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Abstract 
The expectations’ on companies to take responsibility for their business practices are 

growing. Still, limited research have been conducted on consumer expectation on corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) practices in small and medium-sized enterprises (SME). Therefore 

the purpose of this study was to investigate how consumers’ expectations of CSR practices in 

SME’s differ concerning the five areas of CSR; environmental, social, ethical, human right 

and labour rights, to provide suggestions on how SME’s could allocate their resources on 

CSR. This was investigated by a mixed method consisting of a survey and a focus group with 

a sample of students at Uppsala University. The findings of the study demonstrate that the 

consumers have the highest expectations on labour rights responsibility, second highest on 

ethical responsibility, followed by human rights responsibility, environmental responsibility 

and finally the lowest expectations on social responsibility. The main theoretical implication 

of the study is that the expectations on the social area of CSR differ much from previous 

research and the main managerial implication indicates that SME’s should allocate a majority 

of their resources to ensuring labour rights.  
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1. Introduction 
“Businesses cannot be successful when the society around them fails”- Lawrence, 2013. 
 

Performing business without considering responsibility can result in a loss of both revenue 

and customers (Agle et al., 1999). There are several examples of scandals associated with not 

acting responsible (Jammulamadaka, 2013), such as BP’s oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico 

which resulted in substantial environmental destruction. The consequences of BP’s actions 

were an extensive economic downturn and long-term losses from penalties and boycotts 

(Pulham et al., 2010). The previous scandals that have been brought to attention have resulted 

in a situation where enterprises are held responsible by their stakeholders (Waddock, 2008). 

Evidently, consumer perception of a company is not only tied to the brand but also to its 

responsible behaviour as the consumers expect companies to behave ethically and contribute 

to the society (Creyer & Ross, 1997). The rules to survive in today’s market environment 

have thus changed, from solely considering economic maximization to focusing on behaving 

responsible as well (Waddock, 2008). 

 
Many companies nowadays are willing to actively apply a behaviour that is socially 

responsible (Roy et al., 2013). The growing interest in social responsibility has led to 

creations of standards and principles for corporate social responsibility (CSR), which are 

supposed to guide companies in the implementation of responsible behaviour (e.g. Puneet & 

Ashish, 2012; SIS, 2013, Waddock, 2008). European Commission (2011, p.6) states that CSR 

is the responsibility of enterprises for their impact on the society. This includes working 

actively for environmental, social, ethical, human rights and labour rights responsibility in all 

business activities. Previous research on CSR and its areas have generally focused on large 

corporations with shareholders (Evans & Sawyer, 2010). Smaller companies are not exposed 

in the media to the same extent and therefore socially responsible practices in smaller 

companies have been given less attention (Jenkins, 2004). However there has recently been an 

increase in the attention on how small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) handles CSR. It is 

thus not only larger enterprises that face challenges concerning CSR and ethics, small 

business owners must also consider employee issues, product pricing, legal concerns, quality 

standards and so on (Evans & Sawyer, 2010). SME’s further have a large impact on the 

development of CSR on a global scale (Morsing & Perrini, 2009; Hsu & Cheng, 2012) as in 

Europe 99 percentage of all companies are SME’s (European Commission, 2001) and in 



#!
!

Sweden SME’s employ more than 40 % of the labour force (Svenskt näringsliv, 2010). 

SME’s are defined as enterprises that employ fewer than 250 persons and have a turnover of 

maximum EUR 50 million and/or an annual balance sheet that in total does not exceed EUR 

43 million (European Commission, 2003). 

 
SME’s find it more difficult to support and finance large social initiatives due to their limited 

resources (Dincer & Dincer, 2013). Research show that despite having less resources, SME’s 

do engage in CSR activities but the level of engagement and the consumer expectations of 

those practices is still a relatively undiscovered area (European Multistakeholder Forum, 

2004). In order for CSR to be effective it is essential to examine what consumers expect 

concerning companies CSR efforts and previous research have illustrated that in general the 

consumers’ expectations differ between CSR areas (e.g. Auger et al., 2007). As SME’s have a 

limited amount of resources to allocate to CSR practices it is of importance to investigate 

which of the CSR areas; environmental, social, ethical, human right and labour rights, the 

consumers expect them to prioritise.  

 
There is evidently a research gap as the research on consumer expectation is limited and few 

studies focus on SME’s, especially on the Swedish market. To consider consumer concerns is 

part of applying a socially responsible behaviour according to the European Commission 

(2011) and consumer expectations can be seen as the minimum level of CSR that companies 

should apply (Monsen, 1972). A failure to recognise what the community means by social 

responsibility may lead to ineffective CSR practices (Auger et al., 2007). Therefore this study 

will examine what consumers expect from SME’s concerning CSR and how the expectations 

vary concerning the different areas; environmental, social, ethical, human rights and labour 

rights. The investigation will be limited to the expectations of consumers’ in Sweden. 

1. 1 Purpose 

The purpose of the study is to investigate how consumers’ expectations on CSR practices in 

SME’s differ between the five areas of CSR to provide suggestions on how SME’s could 

allocate their resources on CSR. 

1. 2 Research question 

How do consumers in Sweden rank the importance of SME’s to practice CSR in the areas; 

environmental, social, ethical, human rights and labour rights? 
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2. Literature review 
This chapter begins with a definition of CSR followed by a description of how CSR is related 

to SME’s. The second part of the chapter introduces the concept of consumer expectation, 

beginning with a definition. It further elaborates on consumer expectations on CSR, 

subsequently the expectations within the different areas of CSR are presented: environmental, 

social, ethical, human rights and labour rights. The final part concludes with a research 

model and hypotheses based on the literature review which estimates differences in consumer 

expectations on the five areas of CSR. 

2.1. Corporate social responsibility 

2.1.1 Definition of corporate social responsibility 

The definition of CSR varies among academic research (Perrini, 2006). This paper uses the 

main concepts appearing in the European Commission's definition of CSR (European 

Commission, 2011), UN’s Global compact (United Nations, 2014) and the OECD guideline 

for multinational enterprises (OECD, 2014). These organisations divide CSR into different 

responsibility areas, which can be grouped within five main areas; environmental, social, 

ethical, human rights and labour rights. 

 

The environmental responsibility focuses on preventing pollution and environmental 

destruction with aspects such as recycling and reducing carbon dioxide emissions (Killian, 

2012). The social responsibility concerns issues such as improving the community and the 

society (Watts & Holme, 1999). The ethical responsibility focuses mainly on preventing the 

use of bribery, anti-corruption and applying fair trade. When it comes to human rights 

responsibility it involves non-discrimination policies, protecting the rights of the indigenous 

populations and protecting individuals’ rights in the society. The labour rights responsibility 

concerns aspects such as not using child labour, ensuring health and security in the workplace 

and applying normal working hours with fair wages (Welford, 2005). 

2.1.2 Corporate social responsibility in small and medium-sized enterprises 

Previous research on CSR and business ethics have focused on large companies as they have 

been actively seen in the media (Jenkins, 2006; Perrini et al. 2007). When multinational 
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enterprises (MNE) allocate resources to charities it often gets media attention, on the other 

hand if SME’s allocate an equivalent proportion of their turnover to charity it seldom gets 

local or national media attention (Fassin 2008). Through MNE’s excessive publishing of CSR 

activities in the media they have shaped the meaning of CSR, whereas SME’s CSR practices 

have been seen as spillover from being a part of MNE’s supply chains. CSR is much broader 

than it has been made to look by MNE’s and the CSR practices are not applied in SME’s in 

the same way due to that they differ in nature and management structure (Lee et al., 2012). 

SME’s neither have the capability to be engaged in CSR to the same extent as MNE’s as they 

lack financial resources, skills and knowledge (Vives, 2006). The main barriers to CSR 

initiatives in SME’s are limited time, money and lack of guidance of how to implement CSR 

(Evans & Sawyer, 2010; Hsu & Cheng, 2012). Due to limited resources it is occasionally 

difficult for them to finance larger social programs and when deciding whether to apply a 

certain CSR practice SME’s must consider their financial conditions (Dincer & Dincer, 2013). 

Research has shown that higher annual revenue in SME’s has a positive impact on the 

willingness to practice activities associated with CSR (Hsu & Cheng, 2012).  

 

Despite limited resources, half of all SME’s in Europe do work with socially responsible 

questions to some degree (European Commission, 2002). The SME’s in the northern countries 

have higher levels of engagement in CSR than the southern, however the engagement in 

Sweden is lower than in the other northern countries (Santos, 2011). SME’s tend to practice 

CSR activities that have a direct impact on their stakeholders, mostly due to the characteristics 

of the organization or the influence of the particular government. In some industries it is 

necessary for SME’s to practice certain CSR activities in order to be successful. The 

European Commission (2011) further states that for SME’s the CSR processes are likely to be 

informal and intuitive. It is very distant from the systematised and formal CSR of large 

enterprises (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). 

2.2 Corporate social responsibility and consumer 

expectation 

The definition of consumer expectation varies in previous research that investigate 

expectations under different terms but with the same type of questions. These terms include 

consumer expectation, consumer perception and consumer attitude, which are all used in this 
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paper’s literature review. Expectations can be seen as desires or wants of consumers, more 

specifically what they feel a company should offer, rather than what the company would offer 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988). The definition of expectations in this paper is therefore about how 

consumers desire companies to behave. 

 

CSR concerns fulfilling and exceeding the expectations of the consumers when it comes to 

social responsibilities and policies (Podnar & Golob, 2007). Research on consumer 

expectation on CSR show that generally consumers tend to have high expectations on 

companies engagement in CSR activities, still the consumer expectations are higher for more 

visible firms, generally larger firms, to actively apply CSR practices (Bertels & Peloza, 2008; 

Golob et al., 2008). The expectations of the consumers can be aspects that have a direct 

impact on them, such as not polluting the environment, performing ethical sales, 

communication practices and honest information disclosure. Furthermore it concerns aspects 

that might not have a direct impact on the consumers, such as preventing child labour and not 

using discriminatory employment practices (Maignan et al., 2005). 

2.2.1 Environmental responsibility 

Environmental concerns in the society have increased in recent years which have resulted in a 

situation where many companies try to implement environmentally friendly manufacture, 

supply and distribution (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2008). When it comes to the environmental area 

of CSR, SME’s occasionally have policies on eco-management, audit schemes and 

environmental systems. Within the policies they tend to focus on recycling, minimizing waste 

and maximizing energy efficiency as environmentally responsible actions (Ewans & Sawyer, 

2010). Still they do not normally have any explicit environmental strategies or solutions to 

handle their impact on the environment (Perrini et al., 2007) and the limited amount of 

existing research indicates that environmental management actions in European SME’s are 

low in comparison to larger enterprises (European Commission, 2002). Furthermore a 

previous study on SME’s in Singapore shows that less than half of the SME’s investigated 

actively tried to care for the environment (Lee et al., 2012). 

 

Environmental questions are generally seen as important by consumers today, who express 

concern about the global warming and expect companies to take responsibility (Bonini et al., 

2008). Golob et al. (2008) further indicate in a study on Slovenian consumers that there are 

growing expectations within the areas of preventing environmental pollution and climate 
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changes. However, another study show that the expectations and pressure from the customers 

for environmental CSR are not present in all cases (Holland and Gibbon, 1997). Research on 

six countries in Europe, America and Asia that investigates the importance consumers place 

on different aspects of socially responsible behaviour illustrates that environmental concern is 

generally ranked as one of the least important aspects. Environmental concern includes 

aspects such as recycled material usage and packaging (Auger et al., 2007). Additionally, a 

study from European Commission (2002) illustrate that the communities’ in Europe perceive 

large enterprises to contribute more to pollution and waste than SME’s. Another study on 

European countries has shown similar results indicating that few consumers are concerned 

about the environmental impact of SME’s, partially because they perceive the impact to be 

minor (Hillary, 2004). 

