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Abstract  

The COVID-19 crisis has brought uncertainty to the global economy and companies around the world have been 
significantly affected by the pandemic. Companies in the traveling and hospitality, retail, and pharmaceutical 
industries have been particularly affected. This paper studies the impact of COVID-19 on corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and employee well-being in these industries among small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and larger-sized ones. The results showed that COVID-19 has had a negative effect on CSR and 
employee well-being in ten case study companies, based in the European Union. This negative effect could be 
overturned, however, if companies adopt certain measures. More concretely, five key factors have been 
identified: (i) leadership/management style; (ii) CSR form and orientation; (iii) alignment of CSR with the 
institutional environment, (iv) organizational changes, and (v) positive employees’ perceptions and reactions. 
Therefore, companies at all levels should pay more attention to the impact of COVID-19 on CSR and employee 
well-being and take countermeasures in order to mitigate the effects on the industry and advance sustainable 
development. 
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Summary: Corporate social responsibility (CSR) and employee well-being in companies are an important matter in 
a world where companies play an essential role in addressing the issues of sustainable development and changing 
climate. In order to remain competitive in the global market, organizations integrate CSR into their business 
performance with the objective to reinforce their competitive edge. In addition, the demand for more highly skilled 
workers has increased, and employees have become a key factor to companies in sustaining their competitive ability. 
Therefore, as the world moves into whatever the new normal holds, feeling connected to a company and supporting 
employee well-being has taken on a whole new perspective due to the unprecedented COVID-19 crisis that has left 
a lasting impact on every geography and market. This study investigates the effect of the COVID-19 crisis on CSR 
and employee well-being in ten companies around Europe. The results showed that the recent crisis has affected the 
interviewed companies as employees became more stressed and dissatisfied with their job. To counteract that and to 
become successful, companies must reconsider how they treat their employees, adapt to new challenges, and continue 
their CSR efforts, regardless of the difficulties they might encounter along the way. 

Keywords: Corporate Social Responsibility, COVID-19, Crisis, Employee Well-Being, Small and medium-sized 
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1 Introduction 

The present chapter introduces the concept of corporate social responsibility and discusses enabling factors 
for employee well-being at a time of risk exposure, i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic. The theoretical gap in the 
field and the empirical relevance of this study are also mentioned. These are followed by the aim and the 
research questions, the delimitations, and the outline of the current study. 

1.1 Introduction 

The idea of sustainable development (SD) has become increasingly popular in contemporary environmental 
and economic literature. It has further gained recognition outside of scientific circles and entered the 
mainstream through entertainment celebrities, high-profile speeches at United Nations (UN) climate 
conferences, and social media (Doyle et al., 2017). As humanity has exceeded four planetary boundaries in 
recent years, legislation and policymaking have become pivotal in implementing SD actions (Harding, 2006; 
Steffen et al., 2015; Lade et al., 2020). This effort has further translated into creating the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs; Mensah and Casadevall, 2019). 

The objective of the SDGs is to achieve a set of environmental, political, and economic priorities worldwide 
(Breuer et al., 2019; UNDP, 2021). They were created around the same time as the Paris Agreement (PA) 
in 2015 (UNDP, 2021). Although both were met with criticism; as of 2020, countries have renewed their 
efforts and came up with a new target - “The 6% Solution” which entails a 6% overall emission reduction 
each year until 2030 (Van Laar and Krabbe, 2019; Leahy, 2021). That requires substantial transformations 
at all levels of society (Ibid.). 

Therefore, it is not surprising that sustainability has become a subject of interest to both governmental and 
non-governmental organizations, including businesses (Galera et al., 2014; Jones Christensen et al., 2014; 
Harangozó and Zilahy, 2015). Historically, businesses were perceived as institutions with social 
responsibilities, and as such, they have faced criticism regarding their ability to deal with future problems 
(Jones, 1980; Agudelo et al., 2019). As a result, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has arisen as an 
important concept and a dimension of contemporary business activities (Carroll, 2015a). 

Although the concept of CSR originates in the U.S., it was quickly adopted worldwide (Matten and Moon, 
2008). Due to its differing social contextualization, CSR is part of the debate about the convergence and 
divergence of management practices (Ibid.). This debate further extends to the potential impact of those 
practices on employees (Cooke et al., 2020). It is the interconnectedness and the complexity of political and 
management differences that make CSR a significant concept in addressing the challenges of the 
sustainability agenda (Seto-Pamies and Papaoikonomou, 2020).  

1.2 Problem background 

CSR is an elusive term to define as it varies in its underlying meanings and modes by which it is addressed 
(Matten and Moon, 2008). Yet, at its core, lies the idea that businesses are responsible for the greater societal 
good, but the manifestation and the direction of that responsibility lie within the corporation (Ibid.). There 
are three drivers of CSR. One group of drivers is market drivers (Moon, 2007). That is often expressed as 
new consumer demands for socially responsible products and services, employee desirability, and 
mainstream investment funds and stock exchanges (Grosser and Moon, 2005; Nejati et al., 2019; Durand et 
al., 2019). The second group is comprised of social drivers such as pressure from non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), increased media attention, social expectations, and CSR business coalitions (Doh 
and Guay, 2006; Arenas et al., 2009). The third group is governmental drivers since various governments 
have expressed interest in encouraging CSR (Ward, 2004; Škare and Golja, 2014). These drivers indicate 
that CSR is a feature of new societal governance where talented people want to work for companies and 
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corporations that contribute to a more sustainable world (Moon, 2007). What is more, organizations that 
practice at least some form of CSR show better organizational and financial performance outcomes 
(Bučiūnienė and Kazlauskaitė, 2012). 

The reason for the improved performance is a stakeholder group that is rarely mentioned in relation to its 
importance to CSR, namely, employees (Young and Thyil, 2009). Employees are present in all of the three 
driver groups, mentioned above (Moon, 2007; Arenas et al., 2009; Škare and Golja, 2014). Furthermore, 
studies have shown that employees who exhibit high engagement and well-being at the workplace contribute 
most to the performance of an organization (Lewis et al., 2014; Tsourvakas and Yfantidou, 2018). Employee 
well-being plays a key role in promoting employees to engage in green behavior which partially mediates 
the relationship between CSR and performance (Suganthi, 2019; AlSuwaidi et al., 2021).  

Hence, it is not surprising that employee well-being has become an increasingly acute issue within 
businesses (Kobayashi et al., 2018). In the current study, the term well-being is conceptualized as: “the 
combination of feeling good (hedonism) and functioning well (eudemonia)” (Keeman et al., 2017, 2). 
Therefore, employee well-being is defined as “a subjective perception of general satisfaction with and 
positive feelings toward work” (Ibid., 2). The conceptualization of workplace well-being further includes 
social relationships which are key to an individual's positive experiences at work (Ibid.). That is important 
since developing well-being in organizations helps in resolving the challenging and unpredictable 
environments of the 21st century (Di Fabio, 2017). It has also been shown that employee well‐being and 
environmental performance have significant interaction with operational performance (Pagell and Gobeli, 
2009). Furthermore, sustainability practices have a moderating effect on self-efficacy and workplace well-
being (Singh et al., 2019). That is, the positive relationship between self-efficacy and workplace well-being 
was stronger when executives had a high level of sustainability practices, and vice versa (Ibid.). 
Additionally, CSR had a positive impact on employee self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism (Mao et 
al., 2020). In the mentioned research, self-efficacy means that the employee has the confidence and the 
ability to put in the required efforts to succeed in the face of adversity (Ibid.). Hope, however, is a person’s 
perseverance to attain their goals and adjust their approach in order to realize their goals (Ibid.). Yet, 
resilience is shown when an individual seeks improvement to succeed when experiencing difficulties (Ibid.). 
Optimism is the positive attribution of success at present or in the future (Ibid.). Improvements in those areas 
were achieved when companies took measures to enhance employee psychological states in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Ibid.). 

1.3 Problem  

In recent years, a lot of attention has been brought to businesses and their roles in society, for example, in 
emerging and transition economies (Li et al., 2020). This concept is not new, however. That is because 
regardless of industry and size, businesses are active members of society, which is reflected by context-
bound visions, social realities, and operations in accordance with regulations (Moon et al., 2005; Mark-
Herbert et al., 2010). What is more, sustainability challenges occur across sectoral boundaries, so cross-
sector collaboration is essential to resolving sustainability issues (Pedersen et al. 2020). Therefore, including 
business and business models broadens the array of solutions which contributes to new ways of addressing 
“the wicked sustainability problems humanity faces” (Ibid., 9). 

Sustainable development aims to achieve three main goals: economic growth, environmental stability, and 
equitable distribution of resources (Elkington, 1994). These goals can be further broken down into 
objectives such as “creation of new markets, increased opportunities for sales reduced cost, optimal use of 
resources, promotion of employees’ health and safety, community development and reduced environmental 
pollution” (Olowookere et al., 2020, p.9859). Furthermore, today’s workplaces are also adapting to 
minimize, mitigate, and neutralize organizations’ environmental impact and bring about positive 
environmental change (George, 2019; Ones and Dilchert, 2012). This is often achieved through employee 
management. Employee management consists of a variety of strategies that companies adopt to help 
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employees contribute to achieving the larger goals of the organization (Manna, 2008). In this regard, it has 
also been consistently proved that effective employee management is central to the attainment of sustainable 
development and it can further enhance sustainable attitudes and actions of firms and employers alike 
(Olowookere et al., 2020; Rose, 2014).  

The Industrial-Organizational (IO) psychological model, for instance, shows that by attracting, developing, 
and retaining effective manpower, one can achieve economic, social, and environmental revitalization 
(Olowookere et al., 2020). This, in turn, has an impact on private businesses and the effectiveness of 
government agencies (Ibid.). The IO model ensures that employees and organizations alike perform at their 
best in various areas such as “employee motivation, recruitment and selection, training and development, 
human resource planning, compensation and benefit management, employee health and safety, leadership 
development, organizational behavior, organizational effectiveness, and organizational development among 
others” (Ibid., p. 9864). Furthermore, IO-psychologists argue that the relationship between employee and 
environmental well-being goes both ways (Campbell and Campbell, 2005). On one hand, global climate 
change and non-renewable resource use have an impact on employee performance, health, and job 
satisfaction. On the other hand, organizations account for a fair share of the world’s energy consumption 
and pollution (Ibid.).  

Nonetheless, sustainability can also be considered as an organization’s ability to respond to changes to the 
natural and social contexts in which they function (Dubois and Dubois, 2012). A recent example of this is 
the COVID-19 pandemic which has highlighted the growing within-country inequalities and economic 
precarity generated by neoliberal regimes of labor market regulation (van Barneveld et al., 2020). For 
instance, some airline companies and industry bodies have sidestepped environmentally friendly 
commitments and practices to overcome new challenges such as cost pressures, survival threats, and 
deprioritizing environmental sustainability initiatives (Amankwah-Amoah, 2020). This brings uncertainties 
about employment and employability in the future, how workplaces will be configured, the future of some 
careers, and the possibilities for new opportunities will weigh heavily on individuals as they navigate these 
challenges (Hite and McDonald, 2020). A study by Obrenovic et al. (2020) has also demonstrated that 
enterprises with financial contingency plans sustain their business operations during a pandemic which 
could further undermine sustainability efforts. 

Yet, there is a relatively neglected aspect to the arising problem which is the psychology of sustainability 
and sustainable development. There is a need to achieve sustainable well-being from a primary prevention 
point of view in organizational contexts in everyday life (Di Fabio, 2017). Such an approach would require 
designing and constructing organizational development and well-being interventions. Hence, the 
psychology of sustainability and sustainable development can be seen as an adaptive response to the need 
to develop well-being in organizations that have to cope with challenging and unpredictable environments 
as in the case of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (Ibid.). 

Therefore, given the challenging and unpredictable environments that the COVID-19 pandemic has caused, 
there are very few studies that have explored the theoretical framework on employee well-being and its 
relation to corporate sustainable practices in this novel situation. Due to the nature of the unexplored 
theoretical framework and its importance to the present situation, the subject of this thesis will focus on 
organizational and social sustainability in light of COVID-19. More specifically, the theoretical framework 
on employee well-being and its relation to corporate sustainable practices will be established and the impact 
of the pandemic on the proposed relation will be discussed. This will help us address issues, related to 
achieving SDGs more effectively in the future, especially given the renewed commitments of the Group of 
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Twenty1 (G20) members to combating climate change (Leahy, 2021). 

1.4 Aim and research questions 

This comparative case study aims to explain corporate strategies to ensure employee well-being at a time of 
risk exposure. This is by establishing a theoretical framework on employee well-being and its relation to 
corporate sustainable practices. Furthermore, the theoretical framework will trace if there are changes in the 
proposed correlation during the pandemic. 

To achieve the research aim, the following research questions will be addressed at the literature review 
stage: 

a) What was the well-being of employees before and after the pandemic?  
b) How did that affect CSR overall?  
c) What are the proposed ways of improving CSR in terms of employee well-being?  

1.5 Delimitations 

The present study aims to explain the dynamic relationship between CSR and employee well-being in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic and explore the implications for the future of SD. Nonetheless, the 
project has several empirical, methodological, and theoretical delimitations.  

To begin with, the empirical context of the study is set in Europe, more specifically, in Bulgaria, Czech 
Republic, Greece, Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden. The reason for it is the high contextuality of the CSR, 
i.e. the difference in the management practices between Europe and Asia, for example (Matten and Moon, 
2008; Cooke et al., 2020). The different applications of the CSR concept will inevitably lead to a different 
outcome. Hence, choosing one context contributes to the consistency of the findings. Furthermore, the 
choice of a case context was based on two factors. One is that empirics include organizations that are part 
of the hardest-hit industries by the COVID-19 pandemic. The second one is that the choice of empirical 
case context draws on the institutional theory (IT) and social practice theory (SPT). This is a framework 
with implications for various SD-oriented organizations (Matten and Moon, 2008). Therefore, the current 
study adopts a rather unique approach based on the research gaps mentioned in the problem section above. 
Nonetheless, the theoretical framework limits the scope of analysis and discussion. Even though 
multidisciplinary literature was reviewed to keep the framework as inclusive as possible, both theories 
remain a delimiting choice. Moreover, while other industries could have been selected for this study such 
as the governmental or non-profit sector, the scope of the study is narrowed to the most affected industries, 
based on the research aim.    

The data collection was gathered from both digital document sources and semi-structured interviews with 
the European companies in the private sector. The data was compiled from companies of different sizes, 
i.e., the number of employees, different leadership styles and organizational structures, as well as tenure in 

 

 

1 The Group of Twenty (G20) is a multilateral forum for global economic cooperation. The members of the G20 are 
Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, the Republic of Korea, 
Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, the United Kingdom, the United States, and the European Union 
(Erdoğan et al., 2020).  
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SD. The reason for this is to explore the research aim from multiple perspectives and, thus, provide more of 
a holistic analysis rather than a comparative study. The study aims to draw from different theoretical 
perspectives and explain how CSR and employee well-being change in times of crisis. Hence, the 
methodological delimitation of the current study is that the research design was purposely chosen to provide 
contextual depth rather than results that could be generalized. Therefore, future studies should use this as 
guidance rather than a source of definitive information. It would also be more beneficial to include more 
companies or corporations to allow for a more extensive overview of the problem. 

1.6 Outline 

The manuscript starts with an Introduction chapter (Chapter 1). It gives an elaborate background on the 
problem and describes how the study aims to investigate it. Furthermore, the research questions and the 
delimitations of the study are stated in the Method chapter (Chapter 2) where the qualitative approach, the 
literature review, the choice of case companies, the data collection, and the data analysis are mentioned. 
Then, in the Theoretical framework chapter (Chapter 3), the relevant theories such as SPT and IT are 
asserted. That gradually leads to chapter 4 where the empirical background is given. Then, in chapters 5 and 
6, the results are presented, and the practical implications and suggestions for future research are further 
explored. Finally, in the Conclusions chapter (Chapter 7), the main findings are summarized and 
reconnected to the aim.  
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2 Method 

The second chapter aims to explain the qualitative approach adopted for this study. The chapter begins with 
stating the premise for choosing this particular methodology which is then followed by a brief description 
of the conducted literature review. Next, the sample of companies is stated, alongside the grounds used for 
selecting them. Lastly, the chapter ends with a description of the employed data selection and analysis.  

2.1 Qualitative approach 

A qualitative approach has been chosen for the current study as the research area is complex, highly 
dependent on context, and influenced by personal beliefs (Gummesson, 2006; Basias and Pollalis, 2018). 
Additionally, since the COVID-19 pandemic is a new occurrence that has yet to be extensively researched, 
there is not much information on the topic. Hence, because the purpose of this study is to gain an 
understanding of contemporary events, a methodology based on multiple case studies of relevant 
stakeholders was chosen (Harrison et al., 2017). Since CSR is practices and policies undertaken by 
corporations, a corporate perspective has been chosen where the most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
corporations serve as a unit of analysis (Öberseder et al., 2013). Furthermore, snowball sampling was 
included alongside probability sampling because target characteristics were not easily accessible (Ghaljaie 
et al., 2017). Snowball sampling is a nonprobability sampling technique where already existing subjects 
recruit their acquaintances as future study subjects (Ibid.). The reason for it is because this technique 
facilitates scientific research and can be effectively used to analyze vulnerable groups (Ibid.).  

2.2 Literature review 

The study begins with a literature review to establish the theoretical framework and explore empirical 
studies relevant to the current research. The literature review was also used to gain a deeper understanding 
of the history and the current state of affairs on the research subject. It is also a prerequisite for the internal 
validity of the study (Kvale, 1994). Qualitative research design is applied, and scientific databases such as 
Google Scholar, Web of Science, and Scopus were used in exploring previous theories and studies regarding 
the subject. The units of analysis were corporate sustainable practices and employee well-being during the 
pandemic, made by individuals in a business, at a human resource (HR) department. The theoretical 
framework for the study is based on SPT and IT (Reckwitz, 2002; Haapasaari and Kerosuo, 2015). The 
literature review process is ongoing throughout the study. 

