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Abstract 
 

Title: Decision-making process concerning CSR engagement 

Research title: How are decisions concerning CSR engagement made by 
the rectors of Swedish universities? 

Problem formulation: CSR engagement has over the decades become integrated 
in the private sector business context and also tends to 
become increasingly important to public sector 
organizations, so for universities. Since the organizational 
ideal of universities has changed, the role of the rector 
wields great power, however, the rector is influenced by 
his/her personal characteristics, internal aspects, and 
external aspects that are important when performing 
decision-making towards CSR engagement. 

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to investigate how the 
rectors of Swedish universities make decisions concerning 
CSR engagement at their universities. 

Methodology: This research has a qualitative methodology and has 
interviews as research strategy. The research consists of 15 
participants from the higher education in Sweden. The 
interviews were performed personally, via phone, and via 
Skype. 

Findings /conclusions: The findings are based on semi-structured interviews with 
one third of the rectors of Swedish universities. There is a 
significant indication, that rectors do not have a clear idea 
of CSR engagement and have different perspectives, what 
leads to limited knowledge and understanding at Swedish 
universities. However, since the social aspect of CSR is 
integrated in the general vision and mission, there is a lot 
of university engagement.    

Keywords: Swedish universities, Rectors, Decision-making process, 
CSR, CSR engagement, External environment level, 
Organizational level, and Individual level. 

Paper type     Research paper 
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1. Introduction  
This section introduces the concept of CSR and changes in the public sector. The role 

of rectors at Swedish universities is also introduced and the importance of rectors 

characteristics. Furthermore, the section continues with a problem formulation and 

as a result the research question is formulated. This section ends with an outline of 

the research. 

 

1.1 Background 

“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs “ (www.un.org, 2016a).  

 

Global sustainability presents one of the most crucial topics for humanity as 

determined in the Agenda 2030, set up by the heads of states and governments and 

their highest representatives (www.un.org, 2016b). Corporate social responsibility 

(hereafter CSR) is a crucial step to involve public and private organizations in 

sustainable engagement, and therefore be in line with global sustainability. 

Organizations have understood the need of sustainability in the last decades, however, 

according to the Green paper from the commission of European community, CSR is 

mostly voluntary (ec.europa.eu, 2016), but becomes more and more mandatory to 

hold up to the customers and consumers expectations (Smith, 2009). 

 

There are not only philanthropic reasons and customers’ expectations, but also social 

and economic benefits are created simultaneously from CSR engagement, and should 

therefore be considered by organizations for their long-term survival (Kim, Ha, and 

Fong, 2013). Nowadays, laws and regulations concerning the environment are being 

introduced to organizations in order to prevent business activities to harm society in 

ways such as pollution, hazardous waste emissions, and global warming 

(Jhunjhunwala, 2014). Pressure from government and other external institutions leads 

organizations to engage in environmental engagement and strategies (Berrone and 

Gomez-Mejia, 2009). In addition, Susith and Stewart (2014) argue that in order to 
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fulfill the organizations’ accountability to its stakeholder, organizations probably 

would engage in CSR.   

 

Lately, organizations understand increasingly, that CSR and sustainability related 

topics are part of their business (Elving, Golob, Podnar, Ellerup-Nielsen, and 

Thomson, 2015). However, the CSR engagement has to be accepted by the society 

and the stakeholders in order for organizations’ to be perceived as legitimate (Kim et 

al, 2013; Susith and Stewart, 2014; Eugénio, Loureco, and Morais, 2013). Therefore, 

it can be said that there is a demand from the society to demonstrate and embrace 

CSR (Elving et al., 2013). 

 

Public organizations have been going through a major change during the past decades 

in Sweden especially in the 1990’ when extensive mergers of municipalities took 

place, in order to primary enhance efficiency and effectiveness (Wällstedt, Grossi and 

Almqvist, 2014). At the same time, universities as part of public organizations are 

challenged by the expectations of the society to be organized and managed like 

business organizations, therefore become ‘entrepreneurial’ universities (Clark, 1998). 

According to Neo Institutional Theory, organizations behave inline with beliefs and 

norms, which establish efficient and effective organizational behavior; therefore, 

organizations can adopt engagements, not to improve their performance but rather for 

achieving legitimate effects (Argento, Culasso, and Truant, 2016).  

 

To actually achieve more efficiency and reduce public spending, the public 

organizations shifted to a rather market oriented view (Arnaboldi, Lapsley, and 

Steccolini, 2015; Hood, 1991). According to Hood (1991) the New Public 

Management reforms changed the role of the board of directors and the top 

management team into a business-like set up, meaning that managers are more visible 

and the interaction between the actors is business like. Additionally, the role of the 

rector has been undergoing a change from bureaucratic management towards being 

more professional, so rather business and performance oriented; what is comparable 

with a CEO of private sector organizations (Coupland, Currie, and Boyett, 2008; Jarl, 

Frediksson, and Persson, 2012). As a result, rectors of universities are nowadays 
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expected to both lead and manage the organization creatively and visionary with an 

entrepreneurial approach (Coupland et al., 2008; Jarl et al., 2012).  

 

Therefore important stakeholder for example corporate supporters of universities, that 

provide strategic and financial support, are increasingly acclimatized to work with 

CSR concerns, therefore universities might benefit from engaging in CSR (Jimena, 

2011). Wright (2010) claims that in order to engage in CSR, all universities 

administrative staff and students have to support the idea of CSR and the decision-

making process. 

 

Ocasio (1997) focuses on actors of an organization and how their broader belief 

system is shaping behavior, for example emphasizing on how pressure influence key 

decision-makers regarding a particular issue. To survive in an environment, humans 

act with their core competence, namely, decision-making (Dayan and Daw, 2008). 

According to Smith and Umans (2013) each individual involved in a decision making 

process has personal influence on organizational outcomes. Their strategic decision-

making ensures an organization a certain standard of legitimacy and credibility in 

order to succeed in a competitive environment (Child, 1997). The rector therefore has 

a strong individual effect on the whole performance of the organization, as well as on 

the progress of the engagement in CSR but is not solely responsible for it.  

 

When looking at the rectors’ characteristics, partially predictions can be assumed 

regarding strategic choices and performance, as well as organizational outcomes 

(Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Hambrick, 2007: Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1990). 

Values, personalities, and experiences of rectors highly influence the rectors’ 

interpretations of situations, and affect his/hers decision-making (Hambrick, 2007; 

Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Lake (2006) state that rectors make decisions for the 

best interest of the university and therefore need “sophisticated tools” (characteristics) 

to encounter the future of education in a national and global context. 

 

1.2 Problem formulation  

One of the first definitions of the modern corporate social responsibility (CSR) was 

“business persons are responsible for the consequences of their actions in a sphere 
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wider than that covered by their profit and loss statements” (Bowen, 1953, as cited in 

Pivato, Misani, and Tencati, 2008, p. 4). CSR therefore is an increasingly important 

issue of organizations; moreover the understanding CSR is important to actually 

operating accordingly (Elving et al., 2015). Furthermore, the discussion concerning 

CSR is shifting from a cost factor into a benefit for organizations (Jhunjhunwala, 

2014). The outcomes of CSR and the importance of CSR are in general to create a 

sustainable world and society, so organizations should become ‘a better corporate 

citizen’ (Dahlvig, 2012).  

 

However, there are a lot of different outcomes for organizations engaging in CSR. 

Transparency and communication of CSR engagement regarding all aspects of 

sustainability create trustworthiness from the customer and other stakeholder towards 

the organization (Lin-Hi, Hörisch, and Blumberg, 2014). Moreover, CSR engagement 

can also become a competitive advantage (Dahlvig, 2012), when CSR engagement 

sets an organization apart from their competitors. According to Andreini, Pedeliento, 

and Signori (2014) CSR engagement might also increase sales. Moreover, Gupta and 

Pirsch (2008) claim that CSR engagement increases customer loyalty. Additionally, 

public relations are strengthened and the organizations’ reputation tends to improve 

(Jhunjhunwala, 2014). 

 

Non-profit organizations on the other hand are perceived differently. Research shows 

that the trustworthiness for organizations is not significantly affected by positive CSR 

engagement, meanwhile negative performance actually destroys the trustworthiness 

(Lin-Hi et al., 2014). As mentioned above, public organizations have been going 

through a major change during the past decades, when the concept “customer” 

emerged (Andreini et al., 2014). There is an expected way of non-profit organizations 

to act in; they are expected to act in a socially responsible way (Lin-Hi et al., 2014; 

Andreini et al., 2014). Customers connect CSR engagement of non-profit 

organizations directly to the organizations’ core mission (Andreini et al., 2014). 

Public sector organizations arise from governmental institutions that provide 

standardized bureaucratic set of rules in order to achieve efficiency through rationality 

and the avoidance of uncertainty. This leads to a homogeneous structure of 

organizations and concludes in institutional isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 
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1983). Isomorphism is a “constraining process” that pressures an organization to 

resemble other organizations that are facing the same set of environmental conditions 

(ibid).  

 

Over the last decades the structure and expectations of universities have changed 

towards a private organizational ideal, what also influences the leadership of higher 

education (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2007). This change has been most notable in the 

strategic transformation of the power groups in public sector organizations, namely 

the board of directors and the top management team, as those actors became more 

visible and obtain increasing power (Hood, 1991). The power groups are affected by 

institutional pressure when taking decisions, however, since the rector wields the 

greatest power (Wright, 2010), the CSR engagement of a university is to a high extent 

dependent on the rector.  

 

The rectors’ personal believe system and background has a direct affect on processes, 

engagement of the university towards specific issues of interests and organizational 

performance. Moreover, as also shown by Lake (2006), the rector is the most 

powerful driver towards an organizations’ strategic direction. Additionally, university 

rectors wield authority and great power to direct their institution regarding 

administrative and fiscal management decisions, therefore, characteristics and 

personal engagement, interests, etc. have a strong influence on organizational 

performance (ibid). Rectors of universities are expected to have a similar decision-

making process, however, it is important to determine characteristics that are 

influencing them, ergo the entire organization regarding strategy and direction 

(Cyrenne and Grant, 2009). However, Wright (2010) claims, that it is essential that 

universities gain a common understanding of sustainable development in order to 

perform accordingly, so all universities administrative staff, students, etc. must be 

engaged in CSR and decision-making process in order to ensure long-term success.  