 

In summary, previous research demonstrates the importance of companies to perform 

environmental activities. However the research also displays that few SME’s have explicit 

environmental strategies and SME’s engagement in environmental activities are low in 

comparison to larger enterprises. Previous theory shows that consumers find environmental 

concerns as important but simultaneously have higher expectations on other areas of CSR. 

When it comes to SME’s the expectations further decrease as the environmental impact of 

SME’s is perceived to be minor. The limited amount of existing research thus indicate that the 

environmental area of CSR should have low expectations in comparison to other CSR areas 

when it comes to the consumers’ expectations on SME’s. 

2.2.2 Social responsibility 

Today companies are often seen as obliged to act in ways that are beneficial to the society and 

the people in the community (Mahmood & Humphrey, 2013). A report made by the European 

Commission (2002) displays that many SME’s practice CSR, especially through involvement 

in the community where it operates, even though these practices are not advertised. SME’s in 

Sweden are according to the report above average concerning SME’s practices of socially 

responsible activities, 62-67 % are involved in such a behaviour (European Commission, 

2002). Santos (2011) research further shows that 76 % of the studied SME’s in Portugal 

provide sponsorships and donations in the community. Other research display that SME’s 

contribute to the community mostly by supporting community clubs, local events and 

organisations by giving funds and providing their services (Evans & Sawyer, 2010; Roy et al., 
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2013). Additionally, Spence and Schmidpeter (2003) state that many SME’s are committed to 

developing the regions and being involved in social initiatives and activities. 

 

The expectations on companies to perform social CSR have proved to be quite high, previous 

research on consumer expectation demonstrates that the social activities are considered the 

most important by the consumers in Switzerland (Ingenhoff & Sommer, 2011). Other research 

on Slovenian consumers that examines consumer expectations on CSR shows that consumers 

find social practices such as voluntary actions that benefit the society to be important (Golob 

et al., 2008). In addition, research investigating stakeholders’ views in Australia displays that 

consumers think that companies should contribute to the wellbeing of the local community 

(Gordon et al., 2012). Though Bertels & Peloza (2008) display that in general the more visible 

and known the company is in the community the higher are the expectations for it to be 

involved in the local area as the absence would be noticed by the customers. Furthermore the 

consumer expectations are likely to increase if companies are known nationally and not only 

in the local community. 

 

In summary, previous research conclude that many SME’s practice the social area of CSR and 

that Swedish SME’s are above average in such activities. Research also demonstrate that 

consumers generally have high expectations on the social area of CSR. However the 

expectations increase if the companies are known nationally, which in turn may be a sign that 

the expectations are lower for SME’s as they are not always known nationally. The 

indications from previous research demonstrate that the consumers’ expectations on SME’s 

generally should be high in comparison to other CSR areas. 

2.2.3 Ethical responsibility 

Ethical business practices have received an increasing amount of interest for a long period of 

time (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006; Mark-Ungericht & Weiskopf, 2007). An ethical SME is one 

that treats all actors that it is involved with fair and honest, such as their customers, business 

partners and competitors (Evans & Sawyer, 2010). It also concerns providing honest 

information to stakeholders (Lee et al., 2012). SME’s tend to follow the law but in many cases 

choose to go beyond the legal requirements in their ethical responsibility (Dincer & Dincer, 

2013). Furthermore, a previous study made in Singapore shows that a majority of SME’s 

actively try to provide truthful information (Lee et al., 2012). 
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Previous research in Slovenia have displayed that consumers have high expectations about 

ethical CSR and that they consider it one of the most important areas (Podnar & Golob, 2007; 

Golob et al., 2008). The consumers expect companies to comply with regulation, to behave 

ethically, be trustworthy and have responsible actions (Podnar & Golob, 2007). Other 

research displays that consumers in the United Kingdom expect companies to be open and 

honest (Dawkins & Lewis, 2003). Furthermore research conducted on consumers in 

Kazakhstan and their different expectations on CSR areas illustrates that consumers have high 

expectations on ethics and expect the companies to go beyond the legal requirements to 

recognise social norms, values and customs (Mahmood & Humphrey, 2013). Previous 

research has demonstrated that the consumer expectations are growing in the ethical area, 

however this mainly concerns MNE’s as the consumers expect them not to use their power 

and influence in ways that could harm the society and others (Podnar & Golob, 2007). 

Additionally, several other studies have highlighted that the ethical expectations between 

SME’s and large corporations differ (Castka et al., 2004; Jenkins, 2006; Lepoutre & Heene, 

2006). 

 

In summary, research imply that SME’s in many cases go beyond legal requirements and do 

more than what they are obliged to concerning the ethical area of CSR. Research further show 

that the expectations within the ethical area are high, however the expectations seem to be 

lower for SME’s as they cannot use their power and harm the society to the same extent as 

MNE’s. This indicates that the consumers’ expectations on the ethical part of CSR for SME’s 

should be medial in comparison to other CSR areas. 

2.2.4 Human rights responsibility 

Human rights concern issues that are directly related to being able to live a life in dignity 

(Wettstein 2012). SME’s that consider human rights care about the health, safety and well-

being of the employees, consumers and all participants in the society (Evans and Sawyer, 

2010). Research has shown that SME’s who actively practice human rights policies ensure 

anti-discriminatory work practices and respect the right of individuals (Lee et al., 2012). 

SME’s further tend to practice anti-discrimination practices especially when it comes to 

gender and race but to a lower degree when it comes to age (Santos, 2011; Murillo & Lozano, 

2006). In a previous study made in Singapore by Lee et al. (2012) half of the investigated 

SME’s apply anti-discrimination practices and human right principles. 
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Dawkins & Lewis (2003) state that human rights responsibility is one of the most vital aspects 

for companies to practice according to European consumers. This is also supported by an 

exploratory study comparing the importance consumers in six different countries place on 

different social issues. Human rights, the basic rights of all people such as food, education, 

accommodation and clothing, is seen as the most important aspect in all countries. 

Furthermore “gender, racial and religious rights” are ranked relatively high in most of the 

investigated countries, whereas “sexual rights” has a lower priority (Auger et al., 2007). 

 

In summary, SME’s tend to practice anti-discrimination practices within some areas whereas 

other areas are overlooked. The diverging importance is apparent in previous research which 

demonstrate that consumers’ expectations on some areas of human rights have a higher 

priority, such as basic rights in terms of food and education whereas other areas have a lower 

priority, such as sexual rights. The diverse expectations within different aspects of human 

rights in the limited amount of previous research indicate that consumers’ expectations on 

SME’s practices of the CSR area human rights should be medial in comparison to other CSR 

areas. 

2.2.5 Labour rights responsibility 

Research has demonstrated that both large and small firms are increasingly involved in 

enhancing the workplace and improving the conditions for the employees (Perrini et al., 

2007). CSR in SME’s is directed towards the employees in many cases with social action 

programmes that are intended to improve the employees work and family life (Murillo & 

Lozano, 2006). Previous research in Australia and Italy have shown that SME’s labour rights 

practices often involve aspects such as providing the employees with training activities, 

education and development opportunities (Evans and Sawyer, 2010; Perrini, 2006). 

Furthermore it concerns ensuring the hygiene, safety and health of the employees through 

workplace healthcare provisions, which is applied to a large extent within SME’s (Perrini, 

2006; Lee et al., 2012; Santos, 2011). Previous research conducted in Singapore concludes 

that a majority of the SME’s investigated provide training and benefits to their employees 

(Lee et al., 2012).  It is also quite common that SME’s offer the employees flexible work time 

(Perrini et al., 2007). On the other hand research in Portugal shows that very few SME’s have 

any policies on normal working hours (Santos, 2011). 
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Previous research in Europe display that the consumers expect companies to treat their 

employees fair and consider it one of the most vital issues (Dawkins & Lewis, 2003). 

Additionally, Logsdon & Wood (2005) state that labour conditions are today seen as one of 

the most important areas by consumers, including security of work and sufficient 

compensation among other issues. In an investigation of the importance consumers in six 

countries place on different aspects, the second most important aspect was child labour, 

followed by safe working conditions. Minimum wages on the other hand was not ranked as a 

highly important aspect. However, good and acceptable living conditions for the employees is 

ranked relatively high in five of the six investigated countries (Auger et al., 2007). 

 

In summary, previous research demonstrate that a large extent of SME’s actively work to 

ensure the health and safety of the employees and that a majority of SME’s provide employee 

training and benefits. When it comes to consumer expectations, the limited amount of 

previous research conclude that labour conditions are one of the most important areas for 

consumers, with the exception of minimum wages. This indicates that the consumers’ 

expectations on labour rights in SME’s should be high in comparison to other CSR areas. 

2.3 Research model and hypotheses on estimated consumer 

expectation 

The research on consumer expectations is limited and not focused on SME’s and is therefore 

not entirely applicable to the consumer expectations on SME’s. Therefore the hypotheses are 

based on literature from two different areas of research; CSR practices in SME’s and 

consumer expectation on CSR. Many companies have a continuous dialogue with consumers 

in order to form a CSR policy (Dawkins & Lewis, 2003) and CSR practices should reflect 

consumer expectation to a certain degree (Golob et al., 2008). Theory on how SME’s practice 

CSR may thus be an indication on consumer expectation, even though it does not provide a 

full picture. Therefore SME’s CSR practices are used as a complement to consumer 

expectation in the formulation of the hypotheses. The two areas were used in order to generate 

estimations on consumer expectations of SME’s in the different areas of CSR. 

 

The research model, see table 1, estimates how expectations vary within the different areas of 

CSR. The expectations are generally high in all CSR areas as seen in the literature review, 
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therefore the estimation shows the expectations of the CSR areas in relation to each other. 

Based on the literature review, the expectations have been valued on a five level ranking scale 

from 1 - 5. The scale alternatives are: “1: Highest expectations”, “2: High expectations”, “3: 

Medial expectations”, “4: Low expectations” and “5: Lowest expectations”. The lowest 

expectations does not equal that the area has low importance, only that it is lower than the 

other areas. 

 
Table 1. Research model. The model estimates how expectations on SME’s differ within the different areas of 
CSR 

Hypothesis       CSR area Estimated ranking order 

H1 
 

Labour rights responsibility 1 – Highest expectations 
H2 Social responsibility 2 – High expectations 
H3 Ethical responsibility 3 – Medial expectations 
H4 Human rights responsibility 4 – Low expectations 
H5 Environmental responsibility 5 – Lowest expectations 

 

Previous research show that most labour rights practices are valued as highly important and a 

majority of previous research indicates that SME’s actively work for labour rights. This leads 

to the following hypothesis, H1: Labour rights responsibility has ranking order 1 and the 

highest expectations in comparison with the other CSR areas. 

 

Previous research demonstrate that SME’s practice social CSR to a large extent. The theory 

further displays that the expectations on social CSR are high, but that they are higher for more 

visible companies and therefore the estimation is high and not the highest expectations. 

Resulting in the following hypothesis, H2: Social responsibility has ranking order 2 and high 

expectations in comparison with the other CSR areas. 

 

The theory suggests that the ethical expectations are generally high, but lower for SME’s. 

However the estimated expectations are not lower than medial as previous research indicate 

that SME’s actively try to ensure ethical business practices. Therefore the following 

hypothesis is created, H3: Ethical responsibility has ranking order 3 and medial expectations 

in comparison with the other CSR areas. 

 

Some aspects of human rights are valued as vital, whereas other aspects of human rights are 

not as highly valued. Additionally, SME’s do not work for human rights to a large extent and 
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therefore the expectations are estimated to be low in comparison to other CSR areas. Thus the 

following hypothesis is assumed, H4: Human rights responsibility has ranking order 4 and 

low expectations in comparison with the other CSR areas. 

