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Abstract 

Corporations increasingly acknowledge the importance of corporate sustainable practices. Corporate 

social responsibility is therefore gaining significance in the business world. Since solving corporate social 

responsibility issues is not a routine job, every challenge in corporate social responsibility requires its 

own approach; and management competencies are crucial for designing appropriate approaches towards 

the realization of sustainable solutions. On the basis of seven corporate social responsibility 

competencies synthesized from the extant literature, this research provides an empirical analysis of 

which of these competencies managers need in order to achieve corporate social responsibility goals 

within their specific context; and at which specific stage of the implementation process. The data sources 

are interviews with corporate social responsibility managers - whose positions and circumstances share 

many similarities - at four large multinational enterprises. The empirical analysis reveals that managers 

undertake four corporate social responsibility core tasks: I) orientation, II) reaching common ground, 

III) performing pilot projects, and IV) embedding results. Within the context of the analysis, the 

competencies: Systems Thinking, Embracing Diversity and Interdisciplinarity, Interpersonal Competence, 

Action Competence, and Strategic Management were found to be necessary. The Embracing Diversity 

and Interdisciplinarity competence was identified as the most relevant. This study contributes to the 

corporate social responsibility (education) literature by introducing an empirical test of which 

competencies are considered necessary for managers in various stages of corporate social responsibility 

implementation. Linking these competencies to core tasks makes them more concrete and increases the 

chances of interpreting them unambiguously, which in turn can aid learning trajectories in both business 

and education.  

 

Keywords: CSR competencies, CSR managers, CSR practices, Sustainability competencies.  
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1. Introduction 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is gaining significance in the business world, as corporations 

increasingly recognise the importance of ethical and responsible business practices to their survival and 

legitimacy (Dunphy et al., 2003). CSR is a business approach to sustainable development wherein 

companies voluntarily integrate environmental, social, and economic concerns with their business 

strategies - and into their interactions with stakeholders - in a quest to contribute to society in a 

sustainable way (Dahlsrud, 2008). This definition emphasises the voluntary nature of CSR, in that 

businesses engage in CSR-related activities that go beyond compliance to laws and regulations; such 

voluntary activities have the potential to increase the competitiveness of companies. However, since 

these activities can be abandoned at any time (Lozano, 2012), it is critical that they be embedded in 

organisations. In order to distinguish CSR from sustainability in this article, sustainability is defined as 

the ultimate goal of society at large (Marrewijk and Werre, 2003), whereas CSR concentrates on the 

contribution of companies to achieve said sustainability goal, for instance by balancing people, planet, 

and profit in their business practices (Wempe and Kaptein, 2002).  

 However, the problem is that issues like global warming, poverty, hunger and biodiversity 

decline cannot be solved in an easy and unilateral way. De Colle and Henriques (2013) underline this 

with their statement that: “despite being well-intended, CSR standards can favour the emergence of a 

thoughtless, blind and blinkered mindset which is counterproductive of their aim of enhancing the social 

responsibility of the organisation” (p. 1). Schwartz and Tilling (2009) paint a more nuanced picture. 

Although they acknowledge the necessity of standards (e.g. ISO 26000), they argue that CSR standards 

may lead to the isolation (or decontextualisation) of complex and contested social issues, while favouring 

their social legitimacy. Sustainability can be enhanced by (international) standards like ISO, but 

sustainability challenges beyond these standards have to be approached in an interdisciplinary way (e.g., 

people, planet and profit); by means of collaborations between different stakeholders, in which the time 

dimension and the context are taken into account as well (cf. Lozano, 2008). This means that 

sustainability remains a challenge, where every problem or challenge should be studied in its own 

particular context and time frame. This complexity grows even more because multiple stakeholders like 

businesses, governments and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) interact in sustainability issues 

with often conflicting value frames and ideologies (Peterson, 2009); this explains the complexity of many 

CSR practices as well. This complexity is also partly recognisable in other management areas like quality 

management or change management, but competing interests and value frames of stakeholders are 

particularly at stake where it comes to CSR practices.  

Dealing with CSR challenges is complex, and strategic and operational decisions have to be 

taken at the individual level or at the level of an internal (e.g. management team, board of directors) 

and/or external (e.g. multiple stakeholders) team of individuals with different backgrounds, interests and 

value frames. Furthermore, because of the complexity of CSR challenges, standard responses will not 

suffice; what worked in the past does not necessarily work for the future. This explains the importance of 

the individual level or, as it is framed by Hesselbarth and Schaltegger (2014), the level of “the change 

agent”. Change agents are crucial for the development of the necessary flexibility and adaptability of 

businesses in dealing with new and changing sustainability challenges, it is assumed that the flexibility 

and adaptability of change agents lie embedded in individual competencies (Rothaermel and Hess, 2007; 

Wals, 2010). Although it is clear that the individual level is crucial to the achievement of sustainability 

goals, current research in business and management literature mainly concentrates on factors affecting 

or enhancing sustainability performance emanating from the institutional and organisational level (see 

Aguinis and Glavas, 2012 for a review; Veldhuizen et al., 2013). There is a call for studies on the 
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contribution of individuals that may affect organisational CSR-performance (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). 

In educational literature (i.e. education for sustainable development), the importance of the individual 

level is already recognized and better researched.  

