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Abstract
Integrating corporate social responsibility (CSR) into a for-profit organization’s business activities is fraught with tensions. 
This paper reports a case study of a construction company, exploring how different tensions emerged to challenge company-
level aspirations for strategic CSR integration. The study identifies three types of persistent CSR tensions and four manage-
ment practices, discussing how the management practices led the organization to navigate CSR tensions in both active and 
defensive ways. Furthermore, the study explicates why the case company succeeded in integrating CSR into formal business 
strategy and shared attitudes but struggled with CSR integration in the domain of day-to-day operations. The paper contrib-
utes to the CSR literature by developing a tension-centric perspective on CSR development. It highlights the necessity of 
tension navigation at both the organizational and the action levels, the key role of active (as opposed to defensive) naviga-
tion of CSR tensions, and the importance of alignment between organizational and action levels in navigating tensions for 
sustaining strategic focus on CSR over time.

Keywords Corporate social responsibility · CSR tensions · Strategic CSR integration · CSR development · Case study

Introduction

With a growing emphasis on corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR), companies must decide how to integrate CSR 
into their organizational strategy. For most companies, 
CSR has been a tool for improving business performance 
(e.g., Lindgreen et al. 2009; Weaver et al. 1999a) through 
initiatives that are unconnected with the business strategy, 
such as charities or PR programs (Husted 2003; Weaver 
et al. 1999b). While enabling the cultivation of external 
legitimacy (e.g., Crilly et al. 2012), the problem with such 
a peripheral approach to CSR is that it may not generate 
the best societal or business outcomes (Halme and Laurila 

2009). An integrated approach is needed instead, which inte-
grates CSR into the company’s day-to-day activities, core 
competencies, shared understandings, and strategic deci-
sions (Aguinis and Glavas 2013; Basu and Palazzo 2008; 
Brooks 2005).

The integrated approach to CSR is essential for lever-
aging the potential synergies between social and business 
agendas (e.g., Gao and Bansal 2013), but calls for compa-
nies to embed CSR into organizational culture (Maon et al. 
2010) and view it as an opportunity for innovation (Porter 
and Kramer 2006). Given the contradictions between eco-
nomic and societal demands (Margolis and Walsh 2003), 
companies attempting to integrate CSR into their business 
strategy and operations also expose themselves to internal 
CSR tensions that require systematic managerial attention 
(Hahn et al. 2015; Ozanne et al. 2016; Smith et al. 2013). 
Thus, tension management becomes crucial for the integra-
tion of CSR into business strategy (Hahn et al. 2015).

However, despite insightful conceptual studies, we con-
tinue to have a limited understanding of the management of 
CSR tensions during the strategic CSR integration process 
(Hahn et al. 2018; Maon et al. 2010). To fill this gap in the 
knowledge, we investigated the management of CSR ten-
sions during a strategic CSR integration process through 
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a qualitative single-case study in a European construction 
company, “SmartCo.” Since 2009, SmartCo has undergone 
a radical strategic transition that placed CSR and ethical val-
ues at the center of its business strategy. While the transition 
allowed SmartCo to challenge the construction industry’s 
adverse contracting practices, its focus on short-term value, 
and the widespread involvement in the black economy, it 
also generated a variety of internal CSR tensions that called 
for managerial efforts to allow the organization to balance 
between business and CSR targets.

By investigating the navigation of CSR tensions at 
SmartCo, this study makes three main contributions to the 
CSR literature. First, it improves our understanding of the 
nature of CSR tensions at the core of the CSR development 
process, as well as the various management practices that 
allow companies to address the CSR tensions. Second, this 
study develops new knowledge of the ways in which tension 
management contributes to strategic CSR integration. Identi-
fying recognition and evasion as ways of navigating tensions 
at the organizational level, as well as adjustment, confronta-
tion, and regression at the action level, the findings highlight 
the crucial role of active as opposed to defensive navigation 
of CSR tensions, and call for alignment in navigating the 
tensions across the organization. Third, this study extends 
the predominantly conceptual work on the tension-based 
integrative view of CSR. Specifically, our work deepens the 
understanding of the role of management’s interventions for 
supporting the navigation of persistent CSR tensions.

This article is structured as follows. We begin by estab-
lishing the theoretical background of this study by distin-
guishing peripheral from integrated approaches to CSR, and 
by positioning persistent tensions as the core challenge of 
strategic CSR integration. We then describe our empirical 
inquiry of SmartCo and explain the analytical process of our 
qualitative study. Thereafter, we present our findings on the 
management of CSR tensions, and synthesize the findings to 
explain how the navigation of CSR tensions through active 
and defensive means contributed to strategic CSR integra-
tion. We conclude by situating our contributions within the 
CSR development literature, emphasizing the navigation of 
CSR tensions as a central element in strategic CSR integra-
tion, along with providing implications for managers, and 
describing the limitations and potential avenues for future 
research.

Literature Review

From Peripheral CSR to Strategic CSR Integration

A widely accepted premise in CSR literature is that com-
panies have societal and environmental obligations that go 
beyond shareholder interests and legal compliance. Besides 

this premise, however, the perspectives taken to CSR vary 
significantly (e.g., Basu and Palazzo 2008; Carriga and 
Mele 2004; Lantos 2001; McWilliams et al. 2006), includ-
ing the definition of CSR and its distinction from related 
concepts such as corporate sustainability (Bansal and Song 
2017; Montiel 2008). Here, we align with Carroll’s (1979) 
view of CSR as embodying the economic, legal, ethical, and 
discretionary obligations a business has to society. In addi-
tion to emphasizing CSR as going beyond minimum legal 
requirements, Carroll (1979) provides a conceptual basis for 
analyzing the differences between companies regarding the 
social issues they address, as well as their responsiveness to 
these social issues (see also Lindgreen et al. 2009; Weaver 
et al. 1999a). This is important because the outcomes of 
CSR initiatives depend on their implementation (Halme and 
Laurila 2009).

In this paper, we foreground the distinction between a 
peripheral and integrated approach to implementing CSR 
(e.g., Aguinis and Glavas 2013; Weaver et al. 1999b). Com-
panies that have adopted the peripheral approach to CSR 
separate the activities and initiatives focused on social issues 
from the core business activities to satisfy external expecta-
tions. For example, companies may outsource CSR through 
charitable contributions or other forms of philanthropy (Hus-
ted 2003), which enables them to garner external legitimacy 
while maintaining an internal focus on core business pro-
cesses and financial performance (Halme and Laurila 2009). 
Such CSR activities are driven by external incentives and 
specific stakeholder pressures (Weaver et al. 1999b; Wheeler 
et al. 2002). For this reason, they often produce fragmented 
CSR activities that lack internal consistency (Yuan et al. 
2011) and consequently fail to positively impact either the 
business or societal outcomes of the company (Porter and 
Kramer 2002, 2006).

In contrast, the integrated approach incorporates CSR 
into the organization’s core activities, structures, and poli-
cies (Aguinis and Glavas 2013; Weaver et al. 1999b; Yuan 
et al. 2011). While more complicated than the implemen-
tation of peripheral initiatives, due to the need to legiti-
mate CSR as an essential part of the company (Smith et al. 
2013), the integrated approach may enable companies to 
improve their economic and social performance by tapping 
into the synergies between business and societal agendas 
(Gao and Bansal 2013; Halme and Laurila 2009). In this 
paper, we focus specifically on strategic CSR integration, 
which we define as an organization-wide change process 
that integrates CSR not only into the company’s day-to-
day activities, routines, and policies (Brooks 2005), but 
also into its strategic decision-making, core competen-
cies (Aguinis and Glavas 2013), and organizational cul-
ture (Jones et  al. 2007; Maon et  al. 2010). The moral 
development of a company’s culture (e.g., Reidenbach 
and Robin 1991) plays an important part in strategic CSR 
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integration because it has a constitutive impact on how the 
company perceives its environment and balances between 
stakeholder expectations and business demands (Basu 
and Palazzo 2008; Hahn et al. 2014). In addition, culture 
directs how the organization operationalizes its strategy 
into specific policies and practices (Berger et al. 2007), 
how responsive and open it is to stakeholder demands 
(Jones et al. 2007), and how it builds relationships among 
internal and external stakeholders (Brickson 2007).

Strategic CSR integration involves multiple interme-
diary stages between rejecting CSR and embedding it 
into strategy and organizational culture (e.g., Mirvis and 
Googins 2006; Reidenbach and Robin 1991). For exam-
ple, in their synthesis of the CSR development literature, 
Maon et al. (2010) identify three cultural phases and seven 
stages in the integration of CSR, which involve distinct 
patterns across the organizational dimensions of shared 
knowledge and attitudes, strategy, and day-to-day opera-
tions. Each stage also requires its own organizational pat-
terns in relating business and CSR (Yuan et al. 2011), and 
introduces distinct managerial demands. For example, the 
integration of CSR through a code of ethics may draw 
management attention to sanction misbehavior and create 
struggles with the empowerment of employees. In con-
trast, the integration of CSR into the company’s values 
may require efforts to counter internal disagreements and 
the abuse of autonomy by influential individuals (Rossouw 
and van Vuuren 2003).