 

Previous research demonstrate that few consumers are concerned about the environmental 

impact of SME’s and additionally SME’s do not tend to have any explicit environmental 

policies. This results in hypothesis H5: Environmental responsibility has ranking order 5 and 

the lowest expectations in comparison with the other CSR areas.  

3. Method 
This chapter describes the mixed-method approach with a survey and focus group that were 

conducted in order to investigate the research model. It also provides the reasoning behind 

the research design, including an operationalization of the five concepts; environmental, 

social, ethical, human rights and labour rights. The final part of the chapter describes the 

data analysis approach of the survey and the focus group. 

 

3.1 Research approach 
The population of the study was students in Sweden who purchase goods from SME’s, which 

consist of approximately 60 000 persons (Högskoleverket, 2012). Students are more likely to 

have knowledge about CSR and are therefore better capable of ranking the CSR areas. The 

sample of the population was a convenience sample of university students at Uppsala 

University in order to limit the study geographically as SME’s tend to operate within a limited 

area. A convenience sample does not allow valid inferences as it lowers the ability to 

generalize the results to the whole population, which decreases the external validity (Bryman 

& Bell, 2007, pp. 169-171; 197-198; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 139-141). Nonetheless, 

the investigation provides a starting point for further research within the area (Bryman & Bell, 

2007, p.198).  

 

The research had a deductive approach where the hypotheses were tested by mixed-method 

research, consisting of a quantitative study in the form of a consumer survey and a qualitative 

study with a focus group. A mixed-method approach is used because the chosen methods have 

different purposes (Saunders et al., 2009, pp.152-153). As in this research, where the 
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quantitative approach was used in order to generate a large sample size, which increases the 

generalizability and thus the external validity of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 169-

171; Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 192-194; 265-267). The purpose of the qualitative approach 

was to get a deeper understanding of the quantitative results and the qualitative approach also 

increases the internal validity (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 410; 510). Additionally, the mixed-

method approach was applied as it provides the research with triangulation where the methods 

support each other and increase the validity of the findings (Saunders et al., 2009, p.154; 

Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 413). 

 

The investigation of the thesis was descriptive as the research was made on the expectations 

of the consumers. Saunders et al. (2012, p.419) state that surveys are often conducted for 

descriptive research such as opinion surveys which investigates how the respondents feel 

about something. The survey was self-administered and distributed online in order to reach as 

many respondents as possible. An online survey gives faster responses, however the response 

rate is lower than in other types of surveys (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 241-244), the survey 

was therefore sent to a large amount of possible respondents. With a heterogeneous 

population such as the one in this study a large sample size is required to increase the 

precision and reduce the sampling errors (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp.194-196). Uppsala 

University has 41 069 students registered and the survey was sent to 4485 students at different 

departments. The survey was distributed on social media1 and internal communication 

channels2 at Uppsala University, of which it is hard to ensure if people check these channels 

regularly. In total, 195 students answered the survey which gave a response rate of at least 4.3 

%, depending on how many students who were reached.  

 

To complement the results given by the survey, a focus group consisting of students at 

Uppsala University was conducted. Saunders et al. (2009, pp.343-345) recommend between 

four to eight participants in a focus group. Five participants was an appropriate number as the 

purpose of the focus group was not to yield as many opinions on the matter as possible, but to 

generate a deeper discussion. The focus group was distributed between genders and the 

participants had various amount of work experience to ensure a dynamic group, which 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 The social media channel used was Facebook, more specifically Facebook groups, which are closed forums 
where members can post comments and talk to each other. The Facebook groups that the survey was sent to were 
groups consisting of members who are students at Uppsala University. 
2 The student portal and student mail are internal communication channels where it is possible for the University 
to send information to students.!
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provides breadth of points of views, where the concepts are explained and explored as the 

participants can challenge each other’s views. This is an advantage over one-to-one interviews 

where the discussion is focused on only one interviewee’s opinion without an opportunity to 

develop one’s viewpoint (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 346). 

3.2 Research design 

3.2.1 Survey design 

The survey contained eight questions, four questions about the respondents, one question 

about if their expectations differ between small and large companies and three ranking 

questions containing five aspects per question, one aspect from each CSR area (see Appendix 

A). The question about the differences in expectations between small and large companies 

was used in order to make the respondents consider if their expectations differ between the 

company types. This ensures that the answers to the subsequent questions reflect the 

respondents’ expectations on SME’s. The survey used closed ranking questions to investigate 

the expectations on CSR because it forces the respondents to state their opinion since they do 

not have the possibility to answer as they prefer (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 431-436). 

 

There is although a disadvantage with using ranking questions as many respondents are not 

willing or able to answer (Trost, 2012, p.88). Even so, ranking questions were chosen instead 

of using rating questions mainly for two reasons. The first reason was because it allows for a 

shorter survey, which increases the response rate and provides more deliberate answers 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.389). The second reason for using ranking questions was because, as 

seen in the literature review, CSR is an area that is often considered as important. Rating 

questions would thus most probably only confirm that all areas are considered important, as 

seen in the pilot study, which will be described later in this section. By forcing the 

respondents to rank the importance of the different aspects from 1-5 it was possible to capture 

which aspect is seen as the most important for SME’s. The aspects in the first ranking 

question were grouped together as the theory indicates that they are considered the most 

important. The second ranking question grouped together aspects that were considered the 

second most important and the third question grouped aspects considered the third most 

important. This was made in order to ensure that aspects that had different level of importance 

were not placed against one another, which could have led to misleading results. Ranking 
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question 6 will be referred to as the most important aspects, question 7 the second most 

important aspects and question 8 the third most important aspects henceforth in the paper. 

Additionally, the ranking questions included a section where the respondents had the ability to 

comment their choice in their own words. This provided a qualitative approach to the survey 

and a deeper understanding of the reasoning behind the ranking. This ensured that the desired 

phenomenon was investigated which increased the validity of the study (Bryman & Bell, 

2007, pp. 164-165; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 157). Due to the reasons above, the survey used 

ranking questions even though there was a risk that many respondents would be unwilling to 

rank the different aspects. 

 

In order to test the hypotheses the theory was constructed into measurable items which were 

used in order to create the survey questions, see table 2. Each construct had multiple items to 

make the research more accurate, increase the validity and reduce the risk that the respondents 

misinterpret a question (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 161-165). The items were based on the 

literature review, which theories that are connected to the items can be found in appendix B. 

In total 13 items were generated which resulted in 15 aspects divided into three ranking 

questions (see Appendix A and B). CSR is a broad area and consequently the items are broad, 

which further results in several question-aspects covering multiple items. 

 
Table 2. Operationalization of the constructs from the research model. The constructs are divided into items 

which in turn are related to the survey questions 

Construct Items Questions 
Environmental 1. Prevent environmental pollution 

2. Minimizing waste 
3. Maximizing energy efficiency 

1a 
3a 
2a 

Social 1. Develop and contribute to the society where it operates 
2. Support local events and organisations 

1b, 2b 
3b 

Ethical 1. Be transparent and provide honest information 
2. Behave ethically in all situations  
3. Comply and go beyond regulations 

2c 
1c, 3c 
1c, 3c 

Human Rights 1. Anti-discriminatory practices 
2. Work for the basic rights of individuals 

1d, 3d 
2d, 3d 

Labour rights 1. Prevent child labour  
2. Provide safe working conditions 
3. Provide fair working contracts 

1e 
2e 
3e 
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The three ranking questions used an ordinal scale, as the difference between the steps in the 

ranking scale was not equal (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp.355-356). The scale was divided into 

five levels to show the differences in expectations between the CSR areas. In order to be 

consistent with the research model, answers ranked as 1 were valued as the “highest 

expectations”, 2 as “high expectations”, 3 as “medial expectations”, 4 as “low expectations” 

and 5 as the “lowest expectations”. The scale displayed if one concept was more important 

than the other concepts, not how much more or how much less important it was. The ranking 

questions, see questions 6-8 in appendix A, contained five aspects named a-e. Aspects 6b, 6c 

and 8b were previously used questions from Maignan (2001). Aspects 7b, 7d and 8c were 

reused from Podnar and Golob’s (2007) research. Aspect 8a was reused from Evan and 

Sawyer’s (2010) research and aspect 8d was reused from Lee et. al’s (2012) research. To 

reuse items and questions from other studies with a similar investigation increase the validity 

and reliability of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 274; pp.162-173). The remaining aspects 

were constructed particularly for this study. 

 

The formulation of the survey generated challenges since there were two specific aspects that 

needed to be included in the questions in order to capture the desired phenomenon. The 

wording of the survey questions was therefore of highest importance in order to ensure the 

validity of the study (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 374; 383; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 122-

123). The first aspect that needed to appear in the questions was that the respondents’ answers 

had to reflect their expectations of CSR practices and the second was that the expectations 

concerned SME’s. The survey therefore had to make clear that it was the respondents’ 

expectations of this type of companies that were desired. This was a challenge since the 

respondents may not be aware of the term small and medium-sized enterprises, and may also 

not be able to relate it to specific types of companies, and instead answer generally about CSR 

expectations. 

 

In order to capture the phenomenon of SME’s and to avoid that the respondents 

misinterpreted the company size, the survey highlighted that the questions were related to 

companies that have 1-250 employees. Turnover and balance sheet were not included in the 

survey as it might have confused the respondents. To further be able to relate to this company 

size, the survey contained examples of companies that are SME’s. The respondents would 

thus be able to relate to those specific companies and answer accordingly, which increases the 

internal validity of the study (Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 372-373). A negative aspect with this 
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approach may be that the answers could be company biased, in order to minimize the risk the 

survey used several company examples. The company examples were locally known SME’s 

in Uppsala in order for the respondents to be aware of the companies but simultaneously not 

be affected by famous brand names and give biased answers. 

 

Additionally, to make the results more generalizable, company examples from several 

different industries were used since the CSR expectations may differ between companies in 

the manufacturing- and service industry. This increased the possibility of capturing general 

expectations on SME’s, independent of industry. The chosen company examples were 

Lindvalls kaffe, Bowlaget, Fyrishov AB, Parfymeri L and Widerlöv och Co. All companies’ 

number of employees, total turnover and balance sheet are within the limit of what is 

considered an SME. Furthermore the number of employees, total turnover and balance sheet 

diverge between the companies to capture the full picture of SME’s. 

 

The survey was pilot tested on three occasions on 10 students at Uppsala University as sample 

representatives. The pilot test was conducted to make sure that the respondents understood the 

questions and the instructions, which otherwise can result in missing or undesirable data 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 273-274). This enabled a refinement of the formulation of the 

questions in order to ensure reliability and validity of the study (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 

451-452). The first and second pilot test displayed that using Likert scale questions only 

generated results that showed that everything were of high importance. The third pilot test 

was with ranking questions of which the respondents answered the survey correctly and 

considered the survey questions to be clear. 

3.2.2 Interview design 

The focus group interview was semi-structured as an interview guide was used as a base of 

the discussion but when necessary follow-up questions were asked (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.320). The interview questions were open since it allowed the participants to define and 

describe the expectations of consumers in Sweden (Saunders et al., 2009, p.337). Two 

interviewers were in charge of the focus group in order to avoid interviewer bias, which 

increases the reliability and validity of the study (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 326-327). As the 

interview guide is provided in appendix C, the possibility of replicating the study is improved 

which increases the reliability of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p.410). The validity of the 

study was ensured as the interviewer had the possibility to reformulate and clarify the 
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questions if the respondents did not understand them. However, the results cannot be 

generalised to the population as the sample is small (Saunders et al., 2009, p.327). The 

concepts and items were the same for the interview guide as for the survey to increase the 

validity, see table 2. The interview guide consisted of twelve questions that were created 

based on the results of the survey, with questions such as: “The survey shows that labour 

rights have the highest expectations of all CSR areas, why are labour rights that important to 

small and medium-sized enterprises?”. The questions were formulated to remind the 

interviewees that the study focused on SME’s, for example with follow-up questions such as 

“Is an active work with labour rights responsibility less important, equally important or more 

important for larger companies? Why?”.   

