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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) transparency has predominantly been treated as an organizational
outcome in previous literature. Drawing on rich qualitative data, we find that CSR transparency can emerge
through sensemaking processes where employees are instrumental in exercising moral judgements, engaging
with stakeholders, and creating shared narratives. The study contributes to our understanding of CSR trans-
parency by showing that the phenomenon is reflected by social processes and should not be narrowly concep-

tualized as an outcome of information disclosure at the corporate level. The study also provides fine-grained
details about the cognitive and organizational mechanisms at play in the shaping of CSR transparency. Specif-
ically, we introduce a bottom-up model which explains how reserved and non-reserved approaches of CSR

transparency are developed.

1. Introduction

Transparency, here defined as the perceived quality of intentionally
shared information from a sender (Schnackenberg & Tomlinson, 2016),
has gained traction in academic research on Corporate Social Respons-
bility (CSR') as well as in business. In this article we explore the concept
of CSR transparency, i.e., transparency involving disclosure of CSR-
related information. CSR transparency has been described as a force
that provides grand solutions to corporate ills (Roberts, 2009) that offers
promises for a better future (Holzner & Holzner, 2006; Tapscott & Ticoll,
2003). CSR transparency ensures that relevant stakeholders (e.g., gov-
ernment, consumers, media, owners, employees) will receive the infor-
mation they require to accurately assess the CSR-related performance of
an organization (Deegan & Rankin, 1996; Gray, 2001). A certain
customer may, for example, need information about where and how a
product was produced to make an informed purchasing decision. CSR
transparency is, therefore, instrumental to create long-lasting, trusting
relationships with stakeholders (Eccles, loannou & Serafeim, 2012; Kang
& Hustvedt, 2014). In cases where CSR-related information cannot be
properly assessed, there is little possibility to distinguish organizations
that excel in CSR from those that underperform.

According to Albu and Wehmeier (2014), the conceptualization of

CSR transparency has been overly simplistic in extant literature.
Research has equated transparency with information disclosure and
focused on its outcomes. In so doing, extant literature has largely dis-
regarded the processes through which individuals determine which in-
formation is relevant and which is not. Recent studies, however, have
claimed that sensemaking by employees is instrumental for exerting CSR
transparency (Albu & Wehmeier, 2014; Kim & Lee, 2018). The premise
for this claim is that CSR transparency is ambiguous in nature because
the relevance, quality, and context of CSR-related information is open
for interpretation. Organizational members will encounter moments of
uncertainty while practicing CSR transparency and try to seek clarifi-
cation of what is going on. They may do so by extracting and inter-
preting external cues in dialogue with others and use these cues to create
order and “make sense” of what has occurred (Maitlis, 2005; Weick,
1995; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). Hence, from a sensemaking
perspective, disclosing information is not merely about increasing the
flow of information, it is also about enhancing the understanding (Kim &
Lee, 2018).

In this vein, Albu and Wehmeier (2014) argue that research to a
greater extent should view transparency as a phenomenon that is shaped
in human interactions. Drawing on Schnackenberg and Tomlinson’s
(2016) conceptualization, this study treats CSR transparency as a

* Corresponding author at: Stockholm Environment Institute, Linnégatan 87D, 104 51 Stockholm, SE, Sweden.
E-mail addresses: tina.sendlhofer@sei.org (T. Sendlhofer), daniel.tolstoy@hhs.se (D. Tolstoy).

1 We adopt the definition of CSR by Rasche and colleagues (2017, p. 6): “The integration of an enterprise’s social, environmental, ethical and philanthropic re-
sponsibilities towards society into its operations, processes and core business strategy in cooperation with relevant stakeholders.” Despite the emphasis on the
enterprise’s responsibilities, we forward the view by Aguinis and Glavas (2019) who highlight that these are created and enacted by individuals at the organization.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.05.074
Received 23 February 2021; Received in revised form 20 May 2022; Accepted 28 May 2022

Available online 16 June 2022
0148-2963/© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


mailto:tina.sendlhofer@sei.org
mailto:daniel.tolstoy@hhs.se
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01482963
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/jbusres
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.05.074
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.05.074
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.05.074
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.05.074&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

T. Sendlhofer and D. Tolstoy

subjective and socially constructed concept that, depending on how it is
exerted by employees, will influence an organization’s behavior in
distinct ways. This understanding implies that sensemaking of CSR
transparency involves the active authoring of narratives by individuals
(Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Interestingly, individual employees
will take part in constructing the very situations they attempt to
comprehend (Podgorodnichenko, Edgar, Akmal & McAndrew, 2021).
Because organizations have different interpretative systems (Daft &
Weick, 1984; Weick, 1995), there will be different frames to decide how
CSR transparency is conceived and enacted, ultimately affecting how a
company is perceived by stakeholders.

The purpose of this article is to study how CSR transparency emerges
in organizations by using a sensemaking perspective. In line with recent
studies (Christensen & Schoeneborn, 2017; Kim & Lee 2018; Schnack-
enberg & Tomlinson, 2016), we argue that because of the ambiguous
nature of CSR transparency, organizational members are compelled to
engage in sensemaking processes. While sensemaking has been argued
to offer a promising framework for analyzing various CSR phenomena
(Richter & Arndt, 2018), research in this area is still in its infancy
(Aguinis & Glavas, 2019). Through this study we expect to contribute to
CSR research by illuminating the sensemaking processes that drive the
emergence of CSR transparency (Girschik, Svystunova & Lysova, 2020;
Gond, El Akremi & Swaen, 2017). Drawing on management studies, we
also investigate the underlying mechanisms that shape sensemaking
processes and produce a variability in approaches to CSR transparency.
These mechanisms are captured by both cognitive (Tata & Prasad, 2015)
and organizational features (Tourish & Robson, 2006).

By exploring the emergence of CSR transparency, we complement
research that has focused on CSR transparency as an organizational
outcome (e.g., Constantinescu & Kaptein, 2015; Kim & Lee, 2018).
While we do not refute outcome-perspectives, we argue that a sense-
making view is highly relevant to understand how CSR transparency can
be developed and practiced. This perspective is particularly pertinent in
small business settings where the agency of individuals is pronounced
(Sendlhofer, 2020). Compared to larger organizations, smaller organi-
zations are generally less hierarchical and less governed by formalized
rules and protocols (Jenkins, 2009). Therefore, individual employees
may strongly influence the practices of CSR transparency in these
settings.

2. Perspectives on CSR transparency

The concept of CSR transparency has been argued to lack theoretical
anchorage and conceptual consistency (Wehmeier & Raaz, 2012). The
following overview of CSR transparency confirms the notion that the
conceptualization of the term is based on different assumptions. Here we
present two principal streams of literature within the field of CSR that
view CSR transparency as either an (ethical or business case) outcome or
a process. Recognizing that process-perspectives are understudied, yet
highly salient, we conclude this section by developing a sensemaking
perspective which provides sociological explanations to the emergence
of CSR transparency.