Although the literature on CSR development informs us 
about the stages and organizational dimensions of strate-
gic CSR integration, there is much less research on how 
firms manage this transition (for exceptions, see Ingham and 
Havard 2017; Maon et al. 2009). Empirical literature has 
notably overlooked the trade-offs and tensions in strategic 
CSR integration (Hahn et al. 2010; Van der Byl and Slaw-
inski 2015), which derive from the incompatibility between 
economic and social targets (Margolis and Walsh 2003). 
While latent when integrated peripherally, strategic CSR 
integration exacerbates these tensions by forcing the organ-
ization to strive for both goals simultaneously in its core 
processes (e.g., Hahn et al. 2015; Ozanne et al. 2016; Smith 
et al. 2013). For example, attending simultaneously to social 
and economic demands exerts a continuous tension on the 
sensemaking of top management as it increases the number 
and complexity of decision-making attributes (Hahn et al. 
2014). Moreover, combining economic and social perfor-
mance in inter-organizational relationships, organizational 
structures, competences and day-to-day activities entails the 
coexistence of incompatible principles and practices that 
potentially undermine strategic CSR integration (Basu and 
Palazzo 2008; Scherer et al. 2013; Smith et al. 2013). Hence, 
to understand the process of strategic CSR integration, we 
must focus on the management of CSR tensions.

A Tension Management Perspective of Strategic CSR 
Integration

CSR tensions are intra-organizational tensions that arise 
from efforts to implement the ideas, policies, and practices 
associated with CSR simultaneously with the pursuit of 
business targets. The literature offers various perspectives 
on CSR tensions. For example, the paradox perspective 
(e.g., Smith and Lewis 2011) suggests that CSR tensions 
arise from competing goals and strategies between CSR and 
business (performing tensions), competing organizational 
designs (organizing tensions), divergent identities among 
organizational groups regarding their adherence to social 
responsibility (belonging tensions), and different temporal 
horizons and demands of change between business and CSR 
(learning tensions). Each dimension entails distinct demands 
for tension management (Ozanne et al. 2016; Smith et al. 
2013).

Alternatively, Hahn et al. (2015) discuss CSR tensions in 
terms of level, change, and context. In their conceptualiza-
tion, the tensions of level derive from the different connota-
tions of sustainability at the individual, firm, and systemic 
levels. For example, what seems an appropriate response 
to a social issue for an individual may contradict organiza-
tional-level CSR goals. Tensions of change, in turn, origi-
nate in the changes required by strategic CSR integration. 
Here, contradictions may arise in selecting the most urgent 
domain for change, or in deciding how the organization 
should effect change. Finally, tensions of context are caused 
by contradictions between the short-term view of economic 
decision-making, and the global externalities and long-term 
implications of these decisions. For instance, they pertain to 
justifying strategic investments into CSR agendas that have 
considerably longer time frames and higher uncertainty than 
business investments.

The literature outlines two approaches to managing CSR 
tensions (Van der Byl and Slawinski 2015). In one approach, 
a company may seek to avoid the tensions altogether, either 
by prioritizing business targets (“trade-off”) or by selecting 
the elements of CSR so that they don’t interfere with busi-
ness performance (“win–win”). Keeping CSR peripheral, 
this strategy limits the attainable societal benefits but may 
allow the organization to garner external legitimacy for its 
CSR programs (de Jong and van der Meer 2015). In the 
other approach, a company may strive for deeper integra-
tion between social and economic targets without favoring 
one over the other. This approach requires the company to 
purposefully embrace the ensuing tensions as inherent parts 
of its commitment to responsible business (Gao and Bansal 
2013), and to find ways to balance or reconcile those ten-
sions through separation or synthesis (Hahn et al. 2015).

The overarching challenge with the latter is that the 
CSR tensions persist over time and make actions by one 
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set of principles difficult (e.g., Poole and Van de Ven 1989; 
Putnam et al. 2016; Smith and Lewis 2011). In response, 
companies need efforts both at the organizational and action 
levels to legitimize and balance CSR with business targets 
(Hengst et al. 2020). For example, at the organizational 
level, new capabilities are needed to defuse the tensions 
associated with a responsible business (Ivory and Brooks 
2018; Vallaster et al. 2019), along with new hybrid struc-
tures and support systems (Smith et al. 2013). At the action 
level, decision-makers need to adopt complex rationales 
and decision-making frames to deal constructively with the 
tensions (Hahn et al. 2014), and contradictory policies and 
managerial practices may be needed to advance CSR and 
business goals simultaneously (Scherer et al. 2013).

While providing insights into the nature and resolution 
of CSR tensions, the conceptual nature of the CSR tension 
literature calls for a careful empirical investigation of the 
practices through which CSR tensions are managed in strate-
gic CSR integration (e.g., Van der Byl and Slawinski 2015). 
Thus, the rest of this paper explores the management of CSR 
tensions during the strategic CSR integration process.

Research Methods

Context

To advance the research on strategic CSR integration, we 
conducted a qualitative single-case study on “SmartCo,” a 
medium-sized construction company in Finland. We exam-
ined SmartCo’s change process from 2009 to 2017, during 
its transformation from a business-focused company with 
fewer than 30 employees to a company that defined its 
business strategy through ethical values and that employed 
nearly 300 people. This growth was driven by a succession 
of cumulative strategic changes, which shaped both Smart-
Co’s business visions and its strategic commitment to CSR 
(see Table 1). Hence, unlike a planned change initiative in 
a large organization (e.g., Ingham and Havard 2017; Maon 
et al. 2009), SmartCo offers unique insights into an organic 
change process through which ethical values came to define 
the company’s identity and business strategy, as well as its 
efforts to advocate CSR through its core business practices.

The change process began in 2009 with the appointment 
of a new CEO who redefined the company’s business strat-
egy as “service construction,” and set out to rectify indus-
try-wide issues with poor quality, lack of transparency, and 
adversarial relationships with emphasis on building long-
term collaboration with customers and other stakeholders. 
Although CSR was not yet explicitly on the strategic agenda, 
the strategy made SmartCo more sensitive to its immedi-
ate stakeholders (clients, sub-contractors, users). In 2012, 
SmartCo’s commitment to CSR was made explicit with the Ta
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introduction of ethical values and the adoption of a formal 
code of ethics in the wake of a publicized case of bribery in 
one of SmartCo’s construction projects.

From 2014 onwards, SmartCo started to explicate its 
strategy by practicing the ethical values of transparency, 
trust, and responsibility. Instead of being isolated from stra-
tegic objectives, these values were evoked in communica-
tions regarding the company’s strategic visions and adopted 
by organization members as a basis for making sense of 
their shared organizational identity. Furthermore, the crea-
tion of new business units (focused on the development of 
new housing and service concepts) and internal ventures 
(focusing on digital solutions as basis of new collabora-
tion models) helped embed the ethical values and society-
improving mission into business development. For example, 
one internal venture set out to build a platform for resident 
communities to facilitate interaction, sharing, and co-living 
as solutions to the unwanted effects of urbanization and ris-
ing costs of living.

When reflected against the organizational dimensions 
of CSR development (Maon et al. 2010), evident changes 
unfolded during the study period, which makes SmartCo 
a relevant case for investigating strategic CSR integration. 
In the dimension of shared attitudes and understandings, 
SmartCo shifted from ignoring CSR to perceiving the ethi-
cal values as central to its existence. With formal strategy, 
the company moved from a narrow customer focus to define 
the ethical values and principles as the basis of competi-
tive advantage, and implemented this strategy through new 
business units and internal ventures. In the operational 
dimension, SmartCo effected a formal code of ethics, which 
provided a common policy and guideline for behavior in 
accordance with the company’s values.

In addition, SmartCo is a compelling case due to its 
industry setting, which is fraught with ethical issues, such 
as adversarial contracting practices, lack of transparency, 
short-term value focus, and widespread problems with the 
black economy (e.g., Adnan et al. 2012; Jones et al. 2006; 

Lohne et al. 2015). Coupled with the significance of the 
industry in shaping the structure, health and safety of the 
urban environment, the economy of households, and the eco-
logical footprint of societies, improving the understanding 
of CSR integration in this context is crucial for the advance-
ment of societal improvements through the contributions of 
for-profit companies.