 

Existing research of the decision-making process towards CSR engagement provides 

a large amount of researches regarding the CEO of organizations of private or public 

origin. Especially educational institutions have recently increasingly been investigated 

on CSR engagement. However, mainly those studies are undertaken in North 
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America, so in Canada and the USA. Therefore, it becomes obvious, that there is a 

limited availability of research regarding universities in Sweden, even though the 

issue is of high relevance and interest.  

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to investigate how the rectors of Swedish universities 

make decisions concerning CSR engagement. 

 

1.4 Research question 

“How are decisions concerning CSR engagement made by the rectors of Swedish 

universities?”  

 

1.5 Outline 

This research is structured into five chapters, which are shortly introduced below.  

 

Chapter 1 

This chapter describes the background for this research and the problem formulation 

is also included. The purpose of the research and the research question are developed 

as a result of the background and the problem formulation. The chapter ends by 

presenting the outline of the research. 

 

Chapter 2 

The second chapter presents the theoretical framework. In the theoretical framework 

different theories and researches are presented and discussed. For instance, the Neo-

Institutional Theory, theories concerning decision-making such as upper echelon, will 

be discussed. A short summary concluding the chapter and presents the research 

model for this research.  

 

Chapter 3 

Chapter three consists of the methodology, which is divided into two part, research 

methodology and empirical methodology. Research methodology explains how the 

research is conducted. Meanwhile, the empirical methodology clarifies how the 
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collection of data and its analysis has been executed. The chapter ends with a 

summary of the methodology.  

 

Chapter 4 

The fourth chapter consists of the data collection and analysis. The analysis reflects 

on the literature review and the model presented in chapter two and also with the data 

collected out of this research. Previous research and theories will be analyzed together 

with data collected in order to analyze what the data of this research indicates.  

 

Chapter 5 

Chapter five concludes the research and the results of the research. This chapter also 

includes critical reflections and implications. The chapter ends with suggestions for 

future research.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
This following section presents the theoretical framework, which is built upon existing 

knowledge and previous research. The section starts with an introduction of the 

development of CSR and continues with CSR engagement. Later on, universities are 

discussed and the change in public organizations, which will be followed by the Neo 

Institutional Theory that explains the external environment, moreover upper echelon 

theory will continue and explain the actors (in this case rectors) and the individual 

level. 

 

2.1 CSR 

Corporate social responsibility has a long history and one of the first definitions of the 

modern corporate social responsibility (CSR) was “business persons are responsible 

for the consequences of their actions in a sphere wider than that covered by their 

profit and loss statements” (Bowen, 1953, as cited in Pivato, Misani, and Tencati, 

2008, p. 4).  

 

2.1.1 CSR development 

Already in 1917 Henry Ford introduced the idea of business being a service for the 

society in order to create value for everyone involved (Lee, 2008). However, the 

acceptance of this idea would take several years. The evolution of CSR has a long 

history but the subject CSR became more and more important during the 1950’ and 

1960’ where the question “What exactly are the responsibilities of business” (Lee, 

2008. p. 57) were discussed. During this timeframe the relationship between society 

and organizations was important and researchers tried to theorize this relationship 

(Carroll, 1979; Lee, 2008).  

 

One highly cited and discussed article throughout the years has been “The Pyramid of 

Corporate Social Responsibility: Towards the Moral Management of Organizational 

Stakeholders” by Carroll (1991). This article discusses the corporate social 

responsibility of organizations and develops a framework for organizations in a 

triangular shape model divided into four different categories, namely: economic 

responsibilities, legal responsibilities, ethical responsibilities, and philanthropic 
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responsibilities (Carroll, 1991).  Were the economic responsibilities are connected to 

the core business of the organization, so production of services and goods in a 

profitable way. Legal responsibilities refer to endure the laws of society (ibid) “ the 

rules of the game in a society” (North, 1990. pp. 3). Meanwhile, ethical and 

philanthropic responsibilities refer to meeting the societal expectations, so to work in 

an ethical way and to being a good corporate citizen by contributing to the community 

(Carroll 1991).  

 

However, Freeman (1984) is highly critical towards the CSR policies and states that 

CEOs do not hold the right to use investors’ funds for philanthrophic purposes since 

CSR comes with costs for the organization. Moreover, the attention in CSR has 

shifted from a cost/risk orientation to a reward/benefit orientation for organizations 

when performing CSR (Crane, Matten, and Spence, 2014); benefits such as social 

relations, reputation (Lee, 2008; Jhunjhunwala, 2014), store loyalty (Gupta and 

Pirsch, 2008), trustworthiness (Lin-Hi, et al., 2014), and competitiveness (Orlitzky, 

Siegel, and Waldman, 2011). 

 

Moreover, the appropriate relationship between society and businesses has been 

discussed over several decades and had not come to a consensus so far (Schwartz and 

Carroll, 2003). Votaw (1972) state: “Corporate social responsibility means something, 

but not always the same thing to everybody” (Votaw, 1972, pp. 25). Moreover, Crane 

et al. (2014) state: “… definitions of CSR abound, and there are as many definitions 

of CSR as there are disagreements over the appropriate role of the corporation in 

society” (Crane et al., 2014, pp. 5). 

 

2.1.2 CSR engagement in today’s society 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) emerged as a significant area of corporate 

governance over the last three decades; even many firms stress the importance of CSR 

in their business strategy (Thomsen and Conyon, 2012). In 2001, the European 

Commission (ec.europa.eu, 2016) published the ‘Green paper’, which defines CSR as 

“essentially a concept whereby companies decide voluntarily to contribute to a better 

society and a cleaner environment“. CSR today is mostly seen in the global context. 

As stated in the Green paper (ec.europa.eu, 2016), CSR is mostly voluntary, but 
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becomes more and more mandatory to hold up to the customers and consumers 

expectations (Smith, 2009).  

 

Organizations have to deal with different stakeholders and their interests. CSR 

engagement can have various stakeholders in large organizations, like employees, 

customers, suppliers, government, activist group or unions (Freeman, 1984). Smith 

(2003) discusses the importance of stakeholder dialogue and the importance of the 

stakeholders’ values and principals as an essence of corporate social responsibility. 

Moreover, organizations are responsible for implementing the economical reasoning 

as well, which often leads to contradictions, because business leaders usually identify 

the inclusion of a social concern as costly (Kuhn and Deetz, 2009). 

 

According to Smith (2003) an organization’s CSR engagement refers to the 

responsibilities the organization has to society, specifically, the stakeholders of an 

organization. Moreover, the understanding of an organization’s mission, values, and 

core business can differentiate the organization when developing CSR engagement 

(Smith, 2003). However, Barnea and Rubin (2010) show, it is not possible to have 

different opinions by various stakeholders. Barnea and Rubin (2010) declare that most 

conflicts within an organization arise by managers who act egocentric. In this case 

managers overinvest in CSR engagement to their own advantage and reduce thereby 

the organization’s value (ibid). Additionally, Karnani (2010) states that even if 

organizations can do good for the society, but at the same time by going so sacrificing 

profit. Therefore, the ultimate solution is regulations from governments, which is 

binding and there is no need to rely on someone’s best intentions (Karnani, 2010; 

Freeman, 1984). 

 

Increasing trends boost the importance of CSR among all organizations, that trend can 

be identified as: changing social expectations, increasing affluence and globalization 

(Uddin, Hassan and Tarique, 2008). CSR is commonly divided into three-dimensional 

aspects, namely: economical aspect, social aspect and environmental / ecological 

aspect (ibid).  Firstly, the economical aspect can be seen as economical responsibility, 

regarding among other things the multiplier effect, so the impact an organization has 
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on all stakeholders, e.g. employees, local governments, communities, etc. what 

therefore affects long-term development, employment and such (ibid).  

 

Moreover, contribution through taxes to the overall society, the well-being of areas 

surrounding the organization as well as legitimacy aspects are included in the 

economical aspect of CSR (ibid). Secondly, the social aspect concerns social 

responsibility towards individuals in the internal and external environment of an 

organization (ibid). Social sustainability therefore considers the responsibility towards 

the welfare of employees as well as all stakeholders surrounding an organization, that 

responsibility could include partnerships or support of community and such (ibid). 

Thirdly, environmental/ecological responsibility aspects contain concerns 

sustainability towards the environment (ibid). The operation of an organization has 

impacts on the environment, throughout taking responsibility organizations are able to 

limit hazards as much as possible concerning ecological issues, so for example waste 

management or responsible usage of resources (ibid). Concerning CSR, it appears that 

presenting the accurate identity and acting accordingly is the foundation of a 

successful CSR engagement (Jahdi and Acikdilli, 2009).  

 

2.2 Universities  

The word corporate in corporate social responsibility is related to corporations, so 

organizations; organizations’ responsibility. Looking at the private sector and the 

public sector there are some differences in how organizations engage in CSR (Crane 

et al., 2014). The engagement in CSR by large organizations in the private sector is 

usually formal meanwhile it is most of times informal in small organizations. 

Moreover, the aim is also shifting in those types of organizations. In large 

organizations the aim is mostly to mange and gain the public legitimacy and to build a 

brand. Meanwhile, in small organizations the aim is most of times to built networks, 

relationships, and trust (ibid).  

 

However, organizations in the public sector such as agencies or local administration 

bodies are not thought of as organizations in the same sense as organizations in the 

private sector. Therefore, the expectations of organizations in the public sector were 

not as high as the expectations of organizations in the private sector since 
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organizations in the public sector most often are non-profit maximizing (ibid). 

Nevertheless, organizations in the public sector nowadays face quite similar demands 

from the society, as do the private sector organizations, for example, expectations of a 

responsible way of performing, equal opportunities for employees, and environmental 

demands. Thus, public sector organizations engage in CSR to meet those expectations 

and many organizations in the public sector, such as universities and hospitals, do also 

have a social aim in their core business (ibid). 

 

Additionally, over the last decades the structure and expectations of public 

organizations have changed towards an organizational ideal with emphasizes on 

efficiency and general organizational quality (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2007). As public 

organizations faced structural change, the purpose also shifted to a rather market 

oriented view with the goal to increase efficiency and reduce public spending 

(Arnaboldi et al., 2015; Hood, 1991). Requirements of organizations in the public 

sector are increasing and one requirement is to behave in a responsible way but also 

the accountability for organizations in the public sector has increased (Crane et al., 

2014). According to Hood (1991) New Public Management changed the role of the 

board of directors and the top management team in organizations, meaning that the 

top management team, as a whole, gained more power whereas the board’s 

responsibilities are moving towards a strategic role. Accordingly, public organizations 

became more commercially oriented (Reichard, 2006).  

