava & Kennelly, 2013) and captures the 
richness of interactions between different influences and the role of responsible managers in 
supporting the complex social process of organisational learning (Antonacopoulou, 2006). As 
the literature on low-level managers has been largely ignored (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007), it 
is important to understand how the multi-layered contexts may regulate the actions of respon-
sible managers using findings from the literature and specifically literature on managers in 
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Figure 32.1 The multiple levels of interactions of responsible managers
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sustainability learning. Figure 32.1 shows diagrammatically the multidimensional nature of 
responsible management learning.

Figure 32.1 represents diagrammatically the interdependencies between the role of the 
responsible manager (in the middle) and four contextual layers: group, organisation, industry 
sector and society. Starting with the role of the front-line manager, the literature defines 
front-line as the first- or second-level managers (line managers, office managers, supervisors) 
directly responsible for the production of goods and services, and supervision of clerical staff 
and shop floor employees (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). It captures the notion of two positions 
– middle- and first-line managers. Whereas middle managers are persons who occupy a posi-
tion between ‘top strategic management’ and ‘first-line managers’, first-line manager refers to
a person who possesses a delegated authority to take decisions at the operational level and has
formal authority via higher-level managers (Hales, 2005, p. 473). The relationship between
front-line managers and groups (as mapped in Figure 32.1) are routed in the responsibility of
front-line managers to supervise a team or group of people. Research demonstrates that job
roles of front-line managers include motivation and educational roles (Hales, 2005). The role
is increasingly charged with the implementation of many human resources practices. This calls
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for responsible managers to interact with their teams and from their practices in conjunction 
with satisfying the developmental needs, resolving issues of their team members and facilitat-
ing workplace learning.

5. CONCLUSION

This chapter contributes to our understanding of responsible management learning by expli-
cating the character of workplace learning and the practices that constitute the role and con-
tribution of a responsible manager. The discussion exposes the way this role expands beyond 
what is conventionally seen as a means of improving the skills of employees and enhancing 
their knowledge towards having a more environmentally or socially responsible work ethos. 
Instead, as this chapter has shown, workplace learning extends beyond what has tradition-
ally been seen as the sole responsibility of the Human Resources Department, in particular 
Training, Learning and Development units (Garavan et al., 2002). The VUCA conditions 
that reflects today’s business environment extend beyond economic issues and expose the 
complexity in society and the pressing issues from the environment where nature, climate and 
sustainability become critical to the relevance of the traditional business model and operations 
which place greater emphasis on a more ethical and social activity, making management more 
responsible. This shift in society and business has generated pressure on employees to learn 
new skills and abilities that help to develop a responsible work ethos which also addresses irre-
sponsible behaviour in the organisation. Therefore, the responsible managers’ learning agenda 
is to facilitate value-based learning at all levels, either through formal or informal means, to 
ensure that a hands-on and engaged approach of attending to the wider ecosystem priorities 
forms the core of the wider organisational learning culture. Formal learning, which consists of 
qualifications and certified training, is no longer seen as the sole method of learning.

Responsible management learning in the workplace is characterised by the fluid, agile and 
resourceful ways in which everyday interactions with stakeholders in the wider ecosystem 
foster responsible management practices that have a positive impact in society, the environ-
ment as well as the economy. Responsible workplace learning has received limited attention 
by the responsible management learning scholars so far, and yet as we have shown in this 
discussion it offers a useful basis to investigate the role of responsible managers in devel-
oping more responsible organisational practices. Facilitating organisational learning as part 
of fostering responsible management learning, as we have argued, extends beyond current 
practices in integrating environmental issues in business activities. It also includes develop-
ing, sharing, and embedding understandings and activities that enable organisations to meet 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. Responsible workplace learning is triggered by raising awareness and identifying 
change agents among first-line and top-level managers and specialised departments such as the 
Environmental Department and HRM managers, all of whom influence the learning process 
by reflecting the ethos, values and culture of the firm. The conditions create the context for 
collective learning that can shape the organisational capability to address environmental 
uncertainty through employee empowerment and active engagement in practices that serve the 
common good. There is a clear need to investigate further the social processes associated with 
learning in order to understand the socio-historical context in which new responsible practices 
take place. 
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33. Responsible management unlearning
Tali Padan and Nhien Nguyen

1. UNLEARNING AS A WAY TO RESPONSIBILIZE
MANAGERS

Critique towards the general level of responsibility of managers has intensified over the last 
decade, with the increasing financial scandals and economic downturns that were attributed to 
unethical decision making. Underneath the blaming of certain individual immoral decisions 
lies a greater critique towards a culture which glorifies profit above all. This has rippled 
through the political dimension, as “economy has replaced humanity as the core value of polit-
ical discourse” (Hendry, 2006: 268). This critique towards responsibility comes not just to the 
economic realm but also in terms of environmental concerns, and how businesses are taking 
into account their “triple bottom line” of sustainability, stakeholder value and ethics (Laasch 
& Conaway, 2014).

The challenge of how to develop responsible managers has been an important scholarly 
inquiry, but whether those theories have been able to be translated into practice is still disputed. 
Some scholars would say that a disconnect still remains between theory and practice, because 
the way that responsibility is taught requires a moral reflexive practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 
2015). Responsibility, if taught like engineering or math, risks being a prescriptive formula 
that remains only as cognitive knowledge not put into practice. Managers must not only learn 
the right theories and principles but must also be able to internalize them in their very own 
understanding. This includes growing their awareness about how they see themselves in the 
world. For this, there is a need for both knowledge-based learning as well as a more reflexive 
process of unlearning, which would allow for some old and rigid beliefs to be discarded. This 
could be, for example, unlearning beliefs that favour individual profit over the collective good. 
But unlearning in itself is only one component. For a fundamental shift in perspective, unlearn-
ing must go along with a transformative experience, which is where Mezirow’s transformative 
learning offers a vast opportunity. These two concepts can work together in order for managers 
to critically assess their belief systems, and for this to be coupled with a transformative expe-
rience that affects how they see themselves in the world.

Unlearning can be applied in organizational settings, in order to support the growing aware-
ness of employees and create a culture of responsibility. A deliberate unlearning experience 
for both managers and their employees can create an atmosphere of trust and responsibility. 
Most literature for management unlearning sees unlearning as merely discarding old knowl-
edge and quickly picking up new practices that will create a successful business. Rarely is 
there a chance to connect this with a transformative experience that would fundamentally alter 
individuals, working relationships and interpersonal dynamics, leading to not only learning 
responsibility but actually being responsible.

This chapter starts with a justification of the need for unlearning in responsible manage-
ment, followed by an explanation of unlearning, including the link to transformative learning, 
as well as a presentation of both individual and organizational unlearning. What follows is 
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a section about how responsible management unlearning can be achieved, both individually 
and organizationally.

2. MANAGEMENT LEARNING: THEORY–PRACTICE GAP

Responsibility in management has been linked to business ethics, corporate social responsibil-
ity and sustainability. It is widely understood as an umbrella term for a set of responsibilities 
to various stakeholders, one of which is the wider society (Matten & Moon, 2004). Even as 
early as the 1950s, business firms were said to achieve their greatest “social usefulness” when 
they found a harmonious balance between these stakeholders, one of them being the public 
(Abrams, 1951). A style of management that embraces sustainability, responsibility and ethics 
(SRE) can be described as responsible management (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015).

Becoming not just a manager but a responsible one is currently a focus in much scholarly 
work, with some scholars also producing a list of guidelines and recommendations for what 
a responsible manager needs to remember (Prahalad, 2010). Prahalad’s list includes very few 
concrete suggestions on what to do, but they primarily note how to be. The guidelines start 
with words such as: understand, expect, be conscious of, remember that, be concerned about, 
learn to, be ready to (Prahalad, 2010). From this, it can be understood that the practice of 
responsibility has less to do with concrete actions but more with a state of being.

Learning this responsibility is therefore slightly more challenging, as the type of learning 
required does not depend on gaining new knowledge or learning a new routine. Corporate 
ethics programmes (that in the 1990s also started to incorporate corporate social responsibility) 
still focus on prescriptive measures to standardize behaviour and prevent misconduct (Verkerk 
et al., 2001). One of the critiques of this approach is what Verkerk et al. call the problem of 
internalization, that employees could not really internalize the ethical values, partly because 
they were learning through a hierarchical enforcement (Verkerk et al., 2001). This is at the 
heart of the critique around learning ethics or responsibility, that there is a disconnect between 
theory and practice, and this is due to the complex nature of the holistic field, as well as the 
intangibility of aligning business objectives with changing societal conditions (Hilliard, 2013).

A further illustration of the disconnect between theory and practice lies in one of 
Mintzberg’s critiques of MBAs, which highlights the irony of teaching collaborative team-
work without collaboration or teamwork: “we know about the dangers of doing such things in 
business practice – indeed, we teach about these dangers – while we succumb to them in our 
own practice” (Mintzberg, 2004, 31‒32). The scholar and researcher Shrivastava observed 
that being an expert scholar of sustainability had not led him to change to more sustainable 
practices in his own life (Shrivastava, 2010). In the field of business ethics, the lecture format 
has been found to have little effect in changing student attitudes towards an ethical dilemma 
(Ricci & Markulis, 1992). The explanation for this is that ethics are already set in a person’s 
framework by a certain age, and beyond this age, they are unable to change these ethical dis-
positions. Perhaps it’s true that ethical dispositions cannot be changed, but this could also be 
a conclusion based on the method used, rather than the student’s age.

In an effort to address these critiques, different methods besides the lecture format were 
further studied in the business classroom. Case studies, for example, enable learners to 
critically reflect on real-life scenarios, but this is just the beginning of reflective learning, 
as the education largely remains focused on disciplinary knowledge acquisition (Dyllick, 



Responsible management unlearning 503

2015). These case studies could be merely anecdotal, not encouraging the critical thinking 
required about one’s position in one’s own reality. If these case studies are only reflected 
upon as real-world challenges, it is not enough. This meta-reflexivity must be reframed as 
a self-reflexive dialogical practice (Cunliffe, 2002), where ethical challenges are reflected 
inside each learner’s own experience (Colby et al., 2011). In summary, a conversation about 
ethics does not always make one more ethical; presenting cases of irresponsible and responsi-
ble behaviours does not necessarily make one more responsible.

Ethical decisions are made based on an existing perspective, including how the individual 
sees themselves in the world. Therefore, in changing these perspectives, the learning must 
itself be transformative and must include the individual’s belief systems. To change belief 
systems, transformative learning theory suggests that one must go through a perspective 
transformation (Mezirow, 1997), which cannot be achieved through cognitive learning but 
requires a transformative learning experience. The learning itself does not need to be cognitive 
and knowledge-based but would be better understood as unlearning, that is, unlearning some 
of the beliefs that are maintained only by habit and are in fact not based on current realities. In 
unlearning some of these beliefs there is already a perspective transformation, which is part of 
a transformative learning process. This transformation may be the necessary response to the 
critiques of the culture of management, as the manager or employee would undergo an internal 
and critical self-reflexive process that could be the key towards responsible dispositions for 
future decisions.

3. THEORETICAL FRAME OF REFERENCE

The literature about unlearning is invariably linked with the notion of change and how to 
confront and deal with changes, either individually or as an organization. Individually, per-
sonal changes in one’s life can lead to feelings of insecurity and instability. Organizationally, 
increased competition and developments in technology force an organization to also confront 
insecurity and instability. The ability to adapt and use these changes in order to grow, both 
personally and as an organization, is vital on both levels. This ability involves not only learn-
ing new things but also entails giving up old habits and practices which do not fit with the new 
circumstances. Most academic literature focuses greatly on the new learning, rather than the 
latter. The following will detail the process of unlearning, both individually and organization-
ally, and its link to the transformative learning experience.

3.1 Individual Unlearning

Unlearning has been broadly thought of as discarding obsolete knowledge, but to understand 
it completely requires a few more specifications. The giving up of knowledge can also be 
thought of as forgetting. What distinguishes unlearning from forgetting is its deliberate, con-
scious process. “Unlearning at the individual level refers to the case where a person becomes 
aware that certain items of knowledge he or she possesses are no longer valid or useful” (Tsang 
& Zahra, 2008: 1444). In an empirical study of individual educators, unlearning was defined as 
“any time when prospective teachers describe instances or ways in which they come to recog-
nize and rethink previously held views and attitudes” (Conner, 2010: 1171). These definitions 
point to a critical component, in the ability of the individual to be critical towards their own 
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belief systems. Each definition reveals some of what happens during the unlearning process, as 
one involves “discarding” knowledge while another “no longer relies” on knowledge, and the 
third one involves “rethinking” views and attitudes. A further definition describes individual 
unlearning as a process where obsolete knowledge is rejected (Cegarra-Navarro & Dewhurst, 
2006), adding a more proactive attitude towards this old knowledge. Becker describes unlearn-
ing as a process of releasing prior learning in order to accommodate new information (Becker, 
2005).

These definitions are slightly different as they apply to slightly different contexts, but what 
can be extracted from these is a process in which the individual turns their attention critically 
towards themselves, and in that critical reflection, something happens with current views, 
attitudes and knowledge – these are discarded, rejected, released, or rethought.

Some scholars also see this as a process of “eliminating memory” (Akgün et al., 2007: 797), 
which has also been pointed out by critics of unlearning to be merely forgetting (Howells 
& Scholderer, 2016). This brings up another dimension of conceptualizing unlearning, in 
whether it occurs unconsciously or deliberately. From the definitions above and the empirical 
examples, the process of unlearning is a conscious process of choosing to discard, reject, 
release or rethink knowledge, and therefore, this chapter focuses on the deliberate process of 
unlearning. While the unconscious process may indeed take place, in order to fully understand 
what happens as individuals unlearn, it is necessary to look at empirical data where individuals 
can talk about their experience, necessitating a conscious process.

An important question to then ask these individuals is what happens to their old beliefs 
and attitudes? Does new learning immediately come in? Most of the scholars in this field see 
unlearning as a prerequisite to new learning (Akgün et al., 2007; Becker, 2005), while some 
see unlearning as its own type of learning (Antonacopoulou, 2009). For the purpose of this 
chapter, unlearning will indeed be a prerequisite, but rather than being a prerequisite to new 
learning in the form of conceptual knowledge, it will be a prerequisite to new learning in the 
form of a transformative experience.

3.2 Transformative Learning through Unlearning

The concept of unlearning can be even better understood when seen through the framework of 
transformative learning. Transformative learning was proposed originally by Jack Mezirow, 
as he was investigating women’s re-entry programmes into community colleges in the US 
(Mezirow, 1975). Since then, the theory has been greatly developed, expanded and applied, 
but the core elements of the theory remain in place. Mezirow’s theory is based on Habermas’ 
critical distinction between instrumental and communicative learning. Instrumental learning, 
according to Habermas, involves controlling or managing the environment and validating 
beliefs through empirical testing, whereas communicative learning involves understanding 
communication from others, a process that requires dialogue (Mezirow, 2009). Transformative 
learning fits into the latter and seeks to question epistemic assumptions, that is, what we know 
and how we know it.

Mezirow defines learning as a process that uses “a prior interpretation to construe a new 
or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order to guide future action” 
(Mezirow, 1996: 162), whereas transformative learning builds on this definition but also 
includes transforming “problematic frames of reference to make them more inclusive, discrim-
inating, reflective, open, and emotionally able to change” (Mezirow, 2009: 22). The central 
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element of Mezirow’s theory is that our perceptions are subjective, and therefore they can and 
do change, through a critical reflection on the meaning of one’s experience (Mezirow, 1997). 
Through this critical reflection, an individual begins to make his or her own interpretations, 
rather than follow an authority, and this is how the perspective transformation is achieved.

In the critical reflection process, the interpretations and assumptions that have been uncon-
sciously assimilated into our belief systems come into our awareness, and therefore we come 
to understand that this knowledge was learned, rather than believe it as a truth (Mezirow et 
al., 2000). There is then the opportunity, or even natural tendency, to let go of these beliefs, 
a process similar to the discarding and releasing of knowledge described in the process of 
unlearning. According to Mezirow, this is done because of the understanding that these beliefs 
are no longer dependable. Transformative learning refers to transforming a problematic frame 
of reference to make it more dependable. Mezirow describes 10 phases of learning that occur 
in the transformative learning process, but they do not explicitly highlight unlearning as one 
of the steps:

1. a disorienting dilemma
2. self-examination
3. a critical assessment of assumptions
4. recognition of a connection between one’s discontent and the process of transformation
5. exploration of options for new roles, relationships and action
6. planning a course of action
7. acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plan
8. provisional trying of new roles
9. building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships
10. a reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new perspective.

Through Mezirow’s model, we can expand the third step to unfold a process of unlearning, 
which can be part of the transformative experience. The transformative learning process 
gets triggered by a disorienting dilemma, or a change in one’s environment, including one’s 
personal or professional life. The dilemma could be an unexpected life event, which causes 
a transformative life experience, for example, a loved one’s suicide (Sands & Tennant, 2010), 
the diagnosis of a chronic illness (Barclay-Goddard et al., 2012) or other conditions affecting 
one’s health. Professionally, the disorienting dilemma could be a change in technology, or an 
organizational crisis (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). The disorienting dilemmas in these cases 
are not initially welcomed or asked for, but their very existence as a threat to business survival 
forces a transformative process to start unfolding in order to manage and deal with a new 
reality.

In this new reality, a self-examination is triggered, which is followed by a critical reflection 
on one’s assumption. Here is where you can locate most of the processes of unlearning that are 
examined in much scholarly work. Rushmer and Davies, for example, distinguish between two 
types of unlearning – routine unlearning and deep unlearning (Rushmer & Davies, 2004). Both 
forms of unlearning can be deliberate, but routine unlearning consists merely of establishing 
new habits that replace old routines. Deep unlearning, however, occurs from an unpredictable 
trigger, and it “instils a new way of being and understanding that reflects a radical break with 
the past” (Rushmer & Davies, 2004: 11). They describe this as a sudden confrontation with 
a major gap between what one sees and how one believed the world to be. This is also the 
reason Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015) use threshold concepts, as a way to approach the discon-
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nect between knowledge and practice. This “unexpected descent” opens up the individual 
to shed doubt on previously held assumptions and beliefs, which may trigger the process of 
unlearning, not just about the world but about themselves (Rushmer & Davies, 2004).

This paves the way for a fundamental perspective shift which does not merely discard, 
reject, release or rethink knowledge, but the knower itself is subjected to a transformational 
process. Chokr’s definition of unlearning further unveils the relationship to transformative 
learning by calling unlearning a process of:

“emancipating” or liberating oneself from variously entrenched and often unquestioned ways of 
thinking, doing and living by radically questioning, criticizing and rejecting the assumptions and 
premises of much of what one has learned as part of the dominant and established system(s) of 
knowledge. (Chokr, 2013: 14)

This emancipatory element is the crucial distinction between a deep, transformative process 
of unlearning and merely discarding or changing routines. Some forms of unlearning are 
described as “people being required to unlearn new ways and develop new competencies” 
(Hayes, 2002: 7). This might require self-examination but does not fully embrace the third 
phase, that of critically reflecting on one’s assumptions. Therefore, through this understand-
ing, it is possible to unlearn without necessarily having a transformative experience. The 
use of the transformative learning model offers the opportunity to couple unlearning with an 
expansion of the third step of the model in order for change to become transformation, or what 
Rushmer and Davies (2004) called deep unlearning. It therefore makes sense that the process 
would begin with discontent and perhaps chaos, in order to trigger a more fundamental critique 
of one’s assumptions. The critical reflection includes reconsidering belief systems, identities 
and notions of self, so as to transform the discontent into a meaningful life, or in the case of an 
organization – into a meaningful work experience.

3.3 Organizational Unlearning

A recent conceptual shift has occurred in the focus of responsible management from the insti-
tution to the individual manager (Laasch, 2018b). However, unlearning as a concept came out 
of a case study of companies that got into serious crises through their lack of adaptation due 
to their existing ways of operating. It has been applied both individually and organizationally, 
but it is important to consider both in order to better understand what it means to unlearn. This 
book chapter will address two related but different concepts: unlearning and responsible man-
agement unlearning. Although we consider the responsible management unlearning concept at 
the individual level, we start with exploring the unlearning concept at both levels, individual 
and organizational. Afterwards, we discuss how responsible management unlearning at the 
individual level can contribute to the organizational unlearning process.

Organizational unlearning has been contextualized slightly differently than individual 
unlearning, as its use is intimately linked with the ultimate goal of organizational survival. 
Hedberg, one of the first scholars to introduce and conceptualize organizational unlearning, 
defines it as a process of discarding “obsolete and misleading knowledge” (Hedberg, 1981: 
3). Hedberg’s definition comes out of case studies of companies that got into serious crises 
because they could not adapt to changes in their environments (Nguyen, 2017a). There have 
since been many other definitions, which slightly vary in terms of their approach towards 
the knowledge discarded, as well as the relationship to learning. Nystrom and Starbuck see 
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unlearning as a process showing how managers should no longer rely on their current belief 
systems (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). In a literature review about organizational unlearning, 
Tsang and Zahra (2008) distinguished three components of organizational unlearning that 
varied with various definitions. The first, whether knowledge or beliefs were discarded, the 
second, whether there is a value judgement on the discarded, and finally whether knowledge 
or beliefs are replaced by new knowledge or beliefs (Tsang & Zahra, 2008). They looked at 
34 definitions of organizational unlearning, and these consisted of a combination of these 
three components. Hedberg’s original definition, for example, sees unlearning as discarding 
misleading knowledge, which puts a value judgement on the discarded knowledge, but it does 
not mention any new knowledge that comes to replace the discarded. For the purpose of this 
chapter, the definition worked with will be an intentional discarding, rather than merely a for-
getting. This is because we would like to outline how an organization can support a deliberate 
process of unlearning. Whether there is a value judgement on the discarded knowledge has less 
influence for our purposes. The relationship to new knowledge applies to the focus of unlearn-
ing; this chapter will not focus on new knowledge learned but on the process of unlearning, in 
which knowledge is lost, and how it is lost.

Different from individual unlearning, organizational unlearning assumes the goal is organi-
zational survival, rather than personal transformation. Similar to individuals, however, organ-
izations also have mindsets or frameworks in which they see the opportunities and therefore 
make decisions. This can be referred to as the dominant general management logic, that is, a 
“conceptualization of the business and the administrative tools to accomplish goals and make 
decisions in that business” (Prahalad & Bettis, 1986), Such frameworks can also be related to 
the concept of organizational value logics (Laasch, 2018a) which combine both commercial 
and non-commercial logics (sustainability, welfare and governmental). If organizations are 
confronted with a need for change, their dominant logic may be a block towards this change 
as it threatens the secured, dominant structure. Having to unlearn also means changing the 
dominant logic, which could create resistance to managers who are averse to change. This is 
not just a technicality, but the dominant logic also plays into an organization’s culture, which 
also includes routines and habits that are implicit to an organization as tacit knowledge.

However, some organizations have managed to either bypass or work through this resist-
ance in order to unlearn some of their practices. For example, Nystrom and Starbuck describe 
organizational crises made worse because of managers’ past learning, fuelled by their need 
to survive and weather the storm: “Because top managers adamantly cling to their beliefs 
and perceptions, few turnaround options exist” (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984: 58). The more 
clever managers have turned around their companies by seeing the crisis as an opportunity and 
introducing different beliefs and perceptions. What should be emphasized here is an attitude, 
or an approach. Organizational unlearning can only take place if managers are willing to let go 
and see the opportunity for turnaround. Therefore, while it affects the whole organization, the 
process is still an individual one, and it depends on the capacity and attitude of the individual 
manager.

Top managers must be comfortable not only with learning new knowledge but also with 
critically reflecting on practices in their company’s dominant logic. How is this achieved? The 
manager must be willing to listen to different voices, including the dissenting ones (Nystrom 
& Starbuck, 1984). Rather than avoiding or repressing dissent, often the norm in certain 
business cultures, dissenting voices can be used as an opportunity to reflect on practices. 
Receptivity and openness to vulnerability are found as important qualities in the unlearning 
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process (Rushmer & Davies, 2004). This is because the critical reflection might enable a con-
frontation with some emotions, including reactions to being wrong, guilt or embarrassment. 
It would make sense that top managers do not want to face negative emotions or beliefs about 
themselves that come out of admitting a mistake or needing to let go of a practice or belief. The 
resistance to change also includes a resistance to confronting undesired emotions. In order to 
unlearn, however, this step outside the comfort zone is crucial.

Organizational unlearning does not have a one-size-fits-all formula, precisely because it 
very much depends on the individual manager and their approach to the crisis. Changing rou-
tines might be easier to formulate and outline, but this is only one component of unlearning, 
as shown above. Akgün et al. argue that unlearning involves the combination of changing 
beliefs and changing routines, and that these two must work together (Akgün et al., 2007). 
The strength of the impact of the unlearning comes from the different emphases on these two 
components.

While the process of unlearning is most often triggered by a change, either external to the 
organization or internal, it is also possible to improve a company’s performance with contin-
uous unlearning by reacting to early symptoms of trouble as well as through the managers 
combatting errors in their own beliefs and perceptions (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). This 
requires a great deal of critical self-reflection, a skill to be harnessed both individually and 
organizationally.

4. RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT UNLEARNING

The term “Responsible Management Unlearning” (RMU) has not been mentioned in the extant 
literature. Therefore, this section introduces this idea, using the conceptualization of respon-
sible management learning. Responsible management learning is conceptualized as a process 
through which sustainability, responsibility, and ethics (SRE) are embedded into practice and 
become socially relevant (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015). Following this view:

Responsible management unlearning is an idea referring to the process of unlearning for sustainabil-
ity, responsibility, and ethics which is embedded in managerial practice. The RMU approach includes 
a deep examination of assumptions, values and practices which may contribute to an irresponsible 
environment or culture, and a process of discarding obsolete and misleading knowledge associated 
with such assumptions, values and practices.

The latest definition of responsible management learning (RML) could be found in Laasch 
(2018c), saying that “Responsible management learning (RML) is the implicit and explicit 
learning and unlearning of and about responsible and irresponsible practices, a form of recip-
rocal learning between managerial and academic practitioners, taking place in the managerial 
and academic communities of practice” (p. 12). In this definition, the RML concept has 
already included unlearning, thus encompassing the RMU process. This book chapter focuses 
exclusively on the RMU process, and this section discusses how to enable that process at the 
individual level as well as how it can contribute to the organizational unlearning process.

The type of unlearning that would fundamentally affect an organization’s practices of sus-
tainability, responsibility and ethics is the one that would also include a transformative expe-
rience. This is because of the theory–practice dilemma discussed above, where knowledge can 
easily stay on the cognitive level, and not be integrated into practice. To have unlearning be 



Responsible management unlearning 509

a transformative experience that would create this fundamental shift, two perspectives can be 
examined: the individual and its link with the organization.

4.1 Responsible Management Unlearning at the Individual level

The individual refers to either the manager or the employer that can critically assess their 
assumptions in order to let go of some habits that do not serve the growth of the organization. 
Reinventive unlearning, as termed by Akgün et al., refers to fundamental changes in beliefs 
and routines. To achieve this type of unlearning requires a radical shift in organizational 
strategy. A company is often forced into this process by an external variable, for example, an 
introduction of a new technology (Becker, 2010). The unique point of this type of unlearning 
is that it requires coming out of the comfort zone, which can be achieved when top managers 
are able to critically self-reflect. As Nystrom and Starbuck pointed out, it requires exceptional 
objectivity, humility and self-confidence to be able to confront one’s own errors (Nystrom & 
Starbuck, 1984). This objectivity is the same one that enables an individual to disidentify from 
their beliefs and ideas, or in the case of these top managers, to disidentify from the fault or 
error. This frees up the manager to listen to others and find creative solutions. Nystrom and 
Starbuck (1984) suggest three ways that top managers can stimulate their own unlearning:

1. listen to voices of dissent
2. convert events into learning opportunities
3. adopt experimental frames of reference.

For the first one, there are several assumptions and underlying beliefs that require a critical 
reflection. Voices of dissent that come from ‘the top’ are likely more listened to than ones that 
come from subordinates (Roberts & O’Reilly, 1974). A successful and creative top manager 
could unlearn some of the limitations given by this hierarchy and power structure. Although 
the hierarchy is understandably useful for control and order, it can also create an unbalanced 
power structure that does not actually support the company’s growth. Second, the approach 
to change is crucial. A negative label can cause stress and panic, which would prevent a top 
manager from seeing the event as a learning opportunity. One example is that of a company 
that appointed a “vice president for revolutions”, who shook things up every few years by 
changing roles and assigning new responsibilities. Statistics showed that productivity rose after 
every shake-up (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). And finally, being experimental and adopting 
new perspectives means that managers can disidentify with their own perspective so as to see 
a situation in many different ways. However, the reason this may not occur is because of the 
uncertainty that this kind of reflection brings, which could trigger some emotional reactions.

To understand why there are emotional challenges to reflection, the critical reflection 
process must be broken down and understood. The concept of critical reflection is central 
to understanding the transformative process that goes along with unlearning. Reflection in 
itself does not have to be a critical examination of assumptions; it can be a simple awareness 
of an object, perception, thought, feeling, or action (Mezirow 1998). The critical component 
involves the potential for change in one's frame of reference, given that the critical reflection is 
directed on oneself. According to Mezirow, critical self-reflection of an assumption critiques 
the premise upon which the learner, in this case the manager, has identified a problem and 
analyses the “psychological or cultural assumptions that are the specific reasons for one’s 
conceptual and psychological limitations” (Mezirow, 1998: 193). This analysis means that 
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beliefs and habits that have existed as truths are put into doubt and questioned. These beliefs 
and habits are the foundations of one’s identity, or how one sees oneself in the world.

In a disorienting dilemma, or an organizational crisis, what is in fact being disoriented and 
perhaps threatened is a person’s identification with a belief, thought, or ideology. Identifying 
with an ideology equates the ideology with the individual’s sense of self; meaning, if the 
ideology is attacked, the individual feels attacked as well. This is what happens as described in 
the barriers of organizational unlearning, outlined above, where the top managers equate their 
decisions and ideas to a sense of themselves. When these decisions or ideas are questioned 
by dissenters, they feel attacked and therefore they resist. If they were able to disidentify 
themselves from their ideas, that is, see that there is a gap between “me” and “my idea”, it 
would remove some of the defensive barrier that is put up to protect their sense of self. When 
a manager can do this, they become less limited by their beliefs and ideas, and more inclusive 
and open, able to include others’ belief systems and ideas, which is already a more responsible 
disposition.

Mezirow also sees autonomous thinking as a competence acquired through this process 
(Mezirow et al., 2000), and one that would be attractive for any top manager. As people crit-
ically reflect on their own assumptions, they have the capacity to see which of these assump-
tions have been unconsciously followed. This gives them the power and freedom to detach 
themselves from these assumptions, simply by recognizing them to be learned. This is what it 
means to unlearn towards responsible management.

4.2 RMU’s Contribution to Organizational Unlearning

RMU reflects an individual unlearning process but has implications for organizational 
unlearning as well. At the organizational level, there are structures and routines that are 
unlearned through a process of freeing the organization from the habitual hierarchical struc-
tures. Traditional organizations use hierarchy to organize, but these also become a means of 
power and control, which accumulate responsibility at the top. For a responsible organization 
to emerge, responsibility is distributed across all levels. As Verkerk et al. note, “a responsible 
organization requires a participative democracy: top-down and bottom-up processes have to 
be balanced” (Verkerk et al., 2001: 355). This means that when engaging in, for example, an 
ethics course for the employees, the employees must participate directly, even in the organ-
ization of the course itself. This gives them agency and ownership over their own learning 
process, which is very different than the traditional way to administer ethics courses in an 
organization. In this way, the organization itself is unlearning their own rigid structures, in 
order to allow for the internalization that is often missing in SRE trainings.

Shaw (2003) has written extensively about organizational learning and change, highlighting 
this lack of participation in organizations. She indicates that employees seem unable to artic-
ulate the nature of their participation partly due to the idea of the organization being an entity 
separate from themselves (Shaw, 2003). Because this is an idea, this can also be unlearned, 
through a process of critical reflection, for example, using moral reflexive practice with an 
understanding of threshold concepts which Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015) have suggested. While 
not calling it unlearning, Shaw has found that “we are continuously shaping and being shaped 
by those forms from within the flow of our responsive relating” (Shaw, 2003: 11). In other 
words, unlearning the idea that the organization is a fixed structure that cannot be changed 
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offers the opportunity for all employees to be responsible for their own participation, and 
therefore they can better internalize key attributes within SRE.

Another path towards unlearning could be to integrate a different cultural perspective and 
let that be the trigger to critical reflection of organizational norms. This is happening naturally 
with globalization and the increasingly intercultural environments and interactions in the 
workplace. But on an organizational scale, different perspectives can help unlearn dominant 
ideas about shareholder value enhancement, for example. Buckingham and Nilakant (2016) 
offer this alternative perspective in their book Managing Responsibly: Alternative Approaches 
to Corporate Management and Governance. What they are in fact offering is a way to unlearn 
the very dominant belief of wealth creation being for one or several individuals at the top of 
the food chain. They integrate the social aspects of business through non-Western approaches 
to management and governance. One of the ideologies they propose to unlearn is the driving 
force of neo-liberalism that propagates through organizations and leads to the unethical behav-
iour that we come to see out of financial and other scandals. Unlearning neo-liberalism is quite 
a hefty demand. However, having a culture which inspires employees to put up with such 
ideology as a learning experience, rather than an absolute mindset, already offers a possibility 
to see the world and business in a different way. This is the starting point for organizations to 
transform themselves fundamentally towards RMU. Without organizational unlearning, mis-
leading knowledge and obsolete routines will inhibit new learning from occurring as Nystrom 
and Starbuck (1984) have pointed out: “Before organizations will try new ideas, they must 
unlearn old ones by discovering their inadequacies and then discarding them” (p. 53). The 
goal of RMU, ultimately, is to embed sustainability, responsibility, and ethics in managerial 
practices.

One concept that could be beneficial for the RMU approach at the organizational level is 
the concept of the “learning and unlearning organization” (Morais-Storz & Nguyen, 2017: 
103‒104). The learning organization is a popular concept since Senge’s seminal work in 1990 
referring to one “where people are continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 1990: 
1). The learning-and-unlearning organization goes further than that, giving unlearning an 
equal status by arguing that an organization needs to equip itself with both skills of learning 
and unlearning. One way of doing this is to design mechanisms for its members to learn and to 
unlearn institutionalized knowledge, for example building a culture which inspires employees 
to come up with new thoughts and actions that are free from the suppression of prevailing 
procedures (Nguyen, 2017b) in order to retrieve knowledge that is suppressed under the 
predominant routines and practices (Hsu, 2013). This will enable employees to recognize and 
challenge the status quo which undermines the importance of responsible management, to 
fight for new ideologies and practices that help unleash the full potential of the organization 
towards sustainability, responsibility, and ethics.

4.3 Future Research

The concept of unlearning had its spotlight in the 1980s and 1990s and has been appearing 
sporadically up until today. However, as more literature comes out about the need for respon-
sible management, as well as examples of responsible managers facing and dealing with the 
growing uncertainties in these changing times, the setting will be ripe for a re-examination 
of unlearning and its benefits. The good news is that these challenges can then be oppor-
tunities for responsible and inclusive growth, through responsible management unlearning. 
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Considering RMU at the individual level and its contribution to organizational survival, we 
discuss two potential directions for future research as below.

The RMU sub-process and its emotional challenges
RMU is conceptualized in this book chapter as a process of discarding obsolete knowledge in 
management practices through a deep examination of assumptions, values and practices that 
might lead to irresponsibility. We have discussed how this might happen based on suggestions 
from Nystrom and Starbuck (1984), but more studies on the mechanism behind and the actual 
process of RMU will be beneficial for this field. Another related line of research could study if 
it is possible to initiate a proactive RMU process at the individual level. In case it is possible, 
what might be the triggers, how and when to initiate that process. A qualitative approach using 
exploratory interviews may serve as a methodological tool for this purpose.

As discussed above, the RMU process could bring up emotions for top managers who need 
to critically assess their values and assumptions. The more uncomfortable emotions such as 
guilt or fear could bring up resistance in top managers and be a barrier towards RMU. It would 
be worth putting this hypothesis to the test through a qualitative study focusing on the con-
nection between RMU and emotions. If there is indeed a strong link that highlights resistance 
to emotions as a barrier towards RMU, some strategies could be developed to support top 
managers through a process of confronting emotions.

Organizational strategic resilience through RMU
Unlearning is considered the constituent component of the metamorphosis cycle, which is 
key to the organizational strategic resilience capability (Morais-Storz & Nguyen, 2017). The 
contribution of RMU to organizational unlearning, thus, implies the potential of RMU in 
enabling the strategic resilience at the organizational level. Future research is thus encouraged 
to explore this link between RMU and organizational strategic resilience through empirical 
evidence qualitatively or quantitatively. Studies on establishing and validating the constructs 
of RMU, as well as organizational unlearning (such as Fiol and O’Conner, 2017) and organ-
izational strategic resilience (such as Morais-Storz et al., 2018) could be useful for providing 
knowledge background for establishing this linkage.

5. CONCLUSION

The financial crises, environmental concerns and the call for “responsibilizing” the manage-
ment sector, provide an opportunity to examine what is the nature of responsibility and how 
does it come about. For starters, studies already show how it does not come about – through 
objectifying knowledge about responsible practices and transferring that knowledge cog-
nitively. We already know that a conversation about responsibility is only a conversation. 
A more fundamental internal transformation needs to take place, which is where unlearning, 
coupled with Mezirow’s transformative learning theory, offers a chance for theory to become 
practice. The critical self-reflection through a disorienting dilemma or organizational crisis 
allows the manager to see the limitations of identifying with a belief or an ideology. These 
beliefs can be as personal as defining one’s measure of worth through material gain, all the 
way up to neo-liberal ideas that penetrate an organization’s culture. The manager, but also 
the organization itself, can unlearn these beliefs, simply by critically reflecting on their own 
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assumptions and allowing rigid structures to come undone, offering a place for participative 
democracy. This is not always easy, as habits and learned behaviours are there to reduce and 
avoid uncertainty.

If uncertainty is seen as a tool, however, top managers in an organization can support the 
unlearning process in themselves and their employees. This process is of unlearning the beliefs 
that limit us, as a human family, to connect and act in accordance with this connection, and 
learning to continuously shed layers of these limitations that come in the form of identification 
with thoughts and beliefs. As this transformation takes place, the interest of the public will 
become as important as our own self-interest and “the possibility of deliberately injuring 
another person will grow as unthinkable as deliberately injuring ourselves” (Daloz, 2000: 
120). This is a way that learning and unlearning could internalize sustainability, responsibility 
and ethics into a lived experience, resulting in responsible management unlearning for the 
common good.
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34. Differentiating CSR managers’ roles and
competencies: taking conflicts as a starting point
Renate Wesselink and Eghe R. Osagie

INTRODUCTION

Companies increasingly acknowledge the importance of responsible management to tackle 
sustainability challenges. Although there is no clear and undisputed definition of responsible 
management (RM), there are specific topics that are often included in research on RM (Nonet 
et al., 2016). These topics can be categorized in three domains: the domain of sustainability/
corporate social responsibility (CSR), the domain of stakeholder value, and the domain of 
ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). In this chapter we focus on the first, the domain of CSR. 
CSR consists of “context-specific organizational actions and policies that take into account 
stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and environmental 
performance” (Aguinis, 2011: 855) or as more simply put by Van Marrewijk and Werre (2003) 
the business strategy for realizing sustainability.

Socially responsible behaviour should be developed in and acted upon by both employees 
and management to ensure it is integrated into company’s DNA (Verkerk et al., 2001). RM 
focuses on the role of mainstream managers to bring about this change. It acknowledges 
that business practices are steered by decisions made by influential individuals within the 
company. Integrating sustainability, responsibility and ethics in mainstream managers’ daily 
practice would eventually lead to more responsible employees, teams, and companies (Laasch, 
2018a). Whereas this focus on individual level influencers are in abundance in RM research, 
this level of analysis has long time been neglected in CSR research where the vast majority of 
the research focuses on strategic or corporate level drivers of CSR (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012). 
In this chapter, therefore, the focus is not only on the individual level, but it also addresses 
a particular group of managers, namely the CSR managers whose main job is to work on CSR 
implementation (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). CSR managers differ from mainstream manag-
ers; they are the chosen few who are specifically employed to implement CSR (Osagie et al., 
2019), and are thus specialized responsible managers, whereas mainstream managers are many 
and have general managerial tasks. However, despite these differences, the two functions also 
overlap in tasks and may complement each other. In fact, it is likely that in the future these 
two types of managers will merge, as more mainstream managers might integrate CSR in their 
daily tasks. As such, insights provided in this chapter will be relevant and applicable to the 
field of responsible management to a great extent.

According to Aguinis and Glavas (2012) CSR managers are those individual actors who 
actually strategize, make decisions, manage and sometimes execute CSR practices. These 
managers operate either inside corporate borders being responsible for the implementation of 
CSR or outside corporate borders as consultants. They are growing in number and importance; 
sustainability has recently ascended the corporate ladder towards the top managerial levels as 
the number of executive positions in the sustainability area is increasing (Carollo & Guerci, 
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2018; Knight & Paterson, 2018). These CSR managers must deal with many uncertainties and 
must work extensively with external stakeholders due to the complex nature of sustainability 
challenges (Dentoni et al., 2012). Moreover, they often work in environments in which little 
support is available for CSR or in which employees are ambivalent towards the proposed 
changes, because the beneficial effects of CSR for the business are often not directly observa-
ble in the short run, for example (Heiskanen et al., 2016). As such, the CSR managers’ position 
is a challenging position, and many CSR managers experience conflicts (Hahn et al., 2014). 
These conflicts often occur because CSR managers are strongly emotionally invested with 
CSR and as such are socially and ethically driven in their work behaviour. Yet, they frequently 
work in companies that have their own prevailing company approach or values, one that is 
often dominated by profit orientations or cost-efficiency. In fact, CSR managers’ position is 
produced exactly because of these conflicts, which they need to negotiate and tackle when 
managing themselves and others (Wright et al., 2012). However, these conflicts can cause 
internal dissonance, which can lead to a diminished work ability and even burnout among 
CSR managers.

Strikingly, despite the (growing) importance of CSR managers for CSR implementation, 
little is known about what CSR managers need to handle the conflicts resulting from the search 
for both profit and CSR (Ghadiri et al., 2015). Therefore, in this chapter we will address these 
conflicts explicitly. We will synthesize the literature with regard to these conflicts and the 
roles and competencies employed by CSR managers. We address these issues not solely from 
the viewpoint of the CSR manager, but also from the business context these CSR managers 
operate in; a context in which different values have to be taken into account and value conflicts 
occur from. The chapter concludes by stressing the need for a reconsideration on the existing 
lists of CSR managers’ job roles and competencies.

APPROACH OF THIS CHAPTER

CSR is studied in many different disciplinary fields such as strategy (Porter & Kramer, 2006), 
management (Maon et al., 2010), organisational behaviour (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012) and mar-
keting and communication (Kotler & Lee, 2005) and consequently, a large number of topics 
are related, or potentially related, to CSR and CSR managers’ (logic) conflicts. To cover this 
widespread field some choices are made, which will be explained here.

First, the choice was made to focus solely on businesses. We mean to identify CSR manag-
ers’ logic conflicts, which are most apparent in businesses for profit where it has been shown 
to affect CSR managers’ actions and behaviour (Osagie et al., 2019). Second, the choice was 
made to limit the search to empirical studies in peer-reviewed articles traceable in scientific 
databases (using Scopus and Web of Science) that explicitly used the terms responsible/
sustainable/CSR managers/specialists/related roles/consultants/leadership, corporate social 
responsibility (CSR), corporate sustainability or sustainability and struggles/dilemma’s/ten-
sions/job strain/challenges/work stress. Here we used the definition of conflict as provided by 
Carollo and Guerci (2018); a conflict exists when elements that seem logical individually but 
when taken together are inconsistent or even absurd when juxtaposed. The same list of key 
words was used in combination with competencies/skills/qualities. Next, as the current review 
of the literature is meant to explore and provide a narrative of the conflicts experienced by 
CSR manager, rather than aiming for completeness, we focus our search on empirical studies 
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that provide rich information on this topic. As such, in addition to the initial search, we applied 
a snowballing method to find additional relevant articles.

The search for relevant articles showed that they were published in the last five to seven 
years. In early 2012 relevant articles dealt with the topics of leadership (mostly dealing with 
the CEO, for example, of companies) and increasingly the CSR managers were studied 
as companies’ change agents. Similar findings were presented in the systematic review of 
Aguinis and Glavas (2012); they found that of the total number of CSR journal articles encom-
passing the individual level of analysis, about 50 per cent have been published since 2010. 
Moreover, our search also confirmed the multidisciplinary character of the CSR research 
field. Journals publishing relevant articles range from sustainability-oriented journals such as 
Ecology and Society, management-oriented journals like Organization Studies and Journal 
of Organisational Change Management, to journals from the Communication and Human 
Relations discipline and journals at the crossroads of two disciplines such as Journal of 
Business Ethics.

In the remainder of this chapter we will present a narrative of the conflicts experienced by 
CSR managers, using the results found in our literature review. Finally, existing lists of job 
roles and competencies for CSR managers are reconsidered in light of the conflicts experi-
enced by CSR managers.

CONFLICTS EXPERIENCED BY CSR MANAGERS

The article by Carollo and Guerci (2018) on CSR managers’ conflicts is used as a starting 
point for the review on conflicts and is complemented by additional conflicts identified by 
other scholars. Carollo and Guerci (2018) identified three conflicts (which they call tensions, 
and are in this chapter considered as equivalents). The first conflict deals with the dilemma 
between business orientation vs. value orientation (Carollo & Guerci, 2018). At one pole 
there is a dominant view of managerial work as oriented to profit maximization and financial 
performance. At the other pole the work of the CSR managers is interpreted as a mission in 
which they want to create value for the society and environment. Within specific practices the 
two views coincide. However, most often each practice does require different decisions and 
practices.

The second conflict concerns the dilemma between the organisational insider vs. outsider 
(Carollo & Guerci, 2018). As an organizational insider the CSR manager is in a position 
close to the top management, and considers him- or herself as a full organizational member 
and constructs his or her (work) identity accordingly. Within the role of the ‘organizational 
outsider’ the CSR manager internalizes an external view on the company’s CSR issues. Wright 
et al. (2012) illustrate this ‘outsider perspective’ as follows: ‘green’ change agents – those 
CSR-related professionals who have the profession to advice their/other organizations how 
to improve their CSR practices – are sometimes labelled by other organisational members as 
‘hippies’ or ‘tolerated eccentrics’ because they stand outside the existing organisational norms. 
CSR managers may feel torn between the two roles when their company’s internal logics are 
not aligned with the interest and demands of external stakeholders (p. 1462). Although they 
often are both the insider and the outsider, this conflict may distort their work identity.

The third conflict concerns the short term vs. long term (Carollo & Guerci, 2018). 
Short-term focused CSR managers feel the need to pursue immediate results as a reaction to 
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pressing CSR issues. Long-term focused CSR managers are aware of the long-term horizon 
typical for CSR. CSR managers should be able to face the contingencies that emerge in their 
day-to-day work while simultaneously keeping an eye on long-term trends and planning for 
future changes. Those who have the attitude of a patient believer, and wait for the organization 
to change (in the role of mediator) will experience a delay with incorporating the pressures 
exerted by the organizational environment. In short, the context in which a CSR manager is 
acting, is obviously important in making a choice between these two foci.

The fourth conflict regards a conflict between local CSR policy and global CSR policy 
(Acquier et al., 2018). This conflict is particularly experienced by CSR managers in 
Multi-National Companies (MNC). These CSR managers have to serve at both local and 
a global level. It can be challenging for them to develop a CSR policy that is relevant at both 
levels. That is, what seems essential at the global level (e.g. water scarcity) may be less press-
ing at the local level where (clean) water seems to be in abundance.

The fifth conflict deals with implicit vs. explicit CSR. According to Matten and Moon (2008) 
CSR practices can be divided into two competing approaches that depends on the level of insti-
tutional influences. Within the implicit CSR approach, CSR practices are driven by ‘values, 
norms, and rules, that results in (mandatory and customary) requirements for corporations to 
address stakeholder issues’ (Matten & Moon, 2008: 409; e.g. inside-out approach by Nijhof et 
al., 2008). These companies view CSR as an implicit part of their institutional framework, and 
do not communcitate and label their CSR practices seperately from their business practices. 
Within the explicit CSR approach, CSR practices are the result of deliberate and often strategic 
decisions made by the company (e.g. outside–in approach, Nijhof et al., 2008). These compa-
nies explicitly communicate about their CSR practices, often separately from other business 
practices (Matten & Moon, 2008). Using these two approaches Angus-Leppan et al. (2010) 
studied CSR managers in a case study and discovered that implicit CSR was mainly driven 
by authentic and emergent leadership and explicit CSR was driven by autocratic leadership. 
Having these two approaches at the same time may lead to conflicts as it can be seen as green-
washing and lead to conflicting CSR practices (e.g. not talking about CSR explicitly but rather 
about values, yet at the same time striving to be number one on the Dow Jones Sustainability 
Index).

The sixth and final conflict concerns emotional conflicts and the regulation thereof. CSR 
managers have to deal with emotional dissonance as their behaviour and public displays of 
emotion can differ strongly from their own beliefs. Take for example climate change. Some 
decision makers within the company may not believe or support the idea of global warming 
and/or climate change, whilst a CSR manager is convinced of this. Dealing with the difference 
in beliefs and the decisions made by these stakeholders can be detrimental for CSR managers 
(Wright et al., 2012).

Notwithstanding the importance of separate conflicts, in general, these conflicts reflect sit-
uations where there is a tension between a profit- and social value orientation, and as such can 
be positioned on the profit creation versus social value creation continuum (see Figure 34.1). 
For example, in contrast to short-term CSR, long-term CSR obligations or commitments are 
often less attractive businesswise and can be placed on the right pole of the continuum. This 
is because their beneficial effects are often not (directly) observable on the short term, are 
not always financial, and are accompanied with many uncertainties, which makes it difficult 
for businesses to commit to. Similarly, implicit and explicit CSR approaches can also be 
positioned on this continuum. With an explicit CSR approach companies are transparent on 
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the (financial) gains of their CSR efforts (e.g. the energy and financial savings due to use of 
solar panels). Whilst with an implicit CSR approach, agreements are made for the longer term 
and performance indicators are predominantly not in terms of financial gains (i.e. social value 
creation).

The profit creation versus social value creation continuum described here originates from 
conflicts experienced by CSR managers. However, the distinction between different value 
frames has been addressed in previous work, based on strategic management theories or insti-
tutional theories (Ocasio & Radoynovska, 2016). Based on theories about institutional logics 
(e.g. Thornton et al., 2012), Laasch (2018b) identified a similar divide. He distinguishes the 
logic of organisational value of the commercial market from the logic of sustainable develop-
ment. The commercial market approach is dominated by the market logic, which means domi-
nated by financial value creation and shareholder-driven profit maximization. The sustainable 
development logic was originally not identified as one of the institutional logics as developed 
by Thornton et al. (2012); however, it was added later by scholars such as Laasch (2018b) and 
Randles and Laasch (2016) due to the growing attention for sustainability. Accommodating 
different logics in general and these two in particular can end up in either institutional plu-
ralism or complexity (Ocasio & Radoynovska, 2016). Pluralism suggests that there exists 
a multiplicity of institutional logics and these logics co-exist in organisations. There are hardly 
any tensions or conflicts and oftentimes it even leads to heterogeneity in business models 
(Laasch, 2018b). They are sometimes even regarded as productive tensions. Having different 
logics in an organisation or in its environment might lead to institutional complexity, in which 
complexity implies the experience of incompatibility and tensions between two or more logics 
(Ocasio & Radoynovska, 2016).

With regard to sustainability or CSR, in many cases both poles may turn out to be com-
patible (institutional pluralism), which can lead to an improved (sustainable) business model. 
However, when stakeholders put other logics to the front or stakeholders with other logics 
enter the arena, the balance might be disrupted. In that case one talks about complexity. Within 
this institutional complexity an organisation will search for a new balance (i.e. pluralism), 
periods in which the role of the CSR manager (i.e. change agent as identified by Ocasio & 
Radoynovska, 2016) becomes particularly relevant; they are in the lead of redefining the 
business model to align it with the newly emerging demands, constraints and ambitions. Thus, 
juggling the different logics at stake in times of transformation is per definition the playing 
field of CSR managers. However, to what extent are CSR managers equipped to work on 
these transformations? The next paragraph shows the job roles and individual competencies 
necessary in the CSR manager function.
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CSR ROLES AND COMPETENCIES

Individual competencies can be perceived as a person’s integrated performance-oriented 
ability to achieve specific objectives, meaning that in practice it is difficult to isolate specific 
competencies (Mulder, 2014). Interestingly, most lists of CSR managers’ competencies 
are not or only to some extent connected with the context or its objectives (Osagie et al., 
2019). Laasch and Moosmayer (2016) also stress the relevance of connecting competencies 
to distinct contexts. Osagie et al. (2019) and Wesselink et al. (2015) made a first attempt to 
contextualize CSR competencies, by relating them to specific job roles. Here we expand on 
this first attempt and relate the competencies and job roles to the profit creation versus social 
value creation continuum. With this theoretical exercise we seek to show why it is important 
to interpret existing lists of CSR competencies and job roles within the organizational context 
CSR managers operate in. To see whether we can detect contextual differences in job roles and 
competencies, we will position existing CSR job roles and competencies at either one of the 
poles. Based on this analysis, we will then answer the following question: To what extent can 
existing lists of CSR managers’ roles and competencies be brought to a next level by taking 
conflicts as a starting point?

CONNECTING THE POLES TO ROLES AND COMPETENCIES

A first salient result of the literature review is that scholars seem to agree to a large extent on 
the roles CSR managers have in their job (e.g. Carollo & Guerci, 2017; Knight & Paterson, 
2018; Osagie et al., 2019). Though they use different labels to address these roles, the content 
and described tasks in these roles are rather similar, as will be shown below. The starting point 
for the inventory of relevant roles and competencies for the profit creation-pole, is the work 
done by Osagie et al. (2019). These authors first identified, based on a systematic literature 
review, relevant competencies for CSR managers (Osagie et al., 2014). Next, they identified 
relevant job roles for CSR managers and empirically selected the three most important com-
petencies for each role. We realize that after 2014 probably new lists with competencies and 
roles were developed; however, we take the lists developed by Osagie et al. (2014 and 2019) 
as a starting point, because they are grounded in both theory and the business practice. If 
applicable we complement the work done by Osagie and colleagues (2019) with other studies 
that have both empirical and theoretical strong foundations. First, we analyse which roles are 
relevant for each pole, as roles are considered to be the closest link to practice; next, this step 
is complemented with competencies.

Profit Creation-Oriented Roles

Three out of the six roles of Osagie et al. (2019) are explicitly geared towards the profit 
creation-pole of the continuum. These roles are coordination role, strategic role and mon-
itoring role. The core of the coordination role is supporting the business units during the 
CSR implementation process, whilst leaving the actual responsibility in their hands. CSR 
managers provide support when necessary and are normally in charge of monitoring the 
progress (i.e. monitoring role). Whereas the coordinating role deals with the units in the 
organization, the strategic role mainly focuses on CSR strategy development and integrating 
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the CSR strategy into the business strategy by means of formulating the business case. Within 
a business context, these three roles focus on integrating CSR into existing processes with 
a profit-oriented/cost-efficient strategy.

Independently but around the same time as Osagie et al. (2019), Carollo and Guerci (2017) 
developed, from an organisational change management perspective, a list of five roles. Three 
of them particularly represent the business side of CSR. Within the motor of change role the 
CSR manager is the change agent and is responsible for making the change happen, no matter 
what change (i.e. coordinating role in Osagie et al., 2019). Within the bookkeeper role the CSR 
manager is responsible for reporting (i.e. monitoring role in Osagie et al., 2019). Lastly, as the 
business-oriented CSR manager (i.e. strategic role in Osagie et al., 2019), the CSR manager 
perceives CSR as a source of competitive advantage, making the business case for CSR the 
dominant driver for engaging in CSR practices.

Taking an ‘identity’ perspective, Wright et al. (2012) describe similar roles for CSR-related 
professionals. In their article with the appealing title: “Hippies on the third floor” they inves-
tigate the interaction between identities (of CSR managers) and how organizations respond to 
climate change. They identified three identities of which one fits the profit creation-pole of the 
continuum: rational manager. In this role a CSR manager operates in the best interests of his 
or her organisation, which is often related to discourse of efficiency, profitability and share-
holder value. We position the other two on the social value creation pole of the continuum, 
which we will elaborate on in the next paragraph.

Knight and Paterson (2018) describe their roles in terms of five clusters, each containing 
10 prominent and 10 critical behaviours (i.e. competencies) for sustainable leaders. The five 
clusters are: (1) results driven, (2) inclusive operator, (3) change agent, (4) ethically oriented, 
and (5) visionary thinker. The results driven- (action focused) and change agent role (coordi-
nating and monitoring tasks) resemble the aforementioned profit-creation roles. Less obvious, 
but also on this pole, is the role of the visionary thinker; because of its emphasis on the strategy 
and future goals it closely resembles the strategic role described in Osagie et al. (2019). The 
other two roles are considered important on the other pole.

In short, on the profit creation-pole of the continuum, there are great similarities in the 
different lists of job roles for CSR managers. While Osagie et al. (2019) use a general but 
often employed labelling of managerial job roles (i.e. Quinn, 1988), others like Carollo and 
Guerci (2017) have their origin in change management. Therefore, the general labelling used 
by Osagie et al. (2019), particularly the strategic and coordinating role, can be developed 
further by using the more meaningful labels of respectively ‘business-oriented role’ (Carollo 
& Guerci, 2017) and ‘change agent role’ (Wright et al., 2012).

Profit Creation-Oriented Competencies

To effectively perform the aforementioned roles, CSR managers need individual compe-
tencies. In this section, we describe relevant competencies for each role. Two recent studies 
specifically connect relevant competencies to job roles of (CSR) managers, namely Knight and 
Paterson (2018) and Osagie et al. (2019). Table 34.1 provides an overview of the competencies 
in relation to the change agent role, business-oriented role and monitor role.

Table 34.1 shows to some extent agreement between Osagie et al. (2019) and Knight and 
Paterson (2018) on the individual competencies for the change agent, the business-oriented 
role and the monitoring role. In particular, understanding the internal and external systems 



 Table 34.1 Relevant competencies at the profit-creation side of the continuum

Competencies*
Change agent 

role
Business 

oriented role
Monitoring role

C1.  Managing CSR implementation X0
C2.  Realizing CSR supportive interpersonal processes X0
C3.  Anticipating CSR related challenges X0 X0
C4.  Understanding CSR relevant systems X X0 X0
C5.  Realizing self-regulated CSR related behaviours and active involvement X0 X0
C6.  Understanding CSR relevant standards X X0
C7.  CSR leadership competencies 0 X0
C8.  Identifying and realizing CSR related business opportunities 0 X0
C9.  Balancing personal ethical values and business objectives 0 X0 X
C10.  Ethical normative competence X X
C11.  Reflecting on personal CSR views and experiences X0

Notes: * = the full descriptions of the competencies can be found in Osagie et al. (2014). X= derived from Osagie et 
al. (2019). 0=derived from Knight and Paterson (2018).
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involved (C4) seems most important, which highlights the organizational-wide change that is 
needed in implementing CSR and the complex nature of CSR challenges. Interestingly, both 
Knight and Paterson (2018) and Osagie et al. (2019) stress the importance of the combination 
of profit creation competencies and (personal) value-focused competencies (see Table 34.1, 
C9, C10, and C11) for the profit creation roles, though Osagie et al. (2019) seem to provide 
more evidence for the value-oriented competencies; on the one hand CSR managers need to 
closely align with exiting business practices and language (e.g. articulating information or 
developing strategies); on the other hand they have to deal with resistance, barriers and set 
backs on a personal level to make the change happen (e.g. recovering from set-backs and pro-
jecting cheerfulness). The personal value-focused competencies at this side of the continuum 
mainly have to deal with dealing with resistance and how to arm oneself for setbacks.

Social Value Creation-Oriented Roles

Based on the literature (Osagie et al., 2019; Carollo & Guerci, 2017; Wright et al., 2012 and 
Knight & Paterson, 2018) a list of roles is compiled which represents the social value creation 
pole of the continuum. Using Osagie et al. (2019) to start with, the three remaining roles 
were identified, namely the stimulating role, networking role and mentoring role. Within the 
stimulating role CSR managers act as ambassadors of CSR; their personal ideas and way of 
living are based on sustainability ideals. CSR managers employ these ideals, authenticity, and 
engaging attitude in activating others to engage in social behaviour. In the networking role, 
CSR managers represent their company and their profession outside the company. They seek 
and maintain contact with external parties, and learn from their peers (Osagie et al., 2018). 
The third role on this pole is the mentoring role. In this role, CSR managers advise, inform 
and train other employees, so they are better equipped to integrate CSR in their daily practice.

Carollo and Guerci’s (2017) ideas on the fatalist role and the idealist role of CSR manag-
ers provide additional insights into what Osagie et al. (2019) labelled the ‘stimulating role’. 
Within the idealistic role the CSR manager is a heroic idealist who actively fights to promote 
a social value-oriented vision in organisations. Within the fatalist role, on the other hand, CSR 
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managers have a strong faith in the future of CSR; however, they see that there is still a long 
way to go, which ‘cripples’ them and makes them reactive instead of proactive. CSR manag-
ers applying this role do share the CSR ideals; however, they are hesitant in achieving these 
ideals actively due to their company’s profit-orientation and choose to wait (Carollo & Guerci, 
2017). It follows that the idealistic role fits the social value creation pole in the best way. This 
idealistic role of CSR managers is strengthened by the descriptions of Wright et al. (2012) 
of the green change agent and the committed activist; both are positioned at the social value 
creation pole. According to Wright et al. (2012) CSR managers have CSR ideals as a starting 
point for their work behaviour (and personal livelihood), no matter the resistance experienced. 
Finally, the set of roles by Knight and Paterson (2018) include two more roles: the inclusive 
operator which focuses on dealing with others, by means of understanding, collaboration and 
trust and an ethically oriented role which emphasizes that people act with integrity and have 
an ethical approach in their work practices. The latter describes the social value creation pole 
even to a further extent.

To summarize, the literature describes the idealistic role as most important within the social 
value creation pole. The only role that seems to reflect the social value creation pole to its 
fullest extent is the ‘stimulating role’ or the ‘idealistic role’. In this role, CSR principles are 
the starting point, whilst in the other roles, the process is more apparent instead; mentoring can 
serve either one of the poles, some holds for networking.

Social Value Creation Competencies

Based on the sources mentioned in the section above, a set of competencies relevant for the 
idealistic role is composed. All competencies as identified by Osagie et al. (2019) are again 
taken as the starting point. This list is complemented with the competencies as identified by 
Knight and Paterson (2018) in two specific roles in which they provide a more in-depth look 
at the social value-oriented competencies needed in the idealistic role. They identified for the 
two roles the following competencies (between brackets the relation with the competencies of 
Osagie et al., 2019):

● Inclusive operator:
● building trust-based relationships (C2)
● showing consideration and tolerance for the beliefs and world-view of others (C10)
● the need to have empathy, listen well and comprehend others’ motivations (C2)
● being able to collaborate and involve others in decision making (C2)

● Ethically oriented:
● networking and stakeholder management (C2 & C7)
● the ability to project inner strength and leave ego at the door (C5)
● standards and empowering individuals (C11).

Next to Osagie et al. (2019) and Knight and Paterson (2018), the list of CSR-related compe-
tencies of Brown (2012) is compared with the current set of competencies. Although Brown’s 
list of competencies did not explicitly connect the competencies to job roles, it describes the 
competencies of leaders with so-called post-conventional consciousness (and not being in the 
pre-conventional or conventional stage), in which post-conventional meaning making means 
that someone’s focus is on the whole system and the roles in the system and one’s eagerness to 
change the system. It focuses on the self in relationship to the system and interaction with the 
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system, linking theory and principles with practice and focuses on the interplay of awareness, 
thought, action, and effects transforming self and others. This consciousness fits the social 
value creation pole to a great extent. Brown (2012) compiled a list of 15 competencies, which 
are again compared with the competencies of Osagie et al. (2019):

● Ground sustainability practice in deep (spiritual/sacred) meaning (C10 & C11)
● Intuitive decision-making and harvesting other than rational analysis (C5)
● Embrace uncertainty with profound trust (C5)
● Scan and engage the internal environment (C2 & C11)
● Inhabit multiple perspectives (C4)
● Dialogue with the system (C2)
● Go with the energy (C5)
● Self-transformation (C11)
● Create development conditions (C2 & C7)
● Create and hold appropriate space to stimulate the group process (C2 & C5)
● Shadow mentoring (C2)
● Systems theory and systems thinking (C4)
● Complexity theory and complexity thinking (C3 & C4)
● Integral theory and integral thinking (C4)
● Polarity management (C2).

Table 34.2 shows the competencies that are deemed most important for the idealistic role (i.e. 
stimulating role) and summarizing the studies mentioned in relation to this pole. These compe-
tencies represent the idealist role and therefore the social value creation pole to the full extent 
without any compromises to the profit creation side of the continuum. Having a closer look 
at the competencies, again the interpersonal competencies are emphasized strongly. However, 
looking at these competencies, the system as such is not seen as a given. The CSR manager has 
a dialogue with the system, which means that the system as such is also the object of change 
and that companies and their CSR managers could accelerate that change. This finding is of 
particular interest for CSR managers working in companies where social value creation is the 
starting point and in which they dare to question and change the existing system.

Table 34.2 shows that literature provides most evidence for ethical normative competence 
(C10) and the interpersonal competencies (C2) as relevant for the idealistic role. It shows the 
ethical starting point in this role, as well as the need for CSR managers to distribute ownership 
of CSR and leadership across the company.

Furthermore, Table 34.2 demonstrates that even within the idealistic role, business 
case-oriented competencies, are still deemed important (Knight & Paterson, 2018; Osagie 
et al., 2019). That is, the business case arguments for engaging in CSR are still in place and 
remain influential for CSR managers’ work behaviour even on the social value creation pole of 
the continuum. The latter was especially evident in the research of Osagie et al. (2019), but far 
less in Brown’s (2012) study on meaning-making of CSR leaders working on CSR initiatives.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

In this chapter, by means of a literature review we explored conflicts CSR managers experi-
ence in their jobs and investigated to what extent these conflicts suggest differentiation in the 



Table 34.2 Relevant competencies at the social value creation pole of the continuum 

Competencies* Idealistic role
Osagie et al. 

(2019)
Knight & 
Paterson 
(2018)

Brown 
(2012)

C1.   Managing CSR implementation

C2.   Realizing CSR supportive interpersonal processes X X X
C3.   Anticipating CSR related challenges X

C4.   Understanding CSR relevant systems

C5.   Realizing self-regulated CSR related behaviours and 
        active involvement

X

C6.   Understanding CSR relevant standards

C7.   CSR leadership competencies X X

C8.   Identifying and realizing CSR related business 
        opportunities

X

C9.   Balancing personal ethical values and business 
        objectives

X X

C10. Ethical normative competence X X X
C11. Reflecting on personal CSR views and experiences X X

Note: * = the full descriptions of the competencies can be found in Osagie et al. (2014).

526  Research handbook of responsible management

existing lists of CSR managers’ roles and competencies. This exploration of literature provides 
us with some insights. First, CSR managers experience conflicting situations resulting from 
tensions between profit creation- and social value creation logics. This conflict does not only 
occur at the level of the individual, but has equivalents on organisational levels. Second, 
depending on both the company’s logics and position on the continuum, CSR managers have 
different dominant job roles to fulfil and have to poses different individual competencies to 
drive CSR implementation. Whereas the change agent, business oriented role and monitoring 
role are geared towards the profit creation pole, the idealist role is especially geared towards 
the social value creation pole. Two roles were more difficult to position: networking and 
mentoring. Both could serve either pole of the continuum. Third, most important competencies 
on the profit creation pole are ‘understanding CSR relevant systems’ and ‘balancing ethical 
values and business objectives’. At the social value creation pole especially ‘interpersonal 
processes’ and ‘ethical normative competence’ were strongly represented. Knowing this, we 
can argue that ‘knowing the systems’ and ‘balancing values’ are important qualities on the left 
pole and being able to ‘work with others’ and having a strong ‘internal ethical compass’ helps 
CSR managers on the other pole. In this sense, we found evidence that differentiation in roles 
and competencies is needed, depending on the position on the continuum. This finding is in 
line with the expectation from Laasch and Moosmayer (2016) as they stated that competence 
profiles should be drafted for distinct contexts. In this chapter a first attempt was made to study 
this claim.

As said before, having different values (or logics) does not necessarily mean there is a con-
flict. Different values or logics might co-exist in companies without complications. In that 
case we talk about a balanced situation (institutional pluralism). However, there are moments 
when some logics become more dominant or stakeholders come into play with different logics 
or values. In these cases, we talk about disruption, or as called by Ocasio and Radoynovska 
(2016) complexity. In these cases, conflicts become more prominent. CSR managers will 
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experience these transitions and they have to act according to their personal values and have to 
carefully look at the dominant logics of the company and its stakeholders to move from com-
plexity to institutional pluralism again. Transitions are not always imposed. Companies can 
choose to move up the ladder of CSR maturity. In these cases, CSR managers should be aware 
of the current status of CSR and the desired status of CSR. Van Marrewijk and Werre (2003) 
among others, provide a nice system of maturity levels, which could help CSR managers in 
their search. They talk about CSR maturity levels.

CSR Maturity Levels

Companies may have different strategies on how to deal with CSR and different ideas on the 
extent in which to integrate CSR in core business processes. These differences have been 
presented in different ways in the CSR literature. For example, Van Marrewijk and Werre 
(2003) distinguished six CSR maturity levels ranging from pre-CSR (no CSR practices at all), 
via profit-driven CSR to holistic CSR. Whilst other ways exist to categorize CSR maturity 
levels (see for example Lozano (2008) or Van Tulder et al. (2009)), they all closely resemble 
Van Marrewijk and Werre’s categorization. Whereas in the pre-CSR level companies have 
no intentions at all with regard to CSR, within the profit-driven ambition level CSR com-
panies integrate social, ethical, and ecological aspects of CSR into business operations and 
decision-making, provided there is a business case and it contributes to the financial bottom 
line (profit creation). Within the holistic CSR, CSR is fully integrated and embedded in every 
aspect of the organization and CSR is aimed at contributing to the quality and continuation 
of life of every being and entity, now and in the future (social value creation). The difference 
in company’s maturity levels affects the roles and competencies CSR managers should have 
in their work and as such the competencies or the extent into which specific competencies 
are needed to effectively perform these roles (Osagie et al., 2019). For example at the profit 
creation-pole in which understanding the systems and balancing values are important. Within 
this context, where discourses focus on productivity, efficiency, and financial gains, the CSR 
manager should be business-oriented; this is more effective for convincing others of the merits 
of CSR actions than taking up the role of the idealist. In times of transformation (institutional 
complexity), in which there is no balance in values and logics (for a certain period of time), 
CSR managers can provide guidance through their networking and mentoring role. Besides, 
CSR managers should be able to switch between roles and competencies; they need to negoti-
ate between their personal CSR orientation and the company’s dominant logic (Wright et al., 
2012). However, these are assumptions and guesses and it would be great to make in future 
research a distinction between balanced situations and situations of complexity.

As stated in this chapter, especially in situations of complexity, the emotions of a CSR 
manager can come into play and might be at risk. Wright and Nyberg (2012) stress the 
importance of looking at these situations from an emotional point of view. According to these 
authors, tackling these conflicts involves learning how to regulate one’s own emotions. Wright 
and Nyberg (2012) identified four strategies through which CSR managers could champion 
conflicting situations:

● Calculative use of emotions – consciously tailor emotional expression to fit situational
contingencies. For example, be rational and present a clear business case for CSR in cases
were the other is sceptical and disengaged.
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● Constrain personal emotions – downplay and subdue personal passion.
● Championing their emotions – personify the CSR message by being explicit about one’s

emotions and passions to inspire others.
● Compartmentalizing – differentiate in emotional expression and CSR ambitions depending

on the context. For example, being really passionate about CSR at home and hiding the
intensity of this passion in a bottom-line focused company.

Besides the competencies and the regulations of one’s personal emotions, tackling these con-
flicts also requires one to know oneself deeply and critically (Brown, 2012). CSR managers 
should position both themselves as their company on the profit creation versus social value 
creation continuum. Both company and CSR manager should reflect on the type of CSR 
manager the company needs to bring it to the next CSR maturity level (i.e. transition towards 
the social value creation pole) and select the best person for the CSR manager’s function 
accordingly. For example, a CSR manager that identifies him or herself as an idealist should 
probably not be selected for a bottom-line focused company with hardly any CSR ambitions. 
A business-oriented CSR manager would be a better fit, whereas such an idealist manager 
would fit better a social value creation-minded company. Thus, tackling conflicting situations 
also involves avoiding a mismatch in orientation. Future research might focus on this inter-
action of these orientations and/or logics and investigate how progress in CSR can be made 
without too much frustration of the responsible CSR manager.