Empirical Data

We investigated the strategic CSR integration process in 
SmartCo using documents, interviews, and observations 
(Table 2). Our document database consists of internal docu-
ments on the planning and execution of the new strategy 
within the executive group. We also examined internal 
communications such as PowerPoint presentations, leaf-
lets, and guidelines for internal processes, as well as pub-
lic documents such as annual reports, public presentations, 
and research reports. We accessed the materials through 
our contact person in the company, who is also the third 
author of this paper. In total, our document database con-
sists of 203 documents, ranging from a few pages or slides 
to research reports exceeding 100 pages. We complemented 
this database with an examination of press releases available 
through the company website, which describes key events in 
SmartCo’s history since 2012. The documents enabled us to 
explore the evolution of formal representations of CSR and 
ethical values as part of the business strategy and to trace the 
development of these representations over the study period.

We interviewed people in different roles and positions 
in the organization to gain a detailed understanding of the 
CSR integration process, the associated tensions, and ways 
of balancing and reconciling these tensions. We conducted 
two rounds of interviews (see Appendix for more details). 
In 2015, we began with 17 interviews with top- and mid-
level managers representing the company’s business units 
(construction business, pipe renovations, project consulta-
tion, housing business) to gain an overall understanding of 

Table 2  Sources of empirical data

Source of data Description Use in data analysis

Documents 2009–2017: Strategic plans and presentations, meeting 
minutes, formal guidelines, leaflets, annual reports, 
media articles, press releases, N = 203.

Insights into the evolution of SmartCo’s formal strategy 
and commitment to corporate responsibility.

Interviews Executive group members, middle managers, and project 
managers, N = 32.

Understanding informants’ experiences of CSR tensions 
and their management throughout the strategic change 
process.

Outsider observations Informal meetings, strategy workshops, observation of 
public events, N = 14 (2014–2017).

Understanding managers’ and employees’ experiences of 
CSR tensions and commitment to the responsible busi-
ness strategy.

Participant observation 2012–2017: Participation in strategy development (one of 
the authors).

Triangulation of findings from interviews and outsider 
observations; insights into the resolution and manage-
ment of CSR tensions during strategic change.
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the company’s strategic change process and CSR integration. 
Because the company did not have a dedicated CSR person 
or team, we pieced together our understanding on this topic 
from multiple informants holding different roles within the 
organization, from marketing and sales to HR, strategy devel-
opment, technical development, and construction project man-
agement. In the second interview round in 2017, we extended 
this inquiry to focus on the emergence and evolution of the 
ethical values as part of the company strategy. In addition to 
interviewing selected key informants for the second time, we 
added informants from the company’s digital business unit 
and its internal ventures introduced in 2016. An additional 15 
interviews deepened the insights developed through the first 
interview round and generated new insights into the evolution 
of the strategic CSR integration process since 2015.

We selected our informants from the top management 
team first and used snowball sampling thereafter to identify 
informants relevant to our inquiry. In both interview rounds, 
we used a thematic, semi-structured interview guide, which 
we updated between the interview rounds to shift attention 
from the strategic change process to CSR and ethical themes. 
In both series of interviews, we consciously refrained from 
imposing our own structure on the discussion. Adopting an 
interactionist approach (Silverman 1993), we allowed each 
interview to unfold according to the narrative and insights 
of the informant to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
informant’s views of the company.

We also draw on two types of observations. Two of the 
authors observed 14 events either involving or led by Smart-
Co’s presentation of their business, future visions, and ethical 
orientation and recorded their observations in a field diary. 
Altogether, the field diary comprises approximately 23 pages 
and 7000 words of detailed notes used as the material in the 
analysis. By involving personnel from across the organization, 
these observations helped us understand the company’s com-
mitment to CSR at a more granular level, especially by offer-
ing insights into the ways in which the management framed 
CSR as part of the strategy, as well as by revealing the experi-
ences of organization members concerning these topics. Thus, 
the outsider observations helped us understand the persistence 
of CSR tensions in the organization, and to gauge the success 
of the adopted managerial means to rein in these tensions.

We also used participant observation; the third author 
worked as a consultant for strategy development at SmartCo 
from 2012 to 2014 and was a member of the executive group 
between 2014 and 2018. In the latter role, the third author 
participated in strategy development and HR management. 
The third author offered first-person experiences and insights 
from the top level of the organization, which we discussed 
with the research team on numerous occasions from the 
beginning of 2015. Four of these discussions were struc-
tured as formal interviews, recorded, and transcribed for 
analysis. We also had several informal discussions around 

the emerging findings of this paper. Notably, the first two 
authors were responsible for conducting data analysis; the 
participant observations were integrated into the analytical 
process primarily as a point of reflection for the emerging 
findings through joint discussion, complementing the pri-
mary data sources (i.e., documents, interviews, outsider 
observations).

Data Analysis

This rich data enabled us to examine how the process of 
strategic CSR integration unfolded in SmartCo. We began 
the analysis by developing a general understanding of the 
strategic change process at SmartCo. We used the publicly 
available documents as well as the first round of interviews 
to construct a detailed timeline of key events and changes. In 
addition, we wrote brief memos about the company’s busi-
ness units and offerings to gain a more structured under-
standing of the company’s strategy.

With our detailed understanding of the case organiza-
tion, we then turned our analytical focus to the process of 
strategic CSR integration. We used grounded theory build-
ing (e.g., Strauss and Corbin 1998) to construct an inductive, 
data-driven understanding of the emergence and manage-
ment of CSR tensions at SmartCo. We began by analyzing 
the empirical material to identify the salient CSR tensions 
and management practices used to balance these tensions. 
For both elements, we followed a similar analytical process: 
While reading the empirical material, we coded the segments 
discussing either the tensions or managerial strategies using 
the informants’ own words or expressions. This produced a 
long list of “in-vivo” codes that concisely described the CSR 
tensions and managerial actions. As the number of in-vivo 
codes grew, we turned our attention from assigning to com-
paring the codes to condense our “raw” observations through 
the data aggregation process discussed by Gioia et al. (2013). 
Here, we distilled the number of concepts and expressions into 
a more manageable set of first-order codes, which retained 
a close connection to the empirical material while captur-
ing parsimoniously the distinct aspects of CSR tensions and 
managerial efforts. With CSR tensions, we used two criteria 
to organize and prune the initial in-vivo codes (Smith 2014): 
that the issue described was salient in SmartCo and that it 
involved a tension between business and CSR agendas. Here, 
we also fused overlapping in-vivo codes. For example, the 
code “CSR behaviors lag spoken values” fused the in-vivo 
codes of “slow progress with strategy enactment” and “build-
ing external hype without internal reality.” With managerial 
actions, we similarly combined overlapping observations and 
reflected the emerging first-order codes against the identified 
CSR tensions to judge their relevance. For example, we omit-
ted codes linked to the facilitation of organizational growth. 
As a result, we arrived at a total of 24 first-order codes.
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Overlapping with the previous phase, we started to com-
pare the emerging first-order codes through axial coding 
(Strauss and Corbin 1998) to identify the properties and 
dimensions of the emerging CSR tensions and management 
practices that were relevant to the CSR integration pro-
cess. We, therefore, moved from a descriptive to a theoreti-
cal mode of analysis (Gioia et al. 2013), iterating between 
empirical data, first-order codes, and the emerging second-
order themes to explain the unfolding of the strategic CSR 
integration process. When there were disagreements over 
interpretations of the empirical material between the two 
authors responsible for the analysis, the emerging codes 
along with underlying quotes were examined and discussed 
until arriving at a mutually satisfactory interpretation. While 
basing the emerging categories on data-driven observations, 
in the final stages of the axial coding procedure, we also 
compared our emerging groups of tensions and manage-
ment practices with the literature to clarify their conceptual 

boundaries and underlying mechanisms. Thus, we brought 
an abductive element to the analysis (e.g., Denis et al. 2001), 
which anchored our analysis more firmly in the literature. 
This process resulted in three aggregate types of CSR ten-
sions, and four types of management practices through 
which the tensions were balanced. This process of data 
aggregation is summarized in the data structure in Fig. 1, 
with empirical support for the categorization presented in 
Tables 3, 4, and 5.

