
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-023-05343-x

ORIGINAL PAPER

Saving the World? How CSR Practitioners Live Their Calling 
by Constructing Different Types of Purpose in Three Occupational 
Stages

Enrico Fontana1,2,3   · Sanne Frandsen4 · Mette Morsing2,5

Received: 3 February 2021 / Accepted: 25 January 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract
Much attention in the meaningful work literature has been devoted to calling as an orientation toward work characterized by 
a strong sense of purpose and a prosocial motivation beyond self-gain. Nonetheless, debate remains as to whether individuals 
change or maintain their calling, and especially whether they live their calling differently in different occupational stages. In 
this article, we respond to this conundrum through an analysis of the corporate social responsibility (CSR) occupation—sub-
stantiated by interviews with 57 CSR practitioners from Swedish international companies who are living their calling. We 
demonstrate that social/commercial tensions affect these CSR practitioners, fueled by a divide between their social aspira-
tions and the commercial goals, and prompt them to respond in a way that impacts how they construct the purpose of their 
work. Subsequently, we induce three stages of the CSR occupation—early-, mid- and late-stage—and conceptualize three 
types of purpose in each stage—activistic, win–win and corporate purpose. By uncovering how and why CSR practitioners 
respond to social/commercial tensions and construct different types of purpose in each stage of the CSR occupation, we 
show that individuals can live the same calling in multiple ways. Hence, our article advances the meaningful work literature 
as well as studies of micro-CSR.

Keywords  Meaningful work · Calling · Purpose · Occupational stages · Social/commercial tensions · CSR practitioners · 
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Introduction

In a bid to better understand meaningful work (Bellah et al., 
1985; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017), calling has recently gained 
momentum among scholars (Cinque et al., 2020; Lysova 
et al., 2018; Schabram & Maitlis, 2017). This is defined 
as an orientation toward work, characterized by a strong 
sense of purpose and a prosocial motivation beyond self-
gain (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; Dik & Duffy, 2009; 
Duffy et al., 2012). While originating from humanism, a 
calling is often attributed to work that addresses human 
and environmental (hereafter: social) issues (Michaelson & 
Tosti-Kharas, 2019; Wrzesniewski et al., 1997, 2003) and 
therefore is seen as more than “just a job” (Molloy & Foust, 
2016). A calling is deemed inherently ethical as it allows 
individuals to accomplish their prosocial ambitions—often 
through bottom-up initiatives in their organization (Dik & 
Shimizu, 2019; Dobrow & Tosti-Kharas, 2012; Elangovan 
et al., 2010). Notably, a calling needs to be lived for work 
to be perceived as meaningful. When living a calling, the 
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work is seen as meaningful in that it has a purpose. This has 
practical significance because it is conducive to fulfillment 
and higher psychological well-being at the individual level 
(Berg et al., 2010; Hirschi et al., 2019; Lysova & Khapova, 
2019) but also to superior commitment and identification 
with their organization (Bloom et al., 2021; Duffy et al., 
2012; Kim et al., 2018; Lysova et al., 2018).

However, substantial debate remains as to whether indi-
viduals change or maintain their calling (Dobrow, 2013; 
Hirschi et al., 2019; Kolodinsky et al., 2018). In particular, 
little is known as to whether individuals live their calling dif-
ferently in different occupational stages. This debate finds its 
roots in the modern formulation of a calling as an orientation 
toward work, where the purpose is derived after a long and 
self-oriented journey of “searching for” and then “finding” 
it (Berg et al., 2010; Duffy & Sedlacek, 2007; Wrzesniewski 
et al., 2003).

In this article, we problematize this modern formulation 
of a calling as the end of a self-oriented journey at a spe-
cific point. Instead, we propose to envision a calling as a 
point of departure where the journey of living such calling 
is characterized by organizational tensions and responses to 
these—rather than a process of inward-looking soul-search-
ing. Hence, we argue for the need to account for the ways 
through which individuals try to attenuate the tensions that 
unfold from working in organizations. Individuals are often 
subjected to tensions because, as they embark on an occupa-
tion, they access organizations in which collective expecta-
tions frequently collide with their calling (Berkelaar & Buz-
zanell, 2015; Michaelson, 2021; Vuori et al., 2012). These 
tensions are likely to spur reflections about the purpose of 
their work, encouraging individuals to embrace responses 
that have a bearing on how they construct such purpose. 
Although individuals display distinct behaviors at work in 
relation to their occupational stage (Arthur & Rousseau, 
2001; Evetts, 1992), systematic evidence on the ways they 
attenuate tensions as they live their calling and subsequently 
construct their purpose remains embryonic. Understanding 
the latter is essential not only to comprehend what makes 
individuals perceive their work to be meaningful as they 
grow professionally, but also the implications of living a 
calling and the future of work. This raises multiple ethical 
questions for organizations, including their moral obliga-
tion to make work meaningful (Michaelson & Tosti-Kharas, 
2020; Michaelson et al., 2014).

In light of this oversight, our study offers a qualitative 
analysis of the CSR occupation through interviews with 57 
CSR practitioners employed by 52 Swedish international 
companies and who are living their calling. While position-
ing our article in line with broader conversations on micro-
CSR (Brès et al., 2019; Girschik et al., 2020; Gond & Moser, 
2021; Tams & Marshall, 2011), we draw attention to the 
CSR occupation as an ideal setting to study meaningful work 

(Aguinis & Glavas, 2019; Michaelson et al., 2014; Mitra & 
Buzzanell, 2017). Although not all CSR practitioners are 
altruistic and actively seek to attain a common good, many 
have strong ideals and passion for social issues (Carollo & 
Guerci, 2018; Fontana, 2020; Wesselink & Osagie, 2020; 
Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Examining these CSR practition-
ers is particularly important because they often grapple with 
social/commercial tensions as they try to reconcile their 
social aspirations with the commercial goals of their work. 
These tensions provoke inner conflicts and ethical dilemmas, 
prompting them to continuously reflect upon the purpose of 
their work (Brès et al., 2019; Wickert & de Bakker, 2018; 
Wright & Nyberg, 2017). While echoing recent calls to fur-
ther examine the relationship between calling and meaning-
ful work (Dik & Shimizu, 2019; Lysova et al., 2018) and 
integrate it into the context of the CSR occupation (Aguinis 
& Glavas, 2019; Carollo & Guerci, 2018), our article asks 
the following question: How do the CSR practitioners who 
are living their calling construct the purpose of their work?

We offer three main theoretical contributions.
First, we advance the meaningful work literature by 

demonstrating that individuals construct the purpose of 
their work differently as they live their calling in differ-
ent occupational stages. Based on our data from the CSR 
practitioners, we conceptualize activistic, win–win and 
corporate purpose in the CSR occupation. Against this 
backdrop, we indicate that individuals holding the same 
calling can live it in multiple ways, and that a calling is an 
inherently contested and malleable orientation.

By uncovering how CSR practitioners construct dif-
ferent types of purpose from their work, we make a sec-
ond contribution to the meaningful work literature. In 
particular, we identify emotional, identity and strategic 
struggles and indicate that individuals differently perceive 
and respond to tensions in the organization depending on 
whether they are in the early-, mid- and late-stage of their 
occupation. This allows us to propose that a calling repre-
sents a point of departure—rather than the end of a jour-
ney—to better understand meaningful work.

Our article finally advances the literature on micro-CSR 
by outlining why CSR practitioners reconfigure their social 
aspirations. While drawing on the lived experiences of 
CSR practitioners in three occupational stages, we pro-
vide an account of the problem of the commodification of 
CSR work. In doing so, we offer important implications for 
business ethics and the future of CSR as meaningful work.

In the next section, we present calling as part of the 
literature on meaningful work. Before unveiling the find-
ings, we present our research methods. Our article con-
cludes with a discussion on the theoretical contributions, 
implications for business ethics and the future of CSR as 
meaningful work as well as its limitations and avenues for 
future research.
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Theoretical Background

Calling as Meaningful Work

Calling, meaningful work and purpose are three concepts 
that are tightly connected and often defined with overlap. 
Work is perceived as meaningful when it is personally 
gratifying and ethically valuable, beyond monetary rewards 
(Hurst, 2014; Inkson et  al., 2014; Lysova et  al., 2019; 
Michaelson, 2021; Rosso et al., 2010). Meaningful work 
is a “subjective experience of the existential significance 
or purpose” (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009) and is related 
to living a “meaningful life” of contributing to the greater 
good, a higher cause (Michaelson & Tosti-Kharas, 2020). 
Meaningful work requires individuals in organizations to 
ask “why am I here?” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003, p. 311) and 
has been regarded as an outcome of leaders’ top-down poli-
cies to cultivate a morally responsive climate and redesign 
job tasks (Bailey et al., 2019; Carton, 2018; Costas & Kär-
reman, 2013). Recently, meaningful work scholars have, 
however, suggested the significance of pursuing a more 
humanistic pathway that views the meaningfulness of work 
as rooted in a sense of self (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Lips-
Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Michaelson, 2021; Michaelson 
& Tosti-Kharas, 2020). This has prompted the examination 
of individuals’ bottom-up efforts to manage and embody 
their feelings of meaningfulness (Inkson et al., 2014; Rosso 
et al., 2010; Vuori et al., 2012), thereby bringing attention to 
calling. Although research on calling is relatively unestab-
lished (Byington et al., 2019; Dik & Shimizu, 2019), it is 
increasingly “central”1 to examine the meaningfulness of 
work (Lepisto & Pratt, 2017, p. 101).

Calling is rooted in the neoclassical connotation that God 
exists as the external caller (Novak, 1996), reiterated in Dik 
and Duffy’s (2009, p. 327) conception of “transcendent sum-
mons.” This aligns with Martin Luther and John Calvin’s 
reformation of the Church in the sixteenth century where 
a calling is viewed as a sense of duty and sacrifice. How-
ever, meaningful work scholars today agree on a modern and 
secular formulation of calling as an orientation toward work, 
characterized by a strong sense of purpose and a prosocial 
motivation beyond self-gain (Bunderson & Thompson, 
2009; Hall & Chandler, 2005). The purpose is often seen 
as “highly valued [and] overarching goals” (Lysova et al., 
2019, p. 376).

The prerequisite of calling in its modern formulation is an 
inner journey of “searching for” it (Dobrow, 2013; Duffy & 
Sedlacek, 2007). In this context, a purpose is the reflection 
of an individual’s self, inner fulfillment and passion (Dik 
& Shimizu, 2019; Dobrow & Tosti-Kharas, 2012). Calling, 
seen as an inner journey, provides space for self-discovery 
and the realization of a purpose (Hall & Chandler, 2005), 
while embodying an ethical platform on which individuals 
can act prosocially (Michaelson & Tosti-Kharas, 2019) and 
feel that their work is meaningful (Bloom et al., 2021; Dik 
& Duffy, 2009; Duffy et al., 2012; Molloy & Foust, 2016).

Fundamentally, individuals need to live their calling to 
feel that their work is meaningful. Being unable to live a 
calling leads to negative emotions and can be worse than 
having no calling at all (Duffy & Autin, 2013). Bellah et al. 
(1985) for instance show that living a calling makes peo-
ple feel that their work is meaningful to the extent that it 
becomes indistinguishable from their nonwork activities. As 
a result, a calling becomes analytically distinct from “hav-
ing a job” because work is seen as more than “just a job” 
or “just a career” (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009; Molloy 
& Foust, 2016; Rosso et al., 2010). A prosocial- and other-
oriented motivation helps individuals manifest their self 
while accumulating value at the individual, organization 
and society levels (Wrzesniewski et al., 1997, 2003). For 
instance, Dobrow and Tosti-Kharas (2011, p. 1001) discuss 
calling as “a consuming, meaningful passion people expe-
rience toward a domain.” Still, Elangovan et al., (2010, p. 
430) add that it is an orientation toward prosocial work and 
based on an intrinsic motivation “spurred and directed by 
particular [social] causes.”