 

These developments derived from changing operational realities like the growing 

level of internationalization, domestic competition, changing demographics, and 

pressures from communities and international stakeholder (Driscoll and Wicks, 1998). 

Accordingly, universities adopted the “business-like” paradigm (Sohail and Saeed, 

2003), what influenced strongly organizational leadership in higher education 

(Bleiklie and Kogan, 2007), as Hood (1991) also mentioned. The structural change 

also affects the universities, and the expectations towards universities concerning, that 

universities should be organized and managed more like business organizations and 

therefore become ‘entrepreneurial’ universities (Clark, 1998).  
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Additionally, the role of the rector went from bureaucratic management towards being 

more professional and therefore rather business and performance oriented, so rather 

comparable with a CEO of private sector organizations (Coupland et al., 2008; Jarl et 

al., 2012).  The rector of universities nowadays is expected to both, lead and manage 

the organization creatively, visionary and in an entrepreneurial approach (Coupland et 

al., 2008; Jarl et al., 2012). According to Ocasio (1997) actors of an organization are 

influence by institutional pressure and their broader belief system, and those together 

shapes behavior; for example emphasizing how pressure influence key decision-

makers regarding a particular topic, therefore, it is of high interest to understand 

pressures generated by the external environment. Neo Institutional Theory including 

legitimacy theory can explain how such pressures can influence rectors’ engagement 

in CSR.  

 

2.3 External influences on CSR engagement  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) explain isomorphism and the reasons for organizational 

similarities with three mechanisms, namely: coercive, mimetic and normative. 

Coercive in this case reflects laws and regulations; therefore behavior of individuals 

and organizations is forced to act accordingly. Mimetic indicates that individuals or 

organizations tend to mimic, so imitate what already has been successful in order to 

become successful themselves. Normative reflects the basic assumptions, so 

individuals/organizations are accustomed to rules based on common understanding. 

Throughout those mechanisms organizations gain legitimacy, power and symbolic 

performance what resolves in keeping the balance between institutional demands 

(stability) and competitive demands (changes) (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).  

 

2.3.1 State and government 

One external factor that influences all organizations is the pressure from institutions 

in the environment. The pressure from institutions influences organizations in 

different levels depending on the environment the organization operates in and 

depending on the level of interest and power from institutions. In 1991 North defines 

institutions as “humanly devised constrains that structure political, economic and 

social interactions”(pp. 97), in other words “ The rules of the game in a society” 
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(North, 1990. pp. 3). North (1991) differentiates between formal rules that are driven 

by laws and regulations and informal constrains that are based on norms and values.  

Neo Institutional Theory (NIT) was introduces in 1970’ indicating that organizations 

are mainly responding to economic pressure (Argento et al., 2016). NIT determines 

that organizational behavior is a response to social pressure, what arises by the 

symbolic environment created by the organization, so are highly affected by their 

institutional environment (ibid), in other words state, government, laws, and 

regulations. 

 

As mentioned before, universities have a social aim in their core business and the aim 

of universities is to provide education and research to the society, but also to interact 

with the surrounding society (www.uka.se, 2016). In the laws and regulations from 

the government in Sweden they state that universities should, as mentioned before, 

interact with the surrounding society. However, in 2009 the government added that 

universities also should inform the surrounding society about their functions and 

promote useful research results from the university (www.riksdagen.se, 2016a). 

Moreover, the law also states, “Universities shall in their activities promote 

sustainable development so that present and future generations ensured a healthy and 

good environment, economic and social welfare and justice” (www.riksdagen.se, 

2016b, Högskolelagen 1992:1434 5 §). This specific law is highly connected to CSR 

engagement and indicates that universities should engage in CSR. 

 

Moreover, universities have to obey laws and regulations from the government and all 

universities apply the same laws resulting in similarities within universities. In 1983 

DiMaggio and Powell introduced the concept of isomorphism, explaining how and 

why organizations are similar to each other. The concept of isomorphism expresses 

that in order to increase chances of survival, organizations tend to adopt rules and 

codes of conduct, therefore many organizations become isomorphic and act according 

to collective rationalities.  

 

There is a relationship between formal rules and informal constrains, meaning that 

one is influencing the other and vice versa, what depends on the development of the 

economy where an organization is operating in. In order to run a successful 
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organization it is important to enable and encourage the right balance between both, 

what likely depends on the environment and therefore behavior is hard to control and 

find the balance between forcing legitimacy to a sufficient extent but at the same time 

differentiate in order to be competitive (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983)  

 

2.3.2 Society 

Thomson and Conyon (2006) state that informal constrain pressure is of high 

importance, since 90% of behavior is regulated by informal constrains, so soft 

mechanisms, e.g. ethics, reputation and codes. Moreover, NIT also claims that 

organizations behave according to beliefs about what establishes efficient and 

effective organizational behavior; therefore, adopt practices not for performance but 

rather legitimacy effect (Argento et al., 2016). These arguments are also supported by 

legitimacy theory. According to Eugénio, Lourencoan, and Morais (2013) and Susith 

and Stewart (2014) there is a “social contract” between the organizations and the 

society. Therefore organizations stress to meet expectations and perceptions in order 

to gain legitimacy from the society so that the society do not annul the “contract”, 

otherwise the organization would be without customers (Eugénio et al., 2013).  

 

Society represents all stakeholder and the communities of different origins. Moreover, 

Quttainah (2015) argues that values and cognitions of a community influence 

decisions and strategies of executives. The community is embedded in the society and 

could for example be determined as the student union, private sector organizations, 

employees of the university and such. When executives are influenced and shaped by 

values and cognitions of a community, the organization will be more successful in 

expanding the organization. Also, organizations that are shaped and influenced by one 

community will successfully be able to expand to other communities with similar 

cognitions and values (Quttainah, 2015). Such communities are imbedded as a part of 

the society as a whole. 

 

According to North (2003) institutions and believes that had been carried forward 

over generations, constitute the basic way individuals/organizations perceive the 

world, with very limited ability to change. Therefore rules, norms, and believes, in 

order to survive, are deeply imbedded. As mentioned before, organization in the 
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public sector are increasingly engaging in CSR and as the laws of universities 

indicated, the universities has to inform and provide the surrounding society with 

education and research, but also interact with the society (www.riksdagen.se, 2016a). 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) state that decision-making is based on legitimacy and 

efficiency; legitimacy being informal constrains and efficiency derive of norms and 

values. The pressure from society and the pressure to gain legitimacy for the 

universities is noticeable an external influence on universities and their decision-

making. 

 

2.4 Individual level 

In order to survive in an environment, partially comprehended, humans act with their 

core competence, decision-making (Dayan and Daw, 2008). Humans store and take in 

information, just enough, to take a decision. The formal framework of decisions allow 

humans to collect information concerning the optimal or the approximately optimal 

decisions and behavior (Dayan and Daw, 2008; Stenstrom, 2015; Akyürek, Sawalha 

and Ide, 2015).  

 

According to Ocasio (1997) institutional pressure and the actors broader belief system 

shapes behavior, for example institutional pressure influence key decision-makers 

regarding a particular issue. Accordingly, performance evolves out of formal rules, 

informal constrains and enforcement characteristics (North, 2003). Hence, 

institutional pressure, belief systems (Ocasio, 1997), and personal characteristics 

(North, 2003) influence decision-makers and their decisions. It is therefore of high 

interest to understand the personal characteristics that influence the decision-makers 

and particular the rectors decision-making, so research concerning decision-making 

processes will be reviewed and the upper echelon theory will be used to understand 

rectors’ decision-making concerning CSR engagement.  

 

2.4.1 Actors 

Higher education industry has changed, through including institutional pressure, rapid 

proliferation of communication, and information and global economic restructuring. 

Higher education institutions nowadays forcing and encouraging rectors of 

universities to obtain another skill-set in order to be more effective (Lake, 2006). The 
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changes in the industry has also incite a need of expertise in not anticipated areas 

because of reduced time for decision-making (ibid). Moreover, decisions are 

influenced by several factors such as personal demographics (Hambrick and 

Finkelstein, 1987), education, expertise (Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1990; Simonen, 

Viitanen, Lehto and Koivisto, 2009) knowledge (Akyürek et al., 2015; Simonen et al., 

2009), time (Schwartz, 2015; Akyürek et al., 2015; Lake, 2009), and personal values 

and interest (Simonen et al., 2009).  

 

2.4.2 Decision-making process 

Depending on the uncertainty of the rector the more time it will take to increase the 

certainty through additionally information searching and come to a decision (Kadia, 

Nordvedt and Péres, 2002; Stenstrom, 2015). Kadia et al., (2002) argues that in order 

to reduce uncertainty rectors will acquire further information and therefore delay 

decisions. Furthermore, by delaying decisions through additional information 

performance and results will also be delayed (ibid).  

 

Additionally, decisions should be transparent and information surrounding all 

decisions should be streamed to increase organizational knowledge; decisions should 

also be consistent and systematic (Akyürek et al., 2015). Decisions-makers, i.e. 

rectors, rely on knowledge and experiences together with actual information when 

making decisions (Stenstrom, 2015). Moreover, not only knowledge, experience, and 

information are parts of the decision, the willingness and ability of the decision maker 

to apply available knowledge also influence the decision (Simonen et al., 2009).  

The process of decision-making has surrounding issues that also influence the 

decision. Limited financial resources or time pressure influence the decision-making 

process (Akyürek et al., 2015; Schwartz, 2015). A sensitive factor for the decision-

making process is, as mentioned, the timeline in order to make right decisions on right 

time (Akyürek et al., 2015) Stakeholder engagement and social value are also issues 

surrounding the process that are crucial for the organization to optimize quality 

decision-making (Akyürek et al., 2015).  