2.1. CSR transparency as an ethical outcome

CSR transparency has been associated with virtuous moral behavior
and a willingness to disclose information related to relevant CSR ac-
tivities (Laczniak & Murphy, 2019). Birchall (2011, p. 9) suggests:
“Transparency has become a sign of cultural (as well as moral) author-
ity.” From this perspective, information shared with stakeholders is not
necessarily selected, curated, and expressed in a way that is optimized to
reflect favorably on the (business) organization (Fernandez-Feijoo,
Romero & Ruiz, 2014; Madsen, 2009; Pratt & Adamolekun, 2011; Sig-
nitzer & Prexl, 2007). Instead, this view implies a moral position where
transparency enacts the organization’s own judgments about ethical
behavior or judgments imposed by external stakeholders
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(Constantinescu & Kaptein, 2015). CSR transparency is driven by
intrinsic or extrinsic motivations that compel the organization to act
virtuously or based on duty (i.e., compare the views of Aristotle and
Kant). In an empirical study, Story and Neves (2015) demonstrated that
a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations will have a stronger
impact on employees’ aptitude to perform above and beyond their
specified work tasks. CSR transparency may, thus, be reflective of the
moral codes that guide the behavior of the organization (e.g., Carroll,
1991). Researchers subscribing to the view of transparency as an ethical
ideal treat the concept as the opposite of manipulation of facts, adver-
tising, biased information, and propaganda (Pratt & Adamolekun,
2011). Transparency, from this vantage point, reassures stakeholders
that the organization is not hiding anything by adding a layer of
accountability to the concept (Van Marrewijk, 2003). While studies
within this stream have stressed the need to disclose information for
ethical reasons, it remains obscure how companies define, scope, and
process information within their CSR transparency regimes.

2.2. CSR transparency as a business case outcome

One stream of outcome-focused studies on CSR transparency has
focused on the business case aspects. From this perspective, CSR trans-
parency is associated with motivations of self-interest where organiza-
tions primarily use it as a lever to pursue their own strategic agendas, e.
g., by crafting attractive images of their organizations (Kim & Lee,
2018). An essential part of such a strategy is CSR reporting, aimed to
deliver purposively selected and timely information to relevant stake-
holders (e.g., Dubbink, Graafland & Van Liedekere, 2008; Kim & Fer-
guson, 2014; Timothy Coombs & Holladay, 2013). CSR reports have
been described as “signs of transparency through their very existence”
(Christensen & Cheney, 2015, p. 83, emphasis in original). CSR
reporting is conducted through different channels and to different re-
cipients depending on the purpose it is intended to serve. For example,
certain facets of CSR reporting may be formally mandated by govern-
ment agencies to comply with laws and regulations (Garcia-Sanchez,
Frias-Aceituno & Rodriguez-Dominguez, 2013; Karaiskos, Evangelinos,
Vouros & Nikolaou, 2019). Stakeholders may also receive continual
information through CSR reports, press releases, news pieces, and
ongoing information sharing online. While CSR reports are outcomes of
CSR transparency that address various demands for disclosing CSR-
related information, this practice has been widely criticized for lack in
openness, clarity, and accuracy and thereby only serving as a window
dressing activity, insinuating that unflattering information could remain
hidden (Cho, 2009; Gray, 2006; Joensuu, Koskela & Onkila, 2015). For
instance, the mere existence of labels, accreditations, and audits may
override the organizational practices that they represent (Meijer, 2009).
Another “dark side” of CSR transparency has been pointed out by Esrock
and Leichty (1998) who found that some organizations use CSR trans-
parency to flood stakeholders with favorable cherry-picked information
with the intention to “blind or dazzle” the receiver (Lamming, Caldwell
& Harrison, 2004, p. 299) while remaining silent about negative out-
comes (Drucker & Gumpert, 2007). Social and environmental disclo-
sures are hence not rarely self-laudatory (Hooghiemstra, 2000). It is not
surprising that the practice of using CSR transparency as an indicator for
CSR performance has been questioned (Christensen, Morsing & Thyssen,
2011; Higgins, Tang & Stubbs 2020; Nadesan, 2011).

The business case perspective rests on the premise that CSR trans-
parency is never fully reflective of reality, but carefully managed by
organizations. The reason for this is that it could be potentially harmful
for organizations to reveal too much information or share information in
a non-thoughtful manner (Artiach, Lee, Nelson & Walker, 2010;
Gamerschlag, Moller & Verbeeten, 2011). This problem is illustrated by
the accountability paradox which suggests that the more effort an or-
ganization makes to be transparent and maintain a dialogue with
stakeholders, the more it loses the capacity to transmit a coherent and
consistent message about its goals and visions (Carlisle & Faulkner,
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2005; Stansbury & Barry, 2007). By and large, business case perspec-
tives on CSR transparency underscore the connection between top-down
strategic decision-making and outcomes of a communication strategy
related to CSR matters. While these studies indicate that CSR trans-
parency is more about active curation of information than mere
disclosure, they do not seem to pay attention to the social undercurrents
within organizations that could provide alternative, more process-
focused, explanations to how CSR transparency in organizations emerge.

2.3. CSR transparency as a process

A parallel, narrower, stream of research suggests that scholars should
pay more attention to the processes underlying CSR transparency. For
example, Strathern (2000, p. 313) argued that transparency (not only in
CSR settings) only serves a purpose when it “enhances understanding
and not just increases the flow of information.” To enhance the under-
standing, involved actors need to interact, share information, and create
new knowledge (Cotterrell, 2000). In line with this process view,
research has found that transparency practices are reflected by sense-
making processes in both CSR settings (Basu & Palazzo, 2008; Morsing &
Schultz, 2006) and crisis management situations (Albu & Wehmeier,
2014). Actors make sense of CSR-related information through inter-
pretative framing and then translate shared understandings into actions
and organizational principles (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). Specifically,
Basu and Palazzo (2008) describe the development of CSR transparency
(along with other facets of CSR) as a process in which managers within
an organization think about and discuss their roles in relation to the
common good and question how their own pre-dispositions affect this
process. While this process view of CSR “locates the phenomenon as an
intrinsic part of an organization’s character” (Basu & Palazzo, 2008, p.
124), it does not view lower-ranked employees as integral to sense-
making dynamics.