3.3 Data analysis 

3.3.1 Survey data 

When the survey data had been gathered it was properly coded. In order to analyse the survey 

data, descriptive statistics was used via IBM SPSS Statistics Standard. Descriptive statistics 

was used as it organizes and summarizes the data and enables the researchers to find missing 

scores and outliers that reduce the accuracy of the results (Nolan & Heinzen, 2007). When 

describing quantitative data, central tendency is a common tool to use, and the three tendency 

measures mean, median and mode are the most common to use for business research 

(Saunders et al, 2009, p.444). However, mean is not an appropriate tool for ranking questions. 

For this research the median, mode and frequency percentage of the answers were used in 

order to establish which CSR area has the highest to the lowest expectations according to the 

respondents. Median was more specifically used to display the results since it is not affected 

by outliers and extreme values and mode was used because it shows the most common 

ranking number. Frequency percentage of the ranking answers was used because it shows the 

mode together with the dispersion of the data and not only the central tendency. 

 

In order to compare how demographic variables such as gender, study level and field of study 

affect the result, several independent Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted. A Mann-

Whitney U test is used to compare the median, on one or several continuous variables, for two 

different groups of subjects. A Mann-Whitney U test is a non-parametric test which is ideal 
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for investigating data that is measured on ordinal scales, which is consistent with the data in 

this study (Pallant, 2005, pp. 286-291). 

3.3.2 Interview data 

Focus group data is generally more difficult to organize and analyse (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 

525). The focus group data in this study was recorded and written down, common features 

and explanations for the survey data were found and analysed accordingly. To record and 

write down the interview answers of the focus group increases the possibility to replicate the 

study and therefore the reliability increases. As both interviewers agreed upon what the 

interviewees expressed in the focus group internal reliability was ensured (Bryman & Bell, 

2007, pp. 219-221; p. 410). 

4. Empirical results 
The empirical chapter initiates with displaying the descriptive statistics of the survey data 

with ranking values and measures of central tendency. This is followed by the results of the 

focus group which provides a deeper understanding of the survey results and the expectations 

of consumers in Sweden. 

4.1 Descriptive statistics 

4.1.1 Demographics 

There were a total of 195 respondents to the survey whereof 56 % were females and 44 % 

males. The average age among the respondents was 25, the youngest respondent was 19 years 

old and the oldest was 52. When it comes to the level of study, 47 % were bachelor students, 

42 % were master students, 2 % were Phd students and 9 % represented other study levels. As 

seen in figure 1, “business and economics” was the most common field of study among the 

respondents accounting for 36 % of the answers, the second most common field of study was 

“medicine” which represent 24 %, followed by “social sciences” representing 16 %. 
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Figure 1. Field of study among the respondents 

4.1.2 Consumer expectation and company size 

The survey included a question that investigated if the expectations differ between smaller 

and larger companies, see figure 2. The results demonstrate that a minority of 10 % has 

greater expectations on smaller companies, 42 % of the respondents have the same 

expectations on small and large companies and 48 % have greater expectations on larger 

companies. The reasoning behind the minority who answered that they have higher 

expectations on small companies includes that each client should be more important to them, 

that small companies have a better opportunity to control the entire value chain and that they 

seem friendlier and more caring. The mentioned reasons for having the same expectations on 

both small and large companies includes that all companies do their best with the resources 

they possess and that the size does not matter as they both are engaged in a business activity 

and thus have to take responsibility for their activities. The most common reasons for why the 

respondents have greater expectations on larger companies are that they have a greater impact 

and consequently should take greater responsibility, that they have a greater opportunity to 

influence their surrounding as they have more resources and because large companies have 

experience and experts within the area. 
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Figure 2. Differing expectations on SME's and MNE's 

4.1.3 Consumer expectation and corporate social responsibility aspects 

In the three ranking questions the respondents ranked five CSR aspects, one from each CSR 

area, from 1-5 where 1 represents the highest expectations and 5 the lowest expectations. 

There were a large number of errors in the ranking questions which resulted in 153 applicable 

answers. Respondents who put the same ranking number to more than one aspect in a ranking 

question were excluded from the results in all ranking questions as it otherwise would have 

resulted in incorrect central tendency values. Mentioned reasons for putting the same ranking 

number to several aspects are that all aspects are seen as basic obligations for companies and 

therefore the respondents were unwilling to rank them. 

 

The results of the first ranking question, see table 3, display that the median on the five 

aspects range from 2 to 4 and the mode range from 1 to 5. The minimum ranking given by the 

respondents was 1, and the maximum ranking was 5 on all aspects. 
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Table 3. Ranking values and measures of central tendency on the most important aspects 

Question 6 Min. ranking Max. ranking  Median Mode  Ranking order 

a. Prevent environmental 
pollution 

1 5  3 4 4 

b. Play a role in the society 
that goes beyond making 
profit 

1 5  4 5 5 

c. Follow the law even if it 
does not improve 
performance 

1 5  2 1 1 

d. Ensure gender, race, age, 
religion and sexual rights 

1 5  3 2 3 

e. Prevent child labour 1 5  2 2 2 
 

The ethical aspect follow the law even if it does not improve performance has the ranking 

order “1” as the respondents have the highest expectations on this aspect. The ethical aspect is 

closely followed by the labour rights aspect to prevent child labour, which has high 

expectations and ranking order “2”. The ethical and labour rights aspects have similar results, 

but the mode on the ethical aspect is 1 and on the labour rights aspect the mode is 2. In 

addition the frequency table, see table 4, illustrates that the ethical aspect has higher 

expectations as 39.2 % of the respondents have ranked it as number one compared to the 24.8 

% who ranked the labour rights aspect as number one. The human rights aspect ensure 

gender, race, age, religion and sexual rights has the ranking order “3” which is medial 

expectations. The mode is equal to the labour rights aspect, but the median and the frequency 

table illustrates that the human rights aspects has medial expectations. The results show that 

the environmental aspect prevent environmental pollution has low expectations and 

consequently a ranking order of “4”. The mode on the environmental aspect is higher than the 

human rights aspect, the frequency table further demonstrate that 60.8 % of the respondents 

have medial to low expectations on the environmental aspect, whereas 56.2 % have medial to 

high expectations on the human rights aspect. The social aspect play a role in the society that 

goes beyond making profit has the lowest expectations and a ranking order of “5”. Both 

central tendency measures indicate that the social aspect has the lowest expectations of the 

five CSR aspects. 
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Table 4. Frequency percentage of the responses on the most important aspects 

 6a: 
Prevent 
environme
ntal 
pollution 

6b: Play a 
role in the 
society that 
goes beyond 
making 
profit 

6c: Follow the 
law even if it 
does not 
improve 
performance 

6d: Ensure 
gender, 
race, age, 
religion and 
sexual 
rights 

6e: 
Prevent 
child 
labour 

1 – Highest expectations 12.4% 10.5% 39.2% 13.1% 24.8% 

2 – High expectations 17.6% 11.8% 13.1% 31.4% 26.1% 

3 – Medial expectations 28.1% 13.7% 12.4% 24.8% 20.9% 

4 – Low expectations 32.7% 26.1% 11.1% 15.7% 14.4% 

5 – Lowest expectations 9.2% 37.9% 24.2% 15.0% 13.7% 

 

The answers from the open section demonstrate that in all ranking questions the respondents 

found it difficult to rank the aspects as all were seen as very important and even essential. 

Some respondents think that several aspects are equally important and that the expectations 

vary on different companies. The respondents have ranked prevent child labour as high but 

state that it is not common in Sweden and also express that when following the law in Sweden 

the other aspects are ensured as well and therefore have the highest expectations on the ethical 

aspect follow the law even if it does not improve performance. Contradictory to this it was 

expressed that if a company practices the other aspects, the law is automatically followed and 

this results in lower expectations on the ethical aspect. The respondents have ranked the social 

aspect play a role in the society that goes beyond making profit as lowest and some state that 

they are not sure if improving the society is the responsibility of companies. 

 

The results of the second ranking question, see table 5, show that the median range from 1 to 

4, and the mode range from 1 to 5. As in the first ranking question, the minimum ranking was 

1 and the maximum ranking was 5 on all five aspects. 
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Table 5. Ranking values and measures of central tendency on the second most important aspects 

Question 7 Min. ranking Max. ranking Median Mode  Ranking order 

a. Maximize energy efficiency 1 5 3 3 3 

b. Reinforce their voluntary 
activities for society welfare 

1 5 4 5 5 

c. Be transparent and provide 
honest information 

1 5 2 2 2 

d. Play a crucial role in 
projects aimed at quality of 
life improvement 

1 5 4 4 4 

e. Provide safe working 
conditions 

1 5 1 1 1 

 

The results display that the labour rights aspect provide safe working conditions has the 

highest expectations and ranking order “1” which the median, mode and frequency table 

clearly demonstrate. Subsequently the ethical aspect be transparent and provide honest 

information has a ranking order of “2” and high expectations which can be seen by the 

median and mode. Moreover, the frequency table illustrates that a majority of 68.7 % has 

either high or the highest expectations, although not as high as the labour rights aspect which 

has 80.4 %. The environmental aspect maximize energy efficiency has ranking order “3”  and 

medial expectations as indicated by all central tendency measures, the frequency table further 

shows that a majority of 35.9 % of the expectations are medial. The respondents have low 

expectations on the human rights aspect play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life 

improvement, giving it a ranking order of “4” as both the median and mode display low 

expectations. The lowest expectations and ranking order “5” belong to the social aspect 

reinforce their voluntary activities for society welfare, as the frequency table demonstrates 

that 41.2 % of the respondents have the lowest expectations on this aspect. The mode of the 

social aspect is the lowest of all the CSR aspects on this question.  
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Table 6. Frequency percentage of the responses on the second most important aspects 

 7a:Maximize 
energy 
efficiency 

7b: 
Reinforce 
their 
voluntary 
activities 
for society 
welfare 

7c: Be 
transparent 
and provide 
honest 
information 

7d: Play a 
crucial role in 
projects 
aimed at 
quality of life 
improvement 

7e: Provide 
safe 
working 
conditions 

1 – Highest expectations 5.9% 5.2% 30.1% 5.9% 52.9% 

2 – High expectations 15.0% 7.2% 38.6% 11.8% 27.5% 

3 – Medial expectations 35.9% 15.0% 18.3% 24.2% 6.5% 

4 – Low expectations 21.6% 31.4% 7.8% 32.0% 7.2% 

5 – Lowest expectations 21.6% 41.2% 5.2% 26.1% 5.9% 

 

In the open comment section the respondents mentioned that the aspects overlap each other, 

for example if a company provides transparent information, other aspects are likely to be 

included as it would be difficult for them to have unsafe working conditions. The respondents 

also expressed that they find it important to primarily take care of the employees as this in 

turn has a positive effect on the society. Further, that the human right aspect play a crucial 

role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement may not be a company’s responsibility. 

 
The results of the third ranking question, see table 7, display that the median range from 2 to 5 

and the mode range from 1 to 5. The given rankings ranged from 1 to 5. 

 
Table 7. Ranking values and measures of central tendency on the third most important aspects 

Question 8 Min. ranking Max. ranking Median Mode  Ranking order 

a. Respect natural resources by  
minimizing waste 

1 5 3 3 3 

b. Allocate some of the 
resources to local activities 
and organisations 

1 5 5 5 5 

c. Define ethical standards 
and be faithful to them at all 
times 

1 5 3 4 4 

d. Respect individuals 
rights 

1 5 2 1 2 

e. Provide fair working 
contracts on e.g. wages, 
work hours 

1 5 2 2 1 
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The respondents have the highest expectations on the labour rights aspect provide fair 

working contracts on e.g. wages, work hours as seen in the frequency table where 35.3 % 

ranked it as number one, giving it a ranking order of “1”. The labour rights aspect is closely 

followed by the human rights aspect respect individuals’ rights with a ranking order of “2”. 