The literature review consists of highly relevant scientific articles produced since the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. It also includes articles, related to previous pandemics and crises. They were 
identified by searching the following combination of keywords: “corporate social responsibility AND 
COVID-19” and “employee well-being AND COVID-19”, as well as each keyword separately: employee 
well-being, COVID-19, corporate social responsibility, pandemics, and crises in the abstract and citation 
database Scopus, Google Scholar and Web of Science. This multidisciplinary view on the current state of 
scientific literature in the field, as well as the theoretical background, form the conceptual framework for 
this study. Additional papers were including by looking at the reference list in previously reviewed articles 
or were forwarded by reviewers and peers after feedback. In addition to the scientific literature, companies’ 
websites, reports, and internal documents were used where available. They served as both supplementary 
background information and as a data triangulation tool. 

2.2.1. Case studies 

The present study tries to explain an unexplored and present-day problem and case studies are a highly 
useful empirical method to use in such cases (Robson and McCartan, 2016). The phenomenon of this 
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research must be investigated in-depth and within its real-world context which makes using case study 
particularity suitable (Yin, 2018). Moreover, case studies allow involving multiple actors and multiple units 
of analysis as is the case for the present study (Ibid.). This integration between context and phenomenon is 
true for CSR initiatives in an organization. Therefore, an embedded multiple case study design was adopted 
(Ibid.). The purpose of the embedded units was to achieve a nuanced understanding of the case (Ibid.). 

Yet, there are some dangers when using case studies such as premature and false conclusions, improper 
choice of theoretical framework, and subjective bias (Eisenhardt, 1989b; Dubois and Gadde, 2002; Yin, 
2018). Those dangers can be eliminated or at least diminished in three ways. First, to avoid premature and 
false conclusions, there should be a good cross-case comparison where the data is explored in divergent 
ways (Eisenhardt, 1989b). Second, to combat choosing an improper framework, a researcher should follow 
a flexible design and abductive logic (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). Finally, to minimize subjective bias, one 
should develop a case study protocol (see Appendix A; Yin, 2018). By following these recommendations 
and strategies, multiple case study is used to collect data. 

The companies used as a sample were selected based on two criteria. The first criterion is geographical 
location, that is, companies must be a part of the European Union (EU). Even though the EU is diverse in 
economic, demographic, and geographical terms, member states have implemented similar measures in 
response to the crisis (Brodny and Tutak, 2020; Goniewicz et al., 2020). The second criterion is that sample 
companies are a part of the impacted industries. Data from Statista Research Department (SRD) (2021) 
showed that manufacturing, travel and transportation, retail, energy and resources, high tech and 
telecommunications, as well as healthcare and life sciences were among the most affected industries (see 
Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Industries impacted by COVID-19 for 2020 (Statista, 2021).  

The data was complemented by a report from the European Commission (EC) (2020) that revealed that the 
most vulnerable sectors in terms of liquidity and working capital shortfalls are wholesale and retail trade, 
accommodation and food services, and transport industries (see Table 1).  
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Table 1. Relevant companies and corporations selected by industry  

  

As can be seen from Table 1, the companies are of various sizes. That allows a broader perspective since it 
would be interesting to compare the difference in CSR and employee well-being between big and small to 
medium-sized companies (Zou et al., 2021). Nevertheless, regardless of the conclusion from this 
comparison, one should keep in mind that it is not representative of all companies across all sectors; 
therefore, generalization should be avoided.  

As already mentioned in section 2.1, the present study uses both probability and nonprobability sampling. 
That is, companies were first selected based on their geographical location, as well as whether they are a 
part of the impacted industries. Upon contacting the selected companies via email and informing them about 
the purpose of the research, however, the majority of them refused to participate on the basis that they are 
privately-owned, as opposed to publicly traded companies. Hence, they were not comfortable with revealing 
such sensitive data. To combat this, nonprobability sampling, i.e. snowball sampling was used so that the 
already existing subjects could recruit future study subjects (Ghaljaie et al., 2017). That way, some 
vulnerable groups were reached, and this contributed to a more diverse and nuanced insight into the CSR 
practices of the participating companies and their employees’ well-being in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

2.3 Semi-structured interviews 

Interviews are a powerful tool for producing large amounts of primary data with limited resources. They are 
highly suitable for smaller projects and they provide great potential to interpret content from a contemporary 
context to help explain a situation (Robson and McCartan, 2016). They are particularly useful for case 
studies because they can provide perspective from individuals and explain the how’s and why’s of something 
happening (Yin, 2018). 
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Semi-structured interviews, in particular, allow for open-ended questions which enables the researcher to 
guide the interview by asking additional questions where necessary to cover all relevant topics (Ibid.).  
Hence, since the aim of the present study is to gather information on a newly developed topic, an analysis 
process on a conceptual level is required. Here, words and specifically, text data are essential tools. In order 
to ensure such a reliable analysis process, an interview guide, divided by themes, was developed. The issue 
of trustworthiness is addressed by providing the reader with comprehensive information about the 
procedure, as described below in this section (Kallio et al., 2016).  

The themes, included in the interview guide, were based on the theoretical framework and encompassed as 
much of the various aspects of the research question as possible (see Appendix B). To develop a quality 
interview guide, five phases were included as per research from Kallio et al. (2016), namely:  

1) Identifying the prerequisites for using semi-structured interviews.  

2) Retrieving and using previous knowledge. 

3) Formulating the preliminary semi-structured interview guide. 

4) Pilot testing the interview guide. 

5) Presenting the complete semi-structured interview guide.  

During the first phase, several prerequisites were identified for the use of the semi-structured interview 
method. First, semi-structured interviews are suitable when one wants to study people’s perceptions and 
opinions on emotionally sensitive issues, for example, employee well-being (Kallio et al., 2016). Secondly, 
the method is also useful if/when the interviewees have a low level of awareness of the subject as it is 
possible that some of the employees might not be fully aware of the concept of CSR. Lastly, the researcher 
wants to focus on the issues meaningful to the participant to allow for diverse perceptions to be expressed 
(Ibid.). Therefore, the semi-structured interview was a suitable method for research. 

The second phase was retrieving and using previous knowledge (Ibid.). The aim of this phase was to 
critically appraise previous knowledge and gain an adequate understanding of the subject. This was 
conducted by carrying out an extensive literature review. This was crucial for creating a conceptual 
framework for the interview (Turner, 2010). Thus, the pre-interview preparations ensured that the researcher 
has a good grasp of the research in the field and informed creating an appropriate conceptual basis for the 
interview (Ibid.). 

Constructing the preliminary semi-structured interview guide was done during the third phase. As already 
mentioned, the conceptual framework informed the subsequent interview questions. Furthermore, they were 
clearly worded, participant-oriented, open-ended, and not leading (Ibid.). This was done because the aim 
was to generate in-depth, spontaneous answers which reflected the interviewees’ knowledge and experience 
(Kallio et al., 2016). Descriptive answers were ensured by including starting words such as what and how 
(Turner, 2010). The questions were also structured on two levels – main questions and follow-up questions. 
The main questions were related to the research subject whereas the follow-up questions were often 
spontaneous and were there to encourage participants to speak freely about their experiences and opinions. 
The order of the questions was logical and progressive (Kallio et al., 2016).  

The fourth phase was testing the interview guide (Ibid.). This was one to ensure that the questions are 
relevant and cover the research content. It also helped with identifying needs for reformulating questions 
and adjusting them accordingly. Moreover, by testing the interview guide, it was possible to observe if it 
was an easy guide to follow for both the interviewer and the interviewee. Pilot testing the interview was 
done by using two techniques – expert assessment and field-testing (Ibid.). Expert assessment entailed 
sending it to specialists outside the research team (i.e. supervisor and subject reviewer). This was beneficial 
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for assessing “the appropriateness and comprehensiveness of the interview guide contents in relation to the 
aims and the subjects of the study” (Ibid., 12). Field-testing was performed to simulate the real interview 
situation (Ibid.). That way the researcher could determine whether the questions elicit the participant’s 
experiences, to make them more relevant and coherent, if necessary. It also informed how much time was 
needed for each interview session (Ibid.). 

The last, fifth phase of the study was presenting the complete semi-structured interview guide in the study 
paper. The final interview guide was based on the previous phases of the development process and was 
useful to the aims of the study (Ibid.). Furthermore, it was universal so other researchers could use it.  

It is important to note, however, that the value of qualitative research differs from the classic scientific value 
(Robson and McCartan, 2016). That is to say, the end goal of qualitative research is understanding the 
unique perspectives within the case context as opposed to objectivity and generalizability in quantitative 
research (Ibid.). Due to the research project’s topic, interviews had to be conducted with those most heavily 
affected by the pandemic. Hence, the criteria for the semi-structured interviews were based on the 
company’s industry, as well as its location (i.e. Europe).  

Table 2. Overview of companies and interviewees categorized by industry 

 

For the empirical part, semi-structured interviews with ten different companies (three Bulgarian, one Czech, 
one Dutch, one Greek, one Spanish, and three Swedish) were performed (see Table 2). Ethical 
considerations (e.g. informed consent) were considered when conducting the interviews. The interviewed 
companies are part of the most severely impacted industries by the COVID-19 pandemic such as the tourism 
industry (Fu and Shen, 2020). The interview was directed to the person responsible for the corporate 
sustainable practices and employee’s well-being at the HR department, directors of the companies, and 
employees. The practices were captured through semi-structured interviews which captured some of the 
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behavioral aspects but not all. Therefore, we also asked the responsible person for data, showing the 
outcome of said practices if such was available at the time of the interview.  

The collected data from the semi-structured interview was fully transcribed as opposed to handpicking 
relevant examples and quotes (Robson and McCartan, 2016, see Table 1). The majority of the interviews 
(72.7%, n = 8) were conducted virtually, using the video conferencing platform Zoom. This is because of 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, travelling and in-person interviews were often not possible. 
Nevertheless, whenever convenient for the interviewee, the interview was in person (27.3%, n = 3). The 
interviews via Zoom were recorded using the “Record” option whereas a voice recorder was used for the 
in-person interviews to record and subsequently, transcribe the content. 

It is important to note, however, that a major methodological risk when conducting such interviews is 
subjectivity which might affect the study outcome (Yin, 2018). This jeopardizes the trustworthiness of the 
research results. One way to combat that is if the researcher is aware of one's own beliefs, judgments, and 
practices during the research process and how these may have influenced the research (i.e. reflexivity; Ibid.). 
Further quality assurance steps were taken as presented in section 2.6 of this chapter. 

2.4 Data collection 

When using the case study methodology, it is important to include multiple data collection sources to assure 
quality (Robson and McCartan, 2016). Therefore, the data used in the current study is gathered from 
multiple sources and was collected via different collection methods (see Table 3). This was done to establish 
credibility in the flexible research design and to ensure that the findings will be coherent (Ibid.). 
Nonetheless, the unit of analysis should always be taken into consideration when selecting methods for data 
collection (Yin, 2018). The reason for it is because there is a chance for misunderstanding about 
organizational perspectives when gathering data from individual sources (e.g. interviews with managers 
versus with employees; Ibid.). Consequently, the present multiple case study used real-world, empirical data 
gathered primarily using qualitative methods. The benefits of doing so lie with the triangulation of data 
sources which help to assure the validity of research through and through (Robson and McCartan, 2016; 
Yin, 2018).  

All in all, the data, used in this study was mainly through qualitative techniques using one-on-one semi-
structured interviews involving key individuals (i.e. managers, co-owners, and founders), as well as 
employees. Other sources included publications from online media, sustainability reports (where available), 
companies’ websites, and blogs (see Table 3 below). 

Table 3. Overview of multiple data sources 

Data sources overview 

Internal 
Semi-structured interviews 

with managers, co-owners, and 
founders 

Semi-structured 
interviews with  

employees 

Follow-up emails with 
interviewees 

External 
Online media                                     

(i.e. news, social media, and 
LinkedIn) 

Sustainability report               
(if available) 

Companies' websites and 
blogs 

As can be seen from Table 3, triangulation was achieved by combining both internal (primary) and external 
(secondary) sources of data.  

The external data (e.g. documents) served as a complementary tool and as a validation tool for internal data 
(Yin, 2018). This, in turn, allowed for a more coherent and nuanced thematic analysis (see section 2.5 for 
more information on the thematic analysis). This is because documents are an accessible source of both 
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qualitative and quantitative data (Yin, 2018). Several types of documents have been used, depending on 
availability. Such include sustainability reports, companies’ websites, and blogs. Sustainability reports were 
obtained for Apotek Hjärtat and Apoteksgruppen (Apoteksgruppen, 2020; ICA Gruppen, 2020). The reason 
why only two companies had a sustainability report is due to the company’s size. Research has shown that 
larger companies are more likely to produce sustainability reports, unlike smaller-sized companies due to 
differences in organization and resources (Caniato et al., 2012; Stubbs et al., 2013). Therefore, it was more 
difficult to obtain information for the smaller-sized companies (see Table 1 for an overview of the size of 
each company). To combat this, the websites of the remaining companies were explored, and newspaper 
articles were collected. Only one company, Love and Vision Ltd., had a blog that was included. Those 
additional data sources were used and if the information was relevant to the scope of the research, it was 
analyzed, and subsequently discussed.  

2.5 Data analysis 

Qualitative research differs from quantitative research in that it focuses on text and words as opposed to 
numbers (Miles et al., 2018). In order to analyze the qualitative data, thematic content analysis was used 
(Robson and McCartan, 2016). According to Neuendorf (2017), thematic content analysis is a quantitative 
analysis of message characteristics. It is also defined as being systematic and objective (Ibid.). 

Yet, as mentioned earlier, there is not much research done on the research subject yet. This suggests that an 
inductive approach should be adopted to suit the purpose of this study (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). An inductive 
approach is a method of reasoning in which the premises are drawing a general conclusion from individual 
instances or observations as opposed to fully assuring a conclusion of already established theory (i.e. 
deductive approach; Ibid.). The inductive research process consists of three main phases, namely, 
preparation, organization, and reporting (Ibid.). 

The first phase, the preparation phase, consists of an extensive literature review of the relevant academic 
literature (see section 2.2). This is supplemented by secondary data such as sustainability reports and online 
documents, related to the case companies. For the scope of this project, the unit of analysis is the CSR 
practices which are a part of the larger theme of SD. There are several questions to use as a guide when 
analyzing the interview transcripts and the secondary data documents. According to Elo and Kyngäs (2008) 
and Robson and McCartan (2016), the questions that could be used are: 

a) Who is telling the story? 
b) When did it happen? 
c) Why?  
d) Who is the document produced for? 
e) What is the purpose of the document? 
f) From which perspectives and mindsets were the documents produced?  

The second phase of the inductive research process involves organizing data through coding and grouping 
(Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). Following coding and grouping, the data can be further analyzed through 
examination, abstraction, and table categorization (Ibid.). Relevant themes of interest for the present study 
are: 

I. Perception and implementation of CSR. 
II. Perceived employee well-being. 

III. Impact of COVID-19 on aforementioned themes.  

Within those themes, there are several categories of interest such as: 

i. Drivers that led to implementing and keeping up CSR efforts. 
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ii. Challenges and difficulties that arose before and after the pandemic. 
iii. Future plans, hopes, and perspectives on CSR. 

This categorization allows for cross-comparison between companies on relevant themes and categories. The 
cross-comparison between the various companies would allow for an analysis of the companies’ CSR and 
how those relate to employee well-being and SD. Following the analysis, results can be linked to concepts 
and explained within the chosen theoretical framework. Finally, those results are reported in detail during 
the last phase (Ibid.). 

2.6 Quality Assurance 

Quality assurance is an important aspect of research as it ensures that the study has been conducted in a 
reliable way which will further enhance the validity of the results (Robson and McCartan, 2016). There are 
several ways of implementing techniques to establish validity and reliability which have been adopted in 
the present study (Riege, 2003; see Table 4 below).   

Table 4. Techniques for establishing validity and reliability in case studies, adapted from Riege (2003, 78-79). 

Case study 
design tests 

Research 
phase Relevant techniques  Implementation 

Construct 
validity 

(Confirmability) 

Data 
collection 

Using multiple sources of 
evidence 

Triangulation of data with different 
sources. 

Continuously 

Establishing a chain of 
evidence 

Transcribed interviews and documented 
secondary sources. 

Have key informants review 
the report 

Transcripts were sent to all interviewees 
for validation. 

Review of a report by an 
external informant 

 Project review by a supervisor and a 
reviewer. 

Internal validity 
(Credibility) 

Data 
analysis 

 Within and cross-case 
analysis 

Individual analysis of each report, 
followed by cross-comparison. 

Research 
design to 

data analysis 

Researcher self-monitoring 
Being aware of possible bias and ethical 

concerns in the design and following 
methods accordingly. 

Assuring systematically 
related concepts and findings 

Applying the same theoretical 
framework  to all data. 

Explanation-building 
Using figures and tables to visualize 
concepts and explain the theoretical 

framework. 

External 
validity 

(Transferability) 

Research 
design 

Define scope and boundaries 
for analytical generalizations Defined in Chapter 2. 

Use of multiple case studies Several companies and industries are 
analyzed. 

Data 
analysis 

 Coding data in the analysis Using thematic coding. 

Compare evidence with 
existing 

Inductive approach. Comparing and 
explaining findings with already 
established theoretical concepts. 

Reliability 
(Dependability) 

Give a full account of theories 
and ideas 

Literature review to serve as the basis for 
the conceptual framework, described in 

Chapter 3. 



 

14 

Research 
design to 

data analysis 

Assure congruence between 
research issues and study 

design 
Explained and developed in Chapter 2. 

Use case study protocol Prepared protocol and screened before 
each interview (Appendix A). 

Record observations and 
actions as concrete as possible 

Audio recorded interviews and 
additional notetaking. 