The literature has provided abundant evidence on how 
individuals live their calling, principally with work requiring 
voluntary efforts in connection with social causes such as 
peace, environmentalism, education and public health (Elan-
govan et al., 2010). These studies have examined such exam-
ples as zookeepers (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009), animal 
shelter workers (Schabram & Maitlis, 2017), theater actors 
(Cinque et al., 2020), nurses (Afsar et al., 2018), video game 
company founders (Lysova & Khapova, 2019) and clergy 
parish ministers (Sturges et al., 2019). Lysova and Khapova 
(2019), for instance, connect the calling of video game direc-
tors with their gaming experiences during childhood.

Living a calling can also be associated with negative con-
sequences or conceal a dark side. Meaningful work scholars 
have for instance discussed about a higher psychological 
burden (Berg et al., 2010; Berkelaar & Buzzanell, 2015), 
including workaholism and addiction (Cinque et al., 2020; 
Hirschi et al., 2019). Despite these concerns, living a call-
ing is commonly credited with spurring desirable outcomes 
at the individual level, including fulfilment and happiness 
(Berg et al., 2010; Novak, 1996), enthusiasm and passion 
(Dobrow & Tosti-Kharas, 2012), less anxiety and stress 

1  There are opposite fields of research that try to understand mean-
ingful work, beyond calling. Spurk, Hirschi, and Dries (2019), for 
instance, compare objective with subjective career success based 
on the evaluation of personally meaningful career outcomes and the 
importance of resources to attain personal and contextual aims. We 
thank one of the reviewers for highlighting the connection between 
career success and meaningful work.
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(Afsar et al., 2018; Duffy et al., 2017), nonwork enrichment 
(Hirschi et al., 2019) and stronger self-identity (Duffy & 
Sedlacek, 2007). At the organizational level, it is conducive 
to affectionate commitment (Duffy et al., 2012; Kim et al., 
2018), less turnover (Afsar et al., 2018), and occupational 
identification and engagement (Duffy et al., 2014; Lysova 
et al., 2018; Xie et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2021), which 
all ultimately raise performance (Bunderson & Thompson, 
2009).

While the meaningful work literature on calling has pro-
gressed “from infancy to toddlerhood” (Dik & Shimizu, 
2019, p. 333), the question remains as to whether individuals 
change or maintain their calling over time (Dobrow, 2013; 
Hirschi et al., 2019; Kolodinsky et al., 2018). In particular, 
little is known as to whether individuals live their calling 
differently in different occupational stages. This debate finds 
its roots in the modern formulation of a calling as orientation 
toward work whose purpose is derived after a self-oriented 
journey and search for self-actualization (Berg et al., 2010; 
Duffy & Sedlacek, 2007; Wrzesniewski et al., 2003).

In this article, we problematize this modern formula-
tion of calling and suggest focusing on calling as the start 
of a journey rather than the end of it. Individuals, as they 
embark on an occupation, become part of organizations as 
social systems (Schabram & Maitlis, 2017; Vuori et al., 
2012). They are often exposed to tensions because of the 
divide between their own agenda and the collective—often 
commercial—expectations of their organization (Berkelaar 
& Buzzanell, 2015; Michaelson, 2021; Michaelson et al., 
2014). Against this backdrop, we argue that these tensions 
may prompt individuals to try to attenuate them, to further 
reconsider the purpose of their work and to live their calling 
in multiple ways. Although individuals behave distinctively 
in relation to their occupational stage (Arthur & Rousseau, 
2001; Evetts, 1992), relatively little evidence exists about 
their responses to these tensions and the ways these may 
impact how they construct the purpose of their work. We 
bridge this gap through an analysis of the CSR occupation 
and, more specifically, by examining how the social/com-
mercial tensions of CSR practitioners influence how they 
construct their purpose.

Social/Commercial Tensions of CSR Practitioners

Under mounting pressure to demonstrate their engage-
ment with society, companies’ introduction of CSR work 
has increasingly appealed to the interest of scholars (Agu-
inis & Glavas, 2019; Borglund et al., 2021; Mitra & Buz-
zanell, 2017; Prasad & Elmes, 2005; Tams & Marshall, 
2011; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). In this article, we embrace 
broader conversations on micro-CSR (Brès & Gond, 2014; 
Brès et al., 2019; Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Girschik et al., 
2020) to study the lived experiences of CSR practitioners. 

CSR practitioners are a key group of professionals officially 
appointed to help their company satisfy their social stake-
holders’ needs (Margolis & Walsh, 2003) and who often 
support the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(Rasche et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2019). Although CSR 
practitioners are differently labeled in the literature, includ-
ing CSR managers (Risi & Wickert, 2017), CSR work-
ers (Fontana, 2020), sustainability specialists (Wright & 
Nyberg, 2012) and sustainability practitioners (Mitra & Buz-
zanell, 2017), scholars concur about their function as social 
change agents. They collaborate with multiple departments 
to develop and promote CSR work, thereby formulating CSR 
policies and reports (Brès et al., 2019; Risi & Wickert, 2017; 
Tams & Marshall, 2011).

CSR practitioners are especially valuable in studies of 
meaningful work. According to Aguinis and Glavas (2019, 
p. 1057), “CSR expands the notion of work to go beyond a 
task, job, intraindividual, intraorganizational, and profit per-
spective and provides an ideal conduit for individuals to seek 
and find meaningfulness through work.” At the same time, 
the way CSR practitioners perceive their work is largely con-
ditioned by tensions in their workplace. As Gond and Moser 
(2021, p. 7) lay out in their explanation of the psychological 
and sociological streams of the micro-CSR literature, CSR 
practitioners “perceive, evaluate, and react to CSR” a priori 
at the level of the self, but are prone to tensions that emerge a 
posteriori and beyond the self as they “concretely experience 
and carry out CSR” in their company.

Although not all CSR practitioners are altruistic and 
actively seek to attain a common good, many have a burn-
ing passion and enthusiasm to address social issues that draw 
them toward joining the CSR occupation (Fontana, 2020; 
Wesselink & Osagie, 2020). The insatiable motivation of 
these CSR practitioners to fulfil their social aspirations helps 
them perceive their work as deeply meaningful, irrespec-
tive of monetary opportunities (Brès et al., 2019; Mitra & 
Buzzanell, 2017). However, once they join the CSR occupa-
tion, they are expected to meet the social and commercial 
goals of their work concurrently (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; 
Daudigeos, 2013). As “they are permanently navigating and 
oscillating between these two [social and commercial] con-
tradicting discourses” (Brès et al., 2019, pp. 249–250), CSR 
practitioners grapple with social/commercial tensions and 
seek to make sense of their work (Hahn et al., 2014; Wes-
selink & Osagie, 2020). These tensions result in negotiating 
and repositioning their social aspirations (Daudigeos, 2013), 
often to win the favor of their colleagues (Wright & Nyberg, 
2012, 2017).

Subsequently, to capture CSR practitioners’ feelings 
of work meaningfulness, it is key to understand how they 
engage with these tensions. Wickert and de Bakker (2018), 
for instance, propose that CSR practitioners strategically 
promote social issues to suppress their tensions and build 
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legitimacy in the company; however, this may also lead to 
psychological damage and social marginalization at work 
(Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; Prasad & Elmes, 2005). Fontana 
(2020) shows that CSR practitioners in Japanese multina-
tional enterprises “accept” he useless tasks they are assigned 
due to the decoupled nature of their work in the company. 
This aligns with Brès and Gond’s (2014) argument that CSR 
work can lead to commodification and poor credibility, high-
lighting the difficulty of pairing social aspirations with com-
mercial goals.

With the scope to better understand meaningful work and 
the implications of living a calling, it is significant to exam-
ine how CSR practitioners construct their purpose. This 
is especially the case for those CSR practitioners who are 
living their calling and therefore put a considerable effort 
in reconciling their social aspirations with the commercial 
goals of their work. This is what we, in this article, aim to 
explore.

Research Methods

To answer our research question, our study adopts a qualita-
tive approach based on primary data gleaned from explora-
tory, open-ended, in-depth and semi-structured interviews 
(Golden-Biddle, 2020; Langley & Klag, 2019). Qualita-
tive research is a preferred method of social constructiv-
ist inquiry suitable “to identify the multiple realities to be 
found in the data” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 40). Under-
standing how individuals live their calling demands asking 
them to reflect on the nature of their work (Bunderson & 
Thompson, 2009). According to Dik and Shimizu (2019, 
p. 328), “qualitative studies reveal the unique and complex 
ways that people discern and interpret their callings, offer-
ing a very personal and in-depth look at participants’ lived 
experiences.” Specifically, we used interviews to capture 
how CSR practitioners experience and react to the social/
commercial tensions (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Wickert & 
de Bakker, 2018).

Theoretical Sampling

Our study is operationalized through 66 interviews with 57 
CSR practitioners employed by 522 Swedish international 
companies that exemplify the best practice of CSR work. 
Swedish international companies have been applauded for 
investing heavily in solving social issues in recent decades to 
the extent that they “can effectively serve as inspiration for 

CSR” work globally (Strand et al., 2015, p. 13). In particular, 
they were among the first to adopt CSR reporting, encour-
aged by the Swedish state (Strand, 2013).

Consistent with Risi and Wickert’s (2017) research 
approach, we distinguished the CSR practitioners in the 
sample based on their title, either manager (N = 28) or sen-
ior manager (N = 29), as shown in Table 1. Compared with 
managers, senior managers had more responsibility as rep-
resentatives of the CSR department; however, their title did 
not reflect their occupational stage, as some early-stage CSR 
practitioners were already senior managers, while some late-
stage CSR practitioners were only managers. This shows that 
professional attitudes in Swedish international companies 
are often based on merit decisions (Strand et al., 2015). We 
recruited CSR practitioners across 10 industries, ranging 
from the financial to the real estate industries.

On average, each interview lasted 1 h and 34 min—from a 
minimum of 45 min to a maximum of 2 h and 50 min.3 This 
accrued to 103 recorded hours notwithstanding the unre-
corded conversations before and after the formal interview. 
Given the sensitivity of the topic, the extended interview 
time was crucial to minimize any possible social desirabil-
ity response bias and capture the value CSR practitioners 
assigned to their work (Randall & Fernandes, 1991).

Of the CSR practitioners, 20 identified themselves as 
male and 37 as female. Except for Wilma, they all had at 
least a Bachelor’s degree and most held a Master’s. Except 
for Greta, they were all Swedish citizens. Their age range 
also varied from their early twenties to their mid-sixties. 
We adopted pseudonyms in compliance with nondisclosure 
agreements.

To ensure internal validity and rigor in the sample (Yin, 
2003), we shortlisted all the CSR practitioners based on 
the following three eligibility criteria. First, because of the 
definition of CSR practitioners as professionals officially 
appointed to help their company satisfy their social stake-
holders’ needs (Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Risi & Wickert, 
2017), all the CSR practitioners we recruited had to be situ-
ated in the CSR department. Although we carried out two 
additional interviews with two CSR consultants, we later 
excluded them from the sample due to a lack of compatibil-
ity (Brès & Gond, 2014).

Second, we interviewed only CSR practitioners who 
are living their calling. We asked them beforehand why 
they initially joined the CSR occupation, and they all con-
firmed they deeply loved their work, wished to continue to 
pursue it in the future and joined it because they felt that 

2  As shown in Table 1, there is a discrepancy in the number of inter-
views, CSR practitioners and companies because we interviewed 9 
CSR practitioners twice given the depth of their knowledge as well 
as 10 CSR practitioners from five companies—two in each company.