The mode indicates higher expectations than the labour rights aspect, however the frequency 

table show that 31.4 % of the respondents ranked the human rights aspect first compared to 

the 35.3 % that ranked the labour rights aspect first. The environmental aspect respect natural 

resources by minimizing waste has medial expectations and a ranking order of “3” as seen in 

the median and mode. The ethical aspect define ethical standards and be faithful to them at all 

times has low expectations as both the mode and the frequency table indicate that a majority 

of the respondents have low expectations. The social aspect allocate some resources to local 

activities and organisations has the lowest expectations and ranking order of “5” as seen in 

the mode, median and frequency table where a large majority of 65.4 % of the respondents 

have the lowest expectations. 

 
Table 8. Frequency percentage of the responses on the third most important aspects 

 8a: Respect 
natural 
resources by 
minimizing 
waste 

8b: Allocate 
some of the 
resources to 
local activities 
and 
organisations 

8c: Define 
ethical 
standards 
and be 
faithful to 
them at all 
times 

8d: 
Respect 
individuals 
rights 

8e: Provide 
fair working 
contracts on 
e.g. wages, 
work hours 

1 – Highest expectations 19.0% 5.2% 9.2% 31.4% 35.3% 

2 – High expectations 13.7% 7.8% 13.1% 28.1% 37.3% 

3 – Medial expectations 32.7% 5.9% 28.1% 19.0% 14.4% 

4 – Low expectations 24.2% 15.7% 35.3% 17.6% 7.2% 

5 – Lowest expectations 10.5% 65.4% 14.4% 3.9% 5.9% 

 

In the open comment part of the question, the respondents expressed that all aspects can be 

expected to be performed by companies. It is further stated that the alternatives may be 

overlapping, for example if companies define ethical standards it is possible that respecting 

individuals rights and natural resources may be included in the standards. The respondents 

expressed that labour rights and human rights are easy and important for companies to uphold 

regardless of their size. 
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The aggregated median, mode and ranking order of all the ranking questions can be found in 

table 9. For example, all three environmental aspects in the ranking questions, question 

aspects a, have been cumulated into the CSR area “Environmental”. Subsequently all three 

social aspects, question aspects b, have been cumulated into the CSR area “Social” etc. The 

results of this study show that labour rights has the lowest median and mode compared to the 

other aspects, and consequently has the ranking order “1”, which means that the expectations 

of the CSR area labour rights are the highest, H1 is therefore supported.  The ethical CSR area 

has the ranking order “2” and therefore has high expectations, H3 is therefore not supported. 

The human rights area has medial expectations with ranking order “3”, H4 is therefore not 

supported. The environmental area has ranking order “4” and thus low expectations, H5 is 

therefore not supported. The social area has ranking order “5” with the lowest expectations, 

H2 is therefore not supported.  

 
Table 9. Ranking values and measures of central tendency of the five CSR areas 

! Median Mode Ranking order 

Environmental 3 3 4 

Social 4 5 5 

Ethical 3 1 2 

Human rights 3 2 3 

Labour rights 2 1 1 

 

Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted comparing how the median in the ranking questions 

differ depending on gender, study level, study field and company size. The results showed 

few significant differences, which can be found in appendix D.  

4.2 Focus group results 

The interviewees express that all CSR areas are important for SME’s, the first mentioned 

aspects that are most important for SME’s were society and human rights, although that was 

in general and not only for SME’s. When it comes to SME’s the environment and ethics were 

mentioned as essential as they are more internal and company specific, whereas the society 

and human rights are questions that are external and not part of the business. However it was 
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also mentioned that it depends on the industry what area that has the highest importance 

(Hagberg et al., 2014). 

4.2.1 Environmental responsibility 

The interviewees state that they have lower expectations on SME’s because it is harder for 

them to consider and impact the environment on a global perspective, for them it is more of 

their local impact. Nevertheless it was also mentioned that if all SME’s have that mind-set it 

would not be sustainable in a long-term perspective. A mentioned issue that the interviewees 

expect from SME’s is to think environmentally when it comes to waste and all other 

environmental aspects that they can impact. The expectations on performing environmental 

responsibility depend on the industry and the type of company. A service consulting firm do 

not have that great of an impact on the environment and therefore has lower expectations on 

environmental responsibility (Hagberg et al., 2014).   

 

When the environment is compared to human rights, the human rights is given a higher 

priority. The interviewees express that a human’s value is higher than other aspects and 

therefore the environment is considered less important. However they simultaneously point 

out that this is a short-term perspective as humans eventually will be affected by the 

environment. The limited resources of SME’s have an impact on the expectations of what 

type of projects they should prioritise. In Sweden, environmental issues are already highly 

prioritised and established in all companies. Therefore the expectations on SME’s being 

involved in environmental projects are lower. The expectations would be substantially higher 

in another country where environmental responsibility is not as common. The interviewees 

express that the expectations are higher for larger companies because it is related to financial 

resources and that larger companies have a greater impact. The expectations are also higher 

when it comes to companies that publicly state that they work for the environment and have 

environmental certifications (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

4.2.2 Social responsibility 

Even though the expectations are lowest, the social aspects are still considered important. The 

expectations are related to the turnover of the company, which is the reason to why the 

expectations are lower for SME’s. The interviewees express that it is hard to expect SME’s to 

improve their surrounding when they do not have the financial resources to improve 
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themselves. SME’s have a smaller impact on the society and therefore do not have to give 

back as much either. The important part is that they give back to the society as much as they 

take from it. All companies are a part of the society and should contribute to some extent. 

However, the interviewees express that as SME’s lack the resources the expectations are 

lower than on large companies. The expectations are higher on companies that are visible and 

companies that publicly state that they work for societal issues. Local companies have 

expectations on them to be involved in projects related to schools and local organisations. The 

expectations are affected by what is given attention in the media, some companies activities 

are published in the media and therefore have higher expectations on them (Hagberg et al., 

2014). 

4.2.3 Ethical responsibility 

The interviewees expressed that if SME’s follow the law and are transparent and honest, the 

ethical standard is included to a certain extent. The expectations are lower for SME’s to have 

a defined ethical standard as it is easier for them to control that ethical standards are ensured 

throughout the value chain. The interviewees state that they think that SME’s have informal 

ethical norms and therefore they do not expect them to have a defined standard. The 

expectations to have a defined standard are higher for larger companies. The interviewees 

express that if a large company would not have an ethical standard they would be surprised. 

This is because a large company has a greater need for it than an SME who have more control 

over the organization. Although a company that is relatively large, with 150-250 employees 

has higher expectations to define ethical standards as it is probably more difficult for them to 

control all employees and ensure that ethical standards are upheld (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

4.2.4 Human rights responsibility 

An SME cannot have a large effect on projects aimed at quality of life improvement and 

therefore the expectations are lower. Furthermore in Sweden the quality of life is already very 

high which leads to lower expectations on this aspect. The interviewees expressed that when it 

comes to this type of projects it concerns other countries and is an issue for some industries 

that are present on markets in developing countries. For example, the coffee industry has 

higher expectations as a large part of their business is located in developing countries. 

Companies that import goods from other countries also have higher expectations on them 

whereas companies that only operate in Sweden have lower. The expectations are not related 
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to the size of the company as the interviewees believe that all companies can contribute to a 

certain extent, it is a matter of prioritising, but it depends on what type of industry the 

company is operating in. However, the expectations are higher for large companies as it is 

more natural for them to be involved in this type of projects. Further, the expectations are 

higher for visible SME’s as it is noticed if they do not try to improve the conditions in the 

local area (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

 

The expectations are higher on the human rights aspects respect individuals’ rights and ensure 

gender, race, age, religious and sexual rights as those are internal issues within the company. 

Play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement is on the contrary 

something beyond the core business and an external issue which leads to lower expectations. 

The interviewees expressed that they think it is good if SME’s would engage in this type of 

projects but they do not expect them to. The expectations on respecting individuals’ rights are 

the same for SME’s and larger companies, however the expectations to explicitly work for 

this is higher in larger companies. The interviewees express that to respect individuals’ rights 

is related to following the law in Sweden and therefore the expectations on individual rights 

are high. Moreover, they also expect companies to work for this issue in other countries, 

especially in certain industries (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

4.2.5 Labour rights responsibility 

Labour rights are seen as important by the interviewees as they want to feel safe in their work 

environment. When thinking about the expectations on SME’s, the expectations reflect the 

interviewees’ personal gain and loss. Labour rights are considered as something that the 

interviewees directly experience themselves and therefore the expectations within the area are 

high. Other mentioned reasons were that an SME tend to have few suppliers and less steps in 

their supply chain to control, which makes it easier for them to ensure labour rights and 

therefore the expectations are high. Furthermore the interviewees have high expectations 

because they believe that in Sweden the employees can demand fair labour rights from the 

companies, whereas in other countries they might not have that possibility. However, the 

interviewees also state that they have even higher expectations on large companies as they 

have a larger ability to affect labour rights in other countries and markets. A mentioned reason 

for why the aspect child labour has lower expectations than the other labour rights aspects is 

because it is not a big problem in Sweden. If the SME’s are present on other markets as well, 

the expectations are higher (Hagberg et al., 2014). 
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5. Analysis 
This chapter initiates with an analysis of how consumer expectation on CSR differ between 

company sizes. The second part of the chapter provides a comparative analysis of how the 

expectations differ in the five areas of CSR; environmental, social, ethical, human rights and 

labour rights. This section is divided into the three ranking questions. Finally, a comparison 

between the consumers’ expectations in this study and the estimated level of expectations in 

the research model is presented. 

5.1 Consumer expectations and company size 

Previous research shows that SME’s have less resources and capability to engage in CSR 

activities (Vives, 2006). This is something consumers are aware of as nearly half of the 

respondents in the survey express that they expect more from larger companies as they have 

more resources and a greater impact. Accordingly, the respondents believe that SME’s have a 

smaller impact and therefore they have lower expectations on them to practice CSR. This 

indicates that the expectations of consumers are affected by the nature of SME’s. Lee et al. 

(2012) state that CSR practices are not applied in SME’s in the same way due to that they 

differ in nature and management structure. This suggests that how much resources SME’s 

should allocate to CSR should depend on their financial and practical ability. 

  

On the other hand, a large part of the consumers have the same kind of expectations on small 

and large companies which can be explained by that some consumers express in the survey 

that their expectations on SME’s depend more on the industry than the company size. This 

indicates that SME’s in certain industries should apply CSR policies to the same degree as 

MNE’s whereas in other industries the expectations are lower. 

5.2 Comparison between expectations on different areas of 

corporate social responsibility 

5.2.1 The most important CSR aspects 

The consumers in this study have the highest expectations on the ethical aspect follow the law 

even if it does not improve performance, high expectations on the labour rights aspect prevent 
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child labour, medial expectations on the human rights aspect ensure gender, race, age, 

religion and sexual rights, low expectations on the environmental aspect prevent 

environmental pollution and the lowest expectations on the social aspect play a role in the 

society that goes beyond making profit. 

  

The consumers in the survey consider the ethical aspect follow the law even if it does not 

improve performance to have a direct relation to the other CSR aspects. Some consumers 

believe that if a company follow the Swedish law, the other CSR aspects are automatically 

practiced, whereas others believe that the law is fulfilled if a company practice the other CSR 

aspects. The diverging opinions are reflected in the survey results, as a large part of the 

consumers, 39.2 % have the highest expectations and 24.2 % have the lowest expectations. 

Possibly the percentage that had the lowest expectations would have been substantially larger 

in a country where the other CSR aspects are not included in the law to the same extent. 