Record data mechanically 
Digital interviews were recorded via 

Zoom and in-person interviews via voice 
recorder. 

Develop case study database Gathered data is organized and when 
possible, visualized in tables. 

Assure meaningful parallelism 
of findings across multiple 

data sources 

Extensive theoretical framework and 
empirical background in Chapter 3 and 

Chapter 4. 

Use peer review/examination 
Feedbacks from the supervisor, 

reviewer, peers, and opposition during 
the oral presentation. 

As can be seen in Table 4 above, four types of validity and reliability are addressed. Validity and reliability 
are concepts in research that help establish scientific quality (Riege, 2003). To begin with, there are three 
kinds of validity to consider, i.e. construct validity, as well as internal and external validity. To address 
construct validity, multiple sources of evidence such as digital and in-person interviews were used, 
alongside secondary data. All primary data collection was recorded to avoid incompleteness or inaccuracy 
in the data (Robson and McCartan, 2016). Moreover, the transcripts were sent together with follow-up 
emails to the interviewees. To prompt validation, a question was asked in the email to nudge participants to 
reply and subsequently, confirm and approve using the transcript for its research purpose. To ensure internal 
validity, however, both interviews and secondary sources were approached with the same theoretical 
framework, and graphic models were used during analysis to assist the explanation. The use of multiple 
case studies, defining the scope and boundaries of the study, and continually matching data with current 
literature were techniques for improving the external validity of the study. Lastly, reliability was ensured 
by using the same framework across all data sources, assuring congruence between the problem and the 
study design, using peer review and case study protocol (see Appendix A), as well as rigorously recording 
all data. All the aforementioned actions were implemented to ensure that the case study is of good scientific 
quality (Riege, 2003).  

2.7 Ethical considerations 

Each interviewee will be informed about their rights, pertaining to General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR). They will each distributed a GDRP form where the purpose for the data collection, as well as the 
data categories, will be specified. Participants will also be informed about their rights as data subjects. The 
GDPR form will serve as a basis for verbal agreement. Hence, after receiving informed consent, participants 
will be interviewed. That is because distributing a consent form is not ideal when it comes to anonymity, 
especially given that those are usually made publicly available. Moreover, the interviewees will be kept 
anonymous because the study probes aspects of their private lives. Nevertheless, their full names and contact 
details will be temporarily collected and kept with their consent so that they will be available upon request. 
This will further ensure the transparency and quality of the research process. 

Additionally, since semi-structured interviews allow people to communicate their flow of thoughts freely, 
the interviewer will be mindful of the cultural dimensions during the communication. This translates to 
recognizing and respecting the diversity of different cultural backgrounds. The lack of such recognition 
could lead to miscommunication during semi-structured interviews which is undesirable for the quality of 
the results. 
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3 Theoretical framework 

The third chapter introduces two theories that serve as a foundation for the theoretical framework of the 
present study. Furthermore, the theories and terms in this work are defined. It begins with the broader 
description of both theories – IT and then SPT. Additionally, the notion of CSR allows to introduce CSR-
related theories and highlights their importance for sustainable development. 

3.1 Institutional Theory and CSR 

The institutional theory (IT) is often used in the field of sociology and organizational studies (Scott, 2004). 
The theory seeks to explain the processes by which structures such as rules, norms, and routines become 
established, diffused, and disused over time (Ibid.). The IT is also useful for understanding cross-national 
differences in corporate governance (Matten and Moon, 2008). This is particularly helpful for CSR since 
stakeholder identities and interests vary across nations. This is what makes IT better than agency theory 
(AT), for example, in explaining the inner workings of an institution (Eisenhardt, 1989a; Shapiro, 2005). 
According to AT, the central problem of corporate governance is that self-seeking executives (as agents) 
act in the shareholders’ interests (as principals) rather than their own (Hendry, 2005). Hence, to solve the 
problem, a board of directors is elected by the shareholders to oversee the executives (Ibid.). Nonetheless, 
the theory falls short on explaining some of the modern business phenomena (Bendickson et al., 2016.). 
The reason for it is that some of the assumptions of agency-oriented analysis are too simplistic (Matten and 
Moon, 2008). For instance, an agency-oriented analysis assumes that complex organizational structures and 
networks can be reduced to a principal-agent relationship and that the main motives are self-interest and 
risk aversion (Eisenhardt, 1989a; Shapiro, 2005). Nonetheless, the motives and the interaction between 
managers, shareholders, and other key stakeholder groups is much more complex and IT allows for those 
to be explored (Matten, 2008). IT also considers the interdependencies and interactions among stakeholders 
into the analysis, which is what makes it more comprehensive in understanding CSR (Ibid.).  

Yet, how are institutions defined? Normally, an institution is regarded as a formal organization of 
government and corporations which have their own norms, incentives, and rules (Ibid.). According to 
Huntington (1970), institutions exhibit "stable, valued, recurring patterns of behavior" (12). They are also 
defined by their adaptability, autonomy, and coherence (Ibid.). Institutions can also be regarded as 
"collections of rules and routines” that enable predictable and patterned interactions (March and Olsen, 
1989, 160; Peters, 2019). There are four basic assumptions when talking about institutions. The first 
assumption is a functioning market where corporations have “discretion over their responses to market, 
social, or political drivers” (Matten and Moon, 2008, 406). The second assumption is functioning 
governmental and legal institutions, and this is the third assumption, not capture or be captured by market 
actors (Ibid.). The last assumption is that the society where it occurs institutionalizes and articulates social 
values and preferences (Ibid.). Unfortunately, in the absence of one or more of these assumptions, the risk 
for irresponsibility increases as it has been documented in sub-Saharan Africa and the former Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) countries (Ibid.). Research in Ghana, for instance, showed that 
monopolistic companies exploit the governments substituting regulation and administration of markets with 
rent-seeking (Antwi and Adams, 2003). Rent-seeking is a behavior where a person is engaging in the 
manipulation of public policy or economic conditions as a strategy for increasing profits (Akinola, 2019). 
CSR often serves as a responsibility system whereby such conditions are diminished (Matten and Moon, 
2008). This indicates that CSR is in the locus of responsibility systems where business, governmental, legal, 
and social actors operate according to some measure of interdependency (Ibid.).  

Nonetheless, even if two countries have all prerequisites of CSR, they can still differ in the type of CSR 
(i.e. implicit vs explicit) due to national business systems (Ibid.). That is because different systems of 
markets often reflect customary ethics and social relations which naturally leads to differences in how 
different societies pursue CSR (Ibid., see Figure 2). 
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Figure. 2. CSR and institutional context of the corporation, adapted by the author (seen in Matten and Moon, 2008, 
413). 

Figure 2 provides an overview of Matten and Moon’s framework on CSR and the institutional context of a 
corporation (Ibid.). It exemplifies how a corporation is dependent on the national institutional framework it 
resides in, alongside its respective national business system, and its organizational field. This makes CSR 
subject to both implicit and explicit elements (Ibid.). 

Explicit CSR consists of corporate policies that assume responsibility for societal interests such as voluntary 
programs and strategies of social and business value (Ibid.). This type of CSR is responsive to stakeholder 
pressure and includes partnerships with governmental and NGOs, as well as with other corporations. 
Explicit CSR is characterized by corporate discretion as opposed to reflecting governmental authority or 
other (in)formal institutions (Ibid.).  

Implicit CSR is not voluntary. It consists of values, norms, and rules rather than individual terms. Hence, 
here corporations follow mandatory and customary requirements imposed by (in)formal institutions. It is 
motivated by the societal consensus on the legitimate expectations of the roles and contributions of all 
companies (Ibid.). 

The explicit form of CSR is more commonly found in countries with a higher degree of democratization 
and vice versa. An example of the institutionality and the contextuality of CSR are countries in Eastern 
Europe. Most of the formerly state-owned companies demonstrated elements of implicit CSR (Ibid.). It has 
been anticipated that this will change into explicit CSR with democratization and market liberalization. 
Alas, weak civil society (i.e. a society that is not cohesive), market institutions, and overarching 
governments have hindered this progress (Ibid.). Interestingly, countries like the Czech Republic and 
Hungary have demonstrated that explicit CSR can emerge as a result of governance solutions (Habisch et 
al., 2005). Hence, there are institutional forces and strategies that can lead to a rise of explicit CSR in Europe 
and indeed, such an increase in this type of CSR has been observed in recent years (Matten and Moon, 
2020). Such increase of explicit CSR is dependent on isomorphic pressures, i.e. the strength of governmental 
institutions and mechanisms, as well as the traditional institutions such as family and religious institutions 
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(Ibid.). 

For the purpose of the present study, analyzing CSR using IT would be informative and would allow for 
between-country comparison in CSR differences if such arise. 

3.2 Social Practice Theory 

Psychologists have long been fascinated by human behavior and have attempted to construct models to 
explain it. Such models often focus on individuals’ beliefs, attitudes, and values as predictors of behavior 
(Lucas et al., 2008). Hence, if those attitudes are changed, then the behavior would change, too (Ibid.). For 
such models and following theoretical frameworks, the main assumption is that behavior is a result of a 
linear and rational process (Ajzen, 1991). The most famous example is Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior 
which states that behavioral intention results from interactions between an individual’s attitude towards the 
behavior, their beliefs about what others think about that behavior, and their perceived level of control over 
the behavior (Ibid.). Therefore, Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior regards individual decision-making as 
maladaptive and in need of correction which can occur if one identifies the necessary cognitive components 
first (Hargreaves, 2011).  

The Social Practice Theory (SPT) goes against such “conventional, individualistic, and rationalist 
approaches to behavior change” (Ibid., 79). That is because SPT diverts the attention towards the social and 
collective organization of practices as opposed to individuals (Ibid.).  This, in turn, allows for a more holistic 
and grounded perspective on behavior change processes while revealing the factors, driving those.   

According to social practice theorists, it is the practice itself, rather than the individuals that should serve as 
the core unit of analysis (Giddens, 1984). Therefore, individuals are no longer regarded as functioning in a 
social vacuum. In contrast, they become the carriers of social practices (Reckwitz, 2002). Furthermore, SPT 
stresses that individuals come to understand the world around them and to develop a sense of self by 
engaging in social practices (Warde, 2005). Nonetheless, this does not mean that individuals are passive 
carriers of practice but rather that they are actively engaging in a wide range of practices throughout their 
everyday life (Ibid.).  

The SPT has been proven useful in exposing driving factors behind behaviors that undermine SD efforts. A 
study by Jüttner (2017) is an example of it. He has demonstrated that by applying SPT to the problem of 
traffic-related pollution in urban regions in the Netherlands, the factors that contribute to the persistence of 
the harmful behavior can be exposed (Ibid.). In addition, by altering the socio-cultural practice of driving 
through practice-based interventions, structural social and environmental change was achieved (Ibid.). By 
implication, if one wants to generate more sustainable practices then the links and the elements of 
unsustainable practices must first be challenged and consequently broken. It is only then when unsustainable 
practices can be replaced and re-made in a sustainable fashion. 

Despite its many advantages, the SPT also has some shortcomings. For instance, there is a disagreement 
between scientists concerning what practice is as some focus on the elements that make up a practice (e.g. 
motivational knowledge) while others focus on the connections between these elements (Reckwitz, 2002; 
Warde, 2005). Still, others regard practices as a bridge between lifestyles and broader socio-technical 
systems (Spaargaren and Van Vliet, 2000).  

For the purposes of the present study, however, practice is regarded as the interconnection of elements 
(Shove and Pantzar, 2005). That will allow for more dynamic analysis of the formation, reproduction, and 
dissolution of practice, as well as the cumulative relations between practices (Ibid.). Furthermore, practices 
are not seen as a stable or fixed phenomenon, that is, without history or future (Ibid.). Change in practices 
comes both from the inside and outside (Warde, 2005). The inside change occurs when practitioners resist 
routines and doing something new whereas outside change happens when different practices come into 



 

18 

contact with one another (Ibid.). 

Overall, the SPT focuses on everyday practices, as opposed to individuals, when explaining human 
behavior. This has an implication for the use of methodological techniques in the sense that one can observe 
the practice (i.e. ethnography) as opposed to relying on the results of questionnaire surveys or interviews. 
Even though the current study employs more of a conventional approach (i.e. semi-structured interviews, 
see Appendix B), SPT would allow for a richer, more subtle account of actions in each context which is 
highly valuable (Hargreaves, 2011). 

3.3 Other CSR Theories  

The SPT and IT are theories that inform the theoretical framework of the study. Yet, there are many other 
theories, relate to the concept of CSR. 

To use the classification by Garriga and Melé (2004), CSR-related theories can be divided into four groups: 
instrumental theories, political theories, integrative theories, and ethical theories. 

The first group, instrumental theories, assumes that the sole responsibility of a corporation is wealth creation 
and only the economic aspect of the interactions between business and society is considered (Garriga and 
Melé, 2004). Social activity between both groups is accepted as long as it is consistent with wealth creation 
(Ibid.). Therefore, CSR here is means to the end of profits. There are three main groups of instrumental 
theories: the maximization of shareholder value (e.g. agency theory, see section 3.1), the strategic goal of 
achieving competitive advantages, and cause-related marketing (Ibid.). Cause-related marketing is achieved 
when a company organizes activities such as musical concerts, art exhibitions, and literacy campaigns. 
These activities are a form of self-interest and a win-win situation for both the company and the charitable 
cause in question (Smith and Higgins, 2000).  

The second group of theories is political theories. Here, the emphasis is on the social power of a corporation, 
especially in its relationship with society and its responsibility in the political arena (Garriga and Melé, 
2004). There are two major approaches in this set of theories, namely, corporate constitutionalism and 
corporate citizenship. The corporate constitutionalism approach states that the social power of a company 
does not solely rely on internal causes but also on external causes which make power unstable and constantly 
shifting (Davis, 1960). In addition, the social responsibilities of a company arise from the amount of social 
power that it has (Davis, 1967). The corporate citizenship approach regards a company as being like a 
citizen with certain involvement in the community (Logsdon and Wood, 2002).  

Integrative theories, on the other hand, focus on the integration of social demands (Garriga and Melé, 2004). 
One of the approaches in integrative theories is issues management (Ibid.). This means that a company 
would address those social and political issues which may significantly impact the company itself 
(Ackerman, 1973). Public responsibility is another approach where the existing public policy process and 
the law are taken as a reference for social performance (Preston and Post, 1981). A third approach involves 
stakeholder management where a company tries to balance the interests of its stakeholders (Agle et al., 
1999). The last approach is corporate social performance and it is when a company searches for social 
legitimacy to give appropriate responses to social issues (Carroll, 2008). This approach is characterized by 
Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR (Ibid.). Carroll’s theory is composed of four responsibilities a company needs to 
achieve – economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibility (Ibid.; Brin and Nehme, 2019). 

The last set of theories is ethical theories which focus on the right thing companies should do to achieve a 
good society (Garriga and Melé, 2004). One approach is the stakeholder normative theory. Stakeholders 
here are either an identifiable group or an individual who can affect the achievement of an organization’s 
objectives or who are affected by them (Freeman and Reed, 1983). This theory considers the duties a 
company has towards its stakeholders (Brin and Nehme, 2019). Studies have shown that if companies 
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positively engage with employees, this results in increased organizational commitment, identity, trust, and 
job satisfaction and performance (Chong, 2009). In addition, engagements with customers lead to customer-
company identification, customer loyalty, and brand image enhancement (Costa and Menichini, 2013). 
These types of engagement can be crucial during critical times such as the COVID-19 pandemic as they can 
help companies to boost their market share while maintaining social commitments (Mahmud et al., 2021). 
Research on large Spanish companies, for instance, has shown that most companies make decisions 
according to stakeholder theories, meaning that they focus on a specific shareholder group. This often leads 
to a short-term impact which guarantees the continuity of the company (García‐Sánchez and García-
Sánchez, 2020). Other companies develop practices that pursue the common good but do so while still 
strongly focus on stakeholders, i.e. customers and employees (Ibid.). Nonetheless, some companies 
addressed the most urgent problems, promoted sanitary conditions and the economic well-being of all the 
citizens. Although small in number, those companies were most valuable for society (Ibid.). 

Yet another approach is universal rights which is a framework based on human and labor rights, as well as 
respect for the environment (Garriga and Melé, 2004). It is especially popular with NGOs (Ibid.). 
Sustainable development is an approach aimed at achieving human development by considering present and 
future generations (Ibid.). A popular theory here is the triple bottom line theory (TBL; Brin and Nehme, 
2019). The theory is a CSR framework that incorporates three dimensions of performance: economic, social, 
and environmental (Elkington, 1997). That is to say, a company should focus on achieving continuous profit 
in the long-term while satisfying surrounding society's needs and maintaining environmental sustainability 
(Ibid.). The last approach is the common good which is oriented towards the common good of society. Here, 
companies contribute to the common good in different ways, such as providing goods and services 
efficiently and fairly while respecting the dignity and fundamental rights of the individual (Alford and 
Naughton, 2002; Garriga and Melé, 2004).  

Those different theories touch upon the different aspects that could be relevant when looking at a company’s 
CSR efforts and sustainability strategy. 
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4 Empirical background 
This chapter provides a background of the concepts of CSR and employee well-being and defines them more 
clearly. Moreover, the effect of the present pandemic is discussed alongside similar occurrences in the past 
such as previous pandemics and financial crises.  

The definitional construct of CSR has a long and varied history that goes back to the 1930s (Agudelo et al., 
2019). It was a time when the debate concerning the social responsibilities of the private sector had just 
begun. Twenty years later, Bowen (1953) provided the first academic definition of CSR. He explained that 
business executives had the social responsibility to make decisions according to the values of society. A 
decade later, this understanding was complimented by acknowledging the relevance of the relationship 
between corporations and society (Walton, 1967). Nonetheless, the focus was predominantly on generating 
an economic profit, and concerns remained limited to management, employee satisfaction, and community 
welfare. 