3  Out of 66 interviews, 4 interviews had a duration of less than one 
hour and 6 interviews were longer than 2 h. Three of the 4 CSR prac-
titioners whose interview lasted less than one hour were however 
interviewed a second time to really capture their views and under-
stand their lived experiences at work.
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Table 1   The sample of CSR practitioners

# Name CSR
Years

Stage Title Age group Sex Industry Education Interviews (66)

1 Filippa 0.5 Early Manager 26–30 F Retail and consumer 
goods

BSc, MSc, Business and 
Politics

(1) Face-to-face

2 Anna 0.5 Early Manager 21–25 F Consulting BA, Development 
Studies

(1) Face-to-face and (1) 
phone

3 Alice 0.5 Early Senior Manager 36–40 F Real Estate BSc, MSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
4 Olivia 1 Early Manager 26–30 F Retail and consumer 

goods
BSc, MSc, Business and 

Sustainability
(1) Face-to-face

5 Oscar 1 Early Manager 36–40 M Logistics BSc, MSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
6 Hugo 2 Early Manager 36–40 M Real Estate BSc, MSc, Business (1) Phone
7 Klara 2 Early Senior Manager 46–50 F Finance BSc, MSc, Economics (1) Face-to-face
8 Astrid 2 Early Senior Manager 61–65 F Natural resources BSc, MSc, Chemical 

Engineering
(1) Face-to-face

9 Agnes 2 Early Manager 61–65 F Finance BSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
10 Thea 2 Early Manager 31–35 F Consulting BSc, MSc, Mechanical 

Engineering
(1) Face-to-face

11 Leo 3 Early Manager 21–25 M Real Estate BSs, Sustainability and 
Geography

(2) Phone

12 Ester 3 Early Manager 36–40 F Finance MSc, BSc, Economics (1) Face-to-face
13 Axel 3 Early Senior Manager 45–50 M Finance BSs, MSc, MBA, Busi-

ness
(1) Face-to-face

14 Viktor 3 Early Senior Manager 61–65 M Natural resources BSs, Mining Engineer-
ing

(1) Face-to-face

15 Anton 4 Mid Senior Manager 51–55 M Retail and consumer 
goods

BSc, MSc, Business (1) Phone

16 Minna 5 Mid Manager 31–35 F Finance BSc, MSc, Business (1) Face-to-face and (1) 
phone

17 Sam 5 Mid Manager 36–40 M Gaming BA, MSc, International 
Relations and politics

(1) Face-to-face

18 Elina 5 Mid Manager 36–40 F Consulting BSc, MSc Business (1) Face-to-face
19 Ebba 5 Mid Senior Manager 41–45 F Finance LL. B., LL. M (2) Face-to-face
20 Moa 5 Mid Senior Manager 51–55 F Natural Resources BSc, MSc, Chemical 

Engineering
(2) Phone

21 Alma 6 Mid Senior Manager 36–40 F Real Estate BSc, MSc Civil Engi-
neering

(1) Face-to-face

22 Nicole 6 Mid Senior Manager 36–40 F Finance BSc, MSc, Accounting (1) Face-to-face
23 Linnea 6 Mid Manager 41–45 F Retail and consumer 

goods
BSc, Business (1) Face-to-face

24 Julia 6 Mid Senior Manager 56–60 F Security BSc, MSc, Economics (1) Face-to-face
25 Milo 7 Mid Senior Manager 46–50 M Finance BSc, Politics (1) Face-to-face
26 Arvid 7 Mid Senior Manager 51–55 M Finance BSc, MSc, PhD, Busi-

ness and Finance
(2) Face-to-face

27 Carl 8 Mid Manager 31–35 M Consulting LL. B., LL. M (1) Face-to-face
28 Otto 8 Mid Senior Manager 56–60 M Natural Resources BSc, Environmental 

Engineering
(1) Face-to-face

29 Amelia 9 Mid Manager 31–35 F Finance BSc, MSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
30 Luna 9 Mid Manager 36–40 F Finance MSc, BSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
31 Elisa 9 Mid Manager 36–40 F Consulting BSc, MSc, Economics (1) Face-to-face
32 Ture 10 Mid Manager 36–40 M Retail and consumer 

goods
BSc, MSc, PhD, Chemi-

cal Engineering
(1) Face-to-face

33 Maja 10 Mid Manager 36–40 F Natural resources BSc, MSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
34 Eddie 10 Mid Manager 36–40 M Retail and consumer 

goods
BSc, MSc, PhD, Biol-

ogy and Business
(1) Face-to-face
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they could make a difference in the world. Such response 
is largely warranted by cultural and institutional factors 
in Sweden. The Swedish society exhibits “deep-seated 
traditions around stakeholder engagement” and “a rever-
ence for democracy” that explains why many Swedes sup-
port social causes (Strand et al., 2015, p. 5). Despite the 
growing popularity, the CSR occupation in Sweden is not 
particularly lucrative and most CSR practitioners continue 
to remain outside the top management teams (Borglund 
et al., 2021). To get their position, the CSR practitioners 
we interviewed had to go through harsh competition (e.g., 

Elina, Minna, Oscar) and gave up more lucrative manage-
ment jobs (e.g., Carl, Cornelia, Milo). Subsequently, they 
may differ from those in contexts where joining CSR work 
is less about fulfilling social aspirations (Fontana, 2020; 
Wesselink & Osagie, 2020).

Finally, given the importance of Swedish international 
companies as examples of best practice with CSR (Strand, 
2013), we focused on CSR practitioners from firms head-
quartered in Sweden but operating in at least one other 
country. Hence, we ruled out CSR practitioners working 
in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Although 

Early  Early-stage (N = 14), Mid  mid-stage (N = 21), Late  late-stage (N = 22)
BA Bachelor of Arts, BSc  Bachelor of Science, MSc Master of Science, MBA Master of Business Administration, PhD Doctorate of Philosophy, 
LL. B.  Bachelor of Laws, LL. M. Master of Laws

Table 1   (continued)

# Name CSR
Years

Stage Title Age group Sex Industry Education Interviews (66)

35 Elvin 11 Mid Senior Manager 41–45 M Finance BSc, MSc, Business and 
Computer Science

(1) Face-to-face

36 Ida 12 Late Senior Manager 36–40 F Media BSc, MSc, Politics and 
International Studies

(1) Face-to-face

37 Stella 12 Late Manager 36–40 F Retail and consumer 
goods

BSc, MSc, Environment (1) Face-to-face

38 Ines 12 Late Manager 36–40 F Real Estate BSc, MSc, Civil Engi-
neering

(1) Face-to-face

39 Nellie 12 Late Senior Manager 41–45 F Manufacturing BSc, MSc, Politics and 
International Relations

(1) Face-to-face

40 Isabelle 12 Late Senior Manager 36–40 F Retail and consumer 
goods

BSc, MSc Business (1) Phone

41 Tilde 12 Late Senior Manager 46–50 F Finance BSs, MSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
42 Stina 13 Late Manager 36–40 F Real Estate BSc, MSc, Environment (1) Face-to-face
43 Felicia 13 Late Senior Manager 51–55 F Finance BSc, Business (1) Face-to-face
44 Nora 15 Late Senior Manager 41–45 F Finance BSc, MSc, Business (2) Face-to-face
45 Cornelia 15 Late Manager 51–55 F Finance BA, MSc, PhD Political 

Science
(1) Face-to-face

46 Felix 18 Late Manager 41–45 M Consulting BSc, MSc, Biology (1) Face-to-face and (1) 
phone

47 Liam 16 Late Senior Manager 41–45 M Consulting BSc, MSc, Civil Engi-
neering

(1) Phone

48 Emil 18 Late Senior Manager 41–45 M Real Estate BSc, MSc, Environment (1) Face-to-face
49 Gustav 18 Late Senior Manager 41–45 M Natural resources BSc, MSc, Biology (1) Face-to-face
50 Vera 18 Late Manager 61–65 F Real Estate BA, Nursing (1) Face-to-face
51 Loui 20 Late Manager 41–45 M Telecommunication BSc, Physics (1) Face-to-face
52 Joline 20 Late Manager 51–55 F Finance BSc, Environment (1) Face-to-face
53 Colin 20 Late Senior Manager 51–55 M Consulting BSc, Politics (1) Face-to-face
54 Greta 20 Late Senior Manager 56–60 F Natural Resources LL. B., LL. M (1) Face-to-face
55 Wilma 20 Late Manager 61–65 F Retail and consumer 

goods
Fashion Certification (2) Face-to-face

56 Svea 21 Late Senior Manager 51–55 F Natural Resources LL. B., LL. M (1) Face-to-face
57 Lisa 30 Late Senior Manager 56–60 F Natural Resources BSc, Environment (1) Face-to-face
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we initially interviewed a CSR practitioner from a Swedish 
SME,4 we excluded her before analyzing the data.

Data Collection

We collected our interview data during three sequential 
research phases that lasted approximately eight months, from 
April to December 2018. We conducted the interviews face-
to-face in a meeting room at their company or at the univer-
sity, but we also completed 11 interviews over the phone to 
accommodate the CSR practitioners’ busy schedules.

During the initial phase between April 2018 and June 
2018, we followed Mitra and Buzzanell’s (2017) purposive 
sampling strategy by first screening potential candidates 
online based on their professional social media profile 
(LinkedIn). Purposive sampling aims to select participants 
with a variety of experiences and backgrounds to enrich the 
research with nonconforming viewpoints (Patton, 2002). 
Using purposive sampling by screening social media pro-
files helped us ensure that the CSR practitioners in our sam-
ple had a variety of educational backgrounds, professional 
experiences and industry knowledge (Mitra & Buzzanell, 
2017). We detected them through keywords in Swedish—
Hållbarhetschef (sustainability manager), Hållbarhetsdi-
rektör (sustainability director), Hållbarhet Sverige (sustain-
ability Sweden), and Företagens sociala ansvar (corporate 
social responsibility)—and English—CSR manager Sweden, 
CSR director Sweden, Sustainability manager Sweden, and 
Sustainability director Sweden. To increase analytical rigor, 
we complemented our initial list with additional candidates 
from our university database of CSR practitioners in Sweden 
who have consented to be contacted for research aims.

We formally contacted 12 CSR practitioners via email 
and conducted exploratory interviews with them as part 
of a pilot study to glean insights into meaningful work in 
Sweden. Pilot studies aim to test and polish the interview 
guide and any other data collection instrument (Bunderson 
& Thompson, 2009). Following Patton (2002), we started by 
crafting a set of broad, theory-driven queries derived from 
the meaningful work literature and studies of micro-CSR. 
We were particularly inspired by the debates in the litera-
ture as to whether people change or maintain their calling 
and how they derive the purpose of their work (Dobrow, 
2013; Hirschi et al., 2019). Hence, we segmented the inter-
view guide into three themes: personal journey with your 

work, engagement with work in the company and the value 
of your work. During the pilot interviews, we observed a 
clear phenomenological difference between the responses 
of the CSR practitioners depending on their years of experi-
ence with CSR work. Hence, we focused on the influence 
of their work tenure on their calling by including queries 
such as “Can you elaborate on why you decided to work 
in CSR?”, “Has the meaning of your work changed during 
your career as a CSR practitioner? If so, how?”, “What are 
the expectations of your company and colleagues about your 
work?”, “How do you think you have changed the ways you 
work?”, “What are your work ambitions?” and “How do you 
overcome work obstacles in your company?” We designed 
our interview guide to move from broader questions about 
work experiences to more personal and sensitive queries 
on feelings about work meaningfulness and occupational 
challenges.

The second phase ran between July and November 2018. 
In July, we formally invited about 50 CSR practitioners for 
an interview. Although the response rate was initially around 
50%, we utilized snowball sampling to bolster the sample, 
resulting in interviews with 38 CSR practitioners. Garnering 
acceptance from CSR practitioners was facilitated by the 
seemingly high degree of social cohesiveness of the CSR 
community in Stockholm as well as the openness of CSR 
practitioners in Sweden to informally discuss their work 
outside their company. While rereading the transcripts, we 
noted that issues related to calling and occupational stages 
emerged from most interview data, channeling our analysis 
toward this topic.