In Dentoni et al. (2012), CSR competencies in the business context are summarised by making 

use of existing sets of CSR and sustainable development (SD) competencies provided, for instance, by 

De Haan (2010) and Wiek et al. (2011). In general, these sets of competencies find their origins in 

educational literature and are based on literature reviews; without hardly any verification whether or how 

these competencies are connected with managerial CSR tasks. The goal of this paper is to empirically 

explore the competencies identified in the extant literature as to which of them enable managers to fulfil 

core tasks of CSR implementation in a specific business context. Relative to the existing literature then, 

this research introduces and applies a method for empirically assessing CSR competencies in cases 

where CSR practices are implemented in other settings. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the 

first study analysing the links between CSR competencies and core tasks of CSR implementation in a 

business context. The first research question of this paper therefore is: 1) Which managerial CSR 

competencies identified in the extant literature can be connected to CSR managers’ core tasks in CSR 

implementation? An additional research question has to be raised to answer this question, because 

competencies get more meaningful when related to the context in which they are performed (Mulder et 

al., 2005). The second research question is: 2) What core tasks of CSR implementation can be identified 

for CSR managers operating in a business context? Since this article concentrates on the business 

context, in the remainder of this article sustainability and CSR are used interchangeably to characterize 

the ongoing process within organizations to realise sustainable business practices.  

This research is relevant from a scientific point of view because it is interesting to know which 

competencies really matter in CSR implementation practices, as empirical findings about what is required 

of the sustainability professionals are still limited (Hesselbarth and Schaltegger, 2014). Furthermore, 

linking competencies with core tasks makes it possible to operationalise competencies in a more concrete 

way, which is necessary as indicated by Adomßent et al. (2014). On the basis of several articles within 

the framework of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), they concluded that it is still necessary 

to operationalise competencies for measurement (i.e. assessment instruments) and educational purposes 

(i.e. education programmes). The latter is also important from a managerial point of view. The identified 

competencies, accompanied by core tasks, may enhance human resource practices (e.g. selection, 

development, assessment) and the development of these practices in the business (education) context.  

The paper is structured as follows: first a theoretical framework for CSR competencies is 

presented, followed by a method section in which the methods applied are elaborated upon. Finally, the 

findings, conclusion and discussion are presented.  

 

2. Theoretical framework 

In this section the theoretical underpinnings concerning competencies are presented. The first part 

concerns itself with competencies in general while the second part discusses competencies specifically 

applicable to CSR.  

 

2.1 Competencies 

In education, as well as in the corporate world, the term competencies is used as a vehicle for 

communicating about performance and learning processes of individuals (Mulder, 2001). Boyatzis (1982) 

and McLagan (1989) were the first to link the practice of human resource management to development 

in organisations. Competencies are seen as useful (e.g., Dubois and Rothwell, 2004; Lievens et al., 
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2004), since they can be utilized in strategic workforce planning, selection, training and development, 

performance management, succession planning, and motivation and rewarding. Using competencies in 

organisations has benefits for both organisation and employee. The former is able to align its strategic 

goals with the goals of the employees, and the latter experiences more transparency (Mulder, 2001). 

Nonetheless, the concept of competence has been applied in widely differing ways in different countries 

(Gonczi, 1994), in different disciplines, and at different times. It is this widespread use that is one of the 

major pitfalls in working with competencies (Biemans et al., 2004). In order to fully understand what is 

meant by competence in this study, the researchers think it is necessary to make abundantly clear how 

to define the concept.  

One can distinguish three main conceptualisations of competence: behaviouristic, generic and 

holistic (Biemans et al., 2004; Sandberg, 2000). In the behaviouristic conceptualisation competencies 

are described as observable behaviours (no attention is paid to the individuals’ input, only the output is 

studied) associated with the completion of each small task (Gonczi, 1994). In the generic 

conceptualisation of competence, which was formulated as a response to the behaviouristic approach, 

competencies are personal qualities (character traits included) that distinguish average performers from 

excellent performers (Eraut, 1994). While the context is taken into account at first, through the 

identification (critical incidents), it gets lost again because this approach attempts to arrive at generic 

descriptions. Currently, Biemans et al. (2004) indicate that most interpretations of competencies are 

derived from the holistic conceptualisation. Within the holistic tradition, the concept of competence is 

defined as follows: “Competence is the integrated performance-oriented capability of a person or an 

organisation to reach specific achievements. These capabilities consist of clusters of knowledge 

structures and also cognitive, interactive, affective and where necessary psycho-motoric skills, and 

attitudes and values, which are conditional for carrying out tasks, solving problems and effectively 

functioning in a certain profession, organisation, position and role” (Mulder, 2001, p.76). Hodkinson and 

Issitt (1995) distinguish two dimensions of holism. The first dimension concerns the integration of 

knowledge, skills and attitudes that are meaningful to someone who is (becoming) a practitioner. The 

second dimension of holism relates to the interrelatedness with the context; competencies can only be 

displayed in a context by taking core tasks or roles into account. 

The aforementioned holistic conceptualisation of competence is adopted in this article, because 

this conceptualisation is based on the observation that competence only acquires meaning within a 

certain context, where professionals interact with one another. Furthermore, it acknowledges that 

competence is related to the notion of situated cognition: “Knowledge is situated, being in part a product 

of the activity, context, and culture in which it is developed and used” (Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989, 

p. 32). The conceptualisations of competence in the behaviouristic and generic traditions fall short in 

addressing the developmental and situated nature of professional practice (Billett, 1994), and situated 

professionalism (Mulder, 2014). Mulder et al. (2005) have emphasised the importance of analysing 

meaningful combinations of core tasks before competencies can be identified or selected; said core tasks 

represent the situation in which the competencies are put into practice. Taking core tasks as a starting 

point ensures that the situation (i.e. the job and organisation) in which the competencies are to be 

applied is taken into account. In this approach, competence modelling consists first of a task analysis 

(from the perspective of the work that has to be done to ensure the connection with the situation) and 

second a competence analysis (from the perspective of the worker who has to do the work) (Sandberg, 

2000). This corresponds with what Cheetham and Chivers (1996) have called the functional approach.  