The understanding of the social responsibilities gradually evolved from being vaguely acknowledged to 
being explicitly defined in later publications (Agudelo et al., 2019). Another major shift followed: In the 
1950s, CSR was understood as a personal decision of businessmen. Then, in the 1980s, it became a decision-
making process, but by the early 2000s, CSR became a strategic necessity (Carroll, 1979; Agudelo et al., 
2019). A similar shift occurred in the purpose of the existence of corporations. It has evolved from solely 
being a generation of economic profits in the 1950s and 60’s to the belief that business exists to serve society 
in the 1970s. Yet, in the 2010s, that purpose became one of generating shared value (Agudelo et al., 2019). 

As the concept of CSR has evolved over the years, so has the debate concerning its application. Sometimes 
the application concerns the sustainability of the corporation, sometimes to that of the society, and 
sometimes to that of the environment (Moon, 2007). Furthermore, even though CSR is an empirical concept, 
it is also appraised and internally complex. That is also what makes CSR difficult to generalize across 
companies and corporations2 as their social and environmental impacts differ (Ibid.). Not to mention, 
globalization also plays a role in whether a company upkeeps its CSR.  A study by Chapple and Moon 
(2005) has demonstrated that companies that cross borders are more attentive to their CSR than companies 
operating only in one country. Moreover, CSR is highly contextual as it is subject to attention cycles that 
either foster or suppress the sense of urgency. Yet, if CSR is such a contested concept, would it not mean 
that it is of little use and should be discarded? Even though it might be tempting to discard a seemingly 
contested concept such as CSR, the same applies to SD. What keeps both concepts highly relevant, despite 
their shortcomings, is that they both address important issues (Ibid.). As the social, environmental, and 
ethical impacts of corporations are constantly increasing, so is the importance of talking about concepts 
such as CSR.  

The evolutionary process of CSR as a concept is also closely linked to the sustainable development agenda 
and the social expectations of corporate behavior (Agudelo et al., 2019). Therefore, it is not surprising that 
the PA and the SDGs, adopted in 2015, had an impact on the CSR-related literature. Scientific authors have 
focused on generating shared value, i.e., how CSR can be implemented, and what impact it would have on 
specific areas of performance (Ibid.). According to Carroll (2015b), the concept of CSR will have limited 
transformational evolution, yet it will continue to be relevant and wildly implemented. Nevertheless, he 
foresees a shift towards new concepts such as the creation of shared value, corporate citizenship, and 

 

 

2 The terms of companies and corporations are used interchangeably throughout the manuscript. 



 

21 

environmental corporate social responsibility (Ibid.).   

Although the future of CSR remains uncertain, the concept has its limitations as a part of the solution to 
social and environmental problems (Moon, 2007). That is because responsible business is a necessary but 
not sufficient condition of sustainable development (Ibid.). For instance, CSR has failed in addressing the 
issues of overconsumption (Moon, 2007; Peattie and Peattie, 2009). Other points of criticism are collective 
action problems such as failure to adopt sustainable waste disposal practices and implement global limits to 
carbon emissions, as well as government dependency on business actors (Moon, 2007).  Nonetheless, CSR 
remains an essential form of self-regulation that contributes to social and environmental welfare (Jackson 
et al., 2017). 

The CSR practices of an organization can also motivate the employees to participate in pro-environmental 
activities at the workplace (Kong et al., 2021). The concept of employee well-being is closely related to the 
concept of CSR. Studies have shown that CSR can positively influence employees and a happy employee 
is a key to increased organizational performance, innovativeness, and competitiveness (Bibi et al., 2021). 
The correlation between employee well-being and CSR practices is bidirectional as employee well-being 
partially mediates the relationship between CSR and performance (AlSuwaidi et al., 2021). Hence, 
employee well-being is an important aspect of the sustainability efforts of a company.  

The term can be conceptualized as hedonic and eudemonic (Di Fabio and Palazzeschi, 2015). The hedonic 
perspective describes wellbeing as happiness (Ryan and Deci, 2001). Self-realization, social integration, 
contribution, and actualization are all facets that constitute hedonic well-being (Joshanloo et al., 2017). 
Hence, job satisfaction can be used as a direct indicator of hedonic well-being at work (Fernández-Muñoz 
and Topa, 2018). There are three components of hedonic well-being: life satisfaction, the presence of 
positive mood, and the absence of negative mood (Diener et al., 1998). 

Yet, from the eudaimonic perspective, well-being includes employee behavior that is positively oriented 
toward other people in the work environment or toward their organization (Segura-Camacho et al., 2018). 
This is expressed through self-actualization and engagement in activities that enhance human growth (Ryff 
and Keyes, 1995). Examples of the latter include self-acceptance, life purpose, mastery, and positive 
relatedness, as well as autonomy and personal growth (Ibid.). Nonetheless, both perspectives are used when 
talking about the concept in the current study (Fisher, 2014). This is because well-being is a 
multidimensional phenomenon and the combination of hedonism (feeling good) and eudemonia 
(functioning well) would provide make research more accurate (Ibid.; Michaelson et al., 2009). 

Hence, in the present study, employee well-being is the subjective perception of general satisfaction and 
positive feelings toward work. Furthermore, it includes components such as social relationships which are 
key to an individual's positive experiences at work (Fisher, 2014). To conclude, employee well-being is a 
multifaceted concept with importance for CSR and job performance (Day and Randell, 2014). That is 
because poor psychological health leads to a decrease in cognitive resources which then results in poorer 
performance (Taris, 2006; Ford et al., 2011). Employee well-being has also been linked to team cohesion 
and job engagement (Bakker, 2015). Therefore, promoting well-being has the potential of benefiting both 
the employee and the organization. 

Despite the large body of research in both concepts of CSR and employee well-being, studies on CSR 
activities in response to disasters are limited. Besides the current COVID-19 pandemic, the world has also 
faced the SARS coronavirus pandemic in 2003 and the 2009-2010 H1N1swine flu pandemic (Bassareo et 
al., 2020). As a result, some researchers have studied the role of the private sector and have concluded that 
it has a substantial role to play in pandemic flu preparedness (Maldin-Morgenthau et al., 2007). What is 
more, this 2007 study predicted that more is going to be asked of the private sector in the future (Ibid.). The 
researchers have determined that epidemics are unlike other disasters since they bring immense confusion 
and uncertainty which cannot be resolved with technology. Moreover, they can upset the interconnectedness 
of the world (Ibid.). In addition, the world is more vulnerable now compared to previous pandemics (e.g. in 
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1957 and 1968) due to globalization, increase in travel, urban crowding, weakened public health system, 
decreased hospital, and vaccine production capacity, as well as having an older population with more 
chronic diseases and weakened immune systems (Ibid.). Here, corporate leaders are essential to pandemic 
planning; however, the pandemic planning responsibility within a company varies, as well as the proximity 
of planners to the CEO (Ibid.). Another important factor is a collaboration between companies, government, 
and NGOs in order to avoid spreading misinformation to the public and enhance societal effort to combat a 
pandemic (Ibid.). Not to mention, such collaboration would foster sharing of preparedness plans (Watkins 
et al., 2008). It is also significant if a company has a flexible personnel policy, that is, a policy that would 
allow employees to work from home, establish alternative meeting protocols, and plan of action in case 
domestic and international business travel is not possible (Maldin-Morgenthau et al., 2007). 

On that account, all sectors of society are interdependent and there should be coordinated efforts between 
public and independent sectors (Conseil et al., 2008.). Yet, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the majority 
of EU governments have not issued guidelines on how to handle a pandemic (Ibid.). Such advice could be 
obtained by private consultancies; however, the high fees of doing so could easily discourage the small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SME) companies from doing so (Ibid.). This means that there are already 
unequal levels of preparedness across the business sector. Hence, it was not surprising when recent research 
on SME companies discovered that those companies were severely affected by the pandemic due to a lack 
of such preparedness plan (Shafi et al., 2020b). This led to financial and supply chain disruption, a decrease 
in demand, as well as in reduction in sales and profit (Ibid.). A protective factor in such cases was often 
good employee-employer relationships (Dirani et al., 2020). That is because positive social relationships 
(e.g. trust and caring about the employee) helped to increase the resilience of a company (Shafi et al., 2020a). 
They had higher productivity and bounced back from crisis faster than those who did not (Ibid.). Leadership 
style was also important (Dirani et al., 2020). A leader who provided role clarity, delegated leadership, 
communicated with employees, and prioritized their emotional stability ended up with higher organizational 
resilience (Ibid.). Strategies in doing so included ensuring employee’s continued learning, facilitating 
regular staff meetings, creating a platform to celebrate employees, promoting innovation, and managing 
workload surges (Ibid.; Austin and Gregory, 2021; Asante Antwi et al., 2021). 

CSR is another factor, contributing to a company’s resilience. For instance, research by Martínez and 
Cervantes (2021) showed that sustainability-related stock indices were more preferred by investors and 
practitioners during the COVID-19 pandemic, making companies with CSR practices more resilient on the 
stock market. In addition, hotels that reported their CSR activity on their websites were more preferred by 
customers (Gürlek and Kılıç, 2021). That is because disasters and pandemics are essentially CSR tests for 
organizations and those who make self-sacrifice and give more priority to their CSR efforts are remembered 
in the future (Ibid.).  

Yet another protective factor is the collectivistic character of national culture (Kaczmarek et al., 2021). That 
is because, in such societies, the stock prices remain more stable as they are more resilient to a selloff. 
Moreover, individuals in need are financially supported by friends and family and this translates to boosting 
corporate immunity to the pandemic (Ibid.). Besides, a timely and appropriate measure against the 
transmission of COVID-19 by the governments such as school closures and stay-at-home helped travel and 
leisure companies cope with the pandemic (Ibid.).   
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5 Results 
The present chapter provides a brief overview of each case company and presents the primary findings for 
every one of them. Furthermore, the content of the secondary data (e.g. sustainability reports and other 
relevant documents) is summarized for each company. 

5.1 Apotek Hjärtat 

Apotek Hjärtat was founded in 2009 in Sweden under the name ApoPharm Holding AB. A year later, the 
pharmacy opened its doors under its currently known name - Apotek Hjärtat. Nowadays, it is the largest 
private-owned pharmacy chain in Sweden as it owns 391 pharmacies and has approximately 3 000 
employees (ICA Gruppen, 2020). Apotek Hjärtat also is a co-owner of Min Doktor, one of Sweden’s largest 
providers of digital primary care services. The net sales for the company in 2019 were SEK 15,071 million 
(Ibid.). It is owned by and the sustainability report is joint for both ICA Gruppen AB and Apotek Hjärtat. 
Therefore, the pharmacy’s sustainability is not distinguishable from the one of ICA Gruppen even though 
it has a separate sustainability policy (Ibid.). 

The year 2020 was characterized by the pandemic and it affected the operational and financial performance 
of the pharmaceutical company. The effects include a strong increase in e-commerce, a decline in sales of 
(non-) prescriptive drugs, and an increase in the sales of commercial goods (e.g. masks) due to hoarding. 
Overall, there were strong fluctuations in financial performance which resulted in a –3.9% decrease in 
profits or SEK 200 million loss from sales. The company received government assistance of SEK 22 million, 
mainly to cover the cost of sick pay (Ibid.). It is not all bad news, however, as the company became a market 
leader with a market share of 31% and a 92% increase in online sales (Ibid.).  

The focus in the future for the pharmacy according to ICA Gruppen will be to strengthen its position as the 
leading player in the Swedish pharmacy market. They also plan on developing the existing e-commerce 
channel and increase internal cooperation – both between digital and physical channels with an emphasis 
on the continued development of fast and flexible delivery options (Ibid.). ICA Gruppen also plans on 
expanding by opening six to eight new pharmacies, while maintaining a high pace of renewal at existing 
pharmacies (Ibid.). 

In regard to sustainability, Apotek Hjärtat issued a digital book on the coronavirus to help parents explain 
the disease to their children in a language they could understand. They also made information on the 
recommendations issued by the Public Health Agency of Sweden more accessible by translating it into 
several languages. Furthermore, they partnered with the Red Cross to increase the availability of medicines 
for people in risk groups (Ibid.). Not to mention, the company continued its efforts to improve inclusion by 
enhancing the employment prospects of newcomers to Sweden. Apotek Hjärtat also participated in a 
stakeholder dialogue with pharmaceutical manufacturers via the Swedish Pharmacy Association (Ibid.). The 
reason for this is to address the environmental problems in the pharmaceutical industry such as the 
production of a drug from pharmaceutical residues in the water surrounding factories in India (Ibid.). They 
also decreased the amount of plastic used in its deliveries simply by substituting plastic packaging with 
adhesive tape (Ibid.). The company also tried to increase access to simple healthcare services such as blood 
pressure readings, mole checks, and vaccinations in some of the pharmacies (Ibid.). In 2020, the 
pharmaceutical company adopted Fossil Free Sweden’s transport challenge. 

To corroborate the aforementioned information and obtain an additional one, an interview was conducted 
with one of the company’s pharmacy bosses. Since the interviewee chose to remain anonymous, a code 
name (Bamse) will be used to refer to the person and the statements given during the interview.  

As can be seen from the interview guide (see Appendix B), the first theme is related to CSR. The pharmacy 
boss was familiar with the concept of CSR and provided a few examples of how they implement it in the 
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pharmacy. For instance, they focus on reducing the usage of plastic by charging for plastic bags. They also 
have a system that ensures that the medicines that they obtain, and sell have been manufactured in a way 
that does not harm the environment (Bamse, 2021, personal communication). Regarding customers, the 
pharmacists provide counseling to ensure that customers use their medicines in the right way. Bamse also 
mentioned they help the customers with renewing their medicines and remind them when their prescriptions 
are about to expire to ensure no one will be left without necessary medicine (Ibid.). The training of staff on 
such matters is implemented by the pharmacy boss but the guidelines come from the head office. Bamse 
expressed an observation which was that due to the different CSR procedures, the customers have more 
faith in pharmacies, regarding health advice.  

Regarding the company’s management style, although hierarchal, it is also egalitarian which makes the 
employees feel like the company cares about them (Ibid.).  They also feel like they get a lot of support and 
feel free to ask whatever questions they might have. The pharmacy boss also feels that the employees and 
him/herself included receive enough recognition, support, vacation time, role clarity, as well as good 
communication between colleagues and superiors (Ibid.). Nevertheless, when it comes to career 
development, there is not much room for improvement because the number of tasks you can do is limited 
and the hierarchal ladder to climb is not a high one, either. Nonetheless, if someone would like to switch 
jobs, they would get career transition support in the form of courses and supportive staff to train the 
employee in the new tasks that they would get at the new working place (Ibid.). 

As already established, the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the organizational and financial performance 
of Apotek Hjärtat. These effects were also felt by the company’s employees. To begin with, the job demands 
changed since the different government agencies issues various orders to follow. For instance, pharmacists 
should take responsibility to protect themselves and the customers. They also work with prevention in mind 
to limit the spread of the disease in order to ensure that the staff does not get infected (Ibid.). They do so by 
using safety equipment, establishing cleaning routines, placing signs on keeping distance, as well as placing 
disinfectant all over the pharmacy. Unfortunately, this affected employee’s well-being as pharmacists 
became more concerned over personal health which adds to additional stress. The main reason for it is 
because if someone at work or in the family gets infected, they will need to isolate themselves and not come 
to work for at least a couple of weeks (Ibid.). This puts additional pressure and job responsibilities on the 
individual and respective colleagues. No change was observed in CSR efforts. 

5.2 Apoteksgruppen 

Apoteksgruppen is a state-owned pharmacy chain in Sweden and was founded in 2009 (Apoteksgruppen i 
Sverige AB., 2020b). Despite being state-owned, the individual pharmacies are owned by self-employed 
individuals (Apoteksgruppen i Sverige AB., 2020b). In 2017, the state sold Apoteksgruppen to 
Euroapotheca UAB (Regeringskansliet, 2017). Currently, the pharmacy group has almost 200 pharmacies, 
approximately 1,200 employees, and a turnover of just over SEK 3.5 billion (Apoteksgruppen i Sverige 
AB., 2020b). Based on sales, this makes Apoteksgruppen Sweden's fourth-largest pharmacy chain. They 
have also started reporting on their sustainability commitments since 2013 (United Nations Global Compact, 
2020). 

As a participant in a non-binding United Nations pact (i.e. United Nations Global Compact), 
Apoteksgruppen has taken actions, related to SDGs 3, 8, and 12 (Apoteksgruppen i Sverige AB., 2020a). 
Responsible drug management is one of the ways Apoteksgruppen ensures healthy lives and promotes well-
being for all ages (SDG 3). To promote better drug use and prevent drug-related problems, an electronic 
expert support (EES) system is used by the company (Ibid.). The EES system can detect medications with 
inappropriate doses, the same effect, or dangerous drug interactions, i.e. drugs that should not be taken 
together. The pharmacy group is the chain with the most diligent use of the EES among all Swedish 
pharmacy chains (Ibid.).  By paying attention to their own product range, resource use, and impact in the 
value chain through supplier evaluations and follow-ups, the company ensures sustainable consumption and 
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production patterns (SDG 12), as well as promoting sustainable economic growth (SDG 8). An important 
stakeholder group for Apoteksgruppen is customers. Hence, they provide information to customers, 
regarding environmental and social factors connected to their products.  

In the area of employee well-being, the company strives to train and retain employees and to earn their 
loyalty. To do so, they have an internal platform, called Apoteksgruppen Akademi. It is a platform where 
current employees can develop their competencies. In 2020, almost 200 pharmacy managers participated in 
a one-year pharmacy manager program. It has been appreciated among the participants and since then, they 
have launched new internal training focused on the work environment and customer service. In addition, 
the pharmacy group puts efforts in continuously improving the work environment through adjusting the 
workplace to employees’ physiological and psychological needs, preventing workplace injuries, and 
sending work environment surveys twice a year. The results of the survey subsequently inform the overall 
action plan for the entire organization (Ibid.). The pharmacy group has also established anti-discrimination 
legislation to protect vulnerable groups and to form lasting relationships with customers and increase 
employee engagement. Furthermore, they are also proponents of equality, diversity, and inclusion so they 
do not allow any form of discrimination during the hiring process or at the workplace. They also encourage 
employees to report any such incident. 