In the last phase of the analysis, we zeroed in on these 
aggregate themes to understand how the identified manage-
ment practices contributed to the reconciliation of these ten-
sions and, thus, to the strategic integration of CSR. Here, we 
started by examining the excerpts of empirical material asso-
ciated with the CSR tensions and management practices and 
linked the two on the timeline of the case (see Fig. 2). After 
that, we examined the empirical material to identify examples 
and passages that offered insights into the ways in which the 
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Directing CSR 
behavior

Strategic sensemaking

• Communicating values
• Explicating business strategy with ethical values
• Maintaining internal dialogue and debate on strategic 

direction

• CEO’s personal values, presence
• Transparency with ethical issues
• Setting example with visible problem resolution 

• Introducing formal ethical code
• Ethical principles as part of labor contract
• New KPIs with stakeholder focus
• Systematization of processes and contracts

• Recruitment based on employees’ compatible values
• Compulsory ethical training
• Organization-wide events with CSR focus
• Endorsement for learning, innovation

• Inherited industry attitudes contradict values
• Ethical values lack concrete guidelines
• Strategic visions confusing

Past understandings 
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future visions

Competing decision-
making rationales

Inconsistent behaviors

• Performance guidance constricts the realization of  
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• Tolerating unethical practices to protect cash flows
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• Variation in compliance between individuals, projects
• Management cuts corners
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Fig. 1  Data structure for CSR tensions and management practices
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Strategic sensemaking

Formalizing CSR

Strategic sensemaking
Workforce development 

7102510231029002 2011

New CEO, focus
on service
construction

Tension between competing decision-
making rationales

Tension of inconsistent behaviors

Bribery case 
reported to 
the police

More than 100 
employees

Defining strategy 
through ethical 
values

New group 
organization structure

Strategy update: 
scalable international 
service business

Tension of past understandings incompatible with future visions

Fig. 2  Timeline of the case—the emergence of CSR tensions and management practices

organization members engaged with the three CSR tensions 
in specific situations. Using our memos, field notes and par-
ticipant observations as further guidance, we described how 
the four management practices had supported individuals and 
groups to navigate the CSR tensions in specific ways, and how 
this contributed to strategic CSR integration. In this last step, 
we compared our emerging observations with recent studies 
on tension management (e.g., Jarzabkowski et al. 2013; Jarzab-
kowski and Lê 2016), and used their distinction between active 
and defensive responses to tensions as basis for discerning and 
characterizing five approaches to navigating the CSR tensions. 
Below, we explain how these approaches to navigating CSR 
tensions shaped the strategic CSR integration process.

Findings: The Emergence and Management 
of CSR Tensions

Through data analysis, we identified three types of CSR 
tensions that challenged the strategic CSR integration pro-
cess and four sets of management practices that balanced 
these tensions and supported the embedding of CSR into 
SmartCo’s strategy. Figure 1, along with Tables 3, 4, and 
5, illustrate their empirical grounding.

Our analysis, organized according to the three CSR ten-
sions, explicates how the identified management practices 
addressed the CSR tensions and supported the integration 

of CSR into SmartCo’s strategy. These tensions, along 
with the associated management practices and main organ-
izational events, are visualized on the timeline in Fig. 2.

The Tension Between Past Understandings 
and Future Visions

Nature of Tension

The service-focused strategy introduced in 2009 distin-
guished SmartCo from the traditional approach to con-
struction. The new strategy contrasted several prevailing 
assumptions about the construction business as a techni-
cal engineering operation, which created confusion among 
organization members over the meaning of “service,” and 
later, over the nature of the company’s commitment to 
ethical values. Referring to the data structure (Fig. 1) and 
Table 3, the common denominator for these tensions was 
the incompatibility between past understandings and future 
visions. Here, the CSR tension stemmed from the cogni-
tive distance between the institutionalized understanding of 
construction business, on the one hand, and the espoused 
strategic vision of construction as a responsible service 
business, on the other. Involving long-standing professional 
identities, this resembles what Smith et al. (2013) describe 
as tensions of belonging (see also Smith and Lewis 2011); 
the tension between past understandings and future visions 
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Table 3  Empirical support for management practices associated with the tension between past understandings and future visions

Second-order theme Underlying codes Illustrative quote

CSR tension: Past understandings incompat-
ible with future visions

Inherited industry attitudes contradict values We all have worked elsewhere and have a his-
tory, myself included. And the challenge is 
how to get people to adopt the attitude […] 
that we invest in long customer relationships 
and do not optimize a single project. (EVP, 
March 6, 2015)

Ethical values lack concrete guidelines Beautiful sentences are written all over. Should 
specify what values mean in different con-
texts. What is transparency at the construction 
site? Is it different for each contract type? 
(Participant experiences from ethical training, 
September 1, 2014)

Strategic visions confusing [A co-worker] said it well that we have been 
doing this for six years now and nobody still 
understands why [we advocate] service con-
struction. (HR director, September 22, 2015)

Management practice: Strategic sensemaking Communicating values [CEO] and [HR director] especially talk a lot 
about the values, in every meeting of collec-
tive events, the more strategic ones especially, 
we always look at things through the values 
(Development manager, June 14, 2017)

Explicating business strategy with ethical 
values

Despite all attempts, we don’t [have a written 
strategy].[…] Instead, we try to describe 
it with this cultural, or… Not with typical 
strategic elements or with things that create 
competitive advantage, but through this soci-
etal change theme, what we want to accom-
plish. (Director, housing business, February 
4, 2015)

Maintaining internal dialogue and debate on 
the strategic direction

The thing is about interpersonal relationships. 
When you walk around the office, see people, 
talk to them […] Not so much about having 
logical management processes but about cre-
ating communication, look at things together, 
having a low culture in a way. (CEO, April 
24, 2015)

Management practice: Directing CSR behav-
ior

CEO’s personal values, presence [This] comes back to [the CEO] in many ways, 
what kind of person he is, how unyielding and 
uncompromising he is with certain things. 
Take for example the issues with the black 
economy or bribery, these reflect [the CEO] 
a great deal, and how he has managed to 
infect others with this ethos. (Development 
manager, subsidiary, May 5, 2015)

Transparency with ethical issues At the beginning of 2012, we made a request 
for investigation to the police regarding 
suspected bribery and fraud in [a construc-
tion project]. This was based on an internal 
investigation. (Annual report of 2012)

Setting example with visible problem resolu-
tion

A good example is the alteration cost disagree-
ment with [a major client], in which [the 
COO] and [CEO] agreed it with [the client’s] 
top management. I think they have set an 
example. (Development manager, April 15, 
2015)
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made it difficult for organization members to comprehend, 
endorse and enact the strategic visions that sought to rede-
fine the basis of the company’s business.

Management’s Response to CSR Tension

Two management practices were central to balancing the 
tensions between past understandings and future visions (see 
Table 3). As the initiator of the strategic change process, 
the CEO played a pivotal role in directing CSR behavior by 
promoting the initially customer-oriented and later explicitly 
ethical business direction by personal example, and clari-
fying it through communication. Especially in the earlier 
stages, the CEO’s personal impact on the small organiza-
tion was significant in instilling an open-minded and devel-
opment-oriented culture in the company. As one informant 
recollected,

It starts with [the CEO]. […] He is visible, talks a lot 
with people, it is infectious. He is a good storyteller, 
very skilled at it. (CCO, March 11, 2015)

The CEO also set a personal example of transparency 
and commitment to ethical principles from early on. For 
instance, in 2012, the CEO learned of bribery in one of the 
company’s projects. This case, which the CEO reported 
to the police, threatened the company’s survival and cast 
a shadow over the legitimacy of the company’s strategic 
direction. The CEO’s transparent handling of the bribery 
case, both internally and in public, helped to take action 
against unethical practices. It was, therefore, instrumental 
in accentuating the ethical dimension of SmartCo’s strategy, 
and in setting a clear example within the company for ethical 
integrity and behavior.

Also, the CEO and top management engaged many 
members of the organization in strategic sensemaking. As 
an essential part of this management practice, SmartCo cul-
tivated open dialogue and critical debate on strategy, which 
helped the management to bridge the gap between under-
standings inherited from the construction industry and the 
company’s distinctive and continually evolving strategic 
vision. The open dialogue, coupled with the ambiguity of 
the core strategy attributes, such as “service construction” 
and the core values of “trust, transparency, and responsi-
bility,” maintained the strategic visions and statements in 
an ever-provisional state that invited organization members 
to interpret them in their own contexts. This, for example, 
allowed the construction project personnel to make sense of 
customer centricity and ethical values through the new col-
laborative practices introduced to the projects.