Christensen (2002) discusses the emergence of CSR transparency as a
process. In his view, this process is characterized by the ongoing align-
ment of the various interpretations made by external and internal actors.
Christensen did not, however, consider that alignment processes could
take place between individual actors at different levels that create
structures and practices related to CSR transparency. In a more recent
study by Christensen and Schoeneborn (2017), the scholars advance the
process view by demonstrating that acts of information disclosure are
reflected by individual understandings of moral integrity where key-
individuals in (business) organizations induce their own moral judg-
ments and enact values that, ultimately, shape the development of
organizational practices and corporate cultures.

With a few exceptions (e.g., Christensen & Schoeneborn, 2017), the
focus on processes underlying CSR transparency has been set on the
corporate level and on the inter-organizational (and stakeholder) levels.
Studies have not extensively examined the mechanisms that shape CSR
transparency nor elucidated reasons for variability of approaches of CSR
transparency. Subscribing to this process-oriented view of CSR trans-
parency, we propose that there is scope for more sociologically geared
and process-oriented frameworks to unearth explanations to its devel-
opment. In the following section we will provide a theoretical lens for
analyzing how CSR transparency emerges in organizations through a
sensemaking process, involving individuals.

2.4. Theoretical perspective: A sensemaking view on CSR transparency

This study builds on the premise that CSR transparency, due to its
ambiguous nature, should be understood as a socially constructed phe-
nomenon that organizational members try to make sense of. A literature
review shows that sensemaking theories are preferably applied to
analyze situations of ambiguity (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). The
sensemaking concept has long been used by scholars to study how
meaning is created and transmitted (Garfinkel, 1967). The term sense-
making in a management context was first mentioned in Weick’s (1969)
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book, The Social Psychology of Organizing.

Recent sensemaking research has argued that cognitive processing of
information does not take place in isolation and has emphasized the
social processes that occurs between people where meaning is negoti-
ated, contested, and mutually co-constructed (Maitlis & Christianson;
2014; Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005).

When reacting to complex business situations, individuals may find it
difficult to explain their own and others’ behaviors. Sensemaking fills
this gap by offering ongoing retrospective gathering, selection, inter-
pretation, and sharing of informational cues that rationalize what people
are doing (Weick, et al., 2005, p. 411). The collective understandings
that are generated in these processes enable organizations to operate
and make decisions in ways that are not necessarily optimally rational,
but considered satisficing (Simon, 1947). Organizational sensemaking,
hence, proceeds from the scanning of information sources, through
mutual interpretation of data that takes place in ongoing dialogues be-
tween individuals and ends with action (Daft & Weick, 1984; Weick,
1995). In this vein, individual learning and interpretation will be
diffused in an organization by individuals. Eventually it will become
embedded at the collective level. It should be noted that “shared” or
“intersubjective” meaning does not necessarily equate a fully agreed-
upon understanding, but rather understandings that are enough
aligned to create room for coordinated action (Donnellon, Gray &
Bougon, 1986; Gray, Bougon & Donnellon, 1985). This collective ac-
count of meaning will subsequently guide cognition and organizational
behavior (Daft & Weick, 1984; Grimes, 2010; Stubbart, 1989).

Sensemaking has been conceptually linked to a variability in CSR
practices at the organizational level (Aguinis & Glavas, 2019; Basu &
Palazzo, 2008). Building on this notion, different approaches to CSR
transparency in organizations could be explained by distinct sense-
making processes.

CSR practices, such as CSR transparency, do not belong to the
traditional domain of company activities (Turner, McIntosh, Reid &
Buckley, 2019). Managers and employees may therefore be faced with
ambiguity regarding their roles in enacting CSR transparency (Bridoux,
Stofberg & Den Hartog, 2016; Guerci & Pedrini, 2014; Hahn, Preuss,
Pinkse & Figge, 2014; Richter & Arndt, 2018).

Because of possible mixed signals of how to exert CSR transparency,
individuals are bound to continually revise their ideas and practices in
sensemaking processes carried out in interactions with stakeholders. We
argue that such sensemaking processes can be studied by examining
narratives of employee reflections about when and how they disclose
CSR information to stakeholders.

Based on the idea that there are individual and organizational factors
causing a variability in sensemaking processes, potentially shaping CSR
transparency differently, we articulate the following research question
to guide this study: How do sensemaking processes shape CSR
transparency?

3. Research design and material

To answer the stated research question, we have conducted a qual-
itative study based on conversation-like interviews in two organizations
in the Swedish apparel industry. The exploratory nature of this study
required respondents that are knowledgeable about the organization
and about the phenomena addressed in this study (Kumar, Stern &
Anderson, 1993). The focus on two organizations, and data collected
from multiple respondents, allowed us to focus on the mechanisms (i.e.,
interactions, organizational practices, narratives, mindsets, knowledge
sharing) that underlie sensemaking processes and are formative for
different approaches of CSR transparency. This study interprets the
narrated lived experiences of individuals when engaging in CSR trans-
parency as the respondents’ attempts to create plausible explanations for
experiences (Weick et al., 2005).
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3.1. Sampling

The study of how CSR transparency emerges in the retailers Knitex
and Swetex” is part of a larger study about small Swedish apparel re-
tailers’ CSR, including employee perspectives on CSR, organizational
change processes related to CSR, and sustainable supply chain man-
agement. We theoretically sampled (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) these two
organizations as they stood out in two distinct ways: (1) they were in-
dustry leaders in CSR and (2) CSR transparency was a large part of the
retailer brand’s profile. Theoretical sampling is a common method for
grounded theory approaches and calls for a selection of respondents who
are expected to be knowledgeable about the phenomenon (e.g., Strauss
& Corbin, 1998). This approach is likely to increase the quality of the
gathered data and “provides a clearer picture for a model of the phe-
nomenon to be developed and then tested using other methods”
(Thomson, 2010, p. 49). In line with a grounded theory approach, this
study intends to foreshadow the need for alternative conceptualizations
of CSR transparency (see Wehmeier & Raaz, 2012). Implications of the
organizations’ idiosyncrasies could open avenues for future research to
systematically test our findings on a larger scale.

3.2. The two organizations: Knitex and Swetex

Knitex and Swetex are apparel retailers that were founded in the
early 1990 s. Knitex is relatively large (175 employees and 2.9 M EUR
EBIT) compared to Swetex (45 employees and 150,000 EUR EBIT). Both
retailers are headquartered in the Stockholm area and are neither
family-run nor owner-managed. They have flat organizational structures
and employees report to be given freedom and autonomy when working
with topics related to CSR (e.g., being allowed to disclose information to
the public about the firms’ CSR related activities). Furthermore, the
companies are leaders in CSR in the Swedish apparel industry. Indicative
of this is that they have been repeatedly awarded for their CSR leader-
ship by industry members. Utterances of CSR transparency make up a
recurring and consistent theme in both organizations. CSR transparency
is reflected by communicating these efforts through various channels,
such as through websites, public speeches, organization reports, and
interviews.