Apoteksgruppen's environmental work can be best expressed through Välvald. Välvald is a joint consumer 
guide for over-the-counter medicines and signals the customers and the product has met the pharmacy 
criteria for transparent sustainability work and accountability. This is done so that they can influence the 
pharmaceutical industry in the right direction. They collaborate with Oriola to reduce environmental risks 
and impact at the supplier level (Ibid.). Apoteksgruppen also tries to minimize emissions and waste. They 
do so by ensuring energy efficiency, addressing packaging issues, and transport; thus, reducing harmful 
carbon dioxide emissions. In the long run, they are aiming their transport to be climate neutral (Ibid.). 

Two employee interviews were conducted. One was with Kimya Näslund – a regional pharmacy boss for 
the Stockholm area3. When asked about CSR, the interviewee answered that pharmacies are part of society, 
so they have a societal mission (Näslund, 2021, personal communication). Issues they work with include 
drug supply (läkemedelsförsörjning), drug usage, securing and quality assuring the process, and the 
responsibility to ensure that the medicine is not expired. Another responsibility is to be available to 
customers, hence, suitable opening hours. Ms. Näslund has personally been involved with developing the 
e-commerce strategy of the company – both when it comes to pharmacy and labor and resource (Ibid.). The 
development of a “Click and Collect” system has been particularly useful during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Nonetheless, the marketing and the customization of the system have been challenging aspects of the process 
(Ibid.). She described the management style of the company as flat, responsive, transparent, and in close 
contact with managers. Similarly to Bamse, Ms. Näslund stated that there are not many career opportunities 
and that this is one of the characteristics of the pharmaceutical industry in Sweden. Nevertheless, there are 
some possibilities and they have started a talent program for their workers if they want to evolve further. 
She expressed satisfaction with communication between colleagues and your supervisors, although it could 
be a bit lacking when it comes to information. She felt she receives enough vacation days, recognition, 
professional support in case of career transitioning, and role clarity. The pandemic, however, affected some 
aspects of her employee well-being. Adjusting the premises and the stores, as well as the co-workers to the 

 

 

3 The difference between being a regional boss versus a general pharmacy boss (e.g. Bamse at Apotek Hjärtat) is that 
the regional boss oversees multiple pharmacies as opposed to one. In addition, they deal with personnel guidance, 
budget, follow-ups, goal questions and many others (Näslund, 2021, personal communication). 
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new working environment has been a tiring process (Ibid.). The daily routines changed through the various 
restrictions such as cleaning, social distancing, working with plexiglass, visors, and mouth protection. The 
management style also changed accordingly to adapt to pharmacists’ needs and ensure that they stay healthy 
and can do their job. They are also tied to change according to customers’ needs. An example the interviewee 
provided was the pharmacy at Arlanda airport. Due to decreased customers, they also decreased the number 
of employees working there and relocated them to other locations instead where there has been an increase 
in customers (Ibid.). 

The second interview was with Fayeza Suleiman – a medicine responsible pharmacist at Apoteksgruppen. 
Her job entails taking care of the customers, making sure that they get the medicines that are prescribed to 
them, as well as overseeing expiration date control for prescription and non-prescription medicines and 
narcotic control (Suleiman, 2021, personal communication). She defined CSR as Apoteksgruppen’s 
responsibility to ensure that employees and customers have a safe working environment. She knew about 
the concept as she has been informed about it from the HR department (Ibid.). They have given her 
guidelines on how to behave towards customers, colleagues, and bosses and how to fulfill her social 
responsibility as a pharmacist. She supports the company’s CSR effort as it shows her that they care about 
their employees and as it provides structure to the working place. Those procedures, however, changed due 
to the pandemic. For instance, using hand disinfection and having a certain amount of people in the 
pharmacy (Ibid.).  She was not aware of any collaboration with the government besides following guidelines 
regarding how to handle the pandemic. She could not provide any observations on the company’s 
management style, but she stated she is happy with her job because she meets new people. Similarly to 
previous interviewees, she noted that career development within pharmacies is very limited. Nevertheless, 
one could always receive support in the form of a trainee program if they wish to develop further (Ibid.). 
She also noted that her skills are transferable to other areas such as quality assurance jobs. Ms. Suleiman 
expressed satisfaction with colleague support and communication even though she mostly works alone. She 
was also pleased with vacation days, recognition, and role clarity.  

The pandemic has changed the nature of her work as she had to become more flexible with being relocated 
to different pharmacies and adjusting workplace habits. It has been an educational experience since it helped 
her see how it is like working at other pharmacies. This has also affected the daily routines because each 
workplace has its own way of doing things. Due to the pandemic, besides the social distancing, wearing a 
mask at the workplace, and having a plexiglass cover, she observed an increase in payments done via Swish. 
The interviewee also firsthand experienced the consequences of the coronavirus since she contracted it. She 
felt more tired than usual and this led to overall exhaustion at both her workplace and personal life. 
Nonetheless, she stated that no major changes occurred since the pandemic besides the protective gear and 
the new workplace rules.  

5.3 EasyDoor Ltd. 

EasyDoor Ltd. was established in 1997 in Plovdiv, Bulgaria. The company’s main activity is wholesale of 
bathroom equipment, such as sanitary ware, ceramic tiles, faience, granite, faucets, bathroom accessories 
and furniture, plumbing parts, and pipes, bathtubs, shower cabins, and many others (EasyDoor Ltd., 2020). 
Since they are a part of the retail industry, they operate a distribution network throughout the whole country 
and have regular deliveries to different cities in the country every week. They supply smaller stores which 
is part of the business-to-business (B2B) aspect of the business. They also sell to individuals. The company 
is not only a distributor but also an importer of products of leading manufacturers from Turkey, Poland, 
Spain, Serbia, Italy, and Germany (Ibid.). The company has less than 100 employees, so they are a part of 
the SME. 

To understand more about the company, an interview was conducted with one of the employees, Monika 
Hristeva who also acted as an appointed representative of the company’s founder and owner. Her position 
as a sales representative requires her to communicate directly with the customers, visit them at a location 
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once a month, as well as dealing with the international import of goods (Hristeva, 2021, personal 
communication). She was familiar with the concept of CSR because of her education in business 
administration. The interviewee defined the concept as any action a company takes towards improving its 
environmental footprint and the well-being of its customers. Nevertheless, she stated the company does not 
engage in CSR as much as other multinational corporations because of the country where they operate 
because it is not common in Bulgaria for companies to implement CS practices (Ibid.). The reason she gave 
for it is that it is not a requirement that the government pushes on businesses unless it is internationally 
owned and operated (Ibid.). She gave examples of chains such as Lidl and Kaufland as companies that 
implement some CSR efforts only because they are German companies. She pointed out that due to the size 
of EasyDoor Ltd. and the scope of operations, CSR is not solidly built in the foundation principles. 
Nevertheless, when asked what CSR effort they could do, Hristeva pointed to initiatives from the Red Cross 
and the Rotaract Club such as planting trees, cleaning out waste, and organizing marathons. She mentioned 
they already reuse paper at the workplace, although that is not done with CSR in mind. Another factor for 
the lack of such initiative was the mentality of many of her colleagues (Ibid.). To quote:  

“…people we work with are of such age and education, and just mentality that they would much rather see everything 
printed out on paper, whether it will be an offer, or visualization of something, instead of getting an email, saving that 
onto their computer and try and save the life of a few trees. I guess that's just the mentality and the level of technical 
and computer education that older people in our country who are somewhere around the age of 40, or maybe in the 
50s get. I don't feel like most people around here are comfortable with using email or any applications or so on as 
much as they have to do in other countries in order to be in the position that they're at or to work for the company that 
they are”.  

Another action the company is already taking is separating waste, e.g. separating paper from plastic. The 
warehouse workers take the initiative to drive the waste to the recycling center as they receive a small 
compensation for the waste (Ibid.). She suggested that if they were to implement any CSR practices, they 
could focus on team-building activities.  

In respect to employee well-being, the interviewee disclosed that there is a good balance in workplace 
intensity. She described the company’s management style as traditional and hierarchal. Hristeva confirmed 
she receives enough career support, sick and vacation days, growth opportunities, and recognition (Ibid.). 
Yet, she pointed out that there are some issues when it comes to communication with colleagues and 
supervisors. For instance, since she is working with people who are twice her age, she often feels that there 
is a generational gap between her and some of her teammates which results in clashes between all the 
different individuals in the office. In addition, the supervisor’s guidance has been rather vague, and he was 
unsupportive at times. Nevertheless, instead of seeing it in a negative light, she interpreted it as a way to 
make one grow faster and learn to think for oneself (Ibid.).   

The pandemic has affected the operational activity of the companies since some businesses closed their 
stores and individuals were more hesitant to invest in bathroom accessories. There was a 40% drop in sales 
volume, as well as a decrease in customer interest and income. (Ibid.). Daily operations changed due to 
governmental regulations of wearing a mask, disinfecting, and distancing. Nonetheless, managerial 
practices and procedures have not changed in any way. Workplace and personal-life well-being were also 
not affected except for social life due to lockdowns. In addition, a few of her colleagues tested positive for 
the virus which put additional stress on the remaining employees at the office as they had to take over their 
absent colleague’s tasks (Ibid.). Hristeva also voiced her concern that the pandemic shifted people's focus 
more on health and self-preservation as opposed to CSR. She also does not think that it is likely for 
EasyDoor Ltd. to employ CSR practices unless they become mandatory by law or are interweaved with 
financial benefit. To end with her thoughts: 

“…I guess things would remain the same. Purely because of the lack of the human element, awareness, and caring 
about the environment that you live in”. 
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5.4 LOCAL Experiences & Adventures 

LOCAL Experiences & Adventures is an ecotourism and adventure company, founded in 2018 in Malaga, 
Spain. The founders had the desire to create sustainable and respectful tourism in the province of Malaga 
and Andalusia, giving value to the environment, the locals, and respect for nature (LOCAL Experiences & 
Adventures, 2020). This is reflected in the company’s motto which is: “Act local and develop a global 
consciousness.” The company offers a wide variety of activities such as trekking, canyoning4, mountain 
climbing, kayaking, paddle surfing, Vía Ferrata, and activities related to culture and gastronomy (Ibid.). 
LOCAL Experiences & Adventures is a small business enterprise. An interview with one of the co-owners 
was conducted to understand more about the company and its CSR practices. 

Fernanda Sales Fernandes is a co-founder and an adventure guide. She has long been familiar with the 
concept of CSR and has defined it as the responsibility one has for the lives of other people, as well as for 
the environment (Fernandes, 2021, personal communication). As an outdoor adventure company, they need 
to travel to various places, and they do so by using a van. Nevertheless, to minimize pollution, they use 
exhaust filters to decrease their carbon footprint. Furthermore, whenever they clean work equipment that is 
to be used outdoors, they clean it thoroughly to ensure all the whole product is out, so they do not 
contaminate the rivers, for instance (Ibid.). Additionally, since they organize picnics outdoors and bring 
food for customers in every one of their adventures, they grow the vegetables and fruits locally, in their own 
garden. They also collaborate with an organic group, called Ecologico Maro. The group provides them with 
fruits if such are not available in the garden at a time (Ibid.). Their customer operations are online, so they 
have completely eliminated the use of paper. They also work with small groups of customers to minimize 
the impact on nature. 

The management style of the company is flexible. As a co-founder, Ms. Fernandes has complete control 
over all aspects of her workplace well-being, and she asserted that she is satisfied with it. She could not 
imagine having taken a different career path. On the contrary, she is already a certified olive oil producer 
and is planning to expand the company’s operation in Brazil. 

Having said that, the pandemic has affected their operational performance (Ibid.). Due to country lockdown 
and travel restrictions in the EU, the company experienced a sharp decline in customers. In addition, the 
Spanish government restricted traveling outside one’s municipality. They have also closed one of their 
prime destinations, river Chillar, which further restricted their work. The government did provide some 
form of financial support, but the amount was too little for even a single person to live on (Ibid.). Another 
change in operations came from the mandatory use of masks, disinfectants, and a reduced number of people 
that can be gathered in one place. The co-founders also attended a protest against plans by an Andalusian 
sugar giant to transform part of the Andalusian coastline into a luxury golf resort (Ibid.; Warren, 2021).  

5.5 Love and Vision Ltd. 

Love and Vision Ltd. is a family-owned and run company in Corfu, Greece. It was founded in the early 
1980s (Bella Vista Hotel & Studios, 2021a). Currently, the company manages several small family 

 

 

4 Canyoning is travelling in canyons through a variety of techniques such as walking, climbing, jumping, and 

swimming (Fernandes, 2021, personal communication).  
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properties. In total, they have about 130 beds and about 61 rooms for tourists. It is a seasonal and small 
business enterprise (Ibid.).  

An interview was conducted with the current company’s manager - Anthea Pouli. She is the founders’ 
daughter and took over management back in 2003 when her parents retired (Pouli, 2021, personal 
communication). She has long been a proponent of CSR in Corfu ever since her return. She studied MBA 
at Oxford, in the U.K. During her career in London, she came across the concept of CSR. When she returned 
to Greece, she decided that she will apply the concept and improve the sustainability in the area (Ibid.). The 
interviewee defined CSR as a company’s responsibility to consider others, consider communities, and 
society. In addition, a company must be responsible for an issue which in the case of Love and Vision Ltd. 
is responsible tourism. Ms. Pouli revealed that she was personally affected by the effects of mass tourism 
back in the 1980s (Ibid.). The tourism boom in Corfu at the time forever changed the island’s image. It also 
affected the local’s culture – from traditional, patriarchal, and strongly religious society it shifted towards a 
society built on competitiveness and profit-making (Ibid.; Bella Vista Hotel & Studios, 2017). Furthermore, 
the landscape of the island changed – where was once wild land then turned to discos and restaurants (Ibid.). 
Those buildings are currently abandoned and serve as a remnant of a time when mass tourism in the area 
was flourishing. Ms. Pouli also witnessed how tourists disregarded locals and vowed that when she takes 
over the hotel’s management, she will change the way tourism is done in Corfu (Ibid.). 

As a small hotel manager, she encourages partnerships and cooperation with their business (Pouli, 2021, 
personal communication). She condemns unethical competition and is a vocal supporter of transparent, 
honest marketing (Bella Vista Hotel & Studios, 2019). She also tries to minimize waste by reducing water 
and energy usage as much as possible. The most challenging aspect of being a pioneer of CSR practices in 
the area was the lack of support from the locals and relatives and friends. Nonetheless, the most rewarding 
was realizing that she was right to insist on CSR as it made her feel fulfilled (Pouli, 2021, personal 
communication). She also launched an internship program and tries to educate interns on the importance of 
sustainable tourism and of following one’s dreams (Ibid.). The company does not have any partnerships 
with NGOs or the government. To quote: 

“What I have realized being on Corfu, and in Greece, is that many people talk about it (sustainability). But if and 
when it comes down to implementation, (it) is all about talking. This is what I have realized, maybe I'm wrong, but this 
is my experience. People like to talk about things. But when it comes down to do things, they mean much, much, much 
less than what they say. So, from that aspect, I am not really counting as much on NGOs or government policies, 
because my experience has taught me that people like to talk, like to be politicians, and I don't know, maybe it's just 
Greece, I don't know. They don't mean what they say. Because when it comes down to action, very little is done - that's 
my experience. Maybe I'm wrong, I don't know. But this is what... So, I'm sticking to what I can do. And end of story.” 

Regarding employee well-being, she is satisfied with it and she is supportive of her employees (Ibid.). For 
instance, despite the financial repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic on the business, she did not 
abandon her employees and she kept paying them their salary even if that put the company deeper in debt 
(Ibid.; Bella Vista Hotel & Studios, 2021b). Ms. Pouli defined the company’s management style as organic 
according to the eight types of management (Pouli, 2021, personal communication). She explained that 
organic management is management that takes influence from the environment, and adapts, and changes 
towards responsibility, development, and ethical behavior. It also gives back to people. This is also reflected 
in the current company’s motto: “ΕΚΠΛΗΡΩΝΟΝΤΑΣ ΟΝΕΙΡΑ” (Materializing dreams; Ibid.).  The 
interviewee specified that making employees loyal is a conscious and it is developed through ethical 
development and building ethical relationships (Ibid.).   

Not surprisingly, the COVID-19 crisis had extremely affected the hospitality business in the area, including 
their company. In the summer of 2020 due to country lockdown and lack of transportation to the island, all 
the rooms booked for the season were canceled and they did not have customers for months to come (Ibid.; 
Bella Vista Hotel & Studios, 2020). In addition, the company’s daily operations changed because of the 
new government regulations. They have dedicated themselves to cleaning, sterilizing, disinfecting and have 
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gone beyond what is required by purchasing the best disinfection machine on the market. They and the 
Greek national airline (i.e. Aegean Airlines S.A.) are the only ones using it (Pouli, 2021, personal 
communication; Bella Vista Hotel & Studios, 2020). Ms. Pouli is planning on continuing the disinfection 
efforts even after the pandemic is over because: “… we want to keep (everyone) as healthy as possible. And it is 
something I will continue doing.”  

In personal plan and at the workplace, the changes that followed were lack of physical contact such as 
hugging and shaking hands of customers, as well as friends and family (Pouli, 2021, personal 
communication). Similarly, to Ms. Hristeva from EasyDoor Ltd., she observed that the mentality of people 
going forward will change only if they were forced to do so:  

“The mentality of people here, at least, have been forced to change in certain aspects but not because they want to. 
It’s just because they had to.” 