Among top management, this cultivated reflexivity and 
paradoxical thinking (see Hahn et al. 2014, 2016) by giving 
attention to the complex issues and targets in discussions 
without imposing a single uniform “truth” that could have 

easily suppressed the diversity of relevant viewpoints. This 
was evident in the heated debates among top management 
over, for example, the balance between the society-improv-
ing visions and demands of current construction operations, 
and between continuing growth and the need for stability and 
clarity. Rather than stifling this debate, the CEO purposively 
maintained a dialogue despite the conflict to move forward 
with the strategy:

I was in the executive group yesterday, and I said that 
this means you don’t have to like me; you can disagree, 
but we have to find an agreement together. If we let go 
of the diversity, if we would agree, it would be easy 
[…], but we need it to disagree and then to find agree-
ment. (CEO, April 24, 2015)

CSR Integration Through Organization‑Wide Recognition 
of Tensions

Strategic sensemaking and directing CSR behavior sup-
ported organization members in linking their past under-
standings about construction with the future visions of the 
company in two ways. First, these management practices 
increased the legitimacy and salience of ethical values as an 
integral part of business strategy by integrating the ethical 
values and society-improving visions into the formal busi-
ness strategy and mission. For example, the annual reports 
show how the narrative of the business strategy shifted from 
“service model” and “customer orientation” (AnnRep 2011) 
to highlight the values of trust, transparency, reliability, and 
responsibility (AnnRep 2013) as crucial concepts in explain-
ing the nature and content of the business strategy. Instead 
of strictly separating CSR from business strategy, both the 
formal strategy statements and internal materials framed the 
ethical values as crucial elements in the successful imple-
mentation and growth of the service-focused construction 
business (Summary of internal workshops, September 15, 
2017).

Second, the management practices cultivated recogni-
tion of the tension itself as a more permanent part of the 
company. Here, we use recognition to refer to the actors’ 
acknowledgment of the competing goals and their willing-
ness to live with the ensuing tensions while giving both 
business and ethical sides of the matter an appropriate con-
sideration. This constitutes an active response to the CSR 
tension; it afforded a longer-term resolution by accepting 
the tension as a reasonable condition of organizational life 
(Jarzabkowski et al. 2013; Lewis 2000). Communicated by 
top management and enacted through their decisions, recog-
nition took place at the organizational level in legitimizing 
the ethical values and incorporating ethical elements into 
strategic decisions. As top and middle managers were aware 
and tolerant of the tensions between past understandings and 
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Table 4  Empirical support for management practices associated with the tension of inconsistent behaviors

Second-order theme Underlying codes Illustrative quote

CSR tension: Inconsistent behaviors Variation in compliance between individu-
als, projects

There are clear differences between construction sites 
and project managers, and I’ve heard it from others too; 
they say the vibes are different. (Development manager, 
April 24, 2015)

Management cuts corners I think this is not about having management who do not 
believe in our values and want to act accordingly, but it 
is the speed [of change] that makes them cut corners. 
(HR director, November 6, 2017)

CSR behaviors lag spoken values We have good basis for our values and everyone tries to 
promote them, that’s clear. But […] the starting level 
is so low that even if we talk about transparency and 
caring and support, it is still in its infancy. (Manager, IT 
development, January 27, 2017)

Management practice: Formalizing CSR Introducing formal ethical code High ethical principles are an important part of SmartCo’s 
operations and support the dependability, productivity, 
image and good internal atmosphere. (Foreword to the 
company’s “deck of ethics cards” August, 2017)

Ethical principles as part of job contracts Every time a new employee is hired, they sign the code of 
ethics as a part of the contract of employment. (Devel-
opment manager, April 24, 2015)

New KPIs with stakeholder focus For example, we have this renovation work […] in which 
a significant portion of our fee is connected […] to 
maintaining the users’ customer streams. (CCO, March 
11, 2015)

Systematization of processes and contracts We have spent a lot of effort to describe our operations. 
We have the building movement themes, and certain 
strategic targets under these main themes.[…] And 
these are broken down to the individual level, so that 
everyone can see how their day-to-day work is related to 
the company’s goals. (Director, construction operations, 
February 14, 2017)

future visions, they saw the navigation of such tensions as 
part and parcel of realizing the company’s ambitious visions. 
Recruitment, for example, entailed a balancing act between 
deep technical and business expertise (‘past’) and capability 
for innovative and ethical practices (‘future’):

We need experienced individuals […] to undertake 
larger projects; we need their expertise and experi-
ence. But we have also hired lots of younger people 
because they are capable of learning. […] The prob-
lem is how to give these young people opportunities 
for growth while avoiding the [transfer of] bad habits. 
(COO, March 11, 2015)

The acceptance of ethical values as a legitimate basis of 
business strategy also translated into concrete strategic 
actions, such as investments into the pipe renovation (2011) 
and housing business (2014) subsidiaries. These units 
adopted the ethical values and society-improving mission 
as guiding principles in the development of new solutions 
to customers. Also, increasing attention was devoted to 
new contract types and collaborative practices in construc-
tion projects as manifestations of this strategy, allowing 

operative-level employees to make sense of the strategy in 
the context of their work.

The Tension of Inconsistent Behaviors

Nature of Tension

As the new strategy, based on ethical values, gradually gained 
acceptance, the second set of CSR tensions emerged around 
the implementation of the ethical values in day-to-day activi-
ties. These tensions of inconsistent behaviors derived from an 
internal variance in adherence to, and enactment of, the ethi-
cal values. Especially in construction projects, the reliance on 
competent project managers meant that not all project teams 
adhered equally to the ethical values but instead perpetu-
ated the industry’s business-focused practices (for empirical 
grounding, see Table 4). As such, the inconsistent behaviors 
resemble the tensions of level discussed by Hahn et al. (2015) 
as different levels and parts of the organization disagreed on 
ethical values and enacted them differently, without collec-
tive synchronicity in working toward a shared goal.
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Management’s Response to CSR Tension

Inconsistent behaviors were addressed through various 
means of formalizing CSR to establish a common baseline 
for ethical conduct (see Table 4). A formal code of ethics 
was introduced in the wake of the bribery case in 2012 to 
prevent future wrongdoing in construction projects, and to 
provide a clear set of standard rules for ethical behavior. As 
an example, SmartCo gave a deck of ethics cards to every 
employee, explaining the company’s ethical principles 
and discussing specific cases, such as perquisite positions, 
business gifts, and equality. The company’s ethical princi-
ples were written into each labor contract, and each new 
employee had to agree to them before signing the contract. 
Each employee was also required to complete regular ethical 
training on topics such as organized crime in construction, 
transparency in operations, and gender equality.

In business operations, SmartCo formalized CSR by 
introducing non-financial performance indicators to reward 
personnel for their efforts to induce greater collaboration and 
transparency among project stakeholders. For example, in a 
renovation project, the fees were tied to the customer experi-
ence of the project. The top management also set an example 
in resolving conflicts in construction projects with priority 
to non-financial goals, which accentuated the importance of 
the ethical basis of business and set a benchmark for employ-
ees to make similar choices. Finally, the top management 
increased systematic supervision of construction projects to 
gain better control over both the business and ethical aspects 
of project performance. The following statement discusses 
how regular meetings and standard reporting, as an example, 
guided project managers to follow the company’s principles:

We, too, have a lot of that mindset where [project man-
agers] don’t want to disclose all of the details […] it 
is difficult to change people in that sense. But you can 
build your operations and systems in such a way as 
to force everyone to disclose everything as openly as 
possible. (COO, March 11, 2015)

CSR Integration Through Formal Policy and Evasion of CSR 
Tensions

The formalization of CSR created an organization-wide 
policy, which clarified the expected ethical standards to the 
personnel. Thus, it reined in the most blatant forms of ethi-
cal misconduct by specifying clear rules on acceptable and 
forbidden behaviors. Also, it established proper channels 
for reporting observed issues. The ethical code concretized 
the meaning of ethical conduct for individuals and placed 
it explicitly on the organization-level agenda in two ways: 
First, it delineated a manageable set of ethical issues for 
the personnel to target. Second, it stipulated the “minimum 

standard” for ethical behavior in these issues, thus weed-
ing out the most egregious violations of the company’s 
values. Hence, it became an instruction manual of sorts, as 
explained by an informant:

We have given the ethical deck of cards to everyone, 
done the training, and signed job contracts. People 
understand our values and that there are no excep-
tions. […] it shouldn’t be a surprise that something is 
forbidden. Even if it was legal. (Development manager, 
April 24, 2015)

Such formalization, however, steered toward the organiza-
tional-level evasion of the tension of inconsistent behaviors. 
As the ethical code rendered ethical behavior a relevant con-
cern only in a small number of issues domains, it allowed 
members to continue to prioritize technical and financial 
aspects of the operations without having to confront the CSR 
tension in many areas of their work. In particular, the issues 
of the black economy were foregrounded at SmartCo, with 
clear rules on acceptable and prohibited behavior. At the 
same time, decisions related to project scheduling, resourc-
ing, or stakeholder interaction, for instance, received much 
less systematic ethical consideration (participant observa-
tion, September 2017). As one project manager commented,

the values and ethical principles direct our actions, but 
it is a positive thing that each [project manager] can 
make a construction site their own, so long as the com-
mon principles are OK. (Field notes, internal work-
shop, August 31, 2017)

As the quote implies, prioritizing ethical values on issues 
falling outside the scope of the ethical code was left largely 
to each individual’s discretion. Evasion thus constitutes a 
defensive response; it provided a partial relief on organiza-
tion members in dealing with complex pressures, but did so 
by suppressing the ethical side rather than embracing it as a 
critical element in day-to-day decisions (Jarzabkowski et al. 
2013). This defensive response allowed SmartCo to work 
around the CSR tension by maintaining the salience of ethi-
cal themes, on specific issues, while continuing to prioritize 
business targets on others.