Implications for Managers in General

Although these results are particularly interesting for CSR managers (as specialized respon-
sibility managers) working in a business context, they may also provide guidance for other 
responsible managers focusing on themes that, like CSR, receive little support and enthusiasm 
in a business context (e.g. ethics and stakeholder value). In fact, these results may even be 
informative for mainstream managers working in companies that aim to integrate CSR in 
their DNA. In these companies, CSR should ultimately be a responsibility of all employees 
and not only of the selected few; both management and employees should behave in a manner 
that is aligned with the company’s CSR values and ambitions (Verkerk et al., 2001). As such, 
besides the CSR managers, mainstream managers will eventually need to integrate CSR in 
their jobs, as they play a key role in steering employees’ work behaviour and because they can 
increase employees’ commitment to achieving a company’s CSR ambitions by being visible 
and supportive toward the intended change (Furst & Cable, 2008). However, as the literature 
review focused on CSR managers suggests, more research is needed to determine the extent 
mainstream managers are already including CSR in their daily work and what kind of conflicts 
they experience and which of the abovementioned roles and competencies are crucial for their 
role in the CSR implementation process. Particularly because, unlike for CSR managers, for 
them, CSR will most likely be one responsibility of many in their job.

Implications for Education and Training

As we learned of the work from Osagie et al. (2018), CSR managers develop themselves 
mainly by means of sharing their experience with peers. By reflecting with peers on their 
own experiences and by sharing these reflections CSR managers improve their own roles 
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and competencies. Results from this chapter could guide the CSR managers in what kind of 
questions to ask; besides asking what works and what does not, they could address questions 
about the current maturity of CSR, what kind of personal logics they adhere to and to what 
extent and what kind of conflicts they experience. Future research could assess to what extent 
such reflection and learning practices can help prevent internal dissonance and burnout among 
CSR managers. Future research should also focus on how to prepare students for dealing with 
these conflicts. In educational settings geared at training CSR managers, the use of serious 
games or other simulations might get them acquainted with, aware of and let them experience 
the inherent complexity of having a playing field with (in)compatible logics.

In this chapter we reconsidered existing lists of CSR job roles and competencies in light of 
the conflicts experienced by CSR managers and provide a more contextualized perspective on 
these roles and competencies. We argue that it is more effective on the organisational level 
and better for the CSR managers’ health, to have a careful look at the context with regard to 
the company’s dominant logic(s) when determining the most effective course of action (and 
therefore behaviour and competencies) to stimulate the implementation of CSR within the 
company. 
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35. Giving voice to values: responsible
management as facilitation of ethical voice
Carsten Tams and Mary C. Gentile

1. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is conceptual in nature. We consider the meaning of responsible 
management through the lens of the Giving Voice to Values framework (GVV; Gentile, 2010). 
Among the three domains of responsible management – sustainability, responsibility, and 
ethics (SRE) – we will focus our attention on the latter (although the GVV approach is relevant 
for all three). We ask: What does the practice of managing for organizational ethics look like 
using GVV as a conceptual lens?

GVV is a methodology that supports individuals in acting upon their values effectively. It is 
not a management theory as such. At its core, however, are three assumptions, discussed in the 
second section, that represent pivots from assumptions commonly encountered in the theory 
and practice of organizational ethics. These are assumptions about the role of stakeholders1 
in organizational ethics. First, GVV pivots from a deficit-based view of stakeholders to 
a strength-based perspective. Stakeholders are viewed as moral agents, rather than compliance 
risks. Second, organizational ethics is not simply the result of sound judgement about right and 
wrong. Ethics cannot arise unless sound judgement translates into sound action. Third, GVV 
rejects the view that describes ethical influencing as a linear trickle-down process. Ethical 
influence is better understood as a distributed and reciprocal practice.

As the third section discusses, these three heuristic pivots are consequential for the practice 
of managing organizational ethics. First, the problem at the center of managing for ethics is 
flipped on its head. Rather than constraining delinquency, the focus of ethics management 
shifts to supporting and harnessing the stock of moral agency that is distributed across 
organizational constituents. Second, to strengthen the ethical resilience of their organizations, 
managers structure the governance process as a shared and co-creative influencing practice. 
Managers encourage ethical influence to originate from any level and to flow in any direction, 
resulting in a denser network of reciprocal ethical influence. They open the entire governance 
value chain to stakeholder participation. Lastly, the proposed pivots redirect managers’ activ-
ities. Where before they devised mechanisms for constraining malfeasance (rules, monitoring, 
sanctions), managers’ new role is to provide platforms that expand stakeholders’ opportunities 

1 When using the term “stakeholder” in this chapter, we often have employees in mind. The 
applicability of our propositions is, however, not limited to employees, but can often be extended to any 
group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives 
(Freeman, 1984). We sometimes use the term “constituent” interchangeably.
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for normative voice.2 They do so by providing forums, norms, and skills for giving voice to 
values. Managers’ fundamental modus operandi vis-à-vis stakeholders is supportive in nature.

Our discussion contributes to the responsible management construct in two ways. Laasch 
(2018) proposed that responsible management moves the unit of analysis from the organiza-
tional, enterprise level to the level of ‘normal’ managers. While our propositions have strong 
implications for managers of governance functions at the organizational level, we seek to 
illuminate how line managers at any level contribute to organizational ethics by facilitating 
normative deliberation as part of their daily management practice.

Second, Laasch and Conaway (2015) argue that responsible management requires compe-
tences distinct to those associated with mainstream management practices. Building on this 
argument, this chapter specifies distinct competences responsible managers need for managing 
ethics.

2. GIVING VOICE TO VALUES: A PRIMER

Invariably, people encounter values conflicts in their work lives, situations where one’s own 
values conflict with the expectations of bosses, peers, clients, or shareholders. We may find 
ourselves in situations where something that is said or done stands in contrast to what we 
believe to be good and right. We may witness a colleague lie to a customer, put workers’ safety 
at risk by ignoring safety protocols, or make a discriminatory comment about a co-worker. 
Whether we are directly affected or simply observe such behavior as a bystander, these situa-
tions put our convictions to the test. Giving voice to our values in these situations can appear 
daunting, in particular when we feel pressured to do the opposite. Do we possess the skills and 
the confidence to affirm our values skillfully and effectively? Or does the situation leave us 
dumbfounded, overwhelmed, silent?

GVV seeks to raise the odds that people choose voice over silence by providing a method-
ology they can use to hone the skills they need to affirm their values effectively, even under 
pressure. GVV is not about persuading people what their ethical choice should be. Rather, 
it starts from the premise that, often, people intuitively can recognize observed behavior as 
problematic and genuinely want to do something about it. The path forward, however, can 
seem mired in obstacles. What people often experience as challenging in these situations is not 
distinguishing right from wrong; it is how to act, skillfully and effectively, when they know 
what is right and what is wrong.

GVV’s pedagogy interweaves reflection and action in pursuit of a transformative intent. At 
the center of its pedagogy is reflecting about, strategizing, and rehearsing how we can voice 
our values under adverse circumstances. “Voice” in this context is a metaphor for a variety 
of communicative actions – verbal expressions of ethically-based positions, but also written 
statements, building coalitions, simply asking questions, re-framing choices and consequences, 
and so on. As part of the GVV curriculum, participants bolster their capacity to address values 
conflicts by envisioning in advance diverse scenarios where their values might come under 
pressure, imagining how the discussion might unfold, and pre-scripting and rehearsing what 
they might say – out loud – to shape the course of the conversation. GVV involves developing 

2 Of course, rules, monitoring and sanctions are still required and remain in place but managerial 
daily practice expands here to a more enabling rather than pejorative stance.
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effective arguments, by gathering overlooked data and presenting it compellingly. Affirming 
values effectively involves anticipating rationalizations and objections and crafting effective 
responses. It requires framing issues so as to better capture listeners’ attention, minimize the 
risks they may experience if they entertain a new proposition, and allow listeners to hear 
without feeling shamed or disrespected. Giving voice to values requires ensuring that differ-
ent perspectives are included in a deliberative process, identifying and enlisting allies, and 
working through others who may have more credibility, expertise or formal authority.

The purpose of such a practice is to re-wire the emotion-driven reflex (Haidt, 2001) we 
experience when encountering a values conflict and to habituate skillful affirmation of our 
own values. Through repeated enactment, learners can consolidate a repertoire of behavioral 
strategies into their long-term memory. Then, when confronted with a real-life values conflict, 
coming up with an effective response strategy will demand less cognitive effort, reducing the 
risk that people feel overwhelmed by anxiety and stall. Carrying a few tested response strate-
gies in one’s quiver frees up cognitive capacity and allows a person to be actively present as 
a challenging situation unfolds.

GVV builds on the conviction that both individuals and organizations benefit as people’s 
capabilities to give voice to their values expand (Morrison, 2014). Whether people address 
values conflicts they encounter can have a significant bearing on their well-being. Failure to 
address and resolve such conflicts can result in dissatisfaction, stress, lack of focus, cynicism, 
or reduced productivity. On the flipside, being able to give voice to one’s concerns can have 
beneficial effects, such as sense of control and feeling that one is valued. Voice also promotes 
positive organizational outcomes. Voice is associated with improved work processes, learning, 
innovation, or the curtailment of illegal or immoral behavior. A culture of employee silence, 
on the contrary, is frequently implicated as a primary contributor to large-scale organizational 
failures.

3. REFRAMING STAKEHOLDERS’ ROLE IN
ORGANIZATIONAL ETHICS

GVV challenges three assumptions about the role of stakeholders in the production of organ-
izational ethics commonly expressed or implied in theories and practices of organizational 
governance. GVV construes people and their moral agency as valuable governance resources 
rather than as risk factors. Rather than focusing only on stakeholders’ capacity for ethical 
reasoning, GVV emphasizes the importance of translating ethical insights into transformative 
action. Instead of describing ethical influence as a hierarchical trickle-down process, GVV 
asserts that governance is improved when ethical influence can originate from any stakeholder 
and flow in any direction. In the following three sections, we will develop each of these 
propositions.

3.1 From People as Risk Factors to People as Moral Agents

GVV’s first pivot is an anthropological one. Within theory and practice of organizational 
governance, people are frequently viewed through a deficit lens and construed as risk factors 
(Miller, 2012). Attention is focused on delinquency. This bias towards deviance has a long tra-
dition in governance thought. In the seventeenth century, Thomas Hobbes argued that people 
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are unable to govern themselves, due to their selfish nature. People could only co-exist peace-
fully if they surrender their sovereignty to an all-powerful governing authority, the Leviathan, 
who sets and enforces the law (Hobbes, 2017). Agency theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976), 
the dominant theory of corporate governance today, starts with the assumption that managers 
are selfish utility maximizers who will abuse the discretion delegated to them by shareholders 
when the latter cannot fully observe managers’ behavior. The primary remedies proposed for 
mitigating this problem include enhanced monitoring and financial incentives. The literature 
on behavioral ethics demonstrates a similar delinquency bias, as it is primarily preoccupied 
with revealing the many ways in which biases lead otherwise good people to behave unethi-
cally (Prentice, 2014). This deficit framing has programmatic consequences. If we view stake-
holders simply as risk factors, without a capacity for self-governance, then we need to subject 
them to an authority that constrains their deviant tendencies. Indeed, many of the governance 
practices that regulatory frameworks prescribe and organizations implement aim at inhibiting 
wrongdoing. Examples of such practices include prohibitive norms, instructions, monitoring, 
or sanctions (e.g. U.S. Sentencing Commission, Guidelines Manual, 2018).

GVV, by contrast, assumes a strength-based perspective of actors. It views stakeholders 
as moral agents (Bandura, 2002, 2006). Moral agency refers to people’s capacity to monitor 
their conduct, judge it in relation to their personal identity and moral standards, and regulate 
their behavior through self-sanctions. People can refrain from violating their moral standards 
because such conduct would bring personal distress and self-condemnation. Acting in accord-
ance with one’s moral standards gives people satisfaction and a sense of self-worth. Moral 
agents commit themselves to social obligations and virtuous causes, they consider the moral 
implications of the choices they face, and they accept some measure of responsibility for the 
choices they make. Moral agency is not exhausted by the mere observance of rules. It has 
a dual aspect. The inhibitive aspect of moral agency is expressed in the power to refrain from 
harmful acts (as reflected in the Hippocratic Oath taken by physicians – first, do no harm). 
The second aspect of moral agency is promotive. It refers to people’s ability to enact prosocial 
behavior.

Affirming one’s values is an elemental manifestation of promotive moral agency. GVV 
provides a hands-on methodology to support individuals in actualizing their capacity for moral 
agency more fully. Voicing values can take many forms and occur along the full spectrum 
of the governance process. A person may voice concerns about risks involved in business 
practices, propose changes to the organization’s policies, inject ethical considerations into 
decision-making processes, re-frame a decision to reveal under-weighted risks, over-weighted 
benefits or to mitigate the “felt” costs of an ethical choice, or express dissent in response to 
problematic business proposals. A person may express encouragement, support, or praise to 
others engaging in moral agency. A person may escalate a concern about unethical behavior to 
a supervisor or someone in the Ethics & Compliance function. All these voicing behaviors are 
different facets of promotive moral agency.

GVV does not deny that human beings can be susceptible to selfish, biased or otherwise 
fallible behavior. It does, however, insist that most people have values and would like to 
act on them if they feel they have a choice. Most of us can think of times when we acted in 
accordance with our values or when we objected to others about behavior that contradicted our 
values. Many of us can also recall instances when we behaved in ways that compromised our 
personal values or when we failed to defend our values. GVV asserts that the option to act on 
our values exists. We have the power to choose. GVV strengthens the confidence in our ability 
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to choose voice over silence through the process of pre-scripting, action planning, rehearsal, 
and peer coaching.

3.2 From Ethics as Reasoning to Ethics as Action

GVV’s second pivot emphasizes the role of action in producing ethical outcomes. Ethics 
education often challenges learners to reason about and choose between right and wrong. This 
focus on ethical reasoning has a long and illustrious tradition. The history of moral philosophy 
is, in large part, a preoccupation with moral reasoning (Gewirth, 1978; Nielsen, 1988). Two 
dominant strains of moral philosophy, utilitarianism and deontology, are both concerned with 
developing criteria for determining right and wrong choices. Across colleges and business 
schools, it is popular to begin ethics courses by describing a famous ethical dilemma, the 
so-called “Trolley Problem,” and inviting students to determine the most ethical option. 
Similarly, employees participating in ethics training will often find themselves confronted 
with hypothetical scenarios where an ethical choice must be made. In all these cases, the 
problem of ethics is construed mainly as issue spotting.

Often, however, people intuitively recognize observed behavior as problematic without dif-
ficulty. They witness how a co-worker inflates an invoice to a client, offers a bribe to a buyer, 
inappropriately touches a colleague, or hires an unqualified relative over more qualified 
applicants. Often, issue spotting is not the problem. Rather, people struggle with responding in 
an effective manner. The challenge of translating ethical insights into action is often far from 
trivial and can feel debilitating. People may wonder if they will be believed if they speak up 
or fear retaliation. Often this calculus occurs automatically via “pre-emptive rationalization,” 
as an emotional response which GVV strives to re-wire. GVV helps individuals to be better 
prepared for these moments. It provides tools to figure out the nuts and bolts of translating an 
ethical choice, once made, into transformative action.

There are several good reasons to emphasize the importance of ethical action. The first 
one relates to the ethical status of our reasoning about right and wrong. Such reasoning only 
becomes ethical once it translates into transformative action. Realizing what is ethically right 
but not acting on it, by contrasts, incurs an ethical liability. Thinking is for doing (Fiske, 
1992), and likewise, reasoning about right and wrong is for ethical doing. A complete theory 
and practice of ethics management must link critical consciousness and transformative action.

The second reason to prioritize action is pedagogical. Action should occupy a central place 
in theory and practice of ethics because learning to do something is supported by doing it. 
One of the first to place action and habit at the center of learning was Aristotle. He argues that 
moral goodness is the result of habit. Like actions produce like dispositions. People become 
just by performing just acts, self-controlled by doing self-controlled acts, and brave by doing 
brave acts. Moral excellence, then, is not an act but a habit. We are what we repeatedly do 
(Aristotle, 2004). Just as people become good at guitar playing by playing the guitar, they learn 
to be ethical by giving voice to their values. Nothing builds confidence in our future ability 
to perform a behavior as past experiences of successful performance (Bandura, 1997, 2008). 
Aristotle further argues that people can only gain practical wisdom (phronesis) through the 
cumulative experience of applying abstract principles to the specific requirements of real-life 
situations.

The notion that learning, to be effective, has to be experiential, involve action, and be 
situated in communities of practice, is firmly embedded in leading contemporary educational 
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models (Hutton, 1980; Kolb, 1984; Laasch & Gherardi, 2019; Laasch et al., 2018, Manidis 
& Addo, 2017; Revans, 1980; Wenger, 2000). GVV as a methodology supports learners in 
translating their values into action, thereby further enhancing their skills and confidence in 
their capacity to participate competently in the process of shaping and sustaining social norms.

3.3 From Ethics as a Cascade to Ethics as a Shared Practice

Our third pivot relates to the question of where ethical influence originates and how it flows 
through organizations. The multi-tiered, cascading fountain has been used as a metaphor to 
illustrate the flow of ethical influence in organizations (Mayer et al., 2009). The water springs 
up from the fountainhead, falls into a circular basin below, from where it spills into a larger 
basin the next level down. According to this metaphor, senior leadership defines and commu-
nicates a set of core values. Middle managers are tasked with feeding these values deeper into 
the organization to workers at the lower ranks of the organization. This model of ethical influ-
ence permeates many governance theories and practices. Concepts of “tone from the top” or 
“tone from the middle” attest to this idea (Emett et al., 2012). In business writing, formulations 
such as “instilling values,” “inculcating mind-sets,” “driving values through the organization,” 
or “changing hearts and minds” testify to the same idea. In sum, ethical influence is construed 
as a unidirectional, trickle-down process (Bass, 1990; Bass et al., 1987).

By contrast, we contend that senior leaders are not the sole purveyors of normative orien-
tation; rather, all stakeholders have values, many of which they share. No positive correlation 
exists between a person’s hierarchical status and their ethical qualification; rather, research 
indicates that high-power status can undermine a person’s ethicality (Hogeveen et al., 2014; 
Kleef et al., 2008), and large power differentials can weaken ethical behavior in organizations 
(Lam & Xu, 2018). Shared values are not the result of leaders inculcating their values into fol-
lowers; rather, efforts to impose values on others can result in oppositional defiance (Brehm, 
1966; Deci & Ryan, 1985). Ethical behavior is not simply a faculty of individuals at the top; 
rather, it is largely distributed across groups and occurring as a cooperative practice (Raelin, 
2011).

GVV aligns with theories that model shared values as the result of a social construction 
process that is largely communicative in nature (Blumer, 2009; Berger & Luckmann, 1967; 
Giddens, 1997; Mead, 1925; Shove et al., 2012). Social norms come into existence and persist 
only within and through social dynamics. While social norms can be enshrined in various 
forms, people learn about them primarily through social interaction and observation in every-
day life. People observe how their social environment responds to their own behavior or that 
of others, with acceptance, indifference, or rejection. People learn and internalize many of the 
social norms they encounter and operate within their confines. By acting in conformity with 
existing rules, people reinforce these same rules. Even as a passive bystander, they participate 
in the social reproduction of norms. If a person litters and bystanders do not raise objections, 
their inaction signals that littering is socially acceptable. At the same time, people can act 
generatively on social norms. A person picking up litter from a sidewalk may send the signal 
that residents care about maintaining an orderly neighborhood. People can transform existing 
social norms by skirting or transgressing the boundaries drawn by social norms. In this manner, 
social norms are negotiated in daily practices, by stakeholders enacting their own values and 
responding to others enacting theirs. Ethical voice is not the only, but a central medium in this 
process. People engage in ethical behavior and become ethical mostly by talking to each other. 
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This, in simple brushstrokes, is the intersubjective construction process that, using constitu-
ents’ pluralistic values as building blocks, gives rise to a shared understanding of the norms 
that are deemed socially acceptable or objectionable. The totality of social interactions forms 
a normative riverbed that constrains and channels social interaction. Various contributions 
conceptualize organizational ethics in line with a social-constructionist understanding but 
remain, as of yet, at the fringes of mainstream ethics management (Deetz, 1995; French & 
Granrose, 1995; Steinmann & Löhr, 1996; Ulrich, 1987/2008; Willmott, 1997).

The process outlined above describes normative influence as reciprocal. Seminal theorists 
of governance (Aristotle, 1962; Montesquieu, 1989; Hamilton et al., 2012) have proposed that 
governance is improved when it is reciprocal. Any one-sided system of governance, according 
all governance responsibility to one party and none to the other, is weak and prone to abuse 
and corruption. To the extent that ethical influence can originate anywhere and flow in any 
direction, a shared practice of moral reflexivity is enabled (Cunliffe, 2004, 2009; Hibbert 
& Cunliffe, 2013). People can critically evaluate their normative positions based on their 
self-reflection and the reflection they receive from others. Putnam demonstrates that civic 
virtue is most powerful when embedded in a dense network of reciprocal social relations 
(Putnam, 2001). Correspondingly, we argue that an organization’s ethical resilience increases 
to the extent that ethical influence can originate from anywhere within the organizational 
structure and flow in any direction, down, up, or sideways, resulting in a denser network of 
reciprocal ethical influence.

To the extent that people participate in the process of constructing social norms, they 
acquire a better understanding of these norms and are more likely to internalize, feel responsi-
ble for, and defend these norms. To the degree that diverse stakeholders’ can express divergent 
perspectives and are heard, decision-making processes are better informed and light is shed 
on ethically problematic aspects of a proposal. Where ethical voice is empowered, those that 
transgress ethical lines are more likely to encounter resistance. The mere act of submitting an 
ethical concern for consideration alters the decision-making equation. Once a well-founded 
ethical concern has been pronounced, those who ignore it gratuitously do so at their own peril. 
The mere prospect of social scrutiny is likely to have a curative effect, compelling individuals 
to privilege strategies that are ethically tolerable in the court of stakeholder opinion.

From this social-constructionist point of view, organizational compliance breakdowns are 
not simply the result of individual malfeasance. Rather, they indicate an organizational culture 
where stakeholder voice and, as a result, the reciprocal process of normative influence are 
weak. By strengthening stakeholders’ capabilities in affirming their normative voice, GVV 
helps invigorate this process. GVV is designed as a mechanism to enable stakeholders’ moral 
agency, to empower them to translate moral reasoning into moral action, and, in so doing, 
activate and stimulate the social practice of generating and maintaining shared social norms.

To summarize, GVV is built on three assumptions about stakeholders and their role in the 
production and maintenance of organizational values:

● First, we do not view stakeholders merely as risk factors, as “ticking time bombs” waiting
to set off a compliance meltdown unless they are constrained. All stakeholders’ have
values. GVV directs our attention to the possibility that almost everyone has a capacity to
govern their own behavior and contribute to upholding shared values. Stakeholders’ com-
bined moral agency represents a stock of human capital that is valuable for organizations’
governance efforts.
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● Second, GVV posits that stakeholders often recognize problematic conduct intuitively,
but struggle with responding effectively to the situation. Rather than focusing only on
stakeholders’ capacity for ethical reasoning, GVV helps stakeholders translate their ethical
insights into transformative action.

● Third, GVV challenges the notion that ethics management is a top-down process. At its
center is the belief that every person can exert ethical influence in every direction, down,
up, or sideways. Governance improves when the ethical influencing process is structured
in a reciprocal fashion.

4. ETHICS MANAGEMENT AS FACILITATION OF
STAKEHOLDER VOICE

The three pivots proposed in the previous section about stakeholders’ role in the production of 
organizational values have in turn three implications for managers’ role in the same process. 
It changes the nature of the problem managers have to solve when managing for ethics, their 
relationship with stakeholders, and what it is managers do when managing for ethics.

4.1 The Management Problem: Harnessing Moral Agency

If managers view stakeholders as risk factors, then the problem they face in assuring 
organizational ethics is finding ways to contain these risks. If instead, managers shift from 
a deficit-based to a strength-based view of stakeholders, the management problem is funda-
mentally transformed. Based on the assumption that a capacity for moral agency is vastly dis-
tributed across stakeholders, the problem managers face is how they can tap into and mobilize 
this moral human capital for the purpose of producing and sustaining organizational values. 
The focus is no longer on inculcating stakeholders with values or constraining malfeasance. 
Instead, their focus shifts toward drawing out the values that are already there. Looked at 
through the lens of moral agency, new questions become pressing for managers: How can they 
empower and support stakeholders to fully actualize their potential for moral agency? How 
can managers expand stakeholders’ opportunities to contribute their capacity for moral agency 
to the governance process? What supports do stakeholders need to effectively affirm their 
values? What barriers inhibit stakeholders’ ability to enact moral agency?

4.2 The Leadership Model: Shared and Co-creative

If we assume that the capacity for moral agency is distributed across constituents independent 
of their hierarchical status in the organization, then the idea that the ethical influencing process 
is adequately represented as a cascade from higher-ranked managers to their subordinates is 
no longer satisfying. Transformative or transactional models of leadership that ascribe agency 
only to persons in one-up positions are no longer sufficient (Bass, 1960; Burns, 1978). We 
have to reconsider how the process of ethical influencing needs to be restructured to make 
better use of the available human capital. The theories of co-creation and shared leadership 
present useful models for re-imagining how ethical influence flows in organizations.
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Shared leadership
The shared leadership model starts out with the observation that today’s workplaces are 
increasingly knowledge intensive. In this environment, project success depends on inten-
sive collaboration among multiple specialized contributors, combining heterogeneous and 
advanced skills for solving complex problems. Teams’ boundaries can be highly fluid, with 
team members rotating in and out of teams frequently and individual team members working 
on multiple projects simultaneously. In such settings, vertical leadership arrangements, that 
concentrate decision-making authority in the hands of one formal team leader, can become 
overwhelmed quickly. In a highly dynamic and complex environment, a formal team leader 
may be lacking sufficient expertise to provide timely and effective guidance to team members. 
Under these circumstances, team performance may improve if contributors are empowered to 
perform themselves many of the functions that were traditionally centralized in the hands of 
a formal team leader (Hoegl & Muethel, 2016).

As a result, the field of leadership theory is increasingly shifting away from dyadic leader/
follower models (Pearce & Sims, 2000; Scully & Segal, 2002; Senge et al., 2001; Spillane et 
al., 2001). The shared leadership model starts by emphasizing the distributed nature of human 
capabilities. Groups are made up of individuals who each hold unique capabilities that allow 
them to contribute to and shape the influencing process referred to as leadership (Benne & 
Sheats, 2010). These capabilities include group members’ unique experiences, knowledge, 
specialized technical as well as general problem solving skills, and their social networks.

In the first instance, shared leadership means self-leadership. Presuming agentic capabil-
ities, people do not need to be other-directed in their activities under normal circumstances 
(Manz & Sims, 1980). Group members are able to exert reciprocal influence, regardless of 
how they relate to each other hierarchically. Leadership is multidirectional, because the influ-
encing process can involve lateral, upward or downward influence (Pearce & Conger, 2003). 
Individuals may influence a superior, a peer or a subordinate, simply by presenting a compel-
ling argument. Over the life of a project, different group members may take turns leading and 
being led, based on the best match between their respective qualifications and the demands 
of the situation (Follett, 1924/2013; Carson et al., 2007). Leadership is interdependent and 
collaborative because group members can augment their chance of success by pairing their 
complementary agentic capabilities to attain goals that lie beyond any one individual (Spender, 
2008). As such, the shared leadership model describes leadership as a dynamic, interactive 
influencing process within a dense network of reciprocal relations, with the objective to lead 
one another to the achievement of a shared goal (Pearce & Sims, 2000). It shifts the focus from 
leadership as the heroic achievement of an individual toward a focus on collective achieve-
ment, shared responsibility, and the importance of teamwork (Fletcher & Käufer, 2003).

Co-creation
Co-creation is another helpful framework for rethinking the structure of ethical influence 
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000; Ramaswamy & Gouillart, 2010). Co-creation challenges 
the company-centric model of value creation according to which the enterprise controls 
where, when, and how value is added in the value chain all the way to the point of purchase. 
Customers are seen as outside the domain of the value chain. Their role is confined to that 
of the consumer. The moment of purchase is the single point of exchange where value is 
extracted from the customer.
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The rise of the Internet and social technologies is expanding opportunities for broader 
engagement of customers in the value creation process, reflected in heightened customer 
expectations for greater involvement. In response, companies increasingly re-design their 
system of value-creation. To engage customers more broadly, organizations are challenged to 
look at their process of value creation and consider how they can make it customer-centric and 
open for participation.

This means, first, that companies must deepen their understanding of customers’ diverse 
needs and create differentiated offerings corresponding to these needs. The customer-centric 
view also implies an appreciation of customers’ capabilities. Customers are viewed as agents 
with a variety of resources (e.g. intellectual, social, physical, financial) that can be employed 
in the process of value creation, provided this process is designed openly. Customers help 
Lego design, select, and market the toys the company sells. Airbnb taps into consumers’ 
private homes and labor to provide hospitality services. Vans offers a process that lets custom-
ers put their own artwork on the canvas of the shoes the company sells. Co-creation allows 
companies to leverage third-party assets to fuel its growth and profitability. And it creates 
a superior customer experience along the way. Not only are customers willing to invest their 
personal resources into the creation of value, they may also be more loyal customers, willing 
to pay a premium for a product they helped create.

Both frameworks, co-creation and shared leadership, provide a language for reformulating 
the structure of ethical influence. Allowing ethical influence to flow only from the top to the 
bottom represents an inefficient use of the ethical capital distributed throughout organizations. 
Limiting stakeholders’ contribution to passively complying with preordained standards no 
longer seems a sufficient use of people’s capabilities. In designing governance solutions, 
managers should consider leadership capabilities available at all levels of the organization and 
consider how they can draw out these latent capabilities, combine and channel them to produce 
desired objectives. The concept of co-creation compels managers to map out the process by 
which governance is produced and then to consider how they can expand the opportunities 
for stakeholders to participate actively in all phases of this process, from risk assessment and 
prevention to intervention and remediation. Managers can increase the total flow of ethical 
influence by encouraging it to originate from any level and to flow in any direction, resulting 
in a denser network of reciprocal ethical influence.

4.3 Managers’ Role: Platform Management

After redefining the problem and structure of ethics management, this section now asks what 
activities managing for ethics entails. We propose that managers will be effective if they envi-
sion their role as that of a platform manager providing forums, norms and skills that facilitate 
ethical deliberation.

If managers view the problem of ethics management through a risk-based lens, then their 
activities will focus on reducing these risks. The instruments they choose for this purpose will 
be mostly inhibitive in nature, involving prohibitive norms, monitoring, and sanctions. If, by 
contrast, we define the problem of ethics management as helping stakeholders actualize their 
capacity for moral agency, then inhibitive instruments no longer fit the purpose. To support 
moral agency, managers need a different, purpose-built set of management practices and tools.

Platform thinking provides a good metaphor for re-envisioning managers’ role in promoting 
organizational ethics (Parker et al., 2017). Platforms provide an open, participative infrastruc-
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ture that expands opportunities for joint value creation. Platforms derive much of their potency 
by uncovering vast new sources of supply. They unlock and harness formerly idle capacity that 
is owned or controlled not by the platform operator, but by the community of users (e.g. users’ 
private real estate, cars, intellectual capital, social network). Airbnb provides a website that 
enables anyone with a spare room to run their own Bed & Breakfast. Ride sharing platforms 
such as Lyft or Wingz enable people with a car to provide transportation services. Etsy offers 
an online marketplace enabling trades between micro-producers and buyers of handmade and 
vintage goods.

The role of platform developers is instructive for rethinking managers’ role in supporting 
co-creative governance. Platform developers are not producers of any goods or services. 
Rather, they are systems architects, responsible for creating and optimizing an infrastructure 
that empowers others to engage in shared value-creation. Platform managers continuously 
engage with users to understand their needs and objectives and adapt the platform to provide 
for a satisfactory experience that results in iterative use. In other words, platform managers 
provide an optimal playing field, but let users do the playing.

This job description provides a useful template for re-formulating managers’ role in 
managing for ethics. For ethical voice to flourish, stakeholders must be given meaningful 
and realistic opportunities to exercise it. The role of platform managers is to expand these 
opportunities. They make ethics management stakeholder-centric. Stakeholders are seen as an 
end in themselves. Platform managers continuously engage with stakeholders to learn about 
their needs as effective moral agents and support these needs. They focus on making desired 
behaviors easier. Platform managers ensure that all stakeholders have the infrastructure they 
need to engage in normative deliberation, repeatedly and with the greatest possible ease. Their 
modus operandi is support, not control. When focusing on moral capabilities, verbs such as 
“encourage,” “empower,” “nurture,” “facilitate,” or “expand” gain in currency for describing 
managers’ role. It is important that managers add their own voice to this deliberative process, 
but they share the responsibility of normative voice with all other organizational constituents. 
What sets managers’ contribution apart is that they enable others to practice normative voice, 
by acting as skillful catalysts and facilitators. This is the essence of ethics management as 
platform management.

To enable ethical deliberation, platforms must provide three essential resources to stake-
holders: a forum for deliberation, a set of norms of civic debate, and skills for deliberation. 
Any human interaction can be turned into an impromptu forum for normative deliberation. 
Managers create a forum simply by posing problems, asking questions and facilitating an 
inclusive discussion for the purpose of shedding light from multiple perspectives on the 
ethical implications of a business matter. Managers can systematically embed opportunities 
for normative voice into any stakeholder-related practices (e.g. onboarding, training, exit inter-
views) or leverage technology to create a forum for normative deliberation (e.g. internet-based 
reporting systems, online allegation escrows, or ethics surveys). Second, a successful platform 
for normative deliberation requires norms of civil debate. Civil debate places requirements 
on both the speaker and the listener (Fishkin & Luskin, 2005; Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; 
Habermas, 1995). Of speakers, it requires a commitment to speaking with skill and candor, not 
knowingly making false statements, and not needlessly speaking in disrespectful or incendiary 
ways. Of listeners, civil debate requires a commitment to upholding stakeholders’ equal right 
to voice, inviting divergent perspectives, listening attentively, seeking to understand others’ 
perspective, evaluating arguments based on their merits, being openminded, and not penaliz-
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ing anyone for expressing their point of view. The third requirement for platforms’ effective 
functioning is that community members are sufficiently equipped with the skills needed to 
sustain civil deliberation about potentially contested normative issues. Platform managers 
make sure deliberative skills occupy a central place in their organizations’ learning and devel-
opment priorities. Their aim is to support stakeholders in developing their deliberative mastery 
by offering continuous opportunities to learn about and apply deliberative methods.

5. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The goal of this chapter is to sketch out what it means to manage for ethics, using GVV as 
a lens. The major outlines of this framework can be summarized in six propositions. The first 
three propositions concern how managers define the role of stakeholders in the governance 
process:

● Stakeholders cannot be reduced to risk factors. People have moral values. As moral agents,
they are capable to regulate their own behavior and partake in producing and maintaining
shared values. This makes stakeholders valuable assets for developing strong organiza-
tional governance.

● Often, people recognize problematic conduct promptly and intuitively. Their primary
challenge lies not in ethical reasoning, but in translating ethical insights into effective
transformative action.

● Governance is a team sport. Ethical influence is best viewed as a highly distributed,
collaborative, and reciprocal process to which all stakeholders can make a meaningful
contribution.

Based on these assumptions, the second triplet of propositions redefines the role of managers 
in the governance process:

● The fundamental problem of managing for ethics consists in harnessing and making effec-
tive use of the stock of moral agency that is distributed across organizational constituents.

● Managers structure governance as a distributed, shared, and reciprocal influencing process.
They consider how they can open the entire governance value chain to stakeholder
participation.

● Managers role vis-à-vis stakeholders is supportive in nature. They provide platforms that
expand stakeholders’ opportunities for normative voice. They do so by providing forums,
norms, and skills for normative deliberation.

Such a reframing of ethics management underscores and extends tenets of the responsible 
management concept. It agrees emphatically with the impetus to make the study and practice 
of responsible management less top-heavy, expanding the focus of analysis beyond procedures 
and systems primarily compartmentalized in specialized functions at the corporate level, 
emphasizing instead the need to embed ethics management in the everyday practice of any and 
all managers (Laasch, 2018). While our propositions have implications for organizations’ spe-
cialized governance practices, this chapter contributes to an understanding of what managing 
for ethics entails as an integral part of management practice writ large.
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Our conceptualization of ethics management also confirms the proposition that responsi-
ble managers require an additional set of competences distinct to the competences hitherto 
emphasized in mainstream management (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Our exploration in this 
chapter suggests that this learning challenge includes but extends beyond the acquisition of 
instrumental skills (e.g. group facilitation skills) (Ennals, 2014). Rather, the learning challenge 
calls on managers to examine the implied mental models that guide their practice, such as their 
beliefs about human capabilities (held by a few or dispersed), about how to best configure the 
flow of influence in organizations (top-down or reciprocal), and about managers’ own role in 
the governance process (control or support).

Reframing ethics management along these lines, provides, we believe, fertile ground for 
research and practice of responsible management. Extrapolating from our conceptualization 
of ethics management, we propose that responsible management and responsible manage-
ment education need to include a positive, strength-based orientation. People’s agentic moral 
capacities and their contribution to responsible management deserve explicit attention. While 
the field of organizational governance has accorded ample attention to the importance of 
inhibitive measures for constraining malfeasance, the question of how organizations can 
positively engage stakeholders and harness their capacity for moral agency to strengthen 
governance has yet to receive adequate consideration. All too often, management theories 
fail to explicate their anthropological presuppositions. Assumptions about human deficiency 
operate as the taken-for-granted, potentially pernicious subtext for management theories and 
practices (Ghoshal, 2005). We propose that a coherent theory and practice of responsible 
management cannot be generated out of an economistic anthropology that conceives actors 
as self-interested, amoral utility maximizers. Rooting responsible management in a fuller 
appreciation of human needs and capabilities is a worthwhile theoretical undertaking. Such an 
effort can draw on the humanistic management discussion (e.g. Dierksmeier, 2016; Pirson & 
Lawrence, 2010; Pirson, 2020) and motivational theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Another fruitful area of exploration is empirical testing. We hope to see more empirical 
research on the relationship between organizational support for moral agency, specifically 
ethical voice, and relevant indicators of organizations’ ethical resilience. We posit a positive 
relationship between these variables. Organizations where normative voice is vibrant are much 
more likely to deter, detect and correct egregious conduct and avoid compliance breakdowns 
compared to organizations where normative silence reigns. Specifically, we expect that greater 
perceived managerial support for ethical voice and other forms of promotive moral agency 
will improve stakeholders’ confidence in management’s commitment to ethics and their 
perception of the Ethics & Compliance function (e.g. competence, trust, support). It will also 
improve stakeholders’ self-efficacy and motivation with regard to ethical voice or other forms 
of moral agency. Stakeholders will perceive a lower fear of retaliation, translating into more 
active stakeholder engagement in governance, as indicated by the number of inquiries and 
reports of observed misconduct that stakeholders direct to the Ethics & Compliance or other 
governance functions.

Demonstrating the importance of stakeholders’ agency for organizational ethics will require 
a contribution from ethics managers. They can do so at low risk and cost by integrating 
simple evaluation protocols (Haynes et al., 2012) into their work-streams and instruments 
(e.g. training, codes of conduct, ethics homepages, incident reporting websites). This type 
of evidence-based practice will provide ethics managers with robust empirical evidence to 
expand the application of their interventions to larger populations, demonstrate the effective-
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ness of their work, and justify funding. By sharing their evidenced-backed success stories via 
professional journals and conferences, they can support the diffusion of their innovations. By 
systematically embedding evaluation protocols into their ethics management workstreams, 
organizations demonstrate their commitment to ongoing evaluation, learning, and improve-
ment (Treviño et al., 2017).

Lastly, we want to propose that the strengthening of deliberative practice within organ-
izations produces positive externalities to society at large. Various thinkers have proposed 
that a positive link exists between people’s work experience and their engagement as public 
citizens. Adam Smith argued in Wealth of Nations that dull jobs make for dull citizens (Smith, 
1937). If it is true, as many claim, that a crisis of civil discourse stands in the way of addressing 
and solving today’s most pressing social issues (Boatright et al., 2019), than managers might 
not only make their organizations ethically more resilient by supporting stakeholders’ capacity 
for civil discourse, they might also, incidentally, make an indispensable contribution toward 
solving societies’ greatest challenges.
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36. A strength-based approach to responsible
management: professional moral courage and
moral competency1

Leslie E. Sekerka

INTRODUCTION

When I started teaching business ethics about a decade ago, I would scout news articles 
throughout the summer for use in the fall term. I looked for incidents of ethical malfeasance, 
which would serve as examples to help the next generation of managers realize that serious 
outcomes occur as a result of ignoring rules, policies, and regulations. In recent years, 
however, I noticed that this effort was no longer necessary. Today it is easy to find an ethical 
issue splashed in the headlines on any day of the week. Indeed, we’ve gone from the occasional 
business ethics explosion (e.g. Enron, Tyco, Galleon Group), to a veritable parade of ethical 
conflagrations de jour. What is particularly unnerving is that the drivers for such behavior, 
including short-term thinking, self-serving rationalizations, hubristic greed, and shareholder 
performance metrics remain constant within the vast majority of global business operations 
(e.g. Wells Fargo, Volkswagen, Danske Bank). Einstein had it right when he said: The defi-
nition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting different results.

Turning to the literature on corporate social responsibility and strength-based approaches 
to organizational and professional development, my research suggests that managers must go 
above and beyond compliance to establish business ethics, actually building moral strength 
within the fabric of their everyday operations. The requisite desire to value and demonstrate 
ethical action on a sustained basis in management is not something we can take for granted. 
Practitioners have worked to address this concern, including members of the PRME task force, 
in concert with the United Nations Global Compact and other leading academic institutions, 
striving to identify the principles of responsible management education (PRME, 2012). 
Responsible management is based upon the ethical notions of social responsibility and corpo-
rate social and environmental responsibility, along with exemplifying a commitment to sus-
tainable development, long-term performance, socially responsible investments, equity, and 
diversity (Haertle et al., 2017). Leadership is needed to help managers develop, maintain, and 
cultivate environments where individuals can stand up for what they believe is right (Hibbert 
& Cunliffe, 2015).

Distilling the domain of responsible management, Nonet and her colleagues (2016) consid-
ered the extant academic definitions, information from business management programs, and 
input from business management students to help refine the field. Their findings suggest that 

1 Portions of this work appeared in Sekerka, L. E. (2016). Ethics is a daily deal: Choosing to build 
moral strength as a practice. Basel, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing AG, permission for 
use has been obtained.
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responsible management is deliberate, grounded in daily operations, guided by moral values 
and the courage to stand for them in decision-making and responsive action. Such responsible 
management relies upon acquiring formal knowledge and the application of critical thinking, 
along with a broad, holistic triple-bottom-line understanding of management, in concert 
with a stakeholder-based vision. The implications of their work outline a need to develop 
self-awareness among business students and to encourage their curiosity and ongoing learning, 
along with the cultivation of soft skills that support ethically-based response-actions.

A challenge to business educators has been posed by the leaders of this field, to help guide 
the next generation to demonstrate responsible management. Laasch and Moosmayer (2016), 
for example, have prompted a focus on the development of intellectual knowledge, practical 
skills, and personal character in management education. Teasing out a particular aspect of their 
recommended portfolio of competence, this chapter targets the ability to demonstrate respon-
sible management via character strength. In particular, I extend and add value to the topic of 
responsible management by explicating the behavior of professional moral courage (PMC) 
and the moral competencies that help to support it in everyday organizational life.

WHAT IS MORAL COURAGE IN MANAGEMENT?

The construct of courage has been explored in broad terms (Woodard & Pury, 2007), with 
complementary descriptors like perseverance, authenticity, and zest, and via different forms 
of bravery, both mental and physical (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Responsible management 
calls for a form of courage that supports moral action in business, a strength that will help 
people tackle their daily ethical challenges with endurance and moral fortitude. There are 
countless influences in the ethical decision-making path that can derail a person’s intent to 
engage in moral action, including competing values, social norms, emotions, and higher-order 
decision-making processes (Sekerka & Bagozzi, 2007). So how can we help responsible man-
agers bolster their commitment, desire, and willingness to stay on this path?

Moral courage reflects a personal fortitude to face ethical issues, challenges, or dilemmas, 
and to pursue them with virtuousness. Aristotle (c350bc, 1999) set the stage for understand-
ing the idea, considering it as both an ends and means toward creating comprehensive good 
(1985, NE 2.6.1103). When studying moral courage, scholars have often looked to those who 
rise up against injustice as the focal point for inquiry (Near & Miceli, 1995; Nielsen, 1989). 
Indeed, acts of valor like speaking truth to power, coalition building in the face of adversity, 
and whistleblowing require moral courage (Arce & Gentile, 2015; Grant, 2002). But we need 
to frame moral courage as a practical capability (Sekerka, 2016), one that managers can apply 
proactively (rather than reactively) to their regular duties. Such an approach to understanding 
everyday courage is essential if we hope to cultivate its application in routine managerial 
performance (Worline et al., 2002).

Managers with moral strength have learned how to deal with what might block their desire 
to act, forming a durable will to proceed (with moral action) (Charlton, 1988; Gosling, 1990). 
In striving to understand what moral courage looks like and how to measure its presence, 
empirical research has shown that managers who choose to proceed with moral action when 
facing an ethical challenge possess some important core similarities (Sekerka et al., 2009). 
Striving to explicate what management moral courage looks like, specifically distilling a defi-
nition for PMC, led to the identification of five core elements, which I now describe.



A strength-based approach to responsible management 551

Moral Agency

Moral agency reflects a predisposition toward moral behavior and maintaining a desire in 
this regard. The use of one’s will implies the exertion of personal influence to achieve an 
established goal. This reflects individual initiative to consciously address something through 
action. For those who choose to proceed toward a moral goal when facing an ethical challenge, 
some type of intervention is typically present. Not surprisingly, PMC begins with wanting to 
be moral and having the desire to demonstrate this value. Moral agency is represented by an 
ongoing striving to do the right thing; not just with an immediate problem, but continually and 
consistently in everyday life.

Kohlberg (1969) explained how moral reasoning is shaped by different levels of personal 
moral development. Even among the higher levels, moral agency is challenging when 
decisions must incorporate fiduciary responsibilities coupled with other organizational and 
personal interests that vie for priority. Having an ability to respond to a challenge with moral 
strength reflects a broader assumption of moral duty, that is, wanting to be ethically consistent 
in all areas of one’s life. Because being responsible involves the potential for blame as well as 
praise, responsible managers need a commitment to moral agency to sustain their resolve to 
proceed with moral action when retreating may seem more attractive.

Managers who are moral responders are primed for engagement and show a consistency 
in striving toward the right action or to achieve a moral good. They often describe their 
involvement (rather than reliance upon others) and are ready to address the issue upon its 
identification. This does not mean immediate action, but is indicative of quick assumption of 
responsibility. The capacity of responsibility and ownership of duty to moral response-action 
demonstrates a readiness to pursue moral decision-making as a matter of course. Thus, respon-
sible managers are more likely to perceive ethical issues (than those who do not possess moral 
agency). Because managers with PMC see themselves as moral agents, they do not spend time 
trying to determine whether or not they should engage—they assume they will—then get on 
with it. In taking ownership of the challenge automatically, as a matter of course, little time 
and energy is expended on deciding whether or not to engage, as they move swiftly to attend 
to and/or resolve the matter.

Professional moral courage in responsible management includes the stable pursuit of 
principled action. This type of person seems to have made a personal commitment to the self 
that they are moral agents and ethical leaders. This theme reflects an ability to be primed for 
engagement, possessing an automatic readiness to address the ethical challenge and a pre-
sumption of moral agency, represented by the following statements: 

I am the type of manager who is unfailing when it comes to doing the right thing at work; When I do 
my job I regularly take additional measures to ensure my actions reduce harms to others; and My 
work associates would describe me as someone who is always working to achieve ethical perfor-
mance, making every effort to be honorable in all of my actions.

Multiple values

Use of multiple values to determine right action is the second element of PMC, reflecting the 
importance of what defines “right” action (Davis & Frederick, 1984). Sometimes referred to 
as values, principles are used to help people determine what is the ethical thing to do with 
regards to the goodness or badness of a judgment and/or response action. Individuals who 
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proceed with right action will strive to consider what is good for others and what actions might 
help to support humanity, in the long run (Sekerka & Bagozzi, 2006). This requires an internal 
decision and resolve to conform to the standards of right behavior as guided by character and 
conscience, influenced both by implicit and explicit criteria.

Importantly, people are often guided to make judgments based on their personal convictions 
of what is considered right from their own perspectives. But people have multiple identities, 
hence they also have multiple and sometimes different value perspectives. In examining the 
judgments made by managers with PMC, they appear to be informed by multiple value sets, 
including personal as well as their professional and organizational values. Rather than acting 
only on physical evidence, perceived consequences, or in response to pressures, managers 
with PMC apply a broad internal ethic to support their will to achieve a moral goal (Comer & 
Sekerka, 2018). Importantly, those who exercise moral strength work to align their personal, 
professional, and organizational principles of right and wrong as they strive to determine what 
to do (Carlson et al., 2002). In this effort, managers with PMC depend upon their cognitive and 
emotional schemas (Gioia & Poole, 1984), which contribute to the development of internal 
scripts for their various roles. These scripts then help to support the application and use of 
principles and/or values ascribed to various value-identities (Gecas, 2000).

Managers who proceed with a moral response demonstrate an ability to draw upon value 
sets, such as those associated with their role as a manager, and their identity as a subordinate, 
friend, team member, husband (wife), father (mother), or son (daughter). In proceeding toward 
right action, they often encounter social norms or pressures to conform, which may go against 
some of their value-identities. Moreover, some of their own internal scripts may conflict. 
Thus, managers who proceed with a moral response have the ability to sort out and determine 
value priorities and to hold firm to core principles despite external pressures.

Personal values need to be complemented by professional and organizational values, 
extending one’s value system (Rokeach, 1977). Ethical codes are often superficially grafted 
onto a professional or organizational role without attending to their application (Potts & 
Matuszewski, 2004). But managers who respond to ethical challenges with PMC adopt 
a variety of values as ascribed by multiple identities. While managers may be expected to 
incorporate professional and personal values into their decision-making rubric, those with 
moral strength show a particular ability to petition a variety of value sets, and to combine and 
reconcile them. Being able to use and apply multiple value sets, this feature of PMC refers to 
the application of principles from different perspectives.

This element reflects an ability to draw on multiple value sets in moral decision-making and 
to effectively sort out and determine what needs to be exercised, holding firm to previously 
held beliefs despite external pressures or demands to do otherwise. It is represented by the 
following statements: 

I am the type of manager who uses a guiding set of principles from the organization when I make 
ethical decisions on the job; No matter what, I consider how both organizational and personal values 
apply to the situation before making decisions; and When making decisions I often consider how my 
role in the organization and my upbringing must be applied to any final action.

Endures Threat

Managers who face and address their ethical challenges experience perceived and real dangers, 
and must possess strength to overcome them. Those dealing with an ethical concern will likely 
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face some level of threat, which is often accompanied by some level of trepidation. Those with 
PMC endure potential negativity with fierce determination. In facing an ethical challenge, 
a person’s position, identity, and/or character may be put at risk. This can jeopardize one’s 
status along with acceptance among peers and the broader organizational community. In some 
cases, stepping up to address an ethical challenge can put one’s career and livelihood on the 
line. While ethical challenges do not typically necessitate physical bravery, to the extent that 
PMC poses a threat to self, facing them often requires moral bravery. Moral responders are 
aware that their position, identity, or character may be at risk; they deal with this imposition 
by managing their negative emotions and the anxiety or doubt that comes with the territory. 
Interestingly, managers often acknowledge that their initial response may not be to act. Yet, 
consciously or unconsciously, they apply self-regulation that helps them proceed, despite 
a potential reluctance to do so.

For most people, PMC is unlikely to be an instinctive or natural automatic response. Based 
on the difficulty of such action, it requires practice and durable commitment. To sustain the 
effort, standing up to an ethical challenge, managers need to be aware that their initial response 
may in fact not be the desire to act. In other words, people with PMC do not necessarily feel 
like “stepping up to the plate.” To garner the requisite desire, they learn to look to some other 
aspect of their moral identity for the motivation to act (Whitbourne, 1986). For example, 
saying to themselves, “This is what my organization, profession, and/or family would expect 
of me,” “This is what responsible managers do,” “I want my mother to know her daughter is 
worthy of respect,” or “This is how my trusted colleague Rick might go about addressing this 
situation.”

Moral strength is not saved up, preserved for that big or special ethical event. Consistency of 
morality is essential to human flourishing (Miller, 2005). As Solomon suggests, moral courage 
is consistently doing what one knows one ought to do (1998). This mantra is often augmented 
by internal affirmations like, “even if I don’t want to,” “no matter what,” or “regardless of 
what happens.” As managers work to address their daily tasks, they must build fortitude 
through habits that support ethical responsibility, moral endurance, and reliability. A kind of 
hardiness (Woodard, 2004), for ethical action is expressed in a routine effort to maintain and 
fortify ethical thoughts and actions. Over time, practice can become a sturdy value or trait, 
making ethical responses feel more natural and automatic. Therefore, when the difficult ethical 
challenge emerges, there have been pre-rehearsed efforts to be ethical, which can then give the 
manager a “running start” at being ethical, even in the face of threat.

Managers with PMC have an ability to be alone with their decision or action, and holding 
firm in their resolve to do the right thing, even when it feels like they are on their own. As 
managers balance their desire to proceed with moral action with other competing instincts 
to survive (e.g. keep one’s job), they have learned to bolster their motivations to be ethically 
sound. It is likely that routine efforts to maintain this willingness to proceed comes from 
exercising self-regulation. In this way, moral responders continue to work on and build up 
their will to act, thus making the trait more durable over time. Acting in the face of threat or 
fear can be particularly relevant in hierarchical organizations, where principles of duty include 
adherence to upper-level senior authority.

As described by Rate et al. (2007), a person who exercises a moral response is unlikely to 
be fearless, but knows how to endure threat. Managers who proceed with a moral response 
seem to expect that their effort could cost them something (loss in status, social connections, 
etc.) and they accept this potential (again, the pre-commitment having been made to moral 
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agency). In general, managers with PMC appear to have previously determined that the value 
of being ethical outweighs a pending personal sacrifice (Hannah et al., 2007; Goud 2005). 
With an enduring potential for retaliation, managers may experience dread of alienation when 
reporting unethical activities. They often assure themselves with a belief that such a threat 
can be overcome in a supportive organizational culture, on that responsible managers strive 
to establish.

Taken together, this PMC element is represented by the following statements: 

When I encounter an ethical challenge, I take it on with moral action, regardless of how it may 
negatively impact how others see me; Even if my job may be affected negatively, I am still likely to 
get involved with an ethical challenge; and I am the type of person who is willing to bring an ethical 
issue forward.

Supersedes Compliance

This element of PMC depicts how a responsible manager takes a proactive ethical approach, 
that is, going beyond avoidance of unethical behavior and continually striving to achieve moral 
action. Regulation theory (see Higgins, 1998, 2000) has been used to show how individual and 
organizational regulation orientations can be identified (Sekerka & Zolin, 2005). As applied 
to moral behavior, a prevention focus works to safeguard against failure, to ensure safety, and 
to address duty and responsibilities to maintain order and stability. While this approach is 
essential in an effort to establish norms, create order, and to exert control to prevent unethical 
behavior, it does not truly support the responsible manager in building and achieving morally 
courageous action in their everyday task actions. A proactive approach or promotion focus, 
one that incorporates moral aspirations in goal pursuit, helps support the will to engage in 
values-driven achievement to advance a moral good.

The ethical character of an organization is shaped by the people who work there. In meta-
phorical terms the organization is sometimes referred to as the “barrel,” providing a context or 
container for workplace behavior (Treviño & Youngblood, 1990). But it is also the character 
of the “apples” in that barrel, in particular, managers, who have a compelling influence on the 
ethical health of day-to-day operations and in shaping the barrel itself (its ethical stability). 
Research conducted by the Ethics & Compliance Initiative (2018) reflects that a staggering 
number of employees around the world observe misconduct at work (median 33 percent), with 
one in five feeling pressure to compromise their ethical standards to achieve their performance 
goals (ECI, 2018).2 Regulations intended to bolster organizational ethics have had some 
success. Yet efforts to go beyond compliance are needed, as pointed out by a review team who 
examined the impact of the Federal Sentencing Guidelines, since the legislation’s inception 
twenty years ago. Key areas for organizational ethics clearly remain at issue, specifically 
with regards to how compliance programs fall short. A “check-the-box” approach remains 
the norm; but going through the motions of creating a code of conduct and completing ethics 
training does not build a culture of moral strength (ERC, 2012). Reports of misconduct rise 94 
percent when management verbally promote workplace integrity (ECI, 2018).

Managers with PMC maintain a proactive approach to workplace ethics at all times. While 
it may appear proactive to strive to prevent unethical behavior, the focus is still on controlling 

2 ECI conducted their work in 18 countries in 2016‒2017, with over 18,000 respondents.
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the occurrence of illegal actions. Those who demonstrate PMC also exercise a promotion 
orientation, one that leverages moral aspiration. With this perspective, managers support their 
will to engage in values-driven achievement, while also attending to the intent (spirit) of the 
regulations designed to prevent wrongdoing. Moral responders incorporate concerns about 
compliance but also move to achieve their ethical ideals. These managers not only consider 
the rules, but reflect upon their purpose, going beyond compliance-based measures to con-
sider what is right, just, and appropriate. This can take some extra time, which often requires 
patience, both with yourself and others (Comer & Sekerka, 2014).

Taken together, the element of PMC is represented by the following statements: 

My coworkers would say that when I do my job I do more than follow the regulations, I do everything 
I can to ensure actions are morally sound; When I go about my daily tasks I make sure to comply with 
the rules, but also look to understand their intent, to ensure that this is being accomplished as well; 
and It is important that we go beyond the legal requirements, seeking to accomplish our tasks with 
ethical judgment and action.

Moral Goal

The final element of PMC addresses how deciding to engage and establishing movement to 
accomplish the goal of moral action is driven by virtuous ends (Kateb, 2004). Managers who 
engage in a moral response are driven by more than task accomplishment. They use virtues 
(e.g. prudence, honesty, and justice) throughout the decision-making process to achieve 
a moral goal. This involves the use of goal-setting strategies to achieve a solution that resolves 
the issue, while also being mindful of the broader or greater good. This typically involves 
a consideration of peers, subordinates, upper management, the organization, stakeholders, 
and some larger professional or institutional entity (e.g. government, taxpayers, the natural 
environment).

Moral responders have goals that go beyond self-serving interests that influence the forma-
tion of their moral judgment. This desire to “do good” often extends the issue itself; that is, the 
manager views the challenge as part of a larger constellation of concerns. Moreover, managers 
with PMC seem to understand that how they respond each time, over time, is important, as this 
builds a profile of their ethicality (moral identity). Managers who proceed with right action via 
moral strength reflect intentions that show respect and consideration for others and the larger 
whole, which transcend self-interest. This suggests that the goal is based on a more substantive 
application of virtues in action.

The responsible manager tries to examine his/her motives to discern how he/she can best 
help those in need. A habit is developed to check one’s motives and intentions, as well as to 
consider the longer-term issues at play. Those who engage in PMC do so with sound motives 
and address their actions as a goal-setting and -striving process. Their intentions are based on 
substantive virtues and moral goals. As with moral agency, the first theme, managers who are 
moral responders are primed for engagement and show a consistency in striving toward right 
action and/or to achieve a moral good. Managers who demonstrate PMC move to address their 
moral goal by looking for the ethical elements of every decision, even before ethical issues 
emerge. When problems arise, responsible managers consider how others might view the situ-
ation. People who proceed with moral action when facing an ethical challenge think about the 
big picture and alternative perspectives outside of their own immediate needs. This means tog-
gling between personal values and respect for others, while also working to see the long-term 
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horizon. The volition in this account appears to be part of a constant striving to do the right 
thing or to achieve moral good on a broader level. Managers with PMC are able to consider 
the past, present, and future, envisioning what potential actions might convey to others. Such 
determination is vital if the person is to sustain motivation toward ethical action as a goal.

When courage, as a voluntary act (Shelp, 1984), is linked with morality (the Latin root 
mor meaning custom, habit, or practice), the importance of its routine nature is revealed. 
By making one’s “will to proceed” a habit, it can potentially become a standard practice. 
As discussed previously, habituated deliberate practice of right action as a personal goal can 
eventually become more automatic. Taking this information together, addressing a moral goal 
is expressed by the following statements: 

It is important for me to use prudential judgment in making decisions at work; I think about my 
motives when achieving the mission, to ensure they are based upon moral ends; and When engaged 
in action, I consider how virtuous (or sound) my motives are as I move to accomplish an ethical 
objective.

Taking these elements together provided the basis for the development of an instrument to 
measure PMC (Sekerka et al., 2011). To further edify these items, prior scholarship on moral 
courage, ethical/moral decision-making, and virtue excellence in the workplace was also 
reviewed. This added clarity and depth to the overarching descriptive definition of PMC, now 
summarized as:

1. Moral Agency: possesses a predisposition to be a moral agent;
2. Multiple Values: uses multiple value sets to determine moral action;
3. Endures Threat: faces danger or threat, yet pursues moral action;
4. Supersedes Compliance: applies rules but also goes beyond compliance to consider what

is right, just, good and appropriate; and
5. Moral Goal: moves to complete tasks with the application of moral principles to achieve

moral outcomes.

Additional empirical research continues to be performed, continuing to advance our col-
lective understanding of moral courage in organizational settings (e.g. Harbour & Kisfalvi, 
2014; Hannah et al., 2011). To cultivate proactive or positive organizational ethics (Sekerka 
et al., 2014), responsible managers will work to expand their views of business ethics to 
include moral courage as a professional expectation. This calls for treating PMC in moral 
decision-making and everyday management behavior as a sustained practical goal. While 
managers are responsible for developing their will to proceed and acting with moral strength, 
establishing contexts that encourage them to exercise their character strengths must be sup-
ported through leadership, role-modeling, open discourse, education and training, and perfor-
mance reward systems (Sekerka, 2009).

Having created a rich definition of PMC as a behavior, my research has also isolated spe-
cific skills associated with the capacity to address an ethical challenge with PMC. These skills, 
also known as the moral competencies, are tools for building moral strength.
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MORAL COMPETENCIES

Prior research in adult development focuses on the use of competency-based skills as tools for 
management practice. Learning competencies that support a particular behavior has become 
commonplace in managerial training, in both academic and organizational settings. Given 
decades of research conducted by McClelland (1973), Boyatzis (1982), and other management 
scholars, there are a number of empirically-driven studies supporting the use of this approach 
for adult learning and development (see for example Kolb, 1984). Competency is a term used 
to describe a skill that supports economic, intellectual, and human value (Boyatzis, 1996). 
Competencies are abilities, typically a set of related but varied behaviors organized around an 
underlying intent (Boyatzis, 2009). As skill sets, competencies are characteristics, resources, 
or abilities used to achieve effective and even superior job performance (Klemp, 1980; Manz, 
1986). As personal abilities, job competencies relate to specific and desired behavioral actions 
associated with accomplishing certain tasks.

What competencies or tools actually support the ability to engage in PMC? To build moral 
muscle, managers need to practice withstanding negative forces that may make it difficult to 
endure. A more focused examination of these skills, referred to as personal governance, can be 
learned, honed, and edified. Through regular use of the moral competencies, most people can 
develop moral strength. Having a willingness to be ethical to “do the right thing” is a critical 
starting point. This requires a sustained mindfulness to look for, perceive, and address the 
ethical elements and issues that emerge in everyday life. This requires personal maintenance, 
an ongoing capacity-building effort to be ready for ethical action.

As with exercising for good health, people can strive to build their moral strength and endur-
ance. To effectively perform any particular skill, you need to use it to enhance its capacity. 
Managers cannot expect to be effective at being ethical unless they hone their ability to do so. 
Addressing an ethical challenge with right action is supported by specific skill sets of personal 
governance referred to as moral competencies. Consider these competencies as a workout 
regimen for sustaining one’s ethical identity. They are tools, in the sense that they provide 
a conduit or platform to exercise your moral strength. In looking at how responsible managers 
face their ethical challenges, my colleagues and I discovered that ethical acts, namely those 
that reflect moral strength, are associated with specific intentions and behaviors (Sekerka et al., 
2011). These behaviors, framed as skills, serve as the foundation for durable ethicality, ena-
bling managers tackle their daily decisions with responsibility and to address issues with PMC.

To advance this kind of response-ability, managers must understand, practice, and utilize 
particular skills know to support moral courage. Framing moral competency as a routine 
practice reflects the notion that these abilities can be honed. In this light, managers can extend 
their capacity to apply competency to ethical concerns with greater ease, and possibly mit-
igating the propensity for some ethical issues to emerge. Rather than saving moral strength 
for an urgent matter, moral competencies can be applied daily to regular task actions. Our 
empirical research has been conducted to distill the key behavioral skills that underwrite PMC, 
recognized as: emotional signaling, reflective pause, self-regulation, and moral preparation 
behaviors (Sekerka et al., 2011).
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Emotional Signaling

Affect and cognition are so intertwined that it is often difficult to separate them. Emotions 
contain important signals that influence the cerebral process of moral decision-making. As 
such, emotional affect plays a crucial role in motivating or hindering the choice to address an 
ethical challenge and to do so with rigor and durable commitment. Researchers have learned 
that the particular emotions managers frequently experience when facing an ethical challenge 
are: worry, loneliness, fear, shock or surprise, and feelings of hurt or anger (Sekerka et al., 
2011). The sensation of being hurt often stems from a sense of betrayal. This seems to occur 
when a manager perceives that a peer or upper level management have behaved unethically or 
doing nothing to address an unethical issue when it becomes known to them.

In reflecting upon one’s values, social norms and a host of thoughts and feelings may 
come flooding in as one works to discern what might be the right thing to do. You can readily 
understand why a common experience among those who demonstrate PMC is an initial agi-
tation and/or a sense of uncertainty—even helplessness. It is easy to become overwhelmed. 
And it is even easier to look away, minimize, or conjure up excuses for not pursuing action. 
For example, when facing an ethical issue some claim it’s not their job to report the activity. 
Rationalizations include, “We have a deadline,” “It’s not that big of deal,” or “Everyone is 
doing it.” In the case of those who display PMC, their affective reaction is often accompanied 
by a feeling of being harmed or let down, disappointed, and/or some level of discomfort or 
distress. When negative emotions are experienced by moral agents, they are not ignored, 
repressed, or sublimated. Rather, they are recognized and leveraged, allowing feelings to serve 
as emotional cues—a signal—that they are being called to duty.

Despite the negative feelings that often accompany an ethical issue, managers with PMC 
seem to be enabled by their emotional awareness rather than being blocked or thwarted by it. 
It appears that the capacity of being aware of one’s emotions, but not overwhelmed by them, 
serve as a cue to navigate and better manage their circumstances. Rather than quelling or 
turning away from negative emotions, trying to reduce them, morally courageous managers 
experience them as important signals for their sustained commitment to the matter at hand. 
Once such signals are recognized, managers with PMC learn to effectively draw from this 
input, directing the negativity toward a more deeply felt, sustained intention to proceed with 
right action. Such openness to one’s feelings enables certain people to proceed with their 
decision-making efforts with more informed awareness, honoring their visceral reactions to 
the situation at hand.

Some managers demonstrating PMC describe how they strive to live above the moral line, 
not close to it. They treat incoming negative affect as standard fare, not an anomaly. Rather 
than being surprised, they appear to expect it, as if it goes with the territory of being a respon-
sible manager. Because these people assume that dealing with negative emotions is part of 
the process, they address and deal with them, and move to incorporate the information in 
formulating their response. Some managers with PMC express irritation, seemingly inconven-
ienced by unethical people and ethical challenges often created by human weakness (namely 
selfishness and greed). Other managers seem to experience the negative feelings on a deeper, 
more personal level. It’s almost as if they are disappointed in humanity itself, downhearted that 
someone they respected is not the person they had thought or imagined.

In our research, managers who demonstrate PMC experienced negative emotion, and 
then moved forward; for example, one manager said: “I felt hurt. My heart was beating fast. 
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I went to go eat, to relax my mind. About two hours later I called my clerk in and said, ‘Hey, 
let’s go through it again.’” In this case, the manager was concerned about fraud in his firm’s 
operations. He went on to explain that by recognizing and letting his feelings play out, he was 
better equipped to move forward. This scenario helps to show how responsible managers do 
not view their emotions as overwhelming powerful distractions, nor do they suppress them. 
Instead, emotions are prompts to spark concern and/or greater attention to a situation, serving 
as cues to inform the thought-action process. Thus, the skill of emotional signaling is impor-
tant in supporting PMC, helping to facilitate informed and thoughtful decision-making. When 
attentions to one’s emotions segue into a reflective pause, a time-out can be used to process 
and understand these feelings. In so doing, individuals are better equipped to proceed more 
effectively on the path to moral action.

Reflective Pause

The use of a reflective pause as part of one’s strategy in ethical decision-making represents 
an ability, regardless of time constraints, to purposively self-impose a time-out. During this 
break, managers examine possible avenues for their next steps, often weighing the pros and 
cons of the situation or thinking about the implications of their potential actions. For example, 
they may think about situations that occurred in the past and compare them to the present cir-
cumstances. They may think about the ethical challenge and attempt to forecast what the future 
might look like if they engage in a particular action or to choose to do otherwise. Reflective 
time-outs often display prudential judgment. Prudence is a virtue of vigilance and helps to 
integrate other core virtues (Keenan, 1995). It is useful because it helps to ensure justice, 
fortitude, and temperance in the here-and-now, and to anticipate how and when other virtues 
can be applied subsequently.

Reflection is useful in determining the appropriate application of intellectual and practical 
wisdom, important for proceeding effectively in moral judgment processes (McBeath & 
Webb, 2002). It provides an opportunity to explore elements of moral awareness, helping 
a person see what the issues are, what is at stake, what is most important, and what needs to 
be done (Sternberg et al., 2000). Discernment (Beauchamp & Childress, 1994), thoughtfulness 
(Bennett, 1998), mindfulness (Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000), and practical wisdom (Fowers 
& Tjeltveit, 2003) often require time. Toggling between short- and long-term repercussions 
of various scenarios appears to be an important element of PMC that often manifests during 
self-imposed reflection periods. Imposing a reflective pause helps people discern options, then 
garner and build informed momentum toward moral action. Individuals use this period to con-
sider the options and their associated outcomes, as they work to gather additional information 
about the rules and other particulars regarding the situation at hand.

Those with PMC do not use the time-out as a way to forget about the matter or to rationalize 
their way out of acting. While they may engage in an unrelated activity (eating, sleeping, or 
exercising), they return to their ethical decision-making path and use reflective insight to 
determine the next right action. This may be to report the matter, seek out counsel, or gather 
more facts. But movement toward moral action continues to progress after their self-imposed 
time-out. Research on the moral competencies has helped us to understand that PMC is bol-
stered through reflection as people use it to collect their thoughts, generate options, and seek 
support during the initial stages of their decision-making effort. Taking additional time may 
alter, override, or postpone one’s initial reactions or reaffirm them. When applied as a daily 
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habit, this moral competency serves as a portal for all the personal governance practices, but it 
is especially important for self-regulation.

Self-regulation

To habitually pursue right action and to manage and address tough moral decisions, individ-
uals must balance their reactions, knowing how to manage responsibilities alongside of their 
personal desires. Regardless of the industry or type of organization, managers have a variety 
of goals to achieve; hence, they must be adept at balancing the pursuit of task accomplishment 
while also proceeding with ethical means. How people ethically set and achieve their goals 
must be tempered with decisions about when and how to tackle the ethical challenges that 
emerge. They must discern whether to postpone a response, or engage in immediate action. 
This ability to regulate one’s initial reactions necessitates restraint coupled with an ability to 
prompt movement forward—despite perceptions that may impose negative impacts to self or 
others. It can be particularly difficult when peers or leaders are the ones engaged in questiona-
ble activities, or when asking others to engage in actions that challenge the status quo.

Self-regulation is an effective tool for personal governance. This moral competency is used 
to corral immediate impulses and then to manage emotions, using them to help fuel a move 
toward ethical action. Its application underscores how PMC comes from within. It is an inner 
strength and internal compass that provides motivation and direction, often developed through 
personal struggle. Individuals must be willing to demonstrate moral fortitude even when those 
around them, including leaders and peers, do not. Such self-control has been regarded as 
“moral muscle”—an inner directive to alter one’s immediate responses and to redirect them 
toward the good of others (Baumeister & Exline, 1999).