3.3. Data collection

We collected data through continuous dialogue over the period of
two years (from October 2016 to December 2018). To be able to probe
deep into the two organizations, we found it important to include a
variety of job roles, ranging from lower managerial (32 respondents) to
executive positions (4 respondents) (see Table A.1. in Appendix A). This
approach enabled us to receive granular insights into the decision au-
tonomy of employees about the organizations’ CSR.

The data collection consisted of primary data including 36 semi-
structured interviews (17 at Knitex, 19 at Swetex). It also consisted of
secondary data including archival data, such as organizational reports,
sustainability reports or the organizations’ websites. In the study at
hand, we focused on understanding how employees expressed the or-
ganization’s CSR practices. The interview guidelines were open-ended
and included topics such as: Career path, CSR in relation to job roles
and as citizens, the role of smaller organizations and CSR, and stake-
holder relationships. Furthermore, interviews focused on how em-
ployees have worked with CSR issues as well as transparency issues (and
the combination of the two). Informants were encouraged to explain
their day-to-day activities at work and could freely narrate their en-
gagements and activities. The duration of interviews was on average one
hour. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and the data was orga-
nized with the data management program Nvivo.

2 Knitex and Swetex are fictional names for the organizations.
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Table A1l
List of interviewees.
Knitex Swetex

Freja Sustainability director Irina Purchasing manager

Clara Design assistant Marie Fabric purchaser

Emmi Design assistant Louise Communications

Linnea Product manager Karin New product design

Julia Supply chain manager Goran CFO, supply chain manager

Ingrid Communications Filippa CEO

Jenni Sales manager Mikael Supply chain manager

Kristina Logistics Eva Product developer

Madelene  Wholesale manager David Head of design

Alva Fabric manager Hannah  Customer experience
manager

Lucas Digital tech lead Mena Product developer

Ida Product buyer Irina Purchasing manager (2nd
round)

Robin Head of design Marie Fabric purchaser (2nd
round)

Susanna Buyer jersey David Head of design (2nd round)

Sara Financial controller Goran CFO, supply chain manager
(2nd round)

Orjan CEO Karin New product design (2nd
round)

Alva Fabric manager (2nd Louise Communications (2nd

round) round)
Hannah  Customer experience (2nd
round)
Jonas Head of brand design

3.4. Data analysis

The study was carried out with a grounded theory approach (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967) and we entered data collection with a general interest
on the narratives of how employees perceive the development of CSR
transparency. In line with Maguire and Hardy (2009), we recognize
narratives as constitutive of the environment and not just representa-
tional. Hence, narratives provide opportunity to capture accounts that
reflect both the sensing and acting parts of sensemaking processes (e.g.,
Maitlis, 2005). As we immersed ourselves in the interview material, we
identified a consistent overarching narrative about CSR transparency. As
we continued to iterate between data and theory, we discovered that
adopting a sensemaking lens allowed us to carve out the underlying
mechanisms of CSR transparency that are interpreted and enacted by
employees, reportedly often in dialogue with each other and external
stakeholders.

As an initial step, we established an overview of the material and
have organized the data into “first-order concepts.” An example for the
descriptive code “regular meetings” is the following: “I think that like
the other companies that I have contact with, I meet them quite regu-
larly, discuss different, or new problems and areas [about CSR].” (Marie,
Swetex) and “We meet frequently [for discussing CSR], I have been
meeting most of them [members of the CSR project group] and Freja a
little bit more often.” (Ingrid, Knitex). Creating these descriptive codes
(Punch, 2014) enabled us to sort the data for the subsequent step in the
analysis, the axial coding. After this, we included the secondary material
to triangulate the data (Jick, 1979). For example, the code “information
gathering/sharing” was triangulated as follows: “But we can also have
informal meetings with other companies, organizations, and working
units. It is neither a fixed path nor fixed [CSR] knowledge. It is some-
thing we need to re-evaluate along the way and share with each other.”
(Louise, Swetex) with “By sharing our thoughts, knowledge, methodol-
ogy and ambitions in this [CSR] report, we hope to inspire you [reader]
to join us in our quest.” (Sustainability report, Knitex).

Furthermore, our analysis focused on detecting patterns of similarity
and dissimilarity in the data set. This axial coding process led us to a
reduced number of codes. In this stage, we started to iterate between
data and theory and applied the perspective of sensemaking devised by
Daft and Weick (1984) (see also Thomas, Clark & Gioia, 1993) to further
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analyze our data. This iterative process gave rise to four second-order
themes. In this stage, we were interested in the employees’ cues about
CSR transparency. We were particularly interested in how informants
created meaning with regards to being transparent about CSR-related
information.

Finally, building on the second-order themes, we continued with
higher-inferential coding and focused on how CSR transparency was
expressed and represented through the respondents’ narratives. We
arrived at three aggregate dimensions that deliver the basis for our
theoretical discussions. Fig. 1 illustrates the data structure.

4. Findings

The findings of this study demonstrate numerous consistencies in the
two cases. Firstly, the development of CSR transparency was in both
cases characterized by sensemaking processes (containing both organi-
zational and psychological components), largely driven by employees.
Secondly, CSR transparency emerged as pivotal in the development and
management of CSR. We also found inconsistencies in our data to
consider. Namely, the formation of individual perceptions differed be-
tween the organizations which led to a categorization of two ostensibly
distinct approaches of CSR transparency, here labeled reserved trans-
parency and non-reserved transparency.

We examined how employees handle CSR-related information, how
they discuss CSR-related information with their colleagues, and their
reasoning behind disclosing (or not disclosing) certain CSR-related in-
formation to external stakeholders.

4.1. Employee sensemaking of CSR

In Knitex and Swetex, employees have autonomously engaged and
taken initiatives in issues related to CSR, indicating an intrinsically
motivated sensemaking process, fueled by the enthusiasm of employees
and guided by their beliefs and moral pre-dispositions. At Knitex, the
employees engaged in a rather overt scanning process of CSR-related
information. This process took place in dedicated meetings where rele-
vant issues were discussed among employees. The latest knowledge
about CSR-related information was presented and employees negotiated
how to communicate new insights internally as well as to customers,
owners, and media. To acquire CSR-related information, Knitex hired
several employees, informally referred to as researchers: “She [Linnea]

First order concepts

Second order themes
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is our researcher here. You must make sure, however, that all her
research will be shared and can be implemented.” (Alva, 2nd round,
Knitex). Gathering and sharing CSR-related information in the meetings
was reported to be key for making CSR issues visible to everyone. The
employees made an agreement about disseminating ideas that they
perceived as relevant both to other employees and to external stake-
holders. This is reflected in the project group’s consent:

All attendees [of the CSR meeting] have the responsibility to distribute all
information among colleagues. They also have the responsibility to engage
with all external stakeholders. (Freja, Knitex)

At Swetex, a similar process of scanning and interpreting CSR in-
formation was detected. Employees repeatedly mentioned how their
personal interests influenced their research about CSR. The employees of
Swetex gathered information in an unstructured way since there were no
protocols to guide the fulfillment of the task. The results of their research
became fragmented and, possibly, biased by individual predispositions
and motivations. This would have consequences for the way CSR-related
information was organized and eventually shared with external stake-
holders. Compared to Knitex, the relatively flatter hierarchy among the
employees (i.e., lacking a CSR leader) allowed employees to share the
new CSR information they had gathered directly with external
stakeholders.