Nonetheless, the consumers in this study have the highest expectations on this aspect 

compared to the other CSR aspects. Previous research show that consumers expect companies 

to go beyond legal requirements, to comply with regulation, to behave ethically, be 

trustworthy and have responsible actions. The high expectations in prior research are related 

to MNE’s (Podnar & Golob, 2007; Mahmood & Humphrey, 2013), whereas this study 

demonstrates that the consumers have high expectations on SME’s as well. Hypothesis 3 

estimated that the ethical aspect would have medial expectations in comparison to the other 

CSR areas. Still when these CSR aspects are placed against each other, consumers consider it 

more important for SME’s than previous theory indicate. 

  

Half of the consumers in the survey have either high or the highest expectations on the labour 

rights aspect prevent child labour. The results support previous research by Auger et al. 

(2007), which also verifies the high expectations on preventing child labour, in comparison to 

the other areas of CSR. The consumers in this study do not consider child labour to be 

common in Sweden yet it still receives a high ranking in the survey, which in turn indicates 

that if the research was conducted in another country the expectations on preventing child 

labour would have been higher, possibly even higher than the ethical aspect. The mentioned 

reason for why the expectations are lower than on the other labour rights aspects is because it 

is not a large issue in Sweden. However, for SME’s that are present on other markets the 

expectations are higher (Hagberg et al., 2014). Hypothesis 1 estimated the expectations on 

labour rights to be the highest, though when compared to these particular CSR aspects it only 
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has high expectations. As mentioned above, the ethical aspect has the highest expectations 

because the consumers in the survey believe that if the ethical aspect is fulfilled the other 

aspects will be practiced automatically. This may explain the lower expectations on the labour 

rights aspect than hypothesis 1 estimated.  

  

The consumers in the survey have medial expectations on the human rights aspect ensure 

gender, race, age, religion and sexual rights. Previous research by Auger et al. (2007) display 

that the gender, racial and religious rights aspect is valued high, although sexual rights have 

been valued lower. That all five demographic factors have been grouped together in this study 

may be a reason for why the expectations are medial. If sexual rights had been excluded from 

the survey question the results may have shown higher expectations. However the consumers 

express in the survey that the expectations of ensuring all of these rights are high and seen as 

fundamental in Sweden. When it comes to SME’s anti-discrimination practices, the 

companies tend to focus on ensuring gender and racial rights (Santos, 2011; Murillo & 

Lozano, 2006), yet this study indicates that it is of importance to focus on all factors to some 

degree. Hypothesis 4 estimated low expectations on this aspect, a possible explanation for 

why this aspect has higher expectations than estimated may be because these rights are an 

internal issue for the company and therefore the consumers have higher expectations 

(Hagberg et al., 2014). Another possible explanation is due to the substantially lower 

expectations on the social aspect. The social area was estimated to have higher expectations 

than human rights in the research model, but according to this study it has lower expectations. 

  

In line with previous research by Auger et al. (2007), the environmental aspect prevent 

environmental pollution has lower expectations in comparison with most CSR areas. When 

environmental aspects are compared to human rights aspects the environment is given less 

priority.  Hagberg et al. (2014) express that it is difficult not to value human rights higher than 

environmental aspects, nevertheless they state that in a long-term perspective humans are 

affected by the environment which makes it an important issue. The low expectations of the 

consumers in this study on SME’s environmental practices are also related to that an SME’s 

impact on the environment is substantially smaller than larger companies, which is indicated 

in the research by Hillary (2004) who state that consumers are less concerned about SME’s as 

their impact is minor. However the expectations of the consumers depend on the type of 

industry that the SME operates in. The expectations may be higher than other aspects of CSR 

in industries associated with a high degree of environmental destruction. An SME should 
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according to the consumers think about the effect it has on the local environment (Hagberg et 

al., 2014). Hypothesis 5 estimated the environmental expectations to be the lowest, but 

according to this study they are low, partially due to the lowest expectations on the social 

aspect. 

  

The survey shows that consumers have the lowest expectations on the social aspect play a 

role in the society that goes beyond making profit, 64 % have either low or the lowest 

expectations. A possible reason for this is that the consumers in the survey express that social 

aspects are not the responsibility of companies. However, the consumers still consider it as an 

important area to work for, but the expectations of the involvement are related to the turnover 

of the company and therefore the expectations are lower for SME’s. If an SME does not have 

the financial resources to improve itself the consumers state that they cannot expect it to 

improve the society around it either (Hagberg et al., 2014). This is contradictory to hypothesis 

2 which estimates the social aspect of CSR to be one of the most important aspects. The 

theory further shows that the social aspect is the area that SME’s are most involved in, for 

example a European Commission report (2002) demonstrates that 62-67 % of Swedish SME’s 

engage in socially responsible activities. This indicates that Swedish SME’s prioritise social 

activities excessively high in relation to other CSR areas. 

5.2.2 The second most important CSR aspects 

The consumers in the survey have the highest expectations on the labour rights aspect provide 

safe working conditions, high expectations on the ethical aspect be transparent and provide 

honest information, medial expectations on the environmental aspect maximize energy 

efficiency, low expectations on the human rights aspect play a crucial role in projects aimed 

at quality of life improvement and the lowest expectations on the social aspect reinforce their 

voluntary activities for society welfare. 

  

The survey demonstrates that the consumers have the highest expectations on the labour rights 

aspect provide safe working conditions, a large majority of 80 % either have high or the 

highest expectations in comparison to the other CSR areas. These findings support previous 

research by Logsdon and Wood (2005) and Auger et al. (2007) which state that security of 

work is one of the most important areas seen by consumers. A possible explanation for why 

this aspect is considered as essential by the consumers in this study is that they express that it 

is important to take care of the employees as it will affect the society in a positive manner. 
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The consumers have the highest expectations on this aspect as they want to feel safe in their 

work environment, their expectations are also related to their direct experiences and personal 

gain or loss, which is a reason for the highest expectations compared to the other CSR areas. 

Other reasons for the high expectations is that SME’s have few suppliers and less steps in 

their supply chain which makes it easier for them to ensure safe working conditions (Hagberg 

et al., 2014). The highest expectations on the labour rights aspect reflect the estimation in 

hypothesis 1. 

  

The consumers in Sweden have high expectations on the ethical aspect to be transparent and 

provide honest information as seen in the survey. The expectations on transparency and 

honesty in SME’s are coherent with the research on consumers in the UK which show that 

they expect companies to be open and honest (Dawkins & Lewis, 2003). Some consumers in 

this study believe that if the ethical aspect be transparent and provide honest information is 

fulfilled, it would be difficult to not actively work for other aspects such as providing safe 

working conditions (Hagberg et al., 2014). This could be a reason for why a majority of 68.7 

% have high or the highest expectations and only 13 % have low or the lowest expectations on 

this aspect. This may also explain why the expectations are higher in this study than the 

estimation in hypothesis 3. 

  

The consumers in the survey have medial expectations on the environmental aspect maximize 

energy efficiency. One explanation for why the environmental aspect has higher expectations 

than estimated by hypothesis 5 is that the human rights aspect play a crucial role in projects 

aimed at quality of life improvement and the social aspect reinforce their voluntary activities 

for society welfare are not considered to be a responsibility of companies according to the 

consumers in the survey and therefore the expectations are higher on the environmental 

aspect. Additionally, the consumers have higher expectations on internal company questions, 

such as maximizing energy efficiency, than external questions which can explain why the 

human rights aspect and social aspect have lower expectations (Hagberg et al., 2014). The 

medial expectations corresponds to the theory as some research conclude the aspect to be 

highly important, e.g. Bonini et al. (2008), whereas other research illustrate that the 

expectations are not present in all cases e.g. Holland and Gibbon (1997). The consumers state 

that in Sweden the environmental issues have been prioritised for a while and most companies 

have established environmental policies, in a country where environmental responsibility is 

not as common the expectations would be higher than medial (Hagberg et al., 2014). 
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The survey illustrates that the consumers have low expectations on the human rights aspect 

play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement, which conflicts with the 

research conducted by Auger et al. (2007) where the human rights aspect about the basic 

rights of all people is seen as the most important aspect compared to other CSR areas. This 

indicates that when the research is conducted specifically on SME’s the consumers’ 

expectations within this area are lower. The low expectations was though estimated in 

hypothesis 4. A reason for the low expectations on this aspect are, as shown in the survey, that 

some consumers do not consider human rights projects as a responsibility of companies and in 

addition that SME’s are not considered to be capable of affecting the society to a large extent 

with this types of projects. Another reason for the low expectations are that consumers believe 

that quality of life is already high in Sweden. The expectations are thus higher on SME’s that 

are present on markets in developing countries. Consumers in Sweden have for example 

higher expectations on companies within the coffee industry as a large part of the production 

is located abroad. Furthermore, the expectations to be involved in these types of projects are 

higher on companies that import goods. However the expectations are more related to the type 

of company and industry than to the size of the company as most consumers believe that all 

companies can contribute to the society to some extent (Hagberg et al., 2014). Vives (2006) 

state that SME’s do not have the same capability as MNE’s to practice CSR. The expectations 

are higher for more visible SME’s as it would be noticed if they would not be involved in 

improving the living conditions in the society (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

 

The social aspect reinforce their voluntary activities for society welfare has the lowest 

expectations among the consumers in the survey, 72.6 % have low or the lowest expectations 

on this aspect. This is contradictory to previous theory by Golob et al. (2008) which shows 

that consumers find voluntary activities that benefit the society important. On this aspect, the 

expectations of the consumers are excessively lower than the estimation in hypothesis 2. The 

consumers in this study express that they have low expectations because the impact SME’s 

have on the society is smaller and therefore they are not required to actively work to improve 

it to the same extent as larger companies. The amount of activities SME’s are involved in for 

society welfare should be based upon how much of the society’s resources they make use of, 

but as all companies are a part of the society they should contribute in some way. The 

consumers have higher expectations on visible companies and companies that publicly state 

that they work for societal issues (Hagberg et al., 2014). Bertels & Peloza (2008) supports this 

and state that it is because the companies’ absence would be noticed by the consumers. Many 
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SME’s practice CSR through involvement in the community where it operates, although these 

practices are not advertised (European Commission, 2002), which could be a reason for why 

the consumers’ expectations are the lowest on this aspect.  

5.2.3 The third most important CSR aspects 

The consumers in the survey have the highest expectations on the labour rights aspect provide 

fair working contracts on e.g. wages, work hours, high expectations on the human rights 

aspect respect individuals rights, medial expectations on the environmental aspect respect 

natural resources by minimizing waste, low expectations on the ethical aspect define ethical 

standards and be faithful to them at all times and the lowest expectations on the social aspect 

allocate some of the resources to local activities and organisations. 

  

As predicted in hypothesis 1, the consumers have the highest expectations on the labour rights 

aspect provide fair working contracts on e.g. wages, work hours, 62.6 % have either high or 

the highest expectations. This is also in line with previous research in Europe that have shown 

that European consumers find fair treatment of employees as one of the most essential aspects 

(Dawkins & Lewis, 2003). Other research has found that minimum wages is not ranked as a 

highly important aspect in comparison to other CSR areas (Auger et al., 2007), however the 

consumers in this study find fair working contracts on e.g. wages, work hours to be important 

even when it is compared to other CSR areas. The high expectations are related to that in 

Sweden employees can demand fair working contracts from companies (Hagberg et al., 

2014). The consumers in the survey further express that both labour rights and human rights 

are easy and important for companies to uphold regardless of their size. 