While the number of interviews was not predetermined, 
we reached theoretical saturation at the end of the third 
phase in December 2018. As the responses from new inter-
views with the CSR practitioners did not provide novel infor-
mation but rather corroborated they construct distinct types 
of purpose in relation to their occupational stage, we felt we 
had sufficient data to inform our theorizing and conclude 
the data collection process (Guest et al., 2006). During this 
month, we arranged 7 additional interviews with 7 new CSR 
practitioners as well as completed 9 follow-up interviews 
with 9 previously interviewed CSR practitioners. We asked 
them about their everyday work to validate but also discon-
firm some of our prior assumptions. We remained in touch 
with them and maintained informal conversations after the 
end of the research process.

Data Analysis

We conducted all the interviews in English and audiotaped 
them, before transcribing them verbatim. This generated 
2290 pages of cumulative transcripts, or more than 855,000 
words of empirical material. We adopted abductive reason-
ing for our theorizing, which requires going back and forth 

4  We found that the interview of the CSR practitioner from a Swed-
ish SME were highly compatible with the interviews from the other 
CSR practitioners in the sample. As a mid-stage CSR practitioner, 
she also perceived identity struggles in her everyday work and tried 
to minimize this struggle in a similar way as the other mid-stage CSR 
practitioners. Due to the small size of her company, we have left out 
this interview to strengthen the internal validity of the sample.
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between empirical observations and preexisting theory to 
uncover new theoretical propositions (Sætre & van de Ven, 
2021). Abductive reasoning is especially appropriate when 
theorizing idiosyncratic responses during change (Golden-
Biddle, 2020). One of the initial ‘mysteries’ (Alvesson & 
Kärreman, 2007) we found based on our data was the fact 
that all interviewed CSR practitioners explained that work-
ing with CSR was right for them, that they wanted to pursue 
in the future and they felt that it allowed them to make a 
difference in the world. We saw this as evidence that they all 
experienced a calling towards their CSR work. Interestingly, 
despite the similar orientation towards work, they appeared 
to be living their calling in multiple ways as they described 
the purpose of their work differently. This sparked our curi-
osity and motivated us to attend to the coding process by 
investigating in our data the multiple ways of living a call-
ing and how the purpose of the CSR work was constructed.

Building on Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) guidelines for 
thematic coding, we first identified empirically grounded 
themes through open coding. We highlighted the unfolding 
relationship between the everyday work of CSR practitioners 
and their sense of meaningfulness. Our scholarly engage-
ment with CSR work and lives in Sweden guided our inter-
pretation of CSR practitioners’ view of their work while also 
remaining outsiders (Langley & Klag, 2019). As part of the 
open coding process, we performed an in-depth and itera-
tive reading of the transcripts, systematically comparing and 
questioning the raw text before repositioning it into empiri-
cal themes ordered into a Microsoft Excel file. Microsoft 
Excel was particularly helpful to arrange our codes through 
tables as well as sort the data through rows and columns. 
For instance, we condensed the text describing the answers 
of CSR practitioners about “avoiding displaying negative 
emotions in the company” into an empirical theme (Table 2).

Subsequently, we relied on axial coding to articulate the 
abstract themes as recursive patterns from the open codes. 
We abductively garnered hypothetical relationships from the 
previous body of scholarship that we compared with and 
verified against the incoming data multiple times. While 
systematically considering the variation of the claims made 
by the CSR practitioners, we looked for repetition and dis-
carded single incidents emerging from the data, specifically 
evaluating theory against the provisional patterns explained 
by the majority of the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). For 
instance, we initially observed the constructs documented 
in prior micro-CSR studies of the social/commercial ten-
sions of CSR practitioners (Risi & Wickert, 2017; Wright & 
Nyberg, 2017). Hence, we distinguished between the strug-
gles and responses of CSR practitioners to these struggles, 
while grouping them into more abstract themes. Some of the 
abstract themes emerging from the axial coding converged 
around topics present in the literature. For instance, what we 
labeled “selling responses” to strategic struggles supported 

Wickert and de Bakker’s (2018) notion of the strategic pro-
motion of social issues in CSR work. On the contrary, other 
abstract themes did not fit extant propositions and needed 
to be accounted for. Statements such as “I don’t try to be 
a missionary” (Nellie) together with “[…] I always try to 
figure out if I talk the right language with them […]” (Felix) 
appeared as the managerial equivalent of trying to adjust 
behavior and language to strategically garner acceptance in 
the company. We defined these responses as “chameleon-
ing.” Triangulation with handwritten notes taken at the time 
of the interview process—including notes on the informal 
conversations held before and after the formal interviews—
helped us better understand how they constructed the pur-
pose of their work.

We conducted selective coding as the last step of the pro-
cess of abstraction to create core categories with conceptual 
density. We classified three core categories, namely, emo-
tional struggle, identity struggle and strategic struggle, after 
aggregating the abstract themes from the responses of the 
CSR practitioners. We then linked these three core catego-
ries with activistic purpose, win–win purpose and corporate 
purpose. In line with Lysova et al.’s (2019, p. 376) view of 
purpose as the “highly valued [and] overarching goals”, we 
coded purpose by observing how CSR practitioners gave 
meaning to their work by relating it to various overarching 
goals.

During the selective coding, we also defined occupa-
tional stages and their boundaries. Motivated by the fact 
that individuals display distinct behaviors in relation to 
their occupational stage (Arthur & Rousseau, 2001; Evetts, 
1992), our understanding of occupational stages aligns with 
the understanding of calling as an orientation that does not 
evolve within a specific organization but remains within 
the boundaries of an occupational domain (Dik & Shimizu, 
2019; Duffy et al., 2012). The interviewed CSR practitioners 
changed companies and industries during their professional 
lifetime, but remained in the occupational domain of CSR 
work.

Hence, we defined occupational stages in line with the 
CSR practitioners’ rhetoric and selective coding process. 
Those who perceived social/commercial tensions as an 
emotional struggle and exhibited an activistic purpose were 
predominantly CSR practitioners who had three or fewer 
years of experience with CSR work. Emotional struggles 
were less evident for more experienced CSR practitioners, 
while identity struggles seemed more prevalent as they pur-
sued a win–win purpose. By contrast, CSR practitioners 
who had at least 10 years of experience with CSR work 
perceived a strategic struggle and clearly showed a corporate 
purpose. Hence, we classified CSR practitioners with 3 or 
fewer years of experience with CSR work in the early-stage 
group (N = 14), those with more than 10 years of experi-
ence with CSR work in the late-stage group (N = 21), and 
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nu
in

el
y 

in
te

re
ste

d 
in

 th
is

 a
re

a.
 (A

str
id

)
W

in
–W

in
 p

ur
po

se
 (m

id
-s

ta
ge

 C
SR

 p
ra

ct
iti

on
er

s)
I n

ee
d 

to
 b

e 
na

ïv
e 

w
ith

 C
SR

 a
nd

 k
ee

p 
bu

ild
in

g 
bu

si
-

ne
ss

 c
as

es
 o

ve
r a

nd
 o

ve
r a

nd
 o

ve
r a

ga
in

. T
ha

t’s
 

ha
rd

. T
he

 b
us

in
es

s c
as

e,
 o

f c
ou

rs
e,

 n
ee

ds
 to

 b
e 

ve
ry

 
th

or
ou

gh
ly

 c
re

at
ed

. B
ut

 y
ou

 n
ee

d 
to

 h
av

e 
th

e 
en

er
gy

 
to

 k
ee

p 
bu

ild
in

g 
th

os
e 

bu
si

ne
ss

 c
as

es
, k

ee
p 

pr
om

ot
-

in
g 

th
em

 a
nd

 fe
el

 th
at

 y
ou

 a
re

 p
ar

t o
f t

he
 c

om
pa

ny
. 

(M
aj

a)
O

f c
ou

rs
e,

 it
’s

 im
po

rta
nt

 th
at

 w
e 

ca
n 

sh
ow

 th
at

 w
e 

ar
e 

m
ak

in
g 

m
on

ey
 fo

r t
he

 c
om

pa
ny

 [w
ith

 C
SR

]. 
Th

es
e 

ar
e 

th
e 

ex
pe

ct
at

io
ns

 […
] I

 st
ill

 b
el

ie
ve

 p
er

so
na

lly
 

th
at

 y
ou

 sh
ou

ld
 w

or
k 

w
ith

 th
es

e 
[s

oc
ia

l] 
is

su
es

 
re

ga
rd

le
ss

 o
f h

ow
 it

 a
ffe

ct
s t

he
 b

ot
to

m
 li

ne
 o

f y
ou

r 
co

m
pa

ny
. H

ow
ev

er
, I

 a
m

 re
al

iz
in

g 
th

at
 y

ou
 n

ee
d 

to
 

br
in

g 
in

 th
at

 [b
us

in
es

s]
 p

er
sp

ec
tiv

e 
w

he
n 

ta
lk

in
g 

an
d 

try
in

g 
to

 g
et

 o
th

er
s o

n 
bo

ar
d.

 (C
ar

l)
Id

en
tit

y 
str

ug
gl

e
In

co
rp

or
at

in
g 

re
sp

on
se

s
In

te
rio

riz
in

g 
th

e 
co

m
m

er
ci

al
 g

oa
ls

 o
f t

he
 c

om
pa

ny
If

 th
e 

cu
sto

m
er

 h
as

 d
em

an
ds

 a
nd

 n
ee

ds
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
in

 a
 c

er
ta

in
 w

ay
 o

r v
ie

w
 u

s i
n 

a 
ce

rta
in

 w
ay

, i
f I

 a
m

 
ab

le
 to

 p
re

se
nt

 th
e 

C
SR

 a
ge

nd
a 

in
 su

ch
 a

 w
ay

 th
at

 
m

ak
es

 b
us

in
es

s s
en

se
, i

t’s
 m

uc
h 

ea
si

er
 fo

r m
e 

to
 g

et
 

it 
ac

ce
pt

ed
. B

ec
au

se
 if

 I 
co

m
e 

in
 a

nd
 sa

y,
 w

e 
ar

e 
go

in
g 

to
 b

e 
do

in
g 

go
od

 a
ll 

th
e 

tim
e.

 T
ha

t i
s s

or
t o

f, 
no

. W
e’

re
 h

er
e 

to
 m

ak
e 

m
on

ey
. (

Eb
ba

)
Fo

r a
 p

er
so

na
l p

er
sp

ec
tiv

e,
 th

e 
C

FO
 a

nd
 C

EO
 w

ou
ld

 
lik

e 
to

 in
ve

st 
m

or
e 

in
 b

ei
ng

 fo
ss

il 
fu

el
-f

re
e.

 B
ut

 th
ey

 
do

n’
t f

ee
l c

on
fid

en
t d

oi
ng

 it
. T

ha
t’s

 w
hy

 th
ey

 h
av

e 
hi

re
d 

m
e,

 so
 th

at
 I 

ca
n 

he
lp

 th
em

 w
ith

 th
e 

bu
si

ne
ss

 
ca

se
. (

M
aj

a)
A

cc
ep

tin
g 

th
at

 p
ro

du
ci

ng
 a

 c
or

po
ra

te
 se

lf 
m

ay
 le

ad
 

to
 b

lin
dn

es
s i

n 
th

e 
co

m
pa

ny
Th

e 
im

po
rta

nc
e 

I a
ss

ig
n 

to
 d

iff
er

en
t [

C
SR

] t
hi

ng
s i

s 
al

so
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

ou
r g

lo
ba

l s
tra

te
gy

. I
 a

m
 p

ro
ba

bl
y 

bl
in

de
d 

by
 h

av
in

g 
w

or
ke

d 
w

ith
 o

ur
 g

lo
ba

l s
tra

te
gy

, 
so

 I 
co

ul
dn

’t 
ev

en
 se

e 
th

e 
ou

ts
id

e 
th

e 
sp

ac
e,

 w
ha

t 
w

ou
ld

 b
e 

th
e 

m
os

t i
m

po
rta

nt
 th

in
gs

. (
El

in
a)
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 C
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 w
e 
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 d
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s
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tin
g 
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e 
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e 
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fro
m

 th
e 
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w
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 c
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ta

in
 it

 w
on

’t 
w
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 p
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r p
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ur
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 m
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, b
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e 
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 m

ak
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, a
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 re
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se
 w
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 m
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po
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r m
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 c
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g 
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 m
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h 
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 re
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e 
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im
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e 
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ca
us

e 
I s

ay
, a

t l
ea

st 
I’v

e 
do

ne
 w

ha
t I

 
ca

n 
do

. (
M

aj
a)

W
e 

sh
ou

ld
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t f
ee

l g
ui

lty
 if

 w
e 

do
n’

t [
so

ci
al

ly
] s

uc
-

ce
ed

. (
El

vi
n)

I t
hi

nk
 y

ou
 n

ee
d 

to
 b

e 
hu

m
bl

e 
an

d 
re

al
iz

e 
th

at
 it

’s
 

ve
ry

 d
iffi

cu
lt 

to
 c

ha
ng

e 
th

e 
w

or
ld

 o
n 

yo
ur

 o
w

n.
 I 

th
in

k 
I h

av
e 

a 
pe

rs
on

al
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sp
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si
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lit
y 

to
 ju

st 
do

 w
ha

t 
I c

an
. (

N
ic

ol
e)

Le
tti

ng
 c

om
m

er
ci

al
 g

oa
ls

 c
ro

w
d 

ou
t y

ou
r s

oc
ia

l 
as

pi
ra

tio
ns

Th
e 

w
ay

 y
ou

 re
al

ly
 ta

ke
 re

sp
on

si
bi

lit
y 

on
 th

os
e 

is
su

es
 

is
 n

ot
 o

n 
so

rt 
of

 th
e 

w
ho

le
 w

or
ld

 b
ec

au
se

 th
en

 y
ou

 
w

ou
ld

 lo
se

 h
al

f o
f t

he
 g

an
g.