 

2.2 CSR competencies 
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Over the past few years, individual competencies for sustainable development have received increasing 

attention in sustainability literature. Significant progress has been made in conceptualising competencies 

for sustainable development, predominantly in the world of education (e.g., Barth et al., 2007; De Haan, 

2010; Wiek et al., 2011). Steps have been taken in the corporate world as well, Willard et al. (2010) 

provides us with an overview of the competencies of sustainability managers. Within the educational 

tradition, two recent studies should be singled out for their empirical approach. In the first place, the 

study by Rieckmann (2012). He identified three important competencies (labelled as key competencies) 

for higher education: systemic thinking and handling of complexity, anticipatory thinking, and critical 

thinking. The significant value of this paper is the way it utilises its empirical basis (i.e. by questioning 

international experts in the field of SD) to achieve international agreement in the debate concerning the 

most important key competencies for SD. Secondly, the work of Hesselbarth and Schaltegger (2014). On 

the basis of MBA alumni’s experiences, they empirically linked sustainability competencies with situated 

duties and activities. They created a so-called competency matrix for change agents in sustainability, in 

which they propose a structure of basic components for postgraduate education in sustainability 

management. To complement and advance on this strand in the literature, this research introduces and 

applies a method for providing empirical evidence on CSR competencies from the perspective of 

managers undertaking CSR implementation practices.  

In this study competencies are linked to core tasks of a job, while practitioners (CSR managers) 

provide the empirical basis; the situatedness is taken into account. In this way, competencies might 

grow more meaningful (according to Mulder, 2014) and that, in turn, might lessen the differences of 

opinion about the proper interpretation of the competencies required for sustainability. The aim of this 

article therefore - as the introduction already stated - is to relate CSR (key) competencies to the core 

tasks of CSR managers in everyday practice, in order to get a better sense of the desired competencies 

with the aim of increasing meaningfulness and doing away with misinterpretations.  

Dentoni et al. (2012) made use of existing frameworks for SD and CSR competencies. They used 

De Haan (2010) and Wiek et al. (2011) as starting points, complemented by sets of SD competencies 

reported by Ellis and Weekes (2008), Mogenson and Schnack (2010), Schnack (1996) and Wilson et al. 

(2006). From this they composed a list of seven competencies for sustainability. This list is a 

comprehensive overview of SD competencies up to 2011 and was taken as a starting point for this study. 

But neither the list by Dentoni et al. (2012), nor the lists sourced from other authors (i.e. De Haan, Wiek 

et al.) view competencies in relation to the tasks or job duties of sustainability managers in professional 

practice. This stems from the predominantly educational purposes and backgrounds of said sets of 

competencies.  

Dentoni et al. (2012) composed a framework consisting of seven competencies required for 

professionals who are actively involved in dealing with sustainability in their work environment:  

1. Systems thinking competence: the ability to identify and analyse all relevant (sub)systems 

across different domains (people, planet, profit) and disciplines, including their boundaries. Systems 

thinking competence is the ability to understand and reflect upon the interdependency of these 

(sub)systems, including cascading effects, inertia, feedback loops and accompanying cultures (Wiek et 

al., 2011).  

2. Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity competence: the ability to structure relationships, 

spot issues, and recognise the legitimacy of other viewpoints in business decision making processes; be 

it about environmental, social and/or economic issues. It is the ability to involve all stakeholders and to 

maximise the exchange of ideas and learning across different groups (inside and outside the 

organisation) and different disciplines (De Haan, 2010; Ellis and Weekes, 2008; Wilson et al., 2006).  
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3. Foresighted thinking competence: the ability to collectively analyse, evaluate, and craft 

“pictures” of the future in which the impact of local and/or short term decisions on environmental, social 

and economic issues is viewed on a global/cosmopolitan scale and in the long term (Wiek et al., 2011).  

4. Normative competence: the ability to map, apply and reconcile sustainability values, principles 

and targets (Wiek et al., 2011).  

5. Action competence: the ability to actively involve oneself in responsible actions for the 

improvement of the sustainability of social-ecological systems (De Haan, 2010; Mogensen and Schnack, 

2010; Schnack, 1996).  

6. Interpersonal competence: the ability to motivate, enable, and facilitate collaborative and 

participatory sustainability activities and research (Wiek et al., 2011). 

7. Strategic management competence: the ability to collectively design projects, implement 

interventions, transitions, and strategies for sustainable development practices. This domain involves 

skills in planning (e.g., design and implement interventions), organising (arranging tasks, people and 

other resources), leadership (inspiring and motivating people) and control (e.g., evaluating policies, 

programmes and action plans) (De Haan, 2010; Wiek et al., 2011).  

The following section describes the empirical analysis methods used in this research. 

 

3. Methods 

To answer the research questions, existing interview data from a prior research project was used. 

Analysing existing data for another purpose – i.e. secondary data analysis - involves pursuing a research 

interest which is distinct from that of the original work; be it a new research question or an alternative 

perspective on the original question (Hinds et al., 1997).  