The Tension Between Competing Decision‑Making 
Rationales

Nature of Tension

In parallel to the two CSR tensions mentioned above, the 
rapid growth and internal structuring of SmartCo triggered 
the third set of tensions, which we characterize as tensions 
of competing decision-making rationales (see Table 5 for 
empirical grounding). This type of tension foregrounds 
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the differences between the technical and financial criteria 
for managing construction projects, on the one hand, and 
the customer-centric and ethically responsible view of the 
business advocated mainly by the top management and 
select business units, on the other. Although the tensions 
among competing decision-making rationales was present 
throughout the study period, given the spatial (and cogni-
tive) distance between the construction sites and the head-
quarters, it became increasingly salient in the last three to 
four years when the company’s personnel grew well into 
the triple digits. While in earlier stages the proximity of the 
CEO and other executives helped navigate the ensuing ten-
sions in the CSR integration process (see above, also Weaver 
et al. 1999b), the growing middle management, increasing 
reliance on formal control systems, and the widening gulf 
between the business units undermined collective commit-
ment to common values and targets.

As such, the tensions among competing decision-making 
rationales resemble what Smith and Lewis (2011) describe 
as the tensions of performing (see also Ozanne et al. 2016; 
Smith et al. 2013): the organizational sub-units began to 
interpret and prioritize the ethical values differently in their 
hierarchy of goals and strategies. Also, the revised business 
strategy, introduced in 2017, separated the company-level 
development targets, incorporating the ethical values and 
society-changing mission, from the efficiency-focused goals 
of the construction business unit. This discrepancy increas-
ingly undermined SmartCo’s strategic commitment to CSR.

Management’s Response to CSR Tension

In response to the tensions associated with competing deci-
sion-making rationales, the management intensified the use 
of ethical values and society-improving mission as a central 
part of strategic sensemaking, helping different business 

Table 5  Empirical support for management practices associated with the tension of competing decision-making rationales

Second-order theme Underlying codes Illustrative quote

CSR tension: Com-
peting decision-
making rationales

Performance guidance constricts the realization of visions Many expressed the feeling that service strategy and freedom 
to develop only materialize in speech while performance 
guidance constricts good ideas and visions into the same old 
thing. (Internal summary of strategy workshops, November 
2017)

Tolerating unethical practices to protect cash flows The gap between strategy and doing: Old MOs are accepted, 
particularly in construction projects, because that is where 
the money is made (e.g., exploiting sub-contracts far from 
collaborative relationships). (Field notes, August 28, 2017)

Diverging strategic investment priorities Guess how the people feel who generate the cashflow and 
know. It […] If they start to feel that they are not getting 
bonuses because the revenue is eaten up by the new stuff. 
(HR director, November 6, 2017)

Gap between projects and HQ Some pointed out that differences between headquarters and 
project teams arise from different goals and practices. Others 
indicated that mental differences are more significant and 
that not everything done at the headquarters is seen in posi-
tive light. (Field notes, October 18, 2018)

Management prac-
tice: Developing 
workforce

Recruitment based on employees’ compatible values Most interviewees answer my question ‘Why SmartCo?’ by 
saying that it is our message that speaks to them, that they 
want to come and change things with us, do things differ-
ently. (COO, March 11, 2015)

Compulsory ethical training And we organize ethical training once a year.[…] For example, 
last summer, we had a prosecutor explain when the criteria 
are met for him to prosecute. (COO, March 11, 2015)

Organization-wide events with CSR focus It was nicely expressed in our development day when [the 
CEO] gave a 15-min presentation on our values, why they 
matter and talked a lot about trust. (HR director, November 
6, 2017)

Endorsement for learning, innovation The absolute strength of SmartCo, something that’s deeply 
ingrained in the culture, is this almost infinite enthusiasm 
and open-mindedness, you can try out and advocate just 
about anything, which is likely the reason that some of the 
ideas have turned into successes. (Head of strategy develop-
ment, March 3, 2017)
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units to link their efforts with the same unifying purpose (for 
empirical support, see Table 3). Furthermore, from 2014, the 
management started to organize company-wide events once 
or twice a year to communicate the strategy more systemati-
cally. One of these events focused on organizational culture 
to reinforce the ethical basis and collective direction for the 
rapidly growing company. For example, the top management 
organized a company-wide series of strategy workshops in 
2017 to clarify the role of each business unit in the bigger 
picture.

In parallel to the internal sensemaking, the ethical values 
and mission became more central to external communica-
tions, with the CEO making high-profile appearances in 
the mainstream media calling for more socially responsible 
practices in the construction industry. These internal and 
external events with converging storylines strengthened the 
credibility of the ethical business strategy. They provided a 
personally meaningful basis for members to commit to the 
strategic visions that emphasize ethical values and respon-
sible practices as a means to achieve societal change. Echo-
ing the sentiments of many employees, a project manager 
explained how

the values speak to us on a personal level, and we live 
by them. […] Our culture is good for us as people; it 
is engaging, offers opportunities for personal devel-
opment. (Field notes, internal workshop, August 31, 
2017)

 Furthermore, commitment to the ethical strategy was rein-
forced through concerted efforts to develop the workforce 
(see Table 5). First, it involved an increasingly selective 
recruitment of new employees, emphasizing the compat-
ibility of their personal values with those of the company. 
Although exceptions were made in the construction business 
due to its rapid growth and high demand for technical exper-
tise (furthering all three types of CSR tensions), the positive 
external image of the company enabled SmartCo to cherry-
pick employees that were interested in society-improving 
innovation. Furthermore, workforce development involved 
ethical training to deepen the awareness of ethical questions 
within the organization.

CSR Integration Through Situated Adjustment Based 
on Organizational Identity

These management practices reinforced members’ awareness 
of, and commitment to, ethical values. Besides strength-
ening the grounding of formal strategy in ethical values, 
the management practices deepened the way in which the 
members of the organization conceived of themselves 
as an organization—that is, their organizational identity 
(Albert and Whetten 1985). Indeed, the ethical values and 

society-improving mission were frequently mentioned as the 
central and distinctive features of SmartCo, which for many, 
offered a personally meaningful basis for withstanding the 
tensions and working toward the company’s visions.

I think the values we have, what [the CEO] talks about, 
trust and these things are essential, and that we start 
with the customer’s needs and goals and strive to find 
the future users the kind of buildings they need. […] 
Our way of thinking is respectable. It supports what 
I want as a person, what kind of values I have. (Fore-
man, April 28, 2015)

This statement reflects how the organizational identity, based 
on ethical values, transcended business unit boundaries and 
allowed organization members to see themselves as part of 
the organization’s mission despite the somewhat diverg-
ing targets and decision-making rationales. Concerning the 
tension between competing decision-making rationales, the 
organizational identity supported individuals in making 
situated adjustments to accommodate, at the action level, 
both the ethical and business aspects when dealing with the 
complex targets imposed on their work. Hence, it was an 
active response based on the acceptance of both the finan-
cial and ethical aspects as essential for the company’s long-
term success (Jarzabkowski et al. 2013). For example, the 
identity-defining values offered individuals critical concepts 
with which to put the day-to-day challenges into perspective 
and to orient their efforts toward larger goals, as indicated in 
the following interview segment:

I understand [our vision] to mean that we are building 
a smarter society, in very concrete terms. […] we are 
breaking the existing myths and practices in the con-
struction industry. I believe that SmartCo is a construc-
tion company for the people, and with my effort, I too 
try to get us past the egoistic culture, to change things 
through collaboration, even with our competitors. (IT 
development manager, January 27, 2017)

Navigating Inconsistent Support Through Confrontation 
and Regression

At the same time, the ongoing separation of business units 
and their strategic objectives undermined individuals’ abil-
ity to reconcile ethical with business goals in their work. As 
discussed in the context of inconsistent behaviors, the man-
agement offered little support for individuals in navigating 
the multiple decision-making rationales outside the scope 
of the ethical code. In some cases, it even set a contrarian 
example by tolerating unethical behaviors to secure profits 
in construction projects despite advocating ethical values in 
organizational-level strategic sensemaking.
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This placed significant pressure on individuals to advo-
cate ethical values at the action level while pursuing their 
business goals. Although the organizational identity pro-
vided a backbone for ethical deliberation and adjustment 
between the dual targets, many employees experienced 
dissonance between espoused values and actual priorities, 
and felt powerless to advocate the ethical values under the 
financial pressures and busy schedules of their daily work:

Participants’ sentiment: In principle, we are encour-
aged to be self-directive, supported to develop our-
selves, but often the frame [of day-to-day targets] is so 
tight that we end up into a forced compromise where 
only the frame matters. (Summary of internal work-
shops, September 15, 2017)

This animation of the CSR tension was evident, for example, 
in informal discussions voicing complaints about situations 
in which the efforts to advocate the values were diluted or 
downright blocked by the management. This internal con-
tradiction forced individuals to respond to CSR tensions 
in one of two ways in their day-to-day actions. First, some 
individuals were more centrally positioned and adept at 
advocating the ethical values by directly confronting the 
tension by bringing it under explicit discussion, even when 
it heated up the situation (Lewis 2000). In one instance, the 
HR team implemented measures to support employee well-
being, including a system for worktime monitoring, which 
clashed with the prevalent exploitation of unpaid overtime. 
While some project managers accepted the new HR policy 
for tracking work time, seeing it as compatible with the com-
pany’s values and beneficial over the longer term, the policy 
also induced clashes with project managers and business unit 
management over the detrimental impact of the policy on 
profits (participant observation, December 2017).