Here at Swetex, everyone is really personally interested in these [CSR]
matters and we learn from each other. We also learn a lot from other
companies, or from one supplier, or one worker. We have constantly
informal [CSR] meetings with colleagues in our business. It is not like a
fixed path. We need to re-evaluate along the way and share with each
other all [CSR] information. (Louise, Swetex)

An observation applying to both organizations is that their in-
terpretations of CSR transparency were more strongly influenced by
personal moral schemata than by business motives. The employees
frequently labeled CSR, and their personal responsibilities to this cause,
as either “avoid doing the wrong thing” or “doing the right thing.”.

I think it [CSR] is very important. As a company, it is sometimes difficult
to be innovative. But this is the only way forward for us and the industry.
It would feel wrong to continue what we have been doing for so long.
(Emmi, Knitex)

[...] This is when you really have a proper sustainable company. I think
that also in combination with that [CSR], doing it wrong today as a

Aggregate dimensions

Regular meetings

Research about CSR related innovations
Information gatheting/sharing
Learning processes

Identifying CSR topics

Employee-driven CSR

CSR is “doing the right thing”
Avoiding CSR is “doing the wrong thing”

Moral labelling of CSR

Transparency is limited responsibility
Transparency is differentiation
Transparency is information filtering

Protecting CSR initiatives

Reserved transparency

Transparency is an added on quality

Transparency is about honesty

Transparency is being reflexive
Transparency is business development
Transparency is part of daily operations
Transparency generates future business

Disclosing CSR initiatives

Non-reserved transparency

Transparency is key for long-term
survival

Fig. 1. Data structure.
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company feels way too cheap in comparison to doing it right. (David,
Swetex)

By this sharp dichotomous categorization (i.e., “right”; “wrong™), the
employees adopted a reflexive behavior to decide whether a certain
conduct is acceptable or unacceptable. Based on reflections, different
practices emerged related to how the employees of the two organiza-
tions decided to disclose CSR-related information. At Swetex, the em-
ployees appeared to share the idea that knowing about CSR would
automatically endow social and environmental accountability, both for
themselves and for their external stakeholders. Employees at Swetex
generally considered CSR transparency to be the missing link that could
be used to compensate for potential shortcomings in the organization’s
implementation of CSR. At Knitex, however, the employees perceived
limited personal responsibility and accountability regarding CSR
transparency.

The findings demonstrate that sensemaking processes based on
morals and beliefs shaped CSR transparency. For example, specific ut-
terances of transparency are largely determined by collectively formed
understandings about the boundaries for sharing CSR-related informa-
tion. In some instances, this compels employees to disclose CSR-related
information that they consider relevant as clearly and accurately as they
can.

Our observations suggest that manifestations of moral responsibility
are malleable and thereby also framed by the organizational setting. For
example, in the case of Swetex responsibilities for CSR are (informally)
distributed among employees, fostering intrinsic motivations as well as a
perceived entitlement among employees to step up and act as repre-
sentatives for the organization. Employees became observant of the
meaning of organizational practices and experienced it as their moral
obligations to make relevant CSR-related information overt.

4.2. Approaches to CSR transparency: Reserved and non-reserved

Both approaches of CSR transparency — reserved and non-reserved —
are driven by employees in the sense that their interpretations of CSR
transparency were translated into actual practices. This indicates an
autonomous sensemaking process among employees. Additional sup-
portive material about the two approaches is presented in Table B.1. in
Appendix B.

4.2.1. Reserved transparency

Conversations with employees at Knitex revealed that they viewed
CSR transparency to be critical for CSR. They perceived a crucial
interdependency between the two. Nonetheless, the employees indi-
cated an opportunistic use of CSR transparency as they carefully selected
the specific topics they wanted to convey to the public and carefully
planned how these topics were communicated to external stakeholders.
Thus, the employees disguised certain topics although claiming to
intend full transparency. An explanation for this contradictory behavior
may be that employees were concerned about their individual
accountability in relation to the specific work tasks which they were
assigned to do. From this standpoint they were not prepared to take
responsibility for the organization’s operations in a larger sense. This is
interpreted as taking personal caution as well as to protecting the or-
ganization, which mirror reserved transparency.

Learnings [about CSR] are difficult to talk about. If you are insecure, you
will rather not talk about it. Just like everybody, it is embarrassing if they
ask a question, and you cannot answer it. You know you feel secure in the
surroundings and keep quiet. (Jenni, Knitex)

In this case employees’ perceptions of their own responsibilities
created an uncertainty about what CSR-related information should be
disclosed, how it should be disclosed, and what ramifications it would
have. The data revealed several narratives reflecting reserved trans-
parency that can be broadly divided into psychological factors (i.e.,
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Additional supportive material.

Illustrative quotes

Interpretation of CSR
transparency

Knitex

Swetex

We always try to see how we can
change and how we can move into
the right direction. Many things
have happened during my nine
years at Knitex. I think that it
[CSR] is a very good thing and we
have always talked about it: to be
transparent and sustainable as
possible. (Susanna, Knitex)

It [CSR] is part of the fundamental
belief of the people working in the
company, the founder of the
company and the owners. There
are some people at the company
that have the higher purpose to
make a difference. But today it is
not making a difference. Maybe
people try to use it as a survival
strategy. I do not think it is
enough. If you are dying as a
brand, just becoming transparent
or being sustainable will not safe
you. If you are dying, you are
dying, because people are not
interested in you. They will not
buy you, just because you are
becoming more transparent about
it [CSR]. (Orjan, Knitex)

It [CSR] has always existed, I
think. But of course, the more
information is available, the easier
it is for us to be transparent and
the easier it is for others to find or
double-check information. I think
it is becoming more important and
that is just super positive. It is
hopefully pushing things even
further. It can be hard for us to
communicate about everything we
know, because we do not have the
time for it, or we cannot always
figure out what people want to
know about. But when they are
asking something, we often react:
‘Oh of course, we should talk
about this as well.” It is already so
natural for us. We have been
working for it [CSR] for a long
time. [...] So, it is really good with
an open dialogue. (Louise, Swetex)