 

Ethical decision-making has during years also become more important because of 

unethical and illegal decisions and activities that every year cost the societal 
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stakeholders, such as employees, shareholders, and natural environment (Schwartz, 

2015). Moreover, unethical decisions harm not only others but also the decisions 

makers themselves (Woiceshyn, 2011). There are two different aspects of ethical 

decision-making, rationalists and non-rationalists (Casali, 2007; Woiceshyn, 2011; 

Schwartz, 2015). Where rationalist-based models are based on moral reasoning and 

moral judgment and non-rationalist-based models are based on intuitions and 

emotions that dominate moral judgment process (Casali, 2007; Woiceshyn, 2011; 

Schwartz, 2015).  

 

Moreover, introducing ethics into an organization could aggravate organizational 

problems if the introduction is not well managed or well understood. The reason for 

aggravating organizational problems could be because of radically different ethical 

frameworks within the individuals in the organization, which can lead to conflicts 

within employees (Casali, 2007). Since religion, ethical philosophy, ethical 

experiences, and professional education have showed to have a direct relation to 

ethical decision-making, different individuals have different ethical frameworks and 

criteria’s that influence the decision-making (Schwartz, 2015; Woiceshyn, 2011; 

Casali, 2007). 

 

As mentioned before, decisions requires information, knowledge, capability, and 

much more, as mentioned before, and so also rectors of universities needs those 

characteristics in order to make the right decision at the right time  (Lake, 2006). Lake 

(2006) state that rectors make decisions for the best interest of the university and 

therefore need “sophisticated tools” (characteristics) to encounter the future of global 

education. 

 

2.4.3 Rectors characteristics  

Characteristics of rectors’ executives can partially predict strategic choices and 

performance levels, so organizational outcome (Hambrick and Mason, 1984; 

Hambrick, 2007: Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1990). According to the upper echelon 

theory, the values and cognitive bases of the organizations influential actors are 

considered to reflect organizational outcomes (Hambrick and Mason, 1984).  Past 

experience, personal values, and education, together develop personal cognitions and 
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characteristics, which influence rectors’ analysis and respond which later on, 

influence the decisions of rectors (Quttainah, 2015; Hambrick and Mason, 1984; 

Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1990).  

 

Moreover, values, personalities, and experiences of a rector highly influence the 

rector’s interpretations of situations they face, and in the end affect their decisions; 

this is the central of upper echelons theory (Hambrick, 2007; Hambrick and Mason, 

1984). Hambrick and Mason (1984) studied the upper echelon theory and presented 

the core of the theory as two interconnected parts; were the first part states that: when 

facing strategic situations, rectors act according to their basis of personal 

interpretations. The second part indicates that experiences, values, and personalities of 

rectors’ are the basis of the personalized interpretations (Hambrick and Mason, 1984; 

Hambrick, 2007).  

 

Furthermore, additionally studies indicate that age, CEO tenure (length of working 

experience), functional background, and also international experience influences 

rectors’ characteristics and the decisions taken (Herrman and Datta, 2002; Quttainah, 

2015; Haleblian and Finkelstein, 1993). Moreover, Williams and O´Reilly (1998) 

label the characteristics of rectors into factors of diversity and characterize it into 

‘social category’ and ‘informational diversity’. The factors of diversity influence the 

decision-making of rector. Characteristics such as ethnicity, gender, and age are 

covered in ‘social category’. Meanwhile, functional background, education, and 

industry tenure are covered in the ‘informational diversity’ (Williams and O´Reilly, 

1998).   

 

2.4.4 Individual reaction to pressure 

Additionally, internal and external factors influence the decision-making process of 

rectors; they need to have a good communication with stakeholders: such as students, 

community, board of directors, and so forth (Lake, 2006). Another highly influencing 

and sensitive factor is time. Time is a constant constrain for rectors and in order to 

execute their work properly, rectors need to obtain appropriate knowledge and skills 

(Lake, 2006). Lake (2006) also discusses the commitment of rectors. Strong 

commitment from rectors to an engagement will lead him/her to find ways and means 
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to make that engagement successful. Moreover, low commitment from rectors will 

lead to less time spend, less energy spend, and less effort to that engagement, which 

result in that action to have a low possibility to happen (Lake, 2006). Hence, decisions 

from rectors are results of integration of multiple sources (information, detail, and 

personal commitment) and handling internal and external pressure (Lake, 2006). 

“Presidential commitment is one key to any successful institutional outcome” (Lake, 

2006, pp. 177). 

 

Since an organization balances between formal and informal institutional pressure in 

order to survive but at the same time stay competitive, there are different theories 

about managerial discretion, in other words the freedom of actions that the rectors 

has. The organization ecology perspective (Bertrand and Schoar, 2003; Lieberson and 

O’Connor’s, 1972; Salancik and Pfeffer’s, 1977) indicates that the environment 

influences every decision; hence 5 to 15% variation of organizational performance 

can be attributed to function of rectors, whereas the latest research indicates only 5%. 

Hambrick and Finkelstein (1987) states that when the environment, the organization, 

or the executives own beliefs and ability to act is constrained the executives’ job are 

relatively meaningless; those executives can be thought of as figureheads, so 

representing the organization to the outside world being either related to success or 

failure. The executives’ discretion does not just happen, it is a result from three 

different factors: the environment, the organization and the individual characteristics 

of the executive (Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987). 

 

The factor environment is connected to institutions, market growth within the field, 

the industry structure, and the demand (Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987). All of the 

different environmental elements influence the organization and the managerial 

discretion in the sense that if the organization is very constrained by laws, regulation, 

and so on the executives do not have freedom to act and are more constrained 

(Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987). An issue hereby is the separation of decision-

making and decision-control functions, what evolves in the question of effective 

delegation so the battle of managerial opportunism vs. strategic flexibility. However, 

there are several ways of balancing between decision-making and decision control for 

example different forms of monitoring by e.g. code of corporate governance, 
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independent audit and remuneration committee. When it comes to the individual 

characteristics of rectors, the rectors’ own thoughts and beliefs affects his or her 

ability to performance. The commitment and power base of the executives also affects 

the managerial discretion (Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987).  

 

Organizations can engage in entrepreneurship aspirations and create value by 

engaging in a strategic organizational posture, entrepreneurial orientation. The 

strategic posture captures activities, specific processes, and practices that empower 

organizations to create value. The heart and core values of entrepreneurial orientation 

have three characteristics, innovation, risk-taking, and pro-activeness (Wales, Gupta, 

Mousa, 2011). Researchers claim that innovation, organizational learning, and 

knowledge-based resources are outcomes that are affected by entrepreneurial 

orientation (Wales, et al, 2011). However, the challenges are laying in the balance of 

managerial discretion, when provided to a high extent, managerial characteristics 

reflect in the strategy and performance of the organizations, if, however, a low extent 

of managerial discretion is provided, the individual characteristics do not have an 

affect on strategy and performance, because the manager is too constrained he or she 

cannot be innovative and entrepreneurial when taking decisions (Hambrick, 2007). 

 

Summarizing it is to say that the theories of decision-making are overlapping and 

defining following characteristics (see figure 1) that are affecting the decision-maker, 

so in our case the rector of Swedish universities highly, when taking decisions. 

 



Fischer, J. & Olguin Jidebom, I. 

 
27 

 
Figure 1: Factors influencing the decision-maker 

 

2.5 Summary  

Reviewing the literature and combining elements from Neo Institutional Theory, 

legitimacy theory and upper echelon theory, a clear framework arises. In order to 

obtain a deeper insight into the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish 

universities regarding CSR engagement, it becomes obvious that an investigation on 

different levels is necessary. First of all, there is a need to investigate on the external 

environment, including state, local government, society, and stakeholder, since those 

institutions are directly affecting the environment of universities and therefore also 

decisions taken concerning CSR engagement. Secondly, the university itself on 

organizational level is under investigation.  

 

Therefore, it is important to understand, how decisions are made within the university, 

among other things to determine the initiators and explain the interaction among the 

decision-making actors and the structure that is provided in order to take decisions 

regarding CSR engagement at the university. Therefore, thirdly, the university has to 

be investigated at the individual level. So how are decisions made within the 

university and who is involved in the decision-making in general when it comes to 

CSR engagement. Moreover, at the individual level the rector as learned from the 
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theories has gained a high amount of power in higher educational institutions over the 

last decades.  

 

Therefore, the factors that are influencing the rector personally in his or her decision-

making are of high importance to this research, those factors are in line with upper 

echelon theory the personal characteristics that are also indicated in figure 1. 

Moreover, the rectors are part of the university and therefore the university affects the 

rector, and the rector the university with his/her decisions. The external and internal 

pressure is crucial to the decision-making process of the rector and derives from 

within the organization as well as from the outside. Therefore, personal 

characteristics, the interaction within the university, and internal and external 

pressures are influencing the rector when decisions are made in general as well as 

regarding the CSR engagement of universities. CSR engagement can be divided into 

social, environmental and economical aspect and is perceived different by individuals 

and therefore has to be investigated on the individual level. Summarizing the 

following model was determined.  

 

Model 1: Decision-making in Universities concerning CSR engagement 
 

 

The theoretical model provides the base for the field research. The following chapter 

describes the methodology of the research. 
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3. Methodology 
The methodology sector provides the theoretical methodology, what includes the 

research philosophy, the research approach and the critical review of choice of 

theory. Accordingly, it is explained why the specific theoretical methodology is 

chosen. Moreover, the section provides the empirical methodology, that describes the 

way data collection has been conducted and how the collected data is analyzed. 

 

3.1 Theoretical Methodology 

This section discusses the research philosophy and approach adopted in this research. 

A critical review of the scientific sources adopted as foundations of the theoretical 

framework is also presented and is followed by an explanation of the choice of 

methodology. 

 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy  

The term research philosophy relates to the development of knowledge in a particular 

field. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) discuss two major aspects of thinking 

when it comes to research philosophy, ontology and epistemology. The aspect the 

research embraces reflects how the researcher perceives the world (ibid). 

 

Ontology is concerned with the different assumptions made about the way in which 

the world operates. Within the aspect ontology there are two facets, objectivism and 

subjectivism. Objectivism refers to how the world and social entities exists 

unrestrained from social actors (Saunders et al., 2009; Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Meanwhile, the facet subjectivism refers to that social actors and their perceptions and 

actions create social phenomena (Saunders et al., 2009). This research does not 

embrace an objectivism philosophy approach because the research perceives the 

world from a subjectivist view and the research question indicates that organizations 

operates dependent of the perceptions and consequences of actions from the social 

actors involved in the organization.  