In this light, psychologists have referred to control and regulation of one’s affective reac-
tions as the cornerstone of virtuous behavior. In rare cases some may apply this competency 
naturally, but there is enormous potential for further development of this capability in most 
people. Learning to quiet one’s impulse to react or ignore the problem, then moving to reflect 
upon and manage one’s immediate thoughts and feelings, can begin a course of personal 
development marked by habits of moral strength.

Moral Preparation

A commitment to right action is developed through a deep understanding of self, fueled by 
an ongoing thought process concerning how one would or would not act when faced with an 
ethical challenge in the future. That is, morally mature managers appear to think through the 
likely consequences, as they pertain to both themselves and others, before events even occur. 
This ongoing preparatory effort includes a variety of elements, including a consideration of 
when action should be taken, felt or perceived emotions, evaluation of circumstantial variables, 
and discernment of the needs of others in the moment and down the line. People who continue 
to be aware of how their emotions and situational factors can influence their reactions, have 
often learned how to choose to respond in ways that support “what an ethical person would do” 
as the scenario plays out and the situation variables continue to emerge.

Managers with PMC essentially commit to an ongoing effort of learning and development, 
sustaining their willingness and ability to question one’s motives with rigorous self-honesty. 
This is commonly revealed by a heightened level of moral preparedness for ethical challenges, 
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often demonstrated by a sustained vigilance to remain above “the moral line,” staying above 
reproach at all times, even before any situational problems occur. Moreover, they think 
through potential positive and negative consequences of acting and/or not acting. They learn to 
recognize and manage their emotions, developing a conscious awareness of morality on a daily 
basis, even before ethical challenges emerge. It is essentially a way of life that incorporates 
a rehearsal process, helping the individual continually prepare for a mindful response-action 
process. By working to locate one’s moral line above the rules and regulations, a misstep does 
not mean immediate infraction.

The competency of moral preparation is often intertwined and potentially dependent upon 
the use and application of the other moral competencies. For example, emotional signaling, 
taking a reflective pause, and exercising self-regulation are typically precursors for an ability 
to proceed with right action. To integrate PMC as a way of conducting business, responsible 
managers continually self-monitor and work to maintain an ongoing understanding of their 
intent. As such, these moral agents look forward and backward, challenging themselves about 
their own motives. They look to ascertain lessons learned from current and past challenges, but 
also plan ahead, in an effort to prohibit ethical issues from emerging. This includes striving to 
be more effective at dealing with future problems, considering where ethical risks may reside 
and working to eliminate the potential for their reoccurrence.

Based on the insights provided by managers who are characterized by addressing ethical 
issues with PMC, moral competencies include this sustained moral preparation phase. This 
ongoing process requires self-awareness and a protracted effort toward personal introspection. 
In other words, the responsible manager continues to challenge themselves, seeking out ways 
to learn from their experience, to reflect on what has happened to garner takeaway lessons, and 
to seek out learning, development, and continuous improvement.

CONCLUDING POINTS

Professional moral courage is not a one-time task. It is represented by an ongoing commitment 
toward ensuring one’s ethicality. Being ethical is not something saved up for special occa-
sions, parsed out for certain problems, or applied when it’s convenient or others are watching. 
Responsible management is a sustained commitment to one’s personal and professional ethical 
identity. A responsible manager does not simply muster an ethical self when challenges and 
dilemmas emerge. Responsible management is not something one can check off a list or ascer-
tain from an annual online training class. To sustain a path of moral strength, managers need 
to practice moral competency in their everyday task actions. This entails seeing moral action 
as a sustained goal, motivated by personal desire. Being morally responsible in the workplace 
means deliberately choosing to take ownership of shaping the world we want to live in, each 
and every day.

In aggregate, as a suite of capabilities that support PMC in managerial task actions are 
fortified by skills that can be further developed in most people. It is important to recognize 
that the practices outlined in this chapter can never be perfected. Each person, situation, and 
context are different, and what is “right” in that circumstance may vary. This underscores 
the importance of continually building the capacity for moral strength within the managerial 
community of practice, by providing ample opportunities for where moral competencies can 
be encouraged and further established. It is essential that these skills are viewed by leadership 
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as the backbone of successful performance. The management saying that “you are what you 
measure” is particularly salient in this light. If organizations want ethical performance, such 
an expectation implies that how you go about achieving your goals is as important as achiev-
ing the goals themselves. Incorporating performance metrics that inculcate moral strength 
is a way to broaden and build ethics in organizational settings (Sekerka, 2009). In the spirit 
of Aristotelian philosophy, managers need to be proactive about developing strength from 
strength as well as strength from weakness, striving to habituate moral competency as a pro-
fessional demand. Adult learning calls for techniques that promote the cultivation of people’s 
moral strength, as well as working to prevent ethical risk from emerging, and bringing harm 
to business operations.

This work complements research proffered by responsible management scholars (see for 
example Moosmayer, 2015; Laasch & Moosmayer, 2016; Sunley & Leigh, 2016). Working 
together, our collective efforts show how academics and practitioners can work together to 
help explain, clarify, and promote core competencies that encourage the professionalization 
of management and of the role of business ethics education in today’s society. Given that 
institutional pressures originating from responsible management education have previously 
been somewhat ambiguous, this chapter will help those teaching management and/or leading 
organizations to take hold of an explicit depiction of moral strength and to better understand 
how to achieve and support it in the workplace.
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37. The dynamics of responsible careers and
their impact on societal issues: a conceptual
framework
Svenja Tams

INTRODUCTION

While responsible management describes the integration of ethics, social responsibility and 
sustainability into managers’ everyday practices (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Laasch, 2018; 
Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Prahalad, 2010), it is also a set of discourses, practices and insti-
tutionalized systems at the intersection of mainstream organizations and social issue fields, as 
illustrated by the notions of Accountability, Corporate (Social) Responsibility, Sustainability, 
Social Investment, Social Entrepreneurship and Social Innovation (e.g. Banerjee, 2008; 
Maguire et al., 2004; Milne & Gray, 2013; Mirvis, 2012; Mirvis & Googins, 2012; Waddock, 
2008a). The emergence of responsible management discourses, practices and institutions 
enables people to construct new possibilities for their careers – that is their movement through 
projects, roles and situations over time and space. Judi Marshall and I proposed the notion of 
“responsible careers” to describe individuals’ career-related meaning-making in relation to 
responsible management discourses and fields (Tams & Marshall, 2011). We defined respon-
sible careers as “careers in which people seek to have an impact on societal challenges such 
as environmental sustainability and social justice through their employment and role choices, 
strategic approaches to work, and other actions” (2011: 110).

Responsible careers take a meaning-making lens on responsible management. The notion of 
responsible management attends to the different ways by which managers perform their role. 
Responsible management literature builds on several premises. First, it focuses on the every-
day roles of ‘ordinary’ managers. These roles are constituted through mainstream business dis-
courses and focus traditionally on organizations’ economic performance (e.g. strategy making, 
managing operations, marketing). Against this backdrop, managers embody a lack of responsi-
ble management when they perform these roles without consideration to ethics, responsibility 
and sustainability. As a second premise, responsible management literature advocates the need 
for managers to integrate the performance of their primary ‘mainstream’ role with an explicit 
consideration to value-bases, shared ideals for social wellbeing, interpersonal responsiveness 
to employees and stakeholders, human rights, sustainability, labour rights, or anti-corruption 
(e.g. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Laasch, 2018; Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Pless et al., 2011; 
Waddock, 2007). As a third premise, responsible management literature considers specialist 
professionals whose official role is dedicated to integrating mainstream business with respon-
sible management discourses, practices and systems – such as ethics and compliance officers, 
CSR consultants (Brès & Gond, 2014) and sustainability practitioners (Wright et al., 2012).

As illustrated by Figure 37.1, the notion of responsible careers extends the focus of 
responsible management on managers’ role performance with the additional dimension of 
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career-related meaning-making. Through the latter, a person expresses their intentionality and 
takes initiative in relation to social or environmental issues. Thereby, the notion of responsible 
careers adds a person-centred, inside-out systemic and temporal perspective on a person’s 
movement across roles, projects and situations over time and space. This perspective emerged 
from Judi Marshall’s and my longstanding engagement with people who were seeking to 
make a career in responsible management and issue fields. Like responsible management, 
responsible careers include the official roles of specialist professionals (e.g. ethics officer, 
CSR manager, sustainability consultant, ecopreneurs and social entrepreneurs who build 
the institutional infrastructure of responsible management). Yet, responsible careers are not 
limited to specialist roles. What stands out about our respondents’ career narratives is their 
purposeful exploration of opportunities for responsible work in emergent fields, despite the 
absence of institutionalized career scripts. Thus, responsible careers are an exemplar through 
which we can illuminate Grandjean’s (1981: 1057) general view of careers as “the intersection 
of societal history and individual biography”. This explicit attention of responsible careers to 
exercising agency at the intersection of work and society extends the conventional focus of 
careers on the intersection between work and the personal domains of family, community and 
personal development (Schein, 1978; Lee et al., 2011).

Although prior literature has advanced our understanding of responsible careers (e.g. 
Kumari & Saini, 2018; Lin et al., 2012; Maclean et al., 2015; Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; 
Renaud et al., 2016; Tams & Marshall, 2011), we still lack a finer-grained understanding of the 
dynamics that structure the enactment of responsible careers and their impact on societal chal-
lenges. This chapter addresses these questions by integrating established premises of career 
theory and emerging streams of responsible career literature to identify seven responsible 
career dynamics. Subsequently, it locates these career dynamics within the wider conceptual 
space that is implicated in individuals’ impact on social and environmental issues.
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Thereby, this chapter makes three contributions. First, it elaborates a contextually-situated 
understanding of careers. While prior career literature tends to examine how contextual 
characteristics constrain and enable individual careers (e.g. Baruch, 2015; Chudzikowski & 
Mayrhofer, 2011; Cohen & Duberley, 2015; Gunz et al., 2011; Mayrhofer et al., 2007; Tams 
& Arthur, 2007, 2010), the seven responsible career dynamics advance an interactionist 
perspective, according to which people play an active role in embodying the contexts of their 
careers (Barley, 1989; Schein, 1978; Van Maanen & Schein, 1977). Second, this chapter 
illuminates the role of individual career-related meaning-making in responsible management 
and issue fields. This chapter develops a conceptual map of the context of responsible career 
dynamics and their impact. This map provides a systemic understanding of the ways by which 
individuals, organizations and fields interact over time. In contrast to an overly heroic por-
trayal of individuals, this map seeks to further our understanding of the ways by which careers 
interact with a wider range of social and symbolic work in responsible management – such as 
issue selling (Anderson & Bateman, 2000; Bansal, 2003), leadership (Egri & Herman, 2000; 
Marshall, 2007; Pless & Maak, 2011), institutional and social entrepreneurship (Maguire et 
al., 2004; Waddock, 2008b, 2009), and identity work (Phillips, 2013; Wright et al., 2012). 
Third, this chapter contributes to responsible management literature with a conceptual frame 
for studying how career dynamics may enable or constrain managers’ concern for and inte-
gration of value-bases, moral decision making, accountability, interpersonal responsiveness to 
employees and stakeholders, human rights, sustainability, labour rights, anti-corruption into 
their everyday role performances.

The chapter is structured as follows. In the first part, I integrate prior research of responsi-
ble careers with well-established theoretical premises of career literature to develop a set of 
responsible career dynamics. In the second part, I map these career dynamics in relation to 
select constructs that are also implicated in people’s ability of having an impact on social and 
environmental issues and consider the implications for research and practice.

THE DYNAMICS OF RESPONSIBLE CAREERS

This section develops seven career dynamics around which the enactment of responsible 
careers is structured. These career dynamics were generated abductively by integrating prior 
literature about careers in responsible management with career literature more broadly. In 
a first step, I conducted a search in academic databases (i.e. EBSCOhost, JSTOR, Google 
Scholar, Proquest, Web of Science) for careers in sub-fields of responsible management, such 
as CSR, corporate citizenship, corporate ethics, corporate sustainability, eco-management, 
social entrepreneurship and social innovation. This search helped to identify several themes 
reflected in Figure 37.2. The initial review suggested that prior research of responsible careers 
still leaves important aspects of careers unaddressed. Thus, in a second step, I supplemented 
and recast the themes of responsible career literature with foundational assumptions about 
careers (e.g. “an organized path taken by an individual across time and space” (Van Maanen & 
Schein, 1977: 31); “the interaction of the individual and the organization over time” (Schein, 
1978: 2)). I also added the notion of co-creating careers as a novel theme.

The seven themes of Figure 37.2 illustrate responsible careers as a dynamic interaction 
between people’s perspective on their career and the wider environment in which this career 
is situated (Barley, 1989; Schein 1978; Tams & Marshall, 2011; Young & Collin, 2004). This 
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interactional perspective is reflected by referencing Schein’s (1978) notion of ‘career dynam-
ics’. The latter signals the concern with transcending both overly individualistic and structural 
deterministic understandings of social life in career studies. Yet, this chapter also extends 
Schein (1978). It draws on more recent debates in career studies. Thus, the seven career 
dynamics are proposed as points of orientation for questioning theoretical assumptions and 
constructing research questions about the patterns by which people enact responsible careers, 
and how these patterns are related to their ability of having an impact on societal issues.

Moving through Time and Space

A person’s movement through roles, projects and situations over time and space presents 
a foundational dynamic of careers (Van Maanen & Schein, 1977), including responsible 
careers. This movement is neither limited to official roles (such as ethics officer, sustaina-
bility manager or CSR consultants), nor to vertical and horizontal progression within organ-
izational status hierarchies. Over the past three decades, career literature has broadened an 
organization-centric understanding of careers. Initially responding to the delayering of large 
American corporations and the emergence of networked forms of organizing, it brought atten-
tion to careers that unfold across organizational boundaries and projects (Arthur & Rousseau, 
1996; Tams & Arthur, 2010). It highlights that a career is situated amidst overlapping 
work-related and non-work contexts (Mayrhofer et al., 2007). A person’s movement across 
these contexts includes the sequential transition between the offices, roles and functions in one 
or more employing organizations (Barley, 1989; Schein, 1971). Yet, it also comprises their 
movement through a wider social space of temporary projects, networks, events and other sit-
uations within and across organizations, occupational and other communities, organizational 
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fields and countries (Cohen & Duberley, 2015; Collin, 2006; Parker et al., 2004; Tams & 
Arthur, 2007; Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). Thus, responsible careers require attention to the 
multiplexity of a person moving concurrently through parallel strands of collective enterprise, 
each with their set of relationships, meanings, identities and learnings (Lee et al., 2011).

Co-creating Careers

Co-creation is a second dynamic that informs our understanding of the ways by which people 
enact responsible careers within the wider context of responsible management. The notion of 
co-creation extends the significant influence of Barley’s (1989) model of career structuration 
in career studies (e.g. Dany et al., 2011; Duberley et al., 2006). The concept of career structur-
ation proposes careers as a property of social collectives, and thereby inherently linked to insti-
tutions. Building on structuration theory (Giddens, 1979, 1984), career structuration suggests 
that an individual’s career-related actions and interactions in the unfolding flow of social life 
are structured through their enactment of collective scripts. These scripts encode the socially 
accepted and institutionalized action logic associated with their role (i.e. collective interpre-
tative schemes, resources and norms). Thus, career scripts are practical knowledge through 
which individuals can plan and inhabit the careers made available by specific institutions.

The idea of career co-creation is here proposed to address several aspects of career struc-
turation that are insufficient to explain responsible careers. First, career co-creation addresses 
the somewhat restrictive focus of career structuration theory on people’s enactment of an 
institutionalized career script. A key aspect of responsible careers is that individuals deviate 
from institutionalized career scripts. Responsible careers derive meaning in relation to a wider 
set of social, organizational, field, societal and ecological contexts. Thereby, they draw on 
a multiplex of contradictory social discourses – spanning conventional business discourses as 
well as wider public discourses about social justice, ecological sustainability and the respon-
sibility of business (Meyerson & Scully, 1995; Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; Tams & Marshall, 
2011; Wright et al., 2012). Thus, individuals’ responsible career-making is always associated 
with ambiguity, as it is positioned across multiple discourses and cannot draw on a single, 
coherent career script.

Second, and following on from the previous observation, the notion of career co-creation 
integrates individuals’ meaning-making in the enactment of their career. Career structuration 
acknowledges that people’s interpretation and enactment of scripts may both reproduce and, 
over time, alter collective scripts (Barley, 1989; Dany et al., 2011; Duberley et al., 2006). It 
does not specifically attend to the different ways by which individuals do so. Prior responsible 
career literature suggests individual meaning-making as a dynamic and inter-actional process 
that involves construing career transitions, agency and tensions in relation to institutions (as 
discussed below). Thus, a career co-creation perspective integrates narrative perspectives to 
examine more specifically the different forms by which individuals construe their developing 
perspective on their work experiences (Bujold, 2004; Christensen & Johnston, 2003; Cochran, 
1990; Cohen & Mallon, 2001; LaPointe, 2010).

Third, a co-creation perspective acknowledges the role of emergent and improvisational 
enactment of responsible careers (Weick & Berlinger, 1989; Weick, 1996). In so doing, it 
elaborates the general assumption of career structuration that individuals enact collective 
career scripts. It distinguishes explicitly between strong and weak situations, and their 
respective possibilities for exercising agency (Weick, 1996). For example, a responsible 
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management field such as Ethics & Compliance (with close associations to Corporate Law) 
may have a more institutionalized career script than sustainability consulting (with its multi-
disciplinary origins). The enactment of a career in highly institutionalized organizations, 
fields, occupations and professions (such as Ethics & Compliance) can be informed by the 
interpretative schemes, resources and norms for progression of corporate law. In contrast, 
the ‘weak’ (or loosely-coupled) situations (Weick, 1996) that characterize emergent fields of 
responsible management (such as sustainability consulting) offer individuals with more scope 
for the improvisational enactment of roles along their subjective meaning-making (Weick & 
Berlinger, 1989). Thereby, they can draw on personal values, community attachments and 
alternative public and anti-corporate discourses and the meaning-making dynamics, identi-
fied further down (Maclean et al., 2015; Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; Phillips, 2013; Tams & 
Marshall, 2011). In turn, such improvisational enactment of responsible careers creates new 
paths that may become collective career scripts for others to follow. Thus, career co-creation 
is a generative process of giving form to responsible management fields and the possibility of 
careers within them.

Matching Individual and Organizational Needs

As a third dynamic, responsible careers (like all careers) require that individuals and organi-
zations interact to match their respective needs (Schein, 1978: 2). For individuals, this is tradi-
tionally understood to comprise the need for job satisfaction, security, personal development, 
and integration of work and non-work; for organizations, the need for productivity, creativity 
and long-time effectiveness. Schein argues that the matching of individual and organizational 
needs is organized through career development (e.g. recruitment, training and development, 
promotion, rewards, etc.). The culturally and historically accepted values, criteria, incentives 
and constraints around which this matching process is organized have widely changed over 
the past four decades. Employment relationships have become more flexible and transac-
tional (Cappelli, 1998). Career development has become more individualized, as people use 
current projects, roles and situations to develop the competencies through which they can 
secure future employment in more transactional labour markets (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994; 
O’Mahony & Bechky 2006).

In responsible careers, matching individual and organizational needs becomes more 
complex. On the one hand, individuals’ perception of an organization as an ethical company, 
corporate citizen and committed to CSR exerts a strong symbolic influence on individuals’ 
attraction to potential employers (Kumari & Saini, 2018; Renaud et al., 2016; Sainty, 2008; 
Stanforth et al., 2012) and expectation of career success (Lin et al., 2012). Likewise, an organ-
izations’ ethical climate and responsible management practices are associated with employ-
ees’ organizational commitment (McManus & Subramaniam, 2014) and work engagement, 
career satisfaction, and voice behaviour (Ilkhanizadeh & Karatepe, 2017). Thus, employers’ 
responsible management appears to be as important as instrumental benefits, such as profes-
sional development and perks, for attracting and binding employees (Kumari & Saini, 2018; 
McManus & Subramaniam, 2014; Renaud et al., 2016).

On the other hand, individuals and organizations may also hold diverging perspectives 
about the importance and implementation of responsible management in the organization. 
Individuals’ pursuit of responsible careers is often informed by externally-referenced social 
discourses about the role of business in society, social identities and community attachments, 
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rather than by an organizationally-defined roles alone (Meyerson & Scully, 1995; Scully & 
Segal, 2002; Tams & Marshall, 2011). Under these circumstances, individuals often need to 
construct ‘responsible management’ as an organizational issue that merits attention, before 
even claiming their own competence and contribution in this regard (Brès & Gond, 2014). In 
addition, since responsible management roles are often under-defined and situated in emerging 
fields of practice, individuals also need to continuously explore opportunities for positioning 
their competence for future employment (Tams & Marshall, 2011). Hence, career develop-
ment in responsible management fields requires a person’s ability to work out a synthesis 
between their expectations, motivations and identity and the opportunities (or limitations) of 
their work-related environment (Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; Van Maanen & Schein, 1977; Van 
der Heijden & De Vos, 2015).

Bridging Legitimacy and Resistance

Bridging the need for legitimacy and resistance in responsible management roles, projects 
and situations presents a further dynamic of responsible careers. Both aspects are situation 
specific. Legitimacy is “a generalized … assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions” (Suchman, 1995: 574). As collective institutions, careers derive their meaning 
from the socially-situated legitimacy of roles, projects and situations in a social structure 
or network of relationships (Barley, 1989; Collin, 2006). More specifically, this legitimacy 
originates in “norms, such as status, worth, or rates of progress, which give differential values 
to the roles and relationships and their moves between them” (Collin, 2006: 63). For example, 
people’s careers in organizations or occupational fields are conventionally evaluated in terms 
of the increasing (and decreasing) levels of power, responsibility and centrality of their move-
ment between roles (Schein, 1978).

In responsible careers, these traditional indicators of legitimacy need to be broadened as 
practitioners need to produce legitimacy for their responsible management roles concurrently 
in relation to general business and purpose-driven fields. In relation to general business, the 
legitimacy of their role is typically produced by justifying the contribution of their work in 
terms of economic business criteria (such as efficiency and effectiveness), rather than social 
and environmental impacts alone (Wright et al., 2012). Hence, a CSR consultant may sell the 
benefit of implementing a CSR system to their business client in terms of the cost savings 
that can be achieved. In relation to a purpose-driven field, the legitimacy of their role may be 
grounded through association with purpose-driven organizations or the collective mindsets, 
practices and identity of a community of practice. Thus, the Corporate Responsibility Director 
of a financial institution may strengthen her CSR credentials by emphasizing her membership 
in a CSR-oriented business association (Tams & Marshall, 2011).

Careers in responsible management involve both official and self-initiated/informal roles 
and projects. Official roles and projects benefit from organizational legitimacy. Aside from 
official roles such as CSR manager or sustainability consultant, organizations may provide 
employees with opportunities to engage in responsible management activities through official 
projects, in which they participate in addition to their main role. For example, corporate vol-
unteering, pro bono service programmes and innovation contests are legitimate opportunities 
through which employees can develop career experiences in responsible management. These 
projects often involve working in partnership with other businesses, NGOs, government 
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agencies and external social entrepreneurs on social and environmental issues (Mirvis, 2012; 
Mirvis & Googins, 2018). The learning which people generate through such responsible man-
agement projects can shape their evolving perspective on their career and subsequent career 
investments.

In addition, responsible careers are often built through self-initiated/informal roles that 
embody some form of resistance to the dominant, economic discourses of organizations. 
Organizational scholars describe these informal roles as employee activism (Scully & Segal, 
2002), tempered radicalism (Meyerson & Scully, 1995; Meyerson, 2001), and resistance 
leadership (Zoller & Fairhurst, 2007). Aside from lacking organizational legitimacy, these 
self-initiated roles imply a sense of ambivalence, resistance and risk in relation to established 
organizational practices, rules and discourses (Meyerson & Scully, 1995; Scully & Segal, 
2002). Individuals embody resistance by participating in and mobilizing collective processes 
of resisting and potentially transforming structures of domination, which operate through the 
legitimacy of social systems (Zoller & Fairhurst, 2007). Thus, these self-initiated/informal 
roles combine a person’s strong personal commitment towards social justice and environ-
mental issues with actions, that can range from resisting quietly and staying true to one’s self, 
to taking a stand on personal threats, leveraging small wins and mobilizing collective action 
(Meyerson, 2001). Thereby, these roles contradict a conventional understanding of careers, 
according to which people are expected to enact institutionalized career scripts and accommo-
date to institutional norms and expectations in order to secure employment, recognition and 
advancement over time (Schein, 1971).

Furthermore, along the spectrum between official and self-initiated roles are the efforts of 
institutional entrepreneurs (Maguire et al., 2004), social or environmental entrepreneurs (Marti 
& Mair, 2009; Phillips, 2013; Prabhu, 1999; Waddock, 2008b, 2009). These responsible 
careers lack institutionalized career script due to their emergent character. Although these 
careers are initiated without organizational employment and legitimacy, their focus on chang-
ing organizational fields involves purposeful efforts of contesting established institutions 
and building legitimacy for new practices through framing social and environmental issues, 
initiating change processes and creating new organizations. Power dynamics and ongoing 
change form an inherent aspect of these entrepreneurial careers in responsible management. 
For example, Marshall (2007) observes how leaders in the emerging fields of CSR and sustain-
ability choose different positions when building legitimacy for their change work. While some 
align strategically with business organizations, others choose to forego such legitimization by 
positioning themselves at the more radical edge of responsible management discourses.

Making Meaning of Career Transitions

Making meaning of career transitions represents a fifth dynamic of responsible careers. 
Meaning-making is central to career transitions into responsible management roles because 
it can be difficult to recast a career in responsible management as a linear career progres-
sion. A meaning-making perspective uses career narratives to analyse the ways by which 
people address deeper underlying questions about purpose, sense-making, and coherence 
(Lips-Wiersma, 2002). In career studies, a meaning-making perspective extends literature 
which studies careers through the lenses of individual characteristics (such as: career interests, 
abilities, career choice, job satisfaction and work-motivation) and person/role fit (Bloch, 1997; 
Savickas, 1993; Young & Collins, 2004).
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Likewise, responsible career transitions cannot be understood exclusively in terms of indi-
vidual characteristics and person/role fit but require attention to how people interpret and enact 
questions of meaning and self in relation to work roles, social issues and environment (Mitra 
& Buzzanell, 2017; Tams & Marshall, 2011). Meaning-making is accentuated in responsible 
careers due to their non-traditional character. For once, responsible careers lack institutional-
ized career scripts, along which people can orient their development of a responsible career 
(Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; Waddock, 2008b, 2009). They are often strongly motivated by 
personal values and interpretations of responsible management (Marshall, 2007; Tams & 
Marshall, 2011). Consequently, meaning-making is essential as people move into and develop 
responsible careers.

Responsible career literature suggests two approaches to meaning-making in these transi-
tions. One of these explores how people can construct a coherent sense of self. For example, 
Maclean et al.’s (2015) analysis of the career narratives of wealthy entrepreneurs, who use 
philanthropy to move into socially transformative projects, suggests that the plot of a heroic 
journey helps these individuals to integrate their wayfinding through different social land-
scapes. An alternative approach emphasizes the openness and multiplicity of meaning-making 
in responsible career transitions. Tams and Marshall (2011) observe that meaning-making in 
responsible career transition involves a diverse range of career practices – such as expressing 
self, connecting to others and constructing contribution and ongoing learning. They suggest 
that these practices are embedded in continuous meaning-making that involves orienting 
oneself in relation to shifting landscapes, exploration, biographical reflexivity and systemic 
reflexivity. Similarly, Cohen and Katz (2016) find that the stories of social entrepreneurs about 
their career transitions interweave different life spheres, related to personality, childhood and 
family, formative events, social relationships and morals. Also, Mitra and Buzzanell (2017) 
highlight that career transitions between roles are associated with a conventional understand-
ing of business to responsible management roles (such as sustainability practitioner) present 
tensions when justifying the valuation of one’s career choice to oneself and other people.

Making Meaning of Agency

A sixth dynamic involves making meaning of one’s agency in responsible management 
fields. Responsible careers illustrate the general definition of career agency as “a process 
of work-related social engagement, informed by past experiences and future possibilities, 
through which an individual invests in his or her career” (Tams & Arthur, 2010: 630). Thus, 
career agency describes a person’s articulating and embodying a perspective on their move-
ment through roles, projects and situations over time.

In the case of responsible careers, agency involves the intentional choice of work roles, 
projects and situations that promise to influence a systemic transformation of dominant 
capitalist business systems. Tams and Marshall (2011) identified six career practices through 
which people construe agency in responsible careers: expressing self through crafting work 
that is consistent with personal values, connecting to like-minded others, constructing the con-
tribution of one’s expertise and competence to responsible business fields, institutionalizing 
responsible management practices within established organizations and fields, building emer-
gent organizational fields of responsible management practice, and engaging systemically 
with and across diverse actors in order to transform conventional, profit-oriented business 
practice. This systemic view of career agency extends conventional conceptions, which focus 
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either on a person’s ability to move between roles within institutional structures (e.g. Dany 
et al., 2011; Duberley et al., 2006) or their subjective construction of personal identity (Hall, 
1996; Lee et al., 2011). Responsible careers illustrate career agency as directed toward trans-
forming the institutions of in which one’s career are situated. 

Making Meaning of Tensions

Responsible careers are also inherently tension-laden (Meyerson & Scully, 1995; Mitra & 
Buzzanell, 2017; Tams & Marshall, 2011; Wright et al., 2012). Prior literature points to 
several sources. For example, responsible careers present individuals with tensions between 
their striving for meaningful work and maintaining transformative agendas, on the one hand, 
and, on the other hand, the need to prove the legitimacy of their work vis-à-vis more estab-
lished professions and operating within dominant capitalist structures (Mitra & Buzzanell, 
2017). Another source is the emergent nature of responsible management fields. As these 
fields becoming increasingly institutionalized, their discourses about responsible manage-
ment practice are continuously changing (Maguire et al., 2004; Milne et al., 2006; Waddock, 
2008a). Consequently, responsible management practitioners need to continuously reposition 
themselves and their work in relation to these evolving discourses and the potential contradic-
tions between them (Tams & Marshall, 2011).

Individuals engage with these tensions through ongoing meaning-making. Mitra and 
Buzzanell (2017) identify three themes around which this meaning-making process is organ-
ized. The first theme, ‘valuation’, describes the perceived need to negotiate the external and 
internal value of working in corporate sustainability, since there are no stable, commonly 
agreed understandings of this work. The second theme, ‘commitment’, describes a person’s 
ongoing working out the tensions between their personal commitment to sustainability issues 
and the risk of contributing to corporate ‘greenwashing’. The third theme, ‘autonomy’, empha-
sizes the tension between being enterprising and creative in responsible management careers 
and staying connected to likeminded communities, rather than being disconnected.

RESPONSIBLE CAREER DYNAMICS AND IMPACT

The seven responsible career dynamics structure people’s movement through roles, projects 
and situations over time and space, and their ability to create an impact on societal issues. 
Figure 37.3 maps the broader conceptual territory of the relationship between people’s pursuit 
of a responsible career and impact on societal issues. The map suggests that this relationship 
is not a simple one, but mediated across different spheres – individual, organization, field, 
society and ecology. The boxes and arrows in bold represent concepts and relationships that 
have been examined in previous responsible career literature – such as aspects of responsible 
career dynamics, organizations’ responsible management work and the relationship between 
these concepts. The dotted boxes and arrows in Figure 37.3 indicate concepts that are yet to 
be integrated. Thus, Figure 37.3 proposes that responsible careers’ impact on societal issues is 
mediated by (a) individual change work, (b) organizations’ responsible management work and 
(c) field-level responsible management work.

The notion of ‘work’ can be traced across a range of literatures (Phillips & Lawrence,
2012). Central is the construct of ‘institutional work’, defined as the purposeful efforts through 
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which individual and collective actors maintain, create and transform institutions (Lawrence & 
Suddaby, 2008; Lawrence et al., 2009; Lawrence & Phillips, 2019). The notion of ‘work’ has 
also been used more broadly to describe the purposeful and strategic efforts by which individ-
uals and organizations seek to affect their social-symbolic context (Phillips & Lawrence, 2012: 
223; Lawrence & Phillips, 2019).

For example, responsible career dynamics interact with individual change work – such as: 
tempered radicalism (Meyerson & Scully, 1995), issue selling (Anderson & Bateman, 2000; 
Bansal, 2003), leadership (Egri & Herman, 2000; Marshall, 2007; Pless & Maak, 2011), 
institutional and social entrepreneurship (Maguire et al., 2004; Waddock, 2008b, 2009), and 
identity work (e.g. Ghadiri et al., 2015; Maclean et al., 2015; Phillips, 2013; Wright et al., 
2012). Such individual change work may then directly impact societal issues, or influence 
organizations’ and field-level responsible management work. It also strengthens the legiti-
macy for other people in ‘mainstream’ roles to engage in responsible management practices. 
Second, prior literature suggests that organizations’ responsible management work interacts 
with responsible career dynamics, as the former makes the organization more attractive as 
an employer. In turn, organizations’ responsible management work can both undermine and 
lend authenticity to employees’ perception of and engagement with organizations’ responsi-
ble management work (Jones et al., 2017; Mirvis, 2012; Mirvis & Googins, 2018), and thus 
influence organizations’ impact on societal issues. Third, responsible career dynamics interact 
with field-level responsible management work. For example, individuals’ movement across 
roles, projects and situations over time develop contribute to collective learning and profes-
sionalization of issue fields and may thereby impact on societal issues (Tams & Marshall, 
2011; Waddock, 2008b, 2009). They also give legitimacy to the development of responsible 
management across mainstream business fields.
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Yet, individuals’ pursuit of a responsible career may remain wishful thinking, without 
having any impact on organization’s responsible management or societal issues. Thus, while 
responsible careers enact people’s intentions, their actual influence on organizations’ and 
fields’ adoption of responsible management practices is co-determined through the relational 
context of work relationship, organizations and fields (Barley, 1989; Tams & Arthur, 2010). 
Responsible careers are unlikely to impact on societal issues if responsible management roles 
are directed at symbolic or profit-oriented organizational outcomes (e.g. ‘greenwashing’, legal 
compliance, rankings, market-growth, eco-efficiency), rather than at solving concrete social 
and ecological problems (e.g. Banerjee, 2008; Milne et al., 2006). Accordingly, critical man-
agement scholars have proposed corporate responsibility as a strategy by which organizations 
‘incorporate’ employees’ desire for more meaningful responsible careers in order to achieve 
their organizational commitment (Nyberg et al., 2013). These critical voices received unex-
pected support from studies, which observes that organizations attract and bind employees 
through branding themselves as a responsible corporate citizen (e.g. Jones et al., 2017; Kumari 
& Saini, 2018; Lin et al., 2012; Renaud et al., 2016). In contrast, we know much less about the 
link between individuals’ decision of working for organizations with a reputation for respon-
sible management and the concrete impact of their work over time on societal issues. Thus, 
the interactions between responsible careers, individuals’ everyday responsible management 
practices, individual change work, organizational and field-level responsible management 
work and the impact of these efforts on societal issues are important areas for further research.

CONCLUSIONS

Responsible management is brought into being through the people who are creating, changing 
and maintaining institutions through the everyday flow of their work-related actions and inter-
actions. A career lens offers a unique perspective on responsible management by attending to 
people’s movement through roles, projects and situations over time. The preceding discussion 
has drawn on general career theory and emerging streams of responsible career literature to 
identify seven dynamics that structure people’s enactment of careers in responsible manage-
ment. Moreover, these career dynamics have been located in the wider conceptual territory 
that is implicated in the relationship between responsible careers and their impact on societal 
issues.

This chapter indicates several directions for further research. First, while prior responsible 
career literature illuminates different aspects of individual meaning-making in responsible 
careers and the symbolic influence of organizations’ responsible management on individual 
career decisions, the model developed in this chapter suggests a wider range of dynamics, 
including: individuals’ movement through roles, projects and situations over time, the 
co-creation of responsible management careers through narrative meaning-making and multi-
ple available discourses and career scripts, the matching of individual and organizational needs 
and the bridging of legitimacy and resistance in responsible careers. The interactions between 
these seven career dynamics remain an important area for further research. For example, 
responsible careers require the ability to bridge the need for legitimacy while also embodying 
resistance to dominant business discourses. Hence, the narratives by which a person constructs 
meaning about the tensions between legitimacy and resistance, and their agency in this situa-
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tion, may then also be implicated in their ability to match organizational and personal needs in 
their employment relationships.

Second, the identified responsible career dynamics can inform research that examines more 
specifically how individuals’ movement through roles, projects and situations is related to 
their change work in responsible management fields, and their ability to have an impact on 
social and environmental issues. For example, people’s different forms of making meaning 
of career transitions in responsible management fields (e.g. Maclean et al., 2015) is related to 
their ability to negotiate legitimacy and resistance in their roles and projects. Their bridging 
of legitimacy and resistance may influence how they position their individual change work in 
relation to organizations’ responsible management work, and thereby their impact on social 
and environmental issues. In sum, the responsible career dynamics identified in this chapter 
are part of the wider system that enables and constrains the influence of people’s work on 
social and environmental issues in responsible management fields.

Third, the seven responsible career dynamics offer conceptual building blocks that can 
inform further research on the micro-foundations of responsible management. While dif-
ferences in management practitioners’ everyday integration of ethics, responsibility and 
sustainability into their mainstream business role can be explained by individual differences, 
management education practices, organizational and field-level contexts, a career lens offers 
a socially-situated interactionist explanation. A person’s movement through roles, projects 
and situations across time and space forms an inherent aspect of managerial careers, including 
careers in mainstream business. While the seven responsible career dynamics developed in 
this chapter seek to explain why people seek to have an impact on societal issues, they may 
equally help towards building our understanding why managers fail to engage in responsible 
management. For example, the failure to engage in responsible management may be due to 
break-downs in a person’s career meaning-making about matching their personal and organi-
zational needs (and thus secure career progression).

Finally, prior literature suggests responsible careers as guided by personal values and 
passions, but also fraught with ambiguities and tensions. Hence, to sustain careers in respon-
sible management fields over time, it becomes vital for individuals to not limit themselves to 
aspirations and idealized impacts. Instead, individuals can benefit from a more differentiated 
understanding of the dynamics that produce the systemic interdependencies in which their 
careers are situated. Similarly, organizations need to broaden their repertoire of human 
resource management practices to accommodate to the career development needs of responsi-
ble management professionals.
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38. Responsible job crafting
Lorenzo Bizzi

THE RISE OF JOB CRAFTING

Job crafting is defined as the proactive change in task, cognitive and relational boundaries 
of the job that individuals engage in to transform the job they do into the job they want. The 
concept was initially introduced by Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) as they theorized that the 
tasks and social interactions that compose the days, jobs and lives of employees represent the 
raw materials employees use to construct their jobs. Grant and Parker (2009) later recognized 
the strong contribution of this perspective to the advancement of theories in job design and 
job crafting became a pivotal construct to describe the proactive turn in job design research.

In the original perspective of job design research developed by Hackman and Oldham 
(1975), jobs were assigned to individuals by management and were characterized by a set 
of fixed characteristics, such as autonomy, variety, significance, identity or feedback from 
the job. However, empirical evidence showed that employees having the exact same job 
were reporting completely different characteristics to describe the activities they were doing 
every day (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). This evidence initially invited scholars to propose that 
employees perceive the same job differently as a function of the social context in which they 
are embedded and of the social information they receive from others (Salancik & Pfeffer, 
1978). However, later, scholars started recognizing that this difference could be attributed to 
the fact that jobs are, indeed, not stable, but change significantly depending on the initiative 
of employees (Grant & Parker, 2009). Authors developed therefore different constructs, such 
as task revisioning (Staw & Boettger, 1990), role change (Graen & Scandura, 1987), taking 
charge (Morrison & Phelps, 1999), or voice (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998), which tackled how 
employees alter the nature of their jobs.

However, job crafting significantly differs from all these constructs. In fact, while these 
constructs capture the extent to which employees change their jobs by reactively responding 
to pressures, requests and challenges from the external environment, job crafting measures the 
extent to which employees proactively change their job on their own, to respond to what they 
desire to do. The fundamental motivations that drive job crafting behaviors are three: need 
for control, need for a positive self-image and need for human connections (Wrzesniewski & 
Dutton, 2001). The need for control is a basic human drive as individuals strive to perceive that 
whatever they do every day in their life is not the result of what is imposed on them by others, 
but it is constructed by them, becoming something that they feel to be their own (Wrzesniewski 
& Dutton, 2001). The second core motivation for job crafting is the human need for a positive 
self-image. People perceive that their jobs are the main instrument through which they can 
respond to occupational callings, and craft the job they want in order to improve the image of 
themselves in their own eyes and the eyes of others (Berg, Grant & Johnson, 2010). The last 
need is the need for human connections, which makes individuals alter their tasks in order to 
forge connections and introduce meaning to their lives (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). These 
three motivations help isolate how job crafting fundamentally differs from other constructs 
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that focus on task change, highlighting how people craft their jobs to respond to needs they 
personally have and not to demands that are imposed from the outside.

WHAT IS RESPONSIBLE JOB CRAFTING?

Once we understand the three fundamental motivations that drive job crafting, we can easily 
see the connection with responsible management. Responsible management promotes job 
crafting by appealing to the second fundamental motivation for job crafting, which is the 
individuals’ personal need for a positive self-image in their own eyes and in the eyes of others. 
Responsible management refers to the set of managerial activities focused on maximizing 
stakeholder value, sustainability and ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Although the respon-
sibility of business toward society as a whole has been traditionally studied through the lenses 
of corporate social responsibility, responsible management offers a new angle by shifting the 
analysis from the organizational level to the individual level, studying the specific actions that 
managers do in order to create value for the society and the motivations which make managers 
engage in these practices (Laasch, 2018a).

A core motivation of responsible management relates to the need to enhance the positive 
self-image of managers by making them focus on a higher purpose that contributes to the 
perceived meaning of what they do (Nonet et al., 2016). Managers are motivated to engage in 
responsible activities because they do care for the progress of the society and they abide to per-
sonal values of high ethics and integrity; however, they often engage in such activities because 
the perception that their managerial actions contribute to society affects the positive image of 
themselves (Ogunyemi, 2012). In other words, individuals choose to engage in responsible 
management practices because the perception that they contribute to societal progress is one 
of the key means through which they can enhance the image of themselves in their own eyes 
and in the eyes of others. In simple terms, managers execute responsible activities because 
contributing to society makes them feel good about themselves and in front of others.

Responsible management and job crafting have therefore overlapping needs as they are both 
individual responses initiated to satisfy the human desire to develop and sustain a positive 
self-image in the eyes of the manager and in the eyes of others. Based on these premises we 
can understand the intersection between responsible management and job crafting. Whenever 
managers engage in responsible activities because they are formally prescribed to do them by 
their job expectations, these activities do not constitute job crafting. For example, if a manager 
is hired to implement fundraising initiatives to finance the support of hospitals for children, he 
or she is not engaging in job crafting, but simply accomplishing the specific job requirements 
for which he or she was hired. However, whenever managers engage in responsible activities 
which are not formally prescribed in their job but they do so on their own to increase the 
perception of meaning of what they do, these activities constitute job crafting. Engaging in 
responsible management activities is therefore one of the core ways in which managers can 
craft their jobs to satisfy their need for positive self-image by contributing to societal progress. 
We can thereby define responsible job crafting as managerial crafting of responsible practices 
to enhance a personal positive self-image by attempting to contribute to societal progress, in 
terms of stakeholder value, environmental sustainability and ethics.
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FORMS OF RESPONSIBLE JOB CRAFTING

After we have defined responsible job crafting, we can better understand the concept by 
isolating the different forms of responsible job crafting. More specifically, Wrzesniewski and 
Dutton (2001) identify three main forms of job crafting, which can be elaborated and adapted 
to fit the definition of responsible job crafting: task crafting, cognitive crafting, and relational 
crafting. Responsible management is composed of a set of responsible practices that managers 
can implement embedding sustainability, responsibility and ethics into every manager’s job 
(Laasch, 2018b) and the three different forms of job crafting can help better identify a specific 
type of practices that managers can implement to increase responsibility of their daily jobs.

Task crafting refers to the change in the composition of tasks individuals execute on the 
job, whether increasing, decreasing or altering the tasks performed. Task crafting is the most 
popular form of job crafting used in research because it better tackles the unique aspects of job 
crafting and because it entails stronger implications in organizational settings (Bizzi, 2017). 
In case of responsible management, any time leaders expand their activities incorporating 
new tasks that have implications in terms of stakeholder management, environmental sus-
tainability, or ethics, they are performing responsible task crafting. Note that, as mentioned, 
task crafting requires that managers develop the initiatives on their own and not because, for 
example, investors are requiring leaders to become more responsible in the management of 
the company. Besides creating new initiatives, managers could change current practices to 
expand their societal implications, for example, altering annual planning processes to consider 
stakeholder objectives besides the satisfaction of financial objectives. In this case, they would 
also engage in a form of responsible task crafting. Responsible task crafting could then entail 
reducing the tasks that managers execute. For example, managers could be asked to perform 
a set of activities with potentially negative ethical consequences, and they may choose to elim-
inate such activities for the interest of their employees or customers. In this case, managers 
would also engage in responsible task crafting.

Cognitive crafting refers to the changes in the way individuals perceive their job and 
interpret the meaning of their job. In this case the task activities remain the same, but the per-
ception of their meaning changes. Through sensemaking processes individuals can change the 
perception of the meaning of the tasks they do giving them higher significance. For example, 
a bathroom cleaner working for NASA could perceive he is not mopping the floors but con-
tributing to send a man to the moon (Carton, 2018). In the case of responsible management, 
leaders could give a new meaning to their job activities by understanding the enlarged societal 
implications of what they do. Even if they perform the same planning and organizing tasks, 
they can engage in sensemaking processes that make them understand how those activities do 
not simply contribute to organizational efficiency but can also potentially satisfy a multiplicity 
of stakeholders, including customers or employees. Whenever managers engage in sensemak-
ing processes to better understand the enlarged meaning of their job and the implications of 
what they do for the society, they are involved in responsible cognitive crafting.

Relational crafting refers to the change in the quantity and quality of formal interactions 
with others at work. In the case of responsible management, leaders could expand their job by 
increasing the number of interactions or the quality of relationships with external stakeholders. 
Indeed, responsible management is about going beyond the simple focus on shareholders, 
understanding how societal value is created by interacting and satisfying a multiplicity of dif-
ferent organizational stakeholders with different expectations and needs (Laasch & Conaway, 
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2015). By expanding social interactions with external stakeholders for the purpose of increas-
ing their satisfaction, managers engage in responsible relational crafting.

Note that the examples provided so far focus on managerial activities, because responsible 
management centers on organizational leaders, at different levels in the organization (Laasch 
& Conaway, 2015). Nonetheless, these activities, or part of them, could also be performed by 
employees at all organizational levels. Indeed, the majority of studies on job crafting focus on 
employees at the lower level and show how employees expand their tasks by incorporating 
jobs that are often the responsibility of managers (Berg et al., 2010). This could very well be 
the case of responsible management activities. Employees feel the natural need to increase the 
perception that they are contributing to society through their work and will attempt to expand 
their tasks and increase the responsibility of their activities in order to augment the perceptions 
of significance of what they do (Grant, 2008).

THE BENEFITS OF RESPONSIBLE JOB CRAFTING

Scholars have developed a favorable attitude towards job crafting, encouraging organizations 
to create the conditions for individuals to effectively engage in it, by virtue of the proven 
benefits that job crafting is supposed to trigger. The academic literature has investigated and 
provided empirical evidence for several benefits associated with job crafting. It is here theo-
rized that in the case of responsible job crafting, the benefits are likely to be stronger. First, 
responsible job crafting is likely to lead to higher benefits at the individual level of analysis. 
Second, responsible job crafting is likely to trigger new benefits at the organizational level of 
analysis that traditional job crafting is not supposed to influence directly.

Starting with the individual level effects, a first benefit of job crafting studied in the lit-
erature is individual engagement. Individuals who perform job crafting behaviors find more 
enthusiasm in the execution of their work, resulting in higher levels of work engagement and 
employability (Tims et al., 2012). Individuals who craft their jobs perceive higher levels of 
vigor, dedication and absorption, characteristic of higher engagement (Bakker et al., 2012). 
Allowing individuals to better select their tasks and be efficient in the use of their resources, 
job crafting makes individuals more engaged (Bruning & Campion, 2018). It is possible to 
argue that the benefits of responsible job crafting on engagement are accentuated. Job craft-
ing affects engagement at work because it influences the perception that individuals’ work 
is meaningful and contributing (Tims et al., 2016). While job crafting activities, in general, 
are beneficial to engagement, it is reasonable to argue that some job crafting activities have 
the potential to lead to more engagement than others as a function of their type and focus. 
Responsible activities are by definition more meaningful and contributing than other activities, 
by virtue of their impact on the society, ethics or the environment. Individuals who select 
responsible activities for the execution of their job crafting behaviors will therefore perceive 
a higher level of meaningfulness that will further enhance their level of engagement.

A second benefit of job crafting is individual performance. In a longitudinal study, Tims 
et al. (2015) found that job crafting, influencing work engagement, transfers a final effect on 
individual performance. Individuals who engage in job crafting perform better because they 
find more enjoyment in the execution of the work activities they craft (Tims et al., 2014). 
Individuals who engage in job crafting are likely to be perceived by their colleagues as being 
higher performers (Bakker et al., 2012). While Leana et al. (2009) found no evidence that job 
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crafting positively affects individual performance, they found that when individuals engage in 
job crafting activities along with others, they are likely to experience higher levels of perfor-
mance. Bizzi (2017) found no evidence that job crafting affects performance, but found that 
job crafting interplays with the social context to influence performance. The evidence on the 
relationship between performance and job crafting is less pronounced and clear, as the litera-
ture has found some evidence, but evidence is not always confirmed or replicated. However, it 
is possible to argue that the relationship between job crafting and performance is likely to more 
clearly manifest when we focus on responsible job crafting. In fact, the reason why job crafting 
may not affect performance is that some job crafting activities selected by individuals are not 
necessarily functional to the organization. Individuals select job crafting activities for their 
own benefit and their own benefit may not always be aligned with organizational interests. 
For example, it is still considered job crafting if individuals stop doing tasks they are assigned 
to do because they are lazy and do not want to execute the tasks they are given. However, 
responsible managerial activities are inherently functional for organizations. Individuals who 
select executing responsible job crafting will therefore focus their efforts on activities which 
directly benefit the organizational context, therefore having a higher likelihood of transferring 
a positive effect on individual performance.

A third benefit of job crafting is lower strain. Bruning and Campion (2018) have theorized 
and found that job crafting reduces strain because it makes individuals more efficiently 
acquire resources, develop resources and better conserve resources, reducing waste of time 
and energy, which ultimately result in lower perceived strain. By focusing on the activities that 
they better like while reducing the activities that they do not like, individuals can effectively 
use job crafting to reduce their strain and to find better balance between their work activities 
and life activities (Sturges, 2012). By allowing access to more resources, job crafting is likely 
to reduce the perceptions of strain and consequent burnout (Tims et al., 2013). The beneficial 
effect of job crafting on strain is likely to be stronger in the case of responsible job crafting. 
Strain is determined by the individuals’ perception that the strenuous activities they engage 
in are a waste of time and effort and that their activities are not motivating, causing negative 
responses that will eventually lead to strain (Bruning & Campion, 2018). This is unlikely the 
case when it comes to responsible job crafting because of the intrinsic motivating nature of 
responsible managerial activities. If managers choose on their own to engage in responsible 
activities, it is likely because they perceive those activities to be highly motivating, leading to 
a lower depletion of their personal resources and therefore lower strain.

A fourth benefit of job crafting is well-being. Individuals who engage in job crafting are 
able to build a motivating work environment which eventually boosts their positive attitudes 
towards the job and their perceptions of well-being (van den Heuvel et al., 2015). Job craft-
ing allows individuals to engage in more challenging job assignments, which increase their 
overall perception of well-being (Tims et al., 2013). The extent to which job crafting leads to 
well-being is related to the fact that individuals will tend to self-select job activities that are 
more rewarding personally, leading to richer fulfilment, which eventually translates in supe-
rior well-being (Tims et al., 2013). Based on this argument, it can be argued that responsible 
management activities, being intrinsically rewarding as they contribute to societal progress, 
may empower the well-being consequences of job crafting.

In addition to individual outcomes, we could posit that responsible job crafting leads to the 
attainment of organizational-level outcomes, which are generally associated with the pursuit 
of responsible management practices. Responsible job crafting initiatives could facilitate 
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better access to capital, as investors are becoming increasingly interested in funding organ-
izations that are pursuing responsible management practices (Child, 2015). Responsible job 
crafting initiatives could foster a better organizational culture, by creating a more ethical and 
inclusive environment for all employees in the organizations (Davila-Gomez & Crowther, 
2012). Responsible job crafting initiatives could empower organizational change and innova-
tion, since responsible management practices are key thrusts to enable change and innovation 
in organizations (Laasch et al., 2017). Finally, responsible job crafting initiatives could 
contribute to overall organizational performance, because responsible management practices 
are not simply means to ensure societal progress and environmental sustainability but often 
translate into beneficial organizational outcomes and foster organizational sustainability 
(Prahalad, 2010).

THE RISKS OF RESPONSIBLE JOB CRAFTING

The overwhelming benefits of job crafting seem to suggest that organizations should strive 
to create the conditions to empower it in all managers. However, there are some risks associ-
ated with job crafting, which have to be seriously considered before managers are given the 
unconstrained opportunity to craft their jobs. These risks are likely to be higher when it comes 
to responsible job crafting, therefore raising caution. It is here anticipated that responsible job 
crafting, while entailing potentially higher benefits, also generates higher risks.

When Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) introduced the concept of job crafting, they were 
clear about the personal benefits an individual would have perceived, but cautious to state 
that job crafting would have automatically resulted in performance benefits or benefits for the 
organization. In fact, job crafting is a force which could be used for good but also for bad, if 
the intentions of individuals are not germane. As anticipated, with job crafting, individuals 
respond to their personal needs to change their task activities and not to the external pressures 
that come from the organization. If managers’ intentions are good, there will ideally be align-
ment between their personal needs and those of the organization. However, if managers tend to 
behave opportunistically, job crafting could potentially be a destructive force that damages the 
achievement of organizational outcomes. Responsible activities have high potential benefits 
for organizations, but are also more difficult to monitor, assess and promptly evaluate, because 
the implications of social or environmental initiatives on the bottom line of organizations is 
difficult to identify (Zhao & Murrell, 2016). This problem entails that managers who engage 
in responsible job crafting activities are more difficult to monitor and be held accountable. 
If managers are not opportunistic, lower accountability will not translate into deleterious 
organizational consequences. However, if managers are opportunistic, lower monitoring and 
accountability will lead to decisions that potentially damage organizations (Eisenhardt, 1989).

Managers could strategically use responsible initiatives as a way to evade accountability and 
opportunistically decrease their efforts or hide their bad performance. Managers could select 
the execution of responsible initiatives because their outcomes are more difficult to assess and 
they could therefore be held less accountable in front of executives or the board of directors. 
For example, a manager could propose to executives a new responsible initiative, which 
entails capital expenditures to build a new environmentally friendly manufacturing facility. 
Even if the decision has risky financial implications and dubious return on investment, the 
manager could fashion a narrative that it can positively affect the image of the company before 



Responsible job crafting 589

their customers, therefore leading to long-term beneficial consequences for the company. 
However, since the responsible initiative has more difficult calculation of ROI and longer 
payback period, it will be prohibitive for the executives to hold the manager accountable and 
precisely measure the success of his or her initiative. Responsible job crafting comes therefore 
with higher risks which need to be considered. Since responsible job crafting initiatives could 
potentially lower the accountability of managers, the opportunistic motivations of managers 
may potentially result in decisions which damage organizational functioning. In other words, 
if managers are driven by opportunistic motivations, responsible job crafting could be prob-
lematic for organizations.

Another risk that organizations need to consider is the managers’ expertise and knowledge 
of the organizational context. Bizzi (2017) found that job crafting could even have a negative 
effect on performance if individuals do not have adequate knowledge of the organizational 
context in which they are embedded. Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) noted that when 
individuals decide to craft their job activities to respond to their personal needs and not 
those of the organization, even if they are not opportunistically motivated and want to truly 
benefit the organization, they could still make mistakes that eventually result in damaging 
the organization. In fact, if individuals cannot assess and clearly evaluate the consequences 
of their actions for the organization, changing tasks may create confusion, conflict and new 
challenges that eventually reduce the effective execution of tasks (Bizzi, 2017). It is possible 
therefore to argue that job crafting could be beneficial if individuals have clear understanding 
and knowledge of the consequences of their actions, but could be deleterious if individuals 
do not have a clear understanding of the consequences of their actions. This could be an issue 
when it comes to responsible job crafting. In fact, the consequences of responsible initiatives 
could be more arduous to gauge in advance if managers do not have adequate experience. 
Inexperienced managers could ineffectively engage in responsible job crafting creating 
confusion in the organization, depleting resources and eventually damaging organizational 
functioning. The benefits of responsible job crafting for organizations could therefore be con-
tingent on the level of experience of managers. Expert managers, who know the consequences 
of responsible activities on their organization, would be able to effectively use responsible job 
crafting to further organizational goals and help the organization. Inexperienced managers, 
who are unable to foresee the consequences of their responsible initiative on organizational 
functioning, may not effectively use responsible job crafting, eventually resulting in resources 
not efficiently allocated and organizations experiencing dysfunctions.

HOW CAN ORGANIZATIONS EMPOWER THE BENEFITS OF 
RESPONSIBLE JOB CRAFTING?

Given the benefits of responsible job crafting, organizations should ensure that managers have 
the opportunity to develop responsible job crafting initiatives that maximize the individual 
and organizational benefits that stem from them. A first solution to empower the benefits of 
responsible job crafting would be to ensure managers have the adequate resources for effec-
tively accomplishing the initiatives. The availability of resources to execute job crafting initi-
atives is fundamental for the success of job crafting and for empowering all the motivational, 
attitudinal and behavioral benefits which it entails (Bruning & Campion, 2018). Job crafting 
already motivates the behaviors to search for resources needed to accomplish the new jobs and 
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to save resources for the most important tasks (Tims et al., 2013). Ensuring smooth access to 
resources could further enable individual search behaviors ensuring that managers acquire and 
exploit the resources they need in order to effectively accomplish the tasks.

Another important condition to empower responsible job crafting is giving managers 
autonomy to execute their initiatives. If tasks constrain individuals and do not allow them the 
opportunity to dedicate efforts to the pursuit of new initiatives, their motivations to engage 
in job crafting will be frustrated, resulting in the pursuit of fewer job crafting initiatives 
(Wrzesniewski & Dutton 2001). Granting conditions of autonomy is fundamental to encour-
age proactive job change behaviors in organizations because it empowers the ingenuity of 
individuals and makes them feel more responsibility for their actions, therefore motivating 
their pursuit and guaranteeing the conditions needed for their efforts to translate into desired 
outcomes (Grant & Parker, 2009).

HOW CAN ORGANIZATIONS REDUCE THE RISKS OF 
RESPONSIBLE JOB CRAFTING?

If organizations want to maximize the value of responsible job crafting, they need to reduce 
the higher risks associated with it, as explained in the previous section. The first argument pro-
posed was that responsible job crafting initiatives could be more difficult to measure, leading 
to lower accountability, which, if combined with opportunistic motives by managers, could 
eventually result in decisions that damage organizational functioning. The solutions to this 
problem could be twofold: first, organizations could take measures to increase accountability 
over responsible job crafting initiatives; second, organizations could take measures to realign 
managers’ goals to organizational goals, therefore reducing the likelihood of opportunistic 
motives. Accountability could be increased identifying clear KPIs associated with the pursuit 
of responsible job crafting initiatives (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Too often organizations 
avoid the use of KPIs when it comes to responsible initiatives, with unclear bottom line impli-
cations, but it is still possible to identify measurable and clear activities that can be monitored 
to ensure managers are delivering on the responsible initiative pursued. Holding managers 
accountable through constant interaction and feedback from other managers could also be 
another solution to increase accountability and mitigate risks. Restructuring the incentive 
system and making managers more responsible for the outcomes of their initiatives would 
then offer an opportunity to mitigate possible opportunistic intentions and recreate alignment 
between individual and organizational goals (Tosi et al., 1997).

The other risk identified relates to the managers’ experience in responsible job crafting. It 
was discussed that responsible job crafting initiatives could be powerful, if managers have 
adequate experience in responsible management, but potentially deleterious if managers lack 
adequate experience to gauge the consequences of their initiatives. A clear solution would be 
to allow the job crafting initiatives of managers to be freely pursued if they have experience. 
However, inexperienced managers should not be automatically discouraged from pursuing 
their independent responsible initiatives. Instead, organizations should consider development 
programs, centered on training or executive mentoring, to ensure that, before managers 
embark in responsible job crafting initiatives, they are properly equipped to make the initiative 
positively impact the organization.
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This chapter elaborated on the concept of responsible job crafting and calls scholars to devote 
more attention to the phenomenon and study its implications for organizations. We can 
identify several future directions for research. The first direction would be to test whether the 
predictions on the benefits and risks of responsible job crafting find empirical support or not. It 
is theorized that responsible job crafting is a particular type of job crafting, which shows clear 
benefits but comes with risks. It will be fundamental that these benefits and risks be tested to 
allow better insight into the importance of studying job crafting for responsibility. The second 
direction would be to better disentangle the different forms of responsible job crafting and 
observe their unique effects on different outcomes. This chapter identifies different forms of 
responsible job crafting but does not discuss the specific effect of each form on the different 
outcomes of interest. Much interest has been traditionally devoted by research to the task 
change element of job crafting (Bizzi, 2017), but the exploration of the cognitive and relational 
components of job crafting, when it comes to responsible management, could be worth investi-
gating. The third direction would be to compare the effectiveness of responsible management 
initiatives that come from job crafting and the effectiveness of responsible management 
initiatives that do not originate from the initiative of managers. It was in fact specified that job 
crafting requires the initiative to stem from the personal desire of the manager and not because 
it is imposed by external pressures. Do responsible practices and decisions that originate from 
the spontaneous initiative of managers outperform others? The answer to this question could 
unveil important implications for research and practice. The fourth and last direction would 
be to assess responsible job crafting initiatives across all organizational levels, and not only 
at the managerial level. Job crafting research has traditionally focused on employees (Tims et 
al., 2012), simply because it is easier to collect data and assess outcomes. It is important to 
notice that responsible initiatives do not necessarily need to originate at the managerial level 
and employees across all levels could come up with and pursue responsible initiatives. Will the 
outcomes of responsible job crafting initiatives differ if managers initiate them or if employees 
do? This is another question whose answer could spark some interest in scholars. To conclude, 
the intersection between job crafting research and responsible management research can 
potentially offer several stimuli for scholars to advance our knowledge of management prac-
tices while fostering societal progress and growth.
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39. Whistleblowing as a crucial practice for
responsible management
Luca Carollo, Simone Pulcher and Marco Guerci

INTRODUCTION

In the last decade, calls for a responsible approach in management research (Tsui, 2013; 
RRBM, 2018), education (e.g. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Nonet et al., 2016) and practice 
(e.g. Palazzo & Wentland, 2011; Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Laasch, 2018a) have multiplied. 
As a result, management researchers, educators and practitioners have been urged to become 
change agents in their respective spheres of influence, in order to develop and support more 
responsible ways of managing businesses. Indeed, business organizations are seen as the main 
targets of the responsible management movement, being generally considered fertile grounds 
on which to grow the seeds of ethics, sustainability and responsibility. However, the evolution 
towards responsible management still represents a challenge because business organizations 
are also capable of profound acts of irresponsibility (Mena et al., 2016) towards society and the 
environment, such as corruption, fraudulent bankruptcies, attacks on the health and well-being 
of their employees and of local communities, and deliberate pollution of the environment.

In light of these possibilities, what happens when lone individuals stand up against corpo-
rate malfeasances? This is usually the fate of whistleblowers, who report illegal, illegitimate 
or unethical behaviors happening in organizations, with the aim of stopping those behaviors 
(Near & Miceli, 1985; Olesen, 2018). And it is a sad fate, because these individuals often 
experience considerable retaliation for their reporting, and suffer severe consequences for the 
quality of their life, their personal relations and health. This is problematic from the point of 
view of responsible management, because whistleblowing has the potential to positively affect 
the internal practices of an organization, while stopping wrongdoing and encouraging more 
responsible ways of managing and organizing.

The overall objective of this chapter is to introduce the topic of whistleblowing in the 
responsible management literature. We argue that whistleblowing is a typical and highly 
debated aspect of contemporary organizations and, as such, it has the potential to extend the 
interest and scope of action of all those interested in studying, teaching and practicing respon-
sible management. Our argumentation unfolds as follows: in the first section, we illustrate 
what whistleblowing is and why it is consistent with the principles of responsible manage-
ment. In the second section, after describing the negative consequences that whistleblowers 
usually experience because of their claims, we present responsible managers as both potential 
whistleblowers and vital supporters and defenders of whistleblowers within organizations. 
In the third section, we explain how whistleblowing can trigger more responsible ways of 
managing as well as foster a fundamentally more open, democratic and responsible idea of 
organization. In the concluding section, several avenues for future research and implications 
for responsible management research, education and practice are described.
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WHAT IS WHISTLEBLOWING AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT

Whistleblowing has become a prominent phenomenon in late modern societies all over the 
world (Olesen, 2018; see also Piot, 2018). Scholars have advanced several explanations for 
the rise of whistleblowers and their increasing centrality in the lives of contemporary organi-
zations and societies. Olesen (2018), for example, points to the decline of traditional authority 
that tied people to bureaucratic structures and the parallel process of individualization that 
legitimated individuals’ direct intervention in the fields of business and politics. Furthermore, 
the emergence of new modes of critique, in the forms of investigative journalism and 
anti-corporate activism, lead to the public celebration of those who expose corporate scandals 
and misuse of power. The transition to an information society (Castells, 1997) has also played 
a major role: as highlighted by Vandekerckhove (2018: 15), whistleblowing always involves 
a disclosure of information, and how information is managed is a key aspect of organizations 
nowadays. The creation of new professional roles (or redefinitions of old ones) designed to 
self-monitor organizations (e.g. auditors, compliance and risk managers, health and safety 
officers, reliability engineers) has increased the possibility that individuals in these roles have 
little choice but to report illegal or irregular activities ongoing in the workplace (Rothschild & 
Miethe, 1994). As industry and professions become more specialized and complex, whistle-
blowers thus represent the best hope to identify and stop organizations’ wrongdoings (Miceli 
et al., 2008, cited in Monk et al., 2015: 300).

The most widely used definition of whistleblowing in the literature is the one propounded 
by Near and Miceli (1985: 4):

[A]n organisational member’s (former or current) disclosure of illegal, immoral, or illegitimate prac-
tices under the control of their employers to persons or organizations that may be able to effect action.

The whistleblower is typically an insider of the organization, although Culiberg & Mihelič 
(2017) have recently suggested extending the definition to comprise also outsiders who have 
access to classified information (like, for example, consultants). The types of wrongdoing 
being disclosed range across a broad spectrum of behaviors including serious illegality, 
unprofessional or improper behavior and violation of the ethical code of an organization 
(Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017: 790). As regards the addressee, the disclosure can be directed 
to either other organizational members or structures (e.g. a superior, the ethical officer, an 
internal committee, a peer, a personnel manager, through an established reporting procedure) 
or to an external entity (e.g. a law-enforcing authority or the media), thus including both the 
cases of so-called “internal” and “external whistleblowing” (Dworkin & Baucus, 1998). The 
information needs to be shared with a party which may be able to effect action. As explained 
by Olesen (2018), whistleblowers usually have a corrective intent, that is, stopping or sanc-
tioning the wrongdoing. Thus whistleblowers, at least at the beginning, are mainly reformists, 
not radicals, who aim at changing the practices of a certain organization (Rothschild & Miethe, 
1994; Mansbach, 2007).

To resume the ancient Greek notion of parrhesia with its recent revaluation by Foucault 
(2001), whistleblowers have often been described as those who “speak truth to power” (e.g. 
Mansbach, 2009; Contu, 2014; Weiskopf & Willmott, 2013; Andrade, 2015; Weiskopf & 
Tobias-Miersch, 2016; Munro, 2017). The whistleblower-as-parrhesiastes is someone who 
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speaks in front of a powerful actor holding true to the values s/he believes in, to contrast an 
action or a decision that is considered fundamentally unjust. Contu (2014) associates whistle-
blowers with the mythical figure of Antigone, the Sophoclean heroine who defended the right 
to bury her brother despite the fact that the tyrannical king of Thebes, Creon, forbade her to do 
so, and for this reason she was buried alive in a cave. Weiskopf and Willmott (2013) describe 
whistleblowing as ethics-as-practice: a concrete ethical action that challenges the status quo of 
an organization, with its accepted norms and morality-in-use. It is an ethical-political practice 
with transformative intent, a radically costly act for the whistleblower, the consequences of 
which cannot be fully calculated in advance, neither for the individual nor for the organization 
(Weiskopf & Tobias-Miersch, 2016).

As such, the practice of whistleblowing appears largely consistent with the principles of 
responsible management. First of all, ethics and moral decision-making is a fundamental 
component of responsible management (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). The study conducted 
by Nonet et al. (2016: 728) shows how responsible management entails, among other things, 
being “guided by clear moral values, as well as the courage to stand for them”. Although 
there is some evidence of a business case for responsible management (Hilliard, 2013), moral 
decision-making may not coincide with a company’s short-term economic interest. Therefore, 
responsible managers may face a trade-off between their economic and career opportunities 
and their ethical principles, especially in organizational contexts closely focused on economic 
performance, at any (social or environmental) cost. Similarly, whistleblowers are likely to 
suffer harsh forms of retaliation after reporting organizational wrongdoings: here again lies 
a trade-off between an economically rational self, aligned with the organizational routines, and 
a moral self. As long as these trade-offs are implied, whistleblowing and responsible manage-
ment might share the same experiences, since both whistleblowers and responsible managers 
concur in the definition of what the organization can and cannot do while pursuing its mission, 
that is, its ethical boundary (Andrade, 2015). In addition, for the whistleblower as well as for 
the responsible manager, ethics and moral decision-making need to be translated into practice, 
that is, concrete proposals to positively challenge organizations and their status quo (Weiskopf 
& Willmott, 2013; Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Whistleblowers focus on actively changing 
irresponsible organizational practices, as similarly suggested by Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015: 
184) to responsible managers and leaders: this means recognizing the irresponsible ways in
which the organization and its members engage with internal or external stakeholders, and
“taking responsibility for changing relationships, behavior, organizational practices, and pol-
icies”. In order to do so, many of the competencies attributed to responsible managers prove
crucial, including critical thinking, empathy for responsibility issues and stakeholders, sense
of urgency, problem awareness, change agency and transformational leadership skills (Laasch
& Conaway, 2015: 37; Nonet et al., 2016). Finally, the refusal to conform is a characteristic
of both whistleblowers and responsible managers, who need to be able to handle considerable
intellectual solitude and ambiguity (Prahalad, 2010).

In light of these similarities, whistleblowing – understood as ethical truth-telling that 
challenges illegal, immoral, or illegitimate organizational practices – appears consistent with 
the principles of responsible management. Whistleblowing can thus be a crucial practice for 
responsible managers, operating at any level and in any division of business organizations 
(Laasch, 2018b). Furthermore, in their common effort to induce positive change in organiza-
tions, responsible managers represent natural and necessary allies for whistleblowers.
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RESPONSIBLE MANAGERS AS WHISTLEBLOWERS’ 
SUPPORTERS

The whistleblower’s condition is very peculiar and mainly determined by situational factors 
(Henik, 2015; Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017). As a consequence, not everybody can be a whis-
tleblower, and whistleblowing remains a largely minoritarian phenomenon within organiza-
tions, despite its recent surge. Because of their privileged access to sensitive information, the 
focus of several studies have been professional employees such as accountants and auditors 
(e.g. Andon et al., 2018; Latan, 2018) or legal professionals (e.g. Uys, 2000; Weiskopf & 
Tobias-Miersch, 2016). A famous case of a professional is that of Jeff Wigand, a scientist who 
reported the attempts to conceal the addictive effects of nicotine made by the tobacco company 
for which he was working (analyzed in Armenakis, 2004). In the literature there are also cases 
of administrative and blue-collar employees, such as those reported by Mansbach (2007, 2009) 
and Rothschild and Miethe (1994). The latter study, for example, narrates the story of Anne, an 
operator in the chemical industry who sued her company for using chemical compounds that 
caused severe medical problems for her and her colleagues.