Today everything is still built on
the economic model. So, it is tricky
to say: ‘Let us reveal all the
information for free.” We are not
so far away from that, but I think it
is still at the very core at a lot of
the economic models. I think that
you then need kind of peel it off
and see that you can really get a
benefit from it. We are trying to
make a business case out of
sharing [CSR] knowledge, rather
than saying let us just keep it to
ourselves. I think that historically
brands or manufacturers have
been living on it [being
restrictive]. But now, they are
starting to look at collaborations
or combinations of it. This is a way
of growing our business. (David,
Swetex)

These statements reflect those
employees who perceive CSR
transparency to be instrumental.
While CSR transparency seems to
be key for stakeholder
management, the social
mechanisms underlying
transparency reflect that
transparency is interpreted to have
a protection function for the
organizational activities related to
CSR. Hence, employees indicate a
reserved use of CSR transparency.

These statements reflect those
employees who perceive
transparency as part of daily
operations and strategic decision
making. It is interpreted that CSR
transparency plays a major role in
stakeholder management as well as
is viewed to be key for pursuing
CSR. Furthermore, CSR
transparency is interpreted to have
a function for generating future
business opportunities and
therefore reflects a non-reserved
CSR transparency approach.
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protection by assuming limited responsibility) and organizational traits
(i.e., differentiation through CSR transparency and control through in-
formation filtering) that were reproduced in social interactions among
the employees.

First, limited responsibility for CSR transparency was exhibited by
employees attempting to facilitate stakeholder dialogues by, e.g.,
informing first-tier suppliers about their expectations of social re-
sponsibility. However, the employees did not view themselves as
accountable for the behaviors of suppliers. From this perspective CSR
transparency only covered operations considered to be within the
perceived reach of the organization. A mismatch was, thus, observed
between the collective agreement about the organization’s objectives
related to CSR transparency and the actual ambitions of employees:

At the end of the day, we can only be as transparent to the extent our
partner [supplier] allows us to be. They know exactly when we come and
visit them as their customer. They can prepare everything for that day. We
are not there on a daily basis and therefore we cannot be 100% sure that
our partners refrain for example from using child labor. (Robin, Knitex)
I think it is transparency which is a huge part of it [CSR]. That even here
we are small but that also means that we have to rely on some agents or
full package makers in Asia. [...] But I have also worked on two seasons
now and I have not seen all the transparency, like I am struggling to find
and to seek out some of these makers. They are not new fabric suppliers
either. Yeah, we are getting there, but that is also because we are small.
That is a hindrance, we do not have an organization in Asia that is
managing our fabric mills. We have people that we have to pay to manage
our garments. (Alva, Simplicity)

Furthermore, disclosing information about materials appeared to be
an important component when employees reflected about CSR-related
information. The employees implied that transparency could help the
company differentiate its products from those of competitors and
thereby yield a competitive advantage. Hence, information that could
position the company vis-a-vis competitors appeared to be favored for
disclosure.

It means that nowadays the main task of brands is to create a certain
feeling for the customer who wants to buy a cardigan. This customer could
simply buy a very similar cardigan at five other brands. This is when we
make the decision for the customer a little bit easier: We must represent
values that customers can identify themselves with. For this transparency
is the key. This is also the reason why we really work hard to be trans-
parent and do not hide anything. (Robin, Knitex)

Transparency could also, occasionally, be perceived as a threat to
employees at Knitex. This created an organizational climate where CSR-
related information was filtered and selectively shared, thus depreci-
ating the utility of CSR transparency as a vehicle for inclusion and
accountability.

That [transparency] is absolutely a thing. Like it is a thing for everybody.
It is difficult to change everything at the same time. It is impossible to do
that. There is a difference between lying to the customer and showing them
an acceptable alternative of a sustainable garment. Of course, we have
things that are not so good. Absolutely. But it is not that we are telling the
customers that everything is perfect. [...] You always have to balance it:
You have to choose what story you want to tell the customer. (Jenni,
Knitex)

4.2.2. Non-reserved transparency

At Swetex, a non-reserved approach of CSR transparency developed
based on the shared idea that CSR transparency is indicative of CSR
performance. This did, however, not mean that all available information
was shared all the time. Information was rather disclosed based on as-
sessments about its relevance to the CSR agenda of the organization,
which in turn required ongoing discussion and reflection among
employees.
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I think that most of the people really appreciate that we say: Ok, this is
what we want to do, and this is where we are now. This is something that
we have a problem with, but we are trying to find solutions. This is the
roadmap to go. Instead of just hiding things, or because it will just come
and hit you in the back really soon, nowadays. Everyone is really used to
knowing that they can discuss [CSR]. (Louise, Wizard)

The organization itself allowed a high level of autonomy (open work-
descriptions, managers encouraging individual initiatives), providing
substantial leeway for employees to act. As a result of the organization
supporting active curation of CSR information, employees developed
extensive knowledge about CSR operations. Employees grew confident
about their own abilities to make judgements concerning these issues.
Assessments and decisions related to CSR transparency by employees
were closely linked to their own moral-value systems. Employees
expressed a sentiment of being personally responsible for CSR practices
and therefore felt accountable for the organization’s conduct in this
area. This sentiment would, thus, gradually blur the boundaries between
personal objectives and the objectives of the organization. Individuals
found it worthwhile to be straight-forward and honest about CSR,
including both the successes and failures in these matters. These apti-
tudes expanded the scope of CSR transparency in the organization.
Employees appeared to be comfortable expressing their opinions
sincerely, instead of crafting socially desirable versions of CSR
transparency.

The sensemaking of non-reserved transparency related to psycho-
logical factors (i.e., aspirations for honesty; reflexivity) as well as
organizational traits (i.e., orientation towards business efficiency and
effectiveness) were strengthened in the social interactions between
employees as well as in interactions with stakeholders. In situations of
non-reserved CSR transparency, employees relied to a large extent on
their own judgements when developing a regime for CSR transparency.
In this vein, non-reserved transparency develops from mental images of
organizational integrity, subversiveness, and non-conformism.