  

As mentioned above, the survey shows that consumers find human rights as something easy 

and important for companies to practice, which could be the reason why the human rights 

aspect respect individuals’ rights has high expectations, 59.5 % of the respondents either have 

high or the highest expectations. Hypothesis 4 estimated low expectations on human rights, 

whereas this aspect has considerably higher expectation in this study. Research conducted in 

Singapore by Lee et al. (2012) demonstrate that many SME’s in fact practice human rights 

principles. Consumers in Sweden have high expectations as they state that SME’s should 

work for this issue in other countries and markets, especially in certain industries. Moreover, 

the consumers believe that respecting individual rights is related to following the law in 

Sweden and therefore have high expectations (Hagberg et al., 2014).  
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The consumers in the survey have medial expectations on the environmental aspect respect 

natural resources by minimizing waste. That minimizing waste does not have lower than 

medial expectations is contradictory to the research of Auger et al. (2007) who found 

environmental aspects such as recycled material usage and packaging to be one of the least 

important aspects. The medial expectations are also higher than in hypothesis 5 that estimated 

it to have the lowest expectations. The consumers express that how much resources 

companies should allocate to this aspect depends on what type of company it is (Hagberg et 

al., 2014). It is therefore possible that for companies in certain industries the expectations 

would be lowest, as hypothesis 5 estimates. The SME’s have limited resources which impacts 

the expectations on what type of environmental projects they should prioritise, although the 

consumers believe that they should focus on minimizing waste and other aspects that they can 

affect (Hagberg et al., 2014). This could explain why the environmental aspect respect natural 

resources by minimizing waste has higher expectations than the ethical and social aspects. 

  

The survey demonstrates that the consumers have low expectations on the ethical aspect 

define ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times. The aspect received a 

substantially lower value than the other ethical aspects in the study, 63.4 % of the consumers 

have low to medial expectations on the aspect. This is contradictory to previous theory as 

Golob et al. (2008) conclude in their research that consumers find ethical standards to be 

important. The ethical aspect define ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times is 

about doing more than what is required by law, Mahmood and Humphrey (2013) state that 

consumers expect companies to go beyond legal requirements. However, the consumers in 

this study have low expectations on this aspect, which contradicts hypothesis 3 that estimated 

medial expectations. The consumers have lower expectations on defining ethical standards in 

SME’s as it is easier for them to control that ethical standards are met due to their smaller 

size. Consumers do therefore not expect SME’s to have a defined ethical standard, but more 

of informal ethical norms. Although, the expectations on defining ethical standards are higher 

the larger the company is and a SME with 150-250 employees has higher expectations on 

defining ethical standards (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

  

The consumers have the lowest expectations on the social aspect, allocate some of the 

resources to local activities and organisations, 65.4 % have given it the lowest value, as the 

survey illustrates. Contradictory, Ingenhoff and Sommer’s (2011) research shows that the 

social activities are considered the most important by the consumers and hypothesis 2 
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estimated the social aspects to have high expectations. The expectations of the consumers are 

higher if the company is given attention in the media (Hagberg et al., 2014). This can explain 

why the expectations are low for SME’s, as they often receive less media attention than larger 

companies (Fassin, 2008). Despite the lowest expectations on this aspect compared to the 

other CSR areas, local SME’s are still expected to be involved in local organisations (Hagberg 

et al., 2014). Santos (2011) further states that a majority of previously studied SME’s have 

been involved in sponsorships and donations and Spence and Schmidpeter (2003) state that 

involvement in social activities is common in many SME’s. However, according to this study 

Swedish SME’s should not place a large amount of their limited resources on local activities 

and organisations as it not as highly valued as other CSR aspects. 

5.3 A summary of consumer expectation on each corporate 

social responsibility area 

5.3.1 Environmental responsibility 

This part summarizes the three environmental aspects; prevent environmental pollution, 

maximize energy efficiency and respect natural resources by minimizing waste. 

  

Previous research has shown that the expectations on the environmental area are growing 

(Golob et al., 2008) but that few consumers are concerned about the environmental impact of 

SME’s (Hillary, 2004). The survey on consumers display that the different environmental 

aspects have medial to low expectations in comparison to other CSR areas. The expectations 

are lowest on the aspect prevent environmental pollution in comparison to the other aspects, 

which theoretically is seen as the most important of the environmental aspects. This may be 

due to that consumers perceive that SME’s have a minor impact on the environment than 

MNE’s (Hillary, 2004), which has also been expressed by the consumers in this study. The 

consumers’ expectations are higher than expected by hypothesis 5 that estimated the lowest 

expectations. Even though, this research supports the European Commission's (2002) report 

that states that European consumers consider large enterprises to contribute more to waste and 

pollution than SME’s. The consumers have low expectations in the area which indicates that 

the main focus of SME’s should be on other CSR areas. 
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5.3.2 Social responsibility 

This part summarizes the three social aspects; play a role in the society that goes beyond 

making profit, reinforce their voluntary activities for society welfare and allocate some of the 

resources to local activities and organisations. 

  

Previous research within the social area have indicated that in general the consumers have 

high expectations on social aspects (e.g. Golob et al., 2008; Gordon et al., 2012 & Ingenhoff 

& Sommer, 2011). Bertels & Peloza (2008) further show that the more visible and known the 

company is in the community the higher are the expectations. This study is inconsistent with 

the previous research and hypothesis 2 as the consumers have the lowest expectations on the 

social area. All social aspects in the survey have been valued as least important in comparison 

to other CSR areas. A possible explanation for the low expectations on SME’s may be that 

consumers might have higher expectations on companies that are known nationally, and not 

only locally (Bertels & Peloza, 2008). The consumers especially think that companies that are 

visible and publicly state that they work for societal issues have higher expectations (Hagberg 

et al., 2014). The consumers in the survey also expressed that the social part of CSR might not 

be the responsibility of companies, which could be a reason behind the low expectations. 

However, the consumers still believe that companies should contribute to the society in some 

way, but that it is related to their turnover and resources (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

5.3.3 Ethical responsibility 

This part summarizes the three ethical aspects; follow the law even if it does not improve 

profit, be transparent and provide honest information and define ethical standards and be 

faithful to them at all times. 

  

Previous theories imply that the ethical expectations are high and growing (Podnar & Golob, 

2007; Mahmood & Humphrey, 2013), which is supported by two of the three ethical aspects 

in the survey. The consumers have higher expectations than estimated in hypothesis 3 that 

expected medial expectation. This study on the consumers demonstrates that they have the 

highest expectations on following the law even if it does not improve performance, high 

expectations on being transparent and providing honest information and low expectations on 

defining ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times. The low expectations on ethical 

standards may be explained by previous research showing that the expectations are higher on 
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MNE’s than SME’s (Podnar & Golob, 2007; Castka et al., 2004; Jenkins, 2006; Lepoutre & 

Heene, 2006). Whether the expectations are higher on MNE’s or SME’s may depend much on 

the specific aspect. An ethical standard may for example not be perceived as important in a 

smaller company with less resources (Evans & Sawyer, 2010; Hsu & Cheng, 2012), as seen in 

this study. The consumers have low expectations on ethical standards because they believe 

that it is easier for SME’s to control the value chain without having claimed ethical standards 

(Hagberg et al., 2014). 

5.3.4 Human rights responsibility 

This part summarizes the three human rights aspects; ensure gender, race, age, religion and 

sexual rights, play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement and respect 

individuals rights. 

  

The human rights aspects generally have high expectations in previous research, European 

consumers consider it a vital aspect for companies to practice (Dawkins & Lewis, 2003). The 

consumers in the survey have higher expectations than estimated in hypothesis 4, even though 

the expectations differed extensively between the aspects. Previous research by Auger et al. 

(2007) also show that various aspects of human rights have different expectations, which is 

consistent with this study as the three aspects have been valued as low, medial and high. 

Respect individuals rights has high expectations, ensure gender, race, age, religion and 

sexual rights has medial expectations and play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of 

life improvement has low expectations in comparison to other CSR areas. A possible 

explanation to why the expectations differ between the aspects could be because some 

consumers in the survey consider human rights aspects to be easy and important for 

companies to apply, whereas other consumers state that it is not the responsibility of 

companies. The consumers consider the quality of life in Sweden to be high already and 

therefore they have low expectations on play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life 

improvement. The other two aspects are internal issues within a company which therefore 

leads to higher expectations (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

5.3.5 Labour rights responsibility 

This part summarizes the three labour rights aspects; prevent child labour, provide safe 

working conditions and provide fair working contracts on e.g. wages, work hours. 



%#!
!

 Labour rights is seen as one of the most important areas according to consumers today, 

especially in Europe where the consumers have high expectations on companies to treat their 

employees fair (Dawkins & Lewis, 2003; Logsdon & Wood, 2005). This can be seen in this 

study of consumers as the labour rights aspects have all been valued highly in the survey, 

which reflect hypothesis 1. Two of the aspects have been valued as of highest importance; 

provide safe working conditions and provide fair working contracts on e.g. wages, work 

hours. The aspect prevent child labour has been valued of high importance according to the 

consumers. The reason for the high expectations on these aspects is because safe and fair 

working conditions is something personal for the consumers that they could experience 

themselves. Child labour is not considered common in Sweden, although they still have high 

expectations on companies to prevent it in other countries and markets (Hagberg et al., 2014). 

5.3.6 Comparison between the corporate social responsibility areas and the 
research model 

To summarise the analysis, a comparison between the research model and the results of the 

study are illustrated in table 10. The consumers’ ranking order is close to the estimated 

ranking order except for the social area, which went from high expectations to the lowest 

expectations affecting the entire model. This is one reason for why the ranking order of the 

ethical, human rights and environmental area moved upwards. H1 is the only hypothesis that 

is supported by this study, H2, H3, H4 and H5 are not supported. Although H3, H4 and H5 

are not far from the estimated expectations.   

 
!"#$%&'()&!*%&%+,%-."./012&03&-01245%62&/1&.*/2&2.478&/1&-05,"6/201&9/.*&.*%&6%2%"6-*&507%$&

Hypothesis       CSR area Estimated ranking 
order 

Swedish consumers’ 
ranking order 

H1 
 

Labour rights responsibility 1 – Highest expectations 1 – Highest expectations 
H2 Social responsibility 2 – High expectations 5 – Lowest expectations 
H3 Ethical responsibility 3 – Medial expectations 2 – High expectations 
H4 Human rights responsibility 4 – Low expectations 3 – Medial expectations 
H5 Environmental responsibility 5 – Lowest expectations 4 – Low expectations 
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6. Conclusions 
This chapter begins with concluding how the consumers’ expectations vary within the 

different areas of CSR. Subsequently the theoretical and managerial implications of the study 

are presented. Finally suggestions for further research within the area and the limitations of 

the study are demonstrated. 

 

The study concludes that consumers in Sweden have the highest expectations on labour rights 

responsibility, high expectations on ethical responsibility, medial expectations on human 

rights responsibility, low expectations on environmental responsibility and lowest 

expectations on social responsibility. Generally, the more internal the issue is for SME’s, the 

higher are the expectations of the consumers. The expectations of the consumers further 

depend on the type of industry the SME’s operate in. The consumers have the highest 

expectations on labour rights in SME’s partly because it is seen as a personal issue to have 

safe and fair working contracts. The high expectations on ethical responsibility is due to that 

if a company follow the law and is transparent and honest, a majority of other CSR areas are 

included as well, such as safe and fair working conditions and preventing environmental 

pollution. Human rights have medial expectations because some consumers do not see it as a 

responsibility of companies and believe that it depends on which industry the company 

operates in. The environmental responsibility is low as the consumers do not believe that 

SME’s impact the environment to large extent. The lowest expectations on the social 

responsibility is related to the fact that SME’s have less financial resources to allocate for 

improving the society, but also less impact on the society. Therefore the consumers believe 

that SME’s do not have to give back as much to the society. 

6.1 Theoretical implications 

This study contributes to existing research on consumer expectation and how it varies 

between the CSR areas by providing new insight regarding consumers’ expectation on 

SME’s. The study supports previous research concerning consumer expectation on CSR in the 

area of labour rights, suggesting that previous theory can be applied to the expectations of 

consumers in Sweden on SME’s CSR practices within this area. On the other hand, this study 

has contradictory results on the consumer expectations on the CSR areas; social, ethical, 

human rights and environmental. This indicates that previous theories on consumer 
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expectations within these areas are not entirely applicable on consumers’ expectations on 

SME’s. However the results of the ethical, human rights and environmental areas were not far 

from the research model, indicating that previous theory is still suitable to a certain degree. 