In this case, the stated goal of the prior research project was learning how companies engage 

with stakeholders – such as NGOs or governments (Selsky and Parker, 2005) - and integrate knowledge 

of sustainable development into the organisation (Veldhuizen et al., 2013). Within the context of this 

prior project, the interviews described how managers undertook CSR activities in a multi-stakeholder 

collaboration context; said project focused on the company involvement in cross-sector partnerships 

within the framework of sustainability. The analysis put forward in this article, however, focuses on the 

core tasks of individual professionals involved in the implementation of sustainability. The fact that 

stakeholder involvement is crucial for working on CSR challenges has already been pointed out in the 

theoretical section by referring to Peterson (2009); social responsibility implies responsiveness to the 

expectations of stakeholders. All in all, the reutilisation of the existing interview data for pursuing 

answers to other, albeit closely related, research questions was deemed legitimate. It adheres to what 

has been called a new perspective focus (Heaton, 2002). 

Heaton (2002) summarises four methodological and ethical concerns to be taken into 

consideration when utilising secondary data analysis. The first issue concerns compatibility of the data. 

To what extent are the data amenable to the goals of the secondary analysis? In this case, all of the 

interviews were aimed at the analysis of organisational drivers for sustainable development. It was 

therefore considered to be compatible. The second issue reported by Heaton (2002) concerns the 

position of the secondary analyst. The requirement that was formulated to satisfy this issue is that the 

secondary analyst has access to the primary data. In the current study, one of the analysts involved in 

the secondary data analysis was also involved in collecting and analysing the primary data for the 

original study. The third issue concerns the transparency with which the primary data were gathered. In 

this study, the design, methods, and issues involved are fully reported on so as to be as transparent as 

possible. Finally, Heaton (2002) brings forward the ethical issue. Where sensitive data is involved, to 
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what extent does secondary analysis violate the contract made between the subjects and the primary 

researchers? In this case the topic of the interviews was sustainability as well, so in that sense the 

contract is not deemed to have been violated.  

The original research was based on case studies. Cases were selected on the basis of theoretical 

sampling (see Veldhuizen et al., 2013 for more details on sampling and criteria). The case study method 

is also appropriate for this current study because the context in which the managers operate is crucial to 

the tasks they perform and consequently to the competencies they need (Yin, 2003). Furthermore, the 

case study method lends itself to theoretical development (Yin, 2003). The nature of the study is 

qualitative, in the sense that in-depth interviews of four managers were used for this research. This 

research has an explorative nature because, to the knowledge of the researchers, it is the first time the 

theoretical (key) competencies are defined in relation to practical core tasks of CSR implementation.  

 

3.1 Sample Selection & Data Collection 

As part of the prior project from which the interviews constituting the database for this research 

are taken, between 2011 and early 2012 researchers questioned CSR managers of four of the fifty 

largest global agri-food MNE’s. The agri-food business is a primary example of a sector where 

sustainability is important, given its role in food-related health crises (European Commission, 2001) and 

the enhancement of food safety (Hamann et al., 2012). Companies in the agri-food sector increasingly 

attempt to meet the expectations of their stakeholders (customers, governmental organisations, society 

at large) (Dentoni et al., 2012) in order to secure and enhance their license to operate (Blok et al., 2013; 

cf. Gunningham et al., 2004).  

While in the prior research the four companies involved in CSPs were purposely selected 

(Veldhuizen et al., 2013), in this study it is the CSR managers that are analysed - rather than their 

companies - since this study’s unit of analysis is the individual rather than the organization. The cases of 

the four managers are comparable based on the following three parameters: 1) all companies operate in 

the same industry (food manufacturers buying raw agricultural products); 2) all companies are 

comparable in size - being large multi-nationals procuring similar agricultural products from developing 

countries and emerging economies - and facing similar sustainability problems (similar in terms of global 

scale and complexity of the issues at hand); and 3) all CSR managers work at the decision-making 

European headquarters of their respective companies; all of which are based in the Netherlands.  

The interviews were held with CSR managers (responsible for sustainability and CSR), were 

semi-structured in nature, and focused on understanding how they dealt with multiple stakeholders in 

the process of CSR implementation. Indirect questioning techniques were utilised to learn as much as 

possible from the subjects, while at the same time attempting to minimise social desirability bias (Fisher, 

1993). The managers were asked to: “describe a set of CSR initiatives undertaken by themselves as their 

companies’ CSR representatives with stakeholders over time, both within and outside CSP for SD”.  

 

3.2 Data analysis 

Although multiple cases are used, it is not the aim of this study to compare said cases. The 

cases are used to describe the tasks and activities of the CSR managers in their real-life context. The 

data gathered in the four cases are analysed by means of a descriptive method (Yin, 2003). 

The analysis of the interview data involved three steps and consisted of a combination of 

inductive and deductive methods. All steps were undertaken with three researchers (in each step the 

same researchers were involved) in order to establish intersubjectivity.  
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The first step consisted of the identification of core tasks. As explained above, a core task is 

defined as an important meaningful task in practice (Mulder et al., 2005). Core tasks undertaken in the 

sustainability initiatives were identified from the raw data in an inductive way. The first step was marking 

those excerpts from each interview that represented relevant process steps and activities in moving 

towards sustainability. These excerpts were subsequently labelled; the labels emerged bottom up while 

selecting the excerpts. Initially, each researcher examined the interview transcripts individually and, 

subsequently, identified excerpts and coded these excerpts with labels (open coding; Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). Then the different lists of excerpts and accompanying labels were compared by the group of 

researchers as a whole and integrated into one list by means of axial coding (Glaser and Strauss, 1967); 

eventually ending up with a list of core tasks. Different rounds of coding were needed to attain sufficient 

intersubjective agreement (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The result was a list of 19 core tasks to be 

explored and have their interrelationship examined. This resulted in four sets of core tasks arranged in 

chronological order: I) Orientation, II) reaching common ground, III) performing pilot projects, and IV) 

embedding results.  