 

Epistemology is concerned with the knowledge and factors that are acceptable in the 

field studied (ibid). Depending on the field that is studied and the knowledge 
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developed in the field, the acceptable knowledge can fall into three different 

categories; positivism, interpretivism, and realism (Saunders et al., 2009; Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). Positivism is connected to knowledge that can be confirmed by senses 

and is close related to natural scientist. Bryman and Bell (2015, p. 27) phrase 

positivism as following “The role of research is to test theories and to provide 

material for the development of laws”. Meanwhile, interpretivism is almost the 

opposite of positivism. Interpretivism is concerned with humans as social actors and 

the differences between those social actors (Saunders et al., 2009). Instead of focusing 

on forces that acts on human actions, interpretivism is about understanding those 

actions from humans (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Realism, on the other hand, is related 

to the human interpretation, what the human mind interpret of situations combined 

with senses, is the reality (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

To sum up, form an epistemological point of view, this research follows 

interpretivism in the sense it tries to understand human actions. Interpretivism is 

concerned with research among humans in order to understand human differences in 

the role as social actors (Saunders et al., 2009).  Since Organizations are unique and 

complex, but also a function of humans coming together (ibid), interpretisvism is an 

appropriate research philosophy for this research because it focuses on actors, in this 

case rectors, and their decisions concerning CSR. Positivism being almost an opposite 

of interpretivism is not suitable for this research since the research does not focus on 

forces that act on the human action, but focuses on the actually human action. 

Likewise, realism is not suitable because the decision-making this research focuses on 

is not dependent of the human interpretation of human mind and senses.  

 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

The research approach of a research is linked to the research philosophy. In general, 

there are three different main approaches that can be used: deductive, inductive 

(Saunders et al., 2009), and abduction (Patel and Davidson, 2003). The deductive 

approach concerns testing of theories, meaning that theories and hypotheses are 

developed and tested in the research (Saunders et al., 2009). The inductive approach 

pertains the development of theories by collected data, in other words, an elaboration 

of empirical data leads to theory building (ibid). The third approach, abduction, is a 
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combination of both the inductive and deductive research approaches. Abduction can 

be used in order to lower the risk of the two approaches by combining them (Saunders 

et al., 2009; Patel and Davidson, 2003).  

 

Considering the characteristics of the three approaches described above, this research 

adopts abduction. The topic CSR is not new, but because of the changes taking place 

in the public sector, there is not yet a consolidated body of literature on university 

rectors’ decision-making concerning CSR in the Swedish context. Therefore, existing 

literature is used to back up the topic and a purely inductive approach does not apply 

on the other hand, This research does neither follow a deductive approach since the 

aim is not to test a strongly defined theoretical model, it has an approach of abduction, 

combining the features of both deductive and inductive approaches, reflects the 

approach of this research were previous literature is used together with empirical data 

that can build new theories.  

 

3.1.3 Critical Review of Choice of Theory 

The literature used in this research originates from peer-reviewed articles and course 

literature provided throughout the Master program in Business Administration 

Specializing in International Business and Marketing held at Kristianstad University 

in the academic year 2015/2016. Scientific articles were extracted from the database 

of Kristianstad University, summon, and Google Scholar.  

 

By using the academic journal guide provided by ABS (the Association of Business 

Schools), an indication of the quality of the scientific articles can be observed. The 

rating list provided by ABS is based on peer review process, evaluation of content and 

publications of each journal. ABS grades the quality of the journals by using five 

different grades. This study used the latest rating list from 2015 and the five grades of 

rating are described in the following table below, starting with the highest grade ‘4*’: 

 

 

 

 

 



Fischer, J. & Olguin Jidebom, I. 

 
32 

 

 

Ranking grade Meaning of quality rating 

4* Journals of distinction (world elite journal) 

4 Best-executed research (top journal) 

3 Well executed research (Highly regarded journal) 

2 Acceptable standards (well regarded journal) 

1 Modest standard (recognized journal) 
Table 1: Ranking system by Association of Business Schools 

 

This research is based on 60 scientific articles, and 38 of them are from journals rate 

in the list from ABS. The remaining articles are not covered by ABS and this can be 

because either the articles are from journals such as journals in higher education 

sociology or because the journals did not qualify for the criteria’s of ABS. The table 

below indicates the articles used in percentage and their ranking according to ABS. 

 

ABS Ranking 2015 Numbers of cited articles Percentage 

4* 11 18,3 % 

4 3 5 % 

3 13 21,7 % 

2 8 13,3 % 

1 3 5 % 

Not in the ABS list 22 36,7 % 

In total: 60 100 % 

Table 2: Ranking of articles used in the research 

 

3.1.4 Choice of Methodology 

According to Denscombe, (2009), quantitative and qualitative are two different types 

of methodologies. Quantitative data is based on numeric results and diagrams are used 

to analyze the data. The quantitative method is associated with research strategies 

such as surveys and research methods such as questionnaires (Denscombe, 2009). 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 151) state that quantitative method is used “for any data 
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collection technique “. Quantitative data can be used in an effective way and can help 

the researcher to “organize data, summarize finding, show evidence, describe the 

findings profile, and nexus parts of data” (Denscombe, 2009, p. 327).  

 

Quantitative research entails both advantages and disadvantages. Advantages with 

quantitative data are that the research appears to be based on objective laws instead of 

the researchers own values, gives increased creditability through statistic significant 

tests, and has a solid foundation, meaning that it can be measured and controlled 

(Denscombe, 2009). The disadvantages with quantitative data is that the input reflects 

the output (important to have the right research substratum), the quantity of data can 

be overwhelming and just too much, and quantitative data can be an overview/ 

summary of the research and that can lead the research to take hasty conclusions 

(ibid). 

 

Given the research aim, it is more appropriate to use the qualitative methodology 

which enables to obtain a deeper understanding of how decisions concerning CSR are 

made, and especially how those decsions are made by Swedish university rectors. 

Qualitative data is based on word expressions, and non-standardised data (Saunders et 

al., 2009). This methodology is associated with research methods such as interviews, 

documents, and observations. The qualitative methodology is used because it allows 

to investigate deeper and has an anchoring to reality. Moreover, the selected material 

is mostly rich and detailed (Denscombe, 2009).  As a result of the deeper going 

methodology the conclusions do not have to be consistent and can be discussed to 

reflect the reality in a more analytical way (ibid). The qualitative methodology is used 

together with semi-structured interviews in order to understand how rectors of 

Swedish universities make decisions concerning CSR.  

 

3.2 Empirical Methodology 

The section Empirical methodology considers the way data collection has been 

conducted and how the collected data is analyzed. There the following section 

provides the research strategy, research choices, sample selection, data collection, 

reliability, replication, validity, and ethical and legal considerations. Those subjects 
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are discussed in order to give an understanding of how the empirical methodology 

was executed. 

 

3.2.1 Time horizon 

The time horizon of a research can be divided in two dimensions, cross-sectional 

studies and longitudinal studies (Saunders et al., 2009). Cross-sectional studies obtain 

a study of a certain phenomenon in a certain period of time and are undertaken mostly 

for academic researches, since there is a time constrain (ibid). Longitudinal studies, 

on the other hand, have the capacity to study change and development (ibid). The 

research was conducted in between the time frame of 28th of March and the 2nd of 

June 2016. Within those nine and a half weeks the usage of cross-sectional studies is 

most suitable, since it is conducted in less than two month and provides a ‘snap-shot’ 

of the current situation and therefore a cross-sectional study is more feasible than a 

longitudinal study.  

 

3.2.2 Research Strategy 

According to Saunders et al. (2012), There are six different research designs, namely: 

experimental research, survey research, comparative research, case study, 

observational research and action research. Those designs are either connected to an 

inductive or deductive approach. Most suitable for this particular research is a case 

study. Case study strategy is open and has a holistic approach and is commonly used 

to research a specific phenomenon in a qualitative context (Saunders et al., 2009). 

There is a difference between single and multiple case study design. The single case 

study design has a holistic approach and unit of analysis, the multiple case study 

design has an embedded approach and unit of analysis, what means that a 

comparative element is included by having more than one unit of analysis (ibid). This 

research is focusing on the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish universities 

in particular, therefore on a single case. Accordingly, this research makes use of a 

single case study design with holistic approach. Moreover, in order to gain a deeper 

insight the single case study strategy is the most suitable.  

 

3.2.3 Selection of participant  

The participants of this research are rectors of Swedish universities. A sample, so 
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participants are a smaller part of the population as a whole, what are rectors of 

Swedish higher education institutions; in other words, the sample has to reflect the 

whole population and is therefore crucial to the research. There are two sampling 

techniques, namely probability sampling and non-probability sampling (Saunders, et 

al., 2012). When probability-sampling technique is used, the researcher selects the 

participants randomly, whereas non-probability sampling technique the researcher 

selects the participants according to certain criteria that are predetermined (ibid). A 

non-probability sampling technique is mainly used when collecting qualitative data, 

since the researchers are able to use various criteria, which are mainly based on 

subjective judgment (ibid). For this research homogeneous purposive sampling is 

used, since this focuses on a particular group in which the sample members are 

similar, for example the occupation or the level in an organizations’ hierarchy (ibid). 

The participant request was addressed to the rectors of all 49 higher education 

institutions in Sweden. In case that potential participant was not able to take part in 

the research and recommend a third person, criteria had to be established in order to 

secure the reliability and the validity of the research. Criteria of similarities were set 

and the recommended participant needed to fulfilled those criteria: 

 

• Occupation:  Rector of a Swedish higher education institution 

• Expert:  Managerial expertise within higher educational institutions 

• Experience:  Must have professional experience with higher education in              

Sweden 

In order to provide reliable and valid results, all 49 institutions of higher education in 

Sweden have been contacted. The selection contained all institutions of higher 

education listed by the Swedish higher education authority in April 2016 

(www.uka.se, 2016) and include public owned, as well as private owned and mixed 

institutions of higher education, that are authorized to issue specific degrees.  

 

3.2.4 Fall-out analysis 

The rectors of all 49 institutions of higher education were requested to participate via 

four attempts. Firstly, the rectors were contacted through phone and were given 

information concerning this research, however the majority of times the assistant 

handled the call and received the information. Directly after the phone call the rectors 
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received a personal email with detailed information, this was accomplished in the 

beginning of April of 2016. After the first email request nine out of 49 replied that 

they wanted to participate, meanwhile seven did not have time or did not wanted to 

participate. Hence, remaining 33 rectors did not answered. The percentage is showed 

in table 3 below.  