In contrast, many individuals, especially in operative 
positions, were forced to ignore the ethical values and 
regress (Lewis 2000) to focus on financial targets alone to 
survive their heavy workload (field notes, informal discus-
sion, September 1, 2017). Indeed, the disconnect between 
espoused support for self-directive work as per the com-
pany’s values, and the reality of strict day-to-day targets, 
forced compromises on everything but the short-term busi-
ness targets, giving employees little option to promote ethi-
cal values, especially as the management did not give a clear 
signal that the ethical aspirations mattered beyond the scope 
of the ethical code. For example, a new foreman, who had 
accepted the company’s values wholeheartedly, identified an 
ethical issue in his current project and brought his concern 
to the project manager in an attempt to rectify it. When the 
project manager rejected this effort, citing the functioning 
and profitability of the construction site, the foreman took 
the issue to the business unit management. However, the 
management then disciplined the foreman for escalating the 

matter, although later, a top manager involved in the case 
admitted that the foreman had been correct to demand more 
ethical behavior (Field notes, informal discussion, October 
5, 2018).

Strategic CSR Integration Through 
Navigating CSR Tensions

In summary, the management practices adopted in response 
to the three types of CSR tensions allowed SmartCo to navi-
gate the CSR tensions and thus contributed to strategic CSR 
integration. We use the term navigation to highlight the need 
for ongoing effort in apprehending and addressing the CSR 
tensions that arise during the strategic CSR integration pro-
cess and elude permanent resolution (Jay 2013). As we sum-
marize in Table 6 and discuss below, SmartCo’s approach to 
navigating CSR tensions (bolded) extended, but also to some 
extent undermined, organization-wide commitment to CSR.

Our findings highlight the importance of navigating 
CSR tensions simultaneously at the organizational and 
action levels (see also Hengst et al. 2020). Organizational-
level responses relate to the organization’s strategic com-
mitment to CSR and its organization-wide efforts, includ-
ing formal policies and governance, which set the tone for 
apprehending and addressing the CSR tensions. Action-
level responses, in turn, pertain to the individuals’ and 
teams’ situated reactions to the CSR tensions that confront 
them in their daily work and influence the degree to which 
CSR is enacted in the day-to-day actions. The findings 
reveal how SmartCo succeeded in cultivating organiza-
tional-level recognition of the CSR tensions, which intro-
duced and sustained CSR as an integral part of business 
strategy. It also created an organization-wide policy for 
ethical behavior. However, inadequate support for navigat-
ing tensions at the action level, especially in construction 
projects, contributed to perpetuating CSR tensions, pri-
oritizing business over ethical targets, and thus inhibiting 
the integration of CSR into day-to-day actions across the 
organization.

The findings also distinguish between active and defen-
sive responses to tensions (Lewis 2000; Jarzabkowski et al. 
2013), proposing the active response to be necessary for 
advancing strategic CSR integration as they allow organi-
zations to deal constructively with the CSR tensions with 
an eye on maintaining a long-term balance. For example, 
top management’s strategic sensemaking and personal 
direction-setting allowed SmartCo to cultivate organi-
zation-wide acceptance of the ethical business strategy 
by recognizing the tensions between past understandings 
and future visions. Similarly, strategic sensemaking and 
workforce development shaped organizational identity 
around ethical values, supporting individuals to adjust 
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their behaviors between competing decision-making 
rationales. Conversely, defensive responses to CSR ten-
sions provided only short-term relief from the tensions by 
compromising on some of the CSR aspects in the business 
practice. For example, the formalization of CSR through 
an organization-wide ethical code rendered CSR a legiti-
mate concern only in a few issue domains. Although this 
simplified the content of CSR for organization members, 
it also supported the defensive evasion of CSR tensions, 
which left the members of the organization to their own 
devices in dealing with many of the CSR tensions they 
experienced at the action level.

As a result, the ethical values that were salient in com-
munications regarding business strategy and future visions 
became increasingly divorced from members’ day-to-day 
experiences (Summary of internal workshops, September 
15, 2017). As elaborated in the following quote, this ampli-
fied CSR tensions and eroded the members’ commitment to 
the ethical business strategy:

We talk about [the values] more than others, but you 
also hear more about there being a significant bulls**t 
gap. [A colleague] brought up this a few weeks ago, 
that we get a lot of feedback that the management does 
not act in accordance with the values. […] And this is 
not an issue of the management not believing in our 
values, but the speed is so high at the moment that it 
forces [us] to take shortcuts, which makes the values 
invisible [in our work]. (HR director, November 6, 
2017)

That is, misalignment in navigating CSR tensions, both 
between organizational and action levels and between busi-
ness units, stalled and threatened to reverse strategic CSR 
integration at SmartCo. Thus, our findings suggest that 
alignment in navigating CSR tensions across the organiza-
tion is crucial for maintaining CSR on the strategic agenda 
over time.

Discussion and Contributions

Integrating CSR into the strategy and core business activi-
ties of a for-profit company is laden with tensions stem-
ming from the contradictions between business and CSR. 
Our findings from a construction company revealed several 
management practices that allowed the company to cope 
with CSR tensions. The findings emphasize the essential 
role of active navigation of CSR tensions, and alignment in 
navigating the tensions between organizational and action 
levels.
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Implications for Research

Our findings make three main contributions to the CSR 
literature. First, we contribute to the CSR development lit-
erature by foregrounding the CSR tensions and the means 
to navigate them as a central yet previously overlooked 
element in the strategic CSR integration process. Prior 
research on CSR development has focused on describ-
ing the stages of CSR integration (e.g., Maon et al. 2010; 
Mirvis and Googins 2006; Reidenbach and Robin 1991), 
the associated management challenges (Rossouw and van 
Vuuren 2003), and the systematic design and implementa-
tion of CSR programs for organizations (e.g., Ingham and 
Havard 2017; Maon et al. 2009). Extending this work, we 
shed new light on how management can improve the abil-
ity of the organization to navigate the CSR tensions that 
inevitably arise when making the transition from a dis-
missive or peripheral to an integrated CSR approach (Agu-
inis and Glavas 2013; Weaver et al. 1999b). Our findings 
portray strategic CSR integration as an ongoing process 
of navigating CSR tensions that remains, to varying forms 
and degrees, part of the life of the organization. Corre-
spondingly, the advanced stages of CSR integration are 
characterized less by “the seamless integration of ethics in 
corporate purpose, strategy and operations” (Rossouw and 
van Vuuren 2003), and more by persistent internal tensions 
and growing efforts to rein them in without losing sight of 
either the business or CSR targets.

Second, our findings contribute to the CSR develop-
ment literature by improving the current understanding of 
the precise ways in which navigating CSR tensions influ-
ences the process of strategic CSR integration. Here, we 
draw on two distinctions—between the organizational and 
action levels as the locus of navigating tensions (Hengst 
et al. 2020), and between active and defensive responses 
to tensions (Jarzabkowski et al. 2013). Our findings show 
how CSR development depends on the navigation of CSR 
tensions at both the organizational and action levels; build-
ing acceptance of a responsible business strategy at the 
organizational-level supports, but must also couple with, 
the navigation of CSR tensions at the action level. Further-
more, alignment between the levels in navigating tensions 
is essential for CSR integration, with emphasis on active 
responses. Whereas defensive responses can stall the CSR 
integration process, for example, by prioritizing business 
targets over CSR, the active navigation of CSR tensions 
builds a longer-term balance between business and CSR 
by accepting and working through the tension. Alignment 
refers here to the compatibility and complementarity of 
responses across organizational levels, but not to complete 
uniformity in responses to tensions across the organiza-
tion. In the context of CSR tensions, it is necessary to tol-
erate discrepancies between formal and informal responses 

(Crilly et al. 2012) and leverage conflicting management 
practices (Scherer et al. 2013) to navigate situational con-
tingencies constructively (Jarzabkowski et al. 2013). In 
this spirit, our findings add a new layer to studies that call 
for internal consistency between business and CSR within 
the organization (e.g., Basu and Palazzo 2008; Yuan et al. 
2011).