The expectations of the social CSR area on SME’s is substantially lower for consumers in 

Sweden than for consumers in other countries especially concerning the expectations on 

larger companies, suggesting that previous research is not applicable. 

6.2 Managerial implications 

The findings of this study can be used as guidelines for companies in planning the allocation 

of resources between the different CSR areas. From a managerial perspective, a majority of 

the limited resources SME’s allocate on CSR practices should be placed upon establishing 

labour rights as the consumers have the highest expectations on SME’s within this area. The 

focus should especially be placed upon establishing safe and fair working conditions. A large 

amount of resources should also be put on ensuring that the law is followed and that the 

company is transparent and honest in all situations. There is however no need to place limited 

resources on defining ethical standards within SME’s as the consumers do not expect that 

from smaller companies.  

 

Some resources should be allocated to human rights projects, but not a majority, as some 

consumers do not consider this as a company issue. The focus when it comes to human rights 

within SME’s should be on the internal issues of ensuring individuals’ rights and ensuring 

gender, race, age, religion and sexual rights. Very little time and money should be placed 

upon projects aimed at quality of life improvement as the consumers do not find this 

important for SME’s to work with. Due to the low expectations, SME’s should only allocate a 

minority of their resources on social and environmental practices. This study does not suggest 

that Swedish SME’s should not put any resources on these areas, only that they should not be 

the main priority. SME’s that operate in other countries besides Sweden have higher 

expectations on them to ensure labour rights and human rights and should therefore place a 

larger amount of resource on these aspects than SME’s that only operate in Sweden. 
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6.3 Further research and limitations 

CSR is a widely discussed phenomenon in international business and marketing literature and 

since this literature has not yet given much attention to consumer expectations, it is of 

importance to investigate this in different markets and countries. Therefore this paper 

contributes to the international business and marketing literature by providing an investigation 

on expectations that consumers in Sweden have on SME’s. More research is needed in other 

markets and on other sample groups to complete the research area as this study was conducted 

on a sample not fully representative of the larger population due to the homogeneity of the 

respondents who are in a similar age and living situation. Additionally, the survey was 

distributed online which resulted in a lower response rate. Another method with a higher 

response rate may have represented the sample and the population to a larger extent.  

 

This study indicate that there is a difference in consumer expectations between SME’s and 

MNE’s, further research is needed on this area to provide a deeper understanding of the 

expectations and how CSR should be applied in SME’s and MNE’s. Moreover, further 

research should be conducted on if the expectations differ between the company types 

included in the term SME; micro, small and medium enterprises, as this research has implied 

that it may differ, especially in some CSR areas. The predefined CSR aspects that were used 

in the survey and focus group limited the study, if other CSR aspects had been chosen it may 

have given a different result. In order to investigate this, the same type of study should be 

conducted but with different CSR aspects. The research also showed that students in different 

study fields, study level and gender have similar expectations on CSR, therefore further 

research should compare other aspects such as work experience, family situation etc. 

Additionally, to get a more comprehensive understanding of the expectations on SME’s, 

further research is needed on the expectations of other stakeholders besides consumers. 
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Appendix A: Survey 
1. Gender 

[   ] Male 
[   ] Female 

!
2. Age:_________ 

 

3. Study level 

[   ] Bachelor 
[   ] Master 
[   ] Phd 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Field of study 

[   ] Business & Economics 
[   ] Law 
[   ] Theology 
[   ] Languages 
[   ] Social sciences (except for business and economics) 
[   ] Educational sciences 
[   ] Medicine 
[   ] Pharmacy 
[   ] Mathematics 
[   ] Physics 
[   ] Technology 
[   ] Chemistry 
[   ] Biology 
[   ] Earth sciences 
 
Other:______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. Do your expectations on responsibility differ between small and large companies? 

[   ] Yes, I have greater expectations on larger companies. 
[   ] Yes, I have greater expectations on smaller companies. 
[   ] No, I have the same expectations on small and large companies. 
 
Why:_______________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
        



Ranking Questions 
We investigate the expectations on small and medium-sized companies with 1 - 250 
employees. Companies of this size in Uppsala are for example Lindvalls kaffe, Widerlöv & 
Co., Parfymeri L, Fyrishov AB and Bowlaget. These are companies from different industries 
but when answering the remaining questions, focus on the small and medium company size 
independent of industry.  
 
Information for questions 6-8: 
Please rank the aspects a-e on how important it is to you. Rank from 1-5, where 1 has the 
highest importance, 2 the second highest and so on. 
 
It is NOT possible to give the same ranking to multiple aspects. Even though you might 
consider all aspects as important you MUST give each aspect a different ranking number. 
 
6. I believe that small to medium sized enterprises with 1- 250 employees must actively work 
to: 

a. Prevent environmental pollution    [   ] 
b. Play a role in the society that goes beyond making profit  [   ] 
c. Follow the law even if it does not improve performance  [   ] 
d. Ensure gender, race, age, religion and sexual rights   [   ] 
e. Prevent child labour     [   ] 
 
Comments:__________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
7. I believe that small to medium sized enterprises with 1- 250 employees must actively work 
to: 

a. Maximize energy efficiency    [   ] 
b. Reinforce their voluntary activities for society welfare  [   ] 
c. Be transparent and provide honest information    [   ] 
d. Play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement [   ] 
e. Provide safe working conditions    [   ] 
 
Comments:__________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
8. I believe that small to medium sized enterprises with 1- 250 employees must actively work 
to: 

a. Respect natural resources by minimizing waste   [   ] 
b. Allocate some of the resources to local activities and organisations [   ] 
c. Define ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times  [   ] 
d. Respect individuals’ rights    [   ] 
e. Provide fair working contracts on e.g. wages, work hours   [   ] 

 
Comments:__________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 



Appendix B: Items and theoretical base 
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Environmental pollution% Golob et al. 2008!

Minimizing waste% Evans & Sawyer, 2010!

Maximizing energy efficiency% Evans & Sawyer, 2010!

Develop and contribute to the society where it 

operates%

European Commission 2002; Evans & Sawyer, 

2010; Gordon et al. 2010!

Support local events and organizations% Santos 2011; Evans & Sawyer, 2010; Roy et al. 

2013; Golob et al. 2008!

Be transparent and provide honest 

information%

Evans & Sawyer, 2010; Podnar & Golob, 2007; 

Dawkins & Lewis, 2002; Lee et al. 2012 

Behave ethically in all situations% Evans & Sawyer; Mahmood & Humphrey, 2013, 

Golob et al. 2008!

Comply and go beyond regulations Dincer & Dincer 2013; Podnar & Golob 2007; 

Mahmod & Humphrey 2013 

Anti-discriminatory practices Santos 2011; Murillo & Lozano 2006; Lee et al. 

2012; Auger et al 2007 

Work for basic rights of individuals Lee et al. 2012; Auger et al 2007 

Prevent child labour Auger et al 2007 

Provide safe working conditions Perrini, 2006; Lee et al., 2012; Santos, 2011., 

Logsdon & Wood 2005; Auger et al. 2007 

Provide fair working conditions Murillo & Lozano, 2006; Perrini, 2006, Evans & 

Sawyer, 2010; ; Lee et al., 2012; Perrini et al. 

2007; Logsdon & Wood 2005; Auger et al 2007 

 



Appendix C: Interview guide 
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1. Which area of CSR is most important for small and medium sized enterprises to work 
for? Why? 

2. The survey shows that labour rights has the highest expectations of all CSR areas, why 
are labour rights that important to small and medium-sized enterprises? 

3. Is an active work with labour rights responsibility less important, equally important or 
more important for larger companies? Why? 

4. The survey shows that the ethical aspects follow the law even if it does not improve 
performance and be transparent and provide honest information have high expectations, 
whereas the ethical aspect define ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times has 
low expectations. Why is it less important to define an ethical standard for small and 
medium sized enterprises? 

5. Is defining ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times less important, equally 
important or more important for larger companies? Why? 

6. The survey demonstrates that the human rights aspect play a crucial role in projects 
aimed at quality of life improvement has lower expectations than the human rights aspects 
respecting individuals’ rights and ensuring gender, age, race, religion and sexual rights. 
Why is it less important for small and medium sized enterprises to work actively in 
projects aimed at improving quality of life? 

7. Is playing a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement less important, 
equally important or more important for larger companies? Why? 

8. Why is it that important for small and medium sized-enterprises to work to respect 
individuals’ rights? 

9. The survey displays that social aspects such as allocating resources to local activities and 
organizations and working to improve the society have the lowest expectations. Why are 
the expectations on small and medium-sized enterprises to actively work for the social 
aspects of CSR lowest? 

10. Are working with the social aspects less important, equally important or more important 
for larger companies? Why? 

11. Environmental aspects of CSR (prevent environmental pollution, maximize energy 
efficiency and respecting natural resources by minimizing waste) have low expectations. 
The only CSR aspect with lower expectations is the social aspect. Why are the 
expectations on small and medium sized enterprises to actively work for the environment 
low? 

12. Is working for the environment less important, equally important or more important for 
larger companies? Why? 

 

 



Appendix D: Mann-Whitney U test 
Gender 

A Mann-Whitney U test comparing the median between “males” and “females” was conducted, see 

appendix D. The test showed that the 2-tailed significance level on all aspects in the first ranking 

question are equal to or above 0.093 which proves that there are no significant difference between 

males and females answers on this question. The second ranking question displayed that the human 

rights aspect 7d play a crucial role in projects aimed at quality of life improvement have a significant 

difference, Z is -2.15 (p = 0.031), between “males” and “females”. The other four aspects have no 

significant difference between the genders. The third ranking question confirmed a significant 

difference, Z is -2.15 (p = 0.032), between “males” and “females” on one of the five aspects, the 

ethical aspect 8c define ethical standards and be faithful to them at all times. The test showed that 

males have a lower ranking number and higher expectations on all aspects.  

Study Level and Study Field 

A Mann-Whitney U test comparing the ranking questions’ median between the different study levels 

“bachelor” and “master” and between the study fields “business and economics”, “medicine” and 

“social sciences” was conducted, see appendix D. These three study fields were compared as they 

have the largest number of respondents. The test indicated no significant differences between 

“bachelor” and “master” students or between “business” and “social science” students. A comparison 

between the study field “business” and  “medicine” showed a significant difference, Z is -2.2 (P = 

0.028) on aspect 6c follow the law even if it does not improve performance. The study field 

“medicine” had lower expectations than “business”. The other aspects had no significant difference. A 

comparison between the study field “medicine” and “social sciences” displayed a significant 

difference, Z is -2.2 (p = 0.026), on aspect 7b reinforce their voluntary activities for society welfare. 

The other aspects had no significant difference. The study field “medicine” has lower expectations 

than “social science”. 

Differing expectations between small and large companies 

A Mann-Whitney test was conducted to compare the ranking questions’ median between those who 

have “greater expectations on large companies”, “greater expectations on small companies” and the 

“same expectations on both small and large companies”. No significant difference was detected in the 

answers between those who answered that they had “greater expectations on larger companies” and 

“greater expectations on smaller companies”, neither on the test between those who had “greater 

expectations on smaller companies” and the “same expectations on both small and large companies”. 

The test between those who had “greater expectations on larger companies” and those who answered 



that they had the “same expectations on both small and large and companies” showed significant 

difference, Z is -2.95 (p = 0.003), on aspect 7b reinforce their voluntary activities for society welfare. 

“greater expectations on larger companies” had higher expectations than “same expectation on both 

small and large companies”. 
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