 

Table 3: Answers from first email request 

 

The second email request, first reminder, was sent out one week after the first one and 

four out of the remaining 33 wanted to participate, whereas one did not have time or 

did not wanted to participate. Remaining 28 did not answered. Results are showed in 

table 4 below. 

 

Table 4: Answers from second email request 

 

19% 

14% 
67% 

First email request 

Answered YES 
after first email 
request 
Answered NO after 
first email request 

Did not answered at 
all 

12% 
3% 

85% 

Second email request 

Answered YES after 
second email request 

Answered NO after 
second email request 

Did not answered at 
all 



Fischer, J. & Olguin Jidebom, I. 

 
37 

A third email request, second reminder, was sent out two weeks after the first request 

and two out of 28 remaining rectors wanted to participate. Four out of 28 did not have 

time or could not participate; meanwhile 22 did not answered at all. Results from the 

third email request are showed in table 5 below. 

 
Table 5: Answers from third email request 

 

As a result, 15 out of 49 rectors did participate and 22 out of 49 did not answered after 

three emails and one phone call. Remaining 12 rectors did not have time or did not 

wanted to participate. One reason was that the scheduled weeks were to close to the 

summer and their schedules were already fully booked. Another reason was that they 

suggested us to interview the person responsible for sustainability meanwhile the 

research focused on the rectors. The response from the requested 49 institutions of 

higher education in Sweden is showed in table 6 below. 

 

 
Table 6: Results from requested rectors 

7% 

14% 

79% 

Third email request 

Answered YES after 
third email request 

Answered NO after 
third email request 

Did not answered at 
all 

31% 

24% 

45% 

Response from the rectors 

Did participate 

Did not participate 

Did not answer 
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In the end, 15 rectors participated in the research. In table 7 below the demographic 

characteristics are presented.  
 

Participant Characteristics 

Age 

Gender 

Years as rector 

County of origin 

46 – 66 years, mostly in between  

6 female, 7 male 

From 3 month up to 7 years 

Mainly Swedish nationalities, two non-Swedish nationalities 
Table 7: Personal demographic characteristics of participants 

 

3.2.5 Data Collection 

Given that a qualitative research methodology is used, the method to collect data that 

are most suitable is the mono-method. Qualitative and quantitative research approach 

differs in data collection techniques as well as data analysis procedure.  There is a 

distinction between mono method, so the usage of a single data collection technique 

and corresponding analysis technique, a multi-method, so a combined data collection 

method, e.g. questionnaires and observation and there is a mixed-method, so 

qualitative and quantitative techniques are used (Saunders et al., 2009). For this 

particular research the chosen method is mono-method, since semi-structured 

interviews is the data collection method and coding and axial coding is used to 

analyze the collected data. The interview guide has been set up beforehand, that 

included open questions and keywords of the core concept, that have been covered 

during the interviews. For the predetermined core concept, namely, decision-making 

process of rectors of Swedish universities regarding CSR engagement, semi-

structured interviews are seen as the most suitable method of data collection, since 

throughout semi-structured interviews provide a more in-depth exploration of a 

specific phenomenon (ibid).  

 

Moreover, the personal contact between the researcher and the respondent party 

provides the opportunity to deviate from the standard script to emphasis consequences 

of the responses given and at the same time avoid standardized responds, so explore 
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the phenomena in depth (ibid). Accordingly, the interview could lead into different 

directions, since the interviewee is able to provide his or her personal opinion, even 

though, the same set of questions are asked. The predetermined, open questions 

provide a guideline in order to cover the phenomenon, however, the interviewee is 

able to lead the conversation in direction that could not be discovered in another way.  

 

The interviews were conducted personal, so the researchers had two personal 

interviews, however, participants preferred interview conduction via phone or Skype 

(with the use of the camera), what saves the researcher time and costs and was 

preferred by the respondents and therefore those communication tools were selected 

as the most convenient. However, those communication tools are rather cold and 

without personal meeting, what brings disadvantages, since according to Saunders et 

al. (2012) it is of high importance to gain trust in order to gather valuable data 

especially when sensitive topics are discussed. The decision-making process 

especially in the top management is a highly delicate and confidential topic, therefore 

the conduction of the interviews via phone or Skype may have a negative effect on the 

reliability of the research, since respondents might not be willing to reveal all 

information truthfully. Moreover, it is not possible to focus on non-verbal 

communication and clues, what could lead to bias (ibid). 

 

However, in order to reduce the risk of bias, the interview is audio recorded, with the 

permission of the respondent and additionally both researcher are attending the 

interviews, whereas one is able to concentrate on listening and asking the questions 

and the other one is able to observe the situation, make notes and focus on the 

interview as a whole.  

 

3.2.6 Interview guide 

The following tree diagram, table 8, shows the conceptualization of the decision-

making process of rectors of Swedish universities regarding CSR engagement. 

All aspects and sup-aspects present the topics that are asked about during the 

semi-structured interviews in order to receive the underlying knowledge, which is 

valuable for this research.   
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Table 8: Conceptualization tree 

The interview guide is based on the pilot study and the conceptualization it consists of 

15 questions grouped into three topics, namely: CSR engagement, universities, 

decision-making process. Prior to the interview, the respondents receive information 

about the purpose of the interview and a brief content of the questions. Moreover, the 

respondents are informed, that the interview is recorded and the information received 

is handled confidential. During the interview open questions are asked, about the core 

concept’s aspects and sub-aspects, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 

decision-making process towards CSR engagement of rectors of Swedish universities. 

After the interview, the respondent gets the opportunity to receive the full research 

once it is finalized. The interview guide along with the motivations for the questions 

can be found below.  

 

3.2.7 Pilot Study 

For this research there was a pilot study performed prior to this research. A similar 

research was performed in a small, non-profit organization, however not a university. 

The reason was to investigate the results from just one specific organization and 

develop the interview guide further with help from the results of the pilot study. 

Participants of the pilot study were three managers from the top management team 

!
!

 
Research question 

 

 
Core concept 

 
Aspect 

 
Sub-aspect 

 
Sub-sub-aspect 

 
 

“How are decisions 

towards environmental 

sustainable activities 

made by the presidents 

of Swedish 

universities?” 

 

 

Decision-making 
process of the presidents 
of Swedish universities 

 
 

CSR engagement 
 
 

 
Individual perception 

 
 

Environmental sustainability 

Social sustainability 

Economical sustainability 

Personal engagement Past experience 

Motivation for CSR engagement Motion/drive 

 
 
 

Universities 
 
 

 
Actors 

 

Delegation to decision groups 

Initiation/initiator 

Institutional pressure Laws & regulations 

 
Stakeholder pressure 

Government 
Students 

Competitors 

Society 
Legitimacy pressure Social contracts 

Decision-making 
process 

Upper echelon 
& 

Institutional entrepreneurship 

Demographics 

Industry experience 

Culture 
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and two members from the board of directors. The interview guide was formulated 

and outlined in English but later on translated into Swedish since the interviews were 

conducted in Swedish. 

 

The results indicated that decisions from the board of directors and the top 

management team are influenced by factors from the external environment such as 

institutions, state, stakeholders, and society. Moreover, the pilot study indicates that 

personal characteristics also influence decisions taken by the board of directors and 

the top management team.  The study indicates that institutions, stakeholders, society, 

and individual experiences influence diversity within the board and top management 

team and that influence the decisions made concerning environmental sustainability 

activities. Additionally, personal engagement from the CEO influences the 

engagement of the organization towards environmental sustainability.  

 

3.2.8 Interview questions 

The following section provides all 15 questions of the interview guide and the 

motivation behind it. 

 

Background  

1.  Would you please talk about your background? 

  - Age, education, nationality, cultural background, urbanization 

Motivation: This question is directed to the respondent in order to make the 

respondent comfortable to talk and gain insight about the demographic 

characteristics.  

 

2. Would you please talk about your working experience? 

 - Length of working experience as a rector 

 - Previous working experience + lengths  

 - Did you have another position at in university before vice-chancellor?  

Motivation: With this question, the interviewer gains insight about the industry 

experience of the respondent.  

 

Decision-making concerning CSR engagement   
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3. What is CSR to you, how do you perceive CSR? 

Motivation: This question is asked in order to gain understanding of the individual 

knowledge and perception of the respondent regarding CSR.  

 

4.  Does your university have a CSR strategy? 

 - When did you take the initiative, why especially this strategy 

- If there is no CSR strategy: Do you have the perception that you do/don’t 

need one, and why? 

 - Main engagement?  

Motivation: This question addresses the engagement of the university regarding CSR 

engagement and indicates the importance according to the rector.  

 

5. How does the decision-making concerning CSR take place? 

 - Who is involved? 

 - Interaction? 

 - X times meetings? 

 - Majority voting? 

Motivation: Through out this question, the interviewer is able to retrieve information 

about which actors are involved and how they interact when taking decisions 

regarding CSR engagement at the university.   

6. How do previous experiences in your personal as well as your business life 

influence your decision-making regarding CSR engagement? 

Motivation: This question is asked in order to gain understanding of the individual 

motivation through out e.g. background, experiences, etc. towards CSR engagement.  

7.  Are there differences COMPARED to other strategic decision-making 

processes? 

 - Why?  

Motivation: This question indicates the priority of decisions comparing “ordinary” 

strategic decisions and CSR engagement decisions, through out for example the 

indication of delegation.   

 

8. Are decisions related to CSR smoothly taken or are there lively debates 

within departments or sections? 
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 - Any need of convincing? 

Motivation: This question is asked in order to understand the decision-making 

process and internal tensions/conflicts (resistance) on a group level.  

 

Pressures 

9. Have you sensed a change for public organizations? 

 - Structure, decision-making, values, purpose, commercially oriented 

Motivation: This question is included in order to gain understanding about new 

public management and institutional pressure perceived by the rector of the 

university. 

 

10. Do you sense that laws and regulations concerning CSR have changed in 

your opinion? 

 - The European Union, national legislators, regulatory agencies 

 - In what sense? 

Motivation: This question addresses the legal environment of universities in order to 

understand institutional pressure stemming from laws and regulations.  