The second step was to identify labels for the competencies in order to make them, as 

formulated within the theoretical framework, less abstract. Based on the description of the competencies 

by Dentoni et al. (2012), and an existing questionnaire based on those same competencies (Lans et al., 

2014), the seven competencies were provided with labels representing underlying performance criteria. 

This resulted in a total set of 70 labels for all CSR competencies (see appendix A). This step had a 

deductive character; the theory-based competence descriptions are rendered more concrete by means of 

these labels.  

In the third and final step, the outputs of step 1 and 2 were matched. In practice this meant that 

the relationship between the sets of core tasks (step 1) and the competencies (step 2) were assessed. 

This relationship was assessed based on the overlap of both sets of concrete labels. Each researcher 

initially examined the relationship between the labels of the competencies and labels of the core tasks on 

his/her own. Subsequently, the similarities and differences were identified by the researchers as a group. 

Since coding relations between core tasks and competencies is mainly interpretative work (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967), three rounds of discussion were needed to attain intersubjective agreement. The 

percentage of labels that straddled both constructs was called the overlap (see table 3). If more than 

50% of the labels of the competencies and the core tasks showed overlap, there was considered to be a 

relationship between competence and core task. The percentage used is relatively low, owing to the 

explorative character of this study, but is considered appropriate at this stage.  

 

4. Findings 

The findings section is divided into two parts (respectively, the results of step 1 and 2) after which these 

two parts are integrated (step 3). The first part concerns the core activities of implementing CSR divided 

among four phases. In table 1, the four sets of core tasks are shown alongside the individual core tasks. 

These sets of core tasks are: I) Orientation, II) Reaching common ground, III) Performing pilot projects 

and IV) Embedding results. Each set consists of three to six core tasks and each core task is described in 

the table.  

 

Set of core tasks Core tasks 

I. Orientation 1. Sustainability thinking 

2. Analysing systems 

3. Identifying consumer needs 
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4. Willingness to change 

5. Weighing stakeholders 

6. Strategic decision making 

II. Reaching common ground 7. Initiating changes 

8. Building openness and trust 

9. Sharing objectives 

10. Balancing interests 

11. Operational decision making 

III. Performing pilot projects 12. Collaborating  

13. Knowledge sharing and integration 

14. Project management 

15. Supply chain orientation 

16. Disseminating output 

IV. Embedding results 17. Creating project ownership / empowering internal change agents 

18. Integrating approaches 

19. Marketing 

Table 1 Sets of core tasks and separate core tasks 

 

The second part of the results consists of the competencies and accompanying labels. In step 2, 

for each competence between 5 and 19 labels were identified. Appendix A shows the entire set of labels. 

In table 2, the accompanied core tasks are shown per competence (i.e. systems thinking competence) if 

the overlap between the labels representing competencies and the labels representing core tasks was 

50% or more.  
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Systems thinking 

competence 

2. Analysing systems (I) 12 12 100% 

15. Supply chain orientation (III) 12 12 100% 

Foresighted thinking 

competence 

3. Identifying consumer needs 10 2 20% 

Normative competence 1. Sustainability thinking 9 1 11% 

Embracing diversity 

and interdisciplinarity 

competence 

4. Willingness to change (I) 7 4 57% 

5. Weighing stakeholders (II) 7 7 100% 

10. Balancing of interests (II) 7 7 100% 

13. Knowledge sharing and 

integrating (III) 

7 5 71% 

8. Building openness and trust 

(III) 

7 7 100% 

18. Integrating approaches (IV) 7 6 86% 

Interpersonal 9. Sharing objectives (II) 8 7 88% 
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competence 10. Balancing of interests (II) 8 6 75% 

8. Building openness and trust 

(III) 

8 8 100% 

17. Creating project 

ownership/empowering internal 

change agents (IV) 

8 4 50% 

Action competence 7. Initiating changes (II) 5 5 100% 

11. Operational decision making 

(II) 

5 4 80% 

Strategic management 

competence  

6. Strategic decision making (I) 19 9 51% 

14. Project management (III) 19 16 84% 

Table 2 Percentage of overlap between the labels of competencies and the labels of core activities 

 

Table 2 shows us that the labels of five competencies show sufficient overlap with labels of core tasks. 

These competencies are: Systems thinking, Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity, Interpersonal, 

Action and Strategic management. The competencies Normative and Foresighted thinking are not linked 

to core tasks during the analysis. Except for Action, all competencies are deemed necessary in more than 

one or even more than two sets of core tasks. In the first set of core tasks (Orientation) three 

competencies are identified as necessary: Systems thinking, Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity, 

and Strategic management. In set II (Reaching common ground), there are also three competencies that 

are identified as necessary for performing the core tasks: Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity, 

Interpersonal, and Action. In set III (Performing pilot projects), there are even four competencies that 

are considered necessary: Systems thinking, Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity, Interpersonal, 

and Strategic management. In set IV (Embedding results), two competencies are considered necessary: 

Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity, and Interpersonal. In all sets the Embracing diversity and 

interdisciplinarity competence is viewed as vital to the core tasks of implementing CSR; table 3 provides 

an overview. In this table the relationships between the competencies and the sets of core tasks is 

shown. Where competencies were related to one or more of the core tasks in the sets of core tasks, a 

mark was placed in the corresponding box.  
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Systems thinking competence X  X  

Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity competence X X X X 

Interpersonal competence   X X 

Action competence  X   

Strategic management competence X  X  

Table 3 Competencies underpinning sets of core tasks for realizing sustainability 

 

Reading the content of table 3, it illustrates clearly that the this study does not identify the competencies 

Normative and Foresighted thinking as necessary for the realisation of CSR and that Embracing diversity 

and interdisciplinarity is the one that is needed in all sets of core tasks for the realisation of CSR. 
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Furthermore, table 3 shows that when applying the 50% rule, the following core tasks are excluded for a 

lack of overlap: sustainability thinking (only 11%), identifying consumer needs (only 20%), collaborating 

(no overlap at all), disseminating output (no overlap at all) and marketing (no overlap at all). This does 

not mean that those core tasks are unimportant; it just means that they do not relate to the 

competencies as put forward by theory. This indicates that other competencies need to be identified, 

because the current ones cannot be linked to these core tasks.  

 

5. Discussion  

Within the context of this research, the competencies Foresighted thinking and Normative were not 

recognised in the CSR practices of the four CSR managers. This does not mean that these competencies 

are totally unimportant; both Rieckmann (2012) and Hesselbarth and Schaltegger (2014) provide 

empirical evidence for both competencies (or comparable constructs). The results of this study only 

indicate that those competencies are not related to the core tasks of the four CSR managers under 

analysis.  

In other words, within the specific context of these CSR managers, Foresighted thinking does not 

appear to be necessary anymore. This could lead to the interpretation that Foresighted thinking is only 

necessary at the point in time when the decision to start working on sustainability is taken by the board 

of directors, while for other people within the organisation (CSR managers in this case) it is not 

necessary, from an organisational point of view, to think foresightedly. This possible explanation would 

be consistent with what is depicted by Maon et al. (2008): each phase of CSR implementation (i.e. 

sensitize, unfreeze, move and refreeze) demands different activities and qualities from managers and 

organisations. Following this line of reasoning, Foresighted thinking could be relevant in the starting 

(sensitize) phase and lose its importance in the other phases (unfreeze, move and refreeze) where the 

analysed managers currently reside.  

The Normative competence also went unrecognised in the specific setting of the analysed 

managerial CSR practices. Sustainability is undeniably a normative concept, as it does not describe the 

world as it is but as it should be. In the Normative competence, values, principles, goals and targets are 

negotiated and it includes such broad concepts as integrity, equality and justice (Wiek et al., 2011). In 

this respect, normative competence concerns itself with the way companies should operate. According to 

this view on normative competence, a plausible interpretation of this result is that managers do not 

recognise the Normative competence in their CSR practice because it has been internalized in their 

behaviour. Another, yet still plausible, interpretation is that the apparent absence of normative 

competence in the dataset may indicate structurally low levels of normative competence within the 

selected business context. This, in turn, could explain some of the conflicts between companies and 

NGOs with regards to value frames and trade-offs between ecological and economic interests (Peterson, 

2009). In this respect, one could argue that these companies are not acting in an ethical fashion. This 

could, for instance, be due to a strong focus on profit maximisation. In this respect, these findings could 

be seen as confirmation of the classical view of the firm as non-ethical, or of the fact that these 

competencies are not necessary (anymore) in the phase the participating companies find themselves in.  

Action competence is only recognised in relation to the second set of core tasks (reaching 

common ground). This could be seen as a surprising result because one would expect that the action 

competence might be important while performing pilot projects (III) as well. Action competence, 

however, means to actively involve oneself in responsible actions for the improvement of the 

sustainability of social-ecological systems (De Haan, 2010; Ellis and Weekes, 2008; Mogensen and 

Schnack, 2010). Because action competence (with labels such as: pro-activeness in decision making, 
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taking responsibility, and perseverance of goals) concentrates on the personal involvement and personal 

actions of a CSR manager (De Haan, 2010) and not on the activity of other members of the company 

(e.g., line-managers, support staff). This may explain why action competence is in fact important for the 

second set of core tasks, namely to reach common ground. This implies that CSR managers initiate 

action and bring parties together when they deem it necessary.  

Strategic management competence and Systems thinking competence are both identified as 

important to the set of core tasks Orientation (I) and Performing pilot projects (III). This can be 

explained by the fact that management in this first phase has to be performed mainly outside of the 

company (i.e. with stakeholders) and be seen within the larger context. The third set of core tasks 

concerns mainly internal (strategic) management. CSR managers’ systems thinking focuses mainly on 

the product or process level. For example, systems - as described by Wiek et al. (2011) - are abstract by 

nature, whereas in the practice of the CSR manager systems equate to products. Both competencies are 

needed at two different levels which implies differing operationalisations of these competencies in 

relation to the different sets of core tasks.  

Furthermore, Interpersonal competence is considered important in the last two sets of core tasks 

(performing pilot projects and embedding results). It turns out that convincing one’s company’s 

employees and managers to participate in a pilot project is of vital importance. And the execution of that 

core task depends heavily on the interpersonal competencies of CSR managers. After convincing the 

employees and management, it is important that CSR managers keep sustainability on the agenda and 

embed the results in daily practice. Interpersonal competencies turn out to be very important in this set 

of core activities as well.  