5.6 Old Town Hotel 

Old Town Hotel was a hotel, located in Brno, the Czech Republic. It was a business hotel as the main client 
segment were business travelers (Monica, 2021, personal communication). The hotel catered with amenities 
such as meeting rooms, in-house catering and was in close proximity to the city center, as well as commute 
systems (Ibid.). 

An interview was conducted with the former receptionist of the hotel – Monica (code name). The employee 
did not have knowledge of the concept of CSR, but she assumed it is related to keeping the employees 
healthy, and safe (Ibid.). Upon explaining the concept to her, the interviewee pointed out that the hotel did 
not have any CSR practices in place prior to the pandemic. During the COVID-19 crisis, however, the 
hotel’s management closed the restaurant and implemented different cleaning procedures such as keeping a 
room unoccupied for 24 hours after the previous customer has left. They were also wearing masks and 
disinfecting the common area (Ibid.). All those measures were required from the government. 

Regarding employee well-being, she enjoyed the workplace, the communication with her boss, and the 
support she got from colleagues. She received recognition and enough vacation time; however, she felt she 
did not have any career or growth opportunities due to the nature of work, i.e. service job (Ibid.). 

The COVID-19 pandemic severely affected the hotel, starting in March 2020. The government declared a 
state of emergency, closed the country’s borders, and issued a nationwide curfew (Ibid.; McEnchroe, 2020; 
Government of Czech Republic, 2021). This forced the hotel to close for two months. After two months, 
the hotel opened again for three weeks (Monica, 2021, personal communication). Nonetheless, the hotel 
had sustained substantial financial losses in these two months due to the fact that they were a business hotel 
and most of the business trips were canceled. As a result, the hotel did not have any chance to recover and 
had to close almost three months into the COVID-19 pandemic.  

5.7 Rotterdam The Hague Innovation Airport (RHIA) 

Rotterdam The Hague Innovation Airport (RHIA) is a Dutch foundation, established in 2019 by Rotterdam 
The Hague Airport (RTHA) and the municipality of Rotterdam (NAG, 2021). The goal of the foundation 
is to increase the economic, environmental, and societal value of RTHA. They do so by facilitating work, 
education, and investments. These are done to reimagine the future of aviation through employing silent 
airplanes, using sustainable fuels, and including circular components, as well as improving travel experience 
(Ibid.). Some of the projects they work on are Smart Energy Systems, Solar Park, Competence Centre & 
Learning Campus, and Last Mile (Ibid.; RHIA, 2020). The goal of the foundation is to develop the airport 
into an innovation partner so that it can become a sustainable engine for development in the area and the 
region (RHIA, 2021). 
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To understand more about the foundation, an interview was conducted with Anoek Dekking – a trainee at 
RHIA. She was assisting the project manager with topics related to connecting aviation to other sectors of 
society (Dekking, 2021, personal communication). Some of the projects focused on education and mobility, 
i.e. connecting airports to the city centers in a more sustainable way. She also worked on projects, related 
to the development of synthetic kerosene (Ibid.).  

When asked about CSR, she explained she encountered the concept during her internship at the Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The interviewee defined it as giving back to the community where you make 
your money. She explained that the foundation engages in CSR since they are working on areas such as 
involving the community in the decisions that were made for the future of the airport. Despite taking care 
of the connection between the environment and the people, however, the efforts were more of an ideological 
perspective as opposed to being practical (Ibid.). An indicator of that was the lack of such consideration at 
the workplace, for instance, no vegetarian or vegan option at the buffet. Due to the nature of the foundation, 
they cooperate with the government and other companies but not NGOs (Ibid.). 

Although the interviewee enjoyed her work responsibilities, she was dissatisfied with the communication 
with upper management. To be precise, she worsened the environment among the colleagues and left no 
room for personal initiative. She defined the management style as top-down and strict. When working with 
colleagues, however, it felt more open and egalitarian (Ibid.). Ms. Dekking confirmed she received enough 
career opportunities, support, and role clarity, even though communication and support from her supervisor 
were lacking. 

The effect of the pandemic on the aviation sector was felt at the foundation. They noticed a decrease in 
sustainability ambitious as they were no longer a priority because it was hard for the companies themselves 
(Ibid.). Their revenue has decreased by 90%. There was also a decrease in the willingness to invest time and 
money into the foundations’ projects. The daily operations of the foundation have also changed since they 
were working mostly from home. This turned out positive because they were more efficient there compared 
to when being at the office. This was also underlined by her colleagues (Ibid.). While being at the office, no 
masks were necessary since there were around 10 people and the office was big enough so that they could 
keep their distance. The pandemic also had an effect on the workplace and at-home well-being to the extent 
where she re-organized her tasks (Ibid.).   

5.8 Scandinavian Airlines (SAS) 

Scandinavian Airlines (SAS) is Scandinavia’s leading airline company with main hubs in Copenhagen, 
Oslo, and Stockholm (SAS, 2021a).  In 2018, they conducted more than 800 scheduled daily flights and had 
a total of more than 30 million passengers (Ibid.). In addition, SAS offers ground handling and air cargo 
services, as well as technical maintenance services. SAS AB is the Parent Company of SAS and is listed on 
the stock exchanges in Stockholm (primary listing), Copenhagen, and Oslo (Ibid.). 

SAS aims to be the global leader in sustainable aviation, and they are planning to do so by reducing the total 
carbon emissions by 25 % by 2025 (Ibid.). To do so, they plan on using more sustainable aviation fuel and 
updating their fleet with fuel-efficient aircraft (Ibid.). They have a production business model and take 
continuous steps to reduce the negative environmental impact of their operations (SAS, 2021b). In regard 
to corporate governance, their objective is effective management and control of operations through adequate 
transparency, clarity, and proper business ethics (Ibid.). 

The SAS’s annual and sustainability report for the fiscal year 2020 shows the negative impact of the ongoing 
pandemic (SAS, 2021c). There has been a 76% decrease in total revenue with 84% fewer passengers and a 
57% decrease in operating expenses (Ibid.). To adapt to the unprecedented situation, the airline company 
has reduced uncertainty about booking by introducing flexible ticket rules and rebooking alternatives. In 
case of cancellation, customers can choose to receive a SAS Travel Voucher, valid as payment for all SAS 
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destinations (Ibid.). Unfortunately, the company also had to restrict operations by making 5, 000 people 
redundant to reduce personnel expenses to almost 45%. In addition, there has been a 74% decline in total 
carbon emissions of which 2.1% is due to the use of the new fuel-efficient aircraft. They have also secured 
a minimum of 20% of planned sustainable aviation fuel consumption (Ibid.). The company has postponed 
deliveries of new aircraft and has accelerated the phase-out of older, less fuel-efficient aircraft. For the 
future, SAS is closely monitoring global vaccination developments, although they expect that travel will 
remain limited at least until 2022.  

To understand more about SAS’s CSR practices, an interview with an employee from Arlanda airport, 
Sweden was organized. Francis James Opongo is has worked as a traffic assistant for SAS for 22 years and 
going. To him, CSR means that corporations cannot focus solely on money, but they also must take care of 
their employees and takes environmental factors into consideration, as well. One of the ways Mr. Opongo 
mentioned in doing so is through self-care (friskvård) as SAS provides employees with discounted tickets, 
as well as discounts on hotels and resorts (Opongo, 2021, personal communication). From a customer 
aspect, SAS allows travelers to track how much carbon dioxide is released throughout the journey. They 
also offer green flights, meaning that they fly in a way that saves as much fuel as possible by selecting flight 
plans that cost as little fuel as possible (Ibid.). Furthermore, the Swedish government owns a substantial part 
of SAS and as of recently, they have increased their ownership (Ibid.; Munther, 2020). Additionally, SAS 
collaborates with other airline companies through Skylines, and one of their strongest collaborators is the 
German airline Lufthansa (Opongo, 2021, personal communication; Weiss, 2016). 

In respect to employee well-being, the interviewee expressed his love for the work he does. He is highly 
satisfied with the working conditions, as well as the colleague and supervisor recognition and support. 
Nonetheless, career opportunities are vast as some of his colleagues have studied further and worked for 
administration or became pilots and cabin staff (Opongo, 2021, personal communication). The company 
also offers opportunities for staff to develop on the job by allowing employees to take a work leave for study 
and they will save one’s job position for the person to return to upon completion of education. He also 
receives enough vacation days and mentioned that SAS offers h-hours so if employees work on holidays, 
they can redeem this in form of free time (Ibid.). He also has role clarity and in case of a career switch, he 
would get a referral, although the company does not offer any services beyond that.  

During the pandemic, he lost many of his co-workers who had to be laid off. This has been and still is tough 
on him, especially when he enters the empty airport. He currently works 40% - 60% of the time and receives 
90% of the salary he received pre-COVID-19 (Ibid.). The reason why he can still receive most of his salary 
despite working less is due to government financial support. He reckons that the airline branch would have 
not survived without it.  Furthermore, he is noticing that the airline is preparing for the incoming season by 
re-hiring the previously laid-off employees. The hope of the company lies within the vaccination’s 
development (Ibid.). Another way in which daily operations have changed is by wearing masks, disinfecting, 
and keeping a distance from the others. Although these are just recommendations, issued by the Swedish 
government as opposed to a mandatory procedure, Mr. Opongo states that all airport workers wear masks 
which is more than how many people are wearing them out in society (Ibid.). 

The pandemic has affected his workplace and at-home well-being because he struggles to re-adjust to having 
a different routine and staying at home most of the time. His social life has also declined, and he feels that 
health-wise he is not feeling as well because he is no longer physically active. 

He did not observe any other differences in the company’s operations and CSR practices before and after 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

5.9 Victoria Group Hotels & Resorts 

Victoria Group Hotels & Resorts is the largest tourism company in Bulgaria. Their portfolio contains 11 
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hotels in the three, four- or five-star category (Victoria Group, 2021b). They also have over 500 vacation 
villas, as well as a tour operator and a vocational training center. Furthermore, they own a non-profit 
association and multifunctional meeting rooms at various destinations. They are well-known for their top 
locations since their leisure hotels are in some of the most popular resorts in Bulgaria such as Sunny Beach, 
Sozopol, and Pamporovo (Ibid.). They also have business hotels in the largest business cities in the country, 
namely, Sofia, and Plovdiv. Despite its size, however, the company does not publish a financial and a 
sustainability report, nor do they have much information on their website, regarding their CSR practices. 
The only mention of such practices is at the news section of the website in relation to the awards they were 
given. For instance, in 2017, the two business hotels – Marinela Hotel and the Maritza Hotel were awarded 
the “Virtue of 2017” award at an official ceremony by the National Orphan Association in Bulgaria (Victoria 
Group, 2021a). They were awarded because Victoria Group Hotels & Resorts were general partners of the 
“Vacation without Borders” initiative and provided support and cooperation for a number of initiatives of 
the National Orphan Association in Bulgaria. In the same year, they also receive another award “Golden 
Heart” for a full social commitment to an equal start for all children (Ibid.). In addition, Victoria Group 
Hotels & Resorts received the Best Tourism Company Award for 2017 as they have contributed to the 
development of tourism in Bulgaria. The last award for the year was given to them by the Marine Lifestyle 
Awards 2017 with the distinction “Leader in Hospitality” (Ibid.). The major factor that the company 
mentions as essential for winning the award is the fact that they consider the human factor as a leading 
factor. Hence, they have a center for professional development, called "Hotel League" which allows over 
3,000 Bulgarians to develop their abilities and stay in the country as opposed to migrating abroad (Ibid.).  

An interview with one of the seaside hotels’ managers was conducted to understand more about the 
company’s practices. Nonetheless, the interviewee wished to remain anonymous so a code name (i.e. 
Asparuh) will be used when referring to the participant. Asparuh has been a loyal employee at Victoria 
Group Hotels & Resorts for nearly 30 years. To the participant, CSR means that corporations have the 
responsibility to give back to society, to their employees, and to preserve the environment. In the line of the 
interviewee’s work, the terms sustainable development and CSR are used rather interchangeably. Asparuh 
gave two major examples in which the company practices CSR. One way is to do that is to train every new 
employee of the Marinela Hotel. Throughout the training, they get acquainted with the history, the 
organizational structure, and the rich portfolio of the company's hotels (Asparuh, 2021, personal 
communication). Every newcomer to Victoria Group is considered an important and valuable staff for the 
future development of the company. Corporate social responsibility is seen as an integral part of the success 
and sustainable development of any company (Ibid.). By conducting training and raising the level of 
competencies of its employees, the management of the Marinela Hotel improves the quality of the service 
offered. To keep things interesting, the hotel’s team varies the topics of the training. In addition, they 
occasionally do cross-training which is when an employee from one department works for 1-2 days in a 
different department. The reason for doing so is to acquaint employees with each other’s tasks and improve 
teamwork and team thinking (Ibid.).  

The second major effort from the company comes from their seaside hotels and resorts. Back in 1999, 
Victoria Group has decided to build a wastewater treatment plant (WWTP) for their seaside hotels because 
none existed, nor was the government planning to build one in the area of Sunny Beach and Sozopol (Ibid.). 
The people from the company were concerned that the wastewater is going directly into the Black Sea 
without being treated for being safely returned to the environment. Something that should have been a 
straightforward process, however, soon turned nightmare. Currently, the WWTP has unpaid sanctions 
amounting to over 7 million BGN or €3, 6 million (Achev, 2021). According to the hotel manager, however, 
the amount is far less than the one mentioned in news media – 400 000 BGN which equals €200 000 
(Asparuh, 2021, personal communication). Nonetheless, the reason for the sanctions is that the main income 
of the WWTP comes from water treatment. By law, the government is obliged to pay the WWTP owners 
for purifying the wastewater (Ibid.). Yet, they have not received money for it in several years. And the 
reason is that the WWTP cannot invoice its work because the governmental foundation ВиК (i.e. Water and 
Sanitation) does not provide data on how much water the WWTP cleans (Ibid.; Achev, 2021). Hence, since 
the WWTP cannot issue an invoice, they keep getting fined each month. Things escalated in 2018 when the 



 

34 

ecoinspection closed the plant (Asparuh, 2021, personal communication; BNT, 2018). Asparuh, alongside 
other hotel managers considered this move as an ecological disaster since the wastewater was going directly 
to the sea without being treated (Asparuh, 2021, personal communication). A year later, the plant was 
reopened again after the administrative court indicated that there is already pollution, and damage to the 
environment, but the ordered restriction of access to the WWTP increases the risk of additional pollution, 
instead of limiting it (Maritza, 2019). Currently, the WWTP is open. However, the WWTP must purify 
water, which is at least 2-2.5 times more than calculated for accurate operation of the station. Therefore, the 
purification cannot be qualitative according to the set technological standard, and the discharge of sewage 
into the sea is a fact (Asparuh, 2021, personal communication; Achev, 2021). Yet, due to its persistent effort 
to improve the sustainability in the area, Victoria Group was awarded a green Oscar from the b2b Media 
competition in the category "Tourism, hospitality and entertainment industry". The reason is that the 
company worked together with KIA Motors Bulgaria to make traversing Bulgaria in an electrical vehicle 
possible. They installed charging stations in each of their hotel destinations to create conditions for a cleaner 
environment (Asparuh, 2021, personal communication; b2b Media, 2017). 

In regard to employee well-being, Asparuh feels he receives enough support, has open communication 
channels with colleagues and the employer, and receives enough vacation days. If he wishes to grow within 
the company, he has plenty of opportunities to do so, although he is happy with the position he has had for 
the past decades (Asparuh, 2021, personal communication). The interviewee’s employee well-being 
changed for the worse during the pandemic because the company is in the hospitality industry. Since they 
did not have as many customers if any, Asparuh’s salary shrank by 60%. He currently receives 40% of his 
salary while working full-time (Ibid.). The company has applied for the 60/40 aid scheme – a wage subsidy 
scheme approved by the EC (European Commission, 2021). While the interviewee’s employer pays him 
40% of the original salary, the government pays the remaining 60%. Nevertheless, he has not yet received 
any payment from the government (Asparuh, 2021, personal communication). Due to this fact, a few of his 
colleagues left and decided to work elsewhere which affected both his workplace and personal life well-
being. Mandatory mask-wearing and social distancing were also part of the changes in the company’s 
operations. 

He did not observe any changes in CSR practices of the company because they are working in a limited 
capacity so there is not much to be done. 

5.10  Amuse Bouche Ltd. 

Amuse Bouche Ltd. is a Bulgarian company, founded in 2018. In their portfolio, the company has 3 
restaurants scattered around the city of Plovdiv. They are a small business enterprise and as such, they do 
not publish any sustainability or financial reports. To gain more information on their CSR practices, an 
interview with one of their employees was organized. 

The interviewee wishes to remain anonymous so a code name (i.e. Q4) is used instead. Q4 is a sous-chef in 
one of the company’s restaurants and acts as the company manager’s representative. When asked to define 
CSR as a concept, the participant could not do so, although s/he guessed it has to do with the company being 
responsible towards the environment and the society they operate in. Once the concept was explained, the 
interviewee stated that there are some CSR practices that the company implements. Although they are not 
promoting themselves as a socially responsible company, they follow traditional CSR practices. For 
instance, they are trying to reduce pollution through their operations (Q4, 2021, personal communication). 
The company has eliminated the usage of plastic during cooking (e.g. stretch foil to cover food), as well as 
when serving customers (e.g. doggy bag). If any customer would like to take home leftover food, they refuse 
to do so unless the customer brings their own containers. Customers are warned during the reservation 
process and there is a reminder sign at the entrance of the restaurant, as well (Ibid.). In addition, they conduct 
staff training to ensure minimal food wastage and educate them on how to improve energy efficiency at the 
workplace. Moreover, they buy produce from local sellers due to the lower prices and the higher quality 
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(Ibid.). Although the major incentive for the aforementioned CSR practices is a financial benefit in the form 
of reduced expenses, the company takes pride in the achieved progress on sustainability.  