 (A
rv

id
)

I t
hi

nk
 w

he
n 

yo
u 

st
ar

t w
ith

 C
SR

, y
ou

 w
an

t t
o 

sa
ve

 
th

e 
w

or
ld

. Y
ou

 w
an

t t
o 

ch
an

ge
 th

e 
cl

im
at

e.
 T

he
n,

 
yo

u 
re

al
iz

e 
yo

u 
ne

ed
 to

 in
te

rli
nk

 th
es

e 
is

su
es

 w
ith

 
th

e 
bu

si
ne

ss
 c

as
e 

w
ith

in
 th

e 
co

m
pa

ny
 to

 su
rv

iv
e.

 A
t 

fir
st,

 it
 is

 re
al

ly
 d

iffi
cu

lt.
 (A

m
el

ia
)
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 b

e 
a 

pr
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 h
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be
 d

ar
n 

go
od

 a
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ha
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 d
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do
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g 

it 
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a 
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k 
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 g
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en
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gh

. C
SR

 h
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 b
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g 

re
tu

rn
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I h
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e 
m
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ric
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I m

ea
n,
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m

 b
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ng
 ju
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ed

 b
y 

co
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ag
ue

s o
n,

 w
el

l, 
sh

ow
 u

s t
he

 p
ro

of
 th

at
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ha
t y
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’re

 d
oi
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ith
 C

SR
 

br
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gs
 re

tu
rn

s l
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e 
ev

er
yb

od
y 

el
se
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e 
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m
pa

ny
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(G
re

ta
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I t
ak

e 
th

e 
pe

rs
pe

ct
iv

e 
of
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e 

co
m

pa
ny

 b
ec

au
se
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m

 
do

in
g 

th
is

 [C
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 c
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pa
ny

. W
ha

t’s
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it 

fo
r [

co
m

pa
ny

 n
am

e]
? 

W
ha

t’s
 m

os
t i

m
po

rta
nt

 fo
r 

[c
om

pa
ny

 n
am

e]
? 

W
he

re
 d

o 
w

e 
ge

t m
os

t o
ut

pu
t?

 
A

s I
 d

o 
th

is
 w

or
k 

fo
r t

he
 c

om
pa

ny
, I

 m
us

t h
av

e 
th

e 
ow

ne
rs

 a
nd

 p
ee

rs
 in

 m
in

d.
 W

hy
 sh

ou
ld

 w
e 

in
 

C
SR

 d
o 

it?
 B

ec
au

se
 w

e 
sh

ow
 it

’s
 g

oo
d 

bu
si

ne
ss

. I
t 

co
nt

rib
ut

es
 to

 o
ur

 c
or

po
ra

te
 g

oa
ls

. (
St

in
a)

St
ra

te
gi

c 
str

ug
gl

e
Se

lli
ng

 re
sp

on
se

s
A

pp
ea

rin
g 

ex
tro

ve
rt 

to
 st

ir 
in

te
re

st 
in

 C
SR

 w
or

k
Yo

u 
ne

ed
 to

 e
ng

ag
e 

pe
op

le
. Y

ou
 c

an
no

t b
e 

se
en

 a
s 

so
m

eo
ne

 w
or

ki
ng

 in
 a

 c
or

ne
r o

r j
us

t d
oi

ng
 y

ou
r 

w
or

k.
 Y

ou
 n

ee
d 

to
 b

e 
ex

tro
ve

rt,
 d

efi
ni

te
ly

, a
nd

 la
ug

h 
to

ge
th

er
 w

ith
 p

eo
pl

e.
 Y

ou
 n

ee
d 

to
 b

e 
ab

le
 to

 c
on

ne
ct

 
w

ith
 p

eo
pl

e 
[to

 g
et

 th
em

 in
te

re
ste

d 
in

 C
SR

 w
or

k]
. 

(V
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a)
Yo

u 
ha

ve
 to
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ow

 th
at

 y
ou

’re
 re

al
ly

 p
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si
on

at
e,

 th
is

 
is

 th
e 

str
at

eg
y.

 B
e 

se
lf-

co
nfi

de
nt

 a
nd

 h
av

e 
a 

po
si

tiv
e 

ex
tro

ve
rt 

ap
pr

oa
ch

. T
he
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re
 so

m
e 

in
tro

ve
rts

, b
ut

 
th

er
e’

s a
 ri

sk
 th

at
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 d

on
’t 

ge
t p

ro
m

ot
ed

. (
Id

a)
A

ct
in

g 
as

 a
 sa

le
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er
so

n 
to

 e
ng

ag
e 

w
ith

 o
th

er
s a

nd
 

“s
el

l”
 C

SR
 w

or
k
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u’

ve
 to

 b
e 

str
at

eg
ic

 […
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ou
 n

ee
d 

to
 se

ll 
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ur
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k 
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ll 

em
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s f
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t w
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u’
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 d
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w
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’t 
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n.
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in
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I’v
e 
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m
e 

str
at

eg
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, s
o,
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 I 

kn
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 th
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 p
er

so
n 

is
 g

oi
ng

 to
 te

ll 
m

e 
no

, I
 d

on
’t 

go
 to

 th
at

 p
er

so
n.

 I 
go

 to
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m
eo

ne
 e

ls
e 
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d 

th
en

 I 
en

ga
ge

 w
ith

 p
eo

pl
e 

an
d 

bu
ild

 m
y 

ne
tw

or
k.

 T
ha

t’s
 h

ow
 I 

se
ll 

C
SR

. M
or

e 
pe

op
le

 w
ill

 a
cc

ep
t y

ou
 a

nd
 w

ill
 o

pe
n 

do
or

s f
or
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ou

. 
(S

ve
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C
ha

m
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 re
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s

U
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er
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 c
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 c
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 c
om

pa
ny

I t
hi

nk
 th

at
 o

th
er

 C
SR

 p
eo

pl
e 

w
ho

 a
re

 d
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es

] m
ig
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e 

as
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t b
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 b
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 c
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 b
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l f
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an
 

be
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a 
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iv
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those between 4 and 10 years of experience with CSR work 
in the mid-stage group (N = 22). The classification was, in 
other words, based on the identified purposes and the occu-
pational stage of the majority of the CSR practitioners who 
expressed these three purposes. 11 (out of 14) early-stage 
CSR practitioners expressed an activistic purpose, 17 (out of 
21) mid-stage CSR practitioners expressed a win–win pur-
pose, 20 (out of 22) late-stage CSR practitioners expressed 
a corporate purpose. As we note in the limitation section at 
the end of the article, we acknowledge that some individual 
variations exist in the accounts offered by the CSR practi-
tioners within each stage. Pursuant to qualitative coding tra-
ditions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), we have however focused 
on identifying the most prevalent patterns and themes in 
our data. Figure 1 shows the framework, based on struggles 
and responses, through which the CSR practitioners came to 
construct different types of purpose. Table 2 lists the catego-
ries and abstract themes obtained from the abductive process 
of the thematic analysis.

Findings

Our data showed that the CSR practitioners interviewed per-
ceive the social/commercial tensions in their work predomi-
nantly as emotional, identity and strategic struggles in rela-
tion to their occupational stage. By continuously engaging 
with the responses to attenuate these struggles in their every-
day professional life, CSR practitioners construct three types 
of purpose in three occupational stages. We conceptualize 
these types of purpose as activistic, win–win and corporate 

purpose that manifested in CSR practitioners’ early-, mid- 
and late-stage of their occupational tenure. Table 2 presents 
additional representative quotes linked with the thematic 
analysis.

Activistic Purpose Among Early‑Stage CSR 
Practitioners

Our interviews indicated that when CSR practitioners 
began their occupational journey, they largely constructed 
an activistic purpose in relation to their work. The early-
stage CSR practitioners we interviewed valued their work 
predominantly because of its normative ideal to tackle social 
issues and fulfil their social aspirations or “personal mis-
sion.” However, they found the commercial goals of their 
work to be relatively irrelevant and their company’s reaction 
to social issues too slow. As a result of the activistic pur-
pose, these early-stage CSR practitioners “bring hope and 
are really determined to make work faster, try new things, 
really questioning why things are as they are” (Filippa). On 
the contrary, they were seen by more experienced CSR prac-
titioners as people who “are doing their work more from an 
ideological point of view rather than the business side of it” 
(Carl). Leo’s resistance of the status quo was indicative of 
the activistic purpose: 

You have to be an activist in some way. Perhaps you 
have written in the contract that you’re loyal to the 
company and stuff like that. But to me, being loyal is 
about talking about social issues and describing what 
kinds of risks the company is taking by not working 

Fig. 1   CSR practitioners’ 
calling: three different types of 
purpose

.

Perceived 
emotional 
struggle

Early-stage CSR practitioners

Perceived 
identity 
struggle

Corporate purpose

a) Neutralizing 
responses
b) Spiriting 
responses

Win-win purpose 

Perceived 
strategic 
struggle

a) Incorporating 
responses
b)Compartmenta
lizing responses
c) De-
responsibilizing
responses

a) Selling 
responses
b) Chameleoning  
responses

CSR practitioners’ calling: Three different types of purpose

Social/commercial tensions

Commercial 
goals

Social 
aspirations

Commercial 
goals

Social 
aspirations

Social 
aspirations

Commercial 
goals

Calling - Saving the world

Activistic purpose

Mid-stage CSR practitioners Late-stage CSR practitioners

Social/commercial tensions Social/commercial tensions



	 E. Fontana et al.

1 3

with these issues […] I see that’s lacking. A lot of the 
work that the company does is greenwashing. In my 
mind, it’s very important that you practice what you 
preach.

Although many early-stage CSR practitioners were ful-
filled by the social promise of their work, they had negative 
feelings about what they often perceived to be thin achieve-
ments of their company. Anna’s activistic purpose transpired 
through her irritation about the limited social accomplish-
ments at work: 

My frustration comes from [the company] being really 
proud with CSR when we have not reached our social 
goals at all. Why are we like, already stopping? We 
are really not there. People are being discriminated for 
their religion, sexual orientation, color of skin. Nazis 
are marching on our streets. I’m just saying it’s not 
time to sit back. It makes me angry.