Finally, the results suggest that the Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity competence is the 

one that is identified as necessary for all sets of core tasks. It is relevant to all sets because the diversity 

of stakeholders and their values and opinions are important while also being subject to change. So, it is 

necessary to constantly review stakeholder opinions (internally and externally) and take those 

considerations into account. Interdisciplinarity is also present in all sets of core tasks. CSR managers 

have to cooperate with people representing different disciplines in each set of core tasks; with NGOs in 

the first (Orientation) phase, for example, and in later stages with representatives of internal company 

disciplines (in project teams with representatives from different departments, for example). In the 

research by De Haan (2010) interdisciplinarity is merely considered in terms of topics (poverty or 

economics) that have to be analysed and evaluated in the past and present. When operationalising this 

competence in the context of CSR managers, it mainly comes down to working with people with a 

different (disciplinary) background. CSR managers constantly work with groups of people from a wide 

range of disciplines and the composition of these groups varies in accordance with different sets of tasks. 

Rieckmann (2012) also confirms the significant importance of interdisciplinary work, empathy, and 

change of perspective; although not as one of the three most important key competencies. This might be 

explained by the different empirical bases (i.e. education and corporate) on which the conclusions were 

drawn.  

It is shown that each verified competence has its own role to play in a particular set of tasks. 

The operationalisation of the same competence differs per set of core tasks, thus giving more in-depth 

understanding of what CSR competencies encompass. This makes the competencies more meaningful, 

comprehensible in practice and less exposed to ambiguous interpretations, which is beneficial for training 

and assessment purposes like ESD (Adomßent et al., 2014). 

Follow-up research would necessarily need to uncover which competencies are necessary to 

underpin those core tasks that fell out of this study’s analysis. This concerns the core tasks: 



14 
 

sustainability thinking, identifying consumer needs, collaborating, disseminating output, and marketing. 

It should be possible, by means of interviews, to learn more about these core tasks and to identify the 

competencies they desire. This overview of competencies underpinning core tasks for implementing 

sustainability is therefore not complete yet. One would expect to find a competence like communicating 

with stakeholders outside the own organisation (O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2013).  

What do the outcomes of this study mean for (future) CSR managers; how can they develop 

these competencies? For them, it is important to receive feedback from other employees and reflect on 

their practical experiences so as to learn together from dealing with and solving CSR challenges. In the 

first place, the situational/contextual aspect is very important for learning (Billett, 1994), so general 

approaches for teaching these competencies are less desirable. Secondly, it is extremely difficult to 

approach the complexity of sustainability challenges in educational settings, although research shows 

that higher education is making great strides towards implementing education for sustainable 

development (Rieckmann, 2012; Wals, 2014; Lambrechts et al., 2013). Higher education will provide 

students with a necessary and firm basis through the use of service learning, for example. It remains, 

however, necessary to implement (learning) activities in (management) practice. Learning sustainability 

or CSR is a continuous and collective (learning) process (cf. Blok, 2013) and those managers that are 

already professionals will have to develop themselves in this area. The competencies required are too 

complicated to develop “on the fly”. Managers need discussion and feedback, to really develop and 

improve these competencies.  

The research described in this article is an attempt to approach CSR competencies from a 

situated conceptualisation of competence. The next step in research would be to actually test how the 

competencies and core tasks relate to each other through a more quantitative approach, while the 

relationships that this study revealed could be tested more broadly. 

The research set-up and approach chosen in this study have their limitations; the first set of 

limitations relates to the secondary data analysis. In the first place, although the conditions - as set by 

Heaton (2002) - are met, the very nature of secondary data analysis leaves it particularly susceptible to 

criticism and it would be most effective when combined with other approaches (Smith, 2008). In this 

particular case, the data were gathered with another aim, consequently there was no chance to ask 

further questions on the particular topic of this article and it remains unclear whether all information that 

the subjects had to offer about the core tasks in relation to CSR was shared. Nevertheless, one can 

consider this a useful exploration of introducing and applying a method for operationalising competencies 

and for gauging what competencies are necessary for which CSR core tasks in management practice. 

Secondly, the context in which the managers under analysis operate is highly specific since the four 

managerial cases have key common characteristics. Thirdly, uncovering managers’ competencies 

necessary for realising CSR is considered to be quite difficult (cf. Van Kleef and Roome, 2007); because 

asking managers for these competencies mostly ends in every competence being deemed important. 

Connecting the competence with core tasks and applying an indirect analysis prevents this problem. 

Where it comes to the purpose of operationalising the competencies, the set-up of this research appears 

to be sufficient and the results of this study should be seen as setting the research agenda. It is 

important to test the operationalisation on a larger scale, though. In relation to this, the researchers feel 

the choice to work with 50% overlap was justified. The purpose of this article, as mentioned before, was 

to explore how competencies and core tasks relate to each other, and in the opinion of the researchers a 

50% overlap is considered sufficient to demonstrate a relationship.  

The second set of limitations relates to case studies. The most important shortcoming of a case 

study method is the seeming lack of generalisability of the outcomes (Yin, 2009). This study incorporates 
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four cases (i.e. CSR managers) and that is a relatively small number. The extent to which the results can 

be generalised is to be considered limited. The results are especially valid for managers working in agri-

food companies that took the decision to effect CSR (and therefore already appointed CSR managers, for 

example), and are in the phase of actually working on pilot projects to implement it (unfreeze stage; 

Maon et al. 2009). Another pitfall of the case study approach is how to ensure the consistency in the 

findings. To maximise robustness two measures were taken. In the first place, the interview data were 

collected by means of semi-structured interviews, so they were comparable to a large extent. And 

secondly, because multiple researchers independently coded the interview data and subsequently met 

and came to a consensus on the emerging codes and categories, the reliability of the findings was 

increased (Baxter and Jack, 2008).  