 

11. Do you perceive norms and values of the society influencing the 

university’s CSR engagement? 

 - In what sense? 

 - Do you feel pressure?  

Motivation: This question is asked to gain insight into the external influence of 

society regarding decision-making towards CSR engagement by rectors of Swedish 

universities.  

 

12. Who do you consider your university’s direct competitors?  

- Do you feel pressure regarding competitiveness that may influence your CSR 

engagement? 

Motivation: This question addresses competitors, in order to indicate the level of 

pressure faced by rectors of Swedish universities regarding CSR engagement.   

 

13. Would you consider some stakeholders more important than others?  
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- Taxpayers, students, public organizations, private businesses, municipality, 

faculty, government 

- In what sense do you feel more influenced concerning your CSR engagement 

by those stakeholders? Please elaborate.  

Motivation: This question addresses stakeholder, in order to indicate the level of 

stakeholder pressure towards rectors of Swedish universities regarding CSR 

engagement.   

 

14. How do you cope with the expectations of your most important 

stakeholders regarding legitimacy and reputation when it comes to CSR 

engagement?  

Motivation: This question addresses stakeholder, in order to indicate the level of 

stakeholder pressure as well as the legitimacy pressure towards rectors of Swedish 

universities regarding CSR engagement. Moreover, the question addresses the action 

taken by the rector of the university in order to cope with expectations. 

 

Prose questions 

15.  Do you have anything to add? 

Motivation: The last question leaves free room for the respondent to elaborate on 

his/her own opinion or indicate information that has not been asked previously, but 

the respondent feels strongly about.  

 

3.2.9 Data Analysis 

When the data is collected throughout semi-structured personal interviews, transcript 

of every interview is made in order to provide a solid base for analysis. Coding 

technique is used to break down the transcripts of the interviews in particular 

fragments, with a specific name, label or code. The codes are based on the research 

model of the theoretical framework. By using coding as a data analysis method, 

conclusions can be drawn as well as data can be analyzed (Saunders et al., 2009). The 

data collected is disaggregated into conceptual units, which provide a label (ibid). The 

goal of the chosen technique is to highlight the collected information. In order to 

conduct a research approach of abduction, findings inline with the theoretical 

framework as well as ‘new’ findings are presented in the analysis. In order to present 
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the data the codes are grouped into topics, so axial coding technique is used to 

determine relationships and combine different categories. The double coding 

increases reliability of the research (ibid). 

 

Codes 

CSR engagement  

The category ‘CSR engagement’ contains four aspects. 

The category describes the CSR perception of the 

university, their action towards a CSR strategy and 

how universities cope with expectations regarding 

CSR issues at the university.  

External environment level 

The category ‘external environment level’ contains 

four aspects. The category describes external factors 

that are influencing the university to engage in CSR. 

Those external factors can be formal as for example 

laws and regulations concerning CSR or informal, as 

for example norms and values of the society, that has an 

affect on the actions of a university.  

Organizational level 

The category ‘organizational level’ contains four 

aspects. The category describes the decision-

making process at the university, the actors 

involved and how they are interacting in order to 

engage in CSR.  

Individual level 

The category ‘individual level’ contains four aspects. 

The category describes the individual perception and 

how the personal background personal as well as 

professional influences the rectors when taking 

decisions regarding CSR. 

 

 

Personal perception CSR 

CSR strategy 

Personal CSR engagement  

CSR expectations   

Public sector organizations 

Laws & regulations 

Society 

Competition  

University 

Actor & initiator 

Decision-making & interaction  

CSR intergraded in strategy  

Personal characteristics  

Cultural background 

Working experience 

Personal decision-making 
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Axial code trees  

The following figures are indicating the axial code trees, which are used to present the 

data grouped in topics and determine relationships. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 

    

Figure 2: Axial code tree 'CSR engagement'         Figure 3: Axial code tree 'External environment level' 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4: Axial code tree 'Organizational level'           Figure 5: Axial code tree 'Individual level' 

 

 

3.2.10 Reliability 

In order to indicate if a research is reliable, three different factors can be assessed, 

firstly if the results can be repeatable, if research performed with another observer 

gives similar results, and the interpretation of raw data and its transparency (Saunders 

et al., 2009). Because this research is based on humans, their personal characteristics, 

and their actions, the ability to repeat the results highly depends if the same 

participants participate. Another observer would be able to gain similar results if the 
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procedure and communication would reflect the procedure and communication of the 

researchers. The researchers try to increase the reliability of this research by 

explaining the procedure and methodology of this research as detailed as possible.  

 

Saunders et al. (2009) further explains four errors that could influence the answers of 

the participants of the research. The first one concerns the subject/participant and can 

according to Saunders et al. (2009) influence the data collected from the participants. 

The subject/participant error indicates that depending on the mood and weekday the 

participants could answer differently. For example Mondays should be avoid because 

on Mondays the participant have a long week ahead and could influence the data. The 

interviews in this research took mostly place on Tuesdays and Thursdays in order to 

avoid the subject/participant error. However, three interviews were conducted on 

Mondays.  

 

The second error, named subject/participant bias, concerns the influence higher 

positioned people can have on the participant. In other words, people positioned 

above the participant could influence the participant by having requirements of how 

they want the participant to answer (ibid). Participants in this research consist of 

rectors at universities, which decrease this kind of error since they are the ‘head’ of 

the universities.  

 

The third error, named observer error, implies that interview questions can be read 

differently and therefore influences the answers from the participants (ibid). In order 

to prevent the observer error, both of the researchers conducted the interviews 

together, and the interviews were conducted in similar ways depending on the 

conversation with the interviewee. In order to increase the reliability of the research 

both of the researchers attended the interviews. The forth error, so-called observer 

bias, stresses the importance of interpreting the data with an objective view from the 

researchers (ibid). In order to be as objective as possible, both researchers attended 

the interviews and reviewed the data collected together.  
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3.2.11 Validity 

The question in the interview guide reflects the validity of this research; the questions 

in the interview guide should reflect what the researchers had as intention to 

investigate. The motivation for all questions and the intention with all questions is 

presented in the conceptualization. However, since this research involves human 

actors and their characteristics, this variable is uncontrolled because it is difficult to 

measure other human actors characteristics. As a consequence, it is difficult to 

generalize in a greater population.  

 

3.2.12 Ethical and legal considerations 

In order to conduct an interview an agreement between interviewer and interviewee 

has to be settled. Information concerning the participation has to be provided to the 

interviewee, as well as information about the ability for the interviewee to cancel the 

interview at any time. The interviewee also has to be informed about the content and 

the purpose of the research (Silverman, 2011). The first contact with the participants 

of this research was through telephone. The researchers talked with the assistant of 

the rectors, what led to the assistant requiring more information via email. In the first 

email the rectors received a brief introduction to the researchers, the purpose of the 

research, alternative methods for the interview, and alternative dates to book an 

appointment (see appendix 7.1).  

 

The rectors that answered gave a suggestion for date and time were the interview 

could take place and the researchers replied with more information concerning the 

interview and information about the specific appointment (see appendix 7.4). To the 

rectors that did not reply, the researchers send out a reminder one week after the first 

email was sent, and received more appointment acceptances. One week after the first 

reminder was sent out another reminder was sent out to the ones that had not replied 

at all. Last reminder was sent out three weeks after the first attempt to reach the 

sample by telephone (see appendix 7.3 and 7.4).  

 

Moreover, questions in the interview guide are mostly opened so that the participant 

can explain and talk about what he/she thinks, what is important and valuable. This 

also makes the interview less offensive and intrusive. Beforehand of the interview, the 
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participant is given information that they are going to be treated with anonymity and 

following information is provided, in order to be highly transparent to the 

participants: 

o Background information about the students 

o Purpose of the interview  

o Topics discussed during the interview  

o Duration of the interview  

o Usage of information  

o Information will be treated confidential  

o Information about recording the interview 

o Thank the interviewee for his/her time and letting know that the interview is 

well appreciated 

o Inform interviewee that the interview will be recorded, let interviewee decide 

weather he/she agrees or not 

 

3.3 Summary  

Because of changes in the public sector, it is of high interest to research the decision-

making of rectos and especially, decision-making concerning CSR engagement. This 

research focuses on the rectors of higher education in Sweden and is performed with a 

qualitative methodology together with semi-structured interviews in order to obtain 

deeper understanding. The participants of this research are rectors in the higher 

education of Sweden and all institutions of higher education have been contacted in 

order to provide reliable ad valid results.  

 

In the next and forth chapter, the data collected is processed as mentioned above and 

analyzed by integrating the theoretical framework developed previously.  
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4. Analysis 
The section of analysis presents the data collected and it is also discussed and 

analyzed using the concepts from the theoretical framework. This section is divided 

into four categories. The different categories are analyzed and ended with a 

conclusion of each category. Lastly, the entire section is summarized. 

 

4.1 CSR engagement 

The CSR engagement of rectors and universities is understood with three 

subcategories that explains: the CSR perception of the rectors, the personal CSR 

engagement of rectors, and the universities CSR engagement and strategies.  

 

4.1.1 CSR perception 

All the 15 participants were asked the question “what is CSR to you, how do you 

perceive CSR?”As mentioned by Votaw (1972) the concept of CSR is broad and it 

does not mean the exact same thing to everyone. The participants also mentioned that 

CSR is a broad concept and everyone answered in their own way. However, almost 

all of them explained that CSR was related to the society and was about the 

interaction between the society and the universities. Additionally, CSR, according to 

the participants, also concerns working in a sustainable way. Also, issues concerning 

equality, democracy, and equal opportunities were related to CSR. The participants 

explained that, according to the participants, it is important to educate students in 

CSR and about social issues, environmental issues, and also about economic issues. In 

line with Crane et al., (2014) that mentioned that the discussion concerning CSR 

today is mostly connected to sustainability. 

 

Furthermore, the majority of the participants stated that CSR engagement is integrated 

in other strategies and the main focus that they mention is the societal engagement 

and the environmental engagement. For example, one participant explained that they 

have committed to the UN global compact in order to pursue sustainable 

development. Another participant stated that their university has a strategy to achieve 

global engagement and that the global engagement should be integrated into 

everything the university does in order to achieve sustainability. Moreover, another 
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participant argues that they are attempting to implement CSR and sustainability in all 

the educational programs and the university has implemented CSR questions in the 

environmental management systems. In addition, one of the participants explained 

that their university does not speak in the term CSR, they communicate in terms of 

sustainable development and environmental engagement.  