Q4’s employee well-being was found to be somewhat satisfactory. The interviewee stated that s/he receives 
enough support from supervisors and has reasonable working time and vacation days which is rare in the 
restaurant business (Ibid.). Yet, the career and growth opportunities are limited and communication at the 
workplace is lacking. The reason for it is due to explicit ethnic discrimination the sous-chef is facing from 
a few of the colleagues. Despite the chef’s effort to address the issue, it has not yet been resolved (Ibid.). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the company as it had to close all three restaurants for three months 
due to nationwide lockdown (Ibid.; Nikolova, 2020). It has also personally affected Q4 who was laid off for 
3 months and was receiving 1/8th of the salary as a remuneration (Q4, 2021, personal communication). Once 
restaurants could open again, the sous-chef went back to work and due to lack of staff had to occasionally 
work at the other restaurants. Although stressful, the change of scenery was also pleasant as the interviewee 
got to meet other people and work in a more pleasant work environment. Daily operations changed due to 
the mandatory wearing of masks and hourly disinfecting of the workstation at the restaurant, as well as the 
seating area. This has added to the already heavy workload and has been a subject of workplace clashes 
over whose duty the cleaning is during a specific day. Similar to Asparuh from Victoria Group, no changes 
were observed in the CS practices before and after the pandemic. 

5.11 Results’ conclusion 

All in all, ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with employees of companies, located within the 
EU. During the interviews, the employees were asked questions on three major themes, namely, the 
company’s CSR practices, the employee well-being, and finally, the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the two. In addition, the information obtained from the interviews was complemented by secondary sources 
such as sustainability reports, companies’ websites, as well as blogs and news media, if such available. The 
trends in answers will be analyzed and subsequently analyzed in the upcoming chapter. 
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6 Analysis and Discussion 

This chapter summarizes the CSR and employee well-being of the case companies. The primary and 
secondary empirics from Chapter 5 are analyzed and subsequently discussed with the help of the research 
and the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 3. This is followed by an analysis comparing CSR and 
employee well-being before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, challenges and future perspectives 
are identified.  

To facilitate the reader’s understanding of the present chapter, an explanation of how the content in the 
chapter is related is provided in Figure 3. 

Figure. 3. The relation between the empirical findings and analysis presented in this chapter. 

As can be seen from the figure above, the discussion and the analysis of the results, as well as their cross-
comparison will be done simultaneously. The case companies’ CSR practices and employee well-being will 
be discussed and their relation to the theoretical framework will be mentioned. The structure of this chapter 
follows the structure of the interview guide (see Appendix B). That is, the chapter will be divided into three 
themes. The first one is related to the results of case companies’ CSR practices. The second subsection is 
about case companies’ employee well-being whereas the third one is about the impact of COVID-19 on 
CSR and employee well-being. Finally, the last subsection will discuss the present study’s limitations and 
suggestions for future research. 

6.1 Understanding case companies’ CSR practices 

Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted to obtain information about companies’ CSR practices 
before and after the pandemic. The semi-structured interviews served as primary empirics; however, 
secondary empirics were used (e.g. sustainability report and company’s website) to triangulate data. The 
results from both sources are summarized in Table 5 where the company’s form of CSR is mentioned (i.e. 
implicit vs explicit), alongside each company’s CSR practices and the theoretical approach that a company 
is adopting by implementing such practices. 
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Table 5. Case companies’ CSR practice. 

Case Company Form of CSR CSR Practices Theoretical Approach 

Apotek Hjärtat Explicit CSR 

Improving inclusion & diversity 
 

Decreasing plastic usage 
 

Increasing access to simple 
healthcare services 

 
Address the environmental 

problems in the pharmaceutical 
industry 

Stakeholder normative theory 
 
"With the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the Ten 
Principles of the UN Global Compact, and ICA 
Gruppen’s policies as the starting point, a materiality 
analysis has been carried out, based in part on the 
demands and expectations of stakeholders." - ICA 
Gruppen, 2020. 
 
Achieving competitive advantage 
 
“The focus going forward will be on further 
strengthening Apotek Hjärtat's position as the leading 
player in the Swedish pharmacy market.” - Ibid. 

Apoteksgruppen Explicit CSR 

Responsible drug management 
(SDG 3) 

 
Sustainable economic growth 

(SDG 8) 
 

Sustainable consumption and 
production (SDG 12) 

 
Reduce environmental impact at 

the supplier level 

 
Stakeholder normative theory 
 
"Vi skapar värde för samhället, konsumenter och våra 
medarbetare." - Apoteksgruppen, 2020b. 
 
"We create value for society, consumers and our 
employees." - Ibid. 

EasyDoor Ltd. Implicit CSR 
Reusing paper 

 
Separating waste 

Maximization of company's profits  
 
"Unless it's mandatory by law, or interweaved, with 
some sort of a financial benefit, then I guess things 
would remain the same. Purely because of the lack of 
the human element, awareness and caring about the 
environment that you live in." - Monika Hristeva, 
2021, personal communication. 

LOCAL 
Experiences & 

Adventures 
Implicit CSR 

Promoting ecotourism in Málaga, 
Spain 

 
Using local produce for events 

 
Fully eliminated the use of paper 

 
Minimize pollution when using 

the travel van 

The common good 
 
"I think when you work with people, you have a big 
responsibility because you need to care for the life of 
the other people. The people in the world tend to think 
for themselves. In my job, my life, this is impossible. 
We always need to think about the other. Yeah, and 
our cooperation needs to think not about money, but 
the relationship, about the health, about the true things 
you can't buy, you know? The things you're feeling. 
And yeah, I think like this is important, a lot. You need 
to think about the plants, of the place and you need to 
take care of the place. And in my case, nature and you 
need to care of the people." - Fernanda Sales Fernanes, 
2021, personal communication. 

Love and Vision 
Ltd. Implicit CSR 

Promoting sustainable tourism in 
Corfu, Greece 

 
Preserving local culture and 

traditions 
 

Using local produce 
 

Decreasing water and energy 
levels 

 
Encourage fair competition and 

partnerships 

Triple bottom line 
 
"Because it's basically good for us. We're not doing 
that for someone else. It's just good for us. And it pays 
off, it pays back - 100%. I don't know if we would get 
more money without more profit, without following 
corporate responsibility. But I think: What is life? I 
mean, we all have to live on this planet we all have, it 
would be better to be nice to each other and enjoy. 
Well, definitely has been very rewarding for us and for 
me." - Anthea Pouli, 2021, personal communication 
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Old Town Hotel Implicit CSR Saving energy 

Public responsibility 
 
CSR was defined as the company's obligation: "...to 
keep the employees healthy and safe." - Monica, 2021, 
personal communication. 

Scandinavian 
Airlines (SAS) Explicit CSR 

Updating their fleet with fuel-
efficient aircraft 

 
Using more sustainable aviation 

fuel 
 

Reducing carbon footprint 

Achieving competitive advantage 
 
"Accordingly, we have set comprehensive and 
ambitious, short and long-term environmental goals to 
drive our environmental work. During 2020, our target 
for decreased CO2 emissions was accelerated to 2025, 
from  2030. This is in line with SAS’s strive for global 
leadership in sustainable aviation."- SAS, 2021c. 
 
Stakeholder normative theory 
 
"The aim of these alternative performance measures 
(APMs) is to illustrate the performance measures 
tailored to operations that, in addition to the other key 
figures, enable various stakeholders to more 
accurately assess and value SAS’ historical, current, 
and future performance and position."- Ibid. 

Rotterdam The 
Hague Innovation 
Airport (RHIA) 

Explicit CSR 
Projects such as Smart energy 

Systems, Solar Park, 
Competence Centre & Learning 

Campus, and Last Mile 

Stakeholder normative theory 
 
"...one of the core ideas was really to involve the 
community and the people living closer to the area into 
the decisions that were made for the future of the 
airport." - Anoek Dekking, 2021, personal 
communication. 

Victoria Group 
Hotels & Resorts Explicit CSR 

Hosts meetings for charities and 
supports their initiatives 

 
Center for professional 

development, called "Hotel 
League" 

 
Own the only wastewater 

treatment plant in Sunny Beach 

Cause-related marketing 
 
Achieving competitive advantage 

Amuse Bouche 
Ltd. Implicit CSR 

Using local produce 
 

Reduced plastic use 
 

Decreasing water and energy 
levels 

Maximization of company's profits  
 
"We do this mostly for the financial benefit which is to 
reduce expenses but it's nice for the environment, as 
well." - Q4, 2021, personal communication. 

To begin with, five of the companies have an implicit form of CSR (50%; n = 5). All of them are SMEs 
which is consistent with research by Santos (2011) that European SMEs are more likely to have implicit 
CSR practices than larger organizations. In addition, three of those companies have rather informal practices 
which are occasional in nature, non‐structured, and not formally integrated into the company’s strategy. 
There is also a perception among the three responding SMEs that CSR brings maximization of company’s 
profits and is part of public responsibility which is consistent with previous research (Ibid.; Morsing and 
Spence, 2019). They also adopted internal CSR, that is, initiatives aimed at employees and actions related 
to the interests of investors (Farooq et al., 2017). The remaining two companies with implicit CSR practices 
were rather unique in that they adopted the triple bottom line and the common good approach, hence, 
adopting external CSR. The external CSR practices are oriented towards the local community of the country 
in which the companies operate, as well as the environment, and their customers (El Akremi et al., 2018). 
Companies that promote altruistic actions that contribute to addressing the most urgent problems are rather 
scarce in number, but their contributions are of immeasurable value for society (Santos, 2011). 

The other five companies adopt an explicit form of CSR (50%; n = 5). All but one (i.e. RHIA) are large-
sized enterprises. Such a form of CSR is expressed in overt forms of communication, often through codes 
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of conduct, strategic campaigns, and advertising (Morsing and Spence, 2019). It is also oriented towards 
national and international authorities and stakeholder groups such as customers and employees (Ibid.). Most 
of these companies subscribe to the stakeholder theory whereby they are focused only on a specific interest 
group and aim at ensuring the company’s survival (Di Carlo, 2020). Such approach and orientation would 
warrant internal CSR; nonetheless, some of these companies also employed external CSR efforts alongside 
the already existing internal CSR actions which is again consistent with the research (Santos, 2011). 

6.2 Understanding case companies’ employee well-being 

The employee well-being in the case companies was tracked by asking questions, related to job satisfaction, 
management style, and employee well-being support system which consists of career and growth 
opportunities, communication with colleagues and supervisors, role clarity, career transition support, 
recognition, and enough vacation days. The results of the semi-structured interviews are summarized in 
Table 6 below. 

Table 6. Case companies’ employee well-being. 

Case Company Job Satisfaction Management Style Employee Well-Being Support System 

Apotek Hjärtat Satisfactory. Top-down and strategic 
management. 

o  Limited career/growth opportunities  
o  Good colleague support  
o  Good communication with colleagues/supervisors  
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Excellent career transition support 
     o  Re-training program for employees 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/supervisors 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Apoteksgruppen Satisfactory. Top-down and strategic 
management. 

o  Limited career opportunities  
o  Excellent growth opportunities 
      o  The company has a talent program 
o  Good colleague support  
o  Good communication with colleagues/supervisors  
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Excellent career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/supervisors 
o  Interviewees have role clarity 

EasyDoor Ltd. Satisfactory. Top-down and persuasive 
management. 

o  Possible career development opportunities  
o  Good colleague support  
o  Unsatisfactory communication with 
colleagues/supervisors  
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Lacking supervisor support 
      o  Vague answers on work-related questions 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/customers 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

LOCAL 
Experiences & 

Adventures 
Satisfactory. Inspirational management 

style. 

o  Excellent career/growth opportunities  
o  Good colleague support  
o  Excellent communication 
o  Flexible amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues and 
customers 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 
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Love and Vision 
Ltd. Satisfactory. Inspirational management 

style. 

o  Good career/growth opportunities  
o  Excellent colleague support  
o  Excellent communication  
o  Enough vacation/sick days - seasonal 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Excellent supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues and 
customers 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Old Town Hotel Satisfactory. Top-down and autocratic 
management. 

o  Limited career/growth opportunities  
o  Sufficient colleague support  
o  Good communication with colleagues/supervisors  
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/supervisors 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Scandinavian 
Airlines (SAS) Satisfactory. Top-down and strategic 

management. 

o  Good career/growth opportunities  
      o  The company has an education program 
o  Excellent colleague support  
o  Good communication with colleagues/ supervisors  
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days                           
     o  h-hours - when working on holidays, redeeming 
the hours 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/supervisors 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Rotterdam The 
Hague Innovation 
Airport (RHIA) 

Not completely 
satisfactory. 

Top-down and autocratic 
management. 

o  Good career/growth opportunities  
o  Good colleague support  
o  Good communication with colleagues 
o  Lacking communication with supervisors 
      o  Micromanagement; too strict 
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Lacking supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/supervisors 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Victoria Group 
Hotels & Resorts 

Not completely 
satisfactory. 

Top-down and strategic 
management. 

o  Good career/growth opportunities  
o  Good colleague support  
o  Good communication 
o  Enough amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/customers 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Amuse Bouche 
Ltd. 

Satisfactory. Top-down and persuasive 
management. 

o  Limited career/growth opportunities  
o  Lacking colleague support  
      o  Discrimination at the workplace 
o  Good communication with supervisors 
o  Lacking communication with colleagues 
o  Satisfactory amount of vacation/sick days 
o  Good career transition support, e.g. referral 
o  Good supervisor support 
o  Receives recognition from colleagues/supervisors 
o  Interviewee has role clarity 

Empirical research on CSR has largely neglected job satisfaction when referring to CSR. Throughout 
various studies, CSR showed a positive correlation to job satisfaction (Tziner et al., 2011). What is more, 
the relationship between CSR and job satisfaction is mediated by organizational justice (Ibid.). 
Organizational justice consists of perceived equality, and needs, together with the company’s policies, 
procedures, and interpersonal treatment (Ibid.). The procedural justice portion of this issue (i.e. company’s 
policies and procedures) is addressed in section 6.3 of this chapter. However, the perceived equality, needs, 
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and interpersonal treatment in conjunction with leadership/management5 style. 

The importance of corporate leadership has also been in CSR research (Angus-Leppan et al., 2010). Studies 
have demonstrated that inspirational leadership, in particular, seems to be essential to successful CSR 
practice (Ibid.). Such leadership entails that the organization’s motives for engaging in CSR activities are 
due to intrinsic values, which, in turn, are positively associated with job satisfaction. Therefore, external 
CSR is positively related to job satisfaction and inspirational leadership (Ibid.). This was also confirmed 
in the present study. There are only two companies in the case companies with such inspirational 
management style (20%, n = 2), that is, Love and Vision Ltd. in Greece and LOCAL Experiences and 
Adventures in Spain. Both companies have excellent employee well-being support systems as employees 
and supervisors alike receive enough career and growth opportunities, recognition, and support. 
Furthermore, they are satisfied with the workplace communication and the number of vacation days, as 
well as with the role clarity. This, in turn, reflects on job satisfaction which is positive.  

At the opposite end of the spectrum lie two other companies whose employees have low job satisfaction. 
Employees at RHIA and Amuse Bouche Ltd. found working there not satisfactory enough. The reason for 
it at RHIA is the leadership style (i.e. autocratic leadership) whereas workplace discrimination and 
unsatisfactory leadership were key at Amuse Bouche Ltd. Autocratic leadership is characterized by a 
leader who commands the company’s goals, policies, and procedures without subordinates’ participation 
(Van Vugt et al., 2004). This means that the leader has full control of the team whereas the employees 
have low autonomy (Ibid.). The interviewee from RHIA noted that because of the lack of autonomy and 
supervisor support, she found her job there unsatisfactory despite liking the job responsibilities and getting 
along with her colleagues. The sous-chef at Amuse Bouche Ltd. lacked job satisfaction due to workplace 
discrimination from colleagues. Moreover, although the supervisor's support was good overall, it was 
lacking when it came to discrimination. Both conditions affected the employee’s psychological well-being 
and reduced job satisfaction. This complex interplay between supervisor support, discrimination, and job 
satisfaction has also been observed in a study by Taylor et al. (2013).  

Even so, the effect of the leadership style on job satisfaction is not as well-defined in the other six 
companies. Four of these companies have strategic leadership style (40%; n = 4) which is characterized by 
factors such as giving employees more autonomy and participation opportunities, getting pay for overtime, 
the possibility of getting promotion in the workplace,  and sensitivity of management towards problems at 
work as in the case of COVID-19 pandemic (Oraman et al., 2011). All the employees under strategic 
management have job satisfaction; however, there are some differences in the employee well-being support 
package. For instance, employees from both Apoteksgruppen and Apotek Hjärtat have rather limited career 
opportunities. Nonetheless, this does not affect their job satisfaction as it is common for the pharmaceutical 
industry to offer limited career opportunities. Yet, career development seems to have a direct influence on 
the achievement of job satisfaction and career commitment. That is since both pharmaceutical companies 
invest in the career development of their employees, the employees are happy and committed to their job 
which is consistent with previous research (Adekola, 2011; Yarbrough et al., 2017). In addition, if an 
employee lacks pay satisfaction despite having job satisfaction, the turnover rate increases as in the case 
of Victoria Group Hotels & Resorts which is consistent with previous research (Vandenberghe and 
Tremblay, 2008). Autocratic leadership was associated with higher workplace stress and pressure as in the 
case of EasyDoor Ltd. and Old Town Hotel. Moreover, lack of satisfactory supervision support and 

 

 

5 Leadership and management have been used interchangeably; however, some researchers note that there are subtle 
differences between both. Nonetheless, both terms are used synonymously here. 
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communication was an element that mediated the perceived stress. Although both companies had similar 
leadership styles, the employee at Old Town Hotel had better job satisfaction since supervisor 
communication serves as a buffer to workplace stress which is also demonstrated in research (Bhatti et al., 
2012; Dyczkowska and Dyczkowski, 2018). 