Finally, the role of CSR managers was central to this study. But, as the core tasks already show, 

the CSR managers are not the only persons involved in the implementation of CSR. The CSR managers 

could be identified as the “change agents” of Hesselbarth and Schaltegger (2014), but these 

professionals need to involve other employees within their organisations as well (in projects, for 

example). They are the ones who have to bring about change and ensure that CSR is an ongoing (and 

collective) learning process, which should eventually involve all company employees. In further research, 

it remains to be seen to what extent other employees within organisations need competencies and how 

these competencies are distributed among different groups of employees. Maybe it would be possible to 

identify specific competencies for specific sets of CSR core tasks and groups of employees within 

organisations. This would make the operationalisation of the competencies even more concrete. 

 

6. Conclusions 

To contribute to the theory and practice of CSR and competencies, two research questions guided this 

study. The first research question of this paper was: 1) Which managerial CSR competencies identified in 

the extant literature can be connected to CSR managers’ core tasks in CSR implementation? To answer 

this question, an additional research question was raised, because competencies are more meaningful in 

relation to the core tasks (situation) in which they are performed. 2) What core tasks of CSR 

implementation can be identified for CSR managers operating in a business context?  

Knowing that the results of research question 2 are conditional upon the results of research 

question 1, the conclusion to research question 2 is presented first. In total, four sets of core tasks were 

identified while analysing the transcripts of the interviews with CSR managers: I) orientation (6 core 

tasks), II) reaching common ground (5 core tasks), III) performing pilot projects (5 core tasks) and IV) 

embedding results (3 core tasks). These core tasks represent the daily tasks of CSR managers of 

companies that have been working on CSR for some years. Related to the first research question, the 

results suggest that the following competencies are to be recognised in relation to the sets of core tasks: 

Systems thinking, Embracing diversity and interdisciplinarity, Interpersonal competence, Action 

competence and Strategic management. These competencies all have a link with one or more sets of 

core tasks. Linking competencies with core tasks contextualises CSR competencies in CSR management 

practices and provides empirical evidence of the theoretically identified competencies. 

The aim of this article was to explore which competencies would relate to CSR core tasks as 

identified in CSR managerial practice. This contributes to the literature by refining the existing CSR 

competencies theory with an empirical method that identifies the core tasks for CSR implementation 

while finding its basis in managerial practice. Future research at the individual level could benefit from 

applying this method to identify sets of relevant competencies and core tasks in different and broader 

contexts. Furthermore, the list of competencies in relation to core tasks has practical advantages for both 
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corporate and educational practices. Connecting the competencies to core tasks makes these 

competencies more meaningful and opens up possibilities of operationalising these competencies. For 

both the educational context (development and assessment) and the management context (especially 

development) this gives concrete input for learning trajectories (i.e. service learning, peer feedback).  
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Appendix A Competencies and accompanying labels  

Competence Labels 

Systems thinking  

(12 labels) 

1. Analysing sub systems 

2. Analysing systems 

3. Cascading effects 

4. Causing effect relations 

5. Reflecting on elements of interdependency 

6. Identifying sub-systems 

7. Identifying scale 

8. Understanding aspects of interdependency 

9. Identifying systems 

10. Feedback loops 

11. Understanding scale effects 

12. Overview of motives 

Foresighted thinking  

(10 labels) 

1. Crafting pictures of the future 

2. Assessing effects on intergenerational equity 

3. Balancing local\global 

4. Opportunities recognition 

5. Balancing long-term\short-term 

6. Innovation 

7. Collectively evaluating pictures of the future 

8. Assessing unintended harmful consequences 

9. Collectively analysing pictures of the future 

10. Creativity 

Normative competence  

(9 labels) 

1. Ethics 

2. Equity 

3. Inter and intra generational equity 

4. Principles 

5. Accountable for decision-making 

6. Values 

7. Sustainability values 

8. Justice 

9. Socio-ecological integrity 

Embracing diversity and 

Interdisciplinary  

(7 labels) 

 

1. Structure relations 

2. Facilitating dialogue 

3. Stimulating exchange of ideas 

4. Proactivity in information exchange 

5. Openness to other viewpoints 

6. Recognition of legitimacy of different viewpoints 

7. Involving stakeholders 

Interpersonal 

competence 

(8 labels) 

 

1. Enabling collaboration 

2. Communicating 

3. Facilitating collaboration 

4. Empathy 
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5. Ability to motivate collaboration 

6. Collaborating 

7. Compassion 

8. Negotiating 

Action competence  

(5 labels) 

1. Proactive in decision making 

2. Taking responsibility 

3. Perseverance of goals 

4. Decision initiative 

5. Active involvement 

Strategic management  

(19 labels) 

1. Evaluation of policies 

2. Controlling 

3. Collectively design interventions 

4. Leading 

5. Planning skills 

6. Taking action 

7. Inspiring 

8. Organize 

9. Implementing strategies 

10. Measuring performance 

11. Collectively implementing interventions 

12. Evaluation 

13. Arranging tasks 

14. Motivating 

15. Arranging resources 

16. Arranging people 

17. Designing transitions 

18. Evaluation of programs 

19. Evaluation of action plans 

 

 