Aspirations for honesty emerged as a shared value among employees.
In practical terms this meant that employees did not refrain from
speaking about their own shortcomings in public:

As long as we are honest with how far we have gotten and this [CSR] is
our goal, then I think that should be really listed as a good example. If you
say you do not care or start lying and say that you are better than you
actually are, then it is really bad. Then you are really fake news. It is most
important to be honest and say that: ‘Now at least we know where we are,
and we see the problems and acknowledge the problems, and we want to
improve.’ (Louise, Swetex)

Honesty is conceived as a vital part of transparency that must be
enacted through actions, storytelling, and media posts:

The way we try to communicate is by trying to tell people how we work.
Communicating on our social media how we choose our fabrics or the
factories that we work with. For me that is a more honest way of being
transparent. It is always going to be that actions speak louder than words.
You can say that you have a sustainability story, but if you do not do it all
the way, then you do not act strong enough. (Karin, Wizard)

Moreover, non-reserved transparency was partly enabled by reflex-
ivity. Employees constantly iterated between researching the status,
shortcomings, and solutions for sharing CSR information. The em-
ployees were upfront in cases where information was scarce:

We are working with tier 1, 2, and 3. But looking at the entire fiber
production — even further down the supply chain — that is where we do not
have dall the information. It is a challenge for us in terms of ethical and
social standards. Let us consider the example of recycled polyester. This is
absolutely the easiest sourcing in terms of traceability. But let us consider
that we are using virgin polyester. Where does virgin polyester come from?
Crude oil. Where has it been drilled? We do not have knowledge about the
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ethical or the social standards over there. We are far from perfect in this
case. (Filippa, Swetex)

Finally, the employees mentioned the need to future-proof business
operations as a motivation for CSR transparency. According to them,
their business would only develop prosperously in the long run if CSR
was straightforwardly communicated to stakeholders, for instance by
publishing their brand book:

We want them [other stakeholders] to change. That is why it is all about
transparency, right? For example, our brand book: It is not a secret. Most
of the companies keep their brand book to themselves and say: ‘This is our
holy bible.” We put ours out on our homepage. Everybody can access it
and see how we work [with CSR]. We want to be transparent enough, so
everybody can understand that this is our way of working. We have to be
transparent in every way we can. (Karin 2nd round, Swetex)

. Discussion

Addressing the question: How do sensemaking processes shape CSR
transparency? produced two primary findings. First, we observed that
the sensemaking process of CSR transparency can be a bottom-up pro-
cess initiated by employees. Second, two approaches to CSR trans-
parency emerged from the analysis. We theorize that different cognitive
and organizational mechanisms underlie sensemaking processes and
render a variability of interpretations of CSR transparency that are
constitutive of these approaches. Related to these findings we develop
two propositions in this section.

While outcomes of CSR transparency have been extensively
researched, e.g., represented by literature about ethical perspectives (e.
g., Constantinescu & Kaptein, 2015) and business case perspectives (e.g.,
Kim & Lee, 2018), there is little knowledge about how different ap-
proaches of CSR transparency emerge. Wehmeier and Raaz (2012) claim
that the larger that the organization is, the more likely that its employees
will attempt to force the organization to be transparent. However, the
possibility for employees to change norms and practices related to
transparency may be limited in larger organizations. The study at hand
demonstrates that employees in small organizations can exhibit strong
engagement, exert influence, and indeed take leading roles in shaping
CSR transparency. Smaller organizations are likely to escape public
scrutiny (Lawrence, Collins, Pavlovich & Arunachalam, 2006) where
mass media often function as the main advocate for civil society
(McQuail, 2000). This does not mean that CSR development is neglected
in these organizations. In the study at hand, it was the employees that
filled information voids and held their organizations accountable. They
acted as gatekeepers in the disclosure of information and, hence, func-
tioned as advocates for civil society — from a bottom-up position.

Previous literature about CSR transparency has often revolved
around CSR reporting, stipulating this function as a key mechanism for
managing transparency (Quaak, Aalbers & Goedee, 2007). CSR report-
ing, though, mainly addresses larger organizations (Johnson & Schal-
tegger, 2016). In fact, many smaller organizations do not engage in
formal reporting, an issue that even has earned a special label named the
“SME communication gap” (Wickert, Scherer & Spence, 2016). The one
organization in our study that is found to not formally report CSR (i.e.,
Swetex) is arguably more progressive in terms of CSR transparency than
the organization that publishes CSR reports (i.e., Knitex). This implies
that CSR reporting may indeed not be the most meaningful indicator for
organizational transparency, especially in smaller organizations.
Instead, organizational traits (social interactions, control mechanisms)
and psychological factors (moral values, beliefs, accountability) become
important in sensemaking processes that shape CSR transparency.

The development of CSR transparency is thus ongoing; shaped by
believable and inspiring images conjured up by employees, serving as
motivators in the daily practices of individuals and giving guidance in
how to manage long-term communication with stakeholders
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(Christensen & Schoeneborn, 2017). Based on this reasoning, we
formulate the following proposition capturing the agency of employees
in shaping CSR transparency:

Proposition 1. Specific approaches to CSR transparency are continually
created, developed, and sustained through the sensemaking of employees
(implying a bottom-up approach).

5.1. Reserved transparency

Reserved transparency was found in the case of Knitex. This
approach to CSR transparency is shaped through sensemaking, where
individuals consider factors such as limited responsibility, differentia-
tion, monitoring, and information filtering. This view ties into the
argument provided by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978, p. 257), who state
that organizations are “involved in a constant struggle for autonomy and
discretion, confronted with constraining and external control.” In other
words, employees interpret transparency as an instrument for preserving
organizational autonomy while maintaining good relationships with
their stakeholders. Individuals thereby maintain a sense of staying in
control, as opposed to being controlled through externally imposed
transparency programs (Costas & Grey, 2014). Based on our observa-
tions, transparency can also be associated with personal risk. Actual
practices related to transparency were, therefore, frequently decoupled
from an individual’s own moral schemes. Perceived demands for high
levels of visibility put a strain on the creativity of employees as well as
their willingness to make decisions as they were aware of the watchful
eyes of both their superiors and external stakeholders.

Furthermore, reserved transparency can be considered as an illus-
tration of the accountability paradox (Carlisle & Faulkner, 2005;
Stansbury & Barry, 2007). From this perspective, reserved transparency
is neither driven by strategic aspirations nor by aspirations to act
virtuously in accordance with moral judgments. According to our ob-
servations, members of the organization do not follow a carefully
devised plan in how to tackle stakeholder pressures and release infor-
mation. Based on shared ideas and commonly held assumptions of em-
ployees, the organization uses CSR transparency pragmatically to react
to external pressures. In the case of Knitex, the relatively large distance
between managers and staff appeared to make employees less inclined
to take on responsibility and more prone to put limits on CSR trans-
parency to avoid making mistakes. Hence, employees did not attempt to
enhance the image of the company but sought to protect themselves
against criticism. Engaging with CSR transparency in this way has little
to do with ethical considerations or with strategic considerations to
avoid negative assessments (as stipulated by outcome approaches of CSR
transparency). The approach is rather reflected by coping with uncer-
tainty and mitigating risks associated with external scrutiny (Leitch &
Davenport, 2002; Markham, 1996).