Mansbach (2007) notes that whistleblowers normally operate from a position of weakness: 
they are not very high in the organizational hierarchy and, in some cases, their employment 
contract includes an agreement not to reveal information about the organization. Because of 
their relatively weak position, they often experience considerable retaliations and abuses for 
their claims. Forms of retaliation may include written reprimands, fines, demotion, slander 
from colleagues and social isolation within the company, destroyed careers, verbal and 
physical intimidation, poor performance appraisals, geographical relocation, suspension, 
pressures to resign, direct dismissal and prolonged legal challenges, to name but a few (e.g. 
Mansbach, 2007; Skivenes & Trygstad, 2010; Monk et al., 2015; Kenny, 2018; Park et al., 
2018). Moreover, whistleblowers tend to be internally labeled as “crazy”, in the attempt to 
undermine their claims (Rothschild & Miethe, 1994; Kenny et al., 2018). According to Kenny 
(2018) indeed, the ultimate goal of all these tactics is to silence whistleblowers, censoring 
their “impossible speech” because they have dared to speak out against their organization. The 
almost infinite forms of reprisal that they suffer are so constitutive of whistleblowers’ expe-
rience that someone really becomes a whistleblower only when s/he experiences retaliation 
(Alford, 2001; Munro, 2018; Kenny et al., 2018). This is what has been emphatically described 
as “the tragedy of whistleblowing” (Davis, 1989).

As anticipated, the fate of whistleblowers is a sad one. The negative consequences for 
whistleblowers’ health, from the physical (e.g. insomnia, headaches, stomach upsets), behav-
ioral (e.g. addictive, aggressive and self-injurious behaviors, panic outbursts), emotional (e.g. 
anger, anxiety, shame, feelings of guilt) and mental (e.g. memory problems, lack of concentra-
tion, mental breakdowns) points of view can be huge (Park & Lewis, 2018). Whistleblowing 
has also devastating effects on the social and private life of those who speak out, in terms 
of, for example, prolonged unemployment, marriage break-ups, financial problems, public 
embarrassment and social prejudice (Rothschild & Miethe, 1994; Park & Lewis, 2018), which 
affect whistleblowers even for long after leaving their organization.

This is unfortunate because in many cases whistleblowers are loyal employees that expect 
to be rewarded by their company for signaling wrongdoings that damage the company itself 
(Uys, 2000; Mansbach, 2007; Monk et al., 2015; Halpin & Dundon, 2018). Consider, for 
example, an accountant who reports corruption and asset misappropriation happening at the 
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top levels of an organization, or a health and safety officer who reports a breach of safety laws 
at the workplace. Contrary to their expectations, what they normally receive is harassment 
and abuse, and it is because of the fierce organizational retaliation that whistleblowers usually 
escalate their claims to external actors and become politicized activists against their employer 
(Uys, 2000; Mansbach, 2007; De Maria, 2008). Although there are certainly examples of 
employees in managerial positions who have blown the whistle (Culiberg & Mihelič, 2017), in 
several cases managers are the villains in whistleblowers’ stories. From a critical perspective, 
this may be due to the fact that managers are those who are in charge of controlling dissent 
within organizations, mainly through the allocation of rewards and punishment, as suggested 
by Rothschild and Miethe (1994). As a matter of fact, managers are often the agents of organi-
zational retaliation against whistleblowers. More in general, whistleblowing is a disturbing act 
that confronts managers with a dilemma: should they defend the everyday operations and the 
immediate economic interests of their company, or follow their ethical principles and defend 
an employee whose revelations risk damaging those same operations and interests (Cailleba 
& Petit, 2018)? This essential conflict is reinforced by the compensation and career practices 
designed for executives in organizations, which often lead them to choose the first path.

The turn to responsible management, however, with its emphasis on ethics, responsibility 
for all the stakeholders and the triple-bottom line sustainability approach to company oper-
ations, can change this situation. Not only do we expect responsible managers to blow the 
whistle if they witness unethical and illegal behaviors within their company but responsible 
managers can be vital supporters and defenders of whistleblowers, who represent a new type 
of company stakeholder that the traditional literature on stakeholder management has typically 
ignored. As noted by Fotaki (2018), there is an essential need of champions for whistleblow-
ers inside organizations. The external support that whistleblowers can find in actors such as 
NGOs, social movements, lawyers or public authorities, is indeed not sufficient to alleviate 
the harsh retaliations that they suffer at the workplace (Park et al., 2018). The internal support 
of responsible managers can thus be essential to break the wall of solitude and isolation that 
characterizes their condition. Furthermore, responsible managers can have a major role in 
developing an open and fair organizational culture, where dialogue and feedback are common 
practices (Nayır et al., 2018). For example, the horizontal management style adopted in 
Norway, thanks also to its favorable institutional context, have contributed to the establish-
ment of whistleblowing as a positive and accepted activity at the workplace in that country 
(Skivenes & Trygstad, 2010).

Moreover, there are several formal policies, practices and tools that can be put in place in 
order to create sustainable work environments for potential and actual whistleblowers. These, 
in turn, together with the organizational effects of whistleblowing, can act as important trig-
gers of more responsible ways of managing and organizing.

WHISTLEBLOWERS AS TRIGGERS OF MORE RESPONSIBLE 
MANAGEMENT AND ORGANIZATIONS

Rather than as a single act, Vandekerckhove (2018, 2010) describes whistleblowing as 
a three-tier process that generally proceeds thus: first, internal reporting to a supervisor, 
colleague or designated organizational actor; second, external reporting to a regulator or 
a law enforcing agency; and third, reporting to the wider public, usually through the media. 
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According to the model, the next level is accessed only when the previous one is ineffective 
in responding to the issue raised. Most of the time, the entire chain starts with an employee 
sharing a concern with a colleague or with his/her direct superior, and being simply ignored. 
This is also the start of the escalation in organizational retaliations that transform employees 
“just doing their job” (Rothschild & Miethe, 1994) into politicized activists firmly motivated 
against their company. It is thus important that organizations develop positive ways to deal 
with whistleblowers and the concerns that they raise.

Organizations can derive many positive effects from dealing with whistleblowers in a con-
structive and effective way, not least the possibility to collect information about illegal or 
irregular behaviors enacted by some of their members and to take immediate action to stop 
them. In addition, researchers describe several potential positive organizational outcomes 
of whistleblowing, including cost-reduction, improved quality, employee empowerment, 
encouragement of transparency and self-control, increased trust in the organization and overall 
improvement of the ethical climate (Lewis, 1997; Skivenes & Trygstad, 2010; Nayır et al., 
2018).

Mainly stimulated by dedicated legislative measures, companies in many countries have 
started to introduce internal procedures to manage whistleblowers. Standard procedures 
involve integration of whistleblowing in the ethical code of conduct, internal committees 
and hotlines designated specifically for whistleblowers and training programs to sensitize the 
workforce about the topic. Best practices entail anonymity and confidentiality in the reporting 
procedure, protection from possible retaliations, and communication of the outcomes of the 
investigation to the whistleblower (Lewis, 1997; Lewis et al., 2015; Cailleba & Petit, 2018; 
for a comprehensive guide see Fotaki et al., 2017). Thus, having an effective procedure and 
following it can lead to better outcomes for whistleblowers, organizations and society as well 
(Lewis et al., 2015; Fotaki et al., 2017).

However, a number of limitations of internal procedures need to be taken into account. For 
example, they favor internal disclosure that may prevent the sharing of relevant information 
with the wider society, turning the internal procedure into a means to control employees. 
Moreover, companies are incentivized to introduce these procedures and, at the same time, to 
assure that nobody really activates them, while rendering these measures “just empty words” 
(Cailleba & Petit, 2018). As a consequence, internal procedures need to be coupled with leg-
islation measures and the action of external agencies, such as law-enforcement authorities and 
unions (Lewis, 1997; Lewis et al., 2015; Fotaki et al., 2017). However, this is not a definitive 
solution either, since regulatory laws are often colonized by employers through lobbying and 
thus made ineffective (Monk et al., 2015; Halpin & Dundon, 2018).

In light of these limitations, some authors have argued against the full institutionalization 
of whistleblowing within organizations. For example, Contu (2014) affirms that internal 
procedures normalize the exceptionality of the act and make it manageable, transforming 
whistleblowers into dutiful employees who act solely for the sake of their company. According 
to Andrade (2015), disclosure to an internal recipient, as usually prescribed, is aimed mainly 
at preventing dissent. Furthermore, the internal/external whistleblowing dichotomy is mislead-
ing, because it posits organizations as opposed to society. This relates to the outdated argument 
of conflicting loyalties, which affirms that whistleblowers face a moral dilemma between 
being loyal to their organization, and being loyal to their beliefs and/or society. As shown by 
Lindblom (2007), such dilemma does not exist from the moral point of view, because there 
is no duty of loyalty to an organization or any employment contract that can imply that the 
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interest of the firm is more important than that of the society, or that the fundamental right of 
free speech can be limited.

These considerations are not merely technical problems concerning how to manage whis-
tleblowers; they call into question our basic view of organizations and of their relation with 
society. On the one hand, there is a view of organizations as “secret societies” (Parker, 2016) 
that pursue their goals in an extremely opaque way, irrespective of the potential negative 
externalities for others. On the other hand, in line with the principles of responsible manage-
ment, there is an open and democratic view of the organization which relates in a responsible 
manner with all its constituencies as well as with its social and natural environment. In this 
latter view, there should not be attempts to completely sanitize and rationalize whistleblowing 
from an efficiency perspective (Contu, 2014). More importantly, there should not be any form 
of reprisal, because in retaliating against whistleblowers, the organization retaliates against 
itself (Andrade, 2015: 334): only a more open and transparent conception of the firm, seen 
as coterminous with both its employees and its environment, will override this problem. In 
addition, because the workplace is part of society and one of its most fundamental institutions, 
it should not be organized in a way that contradicts its basic principles (Lindblom, 2007). 
In this sense, a responsible organization is also a democratic organization, as envisaged by 
Verkerk et al. (2001), and whistleblowing is an act that can help to democratize the workplace 
(Mansbach, 2009).

As a final note of caution, it is important to say that whistleblowers do not always act out of 
their true beliefs or on the basis of evidence, and whistleblowing can also be involuntarily mis-
taken or even used for voluntary misinformation and revenge (Rothschild & Miethe, 1994). 
In particular, mistaken, frivolous or fraudulent reports have increased in those contexts where 
financial incentives for whistleblowers have been introduced (Andon et al., 2018). As noted 
by Vandekerckhove (2018: 23), “the current reality, however, seems to be that whistleblowers 
tend to suffer reprisals for true whistleblowing more than organizations are harmed by mali-
cious whistleblowing”. In any case, the idea of more open, democratic and responsible organ-
izations holds true. Indeed, when a concern is raised, it remains essential to achieve closure 
with the whistleblower and to make public information about whistleblowing activity within 
the company, assuring that also “untrue whistleblowing” can be investigated and explained to 
any potentially interested stakeholder (Vandekerckhove, 2018).

In sum, in this section it has been argued that whistleblowers’ activity has encouraged the 
development of dedicated procedures and fairer work environments. Furthermore, it has been 
argued that whistleblowing inspires a more open, democratic and ultimately responsible view 
of organizations and their management.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR RESPONSIBLE 
MANAGEMENT RESEARCH AND EDUCATION

In this chapter, we have affirmed that whistleblowing, understood as ethical truth-telling by 
lone individuals that challenge organizational malpractices with the aim of stopping them, 
is a typical and widespread phenomenon in contemporary organizations. Furthermore, it is 
consistent with many of the principles of responsible management. As a consequence, respon-
sible managers can be essential allies and defenders of whistleblowers within organizations. 
Conversely, whistleblowers can facilitate the evolution towards more responsible ways of 
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managing and organizing. There is thus a likely mutually reinforcing effect between whistle-
blowing and responsible management in organizations that needs to be explored further. In 
light of all these affinities and complementarities, it is possible to affirm that whistleblowing 
is a valuable addition to responsible management research. In this sense, whistleblowing is 
a practical real-world challenge, one of those societally important topics closely bound up 
with business organizations which are central to the struggle for more useful and credible 
knowledge in business and management (RRBM, 2018).

The implications and avenues for future research opened up by this chapter are numerous. 
On the basis of the preceding discussion, we elaborate here on four key areas in which whis-
tleblowing can make, according to us, a substantial contribution to responsible management 
research.

First, by welcoming whistleblowing in its research agenda, the research community con-
cerned with responsible management can benefit from understanding its opposite, that is, 
irresponsible management. Indeed, a focus on whistleblowing can encourage responsible 
management research to investigate the most controversial aspects of business organizations, 
such as those usually denounced by whistleblowers. This is a crucial point for responsible 
management research which, besides looking at successful cases of evolution towards sustain-
able business models and products, could more deeply explore the dark sides of organizations 
and workplaces (e.g. cases of corruption, fraud, tax evasion, sexual harassment, environmental 
disasters), and how to prevent them. In these cases, the efforts of willing individuals that seek 
to ensure that everything goes in the right way is usually not sufficient: when wrongdoings 
are deliberately committed in and through organizations, the intervention of whistleblowers 
and people who support them can be crucial. As noted by Monk et al. (2015: 309) with regard 
to whistleblowing, “research needs to move beyond the assumption that, where wrongdoing 
is evident, organizations are either unaware or innocent of complicity, and further, beyond 
a naive belief that rhetorical commitment to the public interest constitutes action”. Similarly, 
the first step of responsible leadership is to challenge the status quo, questioning and attack-
ing irresponsible products, structures and behaviors (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 45). In this 
regard, whistleblowing can be an essential partner of responsible management. On the other 
hand, the emphasis on active transformation and concrete proposals typical of responsible 
management research (Laasch & Conaway, 2015) can aid understanding of how to transform 
potentially damaging situations into learning and improvement opportunities for organizations 
and society.

Second, while focusing on whistleblowing, the research community interested in responsi-
ble management can explore alternative and/or complementary ways forward to this new man-
agerial paradigm. Indeed, in the transition towards responsible organizations ideally everyone 
should be involved, not only managers. It has been noted, however, that classical approaches 
to business ethics are top-down and focused on decision makers, as if ethical behavior con-
cerned first and foremost managers and not all employees in an organization (Verkerk et al., 
2001). We see this as a risk also for the literature on responsible management. In the previous 
pages we have explained how whistleblowing is a practice that can arise from any part of an 
organization, from management to professionals and non-supervisory employees. Studying 
whistleblowers can thus help to counterbalance the possible risk of an emphasis on manag-
ers in the responsible management literature. As evidenced furthermore, whistleblowing is 
a bottom-up process that is largely unplanned, uncontrollable and contentious. Studying cases 
of whistleblowers and their evolution longitudinally can help to understand more spontaneous 
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and emergent change processes, that – together with planned and management-led approaches 
– can pave the way towards responsible organizations.

Third, whistleblowing relates to the more general call for a democratic style of manage-
ment that the responsible management literature has derived from the earlier works of the 
Human Relations school of Elton Mayo (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Whistleblowing rep-
resents indeed a major force to foster democratization in the workplace (Mansbach, 2009). 
Empowering individuals to speak freely and to raise concerns about their company’s opera-
tions at any level, will help to redistribute power and control, with positive effects in terms 
of engagement and trust in the organization (Verkerk et al., 2001). Besides encouraging more 
democratic business ethics (Rhodes, 2016), whistleblowing can thus help to understand how to 
achieve less hierarchical, more democratic organizations, as recently suggested by influential 
voices in organization studies (e.g. Grandori, 2016). Furthermore, a fundamental feature of 
democracy is the capacity to accommodate and protect dissent (Lindblom, 2007). In this sense, 
the proposed alliance between responsible management research and whistleblowing can aid 
understanding of how to achieve more pluralist organizations that do not retaliate against those 
who express dissenting or contentious ideas.

Fourth, besides the theoretical arguments advanced in this chapter, the intersections between 
responsible managers and whistleblowers need to be empirically investigated. For example, 
in the literature on whistleblowing there is a disheartening dearth of reports about managers 
supporting whistleblowers. One first avenue for future research could be to track, examine and 
disseminate positive stories of responsible managers who acted as whistleblowers’ support-
ers and defenders, along with an analysis of the contextual factors that made them possible. 
Moreover, responsible managers’ support may unfold in several ways. When considering 
internal procedures, researchers should compare the pros and cons of different managerial 
solutions, in order to identify good working compromises between the exigencies of control 
and those of empowerment of employees who blow the whistle. On a more informal level, 
thanks to their systemic view and leadership skills (Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Nonet et al., 
2016), responsible managers could guide whistleblowers in the disclosure process, channeling 
claims towards the most effective recipient, and sorting out involuntarily mistaken or preten-
tious reports. However, all these possibilities need to be corroborated by empirical research, as 
well as the dilemmas, difficulties and adversaries that responsible managers will likely have to 
face when standing up as, or flanking, whistleblowers.

Because many of us interested in doing research on responsible management are also 
business educators and trainers, we elaborate here on the implications of our arguments 
for responsible management education and learning (Laasch, 2018a). Whistleblowing is 
a disquieting and disrupting phenomenon in organizations that causes polarized and highly 
emotional reactions (Contu, 2014; Olesen, 2018). This is because of the “relationality of 
whistleblowing”, as Contu (2014: 402) calls it, which poses hard questions to those witnessing 
it. For example: what would I have done if I had been in the same situation? Do I support the 
whistleblower? What do I have to do (or not do) now? Discussing whistleblowing cases can 
help to raise the moral reflexivity of actual and future responsible managers. In all its ambi-
guity, signaled by the mildly pejorative meaning of the term (Fotaki, 2018), whistleblowing 
is a threshold concept (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015: 177) that facilitates “learning from trouble-
some situations and experiences”. We see the potential of this especially if whistleblowing is 
not confined to courses on business ethics and social responsibility within business schools 
but integrated into other managerial disciplines, like HRM or accounting, as suggested by 
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Rasche and Gilbert (2015), which relate to those functions that are most likely called upon to 
deal with whistleblowers and their concerns in organizations. We finally suggest that putting 
actual executives into contact with whistleblowers and their stories in learning situations can 
be a boundary-spanning activity that fosters both the practice of responsible management and 
whistleblowing.
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40. Responsible management of innovation in
business
Thomas B. Long, Edurne Iñigo and Vincent Blok

INTRODUCTION

Innovation is a powerful phenomenon, providing new products and services to society, raising 
living standards, and developing solutions to societal challenges, such as food security and 
climate change (Leach et al., 2012). Innovation also plays a key role in business competi-
tiveness. Innovation provides new services and products, and can provide managers with 
new ways of managing and running the needed supportive structures that allow businesses 
to operate (Birkinshaw et al., 2008). These factors make the management of innovation an 
important activity. The potential for innovation to provide solutions to societal challenges, like 
an ageing population or climate change, explains why it receives much government support 
as well. The transformative potential of innovation can come with unexpected costs. For 
instance, innovations may provide economic benefits, and if designed correctly, environmen-
tal and social value too. However, there may be socio-ethical concerns and questions as well, 
especially where innovations operate at the edge of social desirability and ethical acceptability 
– which can raise important questions of responsibility and legitimacy.

Smart farming innovations, for example, such as novel sensor technologies, big data and
GPS can greatly improve the productivity of livestock farming by increasing the size of heard 
that can easily be managed. They can also provide environmental returns by improving the 
management abilities of farmers, reducing input and enhancing efficiency. So, these technol-
ogies can provide benefits for business (productivity), society (food security) and the environ-
ment (lower impacts). Yet these same technologies create socio-ethical issues and concerns in 
society. For instance, they change the role of farmers, enable the further industrialisation of 
agriculture, and can involve the collection of large quantities of data, which raises questions 
linked to data protection, privacy and ownership (Carbonell, 2016). These effects can raise 
serious concerns among users and wider society (Blok & Long, 2016; Bos & Munnichs, 2016), 
creating what are in effect socio-ethical barriers, potentially limiting innovation adoption.

As the twentieth century advanced and we entered the twenty-first century it became 
increasingly clear that the ability of innovation to provide benefits comes with the potential 
to harm (Groves, 2006; Jonas, 1985). This highlights the need for ways to better manage 
innovation in line with societal demands (Stilgoe et al., 2014; Burget et al., 2017). This means 
managers face new demands to be aware of and manage socio-ethical issues. These demands 
will primarily fall on those managers with functions that influence innovation. However, 
‘mainstream’ managers will also be faced with these issues, as they are called to contribute to 
innovation processes or try and implement innovative products, services, or new management 
techniques (Laasch & Conaway, 2015).

The current responsible management literature does not provide a specific vision of how 
responsible management applies to innovation. We use this chapter to argue that the concept 
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and practice of responsible innovation may be able to provide specific guidance. We envisage 
that this guidance would be valuable to those wishing to specialise or focus on the management 
of innovation. However, it is also likely that the themes and principles covered in this chapter 
are also relevant to more mainstream and generalist managers. As innovation has increased in 
importance for business, and wider society, the functions that are involved in innovation have 
broadened. Generalist managers are likely to require at least an understanding of the key issues 
involved in ‘responsible innovation’, even where they are not directly involved in day-to-day 
issues. For instance, recent research found that the decision making process for responsible 
innovation is not taken at the operational level but at the strategic level (Blok et al., 2017). 
This demonstrates how general managers and higher-level decision-makers are involved in 
decisions that have implications for socio-ethical issues and why these functions are important 
for responsible innovation in industry contexts.

An innovation manager’s influence goes beyond the innovation process and its outcomes 
– whether this be a new technology, product, service or business model. We build from respon-
sible management thinking on managerial spheres of influence (Laasch, 2014). Every manager
has influence, yet the influence depends on its strength and reach is dependent upon the man-
ager’s position and role. For instance, managers can easily effect changes in their direct sphere
of influence. Front-line managers can install responsibility, ethics and sustainability into their
teams. Senior managers, with influence and control over strategy, have more power to create
responsible companies, which in turn may create pressure on competitors and other industry
actors to become more responsible themselves.

The specific responsibilities that managers hold can be viewed in different ways, which will 
influence how responsible innovation applies. In a wider sense, managers (innovation manag-
ers included), can be considered custodians of some of society’s most dynamic and influential 
organisations. Managers must be aware of this influence and be willing to implement and con-
sider these principles in their day-to-day responsibilities (Prahalad, 2010). On the other hand, 
some scholars argue how awareness and ‘good faith’ alone will not lead to effective behaviour 
change or practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). Responsibility is about an appreciation of the 
importance of process and the general mind-set that a manager holds in relation to their work 
– in the case of Hibbert and Cuncliffe (2015), this takes the form of critical reflection and
reflexivity – which, as we will see, are key components in a responsible management of inno-
vation approach – which means appreciating the nuances and subtleties of many socio-ethical
issues in innovation management situations, alongside key moral values (Nonet et al., 2016).

This influence is potentially more profound when managing innovation processes. 
Innovations have the potential to provide not just new products and services, but also new 
organisational models and even new socio-technical systems. Within this context, innovation 
managers wield potentially significant influence through their impact on innovations.

In the remainder of this chapter, we explore the concept and practice of responsible innova-
tion by examining current literature and drawing on the authors’ own experiences. We focus 
on individual responsible innovation managers, before considering how organisational and 
system-level factors play a role.
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RESPONSIBLE INNOVATION – ORIGINS AND EMERGENCE

Responsible innovations should help solve societal grand challenges, such as food security or 
clean efficient transport (Owen et al., 2013), while also avoiding possible unforeseen negative 
consequences, that can result from innovation (Liebert & Schmidt, 2010; Hacking, 1983). 
Responsible innovation responds to the failure of market forces to provide sufficient solutions 
to complex societal challenges and the inability of retrospective regulations to manage risks 
posed by radical innovations effectively.

To address societal demands in terms of attaining the right impacts, and business demands 
for enhanced innovation processes and reduced risk, responsible innovation advocates 
integrating socio-ethical factors into innovations and the processes that are used to develop 
them. Management of socio-ethical issues involves anticipating future (negative) impacts, 
second-order reflection on the purpose of the innovation and the interests involved, and 
inclusive deliberation (Owen et al., 2013; van den Hoven et al., 2014; Von Schomberg, 2013). 
Responsible innovation is widely defined as (Von Schomberg, 2013: 39):

[A] transparent, interactive process by which societal actor and innovators become mutually respon-
sive to each other with a view to the (ethical) acceptability sustainability and societal desirability of
the innovation process and its marketable products (in order to allow a proper embedding of scientific 
and technological advances in our society).

The conceptual and practical development of responsible innovation has drawn on a range 
of disciplines, including corporate social responsibility, technology assessment, and more 
broadly, science and technology studies. Established practices and techniques from these dis-
ciplines have been incorporated into responsible innovation. For instance, stakeholder inclu-
sion is a widely recommended action in innovation, sustainability and responsibility domains 
(Rühli et al., 2017), while deliberations have previously been recognised to improve and 
deepen understanding of critical issues (Voegtlin and Scherer 2017). The use of co-creation 
has been observed in the development of innovations for climate-smart agriculture in the 
Netherlands (Blok & Long, 2016), and in terms of the Dutch food industry (Blok et al., 2015). 
More widely, activities such as scenario thinking, crowdsourcing, third party critical appraisal, 
and a self-assessment culture are identifiable (Lubberink et al., 2017). A non-exhaustive list is 
presented in Table 40.1.

While these activities often represent ‘best practice’ more widely, their use to manage 
socio-ethical issues for responsible innovation makes them distinct in several ways. First, 
responsible innovation assumes that unintended consequences are probable, not just possible. 
Second, responsible innovation aims to ensure that the outcomes of the innovation process 
help to solve societal grand challenges; and third, while all innovation managers strive to limit 
risks and enhance the success of innovations, responsible innovation management places an 
explicit emphasis on the role of socio-ethical factors.

Responsible innovation has established itself as a widely applicable umbrella concept for 
a range of practices that seek to enhance the integration and management of socio-ethical 
factors into innovation processes (Grunwald, 2011). European Union support of the concept, 
in terms of integrating responsible research and innovation into its research and innovation 
programmes, has played a large part in the concepts current reach. Responsible innovation 
within this context is seen to be consistent with the European Union’s aim of encouraging 
economically profitable innovations that simultaneously alleviate societal challenges in a way 



Table 40.1 Actions for implementing responsible innovation

Dimension Tools
Anticipation Scenario thinking

Value mapping
Ideation for business modelling

Translating vision into mission (target setting)
Game theory/perspective

Crowdsourcing

Inclusion and deliberation

Crowdsourcing (via software)
Living lab structures

Collaborative business modelling
Partnerships

Consultancy of experts
Focus groups

Integrating views and opinions

Reflexiveness 

Formal evaluations
Third party critical appraisal

Informal (self-) assessment culture
‘Knowledge -concept-process’ mechanisms

Empowered and open communication

Responsiveness

Customising or mainstreaming
Preventing organisational inertia

Adjust/withdraw innovation
Monitor external environment post introducing of innovation

Sources: Adapted from Lubberink et al. (2017); Burget et al. (2017); Blok et al. (2015); Long and Blok (2017).
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that maximises societal acceptance and embeddedness (Von Schomberg, 2013). The European 
Union articulates responsible innovation through key principles, focusing on outcomes, such 
as gender, open access research or science education (Ruggiu 2015; Von Schomberg 2013).

Governance frameworks that are more focused on the innovation process have also been 
widely used; the most common one highlights four key dimensions, including anticipation, 
inclusive deliberation, reflexivity, and responsiveness (Stilgoe et al., 2013).

Anticipation requires that innovators consider ‘what if …’ questions. Such questioning 
is important as it helps to ensure that innovators are open to numerous possible outcomes 
and think systematically about possible impacts. This type of exploration of possibilities is 
required because of the inherent unpredictability and uncertainty associated with innovation 
processes.

Inclusive deliberation aims to include a diverse set of societal stakeholders in the innova-
tion process, through deliberative discussions concerning the aims and potential impacts of 
the innovation. Inclusivity and deliberation are often used interchangeably; however, they 
have a somewhat different emphasis. Inclusivity focuses on whom to include, while deliber-
ation emphasises the need for thoughtful and open forms of discussion and communication 
(Lubberink et al., 2017).

Reflexivity focuses on questioning and exploring the moral boundaries and roles of inno-
vators. This involves the ability to self-critique your own assumptions and to reflect on how 
key issues are framed and thought about. The fourth and final dimension, responsiveness, 



610  Research handbook of responsible management

seeks to ensure that the necessary resources and capabilities are available in order to respond 
effectively to any issue raised through the articulation of the other dimensions.

An alternative framework examines socio-ethical issues in innovation in terms of purpose, 
process, and product (Stahl et al., 2017). Purpose considers the rationale behind the devel-
opment of an innovation, including awareness of potential impacts. Process examines the 
activities undertaken. This aspect links clearly to the above highlighted responsible innovation 
dimensions (Owen et al., 2013; Stilgoe et al., 2013). The product category refers to the out-
comes of the innovation process, drawing comparison with the European Union’s approach.

Innovation occurs in many contexts, meaning responsible innovation is applicable to 
a variety of settings. These range from academic and research environments to profit-orientated 
industry contexts. Responsible innovation may not just improve outcomes for society, but may 
also benefit innovators themselves. For instance, responsible innovation can lower risks and 
enhance social legitimacy (Husted and de Jesus Salazar, 2006), while evidence is emerging 
that increased socio-ethical responsibility can enhance innovation processes and outcomes, 
societal acceptance and embeddedness (Haney, 2017). Responsible innovation can improve 
relations with government, regulators and society at large. Indeed, many of the activities 
inherent within responsible innovation would be effective business responses to trends such as 
increasing consumer expectations and the increased scrutiny businesses and organisations are 
under (Brusoni & Vaccaro, 2017; Liebert & Schmidt, 2010).

Managing socio-ethical factors can involve challenges however. The novelty of responsible 
innovation means that many actors are unfamiliar with the idea and its key concepts (Chatfield 
et al., 2017; Stahl et al., 2017). While examples and case studies do exist, responsible inno-
vation is not yet a widely practised management approach. A further challenge lies in the 
potential for conflicts between the economic goals of innovators and the socio-ethical aims 
introduced by responsible innovation. Stakeholder engagement and integration of societal per-
spectives into innovation may provide intangible and long-term benefits, but these can be hard 
to measure, while the costs, in terms of time and money, are more obvious and immediately 
apparent on balance sheets. This means economically orientated stakeholders, such as inves-
tors, may hesitate to fund responsible innovation activities, especially where short-term returns 
are emphasised (Schaltegger & Wagner, 2011). A further challenge concerns the management 
of the goals, expectations and values of a diverse set of stakeholders (Blok & Lemmens, 2015; 
Blok et al., 2015). Difficulties are also likely in terms of achieving transparency requirements 
with the need for asymmetric information to obtain a competitive advantage in industry (Garst 
et al., 2017; Blok & Lemmens, 2015).

In the following sections, we will consider how responsible innovation applies to the 
responsible manager.

THE RESPONSIBLE INNOVATION MANAGER

This section charts the perspective of the individual manager. We explore the process through 
which an innovation manager deals with socio-ethical factors, as well as the challenges 
that these managers can face. Responsibility, sustainability and ethics principles are critical 
for decision-makers who engage with and control innovation. It is the views, values and 
aspirations of individuals that are often cited as driving responsible management actions. 
Decision-makers engage in a complex process, with a range of factors influencing how issues 
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are perceived, through to how they are managed. Responsible management of innovation 
is not just relevant to decision-makers – we argue that these principles are important for all 
individuals working within innovation teams (Verkerk et al., 2001). Every individual within 
an innovation team, or indeed, with links to innovation functions, is likely to be able to influ-
ence (intentionally or unintentionally) the process and product – even if only in a small way. 
However, even small influences and changes have the potential to add up – and as such, all 
individuals need to be equipped with the awareness and skills needed to implement responsi-
ble innovation and ‘manage’ their own interaction with the innovation process. All employees 
and managers, no matter their level, bear responsibility. For instance, think of the engineer 
managing the design of a small component of a new car. While following the design and spec-
ification handed down from above, they still have influence and responsibility – and the ability 
to positively and negatively influence the outcome. Following this argument, we consider the 
factors and processes relevant to the individual.

Sustainable entrepreneurs developing new technology-based firms represent an interest-
ing context for exploring how socio-ethical factors are managed in innovation processes. 
Sustainable entrepreneurs are a force for change, helping to solve societal challenges by 
developing innovations and bringing them to the market. Sustainable entrepreneurs recognise, 
develop and exploit opportunities to create goods and services which provide economic, social 
and ecological gains (Belz & Binder, 2017). Much like with innovations, the inventive nature 
of entrepreneurship means many aspects of the process take on ethical significance (McVea, 
2009; Roloff, 2008). The choices faced by sustainable entrepreneurs are often challenging as 
they must be made within a context of uncertainty and time pressure, due to the nature of the 
entrepreneurial process (McVea 2009; Marshall 1999; Morris et al., 2002). We explored how 
sustainable entrepreneurs managed and integrated socio-ethical factors into their innovations, 
and what factors played a role.

The decisions faced by sustainable entrepreneurs are distinct from purely commercial deci-
sions taken by other entrepreneurs. Decisions on sustainability involve a complex set of social, 
environmental and economic factors, that often need balancing in order to achieve sustainable 
outcomes (Muñoz, 2018). As such, the decisions taken by sustainable entrepreneurs in relation 
to their innovations can be seen as ethical decisions, which are subject to a specific ethical 
decision-making process (Jones, 1991)

Sustainable entrepreneurs can make ethical decisions in a number of ways. They can: (1) 
apply and use moral theories, for instance, utilitarianism; (2) reason according to the moral 
intensity of an issue (consider the consequences of the decision); or (3) use trial and error 
(Sonenshein, 2007; Sarasvathy, 2001). It is likely however that entrepreneurs use a mix of 
these approaches, rather than applying a codified approach (Busenitz & Barney, 1997). The 
theories behind these methods suggest that having an awareness of socio-ethical factors (the 
moral issues) is the critical first step in the process of ethical behaviour (Jones, 1991), and is 
the key difference to standard decision-making models (Woiceshyn, 2011).

The process of ethical-decision making can be split into four distinct stages (Crane et al., 
2019; Jones 1991), covering (1) recognition of the moral issues; (2) the making of a moral 
judgement; (3) establishing moral intent and (4) engaging in the moral behaviour.

A range of factors affects the ethical decision-making process, and so in turn, how and 
whether socio-ethical factors are managed. For instance, the moral sensitivity of an individual 
entrepreneur will influence their ability to recognise the moral element of a decision. Moral 
sensitivity describes an entrepreneur’s ability to recognise and consider potential ethical 
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implications in a decision. Low moral sensitivity makes it difficult for a manager to understand 
different stakeholder perspectives or the impacts that a particular action may have (Buchholz 
& Rosenthal, 2005). Factors such as the moral development of the entrepreneur and their 
particular values and beliefs are particularly influential when making moral judgements, the 
second stage in a moral decision-making process. Moral imagination, a further key factor, 
allows individuals to move beyond the use of simple rules-based decision-making. Moral 
imagination enhances the identification and development of solutions, while also enabling the 
anticipation of potential solutions (McVea, 2009; Buchholz & Rosenthal, 2005).

Recognising socio-ethical issues and holding capabilities, such as moral imagination or 
sensitivity, are necessary, but often not sufficient for managing socio-ethical issues. Indeed, 
even where there is awareness and the competencies needed to identify ethical issues in an 
innovation process, an awareness-action gap can exist (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). This can 
be explained where individual managers often face a range of barriers. These can include the 
influence of stakeholders or the limits of available technologies. Research on responsible inno-
vation in the ICT industry found that resources, such as time and money, were key restricting 
factors (Chatfield et al., 2017).

A responsible innovation manager also faces the challenge of solving societal challenges 
while remaining financially viable in commercial contexts (Hahn et al., 2010). While these 
challenges can occur at the organisational and strategic level, our research focused on how 
individual sustainable entrepreneurs responded. Within innovation contexts, tensions are 
likely to go beyond classic business society pressures. Specific socio-ethical issues may also 
conflict with each other – for instance, due to the novel and technical nature of many innova-
tions focused on solving societal problems. Think of tensions between new, novel, efficient 
and climate-smart food production techniques and consumer worries over Frankenstein foods 
and a desire for traditional farming techniques. This places the innovation manager in a dif-
ficult position – having to manage competing socio-ethical issues – in this case food security 
versus legitimate societal desires.

Many of the factors and processes related to how sustainable entrepreneurs manage 
socio-ethical issues in innovation processes are also relevant to other contexts. For instance, 
innovation managers within more corporate settings are likely to face similar challenges and 
operate in comparable ways. An innovation manager in a large company will still go through 
an ethical decision-making process, although organisational-level factors may play a larger 
role, compared to a lone sustainable entrepreneur at the start-up stage. Both types of innova-
tion manager may be trying to incorporate responsibility orientated (socio-ethical) factors into 
their innovations, within financial constraints.

Research focused on innovation by social entrepreneurs shows us that individuals manage 
socio-ethical factors in very different ways. Lubberink et al. (2018) observed that rather than 
using all responsible innovation dimensions, such as anticipation, inclusivity, and so on, 
many innovators in practice focus on just one or two. A typology of different innovators was 
developed, including for instance, ‘rushing innovators’, who were more anticipatory, working 
in a focused way on a social problem, with little involvement of other actors, and in a less 
transparent innovation process. This research shows that there are potentially many types of 
responsible innovation managers and individual differences in terms of motivation and prac-
tices will result in different approaches.

We have shown in this section that responsible innovation is heavily influenced by 
individual-level factors. We also discover, however, that many factors beyond the individual 
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innovation manager influence responsible innovation. For instance, as an enterprise develops 
and grows, it seeks legitimacy from key stakeholders. At this point the entrepreneur’s own 
values are balanced against the demands and values of other actors (O’Neil & Ucbasaran, 
2016; Ploum et al., 2018). In the following sections, we move on to consider how organisa-
tions and the systems they operate in influence responsible innovation.

RESPONSIBLE INNOVATION IN ORGANISATIONS

Innovation is a key organisational function, upon which businesses and organisations are 
reliant. Much innovation takes places within large and complex organisations, employing 
many innovation managers, working on large and complex projects. Within these contexts, 
innovation management is an organisational-level competence, and is subject to high-level 
management and design. This view of innovation management helps to show how innovation 
managers, in large or small organisations, will be subject to a variety of influences emanating 
from the organisation.

Firm-level drivers and motivations are one set of variables that are likely to influence indi-
vidual innovation managers. The motivations of a firm, whether they be instrumental, moral 
or relational are likely to be distilled into organisational culture and effect how individual 
managers discharge their own responsibilities. If a firm has an instrumental approach to the 
management of socio-ethical issues, this is likely to filter down to the approach of individual 
innovation managers (Windolph et al., 2013.

The developmental stage and age of an organisation will also influence the management of 
socio-ethical factors. A founding entrepreneur will tend to dominate a young start-up enter-
prise. In this context, decision-making will be more contingent on the founding entrepreneur 
as an individual. Their values, beliefs and practices will be highly influential in how the 
innovation process progresses. This is potentially beneficial, where the founding entrepreneur 
holds the necessary competencies, skills and motivations. However, what if the founding 
entrepreneur does not value socio-ethical factors, or lacks the necessary competencies to 
recognise and then manage these issues? As the company grows, more individuals will be 
involved in decisions and develop specific procedures or processes. External stakeholders 
may also become more influential as a firm grows and matures (Morris et al., 2002). As more 
individuals become involved, processes and procedures are codified and the influence of any 
one individual is diluted.

The innovation strategy that an organisation pursues is also likely to impact on how an 
individual innovation manager is able to manage socio-ethical factors. One way to view inno-
vation strategies of firms is to consider the degree to which they focus on internal knowledge 
and competencies versus the extent a firm is open to the use of knowledge or expertise outside 
of the organisation. The internal focus is considered a more traditional mode of innovation, 
whereas a focus on using all available knowledge (including knowledge that exists outside 
of the organisation) is increasingly becoming the dominant innovation paradigm – known as 
open innovation (Chesbrough, 2010). This strategy seeks to maximise the utility of informa-
tion flowing in and out of a business. Inbound information flows can be used for the develop-
ment of innovations, for instance, while outbound flows can be monetised via licencing.

Inbound information flows are associated with the search for useful external information, 
and include actions such as buying patents and licences, innovation competitions, co-creation 
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and crowdsourcing. Outbound open innovation is more focused on selling patents or licences, 
or joint-venture activities (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2013). These actions and the overall 
strategy of open innovation are focused on improving competitive advantage, showing how 
the reasoning behind their use is wholly instrumental. These approaches are also likely to 
influence how individual managers manage socio-ethical factors.

Recent research, exploring the extent to which responsible innovation and open innovation 
could be compatible, found that many inbound open innovation activities were complimentary 
to responsible innovation dimensions (Long & Blok, 2017). This research focused on the 
innovation strategies and actions of high-tech agri-food start-ups in the Netherlands. They 
found that co-creation activities – where a firm develops an innovation in close cooperation 
with users – were able to facilitate anticipation, responsiveness and inclusivity dimensions. 
While industry engagement, in the form of involvement with incubators or competitive busi-
ness support programmes, could facilitate all four dimensions of responsible innovation. The 
research results came with the caveat that the management of socio-ethical issues through 
open innovation requires sensitivity to socio-ethical factors and the existence of strategic 
drivers (Long & Blok, 2017; Garst et al., 2017), probably through senior management support. 
However, it demonstrates how a specific innovation strategy can introduce activities that are 
consistent with responsible innovation dimensions.

Where open innovation strategies were not undertaken, and a more closed innovation strat-
egy was used, it is possible to imagine that an innovation manager would be restricted in their 
ability to practise certain aspects of responsible innovation. For instance, while a closed inno-
vation strategy would not remove the potential to consider and attempt to anticipate potential 
future consequences, it would reduce the ability to consult widely and include a diverse set of 
societal stakeholders.

This section has highlighted how organisational level factors can influence how managers 
deal with socio-ethical issues in an innovation process. Potential factors included the age and 
size of an organisation, as well as its overall innovation strategy. Next, we raise the level of 
analysis to consider how system level aspects may influence the management of socio-ethical 
issues.

RESPONSIBLE INNOVATION AND THE SYSTEM

Innovation emerges from a network of interrelationships within individuals, organisations and 
institutions, normally by the integration of different ideas and practices, which shows that the 
innovation process itself can be considered as a system (van de Ven et al., 2008) embedded in 
organisational, economic, social and natural systems. The relationship of such systems with 
responsible innovation has not been widely discussed in the literature, even if stakeholder 
management and awareness of, and responsiveness to, societal expectations of innovation are 
cornerstones of responsible innovation. Elements of different nature intervene in the coming 
about of innovations, more so when socio-ethical and sustainability concerns are introduced in 
the innovation process, which requires strong collaborative and systemic components (Iñigo 
& Albareda, 2016).

Innovations have a profound effect on their surrounding environment, since they are capable 
of changing social practices and institutions: innovation is, as illustrated by Grinbaum and 
Groves (2013), a future-creating activity. This implies many forms of responsibility, when 
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we depart from the idea that the innovator is embedded in a system that she helps to shape: 
collective, individual, professional, role, moral, legal … (Stahl et al., 2013). This ability to 
shape the system through innovation calls for responsibility of the managers involved in 
such developments. This responsibility, which boils down to the normative competence of 
the innovator, can be individual parental, meaning that the innovator of today is responsible 
for the people of tomorrow in the same way that the parent is responsible for the future of the 
child. In that sense, in its relationship with the wider system, the innovator shall have a set 
of virtues, as indicated before, which include seeking the right impacts, safety by design, 
and understanding the social nature of innovation (Grinbaum & Groves, 2013). However, in 
addition, the innovator has a collective political responsibility, associated with the aims she is 
trying to accomplish. Therefore, in considering the effects of innovation of future social prac-
tices, the innovator shall factor in the preferences of the social group; hence the importance of 
developing capabilities for responsible innovation.

In any case, the relationship between the system created by the innovation process itself and 
its surrounding system is not unidirectional. System factors and path dependencies also play 
a major role in the development of the innovation process, and the responsible innovator needs 
to understand and respond to these factors. Auer and Jarmai (2017) showed that there are six 
potential system factors affecting the adoption of responsible innovation practices: the regula-
tory framework, availability of financial resources, market orientation, customer knowledge, 
organisational structure, and knowledge among innovation partners. While some of these 
factors belong to the organisational level (for instance, market orientation or customer knowl-
edge), they are strongly related to system factors. Hence, one task of the responsible innovator 
is to understand the different economic, socio-ethical, and natural environment factors that 
may affect the development of the innovation. To that extent, as we have seen before, there are 
some managerial capabilities (such as moral maturity and awareness), that are helpful. Thus, 
from a management point of view, it is relevant to look at the system surrounding organisa-
tions and the individuals that build them, since relational and awareness capabilities are key in 
dealing with socio-ethical issues in innovation.

Responsible innovation aims to improve the societal embeddedness of the innovator, for 
which stakeholder integration is essential (Blok et al., 2015; Long & Blok, 2017). In addi-
tion to the individual and organisational challenges, responsible innovation actors integrate 
socio-ethical issues with other system actors with whom they are co-dependent in achieving 
a common goal. As observed in the previous section, the integration of stakeholder values 
is important for the development of responsible innovations, both from an inbound (O’Neil 
& Ucbasaran, 2016; Ploum et al., 2018) and an outbound perspective, due to the collective 
political responsibility of the innovator (Grinbaum & Groves, 2013). Hence, a major tool in 
the relationship of the responsible innovator with the wider system will be stakeholder engage-
ment, in order to better understand the drivers and interests of the societal actors that build 
the system and provide a more adequate response to them. Blok et al. (2015) signalled certain 
management practices that help in such stakeholder engagement; mainly, building trustful 
relationships and keeping an open culture, implementing formal and informal socialisation 
mechanisms, understanding, aligning and accepting different interests and potential conflicts, 
and developing co-responsibility. The latter implies the acceptance of the position of the inno-
vator as part of a wider system by which she is swayed, but to which she can make significant 
contributions in conjunction to other players. Innovators are to maximise their contribution to 
the wider system when other stakeholders are working towards a similar goal, for which stake-
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holder management is crucial. As an example, the success of the Energiewende (energy tran-
sition) in Germany does not only lie in bringing about more efficient technologies, but rather, 
in a government willing to create a regulatory and incentivising framework for renewable 
energy, and a large group of concerned consumers demanding the energy transition. Therefore, 
part of the role of the responsible innovator is to identify relevant actors and stakeholders in 
the system, and, beyond consultation, draw the wider picture in which the innovation and the 
different actors will create a new socio-technical system (Geels, 2010).

Nevertheless, there are limitations to the extent to which managers can respond effectively 
to system factors simply by developing relational capabilities. As noted by Auer and Jarmai 
(2017), the regulatory framework and the availability of financial resources are important 
system barriers to the adoption of responsible innovation practices. Despite anticipatory meas-
ures, these changes often affect a whole region or sector, and the innovator cannot factor them 
in beforehand. Therefore, also for responsible innovation it is important to cultivate long-term 
vision and resilience, which stems from an understanding of the innovator’s role and position 
in its wider system. New research calls have been raised in this regard, with the aim of com-
prehending what role responsibility should play in the development of innovation systems and 
their regulatory frameworks (Schlaile et al., 2017). New methods for responsible innovation 
that take into consideration the reciprocal nature of the relationship between the innovation 
and its wider environment as well as the inherent uncertainty of innovation outcomes at a large 
scale (even with the adoption of anticipatory measures are necessary) (van de Poel et al., 
2017). As for now, the acknowledgment of the responsibility as a system-builder acquired by 
the innovator is essential for the manager to hedge the changes in the system.

A FRAMEWORK OF RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT OF 
INNOVATION IN BUSINESS AND FUTURE CHALLENGES

In the preceding sections, we have explored the role and importance of innovation, the sphere 
of influence of innovation managers and described socio-ethical issues. Following this, we 
outlined the concept and practice of responsible innovation, and explored how it applied 
to individual innovation managers and the different factors that influenced how they could 
manage innovation responsibly.

We contribute by drawing together the different levels at which responsible innovation in 
business operates, to build a clearer picture able to identify the key factors and actors. We 
highlight key interlinkages between the different levels, such as how system levels factors 
influence the motivation of organisations and individuals to undertake responsible innovation.

Figure 40.1 shows how motivation and drivers act to trigger the management of socio-ethical 
factors. As shown, these factors can stimulate both individuals and the organisation they are 
part of. In turn, responsible innovation actions are executed; however, various individual, 
organisational or system-level factors influence how responsible innovation looks in practice.
We show how drivers and motivations occur within both individuals but also organisations, 
and show that both individuals but also organisations carry out that responsible innovation. 
We further highlight that individual, organisational and system level factors influence the 
outcomes of responsible innovation efforts. For instance, individual innovation managers are 
likely to be personally impacted by reflexivity activities, especially where they seek to ques-
tion underlying motivations or assumptions. Organisations will be impacted as the innovation 
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changes shape and is impacted by responsible innovation actions; organisations benefit via 
reduced risk and the improvements made to innovations, in terms of enhanced adoption, via 
the process. The system is also impacted, via the adoption of responsible innovation that helps 
to impact societal challenges.

FUTURE CHALLENGES AND A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT OF INNOVATION

While responsible innovation holds much promise, in many contexts it is an aspiration 
rather than a reality. A key challenge therefore is to enhance the responsible management of 
innovation. Innovation managers are often inclined to focus on the commercial aspects of an 
innovation. However, early research and experience shows that responsible innovation can 
provide benefits. An evidence base is required to help strengthen arguments for the uptake of 
responsible innovation. This should include identifying the tangible and intangible benefits 
that responsible innovation is able to deliver, and the factors that are likely to influence posi-
tive outcomes. The highlighting of critical success factors, on a practical level, should enhance 
the development of an evidence base and best practice examples.

At the individual level, mainstreaming responsible innovation will also require education 
and tools. How best to teach future and practising managers about responsible innovation is an 
open question. In this respect, broader responsible management initiatives, such as the United 
Nations Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) are laudable, because 
they aim to help educators equip future managers with the skills needed to tackle societal 
challenges (Alcaraz and Thiruvattal, 2010; Godemann et al., 2014; Rasche and Escudero, 
2009; Sobczak and Mukhi, 2016). How relevant they are for the specific issue of responsible 
management of innovation is less clear, however. These issues will become more pertinent 
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as responsible innovation starts to move from technology-focused R&D contexts, where 
technology assessment and risk management are more common, into newer sectors where tech 
development is less formalised (Stahl et al., 2017).

Even where individual managers are inclined and motivated to integrate socio-ethical factors 
into innovations, barriers may still be present. A key challenge that responsible innovation 
faces within competitive contexts is the issue of transparency. Many innovators worry about 
the imitation and theft of their ideas and intellectual property. Indeed, intellectual property is 
critical for firm future success and survival, meaning that such fears are well founded. This 
highlights a key paradox between moral (societal) concerns and the more instrumental realities 
of business (firm survival). How to manage this issue alongside the need for transparency and 
openness in responsible innovation is not a challenge that has been solved. The prominent role 
of stakeholders in responsible innovation processes can pose particular challenges to managers 
(Lubberink et al., 2017). For instance, how should managers deal with stakeholders who have 
dissimilar or even contrasting views? How can they be integrated into the innovation process 
in a constructive and useful way?

A particularly challenging case could involve investors. Investors can often be influential 
stakeholders, as they can hold the purse strings, especially in start-up and smaller innovation 
projects. How responsible innovation managers deal with and manage these stakeholders 
could have potentially profound impacts on the application of responsible innovation to the 
overall project. One can imagine projects where investors are not sympathetic to a responsible 
innovation approach, and rather, seek more short-term returns at the expense of responsibility, 
sustainability and ethics. The role of a responsible innovation manager in this context would 
be challenging – the development of tool kits for investor management as well as how to make 
responsible innovation projects attractive to investors would help to avoid these situations and 
help generate investment streams for responsible innovations.

At the organisational level, key questions could focus on the extent to which the responsible 
management of innovation is applicable to non-technological or soft innovation contexts. 
Many innovations are non-technological in nature, but can have equally profound effects, and 
are potentially subject to the same influences that make responsible innovation approaches so 
important in technological contexts.

One example would be ‘management innovations’, by which we mean the new management 
practice, process or structure which changes how management is performed (Birkinshaw 
et al., 2008). While technological innovation is more tangible, management innovation is 
often equally important to firm performance. Applying responsible innovation principles to 
management innovation could bring similar types of benefits that are experienced by tech-
nological innovations. This could include enhanced embeddedness and innovation adoption. 
Enhanced embeddedness is partly driven by improved user ‘buy-in’. This is because they 
are often included in the innovation process or at the least, the innovation has included their 
perspectives in its design. Management innovation success relies on credibility for diffusion in 
firms – applying a responsible innovation approach is likely to enhance credibility, improving 
adoption (Birkinshaw et al., 2008). Indeed, much research highlights that managers often 
seek progress and legitimate solution to their problems (Abrahamson, 1996) – a responsible 
innovation approach can help to provide these.

A further example of management innovations would be the case of business-model inno-
vation, which has been instrumental in the emergence of many of today’s most influential 
and successful companies (Chesbrough, 2010). Think for example of Amazon or Uber. The 
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application of responsibility, sustainability and ethics principles to these innovation processes 
is arguably critical in order to minimise negative impacts and help ensure that societal actors 
have a say in how these developments are shaped. The importance of business models is 
emphasised in the role they are being given in developing sustainable solutions, through 
the alteration of the underlying logic of many organisations. These changes are important, 
providing the foundations upon which many solutions to sustainability issues will be based. 
In this context, responsible innovation is critical in order to ensure that solutions, at this 
organisational level, are responsible, sustainable and ethical. As such, future research should 
explore how responsible innovation interacts with ‘soft’ innovation processes, and if the same 
benefits are available.

System-level challenges in responsible innovation in business is still an under-researched 
area, despite the need to integrate and embed socio-ethical and environmental demands in the 
innovation process and outcome. Three main questions remain open for further research. The 
first one is related to the connection between the individuals and organisations with the system 
in which they operate: managerial innovations in business models help to connect the indi-
vidual and the organisation with their surrounding system, connecting the internal aspects of 
organisation with the market and society. However, the question of how to embed the organ-
isation as a proactive actor for socio-ethical concern (beyond consultation of stakeholders) 
is still be answered. Second, the role of individual managers in such proactive management 
of socio-ethical issues in innovation is unclear. Beyond moral competence (Ploum et al., 
2018), more research is needed about how the responsible manager can innovate its system in 
a socially desirable manner. While the role of the organisation as a ‘system builder’ has been 
further examined (Adams et al., 2016), the characterisation of the responsible manager who 
is not only swayed by the system, but is also an active contributor to the shaping of its struc-
tures, calls for further research. Third, research is starting to take steps on the management of 
responsible innovation in networks (Ceicyte and Petraite, 2018), but further studies on how 
responsible innovation operates in contexts where multiple actors participate directly or indi-
rectly in the innovation process could open new research avenues.

Overall, further multi-level research that takes into consideration the interrelations between 
the individual, organisational and system levels is needed, since there are foundations for 
responsible innovation at each of these. Looking at the management of socio-ethical factors 
in innovation from the point of view of various stakeholders across the layers of complexity 
that each of these levels provide could help to obtain a richer view on the managerial elements 
needed to support responsible innovation.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The researchers drew on the results of a two-year research project funded by the Dutch 
research agency, NWO (Grant number 313-99-319). In this project, the authors explored how 
responsible innovation applied to new technology-based firms focused on the energy, water 
and agricultural sectors.



620  Research handbook of responsible management

REFERENCES

Abrahamson, E. (1996), ‘Management Fashion’. Academy of Management Review, 21(1), 254‒285.
Adams, R., S. Jeanrenaud, J. Bessant, D. Denyer, and P. Overy (2016), ‘Sustainability-oriented 

Innovation: A Systematic Review’. International Journal of Management Reviews, 18(2), 180–205. 
https:// doi .org/ 10 .1111/ ijmr .12068.

Alcaraz, J. M., and E. Thiruvattal (2010), ‘An Interview with Manuel Escudero: The United Nations’ 
Principles for Responsible Management Education: A Global Call for Sustainability’. Academy of 
Management Learning & Education, 9(3), 542‒550.

Auer, A., and K. Jarmai (2017), ‘Implementing Responsible Research and Innovation Practices in SMEs: 
Insights into Drivers and Barriers from the Austrian Medical Device Sector’. Sustainability, 10(1), 17.

Belz, F. M., and J. K. Binder (2017), ‘Sustainable Entrepreneurship: A Convergent Process Model’. 
Business Strategy and the Environment, 26(1), 1‒17.

Birkinshaw, J., G. Hamel, and M. J. Mol (2008), ‘Management Innovation’. Academy of Management 
Review, 33(4), 825‒845.

Blok, V., L. Hoffmans, and E. F. M. Wubben (2015), ‘Stakeholder Engagement for Responsible 
Innovation in the Private Sector: Critical Issues and Management Practices’. Journal on Chain and 
Network Science, 15(2), 147–164.

Blok, Vincent, and Pieter Lemmens (2015), ‘The Emerging Concept of Responsible Innovation. Three 
Reasons Why It Is Questionable and Calls for a Radical Transformation of the Concept of Innovation’. 
In Koops, B.-J., Oosterlaken, I., Romijn, H., Swierstra, T., and van den Hoven, J. (Eds), Responsible 
Innovation 2 (pp. 19–35). Dordrecht: Springer.

Blok, Vincent, and Thomas Benjamin Long (2016), ‘The Role of Responsible Innovation in the 
Technology Assessment of Smart Farming Technologies in Europe’. In Olsson, I., Araüjo, S. M. and 
Vieira, M. F. (Eds), Food Futures: Ethics, Science and Culture (pp. 2‒10). Wageningen: Wageningen 
Academic Publishers.

Blok V., T. Tempels, E. Pietersma, and L. Jansen (2017), ‘Exploring Ethical Decision Making in 
Responsible Innovation: The Case of Innovations for Healthy Food’. In Asveld L., van Dam-Mieras 
R., Swierstra T., Lavrijssen S., Linse K., and van den Hoven J. (Eds), Responsible Innovation 3 
(pp. 209‒230). Dordrecht: Springer.

Bos, J., and G. M. Munnichs (2016), ‘Digitalisering van Dieren: Verkenning Precision Livestock 
Farming’. Rathenau Instituut. Retrieved on 13 March 2017 from https:// www .rathenau .nl/ sites/ 
default/ files/ DIGITALISERING %20VAN %20DIEREN %20 _OPMAAK %20DEF _0 .pdf.

Brusoni, S., and A. Vaccaro (2017), ‘Ethics, Technology and Organizational Innovation’. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 143(2), 223–226. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1007/ s10551 -016 -3061 -6.

Buchholz, R. A., and S. B. Rosenthal (2005), ‘The Spirit of Entrepreneurship and the Qualities of Moral 
Decision Making: Toward A Unifying Framework’. Journal of Business Ethics, 60(3), 307–315. 
https:// doi .org/ 10 .1007/ s10551 -005 -0137 -0.

Burget, M., E. Bardone, and M. Pedaste (2017), ‘Definitions and Conceptual Dimensions of Responsible 
Research and Innovation: A Literature Review’. Science and Engineering Ethics, 23(1), 1–19.

Busenitz, L. W., and J. B. Barney (1997), ‘Differences between Entrepreneurs and Managers in Large 
Organizations: Biases and Heuristics in Strategic Decision-making’. Journal of Business Venturing, 
12(1), 9‒30.

Carbonell, I. M. (2016), ‘The Ethics of Big Data in Big Agriculture’. Edited by Alexander Von 
Humboldt. Internet Policy Review, 5(1). https:// doi .org/ 10 .14763/ 2016 .1 .405.

Ceicyte, J., and M. Petraite (2018), ‘Networked Responsibility Approach for Responsible Innovation: 
Perspective of the Firm’. Sustainability, 10(6), 1720. https:// doi .org/ 10 .3390/ su10061720.

Chatfield, K., K. Iatridis, B. Stahl, and N. Paspallis (2017), ‘Innovating Responsibly in ICT for Ageing: 
Drivers, Obstacles and Implementation’. Sustainability, 9(6), 971. https:// doi .org/ 10 .3390/ su9060971.

Chesbrough, H. (2010), ‘Business Model Innovation: Opportunities and Barriers’. Long Range Planning, 
43(2–3), 354–363. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1016/ j .lrp .2009 .07 .010.

Chesbrough, H., and S. Brunswicker (2013), Managing Open Innovation in Large Firms. Stuttgart: 
Fraunhofer Institute for Industrial Engineering.

Crane, A., D. Matten, S. Glozer, and L. Spence (2019), Business Ethics: Managing Corporate Citizenship 
and Sustainability in the Age of Globalization. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



Responsible management of innovation in business 621

Garst, J., V. Blok, L. Jansen, and O. Omta (2017), ‘Responsibility versus Profit: The Motives of Food 
Firms for Healthy Product Innovation’. Sustainability, 9(12), 2286.

Geels, F. W. (2010), ‘Ontologies, Socio-technical Transitions (to Sustainability), and the Multi-level 
Perspective’. Research Policy, 39(4), 495–510. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1016/ j .respol .2010 .01 .022.

Godemann, J., J. Haertle, C. Herzig, and Moon, J. (2014), ‘United Nations Supported Principles 
for Responsible Management Education: Purpose, Progress and Prospects’. Journal of Cleaner 
Production, 62, 16‒23.

Grinbaum, Alexei, and Christopher Groves (2013), ‘What Is “Responsible” about Responsible Innovation? 
Understanding the Ethical Issues’. In Owen, R., Bessant, J., and Heintz, M. (Eds), Responsible 
Innovation (pp. 119–142). London: Wiley-Blackwell. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1002/ 9781118551424 .ch7.

Groves, C. (2006), ‘Technological Futures and Non-Reciprocal Responsibility’. The International 
Journal of the Humanities, 4(2), 57–61.

Grunwald, A. (2011), ‘Responsible Innovation: Bringing Together Technology Assessment, Applied 
Ethics, and STS Research’. Enterprise and Work Innovation Studies, 31, 10–19.

Hacking, I. (1983), Representing and Intervening, Vol. 279. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hahn, T., F. Figge, J. Pinkse, and L. Preuss (2010), ‘Trade-Offs in Corporate Sustainability: You Can’t 

Have Your Cake and Eat It’. Business Strategy and the Environment, 19(4), 217–229. https:// doi .org/ 
10 .1002/ bse .674.

Haney, A. B. (2017), ‘Threat Interpretation and Innovation in the Context of Climate Change: An Ethical 
Perspective’. Journal of Business Ethics, 143(2), 261–276. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1007/ s10551 -015 -2591 -7.

Hibbert, P., and A. Cunliffe (2015), ‘Responsible Management: Engaging Moral Reflexive Practice 
Through Threshold Concepts’. Journal of Business Ethics, 127(1), 177–188. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1007/ 
s10551 -013 -1993 -7.

Husted, B. W., and J. de Jesus Salazar (2006), ‘Taking Friedman Seriously: Maximizing Profits and 
Social Performance’. Journal of Management Studies, 43(1), 75–91.

Iñigo, E. A., and L. Albareda (2016), ‘Understanding Sustainable Innovation as a Complex Adaptive 
System: A Systemic Approach to the Firm’. Journal of Cleaner Production, 126, 1–20. https:// doi .org/ 
10 .1016/ j .jclepro .2016 .03 .036.

Jonas, H. (1985), The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the Technological Age. 
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Jones, T. M. (1991), ‘Ethical Decision Making by Individuals in Organizations: An Issue-Contingent 
Model’. The Academy of Management Review, 16(2), 366. https:// doi .org/ 10 .2307/ 258867.

Laasch, Oliver (2014), ‘Management: Basics and Processes’. In Laasch, O., and Conaway, R. N. (Eds), 
Principles of Responsible Management: Global Sustainability, Responsibility, and Ethics (pp. 23–51). 
2nd edn. London: Cengage Learning.

Laasch, O. and R. N. Conaway (2015), Principles of Responsible Management: Global Sustainability, 
Responsibility, and Ethics. London: Nelson Education.

Leach, Melissa, Johan Rockström, Paul Raskin, Ian Scoones, Andy C. Stirling, Adrian Smith, John 
Thompson, Erik Millstone, Adrian Ely, Elisa Arond, Carl Folke, and Per Olsson (2012), ‘Transforming 
Innovation for Sustainability’. Ecology and Society, 17(2). https:// doi .org/ 10 .5751/ ES -04933 -170211.

Liebert, W., and J. C. Schmidt (2010), ‘Towards a Prospective Technology Assessment: Challenges and 
Requirements for Technology Assessment in the Age of Technoscience’. Poiesis & Praxis, 7(1–2), 
99–116.

Long, T. B., and V. Blok (2017), ‘Integrating the Management of Socio-Ethical Factors into Industry 
Innovation: Towards a Concept of Open Innovation 2.0’. International Food and Agribusiness 
Management Review, December, 1–24. https:// doi .org/ 10 .22434/ IFAMR2017 .0040.

Lubberink, R., V. Blok, J. van Ophem, and O. Omta (2017), ‘Lessons for Responsible Innovation in the 
Business Context: A Systematic Literature Review of Responsible, Social and Sustainable Innovation 
Practices’. Sustainability, 9(5), 721. https:// doi .org/ 10 .3390/ su9050721.

Lubberink, R., V. Blok, J. van Ophem, G. van der Velde, and O. Omta (2018), ‘Innovation for Society: 
Towards a Typology of Developing Innovations by Social Entrepreneurs’. Journal of Social 
Entrepreneurship, 9(1), 52–78. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1080/ 19420676 .2017 .1410212.

Marshall, K. (1999) ‘Has Technology Introduced New Ethical Problems?’ Journal of Business Ethics, 
19(1), 81‒90. www .jstor .org/ stable/ 25074076.



622  Research handbook of responsible management

McVea, J. F. (2009), ‘A Field Study of Entrepreneurial Decision-Making and Moral Imagination’. 
Journal of Business Venturing, Special Issue Ethics and Entrepreneurship, 24(5), 491–504. https:// 
doi .org/ 10 .1016/ j .jbusvent .2008 .07 .003.

Morris, M. H., M. Schindehutte, J. Walton, and J. Allen (2002), ‘The Ethical Context of Entrepreneurship: 
Proposing and Testing a Developmental Framework’. Journal of Business Ethics, 40(4), 331–361. 
https:// doi .org/ 10 .1023/ A: 1020822329030.

Muñoz, P. (2018), ‘A Cognitive Map of Sustainable Decision-Making in Entrepreneurship: 
A Configurational Approach’. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior & Research, 24(3), 
787‒813.

Nonet, G., K. Kassel, and L. Meijs (2016), ‘Understanding Responsible Management: Emerging Themes 
and Variations from European Business School Programs’. Journal of Business Ethics, 139(4), 
717‒736.

O’Neil, I., and D. Ucbasaran (2016), ‘Balancing “What Matters to Me” with “What Matters to Them”: 
Exploring the Legitimation Process of Environmental Entrepreneurs’. Journal of Business Venturing, 
31(2), 133–152. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1016/ j .jbusvent .2015 .12 .001.

Owen, R., J. Stilgoe, P. Macnaghten, M. Gorman, E. Fisher, and D. Guston (2013), ‘A Framework for 
Responsible Innovation’. Responsible Innovation: Managing the Responsible Emergence of Science 
and Innovation in Society, 31, 27–50.

Ploum, L., V. Blok, T. Lans, and O. Omta (2018), ‘Exploring the Relation between Individual Moral 
Antecedents and Entrepreneurial Opportunity Recognition for Sustainable Development’. Journal of 
Cleaner Production, 172(January), 1582–1591. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1016/ j .jclepro .2017 .10 .296.

Prahalad, C. K. (2010), ‘The Responsible Manager’. Harvard Business Review, 88(1‒2), 36.
Rasche, A., and M. Escudero (2009), ‘Leading Change: The Role of the Principles for Responsible 

Management Education’. Journal of Economic and Business Ethics, 10 (2), 244‒250.
Roloff, J. (2008), ‘Learning from Multi-Stakeholder Networks: Issue-Focussed Stakeholder 

Management’. Journal of Business Ethics, 82, 233–250. doi: 10 .1007/ s10551 -007 -9573 -3.
Ruggiu, D. (2015), ‘Anchoring European Governance: Two Versions of Responsible Research and 

Innovation and EU Fundamental Rights as “Normative Anchor Points”’. NanoEthics, 9(3), 217–235.
Rühli, E., S. Sachs, R. Schmitt, and T. Schneider (2017), ‘Innovation in Multistakeholder Settings: The 

Case of a Wicked Issue in Health Care’. Journal of Business Ethics, 143(2), 289–305.
Sarasvathy, S. D. (2001), ‘Causation and Effectuation: Toward a Theoretical Shift from Economic 

Inevitability to Entrepreneurial Contingency’. Academy of Management Review, 26(2), 243‒263.
Schaltegger, S., and M. Wagner (2011), ‘Sustainable Entrepreneurship and Sustainability Innovation: 

Categories and Interactions’. Business Strategy and the Environment, 20(4), 222–237.
Schlaile, M. P., S. Urmetzer, V. Blok, A. D. Andersen, J. Timmermans, M. Mueller, J. Fagerberg, and A. 

Pyka (2017), ‘Innovation Systems for Transformations towards Sustainability? Taking the Normative 
Dimension Seriously’. Sustainability, 9(12), 2253. https:// doi .org/ 10 .3390/ su9122253.

Sobczak, A., and U. Mukhi (2016), ‘The Role of UN Principles for Responsible Management Education 
in Stimulating Organizational Learning for Global Responsibility within Business Schools: An 
Interview with Jonas Haertle’. Journal of Management Inquiry, 25(4), 431‒437.

Sonenshein, S. (2007), ‘The Role of Construction, Intuition, and Justification in Responding to Ethical 
Issues at Work: The Sensemaking-Intuition Model’. Academy of Management Review, 32(4), 
1022‒1040.

Stahl, Bernd Carsten, Grace Eden, and Marina Jirotka (2013), ‘Responsible Research and Innovation in 
Information and Communication Technology: Identifying and Engaging with the Ethical Implications 
of ICTs’. In Owen, R., Bessant, J., and Heintz. M. (Eds), Responsible Innovation (pp. 199–218). 
London: Wiley-Blackwell. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1002/ 9781118551424 .ch11.

Stahl, B., O. M. Obach, E. Yaghmaei, V. Ikonen, K. Chatfield, and A. Brem (2017), ‘The Responsible 
Research and Innovation (RRI) Maturity Model: Linking Theory and Practice’. Sustainability, 9(6), 
1036. https:// doi .org/ 10 .3390/ su9061036.

Stilgoe, J., S. J. Lock, and J. Wilsdon (2014), ‘Why Should We Promote Public Engagement with 
Science?’ Public Understanding of Science, 23(1), 4–15.

Stilgoe, J., R. Owen, and P. Macnaghten (2013), ‘Developing a Framework for Responsible Innovation’. 
Research Policy, 42(9), 1568–1580.



Responsible management of innovation in business 623

van de Poel, I., L. Asveld, S. Flipse, P. Klaassen, V. Scholten, and E. Yaghmaei (2017), ‘Company Strategies 
for Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI): A Conceptual Model’. Sustainability, 9(11), 2045.

van de Ven, A. H., D. E. Poliey, R. Garud, and S. Venkataraman (2008), The Innovation Journey. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

van den Hoven, J., N. Doorn, T. Swierstra, B.-J. Koops, and H. Romijn (2014), Responsible Innovation 
1: Innovative Solutions for Global Issues. Dordrecht: Springer.

Verkerk, M. J., J. De Leede, and A. H. J. Nijhof (2001), ‘From Responsible Management to Responsible 
Organizations: The Democratic Principle for Managing Organizational Ethics’. Business and Society 
Review, 106(4), 353‒378.

Voegtlin, C., and A. G. Scherer (2017), ‘Responsible Innovation and the Innovation of Responsibility: 
Governing Sustainable Development in a Globalized World’. Journal of Business Ethics, 143(2), 
227–243.

Von Schomberg, Rene (2013), “A vision of responsible innovation”. In Owen, R., Bessant, J., and 
Heintz, M. (Eds), Responsible Innovation (pp. 51‒74). London: John Wiley.

Windolph, S. E., D. Harms, and S. Schaltegger (2013), ‘Motivations for Corporate Sustainability 
Management: Contrasting Survey Results and Implementation’. Corporate Social Responsibility and 
Environmental Management, 21(5), 272–285. https:// doi .org/ 10 .1002/ csr .1337.

Woiceshyn, J. (2011), ‘A Model for Ethical Decision Making in Business: Reasoning, Intuition, and 
Rational Moral Principles’. Journal of Business Ethics, 104(3), 311‒323.



624

41. Social innovation: specifying pathways for
impact
Christian Seelos and Johanna Mair

INTRODUCTION

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) recently reempha-
sized the foundational role of innovation for economic growth and for addressing social and 
global challenges. The OECD proposed an “Innovation Imperative” for all actors – govern-
ment, businesses, universities, and civil society (OECD, 2015: 34). The social and devel-
opment sectors likewise promote social innovation as a key driver of progress (Economist 
Intelligence Unit, 2016), an imperative to tackle the challenges of the twenty-first century 
(Bridgespan Group, n.d.), and social entrepreneurs and their innovations as the key to our 
social ills (Leadbetter, 1997: 20).

Funders, the media, and the public sector admire and bet on social innovators. The Skoll 
foundation awards social enterprises with multi-year core funding in line with the foundation’s 
mission: “Investing in change agents whose innovations disrupt the status quo, and acceler-
ating their progress toward impact at scale” (Skoll Foundation, n.d.). Social innovators are 
considered “the new heroes” (PBS, 2005) and “changemakers” that singlehandedly change 
the world (Christian Science Monitor, 2011). Governments around the world are launching 
funds to promote social innovation. In 2014, five years after President Obama announced its 
creation, the US-based Social Innovation Fund had an investment portfolio worth over half 
a billion dollars.