6.3 The impact of COVID-19 on CSR and employee well-being 

In this section, the impact of COVID-19 on CSR and employee well-being is analyzed and discussed. This 
is tracked, using changes in operations, procedures, CSR practices, and employee well-being as indicators 
for such changes. The results are summarized in Table 7 below. 

Table 7. The impact of COVID-19 on CSR and employee well-being 

Case Company Operational Changes Changes in procedures Changes in 
Well-Being 

Changes in CSR 
practices 

Apotek Hjärtat 

Developmental change, i.e. 
improving the existing e-
commerce channel and 
increasing internal 
cooperation. 
 
Transitional change, i.e. 
adopted the Fossil Free 
Sweden's transport 
challenge. 

Wearing masks at the 
workplace; keeping distance 
from colleagues and 
customers; plexiglass; new 
cleaning routine such as using 
disinfectant and disinfecting 
more often. 

Increased stress at 
the workplace; 
more concerned 
over personal 
health; higher 
workload due to 
covering for sick 
colleagues. 

No, maintaining pre-
COVID-19 level. 

Apoteksgruppen 

Developmental change, i.e. 
improving energy efficiency 
and decreasing CO2 
emissions. 
 
Transitional change, i.e. 
developed "Click and 
Collect" system. 

Same as Apotek Hjärtat. Same as Apotek 
Hjärtat. 

Increase in initiatives 
 
o Launching new 
educational programs on 
talent development 
platform 
Apoteksgruppen 
Akademi. 

EasyDoor Ltd. No changes. Same as Apotek Hjärtat. Decreased social 
contacts. 

No, maintaining pre-
COVID-19 level. 

LOCAL 
Experiences & 

Adventures 
No changes. Same as Apotek Hjärtat. Same as EasyDoor 

Ltd. 
No, maintaining pre-
COVID-19 level. 

Love and Vision 
Ltd. No changes. 

Same as Apotek Hjärtat. 
 
Working from home 
whenever possible. 

Same as EasyDoor 
Ltd.; increase stress 
due to struggling to 
keep the business 
afloat. 

Increase in initiatives 
 
o Purchased a high-end 
disinfecting machine 
and plans on using it 
even post-COVID-19. 

Old Town Hotel No changes. Same as Apotek Hjärtat. Same as EasyDoor 
Ltd. No. 

Scandinavian 
Airlines (SAS) 

Transitional change, i.e. 
introducing flexible ticket 
rules and rebooking 
alternatives. 

Same as Apotek Hjärtat. 
 
Reduced working time - 
working only 40% - 60% of 
the time. 

Decrease in social 
contacts; decreased 
health. 

Made 5 000 people 
redundant.  
 
Delayed purchasing a 
new fuel-efficient 
aircraft; accelerated the 
phase-out of older, less 
fuel-efficient aircraft. 
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Rotterdam The 
Hague 

Innovation 
Airport (RHIA) 

No changes. 

Working from home. 
 
If working in the office, 
keeping distance from others. 

Decrease in social 
contacts; decreased 
enjoyment of life 
and unhappiness. 

Decreased CSR 
practices. 

Victoria Group 
Hotels & Resorts No changes. Same as Apotek Hjärtat. 

Same as RHIA; 
decreased financial 
stability; increased 
employee burnout 
and turnover. 

No, maintaining pre-
COVID-19 level. 

Amuse Bouche 
Ltd. No changes. 

Same as Apotek Hjärtat. 
 
Restaurants had to close for a 
few months. 

Increased stress; 
decreased financial 
stability. 

No, maintaining pre-
COVID-19 level. 

To track the impact of COVID-19 on organizational justice (i.e. company’s operations, practices, and 
procedures), a set of questions were asked to employees and secondary data was analyzed. The employees 
at seven out of ten companies (70%, n = 7) did not observe any changes in this regard. Nonetheless, three 
companies underwent transitional and developmental changes. Both pharmaceutical companies employed 
a combination of transitional and developmental change whereas SAS underwent an only transitional 
change. According to Ackerman (1986), transitional change is when a company replaces existing 
processes with new ones. It is episodic, planned, and second-order, or radical (Ibid.). SAS, for instance, 
introduced flexible ticket rules and booking alternatives as a response to the pandemic. Apoteksgruppen 
implemented a “Click and Collect” system so customers can shop online and Apotek Hjärtat adopted Fossil 
Free Sweden’s transport challenge. These two companies also underwent a developmental change. Such 
change is characterized by being of planned or emergent nature (Ibid.). These are changes that a company 
implements to enhance existing aspects of an organization. For example, Apoteksgruppen aimed to 
continue reducing CO2 emissions and to increase energy efficiency whereas Apotek Hjärtat focused on 
improving existing e-commerce channel and increasing external cooperation. 

In regard to changes in practices and procedures, all companies but one (i.e. RHIA due to working from 
home) implemented wearing masks, disinfecting, and keeping distance from others as a new part of daily 
practices in response to the ongoing pandemic. Only three companies (30%, n = 3) had the option of 
working from home or having reduced working time, namely, RHIA, SAS, and Love and Vision Ltd. Only 
the employees at Amuse Bouche Ltd. were temporarily unemployed due to the closing of the restaurants 
for a few months as required by the Bulgarian government.  

Employees at nine out of ten companies (90%, n = 9) experienced higher stress levels at work during the 
pandemic, compared to the pre-COVID-9 period. Five out of those reported reduced social contacts 
whereas two-faced decreased financial stability. Only the employee at Old Time Hotel in the Czech 
Republic did not observe any changes in her workplace and home well-being. The hotel also did not 
implement any CSR practice changes, nor changes in operations except for following government 
regulations in wearing masks, establishing cleaning routines, and keeping social distance. It was also the 
only company that did not survive the impact of the pandemic and unfortunately, had to close permanently. 

Six companies avoided implementing more CSR practices and resorted to maintaining the pre-COVID-19 
level. One had a decrease in the amount of CSR practices, i.e. RHIA, due to the decreased interest from 
airline companies to invest in CSR-related projects. Love and Vision Ltd., however, increased their 
initiatives by purchasing a high-end disinfecting machine. They are planning to use it even when the 
pandemic is over to protect customers’ and employees’ health and well-being in the long run. SAS has 
made 5 000 people redundant and has delayed the launch of an energy-efficient aircraft line. At the same 
time, they have increased the acceleration of phasing out the older, less fuel-efficient aircraft. 
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6.4 Discussion 
The aim of this study was to explain corporate strategies to ensure employee well-being at a time of risk 
exposure such as the COVID-19 pandemic and whether there are changes in the proposed correlation 
during the pandemic. To do so, a theoretical framework on employee well-being and its relation to 
corporate sustainable practices was constructed, using IT and SPT. To achieve the aim, three research 
questions were addressed. The first question was about the employee well-being before and after the 
pandemic. The second question was concerned with whether there were changes in CSR overall and the 
last question was about the proposed ways of improving CSR in terms of employee well-being. 

To address the first two research questions, the outcome of this study will be briefly discussed. The results 
indicate that regardless of the pre-established CSR practices, the employees at all companies experienced 
increased stress levels and decreased social life as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. How well 
employees deal with those changes, however, was largely dependent on the company’s management style 
and the form of CSR, as well as the CSR orientation (i.e. external vs internal). The companies that had the 
highest employee well-being both before and after the pandemic were those with inspirational management 
styles and external CSR orientation. In other words, leaders, or managers who project company mission 
based on the values of integrity and sustainability and achieve this through active stakeholder engagement 
(e.g. employees) improved their employees’ well-being even in the face of crisis which is consistent with 
previous research (Waddock et al., 2017; Usman, 2020; Qiu et al., 2021). This effect is particularly evident 
when CSR is aligned with the institutional environment, relating to IT from the theoretical framework 
(Oreg and Berson, 2019; Bae et al., 2021). The opposite also held true – a company with autocratic 
management and implicit CSR, inconsistent with the institutional environment could not improve 
employees’ well-being and did not have the resilience to withstand the negative impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the hospitality industry as it is the case with Old Town Hotel in the Czech Republic. 

Nonetheless, the majority of the case study companies (70%, n = 70) do not fit either category – they do 
not have an inspirational leadership style, or autocratic. What are the factors then that determine whether 
they will remain resilient and will maintain or improve their employees’ well-being? The companies that 
coped best with the pandemic despite having strategic management were those that implemented some 
form of operational change, that is, they adopted either transitional and developmental change, or both 
(Stouten et al., 2018). Such examples include Apoteksgruppen, Apotek Hjärtat and SAS. Combining 
developmental organizational change with transitional, in particular, seems to be more effective than 
transitional alone (Doug and Dexter, 1991; Amado and Amato, 2018). This means that if a company also 
maintains the operations, employed pre-COVID-19 (i.e. developmental change), and adapts to the changes 
(i.e. transitional change), it will have better outcomes than a company that discards previous efforts to 
adapt to the situation at hand. The remaining four companies, however, cannot be classified in either of 
the categorizations above. This is where the SPT becomes useful.  

As already mentioned in section 3.2, according to SPT, individuals are carriers of social practices 
(Reckwitz, 2002). Furthermore, individuals are active carriers of practice as they come to develop a sense 
of self by engaging in them (Warde, 2005). Hence, as employees are often the ones to implement CSR 
practices at companies, their perception and reaction to CSR policies and actions are key determinants of 
how they are implemented and whether they will be successful (Aguinis and Glavas, 2019). Therefore, by 
exploring the behavioral aspect of the issue, a deeper understanding will be obtained of when and why 
CSR can lead to different types of outcomes (Aguinis et al., 2020). 

Two out of the three companies in Bulgaria have an implicit form of CSR and one has an explicit form of 
CSR. Regardless of this fact, however, all of them use CSR as a means to maximizing the company’s profits, 
achieving competitive advantage, and cause-related marketing. This entails that CSR is not aligned with the 
institutional environment. Aguinis et al. (2020) call this peripheral CSR which is CSR that focuses on 
“activities that are not integrated into an organization’s strategy, routines, and operations” (426). This 
diminished employees’ attraction to the job and subsequently, the company (Jones et al., 2016). In turn, this 
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lower engagement leads to higher turnover and lower job satisfaction which affects employee well-being 
(Aguinis et al., 2020). This explains why employee well-being and CSR were affected despite the 
companies’ having some form of CSR. 

In the case of RHIA, autocratic management played a key role in the employees’ well-being, as well as their 
motivation to uphold CSR practices. The employee stated that she and her colleagues do not engage with 
CSR every day, and they recognized that CSR is not fully integrated within the organization. The 
interviewee also stated that she sees the company’s CSR practices as theoretical, rather than practical. Or to 
put it in the words of Aguinis et al. (2020): “…as symbolic or selfishly motivated by their firms”. This once 
again serves as an example of the importance of employees’ perceptions and reactions as carries of social 
practice and the subsequent consequences on the company’s resilience and performance in times of crisis. 

In conclusion, there are five factors that determine whether a company will uphold its CSR practice in times 
of crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Those factors are:  

a. Leadership / management style 
b. CSR form and orientation 
c. Alignment with the institutional environment 
d. Organizational change, i.e. a combination of developmental and transitional 
e. Employees’ perceptions and reactions as carries of social practice 

Therefore, if a company wants to assure its survival during a pandemic, one must make sure of having an 
inspirational leadership style with external CSR that is aligned with the institutional environment, as well 
as adopting a combination of developmental and transitional organizational changes and ensuring positive 
employees’ perceptions and reactions as carries of social practice. 

CSR has been denounced as a contested concept that is of little use and hence, should be discarded (Chapple 
and Moon, 2005; Okoye, 2009). Yet, the COVID-19 pandemic has once again demonstrated that CSR 
remains important as it addressed important issues such as the social, environmental, and ethical impacts of 
corporations. 

6.5 Suggestions for future research 

The theoretical contribution of this study is creating a more complete picture of the influence of company 
culture on CSR practice from the employee's perspective and how it relates to the company’s performance 
in times of crisis. The findings stress the importance of leadership style, CSR orientation, institutional 
environment, the presence, or lack thereof of organizational change, as well as employees’ role as carriers 
of social practice. This outcome is crucial for CSR implementation and the efficacy of CSR strategy.  

The present study has implications for both research and practice as it calls for further empirical research to 
build and explore the indicators that were found operationally. Future studies could conduct a field 
experiment to establish an effective intervention that would theoretically improve employee well-being and 
see what effect that would have on corporate sustainable practices and corporate responsibility (Delmas and 
Aragon-Correa, 2016). The results could be further complemented by adopting a more quantitative 
approach. These could be achieved, for example, through examining the effects of leadership styles on some 
external measure of CSR success. Future research could also benefit from addressing the delimitations of 
the present case study (see section 1.5) and expanding the scientific field of CSR. For instance, one of the 
dangers of using the case study methodology is reaching premature or false conclusions (Eisenhardt, 
1989b). Given the limited amount of case studies (n = 10), the results’ application remains rather limited. 
If those results were to be generalized, further research with a bigger sample size should be conducted. 
Another danger is subjectivity bias as the companies’ sample is based on the researcher’s knowledge, 
experience, and outreach (Yin, 2018). In addition, the secondary empirics included sustainability reports 
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whose content has been written and analyzed by the companies in question. This makes them a rather 
subjective source as they have not been produced by an objective authority. Therefore, there could be 
concerns about the presence of bias and the lack of accuracy in the content (Robson and McCartan, 2016). 
Although these issues were counteracted by following a flexible research design and an abductive line of 
reasoning, one should continuously reflect on the research question and conceptual framework of the study 
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002).   

The COVID-19 pandemic is a chance at creating individuals and societies that do not break down at the 
first indication of a test. If there is a conclusion to be drawn from the present study, it is that humans cannot 
do without communities and families, and companies cannot continue to prioritize commercial profit and 
all its associated lifestyle pacifiers above all else. 
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7 Conclusions 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a worldwide health crisis that has generated severe economic and social 
consequences on societies around the world. This has required collaboration and commitment between all 
stakeholders, specifically those in the private sector, to face the externalities resulting from the epidemic. 
To fight COVID-19, companies have had employees change the way they work almost overnight. Workers 
across industries, as well as companies, had to figure out how to adapt to rapidly changing conditions, and 
match those to new roles and activities. 

The aim of this study was to track and explain the dynamic relationship between CSR and employee well-
being in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and explore the implications for the future of SD. A 
theoretical framework based on concepts from institutional and social practice theory, as well as concepts 
from CSR communication, provided the context for the analysis.  

The study found that there are five factors that ensure employee well-being at a time of risk exposure such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic. Those were leadership/management style, CSR form and orientation, 
alignment of CSR with the institutional environment, organizational change, i.e. a combination of 
developmental and transitional changes, and positive employees’ perceptions and reactions. These findings 
suggest that the companies and their decisions must focus on investing in CSR actions, as well as in 
employee well-being to allow achieving economic, environmental, and social objectives.  

A future follow-up investigation is required to expand the findings in the present study by increasing the 
number of case companies and by applying a more quantitative approach. 
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Appendix A. Case-study protocol 
 
Verbal consent 

o always ask for informed consent + information about GDPR (respect for personal 

information)  

o explain the purpose of the interview  

o how the information will be used 

Conduct interview in the local language – will need native speakers who also know English 

o If speakers are more comfortable speaking in Swedish, Spanish, Bulgarian, etc. – find a 

translator. 

A section for the interviewer’s observations and opinions 

o Avoid mixing personal opinions with what has been said by the interviewee, e.g. “the chief 

was present, so I don’t think she gave accurate answers”  

Demographic information if the interviewee is comfortable revealing those: 

o Age 

o Position 

o Location 

o Their name  

o Email for follow-up and transcription confirmation 

Pre-test the interview guide to see how it will do in real life 

When using translator: 

o Rehearse the key questions with them beforehand, as well as any follow-up questions likely 

to ask.  

o Provide them with a copy of the interview guide written in the local language.  

o When/If conducting the interview in person, sit in a triangle shape to see each other easily. 
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Appendix B. Interview Guide 
Prior to the interview, a brief introduction to the thesis topic will be given and the interviewee will be 
informed of their rights according to GDPR and informed consent will be obtained.  

If the participant is not comfortable with using their real name, a code name will be used which the 
participant must come up with him/herself. Also, permission will be obtained to mention the company’s 
name.  

Lastly, the interviewee will be given the opportunity to ask questions if such arise. Then the interviewer will 
ask a couple of introductory questions, as follows: 

1. Can you tell us shortly what position you hold within the company?  
2. How long have you been working for this company? 

 

Theme 1: CSR and the company 

- What does corporate social responsibility mean to you? / How do you define it? 
o When/how did you first come across the concept? 

- Does your company engage in CSR? 
o If so, how? 
o If not, why not? 

 
Ø Only if the company engages in CSR 

- Have you been part of the CSR implementation efforts? 
o If so, how did it go? 
o How did you evaluate the activity/ activities? 

- What has been most challenging about the CSR implementation process? What has been most 
rewarding? 

- What is your personal opinion on CSR?  
o In your opinion, what are the effects in society at large (of CSR)?  

- As a company, do you collaborate with NGOs or the government? 

 

Theme 2: Employee well-being 

- How do you feel about your job? Would you say you are happy with it? 
o If yes, why? 
o If no, why? 

- How would you describe the company’s management style? 
- Do you receive enough: 

o Career opportunities 
o Colleague support 
o Communication 
o Leave 
o Referral (professional support)  
o Supervisor support 
o Growth opportunities 
o Recognition 
o Role clarity 
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Theme 3: COVID-19 

- Tell me about the pandemic. Has it affected your role at work? 
o If so, how? 

- Have daily operations changed in any way? 
o If so, how? 

- Have managerial practices, protocols, and procedures changed?  
o If so, how?  

- Did your well-being change at work? How about at home? 
o If so, how? 

- What about CSR? Have you observed any changes in that regard? 
o If so, what changes? 

 

Summary, conclusion, thanks 

 

Post-interview: send a thank-you email and a few days later, a transcript so they can confirm what they 
said. Ask again what personal information you can/not disclose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