Many late-stage CSR practitioners revealed their experi-
ences with junior colleagues who struggled to find mean-
ingfulness in their everyday work and whose purpose was, 
to them, difficult to comprehend. Lisa, for instance, noted 
that, “if you’re young in CSR today, you think everything is 
going too slow, nothing is happening and you get frustrated 
and angry.” Loui’s personal experiences with early-stage 
CSR practitioners delineated the “problem” of having an 
activistic purpose: 

As I’m getting older, I know there are new generations, 
of course […] I met certain [early-stage] CSR people 
and their [social] mission is like, I think they are too 
ambitious to manage the challenges. In our case, we 
cannot manage climate change and water consumption 
at the same time; we have limited resources. In CSR, 
you need to decide strategically, and the focus is the 
company. So, you cannot be naïve. I believe in teams, 
not superheroes.

As they were committed to an activistic purpose, early-
stage CSR practitioners often perceived social/commercial 
tensions as an emotional struggle. They found themselves 
questioning if they could live their prosocial ambitions in 
a corporate context. Hence, they primarily tried to manage 
their emotional struggle in everyday work through neutral-
izing and spiriting responses in order to continue to pursue 
an activistic purpose.

Neutralizing responses comprise efforts to minimize and 
avoid displaying negative feelings inside the company, and 
instead show assurance and a jovial mood. Neutralizing 
responses were performed by early-stage CSR practition-
ers as they appeared burdened by their negative feelings 
toward the uncertainty about being able to pursue their 
social aspirations through their work. These responses were 

exacerbated by the apparent lack of interest of others in their 
social aspirations. Early-stage CSR practitioners all believed 
that because CSR work “can be a frustration and a challenge 
every day” (Olivia), they must be careful that “if it is too 
many feelings, you’re really in a fighting mode, and you 
won’t come through” (Alice).

Thus, they similarly adopted neutralizing responses to 
avoid feelings of sorrow and social exclusion in their com-
pany. Thea’s efforts not to exhibit her true feelings character-
ize neutralizing responses:

Even if I feel like I’m on a mission here, it is not easy 
at all. People do not listen. I cannot fight all the time, 
so I have to be smooth about how I want to go about it. 
There is a lot of frustration within me, but I need to try 
to stay positive […] It doesn’t mean I’m like, “Oh, I’m 
so happy, so whatever small change we do is enough!” 
But I need to be careful with my feelings if I want to 
continue with this [CSR].

Spiriting responses refer to the reciprocal efforts to boost 
energy and solicit positive feelings at work despite perceived 
adversity in pursuing an activistic purpose. Because the cata-
lyzed energy derives from sharing their social aspirations 
and problems, spiriting responses were typically shown by 
early-stage CSR practitioners when they shared and dis-
cussed ideas during the formal and informal CSR meetings 
outside their company. Hence, “meeting other CSR manag-
ers is something that gives you a lot of energy and creates 
a lot of hope” (Leo). Filippa’s vignette of the energy she 
shared at a recent meeting exemplified spiriting responses:

We sat around a table, like this. There were 10 people. 
We started to discuss what everyone did and what we 
wanted to achieve with this [CSR] network. I remem-
ber, walking away from that meeting, I was like jump-
ing. I was like, “This is so [woah]!” You know, we 
have to work together and really join forces to make 
things happen, and benefit really. It’s like new energy, 
to keep on working. It’s like you can almost touch the 
energy.

Win–Win Purpose Among Mid‑Stage CSR 
Practitioners

The majority of the mid-stage CSR practitioners con-
structed what we conceptualized to be a win–win purpose. 
This emerged as they perceived their work to be meaningful 
not only because of their work’s promise to tackle social 
issues, but also because they believed that it could largely 
support the commercial goals of their company with which 
they increasingly identified. A win–win purpose material-
ized as mid-stage CSR practitioners displayed an increas-
ing allegiance to their company and contributing to its 
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commercial goals was seen as a means to strengthen their 
sense of belongingness. By contrast, it also prompted them 
to gradually downsize their social aspirations. Elisa’s efforts 
to integrate the commercial goals of her work provided a 
concrete example of the win–win purpose. She specifically 
reflected on her job’s current “mission” compared with that 
earlier in her occupation: 

I still have it somewhere deep down. I think I’m mov-
ing broadly in the right direction, but I don’t know 
exactly how to pinpoint what my mission would be. I 
think that if you articulate it too clearly, then you’re 
bound to be disappointed. I have articulated a big part 
of that mission into our new CSR strategy, and I’m 
really happy because the whole leadership has bought 
into that […] I would say, it [the CSR strategy] has 
become a little bit of my own.

Arvid’s win–win purpose also emerged as he started to 
reframe and interiorize the commercial goals of his work:

I mean, you see the climate change. That is not the 
issue. We all see the climate change. Everybody would 
agree, that’s why I tell you it’s not difficult to convince 
somebody on a personal level, everybody agrees. But 
when it comes to changing the organization, then you 
become somebody else. It’s like you become some-
body else by working every day. It makes sense in that 
sort of [corporate] environment, that is something else 
than your personal life.

Mid-stage CSR practitioners appeared very open about 
how they downsized their social aspirations and increasingly 
aimed to influence their surrounding environment as well as 
increase the perceived commercial value of the CSR work in 
the company. While underlining the importance of showing 
commercial potential through his work, Sam provided an 
additional account of the win–win purpose:

The company’s goal is to make money. Your personal 
goal is to make a positive change. So, you’re kind of over 
here and there and your work as a CSR manager is to show 
the company that if you do this, you’re gonna be better off 
here as well. So, I think it’s that bridge, creating a link from 
the CSR department to the revenue interest of the company. 
If you can’t show that link, then you’re going to be in a bub-
ble all the time as a CSR manager.

As mid-stage CSR practitioners constructed a win–win 
purpose and increasingly adopted the commercial goals of 
their work, they perceived the social/commercial tensions 
associated with their work as an identity struggle. While 
primarily demonstrating a win–win purpose, they actively 
sought to increase their identification with their company 
and contribute to the commercial goals of their work through 
incorporating, compartmentalizing and de-responsibilizing 
responses. These helped them shift their attention from their 

social aspirations to the commercial goals during their eve-
ryday activities in order to fulfill a win–win purpose.

Incorporating responses involve seeking to interiorize 
and approve of the commercial goals of their work. Mid-
stage CSR practitioners adopted incorporating responses to 
personify the corporate mindset in their work and be seen 
as part of its collective. Because “it’s difficult, but you need 
to play the business role that you have in the company to 
get support” (Amelia), incorporating responses prompted a 
sense of higher social acceptance and personal value as they 
contributed to the commercial ‘wins’ of the company. None-
theless, “the importance of really seeing and connecting 
[CSR] into the business” (Moa) through one’s corporate self 
may also lead to conscious blindness. Sam’s vignette hinted 
at the implications of performing incorporating responses 
on his social aspirations:

The first thing is that everything has to have business 
value. I had other ideas when I came there that I would 
do certain projects, and so I think they molded me by 
making me think in a more of a business mindset than 
I had before. I used to think in more of a humanitarian 
mindset and now it has to be business mindset, which 
is fine […] I mean, you want to be valued as a person, 
right? So, I always try to think with a business mindset 
when I think of my CSR work.

Compartmentalizing responses refer to the efforts of 
divorcing social aspirations from everyday work by rearticu-
lating social aspirations as a private objective unrelated to 
the activities in the company. This downplaying of social 
aspirations becomes a means to be seen as someone who 
is more concerned with commercial goals while at work. 
Compartmentalizing responses were about ensuring that “if 
I’m convinced about something [social] I want to achieve, 
it should not spill over from my private life to my work” 
(Maja). The mid-stage CSR practitioners who engaged 
with compartmentalizing responses admitted they sought 
to accomplish their social aspirations outside of work while 
increasingly justifying commercial goals while at work. An 
excerpt from our conversation with Maja delivered a tangi-
ble account of compartmentalizing responses. While reflect-
ing upon her social drive earlier in her work with CSR, she 
explained how her efforts to separate her personal aspira-
tions contributed to increasing her acceptance of her work 
and the company’s decisions: 

I’d like to tell my colleagues that selling my car is the 
best thing I’ve ever done and I feel excellent about it. 
But I can’t say that because I have a job. I cannot bring 
my private decisions into my colleagues’ private zone. 
People get offended and that is not part of the job.
Interviewer: What Do You Do Then?
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I can only look at the job like, what our company can 
do when it comes to resources and how to manage 
them. And I leave my environmental goals out of the 
job.

De-responsibilizing responses pertain to the attempts to 
reduce social aspirations to ensure their compatibility with 
the work’s commercial goals so that “at least we do what 
we can and it will be better than not doing it” (Klara). These 
responses were vital for the mid-stage CSR practitioners to 
feel successful in achieving a win–win purpose. De-respon-
sibilizing responses were rooted in the belief that having too 
ambitious social aspirations in everyday work is counterpro-
ductive: “[you] have to go down a little bit because if you 
are aiming too high, it won’t happen” (Felix). Carl clearly 
demonstrated de-responsibilizing responses: 

I often asked myself “am I actually contributing to 
change?” I do believe that I can contribute to change 
even if it’s not saving the world, even if it’s just [sav-
ing] one person. I work a lot together with people from 
big law firms. If I can just influence a few of those 
people, if I can get them to understand why they need 
to do business differently, then that’s already a success.

Among the mid-stage CSR practitioners performing them, 
de-responsibilizing responses led the commercial goals of 
their work to crowd out their social aspirations, reduced their 
sense of accountability for major social changes, yet still 
maintaining a sense of accomplishment.

Corporate Purpose Among Late‑Stage CSR 
Practitioners

The CSR practitioners in the late-stage of their occupation 
primarily construct a corporate purpose in relation to their 
work. We conceptualized corporate purpose as the desire 
to contribute to the company’s prosperity, thereby wishing 
to make their work valued by colleagues. In our interviews, 
corporate purpose was relatively unrelated to social aspira-
tions. Most late-stage CSR practitioners strongly identified 
with their company and disclosed that “our [CSR] work must 
be practical and hands-on” (Nora) or that we must ensure 
minimum social goals because “our world is anyway much 
better now” (Loui). During the interviews, many late-stage 
CSR practitioners reflected on their earlier approach with 
CSR work and felt that “of course, I know more now about 
the challenges and opportunities of a big organization than 
earlier, but I had to be patient” (Nellie). Ida’s views about 
how she gained a business mindset at work epitomized the 
corporate purpose:

I mean, I was naïve at the beginning of my career. 
It’s not about saving the world. You are working for a 
company. And you have to think about its interests […] 

We are doing a lot of things. We don’t communicate 
everything that we’re doing, of course […] But it’s a 
balance. You can’t just come in and push for every-
thing at the same time and expect everyone to change.

Isabelle’s remarks also outlined the connection between 
corporate purpose and business success:

It’s important for all of us to know that it’s not enough 
to just walk around and feel that CSR is important. We 
need to do business. We need to make our work part 
of the business because otherwise it’s just going to be 
philanthropy or something social that’s not linked to 
the business.

Because “for the good companies that are profitable, 
CSR is not the only driver and the main driver cannot be 
to save the world” (Liam), a corporate purpose appeared to 
lead CSR practitioners to overidentify with their company 
and its bottom line to the extent that “CSR makes sense for 
business” (Greta). The example of Greta, who rejected the 
accusations of major human right abuses in Africa against 
her company, illuminated the problem of overidentification 
because of the corporate purpose:

Have I had moral dilemmas at certain times? Yes, of 
course. I think the reason why I have stayed so long in the 
same company, despite the fact that there’s a serious allega-
tion against it, is that that we’re fairly clear on what hap-
pened and our innocence.