Scholars have argued that the expectations on social innovation may not match evidence 
(Seelos & Mair, 2012a). Knight (1967: 478) warned that “Many problems arise if we try to 
define ‘innovation’ as an improvement toward a socially desirable objective ….” Godin (2013: 
3) criticized the evolution of innovation studies around an ideology of modernity that “…
works to persuade policy-makers (and others) of the desirability and inevitability of innova-
tion ….” We underestimate the variance and instability of research findings (Downs & Mohr, 
1976); overestimate its practical usefulness (Wolfe, 1994); discount the risk involved in inno-
vation and the difficulties of enacting it (Brown & Osborne, 2013; Seelos & Mair, 2016; Van 
der Panne et al., 2003); undervalue the costs of any side-effects or unintended consequences 
of innovation (Schmidt, 2007; Sveiby et al., 2012); fuel an innovation race that is not conduc-
tive to long-term learning or a deep understanding of problems (Hasu et al., 2012; Seelos & 
Mair, 2017); and legitimize reckless and ruthless behavior under the ideology of “disruption” 
(Lepore, 2014). Decisions about social innovation thus put a sizable responsibility on the 
shoulders of those who promote, fund or enact innovation.

This chapter explores assumptions behind the role, potential, and consequences of social 
innovation. Grounded in our empirical setting of social enterprises operating in developing 
countries, we explore the link between social innovation and positive impact and the implica-
tions for responsible management. We make three contributions that shed light on these ques-
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tions. First, we identify important characteristics and consequences of innovation processes 
in social enterprises. Second, we explore how contextual differences affect the potential cost/
benefit ratio of innovation and reflect on its implications for responsible management. Third, 
we engage existing organizational innovation literature to propose avenues for research that 
move us beyond interesting discourses, naive assumptions, and conceptual ambiguity around 
social innovation.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

Literature reviews concomitantly expressed optimism about the dramatic expansion of our 
knowledge about innovation and serious skepticism about its theoretical validity and practical 
usefulness (Anderson et al., 2004; Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Damanpour, 1991; Downs & 
Mohr, 1976; Wolfe, 1994). The social innovation literature is relatively thin and decoupled 
from existing innovation research (Jaskyte, 2011; Osborne & Brown, 2005; Seelos & Mair, 
2012b). Following recent proposals for advancing innovation research (Anderson et al., 2004; 
Damanpour, 1991; Lazonick, 2009), we engage two analytical perspectives that concurrently 
emphasize similarities across different organizations and differences across various contexts. 
First, we adopt a process perspective on innovation in organizations and on uncertainty as 
a defining characteristic of innovation processes. And second, we contextualize the assump-
tions we hold on innovation by contrasting institutionally developed and developing country 
contexts.

Innovation Processes: Causal Uncertainty Requires Learning

Following West and Farr (1990) and Van de Ven, Angle, and Doole (1989) we conceptualize 
innovation as a process of creating and implementing ideas that are new to the organization, 
have uncertain prospects, and are developed over time by people who act intentionally, relate 
to others within an institutional context, and evaluate the outcomes of their actions. Following 
Seelos and Mair (2005) the term social refers to innovations targeting fundamental societal 
problems that businesses or the public sector are unable or unwilling to address effectively. 
This perspective enables reflection on positive and negative outcomes during the process of 
innovating (Anderson et al., 2004; Crossan et al., 1999; Damanpour, 1991; Van de Ven & 
Rogers, 1988). It forces us to look more closely at what is actually happening and counteracts 
a bias for positive expectations. If we define innovations as only those actions that accrue pos-
itive outcomes then we ignore the messiness of social reality instantiated in the “unintended 
consequences” of purposeful action (Merton, 1968) and we don’t pay attention to “derailing 
factors” and unexpected realities as an important practice of bashing myths (Portes, 2000).

We thus integrate uncertainty as a defining characteristic of innovation processes. 
Uncertainty has been an enduring theme in innovation research (Jalonen, 2011; Kline & 
Rosenberg, 1986; O’Sullivan, 2000). We operationalize uncertainty as lack of knowledge suf-
ficient for planning and executing tasks that predictably create intended outcomes (Galbraith, 
1974). Purposeful social innovation necessitates the creation of knowledge about the causal 
mechanisms by which a problem can be effectively addressed: “Innovation is, in essence, new 
knowledge” (Quintane et al., 2011: 938) and this knowledge is the basis “… for instrumental 
action that reduces the uncertainty in the cause-effect relationships involved in achieving 
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a desired outcome” (Rogers, 1983: 12). This perspective has two analytical implications. 
First, it allows us to distinguish innovation from routine processes that we conceptualize – 
following Galbraith (1974) – as those organizational tasks that enact established knowledge 
and predictably create intended positive outcomes. Second, it alerts us to the need for iden-
tifying and accounting for the types of uncertainty that are encountered by social innovators. 
Exploring uncertainty is costly. It requires allocating resources to uncertain outcomes and may 
have important opportunity costs with negative social consequences. Performance levels may 
decline at least temporarily when finite resources are allocated to innovations rather than to 
established routines that predictably create positive impact. A quick calculation illustrates this 
argument. An innovation workshop we held at the Aravind Eye Hospital was attended by 10 
of their most productive eye doctors. Each doctor could perform about 25 surgeries daily. The 
opportunity cost of participating in a two-day innovation workshop is thus 500 poor patients 
regaining their eyesight.

Contextualizing Innovation

Empirical studies on social innovation need to take context seriously (Tracey & Stott, 2017). 
We account for the web of formal and informal institutions that guides contextual thinking and 
acting to contrast implications for innovation in developed countries and in developing coun-
tries, the primary site of our empirical work. Developed countries – as used here – are charac-
terized by markets based on a robust institutional architecture. Market activities in developing 
countries are not anchored in such an architecture (Khanna & Palepu, 1999; Mair et al., 2012).

Innovation is considered instrumental for competitive advantage by achieving first-mover 
advantages, differentiation or cost leadership (Lieberman & Montgomery, 1988; Porter, 
1985; Schmalensee, 1982). Firms must match the pace of innovation in their industries or 
risk decline and irrelevance (Freeman & Soete, 1997). Thus, the legitimacy of innovation is 
rarely questioned even though innovation failures may create a temporary weakness or even 
the collapse of firms. Developed markets with an abundance of capital, specialized knowl-
edge, and labor can quickly reconfigure resources or reallocate them from failed innovations 
to alternative uses (Lundvall et al., 2002). The innovation failure of one business may be an 
opportunity for a competing business and thus aggregate supply of products and services are 
rarely effected by failed innovations (Hannan & Freeman, 1977). Stakeholders in developed 
markets are protected from many negative effects of failed innovation. They can diversify 
investments or consumption choices, access effective legal mechanisms, purchase insurance 
or receive support from public welfare systems. On average, the risk/benefit ratio of innova-
tion is considered largely positive for society and for capital providers and bearing innovation 
risk is legitimized by expectations of gains in wealth.

In developing countries, the institutional context may not enable competitive markets and 
effective organizational action (North, 1990). Human, technical, knowledge, and infrastruc-
ture resources are scarce, their mobility is limited, and they tend to be concentrated in the 
hands of a few large organizations or powerful actors (Khanna & Palepu, 1997). Hiring and 
nurturing the creative and committed talent required for productive innovation is difficult 
because working for a social enterprise is not considered desirable. Experienced social enter-
prise managers are often lured away by international development organizations with deep 
pockets and attractive benefit packages. Furthermore, institutional transitions in developing 
countries increase the general uncertainty of strategic action (Peng, 2003). The value-creation 
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potential of new resource configurations in the form of innovations may be difficult to assess 
(Sirmon et al., 2007). This ambiguity tends to further increase the uncertainty of innovation 
processes. The combined effects of resource scarcity, resource immobility, and high levels of 
strategic uncertainty systematically increases the opportunity cost of innovations.

In this context, innovation failures and organizational collapse may not trigger substitution 
from other organizations. The failure of a single social enterprise may therefore deprive 
whole communities of essential services for a long time because their needs are not targeted 
effectively by the public or private sectors. Thus, the benefits from innovation may not 
always justify the associated risks. Gram Vikas, a social enterprise that operates in rural 
India (see Table 41.1 for details), illustrates this risk. Gram Vikas provides services related 
to water and hygiene. They align and engage a whole village in providing and maintaining 
water supplies, toilets, and private bathrooms for every household. This is a difficult and 
costly process, requiring investment into building relational and financial assets that takes 
several years to complete. Gram Vikas operates from a precisely-specified process that was 
the result of a decade of improvements and adjustments. Imagine if Gram Vikas were to start 
innovating: Having limited resources and operating in rural India, it would necessarily have to 
allocate scarce resources away from existing reliable services to uncertain innovation projects. 
Consequently, current service volume and quality would decline. Any hard-earned trust could 
be destroyed by a failed innovation and undermine the potential of its established services. 
A failure might even result in the collapse of the organization, with devastating effects for 
communities that are not served by other organizations. Poor people can rarely protect them-
selves from the consequences of failed innovations. Their consumption choices are limited, 
and alternatives are often prohibitively expensive. They lack access to insurance, welfare or 
legal systems and have limited savings. The lack of economic and political safety nets makes 
them extremely vulnerable to failed innovation.

These contextual differences legitimize an exploration of the contribution of innovation to 
social enterprise performance: how can innovation processes productively generate positive 
impact? Furthermore, the vulnerability of constituents to innovation failures and the absence 
of institutionalized risk mitigation mechanisms require an evaluation of the nature of uncer-
tainty and managerial responsibility as part of innovations.

THEORIZING INNOVATION PROCESSES

Theorizing innovation processes necessitates both macro and micro perspectives. “Macro 
theory incorporates the micro theory of immediate action and explicates how immediate action 
unfolds a larger temporal and social context” (Van de Ven & Rogers, 1988: 645). Micro-level 
theorizing involves accounting for uncertainties as they arise as a defining characteristic of 
innovation processes. Macro-level theorizing interprets the patterns and pacing of individual 
innovations over time forming distinct innovation archetypes. The coupling of micro and 
macro perspectives addresses the weakness of “blurry” links between these perspectives in 
theorizing innovation processes (Poole & Van de Ven, 1988).



Table 41.1 Information on the case studies

Organization* Gram Vikas (India) Aravind (India) BRAC (Bangladesh) Waste Concern (Bangladesh)
Founding year 1979 1976 1972 1995
Mission To promote processes 

that are sustainable, 
socially inclusive, and 
gender equitable to 
enable critical masses of 
poor and marginalized 
rural people or 
communities to achieve 
a dignified quality of 
life.

To eliminate needless 
blindness.

To empower people and 
communities in situations of 
poverty, illiteracy, disease, 
and social injustice. Our 
interventions aim to achieve 
large-scale positive changes 
through economic and social 
programs that enable men 
and women to realize their 
potential.

To contribute toward waste 
recycling, environmental 
improvement, renewable 
energy, poverty reduction 
through job creation, and 
sustainable development.

Main program 
areas

Inequality and social 
discrimination; water, 
sanitation, and hygiene.

Cataract surgeries and 
other eye disorders; 
manufacturing 
ophthalmic 
consumables.

Personal and community 
empowerment; microfinance, 
livelihoods, health, education, 
legal.

Solid waste management and 
resource recovery.

Staff About 260 About 2,500 About 120,000 About 50
Subunits Gram Vikas Aravind Eye Care 

Centers, Lions Aravind 
Institute of Community 
Ophthalmology, Dr. 
G. Venkataswamy Eye 
Research Institute, 
Aurolab

BRAC, BRAC International, 
BRAC University, BRAC 
social enterprises

Waste Concern, Waste 
Concern Consultants, Waste 
Concern Baraka Agro 
Products Ltd., World Wide 
Recycling, Bio Fertilizer 
Bangladesh Ltd., Matuail 
Power Ltd.

Note: * data from 2014.

628  Research handbook of responsible management

Exploring Uncertainties

We compared the two-decade trajectories of four social enterprises: BRAC, and Waste 
Concern in Bangladesh, and Gram Vikas and the Aravind Eye Hospital in India (Table 41.1).
Analysis of archival, interview, and observational data revealed six types of uncertainty asso-
ciated with innovation.

Problem frame uncertainty
The observable reality of social problems masks many unobservable but important aspects. 
Our assumptions about the nature and characteristics of social problems have important impli-
cations for how we think about ideas and opportunities. Gram Vikas in India struggled with 
failed innovations when trying to solve problems in tribal villages. The tribes’ problems were 
complex and multifaceted, and they had historical unobservable roots. Gram Vikas eventually 
realized the ineffectiveness of imposing solutions on the tribal villages rather than spending 
sufficient time to understand the architecture of their problems: “We did not make a field study 
and we did not understand. We thought we were energetic people, we wanted to do something 
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for these [poor] people, so we did it. But that was a mistake.”1 Problem frame uncertainty 
seems particularly relevant for complex relational problems whose root causes are difficult 
to observe. In India, the socially sanctioned physical abuse of women or the lack of access to 
economic, social or political opportunity for women and lower caste people are examples of 
relational problems (Mair et al., 2016).

Solution uncertainty
Resource scarcity and lack of effective markets in developing countries make it uncertain 
whether workable solutions can be designed. Aravind’s health innovations were menaced by 
uncertainty that the organization could hire, train, or otherwise acquire sufficient numbers of 
scarce eye doctors and nurses. Aravind needed to establish a training institute for eye doctors 
and nurses. Because of the excellent reputation of their doctors, Aravind then became liable to 
losing key staff to better paid jobs in profit-oriented private hospitals. Aravind thus illustrates 
the tremendous cost involved in overcoming the institutional disadvantages of innovation in 
developing countries. Furthermore, solutions rarely work in a different context from the one 
where they were established. A BRAC manager reflected on their failure to replicate the suc-
cessful Bangladeshi microfinance operation in Afghanistan. “We’re closing our microfinance 
program in Afghanistan. We tried to mobilize resources and organize programs for that. But 
the level of economic activity [in Afghanistan] is so low that microfinance did not work. 
Microfinance works when there is a vibrant economy.”

Adoption uncertainty
Many well-intended innovations never meet a real demand. One example is BRAC’s search 
for solutions to the high child mortality in Bangladesh in the early 1970s. The organization 
developed an idea to introduce family planning. But the acceptance rate of this intervention 
was low and BRAC decided to stop this innovation. When Gram Vikas innovated in rural 
Indian villages to improve toilets, water and sanitation it found limited demand despite the 
obvious advantage of their offerings. The program was boycotted by powerful elites in the 
villages that preferred the status quo as Gram Vikas recalls:

Imagine a village with 100 families. 85 families are caste people and 15 families are Dalit [lowest 
class] people. So, caste people will say: “OK we will have sanitation and Dalits will not have it.” And 
then we would tell them: “But without toilets the Dalits will pollute the water. You want to drink Dalit 
shit?” It took years until villages were considering adoption.

Consequence uncertainty
Innovations may have unintended consequences as the frequent negative side effects of effec-
tive medications illustrate. In the social sector, alcoholism or consumerism may be side effects 
of easy access to microfinance, an important social innovation. Gram Vikas enacted an agri-
cultural innovation aimed to reduce economic inequality among farmers in India. The innova-
tion failed because its adoption counterintuitively reinforced power and dependency structures 
between poor farmers and landowners: “Each time the same thing happened. Through our 
work those who had land got the most benefit. And those who had no land got very little 

1 All personal quotes in this chapter are from author interviews which took place in 2010 and 2016. 
Full details can be found in Seelos and Mair (2017).
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benefit.” In poor communities, the legacy effects of failed or ineffective innovations may be 
severe. For example, the introduction of a free novel service may create the expectation that 
other services will also be provided free. This unintended consequence of innovation persists 
even if the innovation has failed. Subsequent organizations may find it difficult to introduce 
services in an economically sustainable way.

Identity uncertainty
An organization’s identity, its values and mission shape its preferences for the why, when, 
and how of innovation. Innovations may challenge these core values. Innovations in 
BRAC’s microfinance unit illustrate this type of uncertainty. BRAC piloted two competing 
approaches to microfinance that were grounded in different ideologies. The tensions created 
by evaluating which approach fit BRAC’s identity were so high that some staff members left 
the organization. Aravind’s process of evaluating and enacting the novel idea of building 
a lens-manufacturing company is another example for identity uncertainty. Aravind struggled 
to decide whether to expand into manufacturing to unplug a bottleneck in its supply chain. An 
observer remembered: “There was a shouting match between the founder and his sister who 
until then had never raised her voice against her brother. That was unheard of.” Thus, innova-
tion is not just exploring effective solutions for particular problems but also exploring fit with 
an organization’s sense of mission, core values, and identity.

Managerial uncertainty
Social enterprises with scarce resources often struggle to articulate when and why to invest in 
innovation. A BRAC manager commented on this: “Too many NGOs opportunistically jump 
from grant to grant to appear innovative, never developing any distinct expertise and capabil-
ities.” Research has unearthed a long list of factors that make innovations unproductive and 
stifle learning (Schilling & Kluge, 2009). Social enterprises likewise suffer from a number of 
distinct “innovation pathologies” (Seelos & Mair, 2016). For example, one senior manager in 
a social enterprise that we studied was adamant that his organization could “innovate safely.” 
This attitude may generate unrealistic expectations and may result in blaming people for 
“unacceptable” innovation failures rather than learning from failures productively.

TRANSLATING UNCERTAINTIES INTO IMPACT

Innovations challenge organizations to replace problem frame uncertainty and adoption 
uncertainty by adequate what-knowledge: a valid understanding of what creates and sustains 
complex problem spaces and what this constellation of factors implies for effective solutions 
and the dynamics of their adoption. Innovations also challenge organizations to replace 
solution uncertainty and consequence uncertainty by adequate how-knowledge: a valid under-
standing of how to configure resources into solutions that effectively address social challenges 
and limit any negative unintended consequences. Finally, innovations challenge organizations 
to replace identity and managerial uncertainties by relevant why-knowledge: being clear about 
why this innovation fits an organization’s identity and mission and why it supports a long-term 
strategy of impact creation. These findings validate our perspective on innovation processes as 
a significant investment in learning.
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Where and how does this learning take place? Some organizations use formalized learn-
ing processes such as White Papers and reports or even dedicated research units. Another 
important mechanism of learning rests in the willingness of management to spend significant 
time in the field interacting with people and communities. In all instances of innovations that 
we mapped, senior management sponsored and intimately participated in innovations. Much 
learning and knowledge accumulation occurred informally in the minds of senior personnel. 
This process was supported by the long tenure of managers in social enterprises. These 
mechanisms positively affect innovations by lowering degrees of uncertainty. Direct exposure 
of senior managers to social problems improves understanding of the characteristics and 
dynamics of problems and lowers problem frame uncertainty. Their direct engagement with 
communities builds trust and rapport and helps to lower adoption uncertainty. Communities 
are often directly involved in suggesting ideas and enacting solutions and this lowers solution 
uncertainty. The accumulation of knowledge generated across many innovation processes 
enables managers more validly to evaluate ideas for feasibility and risks. Because they are also 
involved in the roll out of innovations, unintended effects may be identified at early stages. 
This knowledge lowers both the levels and the impact of consequence uncertainty. The long 
tenure also helps to lower managerial uncertainty. Managers have many years of experience 
with innovations and usually have very realistic expectations of the dynamics and organiza-
tional requirements for supporting innovations. One BRAC manager who had struggled with 
implementing an idea that deviated from BRAC’s approach to social programs illustrates the 
argument:

In the process we have actually learned a lot. We have learned which kind of technologies probably 
won’t work for BRAC. And it has helped me appreciate that BRAC directors have very good instincts 
about what works and what won’t work. So, that’s what I am realizing: If a BRAC director tells me 
this won’t work … they are probably right. It’s interesting from some of these “nos” how much you 
learn about “Why did they say no, what’s wrong with it?”

The necessity to replace uncertainty with knowledge is costly in terms of efforts and the cumu-
lative risk of failure. We thus conceptualize innovations as investments in learning that do 
not directly create impact. From this perspective, innovation outcomes such as new products, 
services or interventions constitute a productive opportunity for impact creation when they 
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integrate adequate what-, how-, and why-knowledge. Organizations must exploit innovation 
outcomes at sufficient scale to generate a positive return on innovation. We refer to scaling 
as enacting the potential of innovation outcomes by delivering them to more people and/or 
by making them more efficient and effective over time (Seelos & Mair, 2014). Scaling thus 
requires adequate knowledge as a basis for Rogers’ (1983) “design for instrumental action” 
that fits Galbraith’s (1974) predictability criteria for achieving intended positive impact. In 
addition, the incremental improvements that may result from focused scaling over time further 
increase an organization’s knowledge. Scaling thus enacts an innovation’s knowledge poten-
tial and increases this potential. The return on innovation thus increases with the productivity 
of learning as part of innovation processes (thus making innovation less costly) and with the 
quality and endurance of scaling its outcomes (thus creating more impact from investments 
in innovation). We thus propose that evaluating innovations requires an integrated view of 
innovation, creating why-, what-, and how-knowledge and scaling, enacting and improving 
this knowledge absorbed in new products or services to serve more people, better. As visual-
ized in Figure 41.1, accumulated knowledge feeds back in a positive manner on the innovation 
process. The quote from BRAC in this section illustrates the value of this knowledge: the 
ability to create better ideas and evaluate them correctly. We believe that this dynamic prom-
inently influenced innovation processes in all four social enterprises that we studied for this 
project. This capability illustrates an absorptive capacity for new ideas, an enduring perspec-
tive in the organizational innovation literature (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Lane et al., 2006; 
Zahra & George, 2002). Given the implications of contextual characteristics in developing 
countries in terms of opportunity costs of resources, difficulty in estimating the impact poten-
tial of novel resource configurations, and the vulnerability of stakeholders to failed innovation, 
we propose that absorptive capacity is also a key perspective for social innovation processes.

Innovation Archetypes

We mapped individual innovations in social enterprises over two decades of their organiza-
tional trajectories. This mapping revealed distinct patterns in how social enterprises integrated 
innovation and scaling. We call this integration “innovation archetypes.” Archetypes capture 
two important macro-level innovation characteristics: (1) the role of innovation in enacting an 
organization’s mission, and (2) the balancing of innovation and scaling over time. The four 
different archetypes are visualized in Figure 41.2.

Innovation for learning
Gram Vikas started operating in Orissa, India, in 1972 and had a long learning curve of failed 
innovations in its early years. The organization intended to target inequality and help disad-
vantaged members in rural villages. However, it did not find an access point to their target 
communities. The young Gram Vikas members did not have adequate what-knowledge of the 
complex problem space of rural inequality. They also lacked how-knowledge in the form of 
resources and capabilities for effective solutions and for managing a growing organization. 
Many innovations in agriculture, dairy production, or education were abandoned. Those that 
worked could not be scaled. An innovation into biogas in the 1980s dramatically changed 
the organization’s trajectory. It targeted one specific problem, the lack of electricity, with 
a technical innovation: building low-cost biogas plants. This innovation involved much 
lower social complexity than the earlier innovations targeting inequality. Because biogas 
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generated tangible benefits for poor farmers and was financially sustainable for Gram Vikas, 
the organization grew rapidly. Gram Vikas developed important organizational capabilities, 
including hiring, training, and organizing a large staff into a productive enterprise. The trust 
and goodwill that accrued to Gram Vikas helped the organization to learn about many other 
problems that the communities faced. Scaling biogas thus created important how-knowledge 
in the form of specialized organizational resources and a reputation as an organization that can 
deliver. Additionally, it created important what-knowledge, deepening its understanding of the 
problem space of inequality. Interestingly, to build this knowledge, Gram Vikas had to deem-
phasize one defining organizational characteristic at least temporarily: the original mission 
of targeting inequality was reduced to a focus on productively delivering a more technical 
project. But this lack of meaning and inspiration eventually limited Gram Vikas’ motivation to 
continue scaling biogas. The leaders decided to spin off the biogas operation and to refocus on 
its original mission. By then, Gram Vikas was in a much better position to successfully enact 
their eventual signature intervention that combined a technical program of providing toilets 
and running water with a social transformation program that succeeded in lowering inequality 
(Mair et al., 2016). Gram Vikas’ early failures acted as a warning against departing from this 
approach and thus the organization kept scaling this program over more than one thousand 
villages with little modification and little appetite for innovations.
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Innovation for scale
Prior to the establishment of the Aravind Eye Hospital in 1976, its founder had already enacted 
a successful innovation around high-productivity eye cataract surgeries in low-income com-
munities in Tamil Nadu, India. This innovation then became the operating model of Aravind 
after its founder had retired from his post in a public hospital. He was able to hire relatives, 
some of which were also eye doctors and he had deep experience with managing a health 
service operation efficiently with a limited budget. Skilled and dedicated resources, a clear 
sense of mission “to eliminate needless blindness,” and a deep understanding of patient needs 
in both urban and rural settings all aligned into an efficient model for providing cataract 
surgeries. Scaling this model and using Aravind’s scarce resources productively became its 
primary strategic objective. Removing any uncertainties was crucial for scaling. Even the 
smallest ideas to improve efficiency immediately benefited patients, and the high quality of 
surgeries in turn created the patient demand required for scaling. Aravind developed all the 
characteristics of a high-reliability, high-performance organization. It did not strive to be 
a high-creativity, innovative organization. But, amazingly, it implemented some dramatic 
innovations very productively. Aravind tended to innovate to remove operational bottlenecks. 
These emerged as part of its scaling efforts, its push to constantly improve its ability to serve 
more patients with better procedures. The introduction of intraocular-lens-based surgeries and 
the subsequent necessity to move into lens manufacturing is a case in point. Aravind’s strategy 
to aim at extremely high-performance levels thus met a real bottleneck in the provision of 
lenses. The organization saw a painfully visible gap between its actual and desired perfor-
mance levels, which triggered a firm consensus throughout the organization that solutions had 
to be found. The subsequent search for solutions generated ideas that had relatively few uncer-
tainties. Identity uncertainty was minimized by establishing the lens manufacturing plant as 
an independent organization that operated at arm’s-length with Aravind. Aravind had the best 
available surgeons, who could readily adopt the new procedure with little training. The ideas 
were also grounded in deep knowledge about existing patient needs and demands and their 
willingness to adopt this new surgical procedure. Unintended consequences were unlikely 
because the procedure was well-established in the medical community. The focus on innovat-
ing around emerging bottlenecks lent Aravind’s innovations a particular pace, direction, and 
rationale. It made innovating more productive than exploring ideas far from Aravind’s knowl-
edge base. Innovations further improved Aravind’s scaling capacity and thus enabled Aravind 
to create more impact from its previous innovations. And the deep knowledge it accumulated 
in its domain improved absorptive capacity and allowed Aravind to create better ideas and to 
evaluate and enact them productively.

Innovation for scope
A hallmark of BRAC’s innovation trajectory that started in Bangladesh in 1972 was its focus 
on clustering several innovations around individuals within a larger community. When it 
started out it had little what-knowledge and thus needed to learn rapidly in its early years. 
However, it was endowed with significant how-knowledge. Its founder had senior manage-
ment experience in a multinational enterprise and was keen to build BRAC into an effective 
and large organization. BRAC also developed a clear identity about national-level impact and 
transforming the lives of the poor. Today, BRAC is one of the largest NGOs in the world. It 
operates very differently from the thousands of smaller NGOs in Bangladesh. These NGOs 
cater to almost any need of the poor, but individuals are often served by only one or two in 
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specific areas such as microfinance or health. This creates benefits for the poor around specific 
needs. Yet, it rarely transforms their lives in a more fundamental way. BRAC provides a mul-
titude of economic (microfinance, business opportunities, better health), cognitive (kindergar-
tens, schools, adult training), and normative/political (human rights training, empowerment of 
women, legal-advice) support interventions. The concurrence of several interventions for an 
individual often has significant consequences for that person. She does not change one aspect 
of her life temporarily – as is the case with single interventions – but instead she has a real 
opportunity to reinvent herself and fundamentally change her life path. To produce transform-
ative impact, innovations that expanded the scope of BRAC’s services were needed. Because 
BRAC decided to become as financially independent as possible, it could afford to (and had 
the freedom to) make investments that were crucial for productive innovation and for efficient 
scaling. BRAC invested in building a dedicated organizational infrastructure for learning and 
for sharing and disseminating accumulated knowledge. For example, a dedicated research and 
monitoring department employed its research facilities to reduce uncertainties before investing 
in pilots. The unit also helped to evaluate pilots and to establish rigorously why something 
worked and not just that it worked. Understanding the causality of an innovation in turn led to 
much more efficient scaling decisions. A dedicated monitoring department nurtured BRAC’s 
culture of constant monitoring, evaluation, and improvement that created tremendous impact 
from scaling its innovations. Thus, BRAC dramatically expanded its scope through a number 
of innovations. At the same time, it built an organizational culture and infrastructure that force-
fully and efficiently scaled its innovations and created impact at a national level.

Innovation for diffusion
The founders of Waste Concern are serial entrepreneurs working on the problems of 
resource-waste and environmental degradation. From the start of their journey in 1995 until 
today they were not motivated to operate large, productive organizations to create sufficient 
impact from their investments in innovation. Instead, Waste Concern enabled other organ-
izations to scale its innovation outcomes. This choice created a dual challenge: (1) Waste 
Concern needed to ensure robust innovation outcomes with stable properties, and (2) it needed 
to remove uncertainty in the perceptions of others about whether adopting its ideas was 
beneficial or not. Waste Concern’s innovation approach illustrates many of Rogers’ (1983) 
principles of diffusion. Waste Concern demonstrated the relative advantage of its innovations 
by calculating data that communicated benefits in objective terms. It published its data and 
findings together with other experts, which provided additional credibility. Waste Concern 
emphasized generally accepted values and priorities, such as cost savings, efficiency, envi-
ronmental protection, profits, and jobs, that were attractive to private sector and public sector 
stakeholders. Waste Concern used simplicity and functional robustness as design criteria 
for its innovations thus limiting the complexity of understanding and adopting them. Waste 
Concern invested in scaling its demonstration projects so that visitors could observe all aspects 
of its operations. Transparency and availability of process documents and data on social, 
environmental, and financial aspects further supported the observability of innovations and 
the benefits of scaling them. The demonstration plants and a dedicated training facility were 
investments to give others hands-on experience with the innovations. Waste Concern even 
used patents for this purpose. Patents in the business sector protect and increase the private 
benefits of the innovator. Waste Concern used them for a different purpose. If stakeholders 
wanted to use the patented innovations, they got a license only if they came for training to 
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Waste Concern’s facilities. That way Waste Concern ensured that replications were successful 
and efficient and that more impact was created from its investments in innovations.

CONCLUSION

Social innovation and traditional innovation research share similar weaknesses: a lack of 
critical research about the consequences of innovation, in particular about unintended negative 
consequences, and insufficient concern about who is most affected by the negative conse-
quences of innovation (Godin, 2013; Rogers, 1983; Sveiby et al., 2012). By adopting a lon-
gitudinal process perspective, we explored whether and how social enterprises innovate and 
what the consequences of innovation were for the focal organization and the communities it 
served. The innovation processes of four social enterprises were characterized by uncertainties 
that generated significant risk for organizations and vulnerable constituencies in developing 
countries. This exposure to innovation risk provides a strong argument for a critical evaluation 
of the potential of innovation. Our anecdotal data reveal an important opportunity for studying 
the consequences of social innovation and implications for managerial responsibilities more 
systematically.

One aspect of managerial responsibility as part of innovations lies in the need for effective 
learning to reduce uncertainties. We know very little about how social enterprises learn as 
part of innovation or scaling processes nor how learning can be an instrument for responsibly 
addressing innovation risk. Social innovation research may expand the concept of absorptive 
capacity. Originally developed mostly in the context of high-tech firms (Cohen & Levinthal, 
1990) we are not aware of any systematic exploration of this concept in social enterprises. 
Our findings indicate that understanding absorptive capacity matters greatly for innovation 
research in developing countries in the context of communities that are vulnerable to the 
effects of bad ideas and innovation failures.

Further studies might also explore if adopting different learning types influence the 
adoption of particular innovation archetypes or whether archetypes lead to the adoption of 
learning modes. Innovation archetypes clearly differ in terms of the depth and broadness of 
the accumulated what-, how-, and why-knowledge in organizations. Further research might 
seek to understand two important implications of this finding (Zhou & Li, 2012): (1) how do 
knowledge depth and broadness influence innovation processes in social enterprises, and (2) 
how does the knowledge base influence mechanisms of diffusion or other forms of knowledge 
sharing for the purposes of increasing the impact of innovations or helping organizations to 
reduce innovation uncertainties.

Innovation archetypes also remind us that innovation serves different purposes in organ-
izations and thus has different characteristics. These differences need to be understood by 
analysts who are comparing innovation across different organizations. Different archetypes 
are associated with different decisions about the why, what, and how of innovation and these 
differences need to be accounted for. Understanding the implications of different archetypes 
also matters for funders who otherwise might have false expectations about the potential of 
innovation to create impact. Funders might also misunderstand the need for innovations at 
particular points in times along the trajectory of an organization. For example, pushing a social 
enterprise to be more innovative might actually lower the organization’s ability to create 
impact and deny vulnerable constituencies access to fundamental services. Archetypes differ 
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in their ability to enact innovations productively. This forces us to consider the link between 
archetypes and innovations as has been suggested by Downs and Mohr (1976: 706): “The unit 
of analysis is no longer the organization but the organization with respect to a particular inno-
vation, no longer the innovation, but the innovation with respect to a particular organization.” 
For example, understanding this link between archetypes and innovations helps to avoid the 
fallacy of seeing value only in successful innovations. Organizations that target tough and 
complex relational problems grounded in stifling norms, abuse of power, and politics, need 
adequate support for the often painful and drawn-out learning journey required for eventual 
success. Expecting funds to generate short-term impact rather than learning might harm their 
efforts. 
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42. Innovating business models for sustainability:
an essential practice for responsible managers
Steve Kennedy and Nancy Bocken

INTRODUCTION

In the new geological epoch of the Anthropocene, human activity is key to the future health 
and wellbeing of our Earth systems (Steffen et al., 2018). Yet in 2017, over 15,000 natural 
scientists from across the globe gave the second warning to humanity about the plight of our 
ecological systems (Ripple et al., 2017). Their warning; we have failed to significantly address 
ecological challenges and are not taking “the urgent steps needed to safeguard our imperiled 
biosphere” (p. 1026).

The global ecological crisis has not gone unnoticed by managers. It has sparked a new ‘green 
revolution’ driven by normative reasons for action in response to the ecological destruction, 
and by instrumental reasons of finding a better way to do business (Nidumolu et al., 2009). 
Innovation is at the core of this revolution, and is the primary vehicle through which respon-
sible managers seek to discover win–win opportunities to pursue financial, environmental and 
social goals (Hart & Milstein, 2003). Innovations in solutions such as renewable energies, 
electrification of mobility, green bio-based chemistry and sharing platforms are all attracting 
significant managerial attention as essential ways to green their way of doing business.

Yet, innovations that radically improve environmental performance of firms are rare, as are 
those that fundamentally challenge the way our production and consumption systems operate 
(Boons et al., 2013; Ritala et al., 2018). Instead, managers tend to favour small revisions to 
existing products and services, such as the use of fewer materials and energy, that result in only 
incremental improvements to environmental performance (Kennedy et al., 2017). Worse still, 
these gains may in reality be outweighed by rebound effects in production or consumption 
(Parguel et al., 2017; Zink & Geyer, 2017), leading to no absolute environmental improvement 
to our ecosystems.

In response, the concept of business model innovation has recently began to attract much 
attention from sustainability management scholars and managers alike and has entered into 
popular discourse (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016; Massa et al., 2017; Schaltegger et al., 2016a). 
By innovating the business model, a manager has the opportunity to reconceive how the firm 
creates, delivers and captures value for the organisation and its stakeholders (Richardson, 
2008). Innovation may go far beyond its products and services, and even force the reconsid-
eration of a firm’s governance, ownership structures and agreed purpose. This opens up the 
potential for radical improvements to sustainability performance and goes beyond managers 
only considering techno-fix solutions to our environmental challenges (Boons et al., 2013; 
Schaltegger et al., 2016a). Transformations in the business model, like moving from selling 
products to selling services, or even ‘outcomes’ (e.g. ‘clean air’ or ‘clean laundry’ rather than 
air conditioners or washing machines), have been linked to potential environmental impact 
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reductions of up to 50‒90 per cent, depending on the design of the new business model 
(Tukker, 2004).

In this chapter we seek to provide an overview to the field of business model innovation for 
sustainability in relation to responsible management. Responsible management focuses on the 
duty of care that ‘normal’ individual managers need to practise as part of their everyday jobs 
(Laasch, 2018b). As a discipline it integrates the three subject areas of: sustainability (man-
aging socio-ecological systems in relation to their threshold limits), responsibility (managing 
relationships with stakeholder constituents), and ethics (managing moral dilemmas) (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2014). Henceforth, ‘responsible managers’ (Prahalad, 2010) assume responsibility 
for these three domains and integrate them into their managerial practices.

While ‘being responsible’ may be a company strategy, it is translated into action by indi-
vidual managers. Managers need to apply a locally relevant frame to strategy and develop the 
new practices, capabilities, products and services that will operationalise corporate ambition 
(Wright & Nyberg, 2017). Business model innovation for sustainability offers responsible 
managers a practice that enables the (re-)consideration of how they care for and deliver value 
to stakeholder constituents, and deliver positive impacts to key sustainability challenges 
such as climate change, biodiversity and poverty. Responsible managers may initiate, drive, 
operationalise and/or eventually scale up new or revised business models for sustainability. 
Managerial roles such as marketing, product design and financing will all have an important 
bearing on the successful outcome of business model innovation for sustainability. Henceforth, 
it serves to decentralise the responsibility for sustainability within companies away from 
stand-alone ‘sustainability silos’ (Geradts & Bocken, 2018) towards an organisation whereby 
all managers are ‘responsible’ (Laasch, 2018a).

Key research themes explored in this chapter include; the conceptualisation of business 
models for sustainability (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008), identification of patterns of business 
model components (Bocken et al., 2014; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2018a, 2018b), understanding 
the innovation process (Roome & Louche, 2016), unpacking the innovation challenges (Rizos 
et al., 2016) and providing tools and frameworks (e.g. Joyce & Paquin, 2016). Upon consid-
eration of these themes we seek to offer fruitful directions for both responsible management 
scholars and practitioners interested in understanding the role of business model innovation 
for sustainability. More specifically we offer three areas for future research; (1) developing 
context sensitivity; (2) enhancing approaches to experimentation, and; (3) investigating new 
ways to innovate business models for sustainability.

CONCEPTUALISING BUSINESS MODELS FOR SUSTAINABILITY

A business model seeks to capture the logic of how a firm creates value and the impacts of 
doing so (Schaltegger et al., 2016a). This concept has attracted significant scholarly attention 
since the mid-1990s as a unit of analysis and way to create explanations of how companies 
‘do business’ (Massa et al., 2017; Wirtz et al., 2016; Zott et al., 2011). More recently, busi-
ness models have drawn the attention of scholars for sustainable management as a concept 
to help analyse how managers can change firm operations to offer increased value to society 
and the natural environment. This alternate focus on business models is a welcome counter 
to a prevailing bias in the discourse toward techno-fix solutions and striving for ever more 
eco-efficiency (Schaltegger et al., 2016a).
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Definition

There is no one standard or commonly used definition of business models for sustainability 
(for a selected review see Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016). Scholars constructed definitions 
according to activities, processes, building blocks, the concept of value, or by developing 
conceptual templates or tools (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016). Yet, most definitions centre on 
the requirement for managers to consider a broader set of stakeholders beyond shareholders, 
and consider creating environmental and social value alongside economic value. We define 
business models for sustainability as: how an organisation creates, delivers and captures 
value for its stakeholders in a way that supports a safe and just operating space for humanity 
and all living entities to flourish.

While much of the terminology is debatable (e.g. just what should be preserved), and aca-
demics call for more cumulative theory work (Dentchev et al., 2018), our definition combines 
two core concepts. First, it recognises that sustainability of socio-ecological systems resides 
between living within environmental ceilings (Rockstrӧm et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015) and 
above social foundations (Raworth, 2012, 2017). For business models to be sustainable, the 
outcomes (e.g. cleaner rivers, better connected communities) of their outputs (e.g. products, 
waste) should aid the capacity of actors to manage the socio-ecological system in relation to 
these thresholds (Walker & Salt, 2012).

Second, it utilises the three central components of business models; value proposition, 
delivery and capture. These three components are well established in the ‘conventional’ busi-
ness model literature (e.g. Richardson, 2008; Teece, 2010) and have proven useful to describe 
and analyse how a firm creates value. Through purposeful changes to each or all of these three 
components, managers may innovate toward a business model for sustainability by “creating 
significant positive and/or significantly reduced negative impacts for the environment and/or 
society” (Bocken et al., 2014:44). We now address each three components in turn.

The value proposition describes what value is being offered to customers and to all other 
stakeholders through its products and services. The value proposition can be seen as the 
reason why customers would buy the product or service, and why other stakeholders would 
be supportive of the firm’s activities. Business models for sustainability offer environmental 
and/or social value alongside financial value (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 2013), focusing on 
how the product or service meets the needs of various stakeholder groups. Managers may 
innovate through changing the product or service offering, such as a food company switching 
from delivering the value of satisfying customers hunger, to offering products that provide 
customers with healthy nutrition.

The value creation and delivery refers to how the firm brings the respective value to the 
customer and other stakeholders. Managers need to consider all the aspects that enable the 
activities of the firm to be carried out such as the people and resources required, and the 
flows necessary for the activities. Innovation may include changing the energy inputs of 
manufacturing to using renewables such as solar or wind, or altering how the product reaches 
the marketplace by low-carbon transportation. In the increasingly popular area of circular 
economy, collaboration is also considered to be essential in creating and delivering new forms 
of value (Brown et al., 2019). For example, new partners may need to be identified to support 
product take-back and product reuse and recycling, or service providers may need to be found 
to support a rental or leasing model (e.g. for transport, maintenance and cleaning).
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Value capture asks managers to consider how the firm will retain value and how value will 
be distributed between its stakeholders. A business model for sustainability requires firms to 
capture sufficient financial value to cover operational costs, but also that financial, environ-
mental and social value is captured by stakeholders in a fair and equitable manner. Managers 
may consider changes to value capture such as altering how it earns financial revenue to be 
more inclusive for disadvantaged members of society, or redistributing the wealth generated 
by the firm. From an environmental perspective, managers may seek to find ways in which the 
firm can do more ‘net good’, such as planting more trees than they use for paper production. 
A final rather fundamental consideration is the ‘growth ethos’ and whether a manager can 
spark internal reconsideration of a firm’s growth goals. For example, can ‘infinite’ growth 
based on consumerism and planned obsolescence be questioned (Bocken & Short, 2016; 
Raworth, 2017), and can the manager consciously consider which ‘unsustainable product or 
service’ it is replacing through its business purpose (e.g. replacing fossil-fuel cars with hydro-
gen fuel ones; Wells, 2018)?

Business Model Patterns

Much scholarly attention has focused on understanding the configurations of the components 
forming business models for sustainability (Bocken et al., 2014; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2018a). 
This work has sought to identify patterns in how business models for sustainability operate 
in order to create classifications. These classification or ‘archetypes’, can themselves be used 
by responsible managers to inspire innovation or used within the innovation process to aid 
idea generation of a new sustainable business model. Since initial seminal categorisations on 
Product Service Systems (PSS; Tukker, 2004) and, later, business models for sustainability 
(Bocken et al., 2014), several reports have started to develop business model for sustainability 
frameworks for managers to use (e.g. Clinton & Whisnant, 2014; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016). 
These frameworks have been extended to offer managers more specific guidance in fields like 
circular business models (e.g. Bocken et al., 2016; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2018b) and sharing 
business models (Laamanen et al., 2018; Ranjbari et al., 2018). 

MODES OF INNOVATING BUSINESS MODELS FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY

Managers may innovate a business model in four principal ways; creation, extension, revision, 
and termination (Cavalcante et al., 2011). Indeed, business model innovation may be more 
incremental (e.g. an adjustment or adaptation) or radical (a full redesign) (Lüdeke-Freund et 
al., 2016), and challenge only one or multiple building blocks of a business model (Osterwalder 
& Pigneur, 2010).

First, a manager may choose to terminate a dysfunctional business model. Termination may 
imply the closing of a business unit or indeed a complete company. Traditionally managers 
would take this decision based on financial considerations of unprofitability, cash flow strug-
gles or inadequate return on assets employed. Few management studies have yet to consider 
when and how managers decide to terminate a business model due to its negative social or 
environmental impacts (Roome & Louche, 2016). However, emerging research is developing 
tools to support such decision-making processes, for instance by formulating an ‘environmen-
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tal value proposition’ that, in addition to the customer offering, shows the positive impact 
the company is intended to have on the environment (or society) through the way business is 
done (Manninen et al., 2018). Such tools may help focus direction on new business models to 
pursue and old ones to terminate. Other research is exploring conscious decisions on whether 
the business would modify or destroy unsustainable business models and how (e.g. Bocken 
et al., 2013). Yet, how managers may deal with the ‘internal conflict’ of competing business 
models inside an organisation (Chesbrough, 2010) and new sustainable ones replacing old 
ones deserves more of a research focus.

Second, a manager may seek to extend an existing business model. Extension refers to 
adding activities to an existing core that remains unchanged, such as adding product lines or 
new services such as product repair. Extensions are incremental adjustments that are low in 
risk as the proven functional core of the existing business model is maintained (Lüdeke-Freund 
et al., 2016). Such innovations can be seen as ‘greening’ business models, and largely defen-
sive or accommodative strategies driven by cost and risk reduction (Schaltegger et al., 2012). 
For instance, new regulation on extended product responsibility may require firms to offer 
customers the service to return used products free of charge.

Third, an old business model can be revised. Revision implies radical changes to how the 
business model currently operates (McDermott & O’Connor, 2002). Triggering events such 
as new commercial opportunities, new market entrants or new disruptive technology may 
spur a manager to reconsider the logic of how it creates value and significantly change one or 
more of the core components of the existing model (Cavalcante et al., 2011). Alternatively, 
a manager may feel the need for a business model revision as a result of organisational learning 
(Achtenhagen et al., 2013). Revisions to business models require questioning the dominant 
logic of a firm and hold greater risk than extensions, making them less favourable to managers 
(Christensen, 1997).

Finally, a brand new business model can be created. This refers to turning an idea or vision 
into a commercialised practice for the first time through the design and implementation of 
business model components. This change has a high degree of risk as the business model is 
unproven and needs validating (Chesbrough, 2010; Christensen, 1997).

Unlocking the Innovation Process

Few management studies have investigated the actual process through which responsible 
managers may revise or innovate new business models for sustainability. Roome and Louche 
(2016) empirically investigated two longitudinal case studies of business model revision and 
offer a process model comprising of four stages; identifying, translating, embedding, and 
sharing. In both cases the new sustainable business model then resulted as emergent outcomes 
from a transformation process, rather than sparking the beginning of change within a firm. 
Schaltegger et al. (2016b) conceptualise a co-evolutionary process for developing business 
models that seek sustainability transformations of markets. The authors use a three-step evo-
lutionary process of variation (search for solutions), selection (elimination of unsustainable 
business models, positive selection of sustainable ones) and retention (growth and diffusion of 
sustainable business models) to theorise the necessary interaction between market incumbents 
and sustainability-driven niche players to transform the mass market.

Yet, the extent to which the innovation process for revising or creating new business models 
for sustainability is different than for traditional business model innovation remains poorly 



Innovating business models for sustainability  645

understood. Likewise, the organisational practices used by managers within this process con-
tinues to be somewhat of a ‘black box’. Many questions remain for management scholars to 
pursue, for instance: Does sustainability alter the front-end practices of the innovation process, 
changing search heuristics to new types of solution sets? (Kennedy et al., 2017); Do managers 
continue to use a form of stage-gate approach (Girotra & Netessine, 2013) to filter business 
model ideas? and; Does additional environmental and social checkbox criteria suffice to guar-
antee ‘sustainable’ end results? Such questions could be pursued by engaging with traditional 
innovation theory, an approach seemingly unfavoured by scholars in the field who typically 
have sought to create new theory of business models for sustainability that are empirically 
grounded in the phenomenon.

Required Attributes and Information

Early empirical work sought to explore the attributes and information required to manage 
business models for sustainability (Birkin et al, 2009; Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). Stubbs and 
Cocklin (2008) employed a dual case method to identify structural (e.g. processes, business 
practices) and cultural (e.g. norms, behaviours) attributes needed to operate a sustainable 
business model. Structural characteristics identified include capabilities on sustainability 
reporting, alignment of performance management system and internal practices to eliminate 
waste. Cultural attributes include a community spirit, sustainability mindset and a long-term 
focus. Birkin et al. (2009) made use of the theory of constraints as an investigative method 
into the information necessary for sustainable business models within seventeen Nordic organ-
isations. The authors identified four classes of information on which the companies operate 
and appraise their sustainable business models, namely mass balance, life-cycle impacts, 
stakeholders and ecological resilience. However, more work is needed to assess the impact of 
sustainable business models (Manninen et al., 2018) in particular because some of the (posi-
tive or negative) impacts play out on a longer time-frame.

Challenges to Innovating Business Model for Sustainability

Innovating business models for sustainability is characterised as a challenging and risky 
process for managers with high degrees of uncertainty. The consideration of social and envi-
ronmental dimensions alongside economic concerns may cause complexity in the innovation 
process, as managers seek to provide value on all three fronts (Boons & Lüdeke-Freund, 
2013). Ambiguity may also be high, due to questions such as whether the business model will 
actually improve environmental and social performance once all design choices have been 
made and the customer behaviour of the product is known. Scholars have identified a range 
of additional challenges including; dealing with the absence of ‘green’ supply of materials 
(Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008), unsupportive regulatory conditions (Linder & Williander, 2017), 
managing conflict with the existing incumbent business model (Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008), lack 
of guiding managerial tools, and added administrative burden to verify green claims (Rizos et 
al., 2016).
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Frameworks and Tools

A practitioner-oriented stream of research has sought to provide managers with frameworks 
and tools to use for innovating a new business model for sustainability. Inspired by the 
popular business model canvas by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010), a number of scholars 
have developed design canvases specific to supporting the incorporation of environmental 
and social considerations (Jonker, 2014; Joyce & Paquin, 2016; Upward & Jones, 2016). 
Other tools have sought to map the sustainable value creation opportunities to multiple stake-
holders (Bocken et al., 2013), combine business model innovation with the capital model of 
integrated reporting (Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016) or take a clear multidisciplinary approach by 
integrating sustainability and design science (e.g. Baldassarre et al., 2017; Geissdörfer et al., 
2016). Moreover, several tools are emerging on new concepts such as the circular economy, 
to assist managers in transitioning their business models to slow and close resource loops (e.g. 
Achterberg et al., 2016; Nußholz, 2018; Whalen et al., 2018).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGERS TO 
INNOVATE BUSINESS MODELS FOR SUSTAINABILITY

While innovation of business models for sustainability is attracting the attention of responsible 
managers and is considered a promising area of research for management scholars to improve 
our general understanding of business models (Massa et al., 2017), our understanding of the 
innovation process itself and how business models may effectively improve the sustainability 
of socio-ecological systems is far from complete.

We believe there remains much scope for management scholars to help responsible 
managers to innovate business models for sustainability. We offer three opportunities for 
responsible management research in this area; (1) developing context sensitivity to connect 
business models to the needs of socio-ecological systems; (2) enhancing approaches to exper-
imentation through new tools and frameworks, and; (3) investigating new ways of innovating 
business models for sustainability through changing components of value proposition, creation 
and capture.

Developing Context Sensitivity

Revised or completely new business models offer excellent opportunities for firms to move 
beyond incremental innovations, and deliver radical improvements to sustainability perfor-
mance. However, they will only be effective if they are developed in way that is sensitive 
to the local, regional and planetary socio-ecological systems in which they operate. A new 
business model may seem more ‘sustainable’ to a manager if they now can offer value to the 
customer with a reduced environmental footprint, but we can only actually understand if this is 
the case if we know how the socio-ecological system behaves, its thresholds and the impact of 
the business model. For instance, a firm may deem its business model as sustainable by offer-
ing a lease model in order retain ownership and enable the recirculation of materials. However, 
customers may feel that they have increased spending power due to not having to pay for the 
product up-front, and buy additional products that offset the environmental savings of the 
business model. Alternatively, the business model may deliver on its proposed environmental 
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savings, but these may not be aligned with the environmental space available (e.g. remaining 
carbon budget), and do little to move the economic system to within its environmental limits.

One approach to develop context sensitivity is for managers and responsible management 
scholars to use systems thinking. Systems thinking posits that socio-ecological systems are 
comprised of elements that are interconnected and interact to “produce their own pattern of 
behavior over time” (Meadows, 2008: 2). If responsible managers are able to identify system 
elements and form an understanding on their relationships, they are then better placed to make 
interventions through their business models that make the intended positive change to the 
behaviour of the system.

Only a limited number of management studies have yet to use systems thinking to 
understand business model innovation for sustainability. Extant research has used systems 
thinking to build a conceptualisation of business models for sustainability through system 
dynamics-based representations (Abdelkafi & Täuscher, 2016), and has offered empirical 
insights to how a responsible manager can use systems thinking to best understand where to 
intervene within a system to improve its sustainability (Marshall & Brown, 2003). Yet, work 
in this area is sparse and we currently know little on how responsible managers may incorpo-
rate systems thinking into the business model innovation process. For instance, responsible 
managers may place more emphasis on finding solutions that support the capacity of other 
actors to manage the socio-ecological system in accordance to its ecological thresholds.

We encourage both conceptual and empirical work to provide insight to the process of how 
responsible managers may apply systems thinking for context sensitivity business models 
and enact on understandings of how socio-ecological systems behave. Management scholars 
may also help responsible managers apply systems concepts such as system delays, self 
organisation and emergence into their new business model creations through provision of new 
innovation tools. To achieve this, we invite responsible management scholars to look at inte-
grating insights from natural and social sciences to help build and understand context sensitive 
business models. Insights from the natural science are vital to both understand the effects on 
the environment, but also to draw inspiration from nature for innovation through biomimicry. 
The social sciences can similarly offer much knowledge to the innovation process, including 
insights into how people interact with products and services, and through what functionality 
their needs may be satisfied. The research challenge is to find workable combinations within 
the innovation process, whereby complexity is leveraged instead of overwhelming managers.

Enhancing Approaches to Experimentation

Experimentation is essential to allow responsible managers trial new business models for 
sustainability, validate ideas to change components of value proposition, creation and capture, 
and essentially find out which configuration works best (Weissbrod & Bocken, 2017). 
Through experimentation responsible managers gain the insights and confidence needed to 
make the decisions to fully revise old business models or replace them with new ones. Yet, 
there is currently little research on the type of experimentation that is needed by responsible 
managers pursuing sustainability transitions: What are they testing and what insights and 
certainty are they hoping to receive from the testing?

One important area for experimentation of business models for sustainability is likely to be 
value capture. Responsible managers will want to gain insight that their newly innovated busi-
ness model achieves the desired positive impact. Developing context-sensitive understandings 
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is again key, in addition to understanding how new business models for sustainability may 
influence former dominant models offered by the organisation or other actors within the 
industry (Wells, 2018). Experimentation may help provide responsible managers with insights 
to mitigate potential negative rebound effects (Zink & Geyer, 2017), and to understand the 
inclusivity and scale of outreach that the model may achieve. Moreover, experimentation may 
offer responsible managers answers to how they may be able to scale-up the positive impact of 
new business model designs (Yunus et al., 2010).

New methods and tools are needed that focus on supporting responsible managers to exper-
iment with business models for sustainability (Antikainen et al., 2017; Weissbrod & Bocken, 
2017). Research is beginning to offer a variety of tools ranging from ‘sustainable’ business 
model canvases (Jones & Upward 2014; Joyce & Paquin, 2016), conceptual templates 
(e.g. Nußholz, 2018), physical game-based tools (Whalen et al., 2018) to experimentation 
approaches, for example based on ‘lean start-up’ thinking (Antikainen et al., 2017; Weissbrod 
& Bocken, 2017). Yet, much more collaboration is needed between responsible management 
research and practice to develop tools that will be both useful to and utilised by responsible 
managers. Many tools currently remain unused (Baumann et al., 2002), while others lack 
rigorous ‘user testing’ with responsible managers in their development (Bocken et al., 2019).

Investigating New Modes and Forms of Innovating Business Models for Sustainability

Most extant studies on business models for sustainability have been conducted by responsible 
management scholars engaged with considering the natural environment aspects of sustaina-
bility (Schaltegger et al., 2016a). There remains an excellent opportunity for scholarly integra-
tion with the field of social innovation, that has largely remained distinct and separate (Seelos 
& Mair, 2005; Yunus et al., 2010). Merging of the fields may lead to the emergence of new 
conceptualisations of business models for sustainability and the discovery of unique ways of 
innovating business model components.

Moreover, it is increasingly recognised that completely new forms of business are required 
that challenge the current economic paradigms of ‘infinite growth’ (Raworth, 2017; Wells, 
2018). Responsible managers are being challenged to think more radically toward innovating 
business models with strong sustainability benefits and are capable of overthrowing redundant 
old ones with negative social and environmental impacts. ‘Slow consumption’ and suffi-
ciency business models is a promising area of research and practice, currently challenging 
business-as-usual models across multiple industry sectors. Sufficiency business models have 
already manifested themselves in the form of ‘premium models’ such as in the fashion industry 
whereby higher prices are charged in return for good quality materials and lifelong warranties. 
‘Frugal design options’ that reduce overall resource use across the product life cycle from raw 
materials usage to manufacturing and product usage are options pursued mainly in developing 
and emerging countries (Bocken & Short, 2016; Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016), but could also 
serve as an inspiration for innovation in more developed economies.

The diffusion of service models, that move away from ownership to offering access and 
performance of the product instead (Tukker, 2004), have gathered pace entering into markets 
such as mobility, washing machines and lighting. Developed economies are already dominated 
by the service sector, accounting for 70 per cent of the value added in Europe (OECD, 2019), 
yet extant empirical studies on innovation of business models for sustainability are currently 
dominated by the investigation of firms that create and manufacture tangible products. Critical 
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differences to product-centred models, including dependency on materials and energy, and 
the potential indirect environmental and social effects (Rosenblum et al., 2000) mean that 
our understandings developed through studying manufacturing firms may not be directly 
transferred.

Consequently, we invite scholars to give more attention to the service sector, and pure service 
models to unlock the innovation process and explore to what extent innovation practices may 
differ from product-centred counterparts. Furthermore, sufficiency-driven business model 
innovations focused on slower forms of consumption are only likely to become mainstream 
and scale through systems level change and collaboration at the micro (consumers), meso 
(companies, cities) and macro (national, policies) levels. Hence, responsible management 
researchers need to build on the body of emergent work by understanding the interlinkages 
between business models and how transitions in society occur (e.g. Sarasini & Linder, 2018).

CONCLUSION AND CALL FOR ACTION

In this chapter we present an overview of how responsible managers may innovate business 
models for sustainability. Responsible management scholars are finding the business model 
concept a useful unit of analysis to understand how a business operates and delivers value to 
its customers and wider set of stakeholders. Studies have ably conceptualised business models 
for sustainability and have gained empirically grounded insight to configurations of business 
model components for value proposition, creation and capture. This work has served respon-
sible managers as a foundation on which they may generate ideas to redesign business models 
for sustainability or formulate new ones.

Responsible management scholars have examined the managerial practices of innovating 
a business model for sustainability in order to unlock the steps that need to be taken (Roome 
& Louche, 2016) and the challenges that managers face (Rizos et al., 2016). Studies have 
sought to help responsible managers navigate the process by providing tools and frameworks 
(Lüdeke-Freund et al., 2016) that invite business model design to deliver economic, environ-
mental and social value.

Yet, despite the growth in scholarly and managerial engagement with innovating busi-
ness models for sustainability, we currently do not see evidence of positive impact toward 
sustainable socio-ecological systems (Barrett et al., 2018; Steffen et al, 2015). To address 
this challenge, we have offered three opportunities for future research and practice in this 
chapter; (1) developing context sensitivity; (2) enhancing approaches to experimentation; and 
(3) investigating new ways to innovate business models for sustainability. We believe that
these should be pursued by interdisciplinary approaches that integrate scientific fields such as
business management and environmental science, in collaboration with practice of responsible
managers.

Finally, we urge that innovating business models for sustainability should not be the sole 
preserve of managers with functions directly related to ‘innovation’ within an organisation, 
such as product design. Instead, we encourage all responsible managers within organisations 
to consider acting as sustainability ‘intrapreneurs’ (Geradts & Bocken, 2019) and discover 
how they may enact change to business models for sustainability.
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43. Institutional work and (ir)responsible
management
Lauren McCarthy and Sébastien Mena

INTRODUCTION

Responsible management is an umbrella term for management practices embracing sustain-
ability, ethics, and responsibility (Laasch & Conaway, 2015). Managers must be knowl-
edgeable, competent, and skilled in these three areas to be deemed responsible (Laasch & 
Moosmayer, 2016). While this may sound relatively trivial, extant research has shown that 
the wider societal frameworks in which businesses and managers operate are, arguably, 
configured to induce irresponsibility (Ennals, 2014). An interesting question therefore arises 
in responsible management research (Verkerk et al., 2001): How might managers, activists, 
consumers, workers and others push firms to engage in responsible management despite these 
structural and cultural barriers?

One answer can be found in research on institutional work, the purposeful efforts of actors 
to create, maintain or disrupt institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Institution here 
means the set of widely taken-for-granted norms, assumptions and beliefs about a specific 
area of social life. The concept of institutional work (IW) has become popular within organ-
izational theory as a means of explaining how actors can effect change in such seemingly 
unchallengeable institutions. Applied to responsible management, an IW perspective allows 
identification of how individuals may seek to: create new or strengthen existing institutions 
relating to responsibility, ethics and sustainability (e.g. new labour standards) (Schneider et 
al., 2010); disrupt irresponsible institutions and practices that may be damaging (e.g. gender 
discrimination at work) (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015); or maintain institutions and practices that 
are productive for responsible management (Hilliard, 2013).

In this chapter we explore such types of IW individuals perform towards responsible man-
agement practices, which we term ‘responsibilization work’. Through exploring exemplary 
studies, we show how responsibilization work includes changing norms, creating new stand-
ards and creating new markets for responsible management practices. We demonstrate how 
a number of different people – not just corporate responsibility or sustainability managers, 
but also other top or middle managers and other individuals, such as activists or consultants 
– are involved in this work. Vitally, we stress the importance of examining the consequences
of responsibilization work, both the intended but also the unintended and side effects.
Importantly, however, we also note that actors may engage in IW that seeks to maintain the
status quo, to protect institutions and their practices which may be considered irresponsible,
unsustainable and unethical, such as the burning of fossil fuels, corruption or exploiting tax
loopholes. Crucially, there remains a pressing need to elucidate the difference between the
symbolic and substantive adoption of responsible management practices, and the actual social
and environmental impacts that IW achieves. Further, more attention needs to be paid to how
local contexts shape, and are shaped by, responsibilization. Doing this requires a relational
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and interactionist account of power relations between broader networks of social actors than 
considered so far.

We first start by briefly providing our reading of the IW perspective. Second, we turn to 
the different studies on responsible management using this perspective and elaborate on the 
different types of work and according effects they describe. Third, we explore how these 
different types of responsibilization work may create desirable and undesirable side-effects, 
alongside their intended consequences. In concluding, we offer a number of suggestions for 
future research into responsibilization work.

THE INSTITUTIONAL WORK PERSPECTIVE

Institutional work is the term given to the purposive actions of actors (individuals, but also 
collections or communities of individuals, such as organizations or social movements) aimed 
at creating, maintaining or disrupting institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et 
al., 2009). Let us examine in more detail the different terms in this definition, and then develop 
on their implications for ir/responsible management.

First, what do we mean by institution? An institution is a set of norms, values, and beliefs, 
socially constructed by individuals in society, that shape an area of social life, guiding and 
prescribing appropriate behaviour in that area. While institutions are socially constructed and 
symbolic constructs, they also have material manifestations and implications, in that they 
shape regulations (e.g. how governments allocate resources) or how individuals behave or are 
expected to behave (Scott, 2008). Consider marriage, a common example of an institution. 
Marriage was, and is still in many places reserved for heterosexual couples, and is therefore 
not available for all legally. Other regulatory restrictions apply as well (e.g. no marriage under 
16 in the UK). The institution of marriage is socially constructed, and therefore comes with 
specific norms and values, and according appropriate behaviour, that translates into actual 
conforming (or nonconforming behaviour in fewer instances), symbolic acts and thoughts, 
such as vows or fidelity, but also material manifestations, such as laws, rings, and ceremonies.

Second, what do we mean by purposive? In its original conception (Lawrence & Suddaby, 
2006), the notion of IW emphasized the ‘work’ component: conscious and intentional action 
deployed by individuals – most often termed ‘actors’ to denote their purposeful activity. This 
emphasis on purpose and work arose from a history of institutional theory tending to theorize 
the ‘iron cage’: the top-down, structural barriers of institutions constraining and restricting 
individual behaviour (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In other words, people were not able to 
change institutions because they were living ‘inside’ them without ‘seeing’ them, unable to 
consider different ways of living or working.

On the other hand, a plethora of studies under the umbrella of institutional entrepreneurship 
began to see things differently, arguing that individuals sometimes can and do break out of 
totalizing structures in order to change institutions (DiMaggio, 1988). IW, argue its propo-
nents, tries to capture both of these ways of thinking about institutions, offering a theory which 
positions individuals within institutions, but also able to think, feel and act towards them, with 
varying degrees of agency and reflexivity at different points in time. Emirbayer and Mische 
(1998) describe three different types of agency: a first under which actors habitually and 
unreflexively reproduce past norms; a second where actors projectively (and highly reflex-
ively) imagine and strategize future possibilities; and a third ‘practical-evaluative’ type under 
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which actors focus on dealing with the present situation as it arises, with limited reflexivity 
and focused on short-term solving of problems. IW builds on these three types of agency to 
discuss how actors can agentically and more or less reflexively change or maintain institutions 
(Battilana & D’Aunno, 2009). 

Third, what do we mean by action? IW theory borrows from a sociology of practice to 
consider action as ‘micro-practices’: everyday interactions, talk, text, and performance. 
Institutions are socially constructed through these everyday practices (Berger & Luckmann, 
1966). Recent studies on IW have emphasized that antecedents to these everyday practices, or 
action, are not only cognitive (thoughts) but also emotional and affective (emotions, feelings) 
(Voronov & Vince, 2012; Zietsma & Toubiana, 2018). Relatedly, it is worth pointing out that 
‘purposive action’ only needs to be aimed at change – it does not need to be successful, and 
very often produces unintended consequences for individuals and the contexts in which they 
are working (Lawrence et al., 2009; Slager et al., 2012) – something we explore later in more 
detail in the context of responsible management.

Finally, whilst Lawrence et al. (2009) focus on individuals in organizations, the individual 
remains central to institutions and IW (see also Hallett & Ventresca, 2006), as the perspective 
focuses on practices at a micro-level. This means that although much of the IW documented 
in organization and management studies naturally include organizations, the level of analysis 
is often individual. Effects may be directed at the organizational and/or ‘field’ level (a broader 
set of rules and norms surrounding a particular industry, for example), but the purpose of such 
‘work’ is largely the broader institution.

In sum, IW affords individuals (such as managers, workers and activists) different types 
of agency to try and change or maintain the institutions governing an important area of social 
life, and some of the norms, activities or policies associated with these institutions. We now 
explore how this perspective has been applied to the context of responsible management.

RESPONSIBILIZATION: INSTITUTIONAL WORK TOWARDS 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

In what ways have individuals worked to change incumbent institutions towards more respon-
sible management practices? There are a number of empirical studies which explore respon-
sibilization through the concept of IW. This work can largely be classified into having three 
different intended effects: the creation of new responsible markets, new standards for respon-
sible management, and new norms of responsible management practices. These are achieved 
through different forms of IW, performed by a host of different people and organizations. 
While often responsibilization work is undertaken by sustainability or corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) managers, it can also be performed by other managers, such as HR or supply 
chain managers, and other non-managers, such as consultants, workers or non-governmental 
organizations (NGO) representatives.

New Norms of Responsible Management Practice

Given the frustratingly enduring view of business as profit-maximizing entities, coupled with 
supporting political narratives, the promotion of a different understanding of management 
practice (e.g. as responsible, ethical or sustainable) requires important IW. This involves chal-
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lenging the underlying assumptions, beliefs, values and discourses supporting an institution. 
Yet, to do so, would-be institutional workers have first to become cognizant of the issues. 
McCarthy and Moon (2018) show how individuals seeking to disrupt entrenched gender ine-
quality in organizations have to become conscious of inequalities and why they exist, before 
they engage in disruptive IW. Indeed, the importance of actors perceiving an institutional 
contradiction (Seo & Creed, 2002), that is, inequality (McCarthy & Moon, 2018), injustice 
(Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 2010), or a risk (Karam & Jamali, 2013), influence whether and how 
they engage in IW towards changing norms. Once cognizant of an underlying institutional 
issue, IW can usually occur both internally and externally to the organization.

Within organizations, in order to make business practices more responsible, ethical or 
sustainable, institutional workers have to change how themselves and others see business as 
usual. This involves altering often deeply-ingrained norms of doing business, by sensemaking 
(Sharma & Good, 2013) and rationalizing new practices that may run counter to extant norms. 
For example, Dahlmann and Grosvold (2017) show how environmental managers have great 
difficulty reconciling competing ‘logics’ of market competition and environmental protection. 
In that case, successful forms of IW by these managers included relying on and emphasizing 
a sense of pride and morality, but also fear of reputational damage should the firm be seen 
to be breaking with certain environmental standards. Similarly, Carrington et al. (2018) 
studied CSR professionals’ ‘covert and overt’ activist strategies for change, surmising that 
appropriating CSR standards for reputational benefit, as well as pushing a moral imperative 
for better practice, were key successful forms of IW. Unsurprisingly, ‘strategifying’ CSR for 
profit-based gains has also been found to be a key form of IW to change business practice 
towards more responsible management (Gond et al., 2018).

Externally to firms, in a similar way, institutional workers need to perform different types of 
work in order to change norms – although it requires a wider array of clout, given the diverse 
nature of the ‘audiences’ of the work. In particular, and while emotions are highly relevant to 
organizations as well, IW performed outside organizations must tread a particularly fine line 
between emotions and rationality. For instance, ‘emotionology work’ performed by CSR pro-
fessionals is an important form of IW to translate narratives around climate change between 
‘rational’ corporations and ‘emotional’ consumers (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Maguire and 
Hardy (2009) describe the ‘defensive’ and emotional IW performed by activists through 
discourse (in text and talk), to challenge norms around the use of DDT, a previously widely 
used but environmentally damaging pesticide. Conversely, however, Karam and Jamali 
(2013) detail the strategically unemotional IW performed by managers in the MENA region to 
promote more gender inclusive norms. For example, by “sponsoring opportunities and forums 
for businesswomen to build networks with other businesspersons as well as industry leaders” 
and engaging in advertising campaigns outlining the business case for gender equality, man-
agers engaged in ‘rational’ disruptive IW that was aimed at changing the norms around gender 
(Karam & Jamali, 2013: 52). Such change of norms from outside businesses are particularly 
prevalent through periods of intense social change, such as in the period after the Arab Spring, 
and during identity rights upheaval. For instance, building on contemporary discourses 
around LGBT rights and particularly marriage, Creed et al. (2010) detail how gay and lesbian 
Christian ministers engage in identity work in order to shift perceptions around homosexuality 
in US protestant churches. 

Across these studies, it is shown that changing ‘hearts and minds’, in the form of norms, 
values and beliefs, is often even more difficult to achieve across cultural and geographic 
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boundaries. This is partly because whilst markets are often considered economic arenas 
first, Reinecke et al. (2018) remind us that these spaces are also always social. In describing 
intermediaries’ ‘brokering’ work required to challenge norms on sustainable supply chain 
practices, they demonstrate that whilst the intended effects of responsibilization are most often 
a change in business practice, the route to this is first through changing widely held norms.

New Standards for Responsible Management Practice

Labour and environmental standards, codes of conduct, reporting guidelines, investment 
criteria and multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) represent a booming realm of the responsible 
management industry. It is not surprising then, that many studies of responsibilization explore 
these, and how they come to be accepted and used within organizations.