Third, our findings shed new light on the integrative view 
of CSR, and especially the insights it brings to the manage-
ment of CSR tensions as an unavoidable and inherent part of 
strategic CSR integration (e.g., Gao and Bansal 2013; Hahn 
et al. 2015). Whereas this literature has remained largely 
conceptual (Van der Byl and Slawinski 2015), drawing on 
the ideal type tensions and solution mechanisms rooted in 
the paradox literature (e.g., Hahn et al. 2018; Smith and 
Lewis 2011), our study offers new, empirically grounded 
insights into the management of tensions in the strategic 
CSR integration process. Specifically, we shed new light 
on how organizations navigate CSR tensions, and explicate 
the role of management’s interventions in supporting and 
obstructing the active navigation of CSR tensions. Thus, 
our findings open doors to more nuanced and multifac-
eted accounts of managing CSR tensions. For example, we 
expand the studies of the individual- and organizational-
level capabilities for balancing tensions (e.g., Hahn et al. 
2016; Ivory and Brooks 2018; Vallaster et al. 2019) by 
illustrating how such capabilities (e.g., strategic sensitivity, 
collective commitment, the climate of reflexivity)—viewed 
here through the lens of management practices—reinforce 
the ability of the organization to sustain its focus on both 
CSR and business targets.

In addition, this paper engages with studies that adopt a 
practice perspective to adopt a practice perspective to the 
management of paradoxical tensions. As some of the CSR 
tensions observed in our study had paradoxical elements 
(e.g., Lewis 2000), our analysis complements the practice-
focused line of work by exploring how an organization can 
navigate paradoxical tensions at the organizational and 
action levels (e.g., Lüscher and Lewis 2008; Smith and 
Lewis 2011). Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) have shown that 
responding to a paradox is a dynamic and ongoing process 
involving different types of responses evoked by organiza-
tion members as part of their work. Through elements such 
as humor (Jarzabkowski and Lê 2016) or “both/and” think-
ing (Lüscher and Lewis 2008), individuals can work con-
structively with the paradoxes and transform them to support 
innovative solutions (Beech et al. 2004; Jay 2013)—includ-
ing those that integrate business and sustainability targets 
(Hengst et al. 2020). Our findings advance this research by 
translating its insights to the CSR context and making them 
applicable to questions about CSR integration. Also, our 
study highlights the impact of management interventions 
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and organization structure on the navigation of CSR tensions 
at different organizational levels.

Managerial Implications

From a managerial standpoint, we follow Porter and Kramer 
(2006, 2011) in advocating strategic CSR integration as the 
pathway through which companies can credibly respond to 
the growing criticism of their lack of social and environ-
mental responsibility. However, this is not a straightforward 
task, given the persistence of CSR tensions. Our findings 
offer guidance for managing strategic CSR integration in 
relation to two managerial challenges. The first challenge 
is to cultivate the acceptance of CSR as an integral part of 
business strategy. We show how this acceptance depends on 
strategic sensemaking that integrates CSR into the compa-
ny’s long-term visions and definition of competitive advan-
tage. In addition to top management communication, the 
sensemaking process should enlist organization members 
in debating the company’s direction and couple with the 
personal example of top management in prioritizing non-
financial goals. Selective recruitment and systematic train-
ing in alignment with the company’s values provide suitable 
means for managing tensions in this regard.

The second challenge is the avoidance of mission drift in 
the face of recurring business challenges and persistent CSR 
tensions. This requires management to support employees 
in advocating CSR agendas at the operative level. While 
shared policies help clarify the enactment of CSR, support 
is needed for employees to make choices that prioritize CSR, 
with emphasis on removing obstacles such as contradicting 
reward systems. Management must also take care to balance 
the demands placed on employees concerning operational 
and developmental targets because fatigue and constant 
pressure limit employees’ ability to remain attentive and 
reflexive toward business and CSR goals simultaneously. 
Finally, the management should regularly reinvigorate the 
company’s commitment to CSR, for example, through ethi-
cal training and the inclusion of CSR as a topic in company-
wide events. This keeps CSR at the forefront of employees’ 
attention and signals that the management cares, especially 
when management decisions are consistent with the policies 
that it espouses.

Limitations and Future Research

Certain characteristics of our case bring a distinctive flavor 
to our study and influence the generalizability of our find-
ings. In the small but rapidly growing company, the CEO 
wielded significant influence over the organization’s CSR 
orientation and identity reformation, especially early on in 
the CSR integration process. Although we believe that the 

same management practices and underlying approaches to 
navigating CSR tensions are relevant to larger organiza-
tions pursuing strategic CSR integration, future research is 
needed to explore the navigation of CSR tensions in estab-
lished organizations that are likely to take a more system-
atic approach to initiating the “cultural” change that grounds 
strategic CSR integration (e.g., Ingham and Havard 2017).

Also, the construction industry is characteristically local 
and capital-intensive, and CSR has not played an essential 
role in its reputation. This context made it easy for SmartCo 
to differentiate its strategic advantage and organizational 
identity by underscoring ethical values, something which 
may not be as easy for companies in industries with higher 
ethical standards and requirements for CSR. Thus, industries 
that are more sensitive to CSR issues may exhibit different 
types of CSR tensions and call for companies to respond to 
stakeholder demands differently from our case context. In 
addition, the spatially dispersed organization of construction 
companies poses unique challenges for implementing CSR 
at the operative level. More research is needed to understand 
the distinct demands and implementation pathways of CSR 
across industries.

Methodology-wise, our findings are limited by our largely 
retrospective analysis of the navigation of CSR tensions. 
While the documents and retrospective interviews enabled 
us to develop a coherent understanding of CSR tensions 
and CSR integration outcomes over a nine-year period, we 
encourage future research to adopt an ethnographic approach 
to investigate more deeply how individuals and groups navi-
gate CSR tensions in real-time. Furthermore, such a research 
approach enables a closer analysis of how the different tac-
tics to navigate tensions intersect over organizational change 
processes, and co-evolve with the CSR tensions. An ethno-
graphic approach would also enable future work to focus 
on the transitions between CSR development stages (Maon 
et al. 2010), and investigate the factors that either maintain 
or resolve internal discrepancies among different parts of 
the organization in integrating CSR into business practices 
(Mirvis and Googins 2006).

Finally, our work encourages future research to bring the 
notions of strategy and CSR under closer scrutiny (see also 
Brooks 2005). Following the practice perspective adopted 
in the study of paradoxical tensions (e.g., Jarzabkowski et al. 
2013), we view strategy and CSR not as something an organ-
ization has, but as something it does through its activities in 
the formulation and implementation of its strategy (Vaara 
and Whittington 2012). This perspective draws attention to 
the discursive and material practices through which indi-
viduals and groups construct specific notions of CSR and 
strategy (e.g., Gond et al. 2018). Hence future research is 
needed to inform us about the ways in which organizational 
decision-makers relate business and CSR, both discursively 
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and practically, as well as how this influences—and is 
influenced by—the navigation of CSR tensions within the 
organization.
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Appendix: Positions and Roles 
of Interviewees

Organizational posi-
tion

Round 1 (Duration, 
in minutes)

Round 2 (Duration, in 
minutes)

Top management CEO (47)
EVP (75)
HR director 

(104 + 87 + 86)
CCO (75)
CTO (75)
COO (84)

Manager, strategy 
development 
(63 + 77 + 54)

HR director (96)
CTO (125)

Construction busi-
ness

Development man-
ager (80 + 82)

Project manager (60)
Manager, alliance 

projects (78)
Foreman (48)

Director, business unit 
(44)

Development manager 
(94)

IT development man-
ager (53)

Pipe renovation CEO (78)
Development man-

ager (82)

N/A

Project consultation Director, business 
unit (98)

Director, business unit 
(59)

Housing business Director, business 
unit (72)

Director, housing busi-
ness development 
(72)

Organizational posi-
tion

Round 1 (Duration, 
in minutes)

Round 2 (Duration, in 
minutes)

Internal ventures N/A Director, business unit 
(47)

Director, IT develop-
ment (56)

Managers of 
internal ventures 
(55 + 60 + 83)

Total 17 interviews, 21 h 
51 min

15 interviews, 17 h 
18 min
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