Although late-stage CSR practitioners appeared more 
confident with their work and social environment, some 
confessed that “it’s very hard to be an activist within the 
corporate sphere” (Nellie) and exhibited mixed reactions 
when reflecting on their occupation and how their social 
aspirations had transformed. A few, remarkably, appeared 
critical of how they had increasingly diluted their social 
aspirations at work: “I was an activist earlier on, but had to 
take a more realistic approach in my work” (Stina). Tilde’s 
vignette highlighted that fewer and fewer CSR practition-
ers who have a corporate purpose were still driven by their 
social aspirations. Instead, CSR work has become similar to 
any other corporate job:

If you compare then and now, there’s more rationality 
and fewer feelings today [...] There was more [passion] 
before. I guess maybe it [CSR] was less of a main-
stream topic. It was more of a margin crowd that was 
doing this. And I guess for me personally, I had more 
to learn at that time [...] I don’t have the need to be as 
pushy because things are happening anyway. Maybe I 
would put it as mission accomplished, you know, the 
[social] mission I felt I had. So, people that are long 
term in the CSR business, who I’ve known for years, 
I think they are on a mission at a personal level. But I 
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think [CSR] has changed. It’s become a job. Just like 
any other job.

As late-stage CSR practitioners constructed a corporate 
purpose, they were less concerned with emotional or iden-
tity struggles, but rather perceived the social/commercial 
tensions associated with their work as a strategic struggle. 
Although they had developed a strong identification with 
their company, many explained how they needed to show 
more engagement to attain its commercial goals and turn the 
CSR department into a “strategic” unit. They articulated the 
corporate purpose by predominantly engaging with selling 
and chameleoning responses to heighten the perceived value 
of the commercial opportunities of their activities. Success-
fully proving to advance commercial opportunities helped 
CSR practitioners increase the acceptance of the CSR work 
in their company.

Selling responses consist of seeking to appear extrovert, 
assertive and charismatic to widen the acceptance and col-
lectively perceived value of the CSR work in the company. 
Similar to Wickert and de Bakker (2018), selling responses 
stress the strategic promotion of social issues, not least 
through appeal and eloquence. The CSR practitioners who 
engaged with selling responses concurred that “you have 
to be both extrovert and passionate. I’m always happy in 
meetings; I create a good vibe. I think, if I am a happier 
person, I can develop and make a change” (Stella). As sell-
ing responses require showing above-average presentation 
skills, Emil’s point demonstrated how they can represent an 
important means to gain visibility:

Having an enthusiastic approach that you personalize 
is definitely something that is contaminating for oth-
ers. It’s easier to drive change if you have CSR people 
who are really interested and enthusiastic about their 
area. Definitely, it’s the driving force, and it’s easy to 
be successful and to sell your work, and try to con-
vince the company that CSR is an important area of 
development.

The selling responses enabled the late-stage CSR practi-
tioners to solicit support for their ideas and thereby fulfill a 
corporate purpose.

Chameleoning responses regard the efforts of CSR practi-
tioners to carefully gauge their audience’s demands and cater 
to their behavior and language to blend in and be perceived 
as an in-group member. The CSR practitioners who engaged 
with chameleoning responses aimed to be viewed as impor-
tant contributors in their company rather than social activ-
ists. Because “as you find your way through and what gets 
you through, the business case language becomes important” 
(Gustav), chameleoning responses required reframing words 
“to understand your audience and what is important for 
them” (Felix). Liam’s vignette indicated how chameleoning 

responses helped him dispel his image as an activist and gain 
support from colleagues:

It’s also been important for me, especially internally, 
to show that I’m not the green person. I’m not a social 
activist. I would say that I’ve also tried to show that 
this is not something that is connected to an alterna-
tive lifestyle because then they would have dismissed 
me internally working with CSR. So, I feel that I’ve 
done the other way around, to eat more meat than the 
others to show that this is not something that is too 
personal to me.

Chameleoning responses become important for the late-
stage CSR practitioners who ascribe a corporate purpose to 
their work because they want to portray themselves as vital 
to the commercial success of their company.

Constructing Different Types of Purpose in Three 
Occupational Stages

CSR practitioners grapple with social/commercial tensions 
that emerge after they join the CSR occupation. Although 
they enter because they want to change the world, in the 
organizational context they are expected to also attain the 
commercial goals of their work (Brès et al., 2019; Mitra & 
Buzzanell, 2017). These tensions are perceived differently 
in each occupational stage, that is, as an emotional struggle 
among early-stage CSR practitioners, as an identity strug-
gle among mid-stage and as a strategic struggle among the 
late-stage CSR practitioners. They seek to minimize their 
perceived struggles through different responses which vary 
because the struggles in each stage are different.

The three smaller rectangular boxes at the bottom of each 
larger rectangular space in Fig. 1 signify the importance 
assigned by the CSR practitioners to their own social aspi-
rations versus the commercial goals of their work. The two 
larger, vertical arrows pointing upwards in each of the three 
larger rectangular boxes are indicative of the direction, com-
mencing from the social/commercial tensions perceived as 
struggles, the responses to each struggle and the purpose 
they construct in each occupational stage. The curved arrows 
illustrate how CSR practitioners continuously respond to the 
struggles during their everyday work. The CSR practition-
ers construct different types of purpose as different strug-
gles lead to different responses, but also feel compelled to 
respond to these struggles as the only way to continue with 
their occupation and pursue their purpose.

Crucially, Fig.  1 outlines that the CSR practitioners 
join their occupation with a prosocial orientation (the call-
ing). Nonetheless, they quickly encounter a divide between 
their social aspirations and the commercial goals of their 
work that they believe are prioritized in their company. In 
the early-stage, CSR practitioners perceive an emotional 
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struggle and display strong feelings because they grow aware 
that they cannot pursue their social aspirations through their 
work. Hence, they continuously engage with neutralizing 
and spiriting responses to overcome this emotional struggle. 
As a result of such responses, they construct an activistic 
purpose as a means to continue to maintain their social aspi-
rations but also to avoid leaving the CSR occupation.

However, among the mid-stage CSR practitioners, the 
majority perceive an identity struggle as they have to show 
allegiance to their company and identify more with the com-
mercial goals of their work if they want to grow profes-
sionally. This also entails reducing their social aspirations 
at work further. Subsequently, they continuously engage 
with incorporating, compartmentalizing and de-responsibi-
lizing responses to overcome their identity struggle. These 
responses help CSR practitioners feel increasingly part of 
their company and interiorize the commercial goals of their 
work to the extent that they construct a win–win purpose and 
feel successful in accomplishing this purpose.

Finally, late-stage CSR practitioners fully rationalize 
their social aspirations and appear disillusioned about the 
social contribution of their work. Likewise, late-stage CSR 
practitioners perceive a strategic struggle because they have 
greater ambitions to make their CSR work recognized within 
their company. They wish to feel valued by their colleagues 
for being capable of steering the strategic agenda of their 
company and desire others to see their CSR work as profit-
able. To overcome their strategic struggle and gain internal 
recognition for their CSR work, CSR practitioners con-
tinuously engage with selling and chameleoning responses, 
which seem to help them gain respect from others and build 
a different image of the CSR work in the company. As the 
desire to make their work recognized never ends, the CSR 
practitioners conclude their work tenure by constructing a 
corporate purpose and continue to see their work as mean-
ingful even when not fully successful in achieving their 
social aspirations.

Discussion and Conclusion

To better comprehend the relationship between calling and 
meaningful work (Dik & Shimizu, 2019; Lysova et  al., 
2018), we offered an analysis of the CSR occupation. In 
particular, we sought to understand how the CSR practi-
tioners who are living their calling construct the purpose of 
their work. In this final section, we broaden the debate by 
discussing the three theoretical contributions of our findings.

We first extend the meaningful work literature by dem-
onstrating that individuals, as they live their calling in dif-
ferent occupational stages, differently construct the purpose 
of their work. By conceptualizing activistic, win–win and 

corporate purpose from the case of the CSR occupation, 
we postulate that individuals holding the same calling can 
live it in multiple ways, and that a calling is an inherently 
contested and malleable orientation associated with different 
types of purpose.

We make a second contribution to the meaningful work 
literature by uncovering how individuals construct different 
types of purpose in their work. By unpacking emotional, 
identity and strategic struggles, we explain that individuals 
differently perceive and respond to tensions in the organiza-
tion depending on whether they are in the early-, mid- and 
late-stage of their occupation. Against this backdrop, we 
speculate that a calling represents a point of departure—
rather than the end of a journey—to better understand mean-
ingful work.

We finally expand the body of the literature on micro-
CSR by adding insights into why CSR practitioners reconfig-
ure their social aspirations. By drawing on the lived experi-
ences of CSR practitioners in three occupational stages, we 
provide an account of the problem of the commodification of 
CSR work. In a bid to stimulate additional conversations on 
meaningful work and micro-CSR, we conclude by reflecting 
on the implications for business ethics and future of CSR as 
meaningful work.

Constructing Different Types of Purpose

Our article underscores that individuals can construct differ-
ent types of purpose and shines a spotlight into the implica-
tions of living a calling. While originating from humanism 
(Inkson et al., 2014; Lysova et al., 2019; Michaelson, 2021; 
Rosso et al., 2010), a calling is nowadays defined as an ori-
entation toward work, characterized by a strong sense of 
purpose and a prosocial motivation beyond self-gain (Bun-
derson & Thompson, 2009; Dik & Duffy, 2009; Duffy et al., 
2012). By theorizing activistic, win–win and corporate as 
the three different types of purpose in the CSR occupation, 
we add insights into the antecedents and mediators of a call-
ing (Duffy et al., 2017; Hall & Chandler, 2005; Lysova & 
Khapova, 2019) and the demographics of those more likely 
to live their calling (Duffy & Autin, 2013).

Crucially, we add to Dik and Shimizu’s (2019) call for 
more research on the significance of capturing whether indi-
viduals change or maintain their calling. Our findings from 
the CSR occupation allow us to claim that, although the 
calling may not change, individuals can live it in multiple 
ways as they are likely to construct different types of purpose 
in different occupational stages. In our study, the early-stage 
CSR practitioners construct their purpose as an activistic 
purpose, the mid-stage construct their purpose as a win–win 
purpose and the late-stage CSR practitioners construct their 
purpose as a corporate purpose. By evincing that individu-
als can live the same calling in multiple ways, we thus argue 
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that a calling is an inherently contested and malleable orien-
tation. Such degree of contestation and malleability is linked 
with the emphasis in the meaningful work literature on view-
ing a calling as an inherently prosocial orientation (Dik & 
Duffy, 2009; Novak, 1996). Different from such emphasis, 
our article evidences that, by being associated with different 
types of purpose and while continuing to be perceived as 
meaningful, a calling may have different degrees of social-
orientation. This finding is fundamental because it cautions 
about essentializing calling as inherently ethical (Dobrow & 
Tosti-Kharas, 2012; Elangovan et al., 2010). By postulating 
that individuals can live the same calling in multiple ways, 
our findings therefore resonate with recent critiques that a 
calling can offer “sites to examine conflicting career identi-
ties and interests” (Berkelaar & Buzzanell, 2015, p. 159).

Perceiving and Responding to Struggles in Three 
Occupational Stages

Our research also extends the meaningful work literature by 
shedding light on how individuals construct different types 
of purpose. Despite the subjective and self-oriented nature 
of calling, individuals operate as part of organizations as 
social systems of collective expectations and methods of 
thinking (Schabram & Maitlis, 2017; Wrzesniewski et al., 
2003). Hence, they are subjected to tensions in their organi-
zation that influence their feelings of work meaningfulness 
(Berkelaar & Buzzanell, 2015; Michaelson, 2021; Vuori 
et al., 2012) and display distinct behaviors in relation to their 
occupational stage (Arthur & Rousseau, 2001; Evetts, 1992).

By identifying emotional, identity and strategic struggles 
in the early-, mid- and late-stages, our article underscores 
that individuals perceive the tensions in their organization 
as struggles, and respond to these struggles in each occu-
pational stage to attenuate them. Our article thus highlights 
the continuous need to overcome these struggles and illus-
trates that by responding to them, individuals construct dif-
ferent types of purpose. For instance, the mid-stage CSR 
practitioners we interviewed continuously engaged with 
incorporating, compartmentalizing and de-responsibiliz-
ing responses to overcome the identity struggle that was 
perceived because of the difficulty to balance the commer-
cial goals of their work with their social aspirations. These 
responses, conducted routinely in their everyday profes-
sional life, led them to construct a win–win purpose. Hence, 
by uncovering the iterative dynamics involving struggles and 
responses, our article analyzes occupational stages as vari-
ables that determine how individuals construct the purpose 
of their work. This also allows us to envision a calling as 
a point of departure—rather than the end of a journey—to 
better comprehend meaningful work.