One strength of standards and MSIs tends to be their polyphonic quality – they are often 
the result of many kinds of organizational input (Mena & Palazzo, 2012). For example, trade 
unions, international and local NGOs, businesses and governments are involved in the for-
mulation of International Labor Organization (ILO) frameworks. Helfen and Sydow (2013: 
1090) identify ‘negotiation work’ across these groups of actors as a key form of IW towards 
standard-setting: “the creation of a new institution – in our case International Framework 
Agreements … is more likely if negotiations allow for continuous joint problem-solving”. 
Such ‘standardization’ work (Slager et al., 2012) is thus common across geographical bound-
aries, and include a wide number of actors. Standardization, therefore, allows to some extent 
to bridge the gap we identified above, regarding changing institutional norms across borders. 
For example, Buchanan and Marques (2018) describe how national Canadian mining industry 
associations worked through their membership to influence international CSR standards. The 
importance of insider and outsider organizational actors is also of note (Kaine & Josserand, 
2018). Zietsma and Lawrence (2010) describe how ‘boundary insiders’ (forest companies and 
Ministry of Forests) and ‘institutional challengers’ (environmentalists, First Nations groups, 
and allies) engaged in recursive IW to change environmental practices in Canada, in the 
process creating a new standard for less environmentally damaging logging. In fact, taking 
a more micro and discursive perspective, studies show how it is most often not radically new 
discourses that lead to the emergence of standards, but rather the blending of existing dis-
courses (e.g. Maguire & Hardy, 2006). Analogy and narrative are also important to standardi-
zation (e.g. Etzion & Ferraro, 2010), in order to move the organization from surface adoption 
of a policy to embedded operationalization of standards.

Standards may be formulated through disruptive and creative IW, but it requires maintain-
ing IW to conserve their utility. Mena and Suddaby (2016) identify ‘theorization work’ – the 
abstraction and justification of practices and roles – as important in this regard. Exploring 
how actors in the Fair Labor Association (a standard-setting initiative for working conditions 
in the textile industry) engaged in theorization work around codes of conduct in factories, 
they find that whilst the practices around the codes stayed more or less constant, the roles of 
different actors – and how these were considered – changed. The FLA moved from a role of 
auditor to facilitator, whilst member companies’ roles were imagined less as rule-followers, 
than as co-creators. The authors highlight that it is this shift in IW that actually sustained 
the standards for responsible working conditions. While this maintaining work is very much 
discursive, more material maintaining work is described by Kaine and Jousserand (2018). 
They highlight the important ‘brokering’ role played by grassroots activists Viet Labor, who 
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through documenting, whistle-blowing, collective action, as well as supporting, were able to 
hold businesses to account against labour standards in Vietnam.

In sum, while responsibilization can be the result of IW geared at changing informal norms 
and beliefs about responsibility, it can also be the result of the institutionalization of more 
formalized rules and standards for responsibility. While both of these effects aim at changing 
incumbent behaviour, a third type of IW is geared towards creating (rather than changing) an 
entirely new set of practices and norms, by creating new, supposedly responsible, markets.

New Markets for Responsible Management Practice

Extant studies on responsibilization have covered the emergence of new markets. These 
include socially responsible investment funds, base of the pyramid-type businesses launching 
in the global South, carbon-trading, and new food movements (e.g. organic, slow food). Key 
research questions here revolve around how new markets can be conceived, how they can be 
founded, and grown (especially in terms of cultivating new norms – see above).

With regard to the former, a number of studies have specifically concentrated on the crea-
tion of new financial markets that value responsibility, more so than existing markets focused 
solely on financial performance (Slager et al., 2012). Examining the creation of a market 
for responsible investment in France and Québec, Gond and Boxenbaum (2013) highlight 
the ‘contextualization work’, which consists of filtering, translating and coupling, necessary 
to found such new markets. Akin to standardization, contextualization work entailed both 
symbolic (i.e. narrative and discourse) and material (i.e. regulatory frameworks) dimensions.

New market creation can respond to a consumer desire for a more responsible business 
practice (e.g. sweatshop-free fashion). Yet, demand may be particularly niche or inexistent, 
and IW needs to create such demand for more responsible products or services. For instance, 
Weber et al. (2008) analyse the semiotics underlying the creation of the grass-fed meat and 
dairy industry in the US. Embedding discourses of sustainability, naturalness and authenticity 
into how the new market was communicated helped to build more responsible practices.

Creating demand also speaks to growing these new markets, with the aim of overtaking less 
responsible, competing markets. For instance, two studies focus on NGOs’ efforts to grow 
inclusive new markets in Bangladesh. Mair et al. (2012) depict how NGO actors engaged in 
‘redefining’ markets’ architecture (e.g. by creating spaces for interaction), and ‘legitimating’ 
new actors by redefining norms and assumptions around their roles as crucial to building and 
growing new markets. In an emerging dairy industry, CARE Bangladesh also worked on 
the material aspects of market creation, supplemented by increasing interaction and knowl-
edge exchange between different parts of the production network (McKague et al., 2015). 
Importantly, the role of ‘beneficiaries’ (e.g. smallholders) themselves as institutional workers 
is highlighted (see also McCarthy & Moon, 2018).

These examples highlight that IW is not necessarily always all-encompassing and focused 
on the creation ex nihilo of new markets. Some IW is geared towards facilitating the creation 
and growth of these markets. Take for instance the B-Corp market. B-Corps are a new kind 
of “business model that attempts to align profit and societal impact and prioritizes posi-
tive social and environmental outcomes” (Stubbs, 2017: 299). In the context of Australia, 
Stubbs (2017) shows that B-Corp professionals engaged in advocacy, education, lobbying 
and awareness-building as responsibilization work to grow the B-Corp market. Beunza and 
Ferraro (2018) combine theories of performativity (how a theory can become self-fulfilling) 
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with IW, to show how a large financial data company’s CSR team engaged in assembling ‘nor-
mative and regulatory networks’. In this case, such efforts led to the foundation of a socially 
responsible investment (SRI) measuring tool. Such tools facilitate greatly the expansion of 
responsible markets.

CONSEQUENCES OF RESPONSIBILIZATION

We have discussed specific types of IW and the individuals and groups undertaking such 
work. While we have elaborated on the intended effects (e.g. new norms) that these actors 
were seeking, here we highlight the broader consequences of responsibilization. We first 
underline that responsibilization work can have numerous positive and negative side effects, or 
unintended consequences. Second, we examine instances where IW is actually geared towards 
irresponsible behaviour and practice, rather than responsible management. And finally, we 
examine how eventually IW may bring responsible change, but how these changes can some-
times be superficial rather than substantial.

Unintended Consequences of Responsibilization

Most of the literature on responsibilization implicitly takes for granted the fact that IW will 
either largely succeed or fail to generate its intended effects (e.g. changing (or not) existing 
norms and according behaviours and practices). Yet, more often than not IW, much like any 
other type of social action, will have consequences that go beyond the intention of, and that 
were unforeseen by, those undertaking the work (Fine, 2006; Merton, 1936).

For instance, Vigneau et al. (2015) show the managerial and firm-level consequences 
of standardization work. The authors show how the implementation of Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) standards (for reporting on sustainability performance) led to unintended con-
sequences within firms. In particular, they highlight how managers’ conception of the meaning 
of CSR and standard compliance differed substantially from the GRI’s own conception. These 
findings underline how IW aimed at creating standards for responsible management can lead 
to differing effects, but also how such consequences were not foreseen by the actors pushing 
for the adoption of the GRI standards in the first place.

Another example is found in Slager et al. (2012), who detail the valorizing, calculative 
framing and engaging IW that actors at FTSE4GOOD used to develop their responsible invest-
ment fund. Interestingly, when unintended consequences arose as a result of such work (such 
as the fact that the investment tool was pushing firms to disclose more on their Environmental, 
Social, and good Governance (ESG) performance), the regulating actors used this to raise the 
bar for inclusion in the index. Hence, unintended effects can sometimes be ‘recaptured’ to 
ratchet up standards of responsible management.

Yet, unintended consequences are not always recaptured. Some other examples point to 
IW gone wrong (Khan et al., 2007; Mena, 2017). Indeed, responsibilization, for all of its 
good will, can create indirect negative side-effects. Famously, Khan et al. (2007) show how 
IW directed at eradicating child labour in soccer ball stitching in Pakistan ended up fostering 
poverty because of the lack of income that children were previously bringing to their house-
holds. Hence, changing norms, but also creating new markets or standards, for responsible 
management practices can have negative side-effects that may not be foreseen and intentional.
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Oftentimes, the unforeseen and unintended effects of IW will have repercussions for actors 
that are not the intentional targets of the work, such as people in surrounding communities 
where the work takes place. For instance, one of us has shown how the implementation of 
a sustainability programme by a Western multinational meant to provide access to clean water 
to cocoa farmers in rural Côte d’Ivoire actually sustained gender inequality, by reinforcing the 
power of the men over their wives but also children, as these men were the recipients of that 
programme (Mena, 2017).

Irresponsible Institutional Work

While responsibilization can have negative unforeseen and unintended side effects, it can 
also have primary and direct irresponsible effects. It is important to note the existence of 
irresponsible IW, varying in its intent and its effects. As we discuss in our concluding section, 
however, there is much less empirical work that captures irresponsible IW.

For instance, Dahlmann and Grosvold (2017) look at the IW of environmental managers 
of UK firms when they respond to conflicting demands from their stakeholders. The authors 
describe how these managers sometimes manage these tensions by reactively maintaining the 
status quo, without pushing the environmental performance of their firms further. Managers 
“simply noted compliance with laws and regulations” (Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017: 280). 
Hence, while not extreme on the irresponsibility side of the continuum, such IW is perpetuat-
ing the status quo that others have found to be leading us towards environmental destruction 
(Slawinski et al., 2017). However, it is not just firms who are guilty of ambivalence or inac-
tion. In the context of the 2008 financial crisis onwards, Motherway et al. (2018) note that 
regulators’ refusal to use sanctions or threats to punish bad lending behaviour facilitated the 
downturn. Similarly, the European Union, during a period when France was attempting to set 
up a nationwide labelling system for environmental food standards, unintentionally blocked 
progress by launching a rival system (François-Lecompte et al., 2017).

While these examples point to varying degrees of intentionality and reflexivity in how firms 
perceive tensions and respond to external demands, others have shown much more intentional 
irresponsible IW. Palmer et al. (2015) highlight how managers from a buying firm used (and 
abused) their power to maintain their market dominance and the power they have over sup-
pliers. Conversely, Soundararajan et al. (2018) uncover how knitwear factory owners in India 
intentionally ‘evaded’ responsibilization from buyers, for example by disassociating from the 
consequences of their actions, and accumulating political strength in their local contexts.

These examples highlight how maintenance work by managers can lead to varying irrespon-
sible management practices by perpetuating the unequal status quo. This is what Carrington 
et al. (2018) point as ‘abdication’ by managers in their day-to-day practices, which is highly 
influenced by broader organizational barriers contra responsibilization. The profit-driven 
motives of organizations that we touched upon earlier can be a strong deterrent to responsi-
bilization, even when individual actors may wish to promote more ethical practice (Gluch & 
Bosch-Sijtsema, 2016). 

Yet, other instances of IW by managers can be much more active and not only maintain the 
irresponsible status quo, but actively try to shape the responsibility of their firm, profession 
or industry. For instance, Mena et al. (2016) highlight how managers can engage in forgetting 
IW, following a scandal associated with their firm, where traces of memory of the scandal can 
be purposefully erased or downplayed. Riaz et al. (2011) demonstrate how elite bankers, faced 
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with the financial crisis and resulting scandals, gave up attempting to maintain institutional 
practices, instead performing defensive IW to maintain their own status, authority and power. 
In yet another telling example, Hamann and Bertels (2017) provide an important reminder that 
labour exploitation does not ‘just happen’, but is often the intentional work of managers and 
firms. At its most extreme, organizations can induce individuals to do terrible things to other 
human beings, for example by ‘categorizing’ groups on the basis of religion, ethnicity, and 
gender – as Martí and Fernández (2013) memorably demonstrate in their study of IW during 
the Holocaust.

Symbolic and Substantive Changes

In addition to the resulting negative or irresponsible consequences of managers’ and other 
actors’ IW, IW can lead to ceremonial changes that have little impact on practice and 
on-the-ground situations. Usually, the institutional literature discusses such changes as cere-
monial or symbolic (MacLean & Behnam, 2010), as opposed to substantive. The institutional 
literature, and that specific to responsible management, is ripe with examples of such instances 
of ‘decoupling’ (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008), or the apparent adoption of a practice or 
structure without actual changes.

Oftentimes, responsibilization can lead to such symbolic changes. The example above by 
Dahlmann and Grosvold (2017) highlights this: environmental changes in firms are often 
a result of a tick-box exercise that do not bring substantial environmental betterment, or at 
least reduce the environmental footprint of the firm. Clark and Newell (2013) explore how 
professional service raters were originally founded to provide integrity to investment infor-
mation. Over time, even though the objectivity and reliability of ratings has been called into 
question, the data is still used in a process of ‘complicit decoupling’. Yet, there are numerous 
managerial positions that have to deal with such exercises – whilst symbolic in impact, they 
remain substantive in day-to-day effort.

Crilly et al. (2012) show differing managerial responses depending on several internal and 
external factors that need to be considered when talking about symbolic versus more substan-
tive change in managerial practice. When stakeholders have low information (e.g. because 
the firm is not transparent), then managers are likely to ‘fake it’ intentionally and decouple. 
However, when relationships with external actors are more balanced, there is a process 
of ‘muddling through’ and sensemaking by managers, that leads to a slow appreciation of 
responsible practices. Similarly, Bartley and Egels-Zandén (2015) show how Indonesian 
unions leveraged big apparel brands’ CSR commitments to bring changes in the supply chain. 
They conclude that “CSR has been a platform for some modest gains …, but it has not allowed 
robust, transformative changes” (Bartley & Egels-Zandén, 2015: 231).

On the other hand, as highlighted above, while the literature sometimes points to incremen-
tal responsibilization, other studies show the contrary swing of the pendulum: towards irre-
sponsible incremental changes. In particular, over time, the memory about the responsibility 
of a firm or an industry for accidents, scandals, and other tragic incidents, is more likely to be 
forgotten, and gently erased rather than put at the forefront (Mena et al., 2016). While we may 
remember exceptional events, such as Volkswagen’s rigging of engines, or Enron’s downfall, 
more regular, less mediatized events are likely to be forgotten by society, but also by the indus-
try (Madsen, 2009). Due to different cultural and structural barriers, irresponsible management 
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can also be perpetuated when whistleblowing is discouraged and sometimes actively silenced 
(Lamm & Lips-Wiersma, 2018).

This poses the question of what managers are actually able to change when engaging in 
IW, but also whether they want to make their firms more responsible. We come back to these 
important points in our discussion section that outlines crucial avenues for future research in 
this regard.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on our outline of IW and responsible management, we now discuss the main findings of 
this stream of the literature and devise what we think are important directions or re-directions 
for research in this area. In short, we advance that future research on IW should: (1) address 
substantive social change, (2) not only focus on prominent institutional workers such as man-
agers, but take a more encompassing interactionist perspective, and (3) take an explicit nor-
mative stance on whether IW is beneficial or detrimental, chiefly by surfacing context-specific 
power relations.

First, as outlined in the previous section, our review of IW and (ir)responsible management 
highlights that most research tends to focus on the adoption of supposedly responsible prac-
tices, ideas, standards, or structures in a relatively symbolic way. By that we mean, instead of 
empirically exploring the actual impact of such adoption in the day-to-day lives of different 
actors, including institutional workers, research focuses on the (relatively superficial) organ-
izational adoption of these practices, ideas, standards, or structures (Verkerk et al., 2001). 
This is partly due to the fact that adoption in this sense is much easier to capture, measure and 
operationalize in data collection and analysis, than fuzzier, often less visible and measurable, 
impact on the ground (e.g. change in norms) (Colantonio, 2009). Responsibilization work 
which seeks to create new markets, set new standards, and change norms, arguably aims to 
make real-life improvements to our environment and societies, for example by ‘making trade 
fair’. Yet many studies explore the launch of the standard, or the creation of a market, as evi-
dence of successful IW per se. If we count the amendment of ‘just’ a management practice as 
responsibilization, rather than evidence that this contributes to the social and environmental 
good, are we even studying the correct phenomena? We argue that future research should first 
attempt at studying actual, substantive social and environmental impact, rather than mostly 
symbolic adoption of new responsible management fashions.

Another way to deal with this issue of symbolic versus substantive impact is the explicit 
acknowledgement and recognition that while IW can lead to symbolic adoption of various 
practices or structures, it does also substantively impact managers’ and employees’ day-to-day 
work in organizations. For instance, while responsible reporting may be symbolic for the 
organization and at best manage its relationships with some stakeholders (e.g. investors), 
it will necessarily have substantive effects on the managers responsible for the reporting. 
Further, responsibilization work can have substantive but difficult to identify effects on sur-
rounding communities. For example, while adopting an explicit policy for purchasing can be 
a symbolic way to show responsibility for supply chains, it can create real impact for people 
working at suppliers – both positive and negative. Overall, we argue that future research on 
IW should apply itself to study such actual and substantive impacts of responsibilization 
work. This means often going beyond the measurement of adoption. This connects to calls in 
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responsible management research to address reflexivity on the part of managers (Hibbert & 
Cunliffe, 2015), that need to go beyond immediate effects of managerial action and engage 
more broadly with the context of the decision and the people that may be affected by it through 
ripple effects.

Second, this also points towards moving away from focusing on managerial and corporate 
actions. Whilst the responsible management literature has highlighted that a range of workers 
within businesses (beyond CSR and sustainability professionals) enact responsible behaviours 
(Hilliard, 2013; Laasch & Conaway, 2015), we push this finding further. The effects of respon-
sibilization work we raised above are constructed and unfold in interactions between a wide 
variety of actors, such as activists, consumers, workers, governments, associations and inves-
tors. In order to capture and understand these effects, future research needs to consider not 
just unilateral managerial work but also how the context of the work affects and is affected by 
work. Again, this connects with responsible management research looking at the cultural and 
structural conditions affecting day-to-day work by employees and how it can be made more 
responsible (Verkerk et al., 2001). By context, we mean actors in the wider, networked envi-
ronment, including ‘the system of institutions’ in which IW occurs (Dover & Lawrence, 2010: 
311). This entails going beyond the intended ‘beneficiaries’ of new markets, for example, to 
include how related communities, families of workers and non-human actors (for example) 
co-construct both the IW that occurs, and its impact. As Hampel et al. (2017) point out, the 
interactions between different networks of actors and how these create institutional effects has 
been relatively downplayed up to now. This matters in particular for responsible management, 
as practices will be defined, accepted, contested or changed according to negotiations between 
different networks of actors accordingly (see Nonet et al., 2016 for how responsible manage-
ment is defined by different stakeholders in the education sector). Managers are key actors in 
the process (Laasch & Conaway, 2015), but their counterparts, such as suppliers, local actors 
in communities, employees, and so on, also greatly co-construct and shape the outcomes of 
managers’ work.

This also questions the often implicit assumption of universalism in research on IW and 
responsible management. Research tends to assume that responsibilization processes, while 
different from each other to some extent, will mostly unfold in similar ways across contexts. 
We argue that future research on IW should consider and theorize in more detail the impor-
tance of local institutional contexts, along with their specific norms and beliefs, and how this 
shapes the effects of IW and resulting responsible management practices. In accordance with 
our interactionist call for future research in this area, these interactions, we argue, will often be 
idiosyncratic to specific contexts and may not necessarily always be replicable throughout the 
world, organizations, or individuals.

Third, in line with our two previous points we also argue that future research should be more 
explicit about the normative assumptions of the academic research, but also of the different 
actors studied. Oftentimes, the moral character or effects (whether it is good or bad) of the IW 
studied is downplayed, or assumed. For example, we urge researchers to question whether 
implementing a responsible management standard is really a goal in itself and ultimately 
whether it enhances social good. As advocated by Margolis and Walsh (2003), responsible 
management research needs explicit normative grounding. Responsible management research 
emphasizes such an explicit normative stance, which is also about denouncing immoral behav-
iour and not simply researching ‘positive’ responsible actions (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015).
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Not only should the researcher be more explicit about the morality of the work studied, but 
the moral stances of the actors studied should be made explicit as well (e.g. Anteby, 2013). This 
ties back to our discussion of the side-effects of IW, some of them being negative. If morals of 
different actors are made explicit and recognized, the recognition of unintended consequences 
and their valence are more easily tackled. Responsible management research highlights dif-
ferent competencies, skills, and characteristics that may help identify the morals of managers 
and other individuals engaging in responsibilization work (Hesselbarth & Schaltegger, 2014; 
Laasch & Moosmayer, 2016). This is in line as well with our call to study substantive social 
change as a result of IW. For example, if studying the IW involved in launching women’s 
empowerment programmes in Ghanaian supply chains (e.g. McCarthy, 2017), we might ask: 
who benefits here, and who loses out? Why might different actors be involved, and how might 
their involvement challenge, or support, existing systems of oppression? Asking these kinds 
of questions during the research enables a more holistic, and realistic, view of responsible 
management practices. By being more explicit about the underlying morals of the research, 
responsible management research taking an IW perspective could move from descriptive or 
instrumental to a more critical research that matters, not just for business managers, but for 
society as well (Willmott, 2015).

Finally, while a large part of research in responsible management has tackled relatively 
symbolic and supposedly beneficial practices, relatively less research has looked at irresponsi-
ble management and resulting negative effects (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Lange & Washburn, 
2012). The “agency of exploitation” (Hamann & Bertels, 2017: 398) prompts us to call for 
more research into the intentional, purposeful and damaging irresponsible IW that actors 
perform. What is more, when it comes to responsible management, the status quo is often 
ambivalent towards responsible practices, which can lead to irresponsibility. Think of climate 
change, for instance. If business managers do not take a proactive and quite drastic stance in 
dealing with climate effects of their businesses, it might simply be too late (Slawinski et al., 
2017). Hence, maintaining the status quo, even unintentionally, is often irresponsible. Future 
research should therefore focus on how individuals can be pushed beyond their comfort zone, 
and how we can increase their (and our) moral reflexive practice or consciousness (Hibbert & 
Cunliffe, 2015; Schneider et al., 2010) in order to perform creating or disrupting work towards 
actual responsible management.

CONCLUSION

Through exploring exemplary studies into IW and responsible management, in this chapter 
we have shown how responsibilization work includes changing norms, creating new standards 
and creating new markets for responsible management practices. We have pointed out that 
various individuals in different organizations – not just CSR or sustainability managers – are 
involved in this work. Research has surfaced the consequences of responsibilization work, 
both intended and unintended effects. We have also highlight studies showing how individuals 
may engage in IW that seeks to maintain the status quo, that is, to protect institutions and 
associated practices which may be considered irresponsible, unsustainable and unethical. Our 
call for future research argues that responsible management research taking an IW perspective 
needs to expose the difference between the symbolic and substantive adoption of responsible 
practices, and the actual social and environmental impacts that they achieve. This can be 
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aided by developing understanding into how local contexts shape, and are shaped by, respon-
sibilization work, and of the power relations between broader networks of social actors than 
considered thus far. 
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44. Memes, transformational change, and
responsible leadership
Sandra Waddock

A FRAUGHT WORLD

There is little doubt among astute observers that the world faces monumental problems ranging 
from political extremism to climate change to global inequality to various sustainability crises. 
The need for responsible management and leadership, not to mention responsible scholarship, 
has never been clearer. Business as usual, trapped in the neoliberal (neoclassical economics) 
paradigm of purportedly free markets and trade, individual (but not shared) responsibility, 
the idea of self-interested maximizers, and corporate purposes narrowly defined to serve only 
one set of stakeholders, will not do in the future. Indeed, significant system transformation 
is needed sooner rather than later to bring the global human enterprise into alignment with 
nature’s constraints, resources, and opportunities. Growing evidence suggests that today’s 
economic system is driving humanity off an ecological cliff from which recovery will be 
difficult at best, if possible at all (e.g. Jackson & Webster, 2016; IPCC, 2014).

In 1972, the pathbreaking Club of Rome report, “Limits to Growth” first articulated the 
dynamic interactions that integrally exist between humans and nature’s ecological systems. 
Although the report was strongly contested at the time, significant evidence exists many 
decades later that the world has continued on a self-destructive path of business as usual 
(called the “standard run” scenario) that could potentially lead to collapsing economies and 
living standards (Jackson & Webster, 2016; see also, Turner, 2008). Further, recent research 
indicates that at four of nine “planetary boundaries,” physical limits within which the human 
enterprise’s activities need to be constrained to avoid ecological overshoot, have already 
been transgressed (Steffen et al., 2015). Johan Rockström, one of the authors of the planetary 
boundaries work (see also Rockström et al., 2009) put the ecological situation in stark terms in 
calling for a “great transition”:

We confront an existential risk without history precedent: human environmental pressures have 
reached such a pace and intensity that they may cross tipping points, irreversibly altering the state of 
the Earth system. (Rockström, 2015)

Indeed, the planetary boundaries researchers indicate that at least four of the nine crucial 
planetary boundaries have already been transgressed: climate change, biosphere integrity, 
land-system change, and altered biogeochemical cycles. These transgressions could possibly 
drive planetary systems into new states that may be considerably less supportive of human 
life than are today’s ecological conditions if trends are not reversed (Steffen et al., 2015). In 
fact, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) finds that carbon emissions have 
placed humanity in ecological overshoot (IPCC, 2014), a trend that the 2015 Paris Climate 
Change accord was meant to reduce (although not considered sufficient to actually truly tackle 
the problem).
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Transgressing physical planetary boundaries is only one of many threatening issues that 
demand new understandings and actions from responsible leaders in all realms. Another is 
growing inequality, which threatens the social stability of many societies, and is a determina-
tive factor in civilizational collapse (as is pushing ecological limits) (Diamond, 2005). Human 
activities have created a new ecological era called the Anthropocene (Crutzen, 2006), an era 
in which human activities now influence climatic and ecological conditions on the planet. 
The imperatives of climate change, the potential for systemic collapse, and a regression to 
extremism driven by political and social divisiveness threaten the foundations of a healthy and 
dynamic future—whether for individuals, communities, or human institutions like businesses. 
These crises raise the question: what does responsible leadership and management even mean 
in such a context?

WHAT DOES RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP EVEN MEAN TODAY?

It is increasingly clear that business leaders, as well as leaders of many other types of insti-
tutions, like government agencies, civil society organizations and nonprofits, health care 
institutions, and educational institutions—including schools of management—need to play 
important parts in developing responsible practices. Such efforts aim at creating a context of 
life-affirming businesses and other enterprises that shape a positive future for all.

Many of today’s efforts in business promote corporate (social) responsibility (CSR) 
activities where companies attempt to ‘do good’ in society (Waddock, 2008) in an attempt to 
counteract some of the hidden costs of externalities (by-products) of their business-as-usual 
activities. Some businesses are actually trying to become less unsustainable in their business 
operations. As Ehrenfield & Hoffman (2013) point out, however, becoming less unsustainable 
does not actually make them ecologically sustainable. CSR and even most corporate sustain-
ability efforts are likely to be insufficient to deal with the scope and scale of the problems the 
world is facing, because it is in how business operates on a day-to-day basis where the signif-
icant potential for constructive change lies. Indeed, a core definition of responsible leadership 
is leadership that encompasses sustainability, responsibility, and ethics (Laasch & Conaway, 
2015; Laasch et al., 2015). The question then becomes, what are responsible leaders respon-
sible for where system transformation is increasingly necessary and how do business leaders 
take responsibility in that context?

A Systemic Perspective

Steffen and colleagues from the Stockholm Resilience Institute call for a shift of focus during 
the Anthropocene—towards what they term planetary stewardship (Steffen et al., 2011). 
Still others call for integrating science with other types of disciplines like economics and 
business, the arts, humanities, political science and government, and others (e.g. Biermann 
et al., 2012) in what they term earth system governance or what others call Earth steward-
ship (Chapin et al., 2011). Many of these calls for global stewardship of planetary resources 
have come from physical and biological scientists. It is clear, however, that leaders from all 
realms—particularly business and management from which many of the problematic eco-
logical and societal impacts derive—need to play central roles in the “necessary transition 
towards a sustainable enterprise economy” (McIntosh, 2013). This goal is aimed, as Chapin 
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and colleagues (2011: 1) note, “not to protect nature from people; rather it is to protect nature 
for human welfare.” In this context, responsible leaders need to take the ethical, sustainability, 
and responsibility issues of decisions they are making into account on a regular basis (Laasch 
& Moosmayer, 2015).

To understand what responsibility means in this troubled context, leaders of all stripes need 
to move towards whole systems perspectives, and significantly greater reflective practices 
(e.g. Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) rather than functional, disciplinary, or even organizational 
perspectives. Responsibility in the future will be too limited a construct if it applies only to the 
individual or even the organizational level. Indeed, numerous articles on responsible manage-
ment education identify three important arenas for action on responsible management educa-
tion: ethics, responsibility, and sustainability (Laasch et al., 2015; Laasch & Conaway, 2015).

Because the system, that is, the human enterprise broadly conceived, is itself in trouble, 
responsible leaders need to be able to understand and begin to take responsibility for the 
impacts of their enterprise on the whole system. Indeed, one of the new understandings emerg-
ing from quantum physics is that of everything is connected (e.g. Capra, 1995; Capra & Luisi, 
2014), a finding that highlights the interconnectedness of businesses and their responsibilities 
with the state of the Earth. Certainly, in the day-to-day realm of digitalization, it is increasingly 
easy to see how the world is connected, and some have argued that enhancing moral/ethical 
understanding through reflective practices can help leaders better engage with the issues they 
will face (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). 

The Earth Charter (2000), an international declaration of core values and principles in 2000, 
highlighted the critical juncture of humanity role in shaping the Earth’s history, and called for 
building a just, sustainable, and peaceful global society. The Earth Charter clearly articulated 
the extent of change needed as well as the responsibility challenge (not achieved yet):

… we must decide to live with a sense of universal responsibility, identifying ourselves with the 
whole Earth community as well as our local communities. … Everyone shares responsibility for 
the present and future wellbeing of the human family and the larger living world. (Earth Charter 
Commission, 2000: 1)

BRINGING SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION ABOUT

The Earth Charter provides an important conceptualization of responsible leadership: respon-
sibility for the whole system, though it is one that has yet to be widely understood or adopted, 
especially in practice (see Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). Yet based on emergent knowledge from 
physics (and ecology) about the connectedness and interdependence of different aspects of the 
whole system, a systemic approach to leadership of all sorts of institutions is an increasing 
imperative.

Responsible leaders, that is, understand and act on knowing the implications and conse-
quences of their organization’s activities on the broader system, as well as on a wide range of 
stakeholders internal and external to the enterprise. They need to take those consequences into 
account in their business models, decisions, and how they operationalize their duties. That is 
what taking responsibility for the whole system means in practice. It means taking both short- 
and long-term impacts of doing business on stakeholders and on the natural environment into 
consideration in an integrative way (cf., Freeman et al., 2010; also Laasch & Moosmayer, 
2015). At the same time, it important to fully recognize that each individual and organization 
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can only do a bit of what is needed to bring about system transformation, because of the nature 
of the complexity and “wickedness” of socio-ecological systems, as will be discussed below.

Understanding how responsible leaders can participate in system transformation, especially 
when their own enterprises are part of what needs to change is vitally important. Below, this 
chapter first defines system transformation, then explores the realities of complexity and 
wickedness in such systems, The chapter then highlights the foundational role that both memes 
and new narratives play in effecting change, and moves to a set of principles that responsible 
leaders need to keep in mind in the transformation process.

Complexity and Wickedness in System Transformation

System transformation is change that has scale, breadth, and depth across multiple systems 
that tend to be intertwined and entangled (Waddell et al., 2014; Waddell, 2016). As Waddell 
(2016) has pointed out, the type of change needed now goes well beyond typical incremental 
or even reformative change, both of which leave existing structures, rules, and practice in place 
with (hopefully) some improvements. Instead, transformational change brings about a quali-
tatively different system and asks fundamental questions about whether and how the system 
needs to work in the future in terms of structures, practices, and subsystems’ interactions 
(e.g. Waddell, 2016; Waddell et al., 2014; Fazey et al., 2018). All of the systems that need to 
be transformed can be characterized as both complex and fraught with wicked problems. To 
think about responsible leadership in that context requires understanding something about both 
complexity as expressed in complex adaptive systems and wicked problems.

Wicked problems are social and ecological problems that have no clear beginnings (or 
endings), are interwoven with other problems or issues, poorly-formulated and structured. 
They tend to have many different stakeholders who most likely hold different and sometimes 
competing perspectives on the nature and definition of the problem, its causes, what needs to 
be done, how it should be done, and even when it is done (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Churchman, 
1967). Wicked problems and issues are dynamic and interconnected, influencing and interact-
ing with others. They are what management theorist Russell Ackoff (1975) called “messes” 
and Trist (1983) “metaproblems.”

The interesting thing is that complex adaptive systems, which most social and ecological 
systems are, exhibit similar characteristics to wicked problems (Waddock et al., 2014). Like 
wicked problems, they have nonlinear, interdependent and interconnected dynamic elements. 
They are self-organizing, adaptive, and tend towards greater complexity (when healthy), con-
stantly changing and evolving in an emergent process. Further, they exhibit path dependency, 
meaning that once a change is set in motion it cannot be reversed because of all the interacting 
elements that create a changed context (Kauffman, 1995; Nicolis & Prigogine, 1989; Capra, 
2005).

Systems, whether human or ecological, inevitably have qualities of both wickedness and 
complexity. Both sets of characteristics mean that there are no clear boundaries for issues, 
problems, or responsibilities, as the systems need to be considered not in fragmented or atom-
ized form but holistically, that is, as wholes. Things in such “living” systems are constantly 
in flux because of the dynamic qualities, and their nonlinear nature means that the effects 
of changes cannot be predicted with certainty in part because what happens in one part of 
the system can have unknown ripple effects (sometimes these ripples are called unintended 
consequences).
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Change in such contexts cannot be “directed” or “managed” as readily as many leaders 
might hope, because there are many moving, interacting, interconnected, and dynamic parts 
(and, of course, the same is true of large, complex organizations). Thus, responsible leaders 
need to understand that at the core of what guides change are, in fact, the very stories and their 
underlying memes that they create to share their enterprise’s vision, values, and operating 
principles (Freeman, 2017). Importantly, the stories that pervade the broader context about the 
purposes and functions of their enterprises in societies play an even more foundational role in 
shaping how—or whether—change takes place (Waddock, 2015, 2018).

Memes and Stories

Stakeholder theorist Ed Freeman consistently argues (e.g. Freeman, 2017) for a new “story” 
about business and, ultimately, and about how we humans live in the world. The story or 
narrative, and the core memes, that is, core units of culture (Waddock, 2015) that underpin it, 
provide a framework for action. That is, a guiding vision, narrative, or stories offers a set of 
values and norms that can guide though not plan, dictate, or direct change in the traditional 
sense, and these values, norms, phrases, symbols, and words are what are called memes 
(Waddock, 2015). Change in the complexly wicked systems discussed above can begin 
just about anywhere in the system, top down, bottom up, or lateral, and with just about any 
actor (Waddock et al., 2015), that is, leader, who sees what Meadows (2007) called potential 
leverage points for change. Consistent with the emphasis on narrative and stories with their 
supporting memes, Meadows (2007) argued that the most powerful mechanisms for system 
change are the ability to change mindsets. Indeed, in her later version of the paper, Meadows 
(2007) argued that the ability to transcend mindsets or paradigms was the most crucial change 
lever, an ability that requires new memes and stories.

The intuition about the power of stories and narratives to shape human experiences and 
actions is important because stories provide the foundation for action, because the stories and 
narratives that we tell deeply influence the actions, behaviors, and practices that we as humans 
develop (Reinsborough & Canning, 2017; Korten, 2015). Dominant narratives in a culture 
influence how people engage with each other, as well as how they think about time, space, and 
even causality (Boroditksy, 2011: 64). Such stories can have powerful influences on the world, 
as well as on how people live their lives (Polletta et al., 2011).

Powerful guiding frameworks and paradigms that work are built upon resonant core 
memes, that is, phrases values, ideas, images, and aspirations, which construct relevant cul-
tural mythologies that are needed to guide change (e.g. Blackmore, 2000a, 2000b; Waddock, 
2015). Underpinning culturally-influential stories and narratives, sometimes called cultural 
mythologies, these memes are core units of culture (Blackmore, 1997, 2000a, 2000b; see also, 
Waddock, 2015). Memes, which can be words, phrases, ideas, symbols, images, and even art 
(Blackmore, 2000a), are the foundation or building blocks of narratives, myths, and stories. 
When they are resonant, they repeat from one person to others in stories that can take different 
forms but share resonant memes. Resonant memes tend to reflect core ideas and relevant 
values that help people make sense of their world (Waddock, 2018). They gain their power 
through repetition and because they are used to construct narratives and stories—among them, 
cultural mythologies—they shape mindsets that help people interpret their worlds in a variety 
of ways (see Polletta et al., 2011).
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The foundational role of memes in establishing core cultural mythologies and narratives, 
that is, the stories we tell ourselves about what it means to be in this organization, this com-
munity, this world, has been mostly overlooked in thinking about system transformation—
and even organizational change (Waddock, 2015). Memes provide insights about what is 
important in a given story—and when they are successful, they replicate from mind to mind 
(Blackmore, 2000b), providing a common or shared understanding of whatever it is that is 
being told or sold. That telling/selling could be about an economic and cultural set of norms 
dominant in the developed world. For example, the neoliberal narrative dominates today’s 
economics, societies, and news cycles. That story contrasts with the “origin stories” of a given 
culture or organization, or even brands (Waddock, 2015, 2018), some of which may reflect 
values and norms inconsistent with mainstream notions (e.g. Klemm Verbos & Humphries, 
2012). At whatever level they are working, memes are powerful because they are shared or 
replicated from person to person, yet they allow different people or groups to use and interpret 
them in their unique ways.

Responsible leaders and managers recognize the importance of how they frame the purpose 
and vision of their enterprise, whatever it may be, since the memes that frame those narratives 
provide a rationale for engaging their stakeholders and the world around them. In shaping the 
enterprise’s vision, they can choose a narrow purpose that fits with today’s dominant narra-
tive, discussed in the next section, for example, to “maximize shareholder wealth,” if they 
lead a company. Or they can choose a broader set of memes to articulate a potentially more 
meaningful purpose that engages and inspires stakeholders to do something good for others 
and the world around them.

Today’s Dominant Narrative

Today’s dominant narrative, the neoliberal narrative, serves as a kind of metanarrative or 
overarching interpretation of how the world works. Neoliberalism, as operationalized today, is 
an extreme form of capitalism associated with free markets, shareholder wealth maximization, 
and individual liberty and responsibilities (but not shared ones) (Waddock, 2016). This narra-
tive, which includes premises of constant material and financial (wealth) growth, has provided 
guidance for economists, as well as business and political leaders since after the Second World 
War (Monbiot, 2016b; Waddock, 2016, 2018). In looking at these ideas, it is clear that the neo-
liberal narrative is built on a set of memes—core understandings and ideas—that suggest that 
constant and endless economic, material, and financial growth is both desirable and feasible, 
in a world of ecological and resource constraints (e.g. Ehrenfield & Hoffman, 2013).

Those memes convey an understandings that “man” [sic] should have “dominion” or 
power over nature, ideas—memes—that suggest that nature’s resources are on the planet for 
exploitation by human beings. They tell us that markets, dominated in actuality by oligopolies 
and even monopolies, are free and that free trade is always the right approach for any nation. 
Indeed, they tell us that markets will resolve all social ills, completely disregarding impacts of 
business activity on the natural environment. Negative impacts are called externalities, that is, 
negative by-products of business or other human activities that are accounted for in parts of the 
bigger system beyond the business.

The problem is that from a global (or even national) systems perspective there is no “exter-
nal” to the system. We are all part of one big world system, plus numerous more local systems. 
What looks like an externality to one entity, simply goes to another part of the whole system, 
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where it can either be reused, recycled, or regenerated—as happens in nature—or disposed 
of to become “waste.” From a planetary perspective, we are indeed one system, for as ecolo-
gists have been saying for many years, there is only one Earth and we humans need to learn 
to live within the constraints imposed by that reality. The impact of realizing the neoliberal 
narrative (along with population growth and processes of industrialization) has resulted in 
today’s unsustainable and ecologically irresponsible path (e.g. Lovins et al., 2016; Jackson & 
Webster, 2016), a path that responsible leaders of the future arguably need to work to correct 
in whatever ways they can.

Crafting a New Story

One vital role for responsible leaders is that of crafting a new story that brings businesses 
and other enterprises into harmony with nature’s boundaries. To transform complex systems 
with many stakeholders of differing perspectives, there is no underplaying the importance of 
guiding frameworks, narratives, or stories that bring forward resonant memes that can shape 
attitudes, behaviors, and practices (Blackmore, 2000a, 2000b), that is, mindsets.

In the context or neoliberalism and potential ecological collapse, responsible leaders need, 
as Freeman (2017) argues, to articulate a new story, each on their own for their enterprises, as 
well as joining in efforts more broadly to create a different metanarrative or foundational story. 
That story needs to be comprised of new memes that recognize the world’s and our systems’ 
realities and, arguably, draws on memes that support and affirm life and life’s processes, not 
just wealth maximization. New memes arguably need to inspire and resonate broadly among 
a wide range of peoples, stakeholders, and groups, providing a set of values and norms that 
can propel the human enterprise as a whole, as well as businesses and other organizations, into 
a healthy, profitable, and ecologically harmonized future.

One framework that has received global acceptance is the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The SDGs provide a globally-agreed framework of aspirations—not perfect by 
any means—but built by a broad coalition of stakeholders that frame the conditions needed 
for a desirable future. Importantly, they have been agreed to by all the nations of the world. 
Sometimes called the Global Goals, the SDGs aspire to a world of equity, flourishing, and 
dignity for humans—and, arguably, all of life’s manifestations. The goals include eliminating 
extreme poverty and hunger, generating quality education, gender equality, renewable energy, 
clean water and sanitation for all, among others. They emphasize climate action, thriving life 
on land and water, and peace and justice, along with responsible consumption, good jobs, and 
sustainable cities and communities. Something like the SDGs, to which all the world’s nations 
have agreed, provides helpful guidance and a kind of “glue” through their aspirational vision 
that helps hold the system together. With such a framework, many stakeholders can at least 
agree to core values, norms, and aspirations even when they differ on the means to achieve 
those goals. That reasoning is perhaps why the SDGs have gained such powerful traction in 
efforts to bring about a more just, equitable, and sustainable world.

As the Global Goals website suggests, “these goals have the power to end poverty, fight ine-
quality, and stop climate change” (Global Goals, n.d.). The thing is that achieving that world 
means that people, including responsible business leaders, in all of their variety of capacities 
and capabilities (Sen, 1993, 2013; Nussbaum, 2007) need to participate in achieving that 
vision or it is unlikely to be attained. The 17 goals represent a set of broadly resonant memes 
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that have been taken up by many countries, companies, and NGOs in their quest to build 
responsible leadership into their ways of operating.

Other possible new narratives with memes quite different from the dominant ones already 
exist. One need only look at the work of humanistic management scholars (e.g. Pirson, 2017; 
Pirson & Lawrence, 2010; Humanistic Management Network, n.d.) to embed dignity, wellbe-
ing, and flourishing for all into an economy that serves life (Korten, 2009, 2015). An economy 
that serves life might, for example, pick up on the Humanistic Management Network’s (n.d.) 
core memes of dignity and wellbeing for all, a flourishing world, an economy in service to 
life not wealth (Lovins et al., 2016), albeit founding neoliberal documents also emphasize 
human dignity. The Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME, 2018; Forray 
& Leigh, 2012; Haertle et al., 2017) also provide a set of memes for management education 
to counter neoliberalism, as does the UN Global Compact for businesses (UNGC, 2018). 
Raworth’s so-called doughnut economics illustrates well how the planetary boundaries issues 
discussed above can be integrated with human (and other species) welfare to provide a guiding 
framework for rethinking foundational purposes of economies, economics, and businesses 
(Raworth, 2012, 2017).

To clarify this broad construction of both individual and organizational, including business, 
responsibility for the whole, we return to the Earth Charter, which clearly articulated the 
responsibility challenge (not achieved yet):

The choice is ours: form a global partnership to care for Earth and one another or risk the destruction 
of ourselves and the diversity of life. Fundamental changes are needed in our values, institutions, 
and ways of living. We must realize that when basic needs have been met, human development is 
primarily about being more, not having more. (Earth Charter Commission, 2000: 1)

In that context, the new memes and new stories discussed above, while foundational, are 
hardly sufficient to achieve the transformational changes needed to bring about a globally 
equitable and sustainable world where humans live in harmony with nature, the goal of the 
Earth Charter. Significant new actions, practices, attitudes, behaviors, and competences (e.g. 
Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015; Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) by many parties, including businesses, 
even including new ways of organizing, will be part of what the Tellus Institute calls the “great 
transition” (Tellus, 2018). To think about the many potential roles of responsible leaders in 
reshaping our world for a flourishing future, we need to understand several things. In addition 
to understanding the power of memes and stories, we need to understand the nature of change 
in complex adaptive systems fraught with “wicked” problems, as well as the underlying princi-
ples of what some call “Earth stewardship.” Gaining these types of understanding is important 
for responsible leaders of the future because they take the understanding of responsibility well 
beyond the confines of a single enterprise.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Given the importance of memes and narratives, as well the wickedly complex nature of system 
change, it is important to understand that responsible leadership in the context of system trans-
formation differs from the more heroic forms of leadership with which most people are famil-
iar. In these contexts, a single individual, or even a single institution cannot successfully bring 
about needed changes (Ackoff, 1975); rather, collaborative efforts by many parties aiming for 
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the same goals with shared values and aspirations are likely necessary. Similarly, as noted, 
change does not always come from the top—it can come from just about anywhere in the 
system, and responsible leaders have to be ready to acknowledge the reality that they cannot 
control all of the ongoing change processes, or even know everything that is happening. In that 
type of context, the function of leadership shifts to providing guidance—creating the relevant 
stories, visions, and aspirations—and then ensuring that others have the necessary knowledge, 
skills, and resources to do the job. Classic management ideas about planning, controlling, 
directing, and the like do not fit into this vision of responsible leadership, while studies of 
what leaders and responsible managers actually do become significant, much along the lines 
of Henry Mintzberg’s early work on strategic leadership and The Nature of Managerial Work 
(Mintzberg, 1973).

These new ways of leading and managing are ripe fodder for researchers interested in 
understanding how system change takes place. Studies of who fosters (responsible) change, 
how, and what types of activities are needed to determine how such change is accomplished. 
Much work on understanding the stories and narratives that leaders promulgate (or not) can 
shed light on issues of (ir)responsible leadership, along with emphasis on the values, norms, 
and assumptions that underlie those stories. In that regard narrative analysis can potentially 
be most useful. Focusing on the nature and types of stories that are told, and how leaders 
develop those stories, which most likely take the form of organizational visions, missions, and 
purposes, is important to creating new understandings of responsible leadership. In addition 
studying narratives about ‘how things are done here’ that are deployed to influence people are 
ripe research subjects. Both the pros and cons of such stories need to be subject to study, since 
powerful stories can have both intended and unintended consequences, as well as positive and 
negative implications. In addressing the use of stories both archival data and interview data 
will likely be rich sources, since many stories and narratives are oral, while others are more 
permanently lodged on company websites or in other types of documents that can be mined for 
changes in the vision, stories, and narratives over time.

Many system changes take place at the boundaries and many change processes are emer-
gent, that is, happening in real time as a result of various interactions, rather than planned. 
Focusing on the transformation of the energy system, Fazey and coauthors (2018) highlight 
the need to emphasize a common and transformative goal, in this case “low-carbon, resilient 
living,” though for other transformation efforts obviously the goal will differ. The key is to 
emphasize transformation, not simply incremental or reformative change (Waddell et al., 
2014; Waddell, 2016). Other essentials of transformative change include focusing on both 
processes and solutions for change, as well as learning from “how to” practical knowledge 
(Fazey et al., 2018). All of these processes related to system transformation are also open to 
study, particularly because the very concept of system transformation or large system change 
is still emergent and very much under development (Waddell et al., 2014).

In this context of system transformation and responsible leadership, it is important to 
understand that traditional approaches by individual or even pairs or small groups of scholars 
from single disciplines are likely to be ineffective in developing theory and even empirical 
studies of system change. As the multitudinous authorship of many scientific papers now 
attests, multi-disciplinary collaborations—with numerous collaborators sharing different 
perspectives—are likely to be important (see Fazey et al., 2018 for an example). Gaining the 
types of understandings and insights that are needed to truly begin to understand responsible 
leadership and transformational change demands multiple perspectives—and a willingness to 
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put ego aside, most likely—in the interests of the larger project of understanding. Both human 
and ecological systems, as noted above, are complex and fraught with wickedness—and 
understanding such systems in any depth demands that collaborators bring insights, skills, 
and understandings from a variety of disciplines to bear both in developing new studies and, 
importantly, in implementing.

Further, since such studies are likely to take place in real time (and over time), they will 
require methods like action research, multi-participant collaborations, and other ‘engaged’ 
forms of scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007). Importantly, the idea of the researcher(s) ‘swoop-
ing’ into an organization or system, studying it ‘objectively,’ and then providing some sort of 
report to participants who are ‘subjects’ of the study most likely needs to be abandoned (see 
Community for Responsible Research in Business and Management, 2017). That stance also 
means much more direct engagement of players in the system in both designing and imple-
menting the research (versus acting on and studying them, then moving on to other research), 
which may well represent new approaches to scholarly work for many.

Particularly since change makers are all part of the systems in which they hope to intervene, 
as, of course, are responsible leaders, it is also important to recognize that reality, as well as 
to learn to work with the values, ethical, or normative aspects of the desired transformation 
(Fazey et al., 2018). Research into responsible leadership with its orientation to ethics, respon-
sibility, and sustainability, along with change practices, is inherently normative (as, arguably 
is all research; however, that is a discussion for another place). Such approaches to research 
need to drop the pretense that scholarship can be objective and recognize that in change pro-
cesses, even observers are part of the process of change (just as quantum physics now tells us 
that the very act of observing a phenomenon shifts the nature of what is being observed). In 
other words, just as identifying broad responsibilities is charged with values and norms, so too 
is transformative change and the aspirations of change makers, and so too is research under-
taken on responsible leadership, and in the context of responsible management education.

Further as Meadows (2007) points out, transcending existing mindsets and paradigms, that 
is, ways of thinking, including existing narratives, is vital to change, along with recognizing 
that change comes from many different parts of the system (Fazey et al., 2018). Doing so 
requires the ability to reflect on what is and is not working and become aware of the conse-
quences of actions (Fazey et al., 2018; also Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015), a capacity that Ackoff 
(1999) actually called wisdom—something that responsible leaders will likely need to foster in 
themselves and in others. Understanding how such change takes place in individuals, possibly 
through various reflective practices (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) and possibly through other yet 
undiscovered mechanisms will likely become more important to future researchers.

In a sense, answering the call from the Earth Charter for responsibility for the whole system 
means that future leaders will likely need to recognize the inherent stewardship role that they 
take on when they assume organizational leadership of any sort. Elsewhere, I have called this 
set of responsibilities stewardship of the future (Waddock et al., 2014). Others (Chapin et al., 
2011) similarly call for Earth stewardship and ecosystem stewardship (Chapin et al., 2010) to 
reverse the planetary degradation now occurring. The goal of Earth stewardship is to steward 
the global commons, that is, the world we all share, to retain its resilience and its capacity to 
support human life. Chapin and colleagues (2010, 2011) call for more holistic understandings 
of the systems we live in, particularly ecological systems, though that thinking needs to be 
extended to human/social systems as well, and create collaborative, dialogue-based ways of 
making decisions about how those systems should be managed or protected. How leaders 
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understand (or not) their stewardship roles and what they mean by stewardship (or not), as 
well as its boundaries are other possible areas of future research that are still under addressed.

Accomplishing Earth system stewardship aimed towards creating what Raworth (2012, 
2017) calls a “safe and just space for humanity,” means, as noted, fostering interdisciplinary 
(Chapin et al., 2011) (and inter-institutional) collaborative efforts, crossing many disciplinary 
and knowledge boundaries, as well as sector boundaries so that businesses, public institutions, 
and non-governmental institutions are all cooperating around common agendas. Earth steward-
ship proponents note that at least three important communities need to be engaged in change 
process: earth and biophysical sciences, social and economic sciences (including businesses 
and their leaders), and planning, resource management, and restoration practitioners (Chapin 
et al., 2011: 47). In short, because of the scale of the problems the world is facing, responsible 
leaders in all realms need to be engaged in this transformation process—and so do the scholars 
that they engage with who wish to understand the relevant change processes. What that also 
means is that knowledge needs to be shared across disciplinary boundaries—and the relevant 
language gaps breached as well, so that shared understandings can be developed, with leaders 
and with the general public as well (Chapin et al., 2011). Developing language that translates 
across disciplinary and scholar-practice barriers is likely to become ever more important in 
a world that needs to be oriented explicitly towards the ethics, responsibilities, and sustaina-
bility issues associated with responsible management and responsible management education 
(Laasch et al., 2015).

Chapin and colleagues (2011) argue the system needs transformation towards Earth stew-
ardship (even what Chapin later calls planetary stewardship). That transformation means 
recognizing that global problems exist and need to be dealt with at multiple scales, which 
demands the ability for scholars to think well beyond disciplinary boundaries. It also means 
that durable solutions need to address the interconnectedness and interactions among the 
many different types of interrelated wicked problems that exist, which demands new skills and 
competencies from leaders and managers. Laasch and Moosmayer (2015), in fact, identified 
six general integrative competences that responsible leaders need: knowledge (knowing), 
analysis (thinking), action (doing), interaction (relating), character (being), and self-adaptation 
(becoming) (see also Rimanoczy, 2016). Testing how people develop and use these compe-
tencies (or not), and determining whether others are also important can be a fruitful area of 
future research. Thinking about how scholars themselves develop similar competencies might 
also be relevant.

Reward systems in enterprises and for academics are also important, such that incentives 
need to be aligned with broader—even global—goals (see also Hilliard, 2013). For business 
leaders that probably means a rethinking of what many assume to be the purpose of the firm, 
that is, maximizing shareholder wealth towards something more like what Donaldson and 
Walsh (2015) have called collective value absent dignity violations. That shifts not likely to be 
easy but that may be necessary in todays’ troubled global context. Thus, studying both whether 
and how it is taking place will become increasingly important if the SDGs and other sustaina-
bility goals are to be met. Importantly, Chapin and colleagues also argue that decision making 
fostering Earth stewardship needs to be harmoniously integrated with ecological resources and 
constraints as well as the socioeconomic and cultural aspects of human systems. They further 
recognize the importance of a sense of “place” or local community as an important part of the 
system for a variety of reasons and the reality that certain global problems pose unprecedented 
human challenges.
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CONCLUSION

Being a responsible leader in the future is unlikely to be easy, particularly in the context of 
responsibility for the whole, where system transformations are needed. Major system changes 
that help humanity cope with its current overreach and overuse of planetary resources mean 
that fundamental stories about the imperative of constant growth and the purpose of businesses 
away from profit and shareholder wealth maximization need to shift rather dramatically. 
Recognition of the wholeness of the system means recognizing that there is no “there” in 
which to place externalities outside the system—it is all one big system. Any “externalities” 
from enterprise become costs to actors elsewhere in the system—human and nonhuman.

Goals for businesses may well, as Donaldson and Walsh (2015) argued, need to emphasize 
collective or shared value. The very idea (meme) of value itself may need to be redefined more 
broadly, well beyond financial value, to encompass values related to the wellbeing and dignity 
of all and other non-material and, yes, harder to measure, aspects that allow all humans—and 
other living creatures—to live well upon the planet into the foreseeable future. Accomplishing 
that is the task of tomorrow’s responsible leader.
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45. Critically responsible management: agonistic
answers to antagonistic questions
Marton Racz and Simon Parker

INTRODUCTION

This chapter aims to explore connections between Critical Management Studies (CMS) 
and contemporary research in responsible management. We start by critiquing responsible 
management research (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; Laasch, 2018; Laasch & Conaway, 2014; 
Ogunyemi, 2012; Prahalad, 2010; Sharma et al., 2017) from a CMS perspective (Adler et al., 
2007; Alvesson et al., 2009; Alvesson & Willmott, 1992; Fournier & Grey, 2000) which views 
all management theory and practice as something to be problematized. From this perspective, 
making management responsible is both futile, as a variety of institutionalized networks of 
power and knowledge limit possibilities for change, and dangerous, as it enables and can even 
mask the further spread of managerialism throughout organizations and society more broadly. 
However, recent debates around ideas of critical performativity (Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; 
King & Land, 2018; Parker & Parker, 2017; Spicer et al., 2009, 2016) have attempted to soften 
this hard-line position that is antagonistic to all forms of management. Such “agonistic” CMS, 
aims to maintain a critical edge but instead of focusing upon what CMS is against, asks what 
CMS can be for. Considering this perspective, we ask the question “what would responsible 
management have to do to become agonistic” and subsequently, more critical?

In answering this question, we touch upon the importance of context, reflexivity, naming 
adversaries and the problem of balancing tensions. Our main contribution is to map out the two 
important steps that responsible management would need to make to become more agonistic. It 
should incorporate a critical appreciation of the context in which individual managers operate 
into its theory and practice, and find concrete struggles to engage with. Doing so would help 
the responsible management field to maintain its good track record of engaging with business 
organizations but also overcome the problem, both of its own and of critical performativity, 
that it is open to almost all organizations that unite under the rather equivocal banner of 
responsibility.

Critical analyses have thus far focused on responsible management education (Louw, 
2015; Millar & Price, 2018; Painter-Morland, 2015) rather than responsible management 
more broadly. As we show in this chapter, this is partly so because from a critical perspective 
responsible management can be considered a further expansion of managerial capitalism 
into yet untouched areas of life and scholarship, which now includes society and the natural 
environment too. Critique of this encroachment of capitalism has of course been around for 
decades if not centuries but future research in this area might well consider if the establishment 
of responsible management as a new and distinct area of scholarly interest (Laasch, 2018), its 
impending emergence as a management fad, and its potential for academic activism can bring 
about something radically new. Responsible management researchers have already called 
attention to how organizations operate and are governed (Ennals, 2014; Painter-Morland, 
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2011; Verkerk et al., 2001) but the field is still overwhelmingly focused on the individual 
manager. Thus, critical research of the agonistic kind, which we outline in the second half of 
the chapter, should consider what exactly responsible management would need to do to facili-
tate the transformation of organizations, and consequently management within them.

In the next section, we provide an antagonistic critique of responsible management from 
a CMS perspective. This is followed by a presentation of critical performativity, which pro-
motes engagement with organizations and managers, and its links to responsible management. 
Finally, we offer a critique of these approaches and introduce agonistic politics as a potential 
way to maintain both engagement and a critical stance. We conclude the chapter by highlight-
ing how responsible management can become more agonistic.

IRRESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT: ANTAGONISTIC 
APPROACHES TO MANAGEMENT AND ORGANIZATION

In this section, we exemplify what CMS can do in the broader theoretical and political field 
of “management”. We do this by critically addressing the central phenomenon in this volume, 
“responsible management”, and deconstructing many of the assumptions underpinning it. We 
proceed by first discussing the problems with management and subsequently outlining some of 
the practical and theoretical concerns CMS would have with responsible management. Having 
provided a thorough critique, we then explore the changing critical landscape that sees critical 
scholars trying to engage and propose changes, rather than simply dismissing any attempts to 
engage with management and capitalism. We then explore the potentiality of critical responsi-
ble management research based on these new discussions within CMS.

The Problem With Management

For much of the twentieth century, management was seen as the solution to society’s ills, a reli-
able way to achieve a better life in which everyone can consume goods they had only dreamt 
about – and consume more of them. The concept of efficiency was diverted from its roots in 
the early-twentieth-century conservationist movement in the USA (Cummings & Bridgman, 
2014), through the works of Taylor, Fayol, and Ford as well as Mayo and the human relations 
movement (Hanlon, 2016), to be put in the service of capital that cultivated its own cadre of 
foremen whose job was to organize workers’ lives. Despite bureaucratic management’s role in 
slavery (Cooke, 2003) and the Holocaust (Bauman, 1989) and the failed promises of post-war 
capitalism culminating in the 1968 protests, management has enjoyed an unquestioned status 
and expansion to all spheres of life. We are constantly reminded to manage our everyday lives 
(Hancock & Tyler, 2004) from the school run to streamlining our activities by quantifying 
ourselves (Moore & Robinson, 2016). Far from being only a private pursuit, public institu-
tions over the past two decades have also come to be managed in the name of performative 
efficiency, as exemplified by the NHS and various other government bodies in the UK and 
elsewhere (Davies & Thomas, 2002; Learmonth, 2007; Thomas & Davies, 2005). Moreover, 
not only are cases of mismanagement quickly forgotten (Mena et al., 2016) but the solution to 
any problem with management always ends up being more management (Garmann Johnsen, 
2015).
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CMS has long been sceptical of any specific form of management and the general trend 
towards more management described above. Wood and Kelly who first used the term critical 
management, expressed that “precisely because the bulk of workers are not totally inert and 
passive, as much conventional management researchers assume and/or would prefer, that we 
should be stimulated to seek alternatives to existing organizational theories” (Wood & Kelly, 
1978: 23). The landmark book, Critical Management Studies (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992), 
presented a critique of management inspired by the Frankfurt School, which emphasized the 
increasing colonization of the organic lifeworld by instrumental rationality. The main gripe of 
CMS with management has been its propensity to quickly reduce various (alternative) forms 
of organizing social relations and activities to management as the supposed one best way 
(Parker et al., 2014).

It is this reductionist intent of organizing to management that is questioned by CMS. In their 
foundational paper, Fournier and Grey (2000) introduce three principles for CMS. These are 
anti-performativity, the idea of not judging organizational phenomena using the means-ends 
calculus of efficiency; denaturalization, that is, an approach of uncovering hidden assump-
tions (of rationality) about management and a renewed focus on “discovering” alternatives; 
and being reflexive with regards to our claims and methods. These principles rule out many 
embedded assumptions within mainstream management research. For example, that manage-
ment research should be aimed at increasing profit or productivity (at the expense of employ-
ees). Or that a “business case” should be crafted for actions promoting responsible behaviour. 
These assumptions would constitute a betrayal of the fundamental politics of CMS, which 
favours the promotion of degrowth, the democratization of work organizations alongside the 
withdrawal of power from management and, preferably, the dismantlement of capitalism. 
CMS has long tried to establish that management is irredeemably threatening. Regardless of 
what adjective precedes it in a sentence, a textbook or the value statement of an organization, 
management is dangerous and we need less of it.

The Problem With Responsible Management

Responsible management authors have argued that it is possible to transform management and 
harness its organizational capacities for society’s good. Arguably the most influential man-
agement academic in favour of responsible management, C.K. Prahalad, writing in that most 
influential of management magazines, the Harvard Business Review, warns that “managers 
must remember that they are the custodians of society’s most powerful institutions. They must 
therefore hold themselves to a higher standard. Managers must strive to achieve success with 
responsibility” (Prahalad, 2010: 36). Ogunyemi (2012) concurs, stating that “Future leaders 
[must] understand that the reason to be ethical goes beyond self-interest and profit motives to 
the very foundations of human nature”.

However, many in the field of CMS see any attempt at making management more human-
istic, friendly, or responsible as a futile exercise as it has not fundamentally transformed the 
underlying dynamics of managerial control. Hanlon (2016) shows that the juxtaposition so 
often made between the machine-like rationalism of scientific management and the caring 
organism of the human relations school was actually a rather smooth development in an effort 
to confiscate the worker’s soul. Even firms that offer the promise of freedom and encourage 
being oneself have been shown to partly do this to achieve a neo-normative form of control 
(Fleming & Sturdy, 2009). In such firms, workers will be encouraged to exert their inner 
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selves, thus rendering their cynicism and opposition part of a heterogeneous organizational 
culture, the freedom of which typically condemns them to work harder than before, safe in 
the knowledge that they are somehow “resisting”. Extending this argument, we could say 
that any attempt at presenting management in a better light, much akin to the development of 
CSR, is just a strategy to placate, control and bamboozle (Costas & Kärreman, 2013; Fleming, 
2009). This is because management, acting on behalf of the firm’s owners, will always be 
structurally opposed to serving workers’ interests under the conditions of market capitalism. 
Management’s responsibility is all too often locked in place, besides token gestures.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a case in point. It is indeed a captivat-
ing idea that businesses could and should be encouraged to help in fighting climate change, 
poverty, malnourishment, lack of access to education, and so on. This is a noble aim, and we 
do not mean to argue that working towards it cannot yield considerable benefits, the same way 
as working in a “caring” and fun firm may actually feel good at times when the stress of never 
being off work is bearable (Gregg, 2011; Land & Taylor, 2010). The SDGs are strenuous goals 
that could nevertheless be achieved, and there is certainly plenty of room for corporations to 
give back more to the people and for new social enterprises to be set up.

Alongside the superficiality, bamboozlement and the powerful means of controlling 
individuals via an aspirational morality lies a fundamental contradiction between capital 
and labour that precludes the possibility of making management responsible. In order to be 
able to “give back”, firms will first have to take away. It is this moment of the enclosure of 
a commons, the accumulation of nature, and human capacity turned into private resources that 
management will always be complicit. Paraphrasing Butler’s (1991) argument concerning the 
relationship between copy and original, we could say that for any form of responsibility to be 
possible, there has to be some form of irresponsibility preceding it. In other words, responsibil-
ity is predicated on irresponsibility and, unless anything espousing responsibility as a remedy 
acknowledges the deeper causes of irresponsibility within organizations, it is merely tidying 
the boundaries and aesthetics of late capitalism. Responsible management does not address 
this fundamental contradiction in society and the economy – and that is problematic.

Another problem with the responsible management literature rests on the two interrelated 
issues concerning a reliance upon and an optimistic belief in individual power to enact change 
and act responsibly. For instance, the ascendance of philanthrocapitalism, in which corporate 
moguls (from Soros to the Gates to Chan and Zuckerberg) take on the role of society’s ben-
efactors, is precisely based on such an idea of having accumulated a great amount of wealth 
(not surprisingly rarely described as “taking away”). Billionaires turned responsible find it 
important to solve social problems. As Aschoff (2015) demonstrates, these “new prophets of 
capital” can and deliberately do fundamentally influence which social issues receive attention. 
Not surprisingly, they never choose to take on issues that they do not already feel responsible 
for. Thus, it is not necessarily the most pressing or global problems of the day that get their 
attention but the ones they feel an affinity towards or can actually tackle. This trope continues 
as we look at millionaires and CEOs in smaller corporations, and there always appears to be 
a selective morality. Making responsible management worthy-of-the-name would have to 
mean making it responsible under any circumstances for any unexpected or unimaginable 
event. Not only does responsibility, reduced to certain events and issues determined by an indi-
vidual, fall short of this criterion, but it also overlooks how much and how quickly particular 
cases of corporate irresponsibility tend to be forgotten (strategically or naturally) resulting in 
very similar issues having to be revisited over and over again (Mena et al., 2016).
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Related to this fetishism of the powerful individual and his (or, occasionally, her) whims, 
it is also important to consider the role of power and subjectivity in responsible management 
research. Power has been a sensitive and popular topic for CMS over the years. In much of 
the responsible management literature we see “inspirational guides” (e.g. Ogunyemi, 2012) 
for responsible management, often speaking to managers directly about their capacity for 
good, the importance of treating your employees like human beings and the ways in which 
an individual may set more meaningful personal and professional goals. Others go further. 
Sharma et al. (2017) believe that if responsible management is to come to the fore, there needs 
to be a paradigm shift in the way we research and disseminate that knowledge. Although evoc-
ative and evangelical, much like the strategic CSR literature that seeks to promote pathways 
(Dunphy et al., 2003), implement and “make sustainability work” (Epstein & Buhovac, 2010) 
or embed sustainability in the workplace with trainings, workshops and visits to the field, there 
are structural, hierarchical, personal and cultural blocks to every attempt at change (Banerjee, 
2011). Although initiatives can gather support, this support, however structurally engrained 
in the organization, can quickly disappear if the championing senior manager is side-lined or 
someone with a different vision is brought in (Parker, 2014; Racz, 2017). Outside the class-
room, textbook or journal article, the problem of limited agency prevails (Painter-Morland, 
2011). Indeed, any attempt at encouraging critical reflexivity (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015) or 
cultivating competencies related to responsible management (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015; 
Prahalad, 2010; Schneider et al., 2010) will be stunted or shut down if the higher managerial 
echelons and broader institutional power dynamics are not supportive (Fleming & Banerjee, 
2016), which they rarely are.

Context thus seems to be of uttermost importance for enabling and constraining certain 
forms of agency and performativity (Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; Parker et al., 2018). 
Practising an antagonistic form of critique might be very powerful in certain contexts, be it 
amongst our own scholarly kin or done for a wider group of policy-makers – but it often does 
not achieve much outside of those circles with the organizations that could be considered our 
main constituents (Parker & Racz, 2019). In the next section we therefore present a more 
recent critical approach to management and organization, which has grown out of a renewed 
emphasis placed on engagement and dialogue and explore potential synergies with ideas of 
responsible management.

THE “THIRD WAVE” OF CRITICAL MANAGEMENT STUDIES: 
CRITICAL PERFORMATIVITY, ALTERNATIVES AND AGONISTIC 
APPROACHES TO MANAGEMENT AND ORGANIZATION

The first wave of CMS research was inspired by labour process theory and focused on how 
control and discipline were established and maintained in the workplace. Drawing on Marxist 
literature, this work produced a variety of insights into the labour process of workers and the 
controlling ways of management, technology and ideology (see Thompson & O’Doherty, 
2009). The second wave of critical research stemmed from concerns that many of the subtle 
forms of power and subordination (see Fleming & Sturdy mentioned earlier regarding the 
power of responsibility to control employees) were missed in labour process research and 
there needed to be more of a focus upon issues of identity, the nuances of power and the 
importance of language in constructing domination and control. Eventually, using increasingly 
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obscure continental philosophers’ ideas to highlight organizational issues produced not only 
less theoretical insight but also less active engagement with organizational realities. After all, 
a worker co-op or social enterprise does not really care if you cite Foucault or Agamben.

Embracing a pragmatic approach, a third wave of critical research has emerged that is 
less driven by exotic thinkers and more concerned with issues of greater public significance 
(Spicer, 2014), alternative forms of organizing and engagement with management and their 
struggles (Wickert & Schaefer, 2015). Amplified by recent debates around the question of 
impact (Bresnen & Burrell, 2012) and older ones around CMS scholars being “messianic 
mice” (Dunne et al., 2008: 290) who claim to have the solutions to organizational ills but 
whose voices cannot be heard, CMS appears ready to move towards a more engaged critique 
(see Chapter 46 by Langmead and King, this volume). Recently introduced by Spicer et al. 
(2009, 2016), the concept of “critical performativity” has been a popular attempt to describe 
an approach to studying management and organization, which both renounces the idea of 
non-performativity (see Fournier & Grey, 2000), widely (mis)understood in CMS circles as 
not engaging with the mainstream at all, and nevertheless maintains the importance of exhib-
iting a critical intent that should lead to tangible change in organizations.

Spicer et al. (2016: 233) propose four ways of engaging with management in a critically 
performative way: selecting issues to address that are of a “broader public concern”, speaking 
about them in a dialectical way with groups beyond academia, building movements around 
particular issues in this wider public, and ensuring that the emerging range of progressive 
alternatives can be freely deliberated upon. Such an aim of seeking out alternatives, heteroto-
pias and engaging critically with management would fit alongside attempts to address respon-
sible management competences (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015) and engage in a “positive” 
manner. For instance, Wickert and Schaefer (2015) propose that CMS scholars should attempt 
to generate incremental changes in managerial practice by using the performative power of 
language. This would entail awareness raising and conscientization through a dialogic process 
between critical scholars and practising managers, the performative effect of which speech 
acts (Austin, 1962) is hoped to be the appearance of new managerial practices. Hartmann 
(2014) suggests that mainstream management theory should be subversively re-read and thus 
infiltrated by CMS ideas.

So, how would this third wave of critical management studies appreciate responsible man-
agement research? Well, we think such approaches would sit fairly nicely alongside some of 
the existing responsible management literature. Laasch (2018), for instance, proposes three 
conceptual shifts that would establish responsible management as a separate field: move from 
the organizational level to that of the individual manager; from academic considerations to 
focusing on actual practice; and from looking at managers tasked with being responsible, 
sustainable or ethical to the general mainstream manager. These conceptual changes could 
as well be brought about using the approach proposed by Wickert and Schaefer (2015). By 
showing that traditional mainstream management scholarship is compatible with the aims of 
responsible management and thus can be extended to also incorporate the latter, Laasch and 
Conaway (2014) adopt an approach similar to that proposed by Hartmann (2014).

Yet, problems, some of which were discussed earlier, still remain: a practical one concern-
ing the actual outcomes and a more conceptual one regarding critique. The former is related 
to the potential failure of (critical) performatives in various contexts. King (2015) argues that 
the critical performativity literature is too focused on what could happen in organizations if 
such engagement were taken onboard by critical management scholars. However, using four 
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case studies of attempts at a critical engagement with managers in a variety of settings, King 
(2015: 256) demonstrates that “direct attempts at engagement, are messy and complex”. It is 
hard to achieve change on one’s own as a manager (King & Learmonth, 2014) or CMS scholar 
(Fleming & Banerjee, 2016), there is not much guidance for practitioners about what exactly 
they should be doing and how to effect change (King, 2015), and even organizations that 
explicitly want to adopt a more democratic structure might eventually democratically reject 
this outcome (King & Land, 2018; Land & King, 2014).