5.2. Non-reserved transparency

The Swetex case revealed that the sensemaking of non-reserved
transparency is shaped by narratives revolving around honesty, reflex-
ivity, and business development. In fact, non-reserved transparency
enhances the understanding about CSR transparency issues and some-
times even broadens the scope for what information that can be shared.
Non-reserved transparency is characterized by proactiveness as it seeks
to expand the views of parties who are interested in the actions or de-
cisions of an organization (Rawlins, 2008). Non-reserved transparency is
also characterized by the ambition that stakeholders are “being told
everything they need to know” (Gower, 2006, p. 96).

The approach is aspirational (Christensen & Schoeneborn, 2017) in
the sense that it pushes the frontiers for how organizations should
behave and interact with stakeholders. Non-reserved transparency
indeed appears to reach beyond an “educational” approach by laying
open organizational processes that disclose social or environmental
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factors. The employees at Swetex expressed a willingness to share in-
formation to parties that were not primarily concerned with CSR, e.g.,
by involving customers that made their purchasing decisions based on
other concerns than CSR, such as style and price.

Employees acted on the high level of autonomy given to them by
exposing the organization to critique and, thereby, created pressure on
themselves to excel in CSR (Strathern, 2000). Quite paradoxically,
exposing their own organizations to scrutiny seemed to strengthen
employees’ bonds to their employer-organization. Sensemaking pro-
cesses represented by non-reserved transparency could arguably thrive
in organizations that allow personal autonomy that empower in-
dividuals to use their own judgements. It could also be fostered in or-
ganizations exerting less formalized control, thus creating space for
knowledge sharing, collaboration, and distributed accountability. The
case of Swetex shows that being able to act autonomously in line with
ethically grounded motivations makes employees more committed to
the organization. This commitment may perpetuate the inclination to
further develop the non-reserved transparency approach.

Based on the above reasoning we discern that sensemaking processes
are prevalent in both case organizations, although they produce distinct
approaches to CSR transparency. We suggest that relatively high levels
of control that reduce personal autonomy may inhibit personal
engagement. In these situations, reserved approaches to CSR trans-
parency will likely emerge (and non-reserved approaches will, vice-
versa, likely emerge under lower levels of control). Thus, we articulate
the following proposition:

Proposition 2. Organizations with employees perceiving a low (high) level
of personal autonomy in making moral assessments are associated with a
reserved (non-reserved) CSR transparency approach.

6. Contributions and conclusions

Contrary to studies focusing on CSR transparency as an outcome of
either an ethical stance (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014; Madsen, 2009;
Pratt & Adamolekun, 2008; Signitzer & Prexl, 2007;) or based on busi-
ness case considerations (Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2013; Karaiskos et al.,
2019; Kim & Lee 2018), this study embraces the complexity of the
phenomenon by focusing on its sociological underpinnings. This study
moves beyond the simplistic conceptualization of CSR transparency as
an outcome. In specific, the study theorizes and empirically qualifies the
notion that sensemaking by employees, in fact, is conducive to the
emergence of different approaches of CSR transparency.

We do not claim that the two suggested approaches of CSR trans-
parency that emerged in our study represent an exhaustive typology. To
the contrary, it is likely that other approaches of CSR transparency exist.
CSR transparency is dependent on the social setting in which it is exerted
which can lead to variations of the phenomenon. We, thus, encourage
researchers to further investigate the relationships between sense-
making regimes and CSR transparency practices in other settings.

Secondly, this study has answered the call for more qualitative
research in CSR that use individuals as the level of analysis (Aguinis &
Glavas, 2012; Jones, Newman, Shao & Cooke, 2019). In answering this
call, this study has paid specific attention to the voices of employees
instead of the voices of CSR managers, the latter which have been
dominating in micro-CSR literature (Girschik et al., 2020). By so doing,
the study has uncovered novel insights into employee-driven CSR. The
findings indicate that more granular frameworks are needed to explain
the underpinnings of transparency in the field of CSR. We argue that it is
sometimes useful to move beyond top-down perspectives to better un-
derstand how CSR transparency is exerted in organizations. In line with
developments in the micro-CSR literature (Gond & Moser, 2021), we
encourage researchers to closely examine both psychological factors (e.
g., moral values, beliefs, accountability, aspirations for honesty, reflex-
ivity) and organizational factors (e.g., social interactions, control
mechanisms, orientations towards business efficiency and

276

Journal of Business Research 150 (2022) 268-278

effectiveness).

Third, smaller organizations characterized by informal structures
arguably have more leeway than larger organizations to create novel,
niched, and more subversive forms of CSR (Jenkins, 2009; Shevchenko,
Lévesque & Pagell, 2016). The study gives supporting evidence to the
idea that small organizations, to various extents, can give room for au-
tonomy which empower employees to exercise their own judgments,
possibly leading to more radical and genuine transparent behavior.
Studying smaller organizations can provide original insights about
alternative, often innovative, approaches of CSR transparency.

6.1. Managerial implications

CSR transparency can help companies to position their brands,
establish legitimacy, and develop stronger relationships with customers
and media. This study shows that CSR transparency can be exerted by
individual employees where they decide which information should be
disclosed and how it should be disclosed. While such autonomy can
empower employees and strengthen their competence related to CSR
transparency, lack of centralization can also lead to inconsistencies and
mixed messages. We argue that the upside of allowing employees to take
a lead in transparency practices still has merits that can benefit the
company in the long run. Sensemaking of transparency foster shared
understandings, meaning that views and practices over time become
aligned which, in turn, can improve the coordination around CSR
transparency. Allowing these processes to develop organically can
firmly anchor CSR transparency in the organization.

6.2. Conclusions

The findings suggest that the inconclusive evidence regarding the
manifestations of CSR transparency will remain unless researchers
investigate the very processes shaping CSR transparency. This study
underscores that CSR transparency is not innate to the organization but
rather something that is emerging. To capture this phenomenon,
research needs to consider individuals (both executives and employees)
as levels of analysis and probe into both the inter-individual and intra-
individual sensemaking processes. Furthermore, the salience of
employee sensemaking implies that organization- and management-
literature could benefit from paying attention to alternative voices in
the organization, instead of treating employees as passive actors, sub-
dued by organizational strategy and policy (Girschik, et al., 2020; Weiss
& Rupp, 2011). In line with Girschik and colleagues (2020), we suggest
that more research on employees and their instrumentality in shaping
organizational practices may contribute to create a better understanding
about how CSR transparency (and other CSR issues) in organizations
evolves.
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