Viewing calling as a point of departure means recog-
nizing that individuals may be living the same calling in 

multiple ways. Such a perspective is fundamental to unpack 
the concealed dynamics of how individuals make sense and 
reframe the meaningfulness of their work. Irrespective of 
their seniority, the interviewed CSR practitioners lived their 
calling: they relished their work, felt accomplished by it and 
wished to continue to pursue it in the future. Although, at 
face value, they were all living the same calling, a closer 
investigation revealed that they responded differently to 
the question “why am I here?” (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003, p. 
311). The reasons why they found their work to be mean-
ingful appeared to vary in relation to their occupational 
stage. Rather than “finding” a calling (Dobrow, 2013), we 
highlight that individuals live the same calling in multiple 
ways because they construct different types of purpose as 
they try to respond to tensions that emerge from working in 
organizations.

Against this backdrop, we depart from the prior literature 
that views calling as a solely cognition-based orientation 
(Xie et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2021) and the result of a self-
oriented journey (Duffy & Sedlacek, 2007). We pinpoint 
that individuals indeed join an occupation because of their 
personal desire to do good for society (Bloom et al., 2021; 
Elangovan et al., 2010), but they might associate their call-
ing with different types of purpose because of how they react 
to the struggles they perceive when living their calling in 
an organizational context. These struggles are exacerbated 
by the divide between their social aspirations and the com-
mercial goals of their work. We demonstrate that organiza-
tions hold an important sense-giving function that indirectly 
reshapes the purpose of work. The fact that a calling can 
be lived in multiple ways paves new avenues for research 
about a calling as a point of departure after which individu-
als might be prone to find new meaningfulness in their work.

Theorizing CSR Work: Implications for Micro‑CSR 
and Business Ethics

By drawing on the case of the CSR occupation, our article 
sheds light on why CSR practitioners reconfigure their social 
aspirations. Our findings extend the body of knowledge on 
micro-CSR (Brès et al., 2019; Girschik et al., 2020; Mitra & 
Buzzanell, 2017; Tams & Marshall, 2011) and allow us to 
elaborate on the ethical implications of working with CSR.

Aguinis and Glavas (2019, p. 1058) postulate that CSR 
represents “an ideal conduit for individuals to make sense 
of and find meaningfulness through work.” Although CSR 
work is often applauded for its normative foundation (Mar-
golis & Walsh, 2003; Rasche et al., 2017; Wesselink & 
Osagie, 2020), our article elucidates that CSR practitioners 
construct different types of purpose and perceive their work 
to be meaningful for different reasons. Perhaps counterin-
tuitively, it illustrates that CSR practitioners with a longer 
tenure in the CSR occupation have a higher proclivity of 
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letting the commercial goals outweigh their social aspira-
tions, thereby highlighting the problem of the commodifi-
cation of CSR work (Brès & Gond, 2014; Fontana, 2020; 
Wright & Nyberg, 2017).

Through their activistic purpose, early-stage CSR practi-
tioners feel their work to be meaningful because of its nor-
mative ideal. Their voices, however, fail to be heard by the 
rest of their company. As they grapple with social exclu-
sion, their feelings of work meaningfulness are somewhat 
spurred by wishful thinking and they can do little to mobi-
lize efforts for society. By contrast, most late-stage CSR 
practitioners pride themselves on their achievements with 
rankings, branding and budgets, but have sidelined the social 
premise of CSR work. While they still feel their work to 
be meaningful, they exhibit a corporate purpose and ove-
ridentify with their company. Arguably, the rationalization 
of their social aspirations is ethically problematic because 
it jeopardizes their firm’s ability to socially innovate and be 
socially helpful.

This evidence challenges the assumptions made in prior 
micro-CSR studies (Brès et al., 2019; Risi & Wickert, 2017; 
Wickert & de Bakker, 2018) and begs the question as to 
which extent can CSR work truly be about social change 
agency, especially as not prioritizing the commercial goals 
of the work limits promotion opportunities. When embark-
ing on the CSR occupation, profound social aspirations and 
a strong moral drive are necessary yet often insufficient con-
ditions to spearhead social change. This follows Gond and 
Moser’s (2021) analysis of the psychological and sociologi-
cal streams of micro CSR. Although CSR practitioners have 
strong social aspirations that attracts them to CSR work a 
priori, their social change agency appears to be inevitably 
shaped by collective expectations of their company a poste-
riori. Consequently, while conforming with existing views 
that acknowledge the need for compromises under a regime 
of shareholder primacy (Brès & Gond, 2014), our article 
suggests that the longer the tenure in the CSR occupation, 
and the longer the work of CSR practitioners in the com-
pany, the higher the likelihood that CSR practitioners will 
construct different types of purpose. This shift is particularly 
relevant and adds to Mitra and Buzzanell’s (2017, p. 595) 
point on the importance to pay more attention to the “shifts 
in meaning-making” of CSR work, including the need of 
examining how the meaningfulness of CSR work is per-
ceived at different occupational stages.

The Future of CSR as Meaningful Work

As the world of work continues to evolve, companies gradu-
ally invest in the market for meaningful work by attracting 
“employees who seek to fulfill a normative purpose through 
association with an organizational mission” (Michaelson, 
2021, p. 425)—a phenomenon also dubbed the “purpose 

economy” (Hurst, 2014). The evidence in this article raises 
two fundamental questions about the organization of mean-
ingful work, specifically CSR work, in the future.

First, how can companies encourage CSR practitioners 
to bring their social aspirations to their work? Our arti-
cle shows that social aspirations are fundamental in CSR 
work. In particular, we expose the harmful consequences 
of companies’ failure to live up to CSR practitioners’ social 
aspirations and the over prioritization of commercial goals 
in CSR work. Although the degree to which social/com-
mercial tensions motivate some CSR practitioners to switch 
to new careers remains unanswered, our findings pinpoint 
that those who choose to remain in the CSR occupation 
overcome these tensions by constructing the purpose of 
their work in different ways. Different from prior studies 
that highlight the potentially dark side of CSR as addicting 
work (Cinque et al., 2020; Hirschi et al., 2019), our article 
uncovers another dark side of CSR work that results from the 
existence of different types of purpose. Because they cannot 
fulfil their social aspirations as well as advance their position 
in the company, especially in a world of work precariousness 
(Michaelson et al., 2014), CSR practitioners become corpo-
rate and, possibly, unethical. Although it is hardly possible 
to address each employee’s volition for meaningful work 
(Michaelson et al., 2014), how companies value and respond 
to CSR practitioners’ social aspirations is fundamental to 
ensure that they maintain the spirit, motivation and passion 
for social change that lies at the foundation of CSR work’s 
meaningfulness.

Second, to paraphrase Girschik et al. (2020), how can 
CSR work be reframed so that it counters business-as-usual 
behavior? In the future of work, companies are expected 
to hold the ethical responsibility of attaining social goals, 
meaning that business-as-usual behavior will no longer be 
an option. However, to attain these social goals, companies 
will need to survive and, to do that, they must retrieve the 
necessary financial resources. We believe that the relation 
between social and commercial goals will grow progres-
sively stronger, and companies will increasingly need to 
genuinely benefit society to survive. Hence, understanding 
and prioritizing the social goals of CSR work will become 
a pragmatic issue in addition to a moral obligation because 
of the need to recruit and train professionals (Michaelson 
& Tosti-Kharas, 2020; Michaelson et al., 2014). Compa-
nies must recognize the need to change their approach to 
CSR work, not only to align with the trends of the “purpose 
economy” (Hurst, 2014), but also to attract and retain talent, 
do good and redefine their economic reality. This is likely to 
generate new challenges for companies as they try to reframe 
CSR work.

Answering these questions requires companies not only 
to cultivate a deeper understanding of moral arguments, but 
also to make these moral arguments central to their approach 
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to work. For instance, companies might meet the needs of 
CSR practitioners to promote a culture of openness. They 
might also involve CSR practitioners in projects that validate 
their prosocial values while also stimulating more ethical 
leadership and amplifying their social aspirations. These 
actions are likely to require increasingly egalitarian struc-
tures and an unbiased evaluation system in which progres-
sion opportunities and rewards are equally predicated upon 
social attainments. Arguably, they will also help shift to a 
more inclusive climate that is more receptive of diverse ideas 
and approaches.

Although work is, and will continue to be, a formidable 
source of meaningfulness (Michaelson, 2021), CSR work 
ought to be understood as a sharp double-edged sword. 
While it may enable social change, it also supports unethi-
cal and opportunistic behaviors when abused or improperly 
administered. Because social challenges require a genuinely 
normative and concerted intervention to be eradicated (Wil-
liams et al., 2019), it will be increasingly incumbent upon 
companies in the future to conceive an ethical work climate 
that emancipates CSR practitioners as social change agents. 
This could offer transformational promise for CSR work as 
a normative and meaningful career path.

Our findings also raise a final question: are companies 
really willing to do that? They point to the risk of the com-
modification of CSR work. This risk is especially prominent 
in a world of work in which meaningfulness is hailed as the 
new frontier of work, but also where the neoliberal nature 
of companies continues to require compromises with market 
rules and pressures for economic payoffs.

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

Our article is not without limitations. In our sample, we 
focused on 57 CSR practitioners working in Swedish inter-
national companies and who are living their calling. Thus, 
the generalizability of the findings remains to be proven. 
We encourage scholars to explore the lived experiences of 
CSR practitioners at work in different occupational stages 
and other geographical settings. Individual attitudes are 
often context-dependent and fundamental to comprehend 
the ways work meaningfulness is perceived (Michaelson 
et al., 2014). Hence, taking account of how the responses of 
the CSR practitioners interviewed in our study differ from 
those of CSR practitioners in other contexts might inform 
whether universal features of meaningfulness in the CSR 
occupation exist.

Second, our article was based on a cross-sectional sample 
of CSR practitioners in three occupational stages. Conse-
quently, our correlational data could show the types of pur-
pose associated with CSR work in these stages, but could not 
prove how CSR practitioners’ purpose changed over time, 

that is, as a temporal process during their professional life-
time (Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017). Whether in a qualitative or 
quantitative fashion, future research would greatly benefit 
from focusing on a narrower but homogeneous sample of 
CSR practitioners studied longitudinally over time. This 
might help unpack the additional reasons why their purpose 
changes and the drivers of this change.

Third, and as displayed in Table 1, the CSR practitioners 
we interviewed for this research also had a different biologi-
cal sex (e.g., male or female), pursued different educational 
paths (e.g., some received a more technical educational 
while others had a business background) and were employed 
by international companies that operate in different indus-
tries (e.g., in the financial industry as opposed to the retail 
and manufacturing industries). We consequently acknowl-
edge the existence of different individual factors that might 
implicitly shape how the CSR practitioners construct the 
purpose of their work and that we could not measure due to 
the qualitative nature of this study. We especially encourage 
scholars to conduct more quantitative studies (e.g., Hirschi 
et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021) that could help uncover 
whether and to which extent personal factors at the level 
of the single CSR practitioners have a bearing on how they 
live their calling, including how they perceive their work to 
be meaningful.

Finally, we did not consider the impact of biological age 
on the ways CSR practitioners construct the purpose of 
their work. Although biological age appeared in our data 
to be significantly less relevant than occupational stage, we 
acknowledge that the CSR practitioners were trained and 
entered their occupation during different periods of the life. 
Hence, we encourage future researchers to consider whether 
and how biological age has an impact on how a calling is 
lived. Some research on calling, for instance, has examined 
the work choices of millennials as a specific age group (Berg 
et al., 2010). More research cross-fertilizing the dimensions 
of occupational stage and biological age could provide more 
details about the purpose of work, and how it can change 
over time.
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