Thus, the critical performativity literature is surrounded by a certain romanticism about 
what could be achieved. Fleming and Banerjee (2016) go as far as to say that it is the failing 
rather than the felicitous performatives that define the primary experience emerging from 
critically-infused change initiatives. The possibility of exercising change very delicately 
depends on the organizational context (Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; Parker et al., 2020), in 
which sympathetic actors should both be willing and able to stand up against existing ways 
of doing things. Otherwise momentum and path dependence will stall such initiatives, the 
dominant norms within the organizational domain will overwrite or hollow out emerging 
new understandings, and attempts at change may be infinitely scaled back as the path of least 
resistance is taken.

To use the language of performativity, a distinction can be made between illocutionary 
performatives, which are successful because of the power vested in the discursive position 
from which an enunciation is made, and perlocutionary ones, which can wield effects only if 
certain contextual conditions are met (Austin, 1962; Butler, 2010). Rhetoric by middle man-
agers and scholars acting as consultants will rarely carry the illocutionary power that comes 
with organizational position, authority, or an established ritual, to bring what they say into 
existence. At the same time, the perlocutionary conditions may not be in place for a particular 
speech act enunciated from a non-authoritative position to be taken up by the organization. 
Practising managers can be turned into reflexive practitioners (Cunliffe, 2004, 2016), they can 
be exposed to critical seminars or case studies (Reedy & Learmonth, 2009), MBA students 
can go on retreats to discuss sustainability and ethics but these altogether may not be enough 
to create a context in which a change towards responsible management would be effected 
(Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; Parker et al., 2020; Reynolds, 1999).

The second problem with the approach to engagement proposed by critical performativity 
and efforts to extend responsible management concerns the nature of critique. Engagement 
with elites, however “disgruntled” they may be (Spicer et al., 2016: 238), and with manage-
rialist organizations can stride too close to bedding in with the enemy and settling for simply 
understanding where they come from and how they think, like interpretative sociologists 
would do. One’s critical edge may be easily lost when they get entangled in organizational 
reality. As it could be expected, the question of how the criticality of such an engagement can 
be maintained has become the focus of current debates surrounding critical performativity in 
the CMS community (Contu, 2018; Fleming & Banerjee, 2016; King & Land, 2018; Parker 
& Parker, 2017; cf. Spoelstra & Svensson, 2016). In all fairness, Spicer et al. (2009: 546) do 
claim that a strong normative base could help one decide what managerial practices can be 
considered good or bad, but they “do not seek to proscribe a singular set of criteria”. If history 
should serve as any guidance, it has been difficult if not impossible to establish such criteria 
through any process of open deliberation; however, without it, it is impossible to maintain 
a critical position and decide what organizational practices can be considered good or bad.
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Efforts in the field of responsible management to establish such a global set of values, like 
the United Nations’ Global Compact (UNGC) for tripartite action between the UN, busi-
nesses and the voluntary sector that would address social challenges, suffer from a similar 
shortcoming. Responsible management, as established above, is akin to critical performativity 
inasmuch as it wants to work together with businesses, to make them better global citizens, to 
enhance their engagement with sustainability, responsibility, and ethics. The UNGC originally 
intended to rely on sponsorship by the various UN agencies, major civil society organizations, 
and the private sector but, thanks in part to former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s inten-
tional efforts, by now it has become almost exclusively dependant on support from businesses 
(Sethi & Schepers, 2014). Being Secretary General after all fundamentally intensifies one’s 
illocutionary agency. It shouldn’t be surprising then that enforcement, or even monitoring, 
of the implementation of UNGC values amongst its corporate signatories has been far from 
ideal and that it has been “misused” by signatories as a marketing tool (Deva, 2006; Sethi & 
Schepers, 2014).

Based on the above, from a critical position, it seems that responsible management does 
not go far enough in its attempt to change the world. We cannot simply rely on organizational 
actors performing responsibly, only on their performing responsibility. We think this is an 
important distinction as the former implies acting in a responsible manner, while the latter is 
a form of window dressing. As Laasch (2018: 3) states, “responsible management is distinct 
from corporate social responsibility, sustainable business, and social enterprise discussions as 
it moves the unit of analysis from the organizational level to the individual, group, and pro-
cessual levels of responsible manager(s) and of managing responsibly”. As we have argued, 
the individual manager that responsible management focuses on, is all too often caught up in 
a position where making an attempt at being a reflexive practitioner, speaking up or acting up, 
can only result in mental health issues, cynical distancing, or losing one’s job. This does not 
mean to imply that such an effort is futile or unnecessary. Rather, it is just half of the equation.

Critical performativity, and responsible management given their similarities, does not 
resolve the critique presented in the previous section regarding responsibility, management, 
and agency. More emphasis needs to be placed on how such efforts fail and in what con-
texts they might flourish. Besides, it will take time and struggle to create the right contexts. 
Perlocutionary performatives can only bring about change in the existing reality “in time (and 
not immediately) if certain intervening conditions are met. The success of a perlocutionary 
performative depends on good circumstances, even luck, that is, on an external reality that 
does not immediately or necessarily yield to the efficacy of sovereign authority” (Butler, 2010: 
151). Because of path dependencies and established practices, organizational self-regulation 
is a utopian goal, even if there is a cadre of responsible managers as long as they only perform 
responsibility. To be able to perform responsibly, we as critical scholars also need to help 
them by creating and maintaining stronger institutions and organizations, stricter regulation 
and control as well as a continuous reinforcement of not only the possibility but the actual 
existence of alternative organizing at a social scale. In the next section, we describe how we 
imagine doing this.
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A FUTURE FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT RESEARCH: 
AGONISM AND ENGAGEMENT

So far, we have presented how a classical antagonistic CMS might problematize the idea of 
responsible management and how much more of an alignment can be found between this and 
the “third wave” of CMS. As we have shown, criticality is fundamentally important if we 
want to see any form of change in managerial practice, and antagonistic critique has an out-
standing record when it comes to identifying and highlighting the underbelly of organizational 
practices. Responsible management already has a successful track record in creating popular 
global umbrella organizations based on a set of generic normative principles about what 
organizations and managers should not be like, that is, irresponsible. To reiterate a point made 
earlier, we think it is very important to create reflexive practitioners (Cunliffe, 2004, 2016; 
Hibbert and Cunliffe, 2015) and sensitize individual managers to questions of sustainability, 
responsibility and ethics. What we have also shown, though, is that the managers sympathetic 
to such goals, who both critical performativity and responsible management treat as their 
primary change agents, can seldom play on an even field (Butler, 2010; Parker et al., 2020). 
Or, if they are in a position to introduce change, management scholars are not necessarily the 
people they would consult and so we are left hoping that an individual agent will create and 
maintain meaningful change.

In this section, we would like to draw on an emerging discussion within the various dis-
cussions of critical performativity concerning agonism, which can offer something in terms 
of balancing the detached radicalism of the antagonistic approach and the loss of a critical 
edge in critical performativity. Agonism is a concept developed by Mouffe (1999, 2013, 
2014) as an approach to politics that prefers to think of political adversaries as inevitably, thus 
legitimately, existing as opposed to the supposed illegitimacy of an enemy, and that favours 
continuous struggle and confrontation over a singular act of annihilation. Mouffe (1999) 
distinguishes between “politics”, which is the composition of concrete struggles, and “the 
political”, which is the contingent set of antagonistic relations always present in society. In 
their refusal to enter concrete struggles, the antagonistic position and critical performativity 
can be perceived as surprisingly similar.

The search for a strong normative base is in many ways laudable, and an agonistic approach 
to engagement would also need to make an attempt at distinguishing the organizational prac-
tices we like from those we do not. Critical performativity as described by Spicer et al. (2009) 
appears to require that through scholarly debate we arrive at one such set of normative criteria. 
This understanding is based on a belief in critical performativity scholars already knowing 
what needs to be done and having an agenda about how organizations would need to be 
changed. For an agonistic approach, such a normative belief in the knowledge of a set of actors 
(the group of critical performativity scholars) and having a set of universal normative criteria 
(their position arrived at after deliberation), is unfounded and unattainable, respectively. As 
Parker and Parker (2017: 1376, 1377) state, “when discussing agonism, Mouffe is suggesting 
that there is no final ground or foundation for knowledge or politics, there [are] only contin-
gency” and “an endless struggle to fix meanings [and with it organizations, hierarchies, social 
distinctions, etc.] in a certain way”.

It is this very struggle that responsible management would need to join to make the first step 
towards becoming agonistic. Joining the struggle starts by stating an adversary. Irresponsible 
business and management practices do not constitute such an adversary, just like an antagonis-
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tic CMS for critical performativity does not either, because organizations, positions, activities 
and so on cannot be inherently and timelessly deemed good or bad. We should be prepared to 
accept some irresponsibility that comes with a lot of responsible management if we don’t have 
better options in the current political configuration. Political antagonisms will never disappear, 
and we can only contingently map these onto the responsible/irresponsible categorization at 
this time in history. But entering concrete struggles, responsible management will come up 
against a tough decision about the form of engagement it would take. How is it possible to 
engage with business organizations and individual managers while we try to maintain a critical 
edge? If we leave aside education as the major access point to developing responsible manag-
ers, which is one of the conceptual shifts suggested by Laasch (2018), then it becomes rather 
difficult to critique the organizations we work with closely. Critical performativity tried to 
articulate a way to do this, yet it suffers from the same nuisance of trying to maintain distance 
and do more than just listen and nod.

What is Responsible Management For and Against?

If responsible management is to mean something, it has to move beyond the very generic kind 
of values represented by the umbrella terms of sustainability, responsibility and ethics. Such 
“empty” terms (Laclau, 2005) are good for signing up people and organizations to a cause – but 
are all too easily hollowed out and bent to the will of the powerful. Even in organizations that 
exhibit a democratic ethos and anarchist history, a shared and desired idea of “non-hierarchical 
organization” can collapse onto itself because of the fundamentally different understandings 
organizational actors attach to it (King & Land, 2018; Land & King, 2014). And by defining 
concrete adversaries in concrete struggles, or what it is “against”, responsible management 
will also have to map out concretely, what it is “for”.

Linking the two major points of our critique, the suggestion that looking at individual agents 
is not enough because they have to be understood in their “political” context and the conse-
quent need to state an adversary, we want to suggest that the future direction of the responsible 
management field could be moved from an explicit focus on agents, managers and agency to 
the question of responsible organizations, discourses and context. The agency of individual 
managers is not in their possession but it is in their capacity to act, allowed and constrained by 
the extent to which they reiterate already accepted social relations, their discursive position, 
and their audience (Butler, 2010). Without responsible organizations, the context will not be 
favourable for responsible managers, the social norms to reiterate will be against their ideals, 
they will seldom enter discursive positions that carry illocutionary power, and their audiences 
who could make their perlocutionary performative successful will not be sympathetic. One 
way of articulating what responsible management is, is to present organizations that exemplify 
responsibility. Crucially however, responsible management researchers should not focus on 
individual leaders or managers, but point to the organizational structures, the shared values, 
and the wider organizational picture. Responsibility should be a collectivized, not an individ-
ualized concept.

Creating responsible managers is an important means to an end. But the ends are as impor-
tant, if not more, than the means. Responsible management would need to specify what it 
is concretely for because it needs to reconnect to substantive rationality. This requires the 
identification, selection, and promotion of natural, organic and well-meaning values, which 
are concrete enough because they stem from concrete struggles. Responsible management 
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could thus be re-focused from a means to achieving responsibility in unfavourable contexts 
to considering how the ends of responsibility can be furthered. Doing so necessitates a lighter 
grip on the mutuality between profit and responsibility and a stronger position on issues like 
degrowth, social equality, localism, reduced discrimination and significant care for the natural 
environment. Such an act will allow managers and scholars to go beyond the false comfort and 
exoneration that reflexivity often provides (Parker et al., 2020; Reedy & Learmonth, 2009) 
and instead focus on the various (powerful and uneven) sites of (responsible) organizing and 
managing.

Agonistic responsible management research would seek to concretize the various theoret-
ical and ethical discussions within a context and with an appreciation of the importance of 
that context with regard to successful perlocutionary acts of responsibility. Future research 
therefore should be focused on the empirical realities of responsibility with a more collectivist 
conceptualization of responsibility and with a normative judgement regarding whether the 
organization under examination is something the responsible management community would 
endorse, problematize or dismiss. For example, Griffin’s work on democratic organizing 
and sociocracy (Griffin, 2019; Griffin et al., 2015), which leads on from existing research 
on co-operative organizing (Leca et al., 2014), explores the collective awareness of the ever 
shifting nature of “responsibility” by continually asking “responsible to whom?” and “whose 
voice is being silenced?” in communicative processes. This work is being conducted with 
charities, worker co-operatives and typical hierarchical structures seeking to transition to more 
democratic forms of organizing. Manning’s ongoing research with Maya women in Guatemala 
provides another example that can broaden our understanding of responsibility (e.g. Manning, 
2018). She examines what working collaboratively can teach us about decolonizing organ-
izational research and practices. Communitarian organizing here becomes a way for these 
women to take responsibility for their lives resisting colonial and gendered inequalities by 
creating a community where members take responsibility for each other. Martin Parker is 
leading the “Inclusive Economy Initiative” from the University of Bristol, aiming to explore 
the “forms of governance, finance, markets, innovation and economic participation which can 
tilt the regional economy towards inclusive, equitable and low carbon business ecosystems” 
(University of Bristol, n.d.). This initiative has seen engagement with Bristol Pound (a local 
currency), an Employee Ownership Trust, Social Enterprise UK and Black South West 
Network.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

The way for responsible management to become more agonistic leads cautiously between its 
outright dismissal from an antagonistic position and a rather subservient engagement with 
business organizations and individual managers. In this chapter, we first presented a critique 
of responsible management from a classic CMS position, which would regard all management 
with suspicion as it tends to reinforce itself as a way of organizing without viable alternatives. 
Opening management back up to various forms of organizing social relations would constitute 
a step towards responsibility. Moving towards the particular, we showed that from a CMS 
vantage point responsible management is also problematic and it warrants critical examina-
tion. It implies an unequal power relation between those who can decide who to care for and 
how, and that (be it society, the environment or individuals) which is being taken responsi-
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bility for. It also privileges an individualized understanding of responsibility over the context 
that allows and limits certain forms of agency and the collective responsibility we have, as 
managers and scholars, for developing enabling contexts.

In the second part, we highlighted some important similarities between the concept of 
critical performativity, which has been a topic of heated debates over recent years in the 
CMS community, and responsible management. Both share the intention to engage with 
organizations, rather than just businesses or managers, and do something beyond presenting 
an important but largely disengaged critique. However, as we have shown, their drive to do so 
pushes them dangerously close to those business organizations they would like to critique and 
change, often to the extent of rendering their critique ineffective. Finally, we argued that ago-
nistic critique might offer a way forward. This way is admittedly temporary; it only applies to 
the present political configuration. To become more agonistic, responsible management would 
have to reconsider whether it wants to engage with responsibility as a means to an end, as its 
current emphasis on making individual managers responsible suggests, or as an end on its own.

We believe that if responsible management wants to become critically responsible man-
agement, which it should, it would have to re-focus on responsibility as an end in itself. This 
would require that it pays more attention to the configuration of “the political” besides the 
individual agent and that it engages in concrete struggles by selecting who it is for and against. 
There should certainly be more research done as to how this choice can be made wisely, where 
researchers’ efforts should be concentrated, and which organizations may provide the best 
contexts for encouraging responsible managers to build a movement. We have offered some 
suggestions above but this is the moment to enter the struggle and make your own pick.
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46. Realizing the critical performative potential
of responsible organizational research through
participant action research
Kiri Langmead and Daniel King

INTRODUCTION – SO YOU WANT TO BRING ABOUT 
RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT?

Let us start with an assumption: if you are reading this book, and particularly if you have 
largely agreed with the assumptions, values and goals of the preceding chapters, you will be 
interested in making organizational practice more responsible. Furthermore, you might be 
inspired by the idea that managers have the “potential to do good and to actively solve societal 
problems” (Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015: 2). The question then becomes: how do we facilitate 
more responsible forms of organizing? And what is the role of organizational scholars in 
achieving this?

Of course, the extent to which management can be made more responsible is contested. In line 
with arguments made by Langmead, Land, and King (Chapter 2 in this volume), we adopt the 
term responsible organizing, rather than responsible management. Moreover, we position alter-
natives to conventional management practice, such as collectively owned and democratically 
run worker cooperatives, as an important and fruitful subject of research (also see Parker et al., 
2014 for a discussion). As we illustrate later, such organizations offer rich grounds to explore 
the potential for, and challenges of, responsible organizing, and for investigating the role of the 
researcher in addressing these challenges and moving towards more progressive ends.

Notwithstanding these caveats, this chapter focuses on the possibilities of organizational 
researchers changing organizational practice towards more responsible ends. Concerns about 
the influence organizational researchers have on practice are long-standing (see for instance 
Beech et al., 2010; Pettigrew, 2011; Simon, 1976). These concerns form the basis to debates 
over first, the academic–practitioner divide (Bartunek & Rynes, 2014; Beech et al., 2010); 
second, the degree to which management theory helps managers in their roles (Starkey & 
Madan, 2001); and thirdly, whether the academic system encourages narrow gap-spotting 
(Alvesson, 2013) and consequently loses focus on bigger societal questions (see Alvesson, 
et al., 2017 for a debate). Given that irresponsible organizational practice, as many writers 
in this tome attest to, can cause harm and even death for workers (Alcadipani & de Oliveira 
Medeiros, 2019; Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015), and potential environment destruction (Bo et al., 
2019; Laasch & Conaway, 2015), the need to address concerns of researchers’ influence on 
practice takes on additional relevance and urgency.

One area that has taken up this debate is Critical Management Studies (CMS). CMS 
scholars argue they are undertaking a ‘performative turn’ (Spicer et al., 2009), which seeks to 
reimagine CMS as a “project of practical social critique” (Hancock & Tyler, 2008: 30). One 
incarnation of this approach, Spicer and his colleagues have named ‘Critical Performativity’ 
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(Spicer et al., 2009; Spicer et al., 2016). Critical Performativity aims to move analysis away 
from negative criticality, and saying what is wrong with management theory and practice, 
towards a ‘constructive’ and affirmative direction (Spicer et al., 2009), promoting “other 
values, such as emancipation, democracy or ecological balance” (Wickert & Schaefer, 2015: 
113). Whilst the concept of Critical Performativity is certainly contested, particularly around 
its theoretical foundations (see King & Land, 2018: 1538 for a discussion), it does attest to 
a core concern facing critical and, we argue, responsible management scholars: that critical 
perspectives are concerned with negatively critiquing conventional (irresponsible) manage-
ment, without posing affirmative alternatives (Spicer et al., 2009, 2016).

One response to this challenge is to produce more developed, insightful and challenging 
theories, to help practitioners see the world in new ways (i.e. Painter-Morland, 2011). For 
some this means making organizational theory more relevant to practice (Bartunek & Rynes, 
2010). Such scholars explore how existing academic knowledge can be translated into 
practice, to bridge the relevance gap (Hodgkinson & Rousseau, 2009), and make research 
more practice-focused (Pettigrew, 2011) and solution driven (see Kieser et al., 2015 for 
a discussion). For others, such “possibilities lie particularly in ‘lighting up’ new ways of 
seeing, instead of attempting to offer solutions to immediate ‘practical’ concerns” (Zundel & 
Kokkalis, 2010: 1211). This perspective suggests that the very concept of ‘relevance’ itself is 
problematic; what is seen as useful is socially constructed, contested and unstable and what 
is seen as irrelevant, may, in the long-run, be seen to be more useful (Learmonth et al., 2012).

The second response is pedagogy. Within Responsible Management the United Nations 
Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) has provided additional impetus 
for putting responsible management firmly at the centre of the Business School curriculum 
(Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Sharma et al., 2017). This approach seeks to integrate sustain-
ability, responsibility and ethics into management education as a way of developing the 
competencies and capabilities for responsible management practice (Laasch & Moosmayer, 
2016; Painter-Morland et al., 2015; Van de Ven & Johnson, 2006). The underlying logic to 
this position is, that by bringing ‘responsible management’ to the heart of the curriculum, 
responsible organizational practice will follow.

These two approaches, whilst laudable, do, we argue, suffer from a fundamental problem. 
Their assumption is that practitioners, armed with these theoretical and pedagogical insights, 
will automatically know how to produce responsible management practice. An assumption 
that we contend is misplaced. As Alvesson and Deetz (2000: 20), drawing on Fay (1987) put it:

It can easily be claimed that critical writings in both the Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment tra-
ditions have placed too much attention on awareness and understanding and not enough on enabling 
alternative responses. The implicit faith – that if people knew what they wanted and the system of 
constraints limiting them, they would know how to act differently – has little basis.

As this quote suggests, the assumption that awareness and understanding arising from man-
agement theory and education will, in and of themselves, directly lead managers to know 
what to do in practice is fundamentally problematic. It is not enough to challenge the basis of 
conventional organizational theory, or even to offer ‘responsible management’ as an ambition, 
even if responsible management was possible (for a discussion see Langmead et al., Chapter 
2 in this volume). As Hibbert and Cunliffe argue, there is a need “to move beyond the level 
of disturbance, doubt, and evolving (always contingent) understanding. We need to put the 
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jigsaw back together in a new way that connects knowledge and practice, and leads to a com-
mitment to act” (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015: 182).

It is thus vital to explore how to do organizational practice differently. For even, as one of 
us (Daniel) found, being grounded in critical perspectives of management and trying to bring 
about responsible forms of management, is not always enough to deal with the challenges 
that arise when seeking to manage in a responsible manner (see King, 2015, 2017; King & 
Learmonth, 2015). Therefore, for the remainder of this chapter, we propose a third direction: 
engaged activist research. This third direction responds to our contention that, if we want to 
bring about more responsible modes of organizing, we need not only to raise awareness of the 
irresponsibility’s of existing organizational practice, but to explore ways of directly engaging 
in, and transforming practice. In line with the ethos of Critical Performativity (Spicer et 
al., 2009), this form of scholarship moves from negative critique as distal judgement, to an 
affirmative engagement with practice. Moreover, rather than speculating on what is possible 
engaged activist scholarship seeks to work directly with practitioners, exploring the actual 
practices and challenges organizations face, and actively working towards more responsible 
modes of organizing (Reedy & King, 2019). Engaged critical scholarship is therefore an 
attempt to bring into being the values and principles implicit within critical studies of manage-
ment (King & Land, 2018), and to produce change in the here-and-now (Spicer et al., 2016; 
Strumińska-Kutra, 2016).

Activist scholars therefore advocate Participatory Action Research (Kindon et al., 2007) 
because they argue that we are better able to learn about relations of domination by trying to 
change them (Rouse & Woolnough, 2018; Strumińska-Kutra, 2016). By directly engaging 
and intervening in organizational practice, with the explicit aim of transformation, much can 
be learned about the feasibility of change. Such attempts at transformation can reveal both 
moments of possibility, and unexpected challenges, limits and contradictions (King, 2015; 
King & Land, 2018). The following section provides a brief outline of engaged activist eth-
nography. We proceed to illustrate some of the possibilities and challenges of bringing about 
responsible forms of organizing through a worked example, and end with some reflections on 
what we have learnt.

CORE PRINCIPLES AND IDEAS BEHIND ENGAGED ACTIVIST 
RESEARCH

The concept of engaged activist ethnography might bring to mind ‘engaged scholarship’, 
which is most closely associated with Van de Ven (Van de Ven, 2007; Van de Ven & Johnson, 
2006). Yet, as Rouse and Woolnough (2018) argue, from a critical theory viewpoint, Van 
de Ven’s approach lacks the critical transformative potential that responsible management 
scholars are seeking. Rouse and Woolnough criticize the epistemology and ontology of Van 
de Ven’s engaged scholarship, arguing that although Van de Ven states he is critical (realist) 
his approach is conservative and reinforces the status quo. Particularly, Rouse and Woolnough 
argue that Van de Ven reinforces existing power hierarchies by adopting the perspective of 
research commissioners or other powerful stakeholders. Furthermore, by advising researchers 
to avoid the most contentious issues, and through the adoption of an epistemological approach 
that, in contrast to critical theorists, does not see fundamental structural contradictions 
between stakeholders’ needs, Van de Ven’s approach silences critical perspectives (see Rouse 
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& Woolnough, 2018: 435‒436 for a review). Engaged scholarship therefore lacks the critical 
analytical perspective to bring about responsible forms of organizing. Thus we turn to activist 
ethnography (Reedy & King, 2019) as a form of activist scholarship (Rouse & Woolnough, 
2018) which seeks to directly transform everyday organizational practice.

There are a wide range of forms of engaged activist ethnography (for a review see Reedy & 
King, 2019), including (Critical) Participant Action Research (Kemmis et al., 2019; Pain et al., 
2007), Solidarity Action Research (Chatterton et al., 2007), and Responsive Action Research 
(Varkarolis & King, 2017). Whilst they have different emphasis, they all share a commitment 
to emancipatory research that aims to work directly with those impacted by a situation to 
change it. They seek to democratize the research process (King & Land, 2018), by challenging 
the boundaries between academic ‘expert’ and practitioner to break the monopoly of who 
holds knowledge (Pain et al., 2007), and work with practitioners to help them do things differ-
ently (Kemmis et al., 2019).

Critical engaged scholarship therefore addresses many of the concerns around the relevance 
of academic research, highlighted above. First, it breaks down the academic–practitioner 
divide (Bartunek & Rynes, 2014; Beech et al., 2010) by working directly with practition-
ers as collaborators; second, it helps managers in their roles (Starkey & Madan, 2001) by 
co-designing research topics that start with issues that concern practitioners; and third, it seeks 
to develop and ask meaningful questions (Alvesson et al., 2017) that directly explore issues 
of societal concern (Rouse & Woolnough, 2018). Such approaches are critical in a political 
sense, in that they are explicitly emancipatory (Kemmis et al., 2019; King & Land, 2018; 
Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Rouse & Woolnough, 2018) and aim to challenge oppression 
by working to transform social structures (Strumińska-Kutra, 2016). They are participatory 
because the research explicitly “aims to involve those engaged in and affected by the practice 
and the situation in both the research, and in the action to transform what is going on in the 
site” (Kemmis et al., 2019: 180). There is an emphasis on action, with the transformation of 
social practices at the heart of its work (Pain et al., 2007). It is research, as throughout the 
whole process participants reflect and analyse changes, examine the wider structural issues 
(Rouse & Woolnough, 2018) and ask deep theoretical questions. Finally, learning is also at the 
heart of such forms of activist ethnography.

Whilst we see great merit in engaged activist research, we do not think it a magic bullet. As 
Rouse and Woolnough argue, the academic system which includes ever increasing pressure to 
publish and attract funding, encourages work geared to improving government and corporate 
productivity, not that which critiques corporate and state power or engages grassroots oppo-
sitional movements (2018: 440). Such research is also highly time-consuming, demanding 
long-term engagement and participation, which often goes far beyond the process of data col-
lection that most research projects require (Reedy & King, 2019). This can place great pressure 
on academics, particularly those in the early stages of their career.

Despite these caveats, we see significant potential for such an approach. In the following 
section we examine a case study where one of us (Kiri), undertook a form of engaged activist 
ethnography. As we will see, Kiri did not initially intend to intervene in practice. Nor did she 
enter the organization with the aim to transform practice towards more responsibilized ends. 
Rather, it was through her engagement with, and participation in, the worker cooperative that 
she worked collaboratively with organizational members to explore different ways of organ-
izing. From the epistemological starting point that participation is a fundamental human right, 
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and a desire to challenge the academic–practitioner divide, Kiri’s research developed into 
Participatory Action Research (PAR).

In many ways worker cooperatives provide an ideal, potentially even a felicitous, context 
in which to explore alternative, more responsively orientated organizational practice (King & 
Land, 2018). They aim to be democratic, participatory and mission-driven, and are thus often 
celebrated as offering alternatives in practice (Parker et al., 2014) and lessons for responsible 
organizational education (Reedy & Learmonth, 2009). Yet, as has been widely documented, 
such organizations cannot be seen as a panacea. Despite having the ambition towards hori-
zontal and democratic forms of organizing, hierarchy is a perennial problem for worker 
cooperatives and similar alternative organizational forms. As Jo Freeman’s (1972) famous 
Tyranny of Structurelessness thesis highlights, despite their ambitions, forms of invisible 
hierarchy inevitably appear in structurelessness organizations. Similarly, Sherryl Kleinman’s 
(1996) excellent ethnography demonstrates that even in groups with an explicit commitment 
to radical democracy, forms of domination can re-emerge, undermining such ambitions. 
Furthermore, as the case study shows, the real material pressures of time and resources can 
mean that, even for the most well-meaning organizations, hierarchy can re-occur, particularly 
at points of struggle (Cornforth et al., 1988; Langmead, 2017a). Our interest here is not in hier-
archy per se, but rather to provide the context and understanding for the following case study. 
In particular, we highlight the persistence of hierarchy within non-hierarchical organizational 
forms as an important topic in helping engaged critical scholarship to understand the extent to 
which it is possible to confront and transform such practices. It is with this in mind that we now 
turn to our case study in which Kiri engaged with a worker cooperative.

BECOMING AN ENGAGED ACTIVIST RESEARCHER IN 
A WORKER COOPERATIVE

The research that we reflect on here was carried out between 2014 and 2016 with Regather 
Trading Cooperative. Regather, was set up in 2010 with the mission to:

Give people the choice and opportunity to live, work and play co-operatively, and create a mutual 
local economy. (Regather, March 2016)

In more concrete terms, Regather aims to achieve positive societal change by implementing 
food projects, organizing events, and offering social enterprise support, that responds to the 
needs of the local community, addresses concerns over environmental sustainability, and 
creates meaningful, and rewarding work. In line with their mission, Regather has adopted 
a collective form of organizing – a worker cooperative – that, as discussed in Chapter 2, 
actively rejects both the necessity and desirability of managerialism, and seeks a more 
responsible alternative. As such, research with Regather offered an opportunity for affirmative 
engagement with collective organizing and, more specifically, an opportunity to explore what 
values of “emancipation, democracy and ecological balance” (Wickert & Schaefer, 2015: 
113) might look like in practice. As explained above, worker cooperatives are, by no means,
a panacea. Focusing on the issues of democracy, one member of Regather explained:
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Cooperation is a means of re-engineering what comes around naturally: a natural hierarchy [but] you 
can’t avoid who talks the loudest, who votes with their feet. Those that turn up are deemed the most 
important, you know, in whatever circumstance.

An investigation into the nature and consequences of informal hierarchies lies beyond the 
scope of this chapter. The focus here is on how I, Kiri, as an engaged activist researcher, 
responded to them as they emerged over the course of my research. Before turning to these 
issues, I will outline my role in Regather, both prior to and during the research.

I first became a member of Regather in 2010 and, after two and a half years developing and 
running food projects, accepted a voluntary position of ‘research and governance assistant’. 
I ‘re-entered’ the organization as a researcher-member in November 2014 and was tasked, 
initially, with reviewing and updating the members register. While not central to my research 
and causing me some anxiety, specifically in relation to my legitimacy to act as an ‘outsider’ 
researcher, I accepted the task as an act of mutuality. Over the course of the research, this role 
expanded to include examining the purpose and function of membership, reviewing member 
communication strategies, arranging members’ meetings, and revising Regather’s governing 
documents; leading ultimately to me accepting the role of Secretary. My decision to accept 
this role arose, in part, because it helped me to negotiate my insider-outsider status and asso-
ciated feelings of illegitimacy (see Langmead, 2017b for further discussion). Furthermore, as 
outlined below, the decision reflected my emerging commitment to PAR.

Identifying and Responding to the Ever-Present Risk of Hierarchy

During my time observing in Regather’s office, I witnessed decisions about financial restruc-
turing, equipment purchasing, and funding opportunities being made by a limited number of 
members, predominately by those physically present. While recognizing that some degree of 
devolved decision-making is necessary “just to survive and kind of kick things along” (Gareth), 
collective investigation revealed an over-reliance on this to be a product of Regather’s dysfunc-
tionality as a democratically run, non-hierarchical cooperative. The exchange below formed 
part of a discussion on the purpose of members’ meetings and occurred during a focus group 
organized by the researcher. The conversation starts with Gareth, the one remaining founder 
member of Regather, telling the group that Regather had recently purchased a microbrewery.

Nicole: We didn’t buy it did we? I thought it was given to us. We ended up buying it?
Gareth: Yes, yes.
Nicole: Bloody hell! You see I didn’t know that.
Gareth: Yes exactly. […] That’s a really good example …
Tim: These are the things [that should be] coming up in the meetings.
Gareth: Yes, this is where …
Rachel: Where it’s functioning as a coop.
Gareth: Yes, it would be great if there was the structure [for making big decisions] and the vibe from 
everybody that we will agree to make it happen, which is what we are doing now, which is great.
Nicole: You know you [Gareth] were saying about not wanting to feel like the founder member or 
like this hierarchical kind of thing, I think the fact that you are the only one knowing what those sorts 
of spends are month to month is kind of …
Rachel: …yes, I have no idea what the bank account looks like. (Laughs)
[…]
Gareth: Yes great, ask these questions and we will create a space to ask, because that’s the only 
way that it is going to happen. That’s the difference … just to be really brutal about it … that’s the 
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difference between being a supplier of a service and an active member of a coop. You know [in the 
former], you just submit your invoice and get paid …

This exchange situates Regather’s cooperative ‘dysfunctionality’ in an absence of regular, 
structured meetings, transparency over the organizations finances, and clear processes of 
information sharing. In line with Freeman’s (1972: 5) contention that “access to information 
enhances power”, the quote above illustrates that these structures and processes, and more 
importantly members’ demands for them, are crucial to active member engagement. In their 
absence, natural hierarchies are created and reinforced (Webb & Cheney, 2014) and decisions 
are necessarily devolved to select groups of people.

As these issues emerged I arrived at a crossroad. One possible route was to continue along 
the road of conventional scholarship, noting down and reflecting on the issues of hierarchy, 
and developing my own interpretations and explanations. This route would have foregrounded 
my status as an outsider, helping me to avoid feelings of illegitimacy identified above. It 
would have given rise to a critical account of Regather’s practice, raising awareness and 
understanding of nature and challenges of informal hierarchies in worker cooperatives, while 
ultimately falling short of enabling more responsible action in practice. The alternative route, 
which I decided to take, was PAR. In contrast to conventional scholarship, and in line with 
calls made by Critical Performativity, this route sought, not just to describe how things are 
(Pain et al., 2007) but to directly transform organizational practice in the here-and-now. As 
such, it pushed me to confront and challenge irresponsible practices and work with research 
participants to address them.

With this aim in mind, and building on the appetite for action illustrated in the focus group, 
I organized a members meeting with the specific aim to explore governance and communica-
tion issues. The agenda, which I produced, included establishing more efficient and effective 
ways of communicating and planning meetings, organizing a monthly meeting schedule, and 
agreeing on the purpose and process of meetings. This initial meeting was productive, gener-
ating extensive discussion around the issues as well some concrete outcomes, as illustrated in 
the following extract from the meeting minutes.

Item 1: Work out a more efficient/effective way of communicating and planning 
meetings

Kiri requested a system for communicating with members as a group

This was agreed.

The use of Google Drive for collectively developing meeting agendas and sharing reports 
and minutes for comment was also discussed.

ACTION: Set up group email address

Item 2: Organize a meeting schedule

The challenge of organizing this meeting highlighted the need for a meeting schedule ac-
companied by a clear agenda that people can contribute to, and project reports that people 
can comment on when meeting attendance is not possible. 

After some discussion, it was agreed that members’ meetings will be scheduled for the 3rd 
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Friday of every month. Meetings will start 9:30am with optional breakfast available from 9am.

17th July, 9:30‒11:30 Focused on issues of membership and governance (see agenda)
21st August

Focused on Regather projects (see agenda template)valign: middle;align: left;
18th September
16th October
20th November
18th December

Item 3: The meeting process – agendas, reporting and minutes

In order to maximise member involvement, ensure meetings are run efficiently and enable 
people absent from the meeting to contribute. It was agreed that the agenda should be de-
veloped collectively and that reports should be published prior to the meeting for people 
to read and comment on. The following two suggestions were made for the agenda and 
reporting timescale:

1. Close agenda on the Wednesday of week 2; reports submitted by the Friday of week 2;
meeting on the Friday of week 3

2. Close agenda on the Monday of week 3; reports submitted by the Wednesday of week
3; meeting on the Friday of week 3

ACTION: Finalise meeting process

Feeling hopeful and enthusiastic about the agreed plan, and with the endorsement of members, 
I sent out an invite to the next members meeting and created a shared folder on Google Drive 
for the meeting agenda and minutes. This second meeting was, like the first, productive, 
eliciting comments from absent members, and actionable outcomes. There was a real sense 
of energy in the meeting and, although members did not share my passion for cooperative 
governance, a desire to resolve the issues raised and develop the systems required for a 
‘functioning cooperative’. However, over the months that followed, energy began to wane. 
There was a growing feeling that ongoing discussions about ‘this governance gumpf’ (Fran) 
were getting in the way of members focusing of their trading activities; activities central to 
Regather’s purpose and survival. Following the cancelation of the September meeting, and 
fruitless attempts to rearrange, Gareth sent the following email:

The monthly Friday morning meeting was not being well attended, and the nail in that particular 
coffin was splitting box delivery over Thursday and Friday, and me taking on the Friday deliveries. 
Unless there is a real enthusiasm for a monthly members meeting and a more general engagement 
in membership governance of the co-operative (which currently there does not seem to be) it seems 
pointless arranging monthly meetings that people then do not attend. It’s one step forward and two 
steps back.

This quote, combined with Gareth’s suggestion to replace monthly meetings with a combi-
nation of ‘one hour slots for [members] to meet with me in my role as Operations Manager’ 
and ‘quarterly members’ meeting with a broad focus on reporting and strategic discussion/
decision making’, left me feeling that my intervention had failed. Whilst quarterly meetings 
were a welcome addition, the suggested changes felt like a return to the informal hierarchies 
I had sought to address, specifically as they reaffirmed Gareth’s role as manager and put an 
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end the delegation of operational responsibility to the wider membership. However, stepping 
back and reflecting on this experience reveals valuable lessons, far beyond those of failure.

First, the case highlights that research is always carried out “in the service of a specific [per-
sonal] interest” (Scherer, 2009: 38), and that the researcher’s own passions and agendas can 
blind them to the needs, values and aspirations of research participants. In this case, my drive 
for democratic governance, understood in terms limited by my values, aspirations, and experi-
ence, failed to fully take into account the value that Regather place on learning-through-action, 
or the time pressures inherent to running an organization. In relation to the former, members 
explained to me that being a cooperative, with its associated principles of workplace democ-
racy, was not necessarily the driving force behind their involvement in Regather. Rather, the 
cooperative structure was view as a ‘legal vehicle’ (Gareth), there to hold members to account, 
and to enable them to work collectively ‘and make projects happen’. As such, changes to 
meeting and communication strategies, with the explicit aim of moving towards greater levels 
of democracy, could be implements only in so far as they supported members’ trading activi-
ties. Turning to the issue of time, in response to Gareth’s email above, Rachel explained:

I believe there remains a desire within members to move towards a more cooperative governance. 
I also know that currently with the events, building/lease issues and also the funding activities, there 
is a feeling that we are so snowed under that having monthly members meetings feels like a bit of 
luxury.

This, of course, brings to light a whole new area of research concerned with approaches to 
balancing conflicting, and at times contradictory, needs and desires. This area of research is 
particularly relevant to those wishing to transform management practice towards more pro-
gressive and responsible ends. As Rachel’s email highlights, researchers need to consider the 
context of their research and how this might impact participants’ capacity to act. This means 
listening to participants’ inhibitions with an ethic of care; allowing them to shape and inform 
action, not as research subjects but as co-inquirers; and remaining open to challenges to your 
own assumptions, including the possibility that your proposed intervention is inappropriate, 
or untimely.

Second, the case highlights the potential of research to act as a provocation, questioning 
current practices as they occur and encouraging new ways of thinking. This potential role was 
illustrated in subtle shifts in language and demands that pushed quietly, but forcefully, against 
informal hierarchies. Returning to Rachel’s reply to Gareth’s email, we see an example of this:

I think weekly staff/office meetings are definitely something that would be helpful in bringing indi-
viduals together to share updates on projects and create action plans.

Here Rachel resists the proposal to have weekly or fortnightly slots for members to meet 
with Gareth in his role as Operations Manager, by reframing these slots as ‘weekly staff/
office meetings’. In doing so she brings to the fore an emergent democratic subjectivity that 
the research itself had sought to make more real and apparent (for a further discussion see 
Cameron & Hicks, 2014). The provocative role of research does not just come down to the 
kinds of questions a researcher asks or the actions they attempt to implement, but also to 
the spaces that they create for collaborative reflexivity (Finlay, 2002). As illustrated in the 
exchange at the start of this section, the focus groups created an opportunity for members to 
explore and challenge current practice, and ask for change. These spaces extended not only 
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into formal meetings but also into Regather’s wider practice and discussions. For example, 
I observed members discussing how tasks, such as business development, might be shared 
amongst members and volunteers thus challenging the positioning of traders as entrepreneurial 
leaders. Such discussions, we argue, were stimulated by the research and, while not necessarily 
leading to transformational change, did contribute to a more deeply transformative process of 
members’ “actively and critically reflecting on the world and [their] place within it” (Maxley, 
1999: 201). It was this process of reflection, rather than the researcher’s activities themselves, 
that contributed to gradual ‘move towards a more cooperative governance’. 

This point leads to my final learning, that transformation must be viewed as a slow and 
ongoing process that extends far beyond the researcher’s, necessarily limited, involvement. 
As Gareth explained:

Engaging in this process, and empowering Kiri to do that, has been to me an important part of this 
journey to having more of a functional coop, rather than a dysfunctional coop.

In the final section of this chapter we explore the implications of these three learnings on 
responsible management research, teaching and practice.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT SCHOLARS

We identified at the outset of this chapter that scholars concerned with responsible forms of 
organizing have made influential contributions to theory and pedagogy, all with the ambition 
of changing organizational practice. While recognizing the value of these contributions we 
have argued that, if we are to bring about more responsible forms of organizing, we need to 
expand our field of influence beyond the academy and into organizations themselves. More 
specifically, we have argued that we need to move beyond drawing attention to, and critiquing, 
the irresponsibilities of existing organizational practice. As Alvesson and Deetz (2000), and 
later work by Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015), Scherer (2009) and Schneider et al. (2010) contend, 
the awareness and understanding that emerge from these processes do not necessarily lead to 
more responsible organizing. The knowledge–practice gap at play here cannot be bridged by 
translating theory into standard and (potentially) applicable models. As we have found through 
our own painful experiences, theories are always situated, contingent and, therefore, contested. 
Rather, in line with Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015), we advocate for reflexive engagement with 
the situated and lived experience of responsible (and irresponsible) organizing. This shift from 
critique and theory building to reflexive engagement has implications for research, teaching 
and practice.

Turning first to research. Our own experiences highlighted a need to consider, not only the 
subject and performative intent of our research, but how we conceive of research, and our 
role as researchers. If we start with a performative intent, the aim of research is to produce 
critical interpretations of management practice that are “accessible, understandable to all those 
involved, and actionable” (Chatterton et al., 2007: 218). In line with the central argument of 
Critical Performativity, we contend that this move to action does not constitute bringing to 
consciousness experiences of oppression, domination and irresponsibility as a basis to respon-
sibilization (see also Cameron & Gibson’s (2005) post-structuralist reading of PAR). Rather 
it constitutes using critical interpretations to first identify and then free organization from 
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their taken-for-granted practices and relations (Cameron & Gibson, 2005) and consequently 
opening opportunities for individual and collective self-transformation. Taking this line 
reframes research from a means of collecting “accounts of how the world works” (Watson, 
2012: 15), to an opportunity to engage in intersubjective and collective world-making 
processes that recognize the reflexive capacity of both the researcher and the ‘researched’ 
(Gilmore & Kenny, 2015; Yanow, 2012). Research becomes, in other words, “a form of 
collective self-reflective enquiry” (Kemmis, 2008: 121): a process of people learning about 
themselves and their world through reflexive engagement and interaction with one another 
(Kidd & Kral, 2005). We have argued that forms of engaged activist scholarship, such as PAR, 
align well with this understanding and thus create opportunities for the development of a more 
responsible form of organizing.

As we have illustrated through Kiri’s experience of PAR, this approach to research demands 
that we move beyond the self-reflective work of being aware of our position to embrace the 
emotional work of engaging reflexively with our position, including the passions, values and 
desires that we bring to the research (Langmead, 2017b). Furthermore, it requires researchers 
to be “attuned to the complexities of the situation” and to respect (while not necessarily accept-
ing as given) the challenges and limits that organizations face (Ripamonti et al., 2016: 58). 
In practical terms, this means listening to the multiple, and often competing voices, actions 
and practices of the self and others (Cameron & Gibson, 2005; Cunliffe, 2003); exploring 
difference, conflict and contradiction; and understanding our engagements at and with these 
boundaries as opportunities to move in new directions, and co-construct new knowledge, 
understanding and (responsible) action (Finlay, 2002).

Given the collaborative nature PAR, the demand for reflexivity extends to research par-
ticipants. Turning to the implications for teaching and practice, there is therefore a need to 
develop, within both existing managers and managers to be, a capacity for self-reflexivity and 
critical-reflexivity (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). This means developing an ability to recognize 
and then utilize “feeling of discomfort and anxiety” as an impetus to “question the social 
practices, organizational policies and procedures” that may be contributing to irresponsible 
practices (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015: 180). Like Hibbert and Cunliffe found in the classroom 
context, our case revealed that this capacity can be developed, first by bringing to the fore, 
and supporting engagement with, troublesome or uncomfortable experiences that have impli-
cations for responsible management; and second, by facilitating the exchange of alternative 
experiences or theoretical views that raise questions over “taken-for-granted practices (their 
own and the organization’s) and emphasize [managers] responsibility by helping them see 
how they are partners in socially-constructing organizational life” (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015: 
183). It is by connecting theory to lived experience that we draw out “new patterns of under-
standing” (2015: 183), new ways of seeing the world, and new “values and priorities” (2015: 
184) that offer an impetus for more responsible mode of organizing. In our case study, these
constituted the values and priority of member engagement that, while not fully transforming
practice, extended to touch decisions and actions far beyond the research. As this indicates, it
is therefore through these reflexive processes that we develop an “attitude of [critical] inquiry”
(2015: 183) that extends beyond a single troublesome experience to broader issues associated
with irresponsible management.

We further found that developing the capacity for reflectivity means working to create 
spaces where experience is valued, where knowledge can be exchanged and co-constructed, 
and where all involved can develop an awareness of their ability to change themselves, and 
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their assumptions, actions, and circumstances (Kidd & Kral, 2005). It is in these spaces that the 
boundaries between knowledge and practice become blurred, and where “theory is not [only] 
created but lived in the immediate” (Routledge, 1996: 399). As illustrated in the case study, 
narrative approaches such as group discussions hold potential to create such spaces. Beyond 
this, Ripamonti et al. (2016) highlight the potential of collectively creating and interpreting 
field notes and critical accounts. In both of these cases the researcher plays a role in instigating 
dialogue and surfacing conflicts, tension, differences and assumptions “as a means of generat-
ing new and alternative interpretations and responses” (2016: 58).

When considered through the lens of self- and critical-reflexivity, we also start to under-
stand transformation towards responsible organizing as an ongoing process, “rather than as 
some fixed role or trait” (Painter-Morland, 2011: 84). As Painter-Morland (2011: 91) explains: 
“The ‘responsible manager’ does not have a clear-cut moral identity, but instead maintains 
a contemplative attitude that allows a sense of identity to emerge over time”. Reflecting on 
their experience of moving towards responsible organizing, one member of Regather similarly 
emphasized the emergent nature of responsibilization, explaining:

I don’t know if you ever achieve a like, “we have done it”. It is supposed to be an ongoing struggle 
isn’t it.

This understanding requires that we treat the research process, not as a means to transformative 
ends, but as an end in itself (Reedy & King, 2019). Moreover, it requires managers to under-
stand organizations as an already heterogeneous site of experimentation (Painter-Morland, 
2011) that encompass “multiple interpretations, plausible meanings, and competing interests” 
(Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015: 180). When framed in these terms, management is expanded 
beyond a group of people, a specific set of practices, or codified body of knowledge (see 
Chapter 2). Each of these understandings create, as Shotter (2010: 270) describes it, a 
“finalized, monological talk” that makes it difficult to surface and explore “experienced com-
plexities, uncertainties, [and] changing tensions”. It becomes, instead, a potential space for 
collaborative, reflexive “struggle against ourselves and the old ways of thinking” and doing 
(Chatterton, 2005: 557; see also Painter-Morland, 2011).

This final point raises questions as to how responsible management scholars can create 
spaces of ‘old ways of thinking’ to be challenged, specifically in corporate organizations 
where often unconscious, “tacit, unspoken beliefs” can render managers “incapable of dissent-
ing from the beliefs and habits of the group” (Painter-Morland, 2011: 91). We have suggested 
above that developing the reflexive capacity of both researchers and practitioners will play 
an important role in bringing these beliefs to the fore and questioning their taken-for-granted 
nature. However, the work of actively engaging in these processes, with corporate organiza-
tions, has yet to be performed. We thus end this chapter with a call for responsible manage-
ment scholars to become engaged activist researchers, working with corporate organizations 
to instigate and support transformations towards responsible organizing.
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47. Inquiring into change and innovation for
greater responsibility through an appreciative
inquiry lens
‘Alim J. Beveridge, Lindsey Godwin and Ignacio Pavez

1. INTRODUCTION

There is a growing call for managers to adopt practices that embrace ethics, sustainability, and 
responsibility, and to align their organization with these collective ideals through change and 
innovation (Waddock & Bodwell, 2004). Heeding these calls, many managers earnestly seek 
to make their practices more responsible (Laasch & Conaway, 2015; Verkerk et al., 2001). 
However, transforming current practices presupposes that what is “responsible,” including 
specific practices for how to achieve greater responsibility, ethics, and sustainability, are 
known to a manager a priori. Yet, despite their best intentions, managers who are committed 
to promoting change and innovation for greater responsibility, ethics and sustainability may 
not know what specific ends to strive for, nor how to make their desired ends a reality due to 
myriad challenges. For instance, the criteria needed to determine what is ethical or sustainable 
may be unclear or contested (Ferraro et al., 2015). Even if they possess a clear understanding 
of what to strive toward, how the ends are to be achieved may be ambiguous. And, even if the 
means are unambiguous, they may find that other stakeholders do not share their views on the 
goals or how to achieve them, and may even resist their efforts (Waddock & Bodwell, 2004). 
Such unknowns and obstacles are often encountered in change efforts and are not easily over-
come, as research on organization development and change has repeatedly shown (Stouten et 
al., 2018).

Organization development (OD) scholars emphasize that how managers approach change, 
and how they attempt to manage the various challenges of change processes, have important 
implications for the outcomes of their change efforts (Bushe & Marshak, 2009). Paralleling the 
growing awareness among organizational scholars of the central role of language and discourse 
(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000; Phillips & Oswick, 2012), there is increasing agreement among 
OD scholars that an important relationship exists between the content and tone of dialogue and 
conversations surrounding and suffusing organizational change efforts and their effectiveness 
(Bartunek & Woodman, 2015). This emphasis on the role of conversations and narratives has 
given rise to a new “dialogic” perspective on organization development and change (Bartunek 
& Woodman, 2015; Bushe & Marshak, 2009, 2015), which has been described as “a conscious 
intent to engage the whole system in dialogue and synergistic relationships in such a way that: 
mental models are surfaced; new knowledge, structures, processes, practices, and stories are 
collaboratively created and shared; and diverse stakeholder voices and perspectives are heard” 
(Bushe & Marshak, 2009: 361).

Dialogic OD is particularly well exemplified by both the theoretical and practical approaches 
of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Bartunek & Woodman, 2015), 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uswU6f
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uswU6f
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?e6Kv2C
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EIy9sb


716  Research handbook of responsible management

an approach to OD that provides a framework to identify and articulate the strengths and 
“life-giving” positive core of a social system (such as an organization, for example), and turn 
these into a platform from which to launch change toward a shared desired vision of the future 
(Stavros, Godwin, & Cooperrider, 2015). AI is also well known for specific methodologies 
that aim at “whole system” change and providing a unique way to engage an organization’s 
stakeholders in the change process. AI has been applied around the world, from launching the 
United Nations Global Compact to bringing the world’s religions together to form the United 
Religions Initiative; from strategic planning with business, to imagining a new constitution for 
Nepal; from sustainable development work in Cleveland, Ohio, to economic development in 
Brazil and beyond (Godwin, 2016).

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how AI – as an example of the growing dialogic OD 
movement – provides a useful and relevant framework that can inform research on change and 
innovation for greater responsibility, ethics and sustainability in management. Specifically, we 
emphasize the potential of AI to inform research on how responsible managers’ approaches 
to change will affect the efficacy and shape the outcomes of their efforts. We highlight how 
AI invites attention to three aspects of managers’ approaches to pursuing change. First, AI 
draws our attention to the language managers use as they communicate about the change they 
seek and attempt to enroll the support of others. AI posits that framing the change process 
with an overarching emphasis on identifying and building on existing strengths, in contrast to 
the focus of more conventional approaches on eliminating deficiencies, will more effectively 
lead to desirable outcomes. Second, AI proposes we attend to the nature of the vision guiding 
managers’ change efforts and their ability to promote (or co-create) a generative image of 
the future(s) among those with whom they collaborate. Third, AI suggests we notice whether 
managers attempt to lead change and innovation through multi-stakeholder dialogue and 
co-creation, or follow traditional unilateral approaches to change that are typically either 
top-down or bottom-up.

After first briefly detailing the underlying principles of AI, we explore the links between 
these principles and responsible management scholarship. Next, we will provide two brief case 
illustrations of how AI has been applied to create responsible change management and inno-
vation. The chapter concludes with lessons from these cases as well as suggestions for future 
research to further expand the theory and practice of responsible management.

2. THE PRINCIPLES OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY: A BRIEF
OVERVIEW

AI is a quintessential example of dialogic OD (Bushe & Marshak, 2009), which represents 
a contemporary approach to the theory and practice of organization development and change 
(Bartunek & Woodman, 2015). The dialogic perspective sees organizations as continuously 
co-constructed by members and other stakeholders through conversations and narratives, 
rather than fixed, objective entities (Bartunek & Woodman, 2015; Bushe & Marshak, 2009). 
As we elaborate below, this notion is clearly reflected in AI’s five core principles: construc-
tionist, simultaneity, poetic, anticipatory, and positive (Cooperrider, 1986). These five original 
principles have been augmented with additional emergent principles, such as the “wholeness” 
principle (Whitney et al., 2010), which is particularly relevant to the aims of change and inno-
vation for greater ethics, sustainability and responsibility.



Greater responsibility through an appreciative inquiry lens 717

2.1 The Constructionist Principle

Rooted in the theoretical framework of Social Constructionism (Gergen, 1995), this principle 
posits that reality and knowledge are co-created through individuals’ social interactions with 
each other. Thus, organizational members construct their own realities or “truth” as a result of 
their dialogues and relationships (Gergen, 2001).

2.2 The Simultaneity Principle

The Simultaneity Principle avers that there can be no separation between inquiry and inter-
vention. This principle reminds us that a change process is launched each and every time we 
pose a question about an organization, not after we have completed our data collection and 
‘diagnosis’. Because questions focus our attention and direct our energy, this principle posits 
that when we inquire into something, we actually “grow” or expand it because we pay more 
attention to it.

2.3 The Poetic Principle

Building upon and extending the Constructionist Principle, this principle posits that organ-
izations are more like poems to be deciphered and made sense of than machines or living 
organisms (Bushe & Kassam, 2005). And, like a poem, an organization can be “read” in 
various ways, signifying that myriad plausible interpretations exist. Particularly important are 
the stories that members tell about an organization’s past, present and future as it reflects the 
taken-for-granted narrative of what the organization is. AI scholars argue that by changing 
those stories, and the thinking and beliefs underlying them, the organizational system can be 
reshaped (Bushe & Kassam, 2005).

2.4 The Anticipatory Principle

This principle posits that every social action involves anticipation of the future (Schutz, 1967; 
Weick, 1976). This theoretical supposition has been bolstered by scientific research into 
dynamics such as the placebo effect, which suggests that anticipated images result in positive 
medical outcomes (Jaffe & Bresler,1980). The Anticipatory Principle posits that visualizing 
a positive future outcome is an effective manner of planting a seed that helps redirect the mind 
and behavior toward a positive goal (Cooperrider et al., 2008).

2.5 The Positive Principle

Augmenting the prior four principles, the Positive Principle suggests that the more positive 
the images we hold of the future and questions we ask, the more likely we are to create real-
ities aligned with these affirmations. The growing body of evidence in positive psychology, 
exemplified in the work of Barbara Fredrickson (1998, 2003, 2009), demonstrates that positive 
emotions such as hope, optimism and compassion actually enhance a person’s ability to trans-
form these positive images into reality.
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2.6 The Wholeness Principle

In addition to the five classic principles of AI, the emergent principle that is particularly 
important for responsible leaders of change is the Wholeness Principle (Whitney et al., 2010). 
Aligned with the stakeholder theory of the firm (Freeman, 1984), this principle reminds 
responsible change leaders to include all relevant voices when creating the system’s future. 
The “whole” organization – including internal and external stakeholders – is interrelated and 
only when the “whole” is involved in the change process is change truly transformative and 
sustainable.

We now turn our attention to exploring how these principles might inform responsible 
management scholarship.

3. USING THE PRINCIPLES OF AI TO INFORM RESEARCH
ON CHANGE AND INNOVATION FOR RESPONSIBLE
MANAGEMENT

Each of the principles of AI calls attention to specific and interrelated aspects of how 
a manager might attempt to cultivate greater sustainability, ethics or responsibility in their 
organization through change or innovation, and thus proposes opportunities for research on 
the impacts of specific managerial practices on change and innovation outcomes. First, several 
of the principles highlight the central role of language in change and innovation processes. 
The Constructionist Principle, for example, suggests that the communication practices of 
(would-be) responsible managers matter: the very phrases and terminology they use as they 
seek to alter their practices or lead change toward greater responsibility, ethics, and sus-
tainability are “fated” to influence and shape the outcomes of their efforts. Research shows 
that the language employed by advocates for sustainability often emphasizes the disastrous 
consequences of current ways of doing – that is the unsustainability of behavior (Das et al., 
2003; Feinberg & Willer, 2010). Discussions of responsibility often point to the harm done 
to an organization’s stakeholder or the natural environment. Likewise, the language of ethics 
often draws attention to violations of moral obligations, norms, or principles, such as rights 
or justice. Prior research has shown that this language leads to a focus on deficit and, conse-
quently, a prevention focus (Higgins, 1997; Brockner & Higgins, 2001). Augmenting these 
findings, AI scholars argue that it is more effective to use language that draws attention to what 
is desired, rather than what is to be avoided (Bushe, 2007).

To illustrate, consider a manager who uses fear-based language and decries to their 
employees that the organization is “headed toward catastrophe” if they do not change their 
environmental practices. Compare this to a manager who, faced with the same environmental 
challenges, frames the issue as an opportunity for the creation of “innovative solutions.” Given 
increasing evidence that the language a manager uses to frame an issue will impact how people 
not only perceive, but take action (or not) around that issue (Sonenshein & Dholakia, 2012), 
we would expect that such differences in communicative practices would affect the process 
and outcomes of the associated change initiatives, such as the commitment of employees and 
the likelihood of the initiative achieving its stated ends. Indeed, Robson’s (2015) research on 
sustainability change efforts across different organizational systems demonstrated that the 
poorest performing change efforts employed language that had a 1:4 deficit bias, for example, 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jufM9J
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in their face-to-face group meetings; high-success change efforts, on the other hand, included 
language that had a positively biased imbalance of over 4:1 in its focus on strengths.

The Simultaneity Principle proposes that the questions managers formulate to understand 
a practice or organization and how it can or should be changed is not only an act of framing that 
shapes attention, but an act of intervention. To illustrate, Bushe and Paranjpey (2014) com-
pared the impact of asking typical “problem-solving” questions such as, “Why do employee 
recognition programs fail?” with the follow-up probes “What are some problems that we need 
to overcome at (organization) to recognize employees?” and “What solutions can you think 
of for having a long-term recognition program?” to appreciative questions that ask people to 
reflect on successes, such as, “Will you please think back on your career/work history and tell 
me about a time when you received recognition, appreciation or acknowledgement for your 
work; the time where because of that recognition, you felt a great sense of satisfaction?” (2014: 
9). Consistent with AI claims, the study’s results showed that asking appreciative questions led 
to a higher level of employee engagement with and involvement in the change process.

The Simultaneity Principle thus encourages researchers to take note of the questions used 
at the outset of a change initiative and investigate how these affect the change process and its 
outcomes. For example, a provocative research opportunity would be to compare an initiative 
to move an organization to a higher level of ethics initiated with the question, “Why did 
we have this ethical breach?” to one initiated by asking, “When have we upheld our ethical 
standards and how can we ensure that this is always done?” AI predicts that asking about what 
they want to create more of, not simply what they want to eliminate, will focus managers’ 
and employees’ energy and interest toward that end and help achieve it (Grieten et al., 2018). 
In other words, it increases the intention to act and provides behavioral support for change 
(Bushe, 2007).

The Poetic Principle posits that the narratives managers tell as they try to engage others in 
change or innovation processes both reveal and reinforce how they view the things that have 
their attention. For instance, narratives could depict (and reinforce) a tension between sustain-
ability and financial performance, or ethics and competitiveness, creating trade-off thinking 
– the belief that gains in one can only be achieved at the expense of the other (Gao & Bansal,
2012). Narratives could describe stakeholders, such as customers, suppliers or regulators, as
adversaries or as partners. Narratives that frame regulators as adversaries, for example, create
a defensive mindset in which the actions of regulators are interpreted as attempts to thwart the
company’s efforts and harm its interests. This in turn leads to actions such as shielding opera-
tions from regulators through deception or seeking to change their behavior through influence
tactics (Crilly et al., 2012; Hoffman, 2001). On the other hand, narratives that portray regula-
tors as partners can lead to an open mindset in which managers seek to identify opportunities
to achieve mutual benefit. This could produce actions such as knowledge sharing, genuine
consultation and support (Wong et al., 2014).

The Anticipatory Principle proposes that managers leading change or innovation efforts 
should heed the vision of the future held by those involved. Such a vision is not always explic-
itly articulated; in some cases, it may remain tacit. Regardless of their explicitness (or lack 
thereof), and whether they are thoughtfully and intentionally constructed, AI holds that images 
of the future will influence the direction of change initiatives and the level of commitment and 
effort put forth by those involved. AI predicts that an image will exert a stronger commitment 
when it depicts a highly desirable, attractive future state. Indeed, in line with evidence on the 
power of audacious goals (Collins & Porras, 1994), many AI interventions have shown that the 
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more ambitious and “unrealistic,” or even laughable, the image, the stronger the “pull-factor.” 
This is why AI calls on responsible managers to first visualize “the best possible future” and 
then to translate their vision into words that inspire others to take action before setting out to 
enact change (Stavros et al., 2015).

The centrality of vision to the change efforts is a well-established idea in the change 
management literature (Kotter, 2012; Stouten et al., 2018); its positive effect on employee 
motivation and organizational performance has also been evidenced by many studies on vision 
in leadership (Carton et al., 2014; Berson et al., 2001). AI departs from many of these classic 
conceptualizations, however, in suggesting that the perceived feasibility of the envisioned 
future is less important than the degree to which it taps into the deepest hopes and ambitions 
of those involved.

Taking these insights together, AI calls on researchers to attend to the language used by 
managers seeking to “responsibilize” their practice or organization, as well as the images of 
a desired future they articulate, and investigate how these affect the outcomes of their efforts. 
Furthermore, several propositions can be derived from the above discussion and explored 
in future research, namely that there is a positive relationship between the effectiveness of 
change and innovation initiatives for greater ethics, sustainability and responsibility and (a) 
the degree to which managers leading them employ communication and inquiry practices that 
emphasize positive aspects of the organization or desired change, rather than the negative, and 
(b) the degree to which they articulate a compelling, hope-inspiring vision of the future as the
aim of those initiatives.

The Positive Principle has two interesting implications for research on the responsible 
manager’s approach to change and innovation. First, it points to the important role of emotions 
in change and innovation processes. Accumulated research evidence on the power of positive 
emotions (Fredrickson, 1998, 2003) suggests that the activation of positive affect during 
change initiatives would increase their effectiveness. For example, positive emotions increase 
openness to change (Boyatzis et al., 2013), broaden attention and thought-action repertoires 
(Fredrickson & Branigan, 2003), enhance creative and integrative thinking (Isen, 2000; 
Isen et al., 1987) and increase cooperation and helping behavior (Barsade & Gibson, 2007; 
Insel, 1997). On the other hand, research on the impact of using fear-based appeals suggests 
that while fear can impact individuals’ verbal expressions of concern, they typically do not 
change actions or behaviors (Das et al., 2003). According to AI, communicative practices 
and questions that emphasize current strengths and the desirable, rather than deficiencies and 
the undesirable, together with an attractive image of the future toward which the change is 
aimed, are associated with more effective change and innovation outcomes. This relationship 
can be attributed to the activation of positive affect among those involved in the change effort 
(Verleysen et al., 2015). In other words, positive emotions, such as hope, joy and excitement, 
act as a mechanism that mediates the relationships between the use of such language and the 
articulation of a positive vision by managers, on the one hand, and desirable outcomes in 
change and innovation efforts, on the other.

Second, the Positive Principle also posits that managers’ attitudinal stance or orientation 
toward the organization or system they seek to change is worthy of scholarly attention. In their 
foundational work introducing AI, Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987) described an “appre-
ciative mode” in approaching organizational scholarship, writing: “More than a method or 
technique, the appreciative mode of inquiry is a way of living with, being with, and directly 
participating in the varieties of social organization we are compelled to study” (p. 131). Later, 
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Cooperrider (1996) discussed the role of wonder in OD interventions, arguing that the mode 
underlying and driving such initiatives must be one of awe and wonder, if they are to be 
effective. This notion of approaching a system with appreciation, as one would a great mystery 
or miracle, is quite central to AI (Grieten et al., 2018), but is often overlooked in research on 
change initiatives. Thus, a further researchable proposition that can be derived from AI is that 
change and innovation for greater ethics, sustainability and responsibility will be more effec-
tive if managers hold an appreciative mode or stance toward the systems they strive to change.

Last, but not least, change and innovation for responsibility ideally aims to increase respon-
siveness to and promote the well-being of multiple stakeholders (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015; 
Nonet et al., 2016). Yet, managers can contribute to the well-being of stakeholders only if they 
understand what stakeholders value and how to optimally create value for various stakehold-
ers, which can entail bridging tensions (or perceived tensions) between the goals of different 
stakeholders. It is widely accepted that such understanding can only be achieved through com-
munication and engagement with stakeholders. Traditional stakeholder dialogue approaches 
typically center on identifying how specific stakeholder groups are likely to be affected by 
action, surfacing their interests, and attempting to balance their conflicting interests with other 
stakeholders’. Thus, stakeholders are often engaged in isolation from each other, and often 
stakeholders with more power are prioritized over others (e.g. Eden & Ackerman, 1998).

AI’s Wholeness Principle suggests, however, that mutual value and shared well-being can 
be best achieved by seeing the organization and all of its stakeholders, including the natural 
environment and future generations, as interconnected parts of a whole, and acting toward 
them as such (Bartunek et al., 2011; Cooperrider, 2012). It calls for a “true cooperative inquiry 
stance” in which all stakeholders have an equal voice to co-create a vision of a future to be 
enacted together (Grieten et al., 2018). Such inclusion helps to ensure that innovation is not 
only sparked, but translated into action. In their article, “The sustainable design factory,” 
Cooperrider and Laszlo (2012) describe the power of the AI Summit, a strategic planning 
methodology that applies the AI principles, especially the inclusion of the “whole” system in 
the planning process, to unleash an organization’s innovative spirit. They note, “sustainability 
and the macro-management approach of the AI Summit’s sustainable design factory concept 
are a powerful tandem force for overcoming silos, making customers part of your team, 
speeding up the arithmetic of innovation, pushing the envelope on speed and generating more 
leadership deep in the organization” (2012: 34).

Thus, the Wholeness Principle calls on researchers to heed to what degree managers engaged 
in change and innovation for responsibility hold such a stance and to what extent they actively 
seek out and engage both internal and external stakeholders in the change process. Moreover, 
it suggests researchers examine the depth of this engagement: whether managers seek not only 
stakeholders’ input, but their active participation in the co-creation of organizational strategy 
and change initiatives. Finally, it proposes that researchers also investigate the breadth of the 
engagement: the proportion of the many diverse internal and external stakeholder groups that 
are represented in the process and actually influence its direction. Thus, a final proposition 
that can be derived from AI is that change and innovation for greater ethics, sustainability and 
responsibility will be more effective to the degree that managers possess a cooperative and 
inquiry-focused stance in their engagement with stakeholders.

We now turn our attention to the AI Summit methodology, highlighting specific cases to 
further illustrate how the principles of AI have been put into practice by responsible change 
managers.

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3MbsRF
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4. CASES FROM THE FIELD: EXAMPLES OF HOW AI HAS
BEEN USED FOR INNOVATIVE WHOLE-SYSTEM CHANGE

This section provides two brief case studies of how AI has been applied to create responsible 
change management and innovation. Before doing so, we will briefly detail the AI Summit 
methodology (Ludema et al., 2003) as a tool for whole-system change, which was used in both 
cases.

As described above, AI is a dialogic approach to organizational change that uses the power 
of language and narratives to leverage the strengths and aspirations of a social system to 
reach its higher potential. A common framework used to implement AI is the 5-D cycle of 
(1) Define, (2) Discover, (3) Dream, (4) Design, and (5) Deliver (Stavros et al., 2015). The
first step focuses on clarifying the goal or aim of the change process, often referred to as an
“affirmative topic,” or the subject of inquiry that invites participants to explore the strengths
and positive potential of the system, as well as to begin to inspire them to collaborate to
achieve a desired future state. The purpose of the Discovery phase is to search for, highlight,
and illuminate the elements that give life to the organization in any given situation that is
related to the topic of inquiry. The Dream phase invites participants to build on the best of the
past, leverage the system’s strengths, and challenge the status quo by collectively envisioning
more valued and vital futures than those that are currently envisioned. The primary purpose of
the Dream phase is to expand or extend people’s sense of what is possible. The Design phase
involves a collaborative design of the organization’s new social architecture, which implies
identifying the elements of organizing that need to be incorporated or modified to achieve the
desired future state. Finally, the Delivery phase puts the new images of the future into practice
and is sustained by nurturing a collective sense of purpose and the system’s strengths. It is
a time of continuous learning, adjustment, and improvisation in the service of shared ideals
(Cooperrider et al., 2008).

The AI Summit is a specific methodology for accelerating change and innovation by imple-
menting the AI 5-D cycle in a short amount of time (usually 2 to 4 days) with the involvement 
of a broad range of internal and external stakeholders. An AI Summit can vary in size from 30 
to 1,000 people or more, but the closer it comes to achieving a complete representation of all 
relevant stakeholders, the more powerful and dramatic the impact (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 
2012; Ludema et al., 2003). The AI Summit has been appraised by prestigious organizational 
leaders (including General Secretary of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, and CEOs of major 
corporations) and scholars as one of the most powerful large-change interventions used in 
organizational systems today (Cooperrider et al., 2012).

4.1 The Case of Clarke

Clarke is a global public health company whose mission is “to make communities around 
the world more livable, safe and comfortable.” It does this “by pioneering, developing and 
delivering environmentally responsible mosquito control solutions and aquatic services to help 
prevent disease, control nuisances and create healthy waterways.”1 It has integrated several 
principles and practices of responsible management into its philosophy and daily operations 

1 https:// www .clarke .com/ about. Last accessed on April 3, 2019.
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as a way to enhance its positive impact in society (e.g. its values include caring for the planet, 
caring for people, and doing the right thing even if it’s hard).

Despite having clear values and mission, and after many years of successful operations, 
managers at Clarke were struggling to define the company’s greater purpose in the world. Its 
great success as a global provider of mosquito control solutions sparked a search for a more 
purposeful way of conducting business, with managers wishing to increase the company’s 
focus on its social and environmental footprint. This was established as a strategic goal but 
managers lacked a clear idea of how to get there. Thus, Clarke’s managers started to seek for 
a method that could help to embed sustainability in its DNA, which led to them asking David 
Cooperrider, the co-creator of AI, to help transform the company through the implementation 
of an AI Summit in 2012.

Clarke’s three-day AI Summit brought together nearly 200 people, which included the 
whole system of stakeholders (i.e. employees from five countries, suppliers, customers, and 
other external stakeholders) as well as a few sustainability leaders from other industries. 
Summit participants used the AI 5-D cycle to identify Clarke’s core strengths and capabilities, 
and envision leveraging these to build a more innovative and sustainable company.2 At the 
end of the Summit, Clarke managers were able to identify 12 opportunity areas to extend and 
enhance the company’s purpose and impact. Some of these opportunities were unique and 
new for the company (e.g. the creation of a Clarke Center of Innovation) while others entailed 
shifting the focus of programs and initiatives that were already in place. For instance, manag-
ers replaced the idea of waste reduction with a goal of zero waste, and the idea of health and 
wellness was replaced by extraordinary health and happiness (Clarke Company, 2015). By 
applying the principles of AI, Clarke’s managers and stakeholders realized the importance of 
evocative language and an aspirational vision to create a new organizational reality, which not 
only helped to create innovative initiatives, but also changed the way in which sustainability 
was understood and pursued. The language was purposely changed to reflect a positive bias 
and managers were trained to shift their conversations – through appreciative questions – to 
uncover instances that exemplify the high standards of ethics, sustainability and responsibility 
desired for the organization and the whole system of stakeholders.

As a result, Clarke’s environmental and social performance has expanded far beyond 
a single “green” product and has become deeply embedded in the larger system of stakehold-
ers of which it is a part. In 2015, for instance, the company developed a Product Delivery 
Roadmap for driving their next generation of products and services, and partnered with more 
than a dozen value-driven innovation companies to accomplish that goal. Other initiatives that 
resembles this transformation include partnerships with suppliers to reach their packaging 
reduction goals, and a methodology – jointly developed with the City of St. Charles – to track 
the excess of electricity production (using solar panels) after becoming the first company in 
the municipality to return power to the grid. Clarke attributes much of its success to the AI 
Summit methodology and the ongoing embedding of the AI principles and practices into the 
organization. Consequently, it has preserved a special section on its website to share its expe-
rience with the world.3

2 https:// www .clarke .com/ appreciative -inquiry. Last accessed on April 3, 2019.
3 https:// www .clarke .com/ appreciative -inquiry. A document with a summary of the AI experience 

can be downloaded from https:// www .clarke .com/ filebin/ PDF _Docs/ Making _AI _Stick _Final _PDF .pdf. 
Last accessed on April 3, 2019.
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4.2 The City of Cleveland

The city of Cleveland had been seriously affected by job loss and population flight for several 
decades, but after the economic crisis of 2008 these problems became particularly pressing. 
Cleveland’s mayor, Frank Jackson, wanted to ignite and sustain a system-wide innovation 
program that could transform the city into an exciting and inspiring place to live. He decided 
that the AI Summit methodology could be instrumental to facilitating such a large-scale trans-
formation, after observing it in use at the United Nations (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012).

The process started by forming a summit design committee of business and community 
leaders, which agreed to issue a call for Cleveland citizens to leave their silos and collaborate 
to create a sustainability-based economy (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012; Meyer-Emerick, 
2012). Through dialogue, the Summit’s topic was chosen: “Sustainable Cleveland 2019: 
Creating an Economic Engine to Empower a Green City on a Blue Lake.”

In 2009, after an open call to Cleveland citizens, over 700 people – including business 
and community leaders, academics, politicians, sustainability thinkers, and children from 
Cleveland public schools – showed up to design the future for “a green city on a blue lake.” At 
the end of the Summit, the Mayor announced a 10-year commitment to this transformational 
effort that would be facilitated by a yearly AI Summit until 2019. Each year, the Summit has 
been focused on a specific sustainability-related area, ranging from energy efficiency to the 
creation of vibrant green spaces.4

Following the principles of AI, the key question that ignited and mobilized this large-scale 
change was: What do we want to create (instead of what do we wish to avoid or solve)? This 
question alone, however, was not enough to mobilize and self-organize a whole community. 
Another important task was to carefully encourage the experience of wholeness (Bartunek et 
al., 2011; Cooperrider, 2012). Having a mix of stakeholders working together from the design 
of the Summit to the implementation of change initiatives has been a signature of the process, 
helping to increase citizens’ prosocial behavior as well as the adherence to responsible man-
agement principles and practices (Cooperrider & Laszlo, 2012).

After the first AI Summit, the City of Cleveland guided and tracked the conversation 
through a website dedicated to the project,5 where community stakeholders can connect with 
others and post updates about their projects. These projects are coordinated by the City of 
Cleveland’s Sustainability Office and are divided into nine areas (each representing the topic 
of one year’s AI Summit): energy efficiency, local foods, renewable energy, zero waste, clean 
water, sustainable transportation, vibrant green space, vital neighborhoods, and engaged 
people.6 Interestingly, most of the implementation work has been carried out by committed 
individuals who have self-organized around a common purpose, fueled by the principles of 
AI. Until 2018, more than 15,000 people have been engaged with the process through working 
groups, events, and social media.

Based on the measures developed by the City to track progress, the lives of Clevelanders 
have improved along the years through the voluntary efforts of people and organizations 

4 https:// www .sustainablecleveland .org/ 2019. Last accessed on April 3, 2019.
5 https:// www .sustainablecleveland .org.
6 https:// www .sustainablecleveland .org/ 2019. Last accessed on April 3, 2019.

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cWNC7r
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cWNC7r
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participating in Sustainable Cleveland 2019, including the following outcomes listed on the 
official website:

● Improved water quality, enhancing the health of fish, economic activity and recreation in
and along the Cuyahoga River/Lake Erie.

● Improved air quality.
● Nearly 70 miles of bicycle infrastructure installed since 2013 and launch of UH Bikes,

Cleveland’s bike share system.
● Recognition as a “SolSmart Bronze” community for advancing solar energy growth.
● Cleveland’s carbon footprint decreased by 5% since 2010, while economic activity has

improved and population decline has stabilized.
● The number of Clevelanders who would recommend the city as a place to visit has more

than doubled from 34% in 2012 to 77% in 2017.7

5. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Extrapolating from our discussion of how the AI principles can inform research on change 
and innovation for greater ethics, sustainability and responsibility, as well as the insights from 
these case studies, there are several areas ripe for future research. One of the largest areas of 
opportunity for future research is in the further development and use of measurement tools 
to assess and track the impact of appreciative-based practices on change and innovation pro-
cesses. There are promising new measures such as the Appreciative Organizing Scale, which 
tries to capture the dynamics that emerge in a social system when appreciation is put at the 
center of members’ interactions (Pavez, 2017), and the tool being developed by Whitaker et al. 
(2019) to measure Appreciative Intelligence, the capability to appreciate the as yet-unrealized, 
latent potential in others or systems (Thatchenkery & Metzker, 2006). These instruments will 
make it possible to study the roles that appreciative organizing, appreciative sensemaking, and 
appreciative intelligence might play as mechanisms by which responsible managers’ decisions 
and efforts produce greater levels of corporate ethics, sustainability and responsibility perfor-
mance in organizations.

Based on the propositions discussed above, several questions for future research can be 
articulated, including: What are the effects of the use of strength-based language, creation 
of positive and ambitious visions and inclusion of multiple stakeholders on the change and 
innovation process that seek to increase ethics, sustainability and responsibility? How does 
an appreciative mode affect such change and innovation processes? These questions could be 
fruitfully studied by comparing the impact of managers’ use of appreciative practices to the 
impact of deficit-based practices for facilitating change and innovation processes. Since AI 
suggests that these various appreciative practices need to be used in concert, researchers may 
also want to investigate to what degree these can have a positive effect when used in isolation, 
or which minimal combinations or configurations are necessary to note a worthwhile differ-
ence in desirable outcomes.

Finally, yet another opportunity for scholars that AI directs our attention to is greater 
awareness of how aspects of the way we do our research might affect what we study. As ref-

7 https:// www .sustainablecleveland .org/ 2019. Last accessed on April 3, 2019.

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nuFJQq
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erenced above, Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987: 131) wrote that AI “is a way of living with, 
being with, and directly participating in the varieties of social organization we are compelled 
to study.” AI invites us to consider the possibility of our own research being a form of inter-
vention and, therefore, potentially a generative instrument of positive innovation and change. 
This possibility has led some scholars to seriously consider a (re-)turn to action research and 
other forms of engaged scholarship. But this possibility also reminds us to be mindful of the 
language we use in our research, the questions we ask as we inquire into responsible man-
agement, and how we may contribute to an articulation of responsible management practice 
as more than the avoidance or absence of irresponsible, unethical or unsustainable behavior 
(Cameron, 2006).
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48. Creating standards for responsible translation
of management research for practitioners
Isabelle Yi Ren and Jean M. Bartunek

There are increasing numbers of efforts to translate academic research on management for 
practitioners. For example, management magazines such as the Harvard Business Review 
and the MIT Sloan Management Review have long been publishing articles that include brief 
summaries of the results of management research. Many more business schools have joined 
such efforts and created magazines (e.g. Rice Business Wisdom and Knowledge@ Wharton) 
that summarize the research of school faculty for practitioners. Some professional/academic 
associations (e.g. the Academy of Management, the International Association of Chinese 
Management Research, and the Behavioral Science and Policy Association) also summarize 
management research in practitioner-oriented outlets. Major newspapers sometimes publish 
insights from management or related social science research either written by journalists (e.g. 
the Boston Globe’s “Uncommon Knowledge” section) or by faculty themselves (e.g. the New 
York Times’ “Faculty Contributions” on business topics). Furthermore, with the rise of various 
social media, management scholars occasionally disseminate research translation toward 
a broad audience via personal websites, podcasts, and blog posts.1

The translations can take different forms. They can differ in length, whether the translation is 
based on one research article or a stream of research, publication channel (e.g. traditional print 
magazine, web platforms, or social media), and media richness (e.g. text only or with picture, 
audio, or even videos). They provide a form of academic-practitioner knowledge transfer that 
is different from other forms such as classroom teaching and action research, and can reach 
a large audience in a timely and efficient fashion. They nicely fit the spirit of the Responsible 
Research in Business and Management Principle of “Broad Dissemination: Diverse forms of 
knowledge dissemination that collectively advance basic knowledge and practice” (RRBM, 
2017). However, while translations are proliferating, no norms have been established for what 
responsible translation of management research means and should include. There are undoubt-
edly journalistic norms that guide the work of some of those actually doing translating, but 
these may differ from norms established for translating academic research.

The lack of norms for responsible translation of management research is an important 
gap to address both in terms of the responsible management literature and in terms of the 
broader responsible research agenda beyond the management discipline. For example, the 
field of responsible education (focusing on academics’ practices in business schools) and 
the field of responsible management (focusing on managers’ practices) have been increas-
ingly well-delineated and substantiated (Laasch, 2018). What about knowledge translators? 
Although the translation of management research for practitioners is an important channel 
through which management scholars’ research can reach and influence practitioners, and more 

1 For example, https:// herminiaibarra .com/ ; https:// www .adamgrant .net/ wondering; http:// www 
.mintzberg .org/ blog; http:// www .lyndagratton .com/ .
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and more efforts have been devoted to such translation, it hasn’t received much attention in the 
responsible management literature and still awaits to be “responsibilized.” Its place in the rela-
tionship diagram of Responsible Management Education, Responsible Management Learning, 
and Responsible Management (Figure 1 in Laasch, 2018: 3) is less defined and could be quite 
fluid: is the translation of management research solely academics’ role and responsibility? Or 
management practitioners? Or some types of boundary spanners as knowledge translators?

The lack of standards of responsibility for knowledge translation is problematic for many 
reasons. For example, translations of research may end up being misleading, especially 
without the entire context of the study being translated and without the recognition of limita-
tions. Moreover, studies chosen for translation often utilize variables that represent abstract 
constructs, but it is likely to be difficult to enact the variables in ways that are faithful to the 
constructs. These are just a few of the problems. In general, there is considerable lack of clarity 
about what responsible translation might and ought to include. Generally, these issues have 
many more questions than answers in management research. In fact, with rare exceptions (e.g. 
Bartunek & Rynes, 2010; Kelemen & Bansal, 2002; Steffens et al., 2014), almost nothing has 
been done to address responsible translation policies for management scholarship. Thus, we 
consider the translation of management research into insights toward practitioners an impor-
tant issue to discuss, one that could provide a bridge between academics and practitioners, and 
one that offers an approach to address Rousseau’s (2006: 267) call for the Academy to “put 
greater emphasis on learning how to translate research findings into solutions.”

Furthermore, the lack of responsibility norms for management research translation also 
represents a glaring gap in conversations about responsible research beyond the management 
discipline. Responsibilities involved in turning the theoretical into the practical, that is, trans-
lating academic research into innovations and applicable insights, have triggered considerable 
scholarly discussion and public debate in “hard science” disciplines such as physics, chemis-
try, information technology, and medicine. These discussions and debates are of great value 
to management scholarship. For example, in their book Responsible Innovation, Owen and 
colleagues (2013: 28) suggest that impacts for innovation from scientific findings are often 
uncertain and rely much on luck. Thus, they argue for explicit considerations of intentions and 
motivations, who may benefit (and who may not), and what values should be based on. They 
explore how responsibility may be embedded within innovation “as a complex, multi-actor 
phenomenon that involves the translation of ideas into some sort of value in the future,” and 
proposed four dimensions of responsible innovation: anticipatory, reflective, deliberative, 
and responsive (Owen et al., 2013: 29, 38). Von Schomberg (2011, 2013) also provides an 
elaborate discussion about what “right impacts” should be and what societal values innovation 
should be based on. Similarly, the field of medicine has raised concerns about the quality of 
research translation of medical scholarship and laid out recommendations for responsible 
translation. We therefore attempt to answer Anne Tsui’s call to “clarify scientists’ responsibil-
ity in both knowledge production and knowledge application, as has been done in other fields 
such as medicine, law, and engineering” (2016: 20) by discussing the responsibilities involved 
in translating management research for practitioners.

Since the translation of medical research is quite similar to the translation of management 
research in terms of format (shorter reports published in magazines or newspapers) and the 
broad audience (anyone can learn/use something from the research insights), in this chapter 
we draw on existing discussions in the field of medical research translation. We then build 
on this material to explore some issues specific to the translation of management research 
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for practitioners. Lastly, inspired by the Principles for Responsible Management Education 
Initiative (2007) and the Principles of Responsible Research in Business and Management 
(RRBM, 2017),2 we will include a draft set of recommendations for responsible translation of 
management research for practitioners.

HOW MEDICAL RESEARCH HAS ADDRESSED RESPONSIBLE 
TRANSLATION

Medical science has devoted considerable attention to responsible translation of scholarly 
findings for lay people. This is because many people, especially potential patients, pay close 
attention to what research is reported due to its implications for (their) medical treatment, and 
because misinterpretation of the research can have potential health consequences for patients. 
In fact, Schwartz and Woloshin (2004) reported that more than half of US adults pay close 
attention to health news.

Thus, concerns have been raised about the adequacy of reports of medical articles (e.g. 
Lynn et al., 2011), because the information there has been of such potential consequence. We 
will summarize some of the concerns about the translation of medical research that may be 
particularly relevant for management scholarship, as well as recommendations for what might 
be done to address them.

RECOGNIZED PROBLEMS IN THE TRANSLATION OF MEDICAL 
RESEARCH

Several problems with the translation of medical research into materials meant for consumers 
have been recognized. Fransen et al. (2017: 334) studied impacts of an information leaflet 
sent to Dutch citizens who possibly had cancer that was designed to give them information 
advocating that they get further cancer screening. Fransen et al. (2017) found that for many 
the information leaflet was “too complex and overwhelming.” This was the case especially 
for “Individuals with a lower educational level and low numeracy skills” who, thus, “seem 
particularly vulnerable to misinterpreting statistical information including risks and, subse-
quently, find this information meaningless.”

Schwartz and Woloshin (2004) note that potential problems in translation may be particu-
larly acute for translations by medical journalists that appear in the popular media. In particu-
lar, presentations that only illustrate the relative benefits of treatments are often misleading. 
A drug may be twice as effective as another drug, but if the usual effectiveness is only 1 
percent, that isn’t meaningful. Thus, translations that only emphasize the relative benefits of 
drugs have been called into question. Moynihan et al. (2000: 1647), for example, noted that 
“Our evaluation of 207 newspaper and television stories on three drugs used for disease pre-
vention showed substantial shortcomings in journalistic practices. Of stories quantifying the 
benefits of medications, only 15 percent presented both relative and absolute benefits.”

2 See also http:// www .unprme .org/ resource -docs/ 10SixPrinciples .pdf.
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In addition, sometimes the benefits of particular drugs are exaggerated, while the harm of 
such drugs is minimized. Schwartz and Woloshin (2004: 226) commented that “Recently, 
a number of studies criticized press coverage for exaggerating the benefits and minimizing the 
harms; of medications … hyping a variety of health risks; and overemphasizing preliminary 
work (for example, scientific meeting reports), some of which never get published in the 
medical literature.” This concern has been echoed by others, including Cassels et al. (2003) 
who noted that in newspaper accounts potential harmful benefits of certain drugs were hardly 
mentioned at all, and benefits were mentioned more than five times as often. McInerny et al. 
(2004), Bonevski et al. (2008), Wilson et al. (2009), Gonon et al. (2011) and Reider (2013), 
among others, note that the writing in the popular press is often oversimplified, inaccurate and 
misrepresented, leading to inappropriate generalizations.

These concerns are important, for management as well as medicine. Bass (2016: 2334), for 
example, notes that “lay people are yearning for information they can understand. They need 
explanations in plain language that fit their level of knowledge and anxiety, the chance to air 
options and risks with someone they can trust.” In other words, the accuracy of translation 
really does matter, and a good deal of the responsibility of translators of medical articles is 
to members of the lay public. Similar problems can happen in translation of management 
research, for example, when translators suggest that a certain practice can increase positive 
outcomes such as creativity, retention, or psychological well-being more than previous prac-
tices without specifying their actual effect, or when translators emphasize a practice’s benefits 
without proper mention of its drawbacks for the organization/individual.

Medical translation encounters other issues as well. For example, medical translators’ work 
often encounters conflicting stakeholders. As Lynch et al. (2014: 480) noted:

Located between scientific demands for clear transmission of information and journalistic desire for 
interesting stories, biomedical PR writing must juggle competing rhetorical demands. The degree to 
which these competing rhetorical demands are met can be reflected in the specific framing choices 
(e.g. word choice, use of metaphor, and appeals to readers), and those choices can influence how 
journalists frame a story and how it circulates through various media.

In a similar vein, knowledge translators of management research face the conflicting demands 
of original management research’s need to be rigorous and accurate versus general readers’ 
desire for interesting, sensational, and prescriptive writing (e.g. Kelemen & Bansal, 2002).

As an illustration, some of these issues arose when Martin et al. (2016) published a scholarly 
article on leaders’ narcissism and its negative impacts. Their study’s findings were abstracted 
for the Washington Post, and the reporter for that newspaper (Jena McGregor, 2016) who 
spoke to Martin about the paper “couldn’t help but ask Martin how he thought his findings 
might apply to Donald Trump … But Martin wouldn’t bite.” We will return later to this article 
and its discussion in the Washington Post as an exemplary example for management transla-
tion. For now we simply note the conflicting demands associated with translation.

WHAT MAKES A DIFFERENCE IN TRANSLATION? WHAT IS 
RESPONSIBLE PRACTICE?

A number of efforts have been made to foster responsible translation of medical scholarship. 
For example, Schwartz and Woloshin (2004: 226‒227) advocated three practices they see as 
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crucial for responsible translation of medical research: Don’t report preliminary findings; 
Communicate the absolute magnitude of differences; and Include caveats. As they note, “All 
studies have limitations. The press should state major limitations and important caveats (such 
as limited generalizability of findings).” Further, “Researchers should help the press report 
these facts accurately.”

Relatedly, Moynihan et al. (2000: 1649) advocated other issues that should be included:

What groups of patients can be helped? What are the associated risks and costs? What are the possible 
links between the sources of information (studies or experts) and those (such as the manufacturers) 
who promote the therapy? Although not exhaustive, these questions could help inform attempts to 
improve the quality of medical reporting.

Schwitzer et al. (2005: 576) advocated that it is also crucial to recognize the interests of those 
producing new knowledge. They commented, for example, that:

In our current era of entanglement, journalists must investigate and report the possible conflicts of 
interest among sources of health information and those who promote a new idea or therapy. Such 
conflicts may not be readily apparent, so journalists must look for them as a routine part of story 
research and interviews. They must investigate and report the possible links between researchers and 
private companies, researchers and public institutions, patient advocacy groups and their sponsors, 
celebrity spokespersons and their sponsors, and nonprofit health and professional organizations and 
their sponsors. To fail to do so may mean that journalists become unwitting mouthpieces for incom-
plete, biased, and imbalanced news and information.

In other words, there are clear ethical dimensions involved in what is translated and how.
Such concerns have led to the development of a statement of principles for health care jour-

nalists.3 These principles emphasize journalists’ responsibilities, the need for them to maintain 
their independence and to recognize the impacts their translations may have.

No efforts like this have been taken with response to translating management scholarship. 
In fact, many translations of management research simply state that certain practices are 
related to beneficial outcomes without giving more details about, say, magnitude of effects. 
This may have to do with the fact that while medical effects about drugs are measurable with 
physical reactions, variables in management research are often measured through a series of 
indexes and are difficult to make sense of directly or intuitively. A potential risk would be that 
practitioners’ understanding of what the variable refers to may deviate from how it is actually 
measured in the original research. With regard to the Martin et al. (2016) study, for example, 
“narcissism” likely means something different to many readers than do the formal definitions 
and measures used by Martin et al.

Finally, medical scholarship literature emphasizes the importance of informed patient 
decision-making, along with the recognition that many patients are not capable of making 
informed decisions (Schwartz et al., 2005). Thus, some such as Schwartz and Woloshin (2004) 
emphasize the importance of the press educating the public.

Such education is entirely missing in management scholarship, with the exception of work 
by Barends and Rousseau (2018) and the Center for Evidence-Based Management (CEBMA.
ORG). For example, Barends and Rousseau’s (2018) book teaches managers how to ask ques-

3 https:// healthjournalism .org/ principles/ .
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tions for which there might be evidence, to acquire evidence and to appraise it. Further, they 
show how appropriate evidence may come not only from scholarly research, but also from 
other practitioners, stakeholders and their own organizations.

Based in part of the initiatives taken by medical research and the issues we have encoun-
tered in our own experience, we will now explore several important questions pertinent to the 
responsible translation of management research, suggest how these questions are expressed, 
and suggest recommendations for responsible translation. More specifically, at the end of 
this section of the chapter we will suggest a set of standards that may be used for responsible 
translation of academic management literature.

In particular, we will address the following questions about the translation of academic 
research: (1) Who are the appropriate stakeholders of academic research translation, and, thus, 
to whom are translators responsible? (2) What are the expectations of how academic research 
will be used? (3) What is (ir)responsibility in translating management research? Our work 
is based in part on the firsthand experience of the first author in translating academic papers 
for practitioners as well as the long time experience of the second author in joint academic–
practitioner initiatives (e.g. Bartunek, 2007; Bartunek & Rynes, 2010; 2014).

WHO ARE THE APPROPRIATE STAKEHOLDERS OF ACADEMIC 
RESEARCH TRANSLATION AND, THUS, TO WHOM ARE 
TRANSLATORS RESPONSIBLE?

Who should benefit from the research that deals with organizations and their societal impacts? 
Are the primary beneficiaries supposed to be other scholars? Are organizations and their top 
managers and/or, perhaps, lower-level employees supposed to benefit? Is society at large 
supposed to benefit? Is there competition between stakeholders in such a way that what 
benefits one set of stakeholders is of less benefit to (or may actively harm) other stakehold-
ers? These questions, in line with RRBM principles of “Service to Society” and “Impact on 
Stakeholders” (RRBM, 2017), are important to consider but are very rarely asked about the 
translation of management research. This may seem to be a simple issue, but it is not. For 
example, as Bartunek and Rynes (2014) noted, some business school academics (e.g. Hinings 
& Greenwood, 2002, among others) question about whether managers, left to their own 
devices, are likely to act in ethical ways with knowledge they derive from scholarly sources. 
Thus, academics may not want to share actionable information with practitioners. Of course, 
others disagree with this concern (e.g. Avenier & Cajaiba, 2012). Nevertheless, there is not 
broad agreement that managers are the most appropriate stakeholders for studies published in 
management-oriented academic journals.

In addition, as the boundary breakers between two communities, knowledge translators are 
responsible to both academics who produce scholarly articles and practitioners who read the 
translations. Although the primary/target readers are practitioners, knowledge translators have 
to keep the original authors of research in mind, balancing drawing practical implications with 
staying true to the original research findings. As indicated above, this was the challenge faced 
by Jena McGregor when she was translating the Martin et al. (2016) article.

As the original producers of the research being translated, academics do not want their 
research findings to be misinterpreted, distorted, or unethically applied. While there is no 
way to fully prevent misinterpretation or misapplication once the research translation reaches 
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the hands of managers and other practitioners, knowledge translators should try their best to 
reduce such risks in their writing.

Further, dividing up the types of practitioner audiences, it is important to consider what kind 
of practitioners the translation targets—executives, middle managers, lower level employ-
ees, consultants, government agencies/policymakers, or the public in a general sense? The 
same research finding could have very different implications for different stakeholders. For 
example, research that reveals strategies of mobilizing change (cf. Kellogg, 2012; Ozcan & 
Gurses, 2018) might be used by change agents to improve their strategies, and can also be used 
by defendants of the status quo to counteract such efforts. It is important to be aware who may 
utilize the research findings and how they might use them.

WHAT ARE THE EXPECTATIONS OF HOW ACADEMIC 
RESEARCH WILL BE USED?

The hope is that managerial research can be useful to practitioners in their organizations (e.g. 
Heracleous, 2011; Shapiro et al., 2007), though what “useful” means is not always clear. The 
“About us” or “Introduction” pages of several research translation publications state that these 
publications aim to bring ideas from the ivory tower to the public good,4 share intellectual cap-
ital,5 or introduce the best thinking in management and help people be smarter, more creative 
and more courageous at work.6 These statements seem to emphasize the broad intent to build 
a bridge and communicate with practitioners, but are often not as clear as they might be about 
the intended use (e.g. help be more creative/smarter).

Pelz (1978) introduced three ways that research findings may be used: instrumentally, 
conceptually, and symbolically. The instrumental use of knowledge refers to knowledge 
for action, when specific pieces of knowledge can be used directly for decision-making or 
problem-solving purposes. This is the standard expectation of how medical research will be 
used. The conceptual use of knowledge, or knowledge for understanding, refers to fostering 
thinking about some particular issue, perhaps some enhanced awareness or thinking that 
accomplishes a change in how concerns are phrased. For example, the “uncommon knowl-
edge” section of the Boston Globe includes short summaries of social science research that 
are designed to get readers to rethink their taken-for-granted-assumptions. Finally, symbolic 
use refers to the use of knowledge not to change action or thinking, but to legitimate particular 
opinions already held or actions already decided upon.

For conceptual use (general enlightenment), knowledge translators may have considerable 
flexibility in interpreting the findings for practitioners. For instrumental use, knowledge trans-
lators need to be quite precise in presenting the findings. For symbolic use (to legitimate or 
sustain certain positions), knowledge translators need to consider who will be affected by the 
use of these findings and how they will be affected.

Of course, translators may have little control over how the findings will actually be used, 
especially symbolically. For example, the large amount of gender research that shows how 
women are generally underpaid, presented lower offers than their male counterparts, request 

4 https:// business .rice .edu/ wisdom/ about.
5 http:// knowledge .wharton .upenn .edu/ about/ .
6 https:// hbr .org/ guidelines -for -authors.
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smaller compensations or achieve lower results than males in negotiations (e.g. Ayres, 1991; 
Barron, 2003; Correll et al., 2007) can be cited by gender equality advocates as supporting 
their positions, but can at the same time be used to (covertly) support people/organizations in 
continuing to make lower offers to women. It is at least important for knowledge translators to 
recognize these possibilities.

WHAT IS (IR)RESPONSIBILITY IN TRANSLATING 
MANAGEMENT RESEARCH?

Responsibility essentially centers around relationships. For example, in the leadership and 
management context, being responsible means cultivating sustainable relationships with 
stakeholders, moral decision making, being accountable to other parties, and encompassing 
a vision/ideal of business for the well-being of many (versus a few) or at the societal level 
(Maak, 2007; Doh & Stumpf, 2005; Pless & Maak, 2011). In the research translation context, 
as suggested by the steps being taken in medical research, being responsible also involves 
translating research mindfully and ethically, and building sustainable relationships with and 
working toward the well-being of multiple stakeholders, including all those who may read the 
translation. More specifically, following the model set in medicine, and breaking the knowl-
edge translation process down to the specific steps and tasks involved in research translation, 
we suggest that there is responsibility related to how articles are selected, the language and 
rhetorical styles used to write the translation, the approach taken to summarize research and 
reduce article length, and the types of practical implications for management practitioners.

Responsibility in Selection

A large number of peer-reviewed research papers are published every year, and only a small 
number of these are selected for knowledge translation and disseminated to wider audiences. 
Knowledge translators involved in research selection can have substantial influence over time, 
since their selection patterns may establish certain types/topics of research and researchers 
as more popular for mass media than others (which may influence researchers’ choice of 
future research topics) and contribute to public perceptions of what management research is 
about. Selection patterns also orient the public’s attention to certain management issues. For 
example, the large number of reports on creativity studies may orient practitioners to prioritize 
creativity in their organizational life rather than other topics, and given the trust that lay people 
may have in serious academic research, they may unconsciously consider these management 
issues as more important/legitimate/urgent than others. In addition, an unbalanced selection 
may present management research as very micro/macro, very focused on executives/general 
employees, very focused on corporate profitability/social issues, or very North American/
European/Asian-based. This will consequently influence where companies, government 
agencies, and the general public spend their resources. To be responsible in selection, we 
suggest that knowledge translators need to proactively consider the potential accumulative 
consequences of selection to both the academic community and practitioner community, and 
provide a more balanced and diverse pool of research for translation. Our suggestion about 
research selection for translation corresponds with the Responsible Business and Management 
Principle 7 that encourages “diversity in research themes, methods, forms of scholarship, 
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types of inquiry, and interdisciplinary collaboration to reflect the plurality and complexity of 
business and societal problems” (RRBM, 2017).

In a more indirect/implicit but still powerful way, since management research is likely to 
be infused with social and political values (Tsui, 2013, 2016), the patterns with which man-
agement research are selected for translation toward practitioners could give prominence to 
certain values over others. Similar to the spirit that the “value-free ideal” is not desirable for 
science (especially social science) and that management scholars have important responsibili-
ties in the topics they choose to study (Tsui, 2016), knowledge translators need to be mindful 
about the implicit values embedded in the chosen research and their impact on the society. In 
this sense, knowledge translators’ selection of research papers serves as an important second 
filter (the first being scholars’ choice of research topics) that helps orient practitioners in 
terms of what is the most important and applicable research from the vast number of academic 
papers published.

Furthermore, going from the unit of broad research topics to the unit of a single research 
paper, multiple responsibilities are inherent in deciding if a certain research paper deserves 
limited space in practitioner-oriented magazines for translation. For example, when a research 
study is published in an esteemed academic journal (i.e. has already been through a rigorous 
review process), should those in charge of translation simply assume that it is “safe” to be 
selected and translated for practitioners? We question this assumption. The public may easily 
take findings from this piece of research as the “truth” or the “final word,” while it may not 
be so considering the broader ecology of academic research. For example, there may be other 
published studies with contradictory results, or this research might be relatively new with 
few other studies reproducing/confirming similar findings. In other words, as Simsek et al. 
(2018: 2022‒2023) pointed out, “individual papers often offer a narrow view of the phenom-
ena,” and “having the individual article as the dominant frame of reference in understanding 
trailing impact leaves too much on the table, thus distorting the field’s impact balance sheet.” 
Therefore, it will be more responsible if the party responsible for selection can include a few 
experts on the topic, who have a better idea about where this piece of research stands in the 
broader scholarly conversation. We see this consideration as an extension of the RRBM prin-
ciple of “Sound Methodology: Research that implements sound scientific methods and pro-
cesses in both quantitative and qualitative or both theoretical and empirical domains” (RRBM, 
2017). While the Principle of Sound Methodology explicitly addresses how scholars conduct 
research and how reviewers evaluate research for publication, our discussion concerns how 
knowledge translators act as an another layer of quality control that evaluates the research in 
relation to the broader literature. For this consideration, it would be valuable to have academic 
scholars as part of the selection team.

Responsibility for Language Use

At least in terms of language, the management discipline is quite different from hard science 
disciplines such as physics, medicine, and chemistry. While a lay-person may find research 
papers in physics/medicine/chemistry full of impenetrable words he/she may be able to rec-
ognize most of the words used in a management research paper. However, seemingly sharing 
the same lexicon does not necessarily make translation easier. An everyday word could evade 
translators’ attention but actually hold quite different meanings for academics and for practi-
tioners. Such “language convergence, meaning divergence” (Dougherty et al., 2009) creates 
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an illusion of common understanding and a cognitive blind spot for translators. Translating 
management research therefore requires ongoing assumption checking—proactively inspect-
ing whether practitioners will understand the words and sentences in the intended ways. Terms 
like “narcissism,” “institutional logics,” “attrition,” “bureaucratic,” and “cultural habitat” 
might trigger different meanings for practitioners than organization researchers.

Furthermore, beyond the need to translate research in ways that are clear and easy to under-
stand for practitioners, knowledge translators also often need to employ lively and engaging 
linguistic and rhetorical styles so that the translation is more interesting to read than a serious 
research paper. This can run the risk of overinflating certain types of topics and findings. 
Therefore, to be responsible in language use, knowledge translators need to constantly engage 
in perspective taking—checking what certain words might imply for practitioners and ensuring 
that using interesting/lively language does not compromise the accuracy of original language.

Responsibility in Reduction/Simplifying

Translated research insights (typically 2 to 4 pages) are much shorter than original research 
papers (typically 30 to 40 pages). This means that the translation process requires considerable 
culling of materials to simplify the lengthy research report. One important issue to consider is 
the role of theoretical and empirical contexts. Knowledge translators often assume (probably 
correctly) that practitioners won’t be interested in the long “theoretical background” section of 
research papers. Thus, they may choose to delete this section entirely and only introduce the 
main research question and argument. However, similar to the issue we raised earlier about 
responsibility in selection, skipping the theoretical background sections entirely may run the 
risk of giving practitioners the wrong impression about how a study’s findings stand in rela-
tion to broader literature. Knowledge translators therefore face the very challenging task of 
balancing succinctness with adequate acknowledgment of the conceptual context of the study.

Second, the empirical context is also very important for understanding the applicability of 
research findings. With research that is conducted in heavily controlled environments where 
many contextual variables are held constant or accounted for, simplifying by skipping neces-
sary details about the contexts may risk over-generalizing the findings, portraying the char-
acteristics of certain people/organizations in inaccurate ways, and/or presenting the findings 
as turnkey solutions to diverse management problems. For example, the Martin et al. (2016) 
study alluded to above was conducted with graduates of the U.S. Military Academy. The 
authors were at pains to say that this sample was not universally applicable. In her Washington 
Post summary, McGregor appropriately noted that “Of course, Martin’s study raises many 
questions, too. Would he see the same results in non-military organizations, which tend to be 
less hierarchical? How well would their results apply to other workplaces?”

In addition, many research papers have multiple findings or complex contingencies, and 
knowledge translators’ decisions regarding which to keep and how to present them can 
directly influence what practitioners learn from the research papers. Therefore, whenever 
leaving out content from the original research papers, knowledge translators need to check if 
such reduction will cause misunderstanding on the part of practitioners, and if so, find ways 
to remedy it (such as add in a few explanations and provide footnotes about statistical details).
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Responsibility in Drawing Implications

“Managerial implications” sections in academic research papers are often written in similar 
ways to the rest of the article (Bartunek & Rynes, 2010; Simsek et al., 2018). When trans-
lating research and publishing it in separate magazines oriented toward practitioners (such 
as Management Insights), translators are sometimes encouraged to make the findings more 
applicable for management practitioners than the article does. Thus, translators have some 
freedom to expand implications, and with this freedom comes responsibility. Drawing impli-
cations could mean linking the findings to discussions of other more current topics, providing 
more real-life examples, and/or discussing the findings in a different cultural context than that 
in which the study was conducted. By their framing, translators may easily influence what 
readers take from or remember about the research findings.

There are three steps that can be taken to ensure responsible translation at this point. First, 
knowledge translators can check to see if the implications that they draw from the research 
may cause harm to some stakeholders, especially in terms of the public interest. Second (as 
was the case with McGregor (2016) knowledge translators can communicate with original 
authors of the research and get their opinions to make sure that the derived implications did 
not deviate too far from the research findings. Third, while research findings are often abstract, 
general, or derived from a specific context, knowledge translators should consider the cultural 
context that their targeted practitioners are situated in, and then specifically address the find-
ings’ implications in the cultural context of targeted practitioners (i.e. a form of localization). 
This will be especially helpful when practitioners’ cultural context does not fit in the boundary 
conditions of the original research, or if different meanings in practitioners’ cultural contexts 
are attached to the key constructs of original research.

Based on what we have presented above, we have included in Box 48.1 a set of standards 
for responsible management research translation. The standards are inspired by the issues we 
have sketched out as particularly pertinent to management research. More formally, they are 
also inspired by the set of standards for medical translation we referred to above, the Principles 
for Responsible Management Education Initiative (2007),7 and the Principles of Responsible 
Research in Business and Management (RRBM, 2017). The standards make evident the 
ethical issues involved in translation of management research, something that has not been 
addressed before. Translation of management research is now sufficiently prevalent that it is 
important to have a set of standards like this.

BOX 48.1 STANDARDS FOR RESPONSIBLE MANAGEMENT 
RESEARCH TRANSLATION

Management is an applied discipline that benefits from effective communication between 
scholars and practitioners. Knowledge translators who select and translate scholarly man-
agement research into practitioner-oriented research highlights have a special responsibility 
in conducting such translation properly.

Practitioners may draw inspiration from research insights, make important organization-
al decisions based on research insights, and use research insights to support their existing 

7 http:// www .unprme .org/ resource -docs/ 10SixPrinciples .pdf.



740  Research handbook of responsible management

decisions. Furthermore, over time, translation of management research may orient socie-
tal discourse about what organizations should focus on and what directions organizations 
should take. Therefore, translation of management research holds important consequences 
for multiple stakeholders, including, but not limited to, scholars themselves, practitioners 
at different managerial levels, and the broader society as a whole.

We identify some unique challenges that knowledge translators of management research 
face and suggest potential ways to deal with these challenges. We hope that our statements 
serve as an initial platform that attracts and encourages open discussion and debate about 
how translation of management research should be conducted.

When Selecting Research to Translate

1. Evaluate the credibility of particular pieces of research
● Select research that demonstrates sound methodological and theoretical rigor.

● Weigh the research in relation to the broader management literature, and avoid
selecting/wait to select research whose ideas have not received substantial support.

● When, for the purpose of being timely in addressing some current management
issues, knowledge translators decide to select research whose ideas have not
received substantial support in the literature, provide a note in the translated
insights that cautions practitioners about counter evidence and the emerging
nature of the ideas.

2. Balance representation
● Have a broad picture in mind in terms of which research topics are frequently

chosen for translation for practitioners and whose voices are frequently heard.
● Consider if the current selection pattern is a well-balanced portrait of the field of

management research and what other topics/perspectives/cultural contexts may
deserve more public attention.

3. Consider who will be using the research
● Proactively consider who will use insights from this research and how it will be

used so as to avoid selecting research that might be used inappropriately or against
societal well-being.

In the Course of Translating Scholarly Research

4. Be transparent
● List funding sources for research and potential conflicts of interest.

5. Consider who will be using the research
● When drawing new implications or substantiating original implications with new

examples, be mindful about potential implications for multiple stakeholders and
keep the public interest in mind.
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6. Facilitate comprehension
● Avoid using language that may hinder comprehension and cause misunderstand-

ing for practitioners. For example, theoretical and statistics jargon, and sentences
that are too long and have too many clauses.

7. Ensure accuracy
● Understand the complexity and nuance in the original research and report research

findings accurately. Inform readers about absolute as well as relative effects, ben-
efits as well as drawbacks, and important contextual/boundary conditions.

● Consider potential misunderstandings that the deletion of content from original
research may cause, and remedy this by providing summaries/explanations in the
main text or in a footnote.

● While the writing style needs to be lively and interesting to engage practitioners,
avoid using overly prescriptive and sensational language that may exaggerate or
misrepresent research findings.

● Report not only the theoretical constructs being studied, but also how the con-
structs are being operationalized for practitioners to have a more concrete idea
about what is being measured.

8. Check assumptions
● Constantly check assumptions about what certain phrases or theoretical constructs

means and if they mean different things for academics and practitioners; make
necessary explanations.

● Be mindful about the cultural and institutional context that the original research is
generated in, and if a different context may affect the found relationships between
constructs and the applicability of findings. This is especially important if the
translation is targeted toward a specific practitioner audience embedded in a cul-
tural/institutional context distinct from that in the original research.

9. Communicate with original authors
● Check with the original authors of research to ensure that the translated findings

and implications did not misinterpret or distort the research findings.

CONCLUSION

While the use of translation in management studies is proliferating, there has been nothing 
done to explore the ethical issues that arise with regard to translation or establish any type of 
guidelines for how to respond to this issues in a responsible way. Our chapter offers what we 
believe is the first attempt to surface these issues and propose guidelines for addressing them. 
The issues and standards we have suggested are of value to management academia in terms of 
enhancing the value of management research for management practitioners, the general public, 
and society as a whole.
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49. Using the past responsibly: what responsible
managers and management academics can
learn from historians’ professional ethics
Christian Stutz and Judith Schrempf-Stirling

INTRODUCTION

Management researchers are increasingly recognizing the value of historical methods, evi-
dence, and knowledge to advance our knowledge of management and organizing (Bucheli & 
Wadhwani, 2014; Kipping & Üsdiken, 2014; Godfrey et al., 2016). Empirical approaches to 
history foreground the production and uses of historical narratives by historians and manage-
ment academics for theoretical purposes (Maclean et al., 2016; Rowlinson et al., 2014; Vaara 
& Lamberg, 2016). Another approach to history, in contrast, acknowledges that engagement 
with the past is not an exclusive academic domain (Foster et al., 2016). Drawing from the 
insight that history is constitutive for human beings’ sense of self and their actions (Hansen, 
2012; Wadhwani & Bucheli, 2014), management researchers increasingly take the uses of the 
past by organizations and managers as a phenomenon worth investigating (Wadhwani et al., 
2018). The “uses of the past” approach, that is, the umbrella term that embraces the emerging 
discussion, studies how organizational actors engage with the past to construct present and 
future conditions for their organizations (Suddaby et al., 2010). Beyond such a “hypermus-
cular” view of managers who can craft and control an organization’s historical narrative 
(Lubinski, 2018), recent contributions also consider an organization’s past as a contested 
public space, shaped by and renegotiated with diverse stakeholders for their strategic interests 
(Cailluet et al., 2018; Lubinski, 2018).

However, while a growing number of studies describe and theorize on such productions 
and uses of historical narratives in the present, only very few have addressed ethical questions 
in managerial history-work (Schrempf-Stirling et al., 2016; Zundel et al., 2016). Consider 
for instance the case of Cadbury. Rowlinson and Hassard (1993) critically demonstrated that 
managers deliberately misrepresented Cadbury’s past to emphasize its origin in Quaker beliefs 
about caring for employees. The dilemma faced is that, while we know that managers do use 
the past for their strategic purposes, there is little attention to the question of whether managers 
should use particular representations of the past (Wadhwani et al., 2018: 1676).

Given that at the heart of responsible management scholarship is the conceptualization of 
management as a profession (Abrams, 1951; Prahalad, 2010; Laasch & Moosmayer, 2015), we 
believe that it is important to establish the ethical grounds for the responsible use of the past 
by managers. Prahalad (2010: 36) reminds us that managers are the “custodians of society’s 
most powerful institutions” and with that comes a duty and responsibility to their community 
and stakeholders. Being members of a profession requires managers to hold themselves to 
higher standards to maintain their legitimacy and status as a profession. Given that managers 
use the past strategically to gain legitimacy, clarifying professional standards in relation to 
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using the past in responsible management is an important, yet missing element in responsible 
management scholarship and worth defining.

The purpose of this chapter is to establish ethical grounds for the responsible use of the 
past by managers and academics. Inspired by a research note by Wadhwani et al. (2018), we 
apply and expand scholarly and professional norms of academic historians to the domain of the 
responsible management community (Laasch, 2018a, 2018b; Laasch & Conaway, 2015). We 
first build on De Baets’ (2009) Code of Ethics for history professionals to draw the boundary 
between responsible and irresponsible uses of the past. Essentially, we argue that responsible 
instances rest on the honest and truthful character of using history. Second, we draw from Gill, 
Gill, and Roulet (2018) to outline processes and practices of responsible uses of the past by 
managers. Gill et al. (2018) developed scholarly principles and techniques for constructing 
trustworthy historical narratives. While rejecting the epistemological possibility to write an 
objective history of the past, Gill et al. (2018) understand that any crafted historical narrative 
is open to reframing by other historians. Instead of promoting the noble dream of showing the 
past “as it once was” (Von Ranke, 1824), they urge organizational historians to take responsi-
bility for what they write in bringing to the fore the textual choices in selecting and emplotting 
their narratives. Such “reflexive responsibility” enhances the understanding of a historical 
narrative, as it allows other historians to reconsider the decisions underpinning the story and 
question or refine the initial representation. Hence, we argue that responsible use of the past 
by managers is underlined by a reflexive responsibility to engage in communicative activities 
when crafting, circulating, and revising historical narratives.

By expanding a set of ethical principles and practices of organizational historians to the 
domain of the responsible management community, we follow Laasch’s (2018: 12) recom-
mendation to consider intersections of academic and managerial communities to “enable 
mutual learning and to further mutual relevance, necessary for the joint endeavour of ‘making’ 
responsible management and responsible managers.” Hence, this chapter contributes to this 
boundary-spanning project. Furthermore, our normative reflection contributes to the “uses of 
the past” literature, which has mostly circumvented ethical issues of managerial invoking of 
the past, as we provide a basis to guide an advance of the “uses of the past” scholarship and 
practice on more ethical rails.

In the remainder of this chapter, we first briefly introduce the “uses of the past” approach 
and discuss some of its conceptual cornerstones (i.e. the past, history, and historical narrative). 
We then explore the existing yet scarce literature that considers ethical aspects of managerial 
uses of the past. Thereafter, we apply professional norms by De Baets (2009) and scholarly 
principles of reflexive responsibility by Gill et al. (2018) to the managerial practice of using 
history. We conclude by discussing some implications for future research and management 
learning.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 

The “Uses of the Past” Approach

The “historic turn” in management and organizational research called historians and manage-
ment theorists to join discussions on how to best combine history and management research 
(Bucheli & Wadhwani, 2014). This collective effort led to an upswing of a variety of empirical 
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approaches to history that became legitimate methodological options for interdisciplinary 
scholarship (Maclean et al., 2016; Rowlinson et al., 2014; Vaara & Lamberg, 2016). While 
history has spilled into many fields of management research, the “uses of the past” approach 
has emerged as one of the most promising theoretical avenues to conceptually integrate 
history and management theory (Wadhwani et al., 2018). Primarily, the “uses of the past” 
scholarship has examined how organizations strategically deploy their histories (Foster et al., 
2016; Zundel et al., 2016). In particular, Suddaby et al. (2010: 157) introduced the notion of 
“rhetorical history,” defined as “the strategic use of the past as a persuasive strategy to manage 
key stakeholders of the firm.” Many scholars have built on the idea of rhetorical history. They 
refined our knowledge that the invoking of the past can be a useful asset to build identity, 
create culture, promote legitimacy, and generate authenticity (Foster et al., 2016). Subsequent 
research, however, recognized that managerial uses of the past are subject to external judg-
ment by audiences and contextual constraints in time and place (Cailluet et al., 2018; Lubinski, 
2018; Zundel et al., 2016). Therefore, despite the agentic role of managers in shaping historical 
narratives, internal or external stakeholders might contest particular representations of the past 
because of their distinct strategic interests (Zundel et al., 2016).

Conceptual Definitions of the “Uses of the Past” Approach

As this stream of research matures, the field converges on some conceptual consensus (see, 
particularly, Wadhwani et al., 2018). While drawing from different strands of historical theory 
and philosophy (e.g. Ricœur’s reflections on narrative, Gadamer’s hermeneutics, Hobsbawm’s 
concept of invented tradition), the community of scholars would likely agree on a set of ideas 
that has underpinned our discussion so far. First of all, the literature makes a clear distinction 
between the past and history. The “past” refers to the empirical reality of “all events that occur 
chronologically before the present” (Wadhwani et al., 2018: 1666). In contrast to the objective 
past, scholars bring forward a subjective and processual definition of “history,” that is, “the 
mobilization of the past in the present” (Wadhwani et al., 2018: 1666). As such, managers 
can convey their subjective interpretation of the past by producing and using a “historical 
narrative,” that is, “a sequence of logically and chronologically related events organized by 
a coherent plot” (Rowlinson et al., 2014: 254). This subjective manifestation of historical 
knowing, finally, is always situated in time between an actual past and an ongoing present and 
emerging future (Gadamer, 2013). Through situated power relations, historical narratives have 
the performative potential to “bring into being the relationships they describe” (Wadhwani et 
al., 2018: 1666), that is, making “a particular view of the past true by embedding it in collec-
tive memory as facts” (p. 1667).

In sum, this discussion suggests the usefulness of distinguishing a researchable, objective 
past from a mythological or invented past that organizations and social actors produce and 
circulate for their instrumental purposes.

Towards an Understanding of Using the Past Responsibly

While the “uses of the past” literature has advanced our understanding of the performative 
consequences of managerial history-work, there is a lack of studies that take the ethics of the 
use of the past in organizations seriously (Wadhwani et al., 2018). To the extent that some 
scholars delved into ethical aspects of the use of the past, the literature supplies some starting 



748  Research handbook of responsible management

grounds. First of all, most scholars would agree that the recent “uses of the past” literature 
emphasizes the situated nature of managerial use of the past, which stresses the performative 
or instrumental constraints of history-work (especially: Lubinski, 2018). In particular, his-
torical narratives have to be convincing and accepted by an audience if they are to fulfill the 
performative promises (Foster et al., 2016). To be effective, “historical narratives have to be 
coherent (i.e. the story must make sense) and consistent (i.e. it must be grounded in the past),” 
according to Foster et al. (2016: 5). As a consequence, the relevant audience can question and 
reject a historical narrative if it feels that the historical claims are not legitimate (Foster et al., 
2016).

As these approaches are rooted in an instrumental view of history, Zundel et al. (2016) 
proposed a more reflexive yet nevertheless utilitarian perspective. In contrast to the view 
of history as a productive asset, they present the idea of “being historical” for managerial 
practice. By being historical, they mean a reflexive concern for “context-dependence and the 
simultaneous transgression of epochal strictures by recourse to history” (p. 230). They argue 
that an open engagement with the past sharpens the understanding of “anomaly, disjuncture, 
and asynchronicity” in the present when one is willing to understand the past on its own terms. 
This awareness of history by managers might open up speculative possibilities “for things 
being otherwise” in an imagined emerging future (pp. 229‒231).

Another ethical line of inquiry, so far only loosely associated with the “uses of the past” 
approach, emerges from Schrempf-Stirling et al.’s (2016) idea of “historic CSR” (see, also, 
Phillips et al., 2019; Stutz, 2018). Rooted in the community of practice of business ethics 
and corporate social responsibility (CSR), Schrempf-Stirling et al. (2016) built a theory of 
how organizations deal, and ought to deal, with a negative past when it re-emerges in his-
torical claims raised against organizations in the present. This line of research is normative, 
as it draws from prior literature on political CSR. This literature foregrounds the socially 
constructed legitimacy of organizations that managers should maintain through deliberative 
communication with the public (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). While Schrempf-Stirling et al. 
(2016) consider the full range of potential organizational behaviors, one can read their work 
guiding organizations to demonstrate greater openness, transparency, and good-faith discourse 
with critical stakeholders concerning the historical claims raised.

However, while we acknowledge the merits of the paths taken and build on some insights, 
we suggest considering the professional norms and ethical principles of academic historians 
useful to promote more ethical practices in the management community. This involves a delib-
erate move from the organizational level to the individual level, which allows our discussions 
to be connected to the responsible management literature. We now turn our attention to the 
professional responsibilities of academic historians.

HISTORIANS’ PROFESSIONAL ETHICS FOR RESPONSIBLE 
MANAGEMENT

Most professions—prominently, for example, medicine and law—provide Codes of Ethics to 
spell out the professional standards and norms to remind professionals of their responsibility 
and strengthen the public’s trust in the profession. Unlike professions that are protected by 
solid access barriers, membership in the history profession is open. Its members range from 
career academics with doctorates to freelancers without any university degrees (Tapper, 
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2010)—and, we are inclined to say, managers as professional producers and narrators of 
history. Despite the weak institutional barriers, there are a variety of codes of conduct for 
historians, which provide some common ground for the otherwise fragmented community of 
history practitioners.1

Professional Norms: Defining (Ir)responsible Uses of the Past

De Baets (2009) offers a solid starting point for our endeavor, as he wrote extensively on the 
“abuses” and “irresponsible” uses of history (perpetrated by or within the context of authori-
tative states). His Code of Ethics envisioned four fundamental values for historians (p. 188): 
freedom (to research), personal integrity (of historians), respect (for those they study), and 
a methodically determined search for historical truth (as the process and output).

Additionally, he demarcates between scholarly and professional responsibilities. The former 
is concerned with “content and method, questions of truth and reliable expert knowledge” 
(p. 11). Fundamentally, he believes that the search for historical truth is the core of the history 
scholarship. In contrast, questions of the profession are more concerned with ethical issues. 
For him, the ethical core of the profession cannot be the truth, since to err is human. Instead, it 
is about truthfulness or honesty. Hence, we suggest that we should apply the idea of personal 
integrity at the center stage to fix the boundary between the responsible and irresponsible use 
of the past (see Table 49.1).

Following De Baets (2009), we first define irresponsible uses of the past. De Baets (2009) 
distinguishes two types, that is, abusive history (or pseudohistory) and reckless history. The 
main distinction is the level of intentionality to commit morally wrongful behavior: Abuse of 
history is its use with the intent to deceive. Reckless history, in turn, is somewhat negligent in 
its use (p. 14). To be clear, De Baets (2009: 16) considers such uses of history:

[M]orally wrong because citizens (including citizens who are historians) have the (moral) duty to
be honest and, even if there are circumstances where one is not obliged to tell all of the truth … the
intent of not speaking should not be to deceive. In addition, almost always the aim of deception is to
acquire an unfair advantage.

In contrast, we consider managerial use of the past responsible when a producer of history 
is committed to an honest search for historical knowledge and accepts its provisional nature. 
After all, we believe that these definitions hold in the managerial context. For instance, Hatch 
and Schultz (2017: 692) recommend, for managers who want to engage in history-work, that 
“they should align their strategic interests with history [i.e. responsible use of a researchable 
past] rather than trying to align history with their interests [i.e. a danger of using the past 
irresponsibly].” Table 49.1 summarizes the demarcations in managerial use of the past. 
Importantly, it should be noted that responsible and irresponsible uses of the past are unaf-
fected by the competence of the history practitioner and the quality of the historical narrative 
(good or bad history), which is not part of our discussion.

In sum, professional norms guide responsible managers to commit themselves to an honest 
search for historical knowledge and oppose any abuses and irresponsible uses of history. In the 

1 Please see http:// www .concernedhistorians .org/ content/ ethichist .html for a collection of ethical 
codes of conduct for historians (accessed March 2019).



Table 49.1 Demarcations in managerial uses of the past (based on De Baets, 2009)

Concept Description
Irresponsible use of history (pseudo or reckless 
historical narratives)

Irresponsible use of the past is either its deceptive or negligent use

Responsible use of the past (trustworthy 
historical narratives)

Responsible use of the past is committed to an honest search for historical 
knowledge and acceptance of its provisional nature

Incompetent use of the past (wrong historical 
narratives)

Incompetent use of the past produces erroneous, distorted, and biased historical 
narratives due to a lack of training and experience (while the moral boundary of 
dishonesty or gross negligence is not transgressed) 
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next section, we explore the scholarly norms of history and outline principles and practices for 
managers to construct “trustworthy” historical narratives.

Scholarly Norms: Constructing Trustworthy Historical Narratives

While De Baets (2009) dedicated himself to Karl Popper’s scientific world view, the “uses of 
the past” literature considers other philosophical assumptions to define the status of historical 
knowledge. In particular, proponents of the “uses of the past” literature would agree with De 
Baets (2009) that the past is objective, but see history as a processual result of subjective inter-
pretation instead. Hence, in line with the widely accepted epistemological assumptions that it 
is not possible to write an objective history (Hansen, 2012; Rowlinson et al., 2014), we follow 
Gill et al. (2018) and others who argue that the best that historians can do is to accept the ever 
provisional status and take scholarly “responsibility” for what they write. This responsibility 
involves demonstrating “trustworthiness” through communicative action, that is, “making … 
research practices visible, and therefore auditable, enabling others to gain a richer insight into 
how their findings were produced” (Gill et al., 2018: 194). If other historians understand the 
decisions underpinning a narrative, they can reconsider and revise it. To enhance such com-
municative responsibilities between writers and readers, Gill et al. (2018) developed principles 
and techniques for constructing trustworthy historical narratives in historical organization 
research.

To this end, Gill et al. (2018) converted traditional assessment criteria of qualitative 
research by Guba (1981) into a set of principles and practices to generate more transparent 
historical narratives. The criteria encompass credibility, confirmability, dependability, and 
transferability. Each criterion refers to a felt problem with a historical narrative that decreases 
the probability of trustworthiness. In contrast, the proposed ethical practices can increase the 
probability of trustworthiness in relation to felt problems (see Table 49.2). 

Credibility

The first concern with trustworthiness refers to the recipient’s confidence in the “truth value” 
of the output of history-work in relation with the perspectives and experiences of actors in 
the past (Guba, 1981; Gill et al., 2018). For today’s ears, the story must “ring representation-
ally true” (Maclean et al., 2016) and rule out all plausible alternative stories (Guba, 1981). 
If a consumer of a historical narrative challenges it on the issue of credibility, there is not 
a textbook answer guarding against such threats of trustworthiness. Instead, since ringing true 
refers to interpretive processes in the minds of the recipients, the history-using manager can do 



Table 49.2 Principles for responsible use of the past

Concerns and felt problems Assessment criteria Ethical practices to increase the probability of 
trustworthiness

Truth value;
Rival stories are more plausible

Credibility  – Engage with the content and context of evidence (by
being faithful to hermeneutic horizons of past actors)

 – Verification by independent historians
Non-applicability Transferability Use language skillfully

 – to build a richly contextualized account (“thick descrip-
tion”) and

 – to permit comparisons to current contexts 
Allow for the agency of history (instead of aligning 
history to organizational purposes)

Inconsistency Dependability  – Engage in “reclaiming” activities to prove consistency
Narrator’s bias Confirmability  – Provide public access to empirical material used

 – Engage in good-faith discourses with the relevant
stakeholders and the public
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nothing more than take steps to increase the probability of a narrative’s trustworthiness (see, 
especially, Guba, 1981).

To build confidence in interpretations of the past, Gill et al. (2018) propose a set of practices 
for historians, including source criticism and expert historian checks. In managerial practice, 
the former could mean engaging in the content and context of existing remnants of the past. 
While the display of historical materials might serve the sole purpose of sensationalism, 
historians stress the importance of putting evidence in historical perspective, that is, being 
attentive to historical specificities when interpreting the past (Maclean et al., 2016). The 
second practice, expert historian checks, places value on historiography to verify a managerial 
historical narrative. However, if managers commission a historian to write a company history, 
the trust in such paid work is likely to be lower than that in independent historical research 
(Schrempf-Stirling et al., 2016).

Transferability

The second concern with trustworthiness relates to the degree of fittingness of a historical 
narrative of the past to actual contexts and challenges of an organization (Guba, 1981; Gill et 
al., 2018). This resonates with the primary idea of rhetorical history by which managers lend 
the authenticity of the past to a current context through the skillful use of language (Suddaby 
et al., 2010; Hatch & Schultz, 2017). To capture the practical work of rhetorical history, 
Maclean et al. (2018) bring forward the idea of “intertextuality.” This notion is defined as “the 
numerous ways in which texts [i.e. historical narratives] appropriate prior works, which they 
adapt and rework in response to new contexts, remaining open to interpretation and alteration 
in subsequent retelling” (p. 1734). As such, it is the skillful use of language that establishes the 
applicability of history in the pursuit of organizational goals in the evolving present.

To this end, Gill et al. (2018) suggest creating what Geertz has dubbed “thick description,” 
that is, a richly contextualized account of the past. In addition, Hatch and Schultz (2017) 
propose that history has agency in the sense of possessing the power to act on people before it 
occurs to them to make use of it. Hence, Hatch and Schultz (2017: 692) warn managers who 
intend on massaging history in alignment with organizational goals. This manipulation risks 
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failing because it could undermine the agentic power of history to create the “immediacy, 
intensity, and emotionality that history inspires in others.”

Dependability

The third felt problem refers to inconsistencies that could damage confidence in a historical 
narrative (Guba, 1981; Gill et al., 2018). Consistency, in turn, implies that an inquiry into the 
past would produce stable results if replicated (Guba, 1981). However, historical knowledge 
is always provisional, as the relevance and meaning of the past continually change from the 
evolving present (Wadhwani & Decker, 2018). Also, managerial uses of the past are always 
in dialogue and competition with other historical narratives. Lubinski (2018), for instance, 
coined the notion of “rhetorical history revisions” to describe historical maintenance work 
in relation to rival historical narratives. Thus, as stable knowledge of the past is impossible, 
Gill et al. (2018) follow Guba’s (1981) idea of dependability. This notion acknowledges 
that inquirers into the past are intimately involved in shaping their narrative. Dependability, 
thus, strives not for the goal to produce researcher invariant results (Stutz & Sachs, 2018) 
but asks researchers to explain the expected variance in results (Guba, 1981). For historians, 
dependability implies tracking and revealing the methodological steps involved in developing 
subjective interpretations, so that others can follow the trail (Gill et al., 2018).

For managerial practice, however, we suggest that Hatch and Schultz’s (2017) notion 
of “reclaiming” is more applicable. This process unfolds when someone demands proof of 
whether the managerial use of the past is authentic or not. Such a request could guide organiza-
tional actors to explore the past more rigorously, which produces (or not) additional evidence 
that corroborates the original narrative. In contrast, if reclaiming fails, the managerial use of 
the past could risk turning into a manipulation effort (i.e. to abuse history).

Confirmability

The final concern relates to the “neutrality” of the historical narrative. An audience may 
question whether a historical narrative is solely a function of biases, interests, and motivations 
of its narrator (Guba, 1981; Gill et al., 2018). However, as any historical work unavoidably 
reflects the predilections of the researcher (Stutz & Sachs, 2018), Guba (1981) shifts the 
burden of neutrality from the investigator to the data. Thus, confirmability refers to historians’ 
requirement to ground any interpretation in evidence (Gill et al., 2018).2 Historians meet this 
expectation through the technique of active citation and footnoting that should explain pre-
cisely how the empirical material supports historical claims (Gill et al., 2018). In addition, Gill 
et al. (2018) recommend that historians should reveal to their audience their historiographical 
school or research strategy, which caused them to initiate the research project in the first place. 
In organizational history, this could mean aligning an inquiry with one of the many methodo-
logical approaches (e.g. the conceptualizing approach to history, Maclean et al., 2016), which 
provides readers with sound principles to assess a manuscript.

Given these principles for historians, we see two implications for managerial practice. We 
first advise managers to ground their histories in actual empirical material. Indeed, Seaman 

2 Please note that our use of the term confirmability refers to what Foster et al. (2016) called consist-
ency (which we cited earlier in this chapter).
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and Smith (2012: 50), both history consultants, urge managers that any efforts to leverage an 
organization’s past is “only as good as the raw materials—documents, images, and artifacts—
you have at your disposal.” Second, this material has to be made accessible, for instance, 
through public archives (see, critically, on organizational archives: Decker, 2013). Seaman 
and Smith (2012: 51) recommend that managers should “engage audiences inside and outside 
in an ongoing dialogue about the meaning of that past for the company’s work.” Essentially, 
this resonates with what Schrempf-Stirling et al. (2016) called a good-faith discourse with the 
public concerning the past.

DISCUSSION

In this chapter, we explored the intersections of academic and managerial communities of 
practice to enable mutual learning towards a more responsible use of the past. On the one hand, 
we observed that empirical reality provides ample examples of managerial abuses or irrespon-
sible uses of the past. On the other hand, our literature review pointed out that the “uses of the 
past” literature recognizes the powerful impact of managerial history-work but turns a blind 
eye to ethical questions and implications. Thus, we set out to establish ethical grounds for 
the responsible use of the past. We did so by considering De Baets’ (2009) Codes of Ethics 
for the history profession and expand its scope to the domain of managerial history-work. 
To transform the abstract principles to managerial practice, we drew from Gill et al. (2018) 
who developed practices and techniques to construct trustworthy historical narratives. In this 
discussion, we elaborate on the implications to provide scholars avenues for future research.

(Ir)responsible Use of the Past

This chapter presented responsible managerial history-work as a question of the personal 
integrity of the manager. Mainly, we draw the boundary between different instances of the use 
of the past by considering their honest and truthful character. As future research might find 
our definitions useful, we suggest that researchers should further investigate the antecedents, 
processes, contents, and outcomes of (ir)responsible use of the past by managers.

First, we extended the professional standards of academic historians to the domain of 
responsible management community. However, the question arises as to whether such ethical 
standards can be maintained. For academic historians, Tapper (2010) concluded that the norms 
and standards are sustained by nothing more than individual vigilance and personal integrity. 
Analogous to historians, managers are likely to evaluate the moral basis of their history-work 
(implicitly or explicitly). Future research could zoom in and investigate those moral evalua-
tions and the guiding values as antecedents of (ir)responsible managerial history-work.

Second, we also believe that there might be in place some institutional processes that con-
strain and enable (ir)responsible use of the past (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). For the history 
profession, De Baets (2009) argues that any abuse of history could damage historiography 
as a whole since each breach is likely to lead to a decrease in the confidence of a society in 
the academic quality of the profession. Extending this insight to the domain of managerial 
practice, we suggest that the proliferation of managerial abuses of history is likely associated 
with a decline of the effectiveness of rhetorical history-work in a given context. Hence, future 
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research could not only extend our individual perspective but also explore the institutional 
nature and consequences of history-abuses.

Third, our discussion has largely sidestepped any questions regarding the “content” of the 
past and its performative effects. Prior research on the use of the past describes that man-
agers can appropriate the history of the founder, the organization, the industry, or even the 
nation-state (Foster et al., 2016). Future research could start exploring the narrative content’s 
implications. In particular, we are interested to see its relationships to the consequences, be it 
beneficial or harmful. De Baets (2009) suggests that an abuse of the past always risks causing 
harm for stakeholders and societies. Scholars interested in this topic could follow the line of 
inquiry by Mena et al. (2016) who wrote about the processes of concealing an unpleasant past 
in collective memories.

On the contrary, it would be especially interesting to see beneficial outcomes of responsible 
use of the past—namely beyond the narrow instrumental goals of organizations. For instance, 
Christensen et al. (2013) presented the idea of “aspirational talk,” that is, a rhetorical com-
mitment to reduce the gap between actual reality and a projected “better” future, which helps 
responsibility standards take deeper roots within organizations. The effectiveness of using the 
“triumphs of the past” (Christensen et al., 2013: 380) to stimulate ethical improvements in the 
future is largely unknown. In addition, scholars could follow the lines of Schrempf-Stirling 
et al.’s (2016) work and consider managers’ ethical dealings with an unpleasant past. Their 
work implies that, if an organization did the hard work to reconcile with its unpleasant past, 
it is likely that the managers are “most aware of the broader implications of current activities, 
including implications for the distant future” (p. 714).

Last but not least, we also introduced a definition of incompetent use of the past. To the 
extent that there are only a few top managers with a history degree, we expect to see many 
“bad” uses of the past. As we are not aware of studies that investigate gross failures in 
history-use, this path represents another opportunity for future research.

History in Management Practice and Learning

This chapter outlined the processes and practices of responsible use of the past. In particular, 
we built on Gill et al.’s (2018) ideas of constructing trustworthy historical narratives. By using 
the term trustworthiness, we highlighted the reflexive responsibility to engage in honest, com-
municative activities when crafting, circulating, and revising a historical narrative.

However, when it comes to responsible management, scholars have pointed out a gap 
between knowledge and practice (Hibbert & Cunliffe, 2015). More specifically, managers 
know ethical expectations towards them but do not put this knowledge into practice (Alcaraz 
& Thiruvattal, 2010). In order to address this theory–practice gap, Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015) 
proposed moral reflexive practices to highlight irresponsible behavior and pave the way to 
more responsible management practices. At its core, reflexivity means to question existing 
assumptions and practices of oneself and others (Cunliffe, 2009).

Thus, to teach future managers and mentor experienced managers, we suggest that history 
could play a central role in responsible business education. Historically, there is a demise of 
history in the business school curriculum despite its practicability (Van Fleet & Wren, 2005). 
For instance, Warren and Tweedale (2002) argued that history and business ethics education 
should be combined, as a historical standpoint allows ethical issues to be understood more 
thoroughly.
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As a starting ground, we suggest that business educators should transform and implement 
Suddaby’s (2016) idea of historical consciousness, that is, “a sensitivity and awareness of the 
degree to which history is both a product and a source of human reflexivity” (p. 57). In line 
with the “uses of the past” approach, this notion stems from an objective understanding of 
the past that constrains what actors can and cannot do in their history-use (Suddaby, 2016). 
Another useful concept for responsible business education emerges from Zundel et al.’s (2016) 
notion of “being historical.” In contrast to historical consciousness, this idea stresses that 
recourse to history might be useful to transgress the path-dependent constraints of the past. 
By realizing the political nature of today’s taken-for-granted reality, “being historical” could 
stimulate students and managers to imagine a different future. In sum, we believe that future 
business education and management learning should revive history in the business school 
curriculum (see, also, Bridgman et al., 2016; Cummings & Bridgman, 2015).

Ethics of History in Academic Practice

Our engagement with De Baets’ (2009) Code of Ethics animated us to reflect on our own 
responsibilities as history and management academics. With De Baets’ (2009) distinction 
between scholarly and professional responsibilities, we propose the following ethical impli-
cations. The scholarly dimension makes historians and management academics liable to 
represent history in a truthful light, to the best of their ability. This includes the falsification 
of factually incorrect representations and versions of the past by managers and organizations 
(Wadhwani et al., 2018). While negligent use of the past might not justify a scholarly response, 
we suggest that “uses of the past” academics should especially be attentive to abuses of 
history, in which managers misrepresent history with the intent to deceive.

The professional dimension, in turn, acknowledges ethical norms and political implications. 
History, as De Baets’ (2009) conclusion on the abuses of history by authoritative states, is 
often an instrument to legitimize ideology and power. In such politicized conditions, history 
academics may mobilize their moral compass and values to critique the powerful and uproot 
the taken-for-granted masked by wrongful history (e.g. by the standards of universal human 
rights). Analogously, Wadhwani et al. (2018: 1677) “posit that a … case could be made that 
organization scholars … do have a positive ethical and normative obligation to critique the 
uses of the past by managers, and not just describe and theorize it (Stutz & Sachs, 2018).” We 
agree. De Baets’ (2009: 194) code of ethics explicitly allows moral evaluations to be made on 
the subject of studies, “on the condition that these have sufficient factual basis, are prudent and 
fair, and are a contribution to the public debate about history [or management practice].” After 
all, this form of critical reflexivity requires “uses of the past” academics to “question the social 
practices, organizational policies, and procedures that [they] are involved in creating: identify, 
advocate, and support necessary changes in situations that promote harmful values” (Hibbert 
& Cunliffe, 2013: 180). Practitioners of the responsible management field, we believe, are best 
positioned to lead this transformative journey.

CONCLUSION

History and management academics have set up a research field that investigates managerial 
use of the past for organizational purposes in the present. Research in this field has primarily 
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examined how organizations deploy their histories strategically in relation to relevant, and 
sometimes critical audiences. This chapter looked at the ethics of the use of the past to estab-
lish ethical grounds for responsible use of the past. We presented first (ir)responsible use of 
the past as a matter of moral integrity. Responsible instances rest on the honest and truthful 
character of using history. Second, we outlined the processes and practices of responsible use 
of the past, which stresses a reflexive responsibility to engage in communicative activities 
when crafting, circulating, and revising historical narratives. Third, we distinguish between 
scholarly and professional responsibilities to begin a discussion on the ethical responsibilities 
of “uses of the past” academics. In all, this chapter provides a basis to advance the “uses of 
the past” scholarship and practice on more ethical rails. We add the responsible use of the past 
to the portfolio of responsible management competences to further establish management as 
a profession.
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