 

4.1.2 Personal engagement 

The participants when explaining the universities CSR engagement and different 

strategies also indicated the personal engagement, but also when they explained their 

own perception of CSR. The participants that were agitated to discuss and explain the 

universities engagement and their actions also had a confident understanding of the 

term CSR, meanwhile other participants were not sure and not really familiar with the 

term. As Lake (2006) mentioned, the commitment of rectors is of high importance in 

the rectors’ engagement. The stronger the commitment from the rector, the higher the 

possibility is for achieving satisfactory results (Lake, 2009). When analyzing the 

different CSR engagements, CSR experience, and personal background, the rectors’ 

personal engagement and commitment were indicated. The universities that were 

strongly engaged in CSR, for example many different projects, strategies to achieve 

sustainability, commitment to UN global compact, implementing CSR in all 

educational programs, and workmanship, the rectors of those universities also had a 

careful understanding of the term CSR. The careful understanding of the rector and 

the CSR engagement of the university signified the personal commitment and 

engagement.  

 

All universities in Sweden have a social aim in their core business and the aim of 

universities is to provide education and research to the society, but also to interact 

with the surrounding society (www.uka.se, 2016). This is not only a common 

understanding in Swedish universities but also defined by the Swedish law, as 

mentioned above (www.riksdagen.se, 2016b, Högskolelagen 1992:1434 5 §). In line 

with the law and the core aim of universities, all participants stated, that there is no 

specific and separated CSR strategy they follow at the university, but rather integrate 

social and environmental sustainability in the overall strategy. As mentioned in the 

laws, universities are expected to engage in the society and operate in a sustainable 
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matter. Mainly from the government imposes strict regulations when it comes to 

environmental sustainability, what all universities are following according to all 

participants. The integration of CSR engagement differs from university to university 

and depends on size and main specialization.  

 

4.1.3 CSR engagement and priorities 

One participant discussed that their university have projects and one project is to 

interview private organizations about their CSR engagement and integrate that 

together with internships for the students and the education. Another university 

explained that they daily discuss CSR issues and how they can be sustainable both in 

their own operations and in the society. Moreover, another university engage in CSR 

by integrating workmanship outside the education, and in their strategy it is 

mentioned that the student have workmanship outside the university in order to 

interact with the society and have collaboration with different stakeholders. This 

university also had a specific strategy for environment were questions concerning 

recycling, energy, and environment are discussed.  

 

According to Kadia et al. (2002) and Stenstrom (2015) decisions can be delayed 

because of uncertainty, this could be one reason to the differences in CSR 

engagement and the engagement could be influenced by the uncertainty of rectors 

since some of the participants were not familiar with the term CSR. In addition, 

decisions rely on knowledge, experience, information (Stenstrom, 2015), and time 

pressure (Akyürek et al., 2015; Schwartz, 2015) and therefore the rectors are expected 

to be more professionalized (Coupland et al., 2008; Jarl et al., 2012) and need 

different characteristics in order to make the right decision at the right time (Lake, 

2006). The participants had different background and educations, which could also be 

an explanation of the differences in CSR engagement and CSR knowledge. The 

specialization of the participants most truly reflects the specialization or divers 

specialization of their universities and results in different personal engagement and 

university CSR engagement.  

 

The main engagement of the participating universities lays, however, for the majority 

of participants in social sustainability, for example in the interaction with each other, 
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democracy and equality, what is then integrated throughout special events, 

workshops, students engagement in projects. The majority of participants pointed out 

the importance of the social sustainability issue regarding the students, however, only 

a minority of participants was concerned with the social sustainability of employees 

and offered for example leadership training and special integration for teachers that 

e.g. are working a limited amount at the university. When it comes to environmental 

sustainability issues, the majority of participants were clear about following the laws 

but also integrated these issues in the study program courses, in order to ensure the 

coverage in certain programs indirectly. Moreover, research topics regarding CSR 

issues are encouraged and prioritized through financial funds, what engages the 

university also indirect in CSR.  

 

There was no noteworthy discussion concerning the economic perspective or 

economical sustainability within the participants. One reason could be that almost all 

of the universities were public owned and as Crane et al., (2014) mentioned 

organizations in the public sector are most of times non-profit maximizing and 

therefore the social and environmental engagement could be of higher importance. 

However, through close follow up on reporting, there is the force by law to openly 

display the monetary movements and justify financial decisions. A minority of 

participants confirms however, that private sector universities have a different point 

of view, when it comes to economical sustainability and have a higher level of 

concerns regarding monetary movements and financial decisions, and therefore the 

opportunity to engage in economical sustainability. In general, however, all 

participants pointed out, that CSR engagement is a part of their mission and therefore 

is integrated in all decisions taken at the universities.  Universities have the social aim 

in their core business, what is argued by Crane et al. (2014) and confirmed by all 

participants.  

 

4.2 External environment level 

The external environment level indicates four different subcategories that explain: 

public sector organizations, laws and regulations, society and competition. 
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4.2.1 Public sector organizations 

Organizations in the public sector face similar demands from the society, as do the 

private sector organizations, for example, expectations for a responsible way of 

performing, equal opportunities for employees, and environmental demands (Crane et 

al., 2014). According to the majority of participants public universities adopted 

business structures and therefore there is also an increasing expectation and pressure 

from the private sector towards both, the government and towards universities and 

government owned organizations. The change of public sector universities changed 

the organizational ideal towards emphasizing on efficiency and general organizational 

quality (Bleiklie and Kogan, 2007) and is also argued by all participants. The 

structural change forced universities to operate in a more business like environment, 

what is highly difficult to cope with by employees and through out increasing 

reporting and close control follow up, two third of participants point out to notice 

negative effects on the quality performance of the university. A university for 

example has 3-6 year programs, therefore it is enviable, that forced change in the 

programs for example consume more time than might planed and also could lead to 

frustration among employees and students. However, the increasing transparency is 

perceived by the majority of participants as a positive development for universities in 

Sweden.  

 

Throughout cooperation between public sector and private sector universities, there is 

a constant exchange and also private sector universities could take advantages out of 

public sector universities according to a minority of participants. However, inevitable 

there is a difference in public sector and private sector organizations. Those 

differences reflect for example structure, core business, corporations and stakeholder. 

However, among pubic sector universities there are also differences, according to the 

participants larger and older universities have a more diverse interest in the 

surrounding whereas smaller universities rather specialize in their core business. 

According to the majority of participants the size and reputation of a university in 

Sweden defines the opportunities of financial support and therefore the level of 

innovation.  
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4.2.2 Laws and regulations 

Organizations are highly affected by their institutional environment, so the EU, the 

state and the local government regarding laws and regulations according to Argento et 

al. (2016). All participants stated that they are following the Bologna declaration that 

has 50 member countries. Moreover, all participants point out, that the universities are 

following EU, Swedish state and local government laws and regulations, because they 

have to in order to be legitimate and officially recognized. Especially important to the 

universities are laws in education and research, moreover, there is an ongoing debate 

about how universities should serve the society, the participants express. A minority 

of participants adds the Brundland commission of 1987, which provides development 

plans for a sustainable future.  

 

For one-third of the participants, CSR engagement as such was only incorporated 

through laws and regulations and a personal perception could not be explained since 

the participant only worked through laws and regulations according to the participant. 

This reflects what Freeman (1984) and Karnani (2010) mentioned, that the 

government through regulations is the ultimate solution for engagement in CSR since 

regulations are binding.  

 

Moreover, formal conditions have changed for public sector universities regarding 

social, environmental and monetary reporting, so the government performs stricter 

follow-ups and audits. In general the majority of participants express to support the 

government, because they see themselves as employees of the government and 

therefore share the same values, mission and vision. Even though, the majority of 

participants embrace existing and new laws, rules and regulations, especially about 

CSR engagement, there is a gap regarding the definition of the term “sustainability” 

in a CSR context. That reflects also the experience the majority of participants have 

encountered when implementing rules and regulations regarding CSR engagement. 

Employees and sometimes not even the rectos of universities have a specific 

definition and idea of what the actual engagement should entail and therefore it is also 

difficult to determine a certain timeframe.  
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Additionally, the majority of participants are concerned about the balance between 

academic freedom vs. time consuming reporting, what is also argued for by Hambrick 

and Finkelstein (1987), who state that organizations are constrained by laws, 

regulation, and so on the executives do not have freedom to act and are more 

constrained (Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987). Moreover, the academic freedom is 

affected by private sector organizations, so the industry. Two-third of the participants 

expressed a high concern towards the power and high influence the industry has over 

the government and therefore the universities regarding for example private sector 

funded research or official request to higher education institutions to specialize in a 

certain program in order to contribute to the economy. Private sector universities on 

the other hand are not constrained to educational and research laws and regulations, in 

other words the universities do not have to follow the laws and regulations, but do so 

anyways in order to keep legitimacy and be accepted as a university, hence have the 

right to be a university. However, since private universities do not have to follow the 

public sector structure and follow the public sector guidelines, they are able to operate 

economical sustainable to a higher extend than public sector universities as the 

majority of participants state.  

 

4.2.3 Society  

Universities have a social aim in their core business and the aim of universities is to 

provide education and research to the society, but also to interact with the surrounding 

society (www.uka.se, 2016). Moreover, according to Eugénio, Lourencoan, and 

Morais (2013) and Susith and Stewart (2014) there is a “social contract” between the 

organizations and the society. In order to gain and strengthen the legitimacy from the 

society organizations try to meet expectations from the society. The participating 

rectors argues that universities has various stakeholders and that both stakeholders 

and the society in large has expectations of how and what the universities should 

engage in. Additionally, Crane et al., (2014) discussed that the surrounding society 

pressures organizations in the pubic sector to engage in CSR by having expectations 

of how an university should operate. Laws, regulations, and societal expectations 

influence universities in different ways but could also influence the rectors of the 

universities subconscious in their perception of CSR since they operate universities. 

All participants indicated that there is a high demand by society to universities, what 
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can also be seen as an exchange since the university provides research that educates 

the society in order to increase awareness and at the same time the gained knowledge 

by the society increases the expectations towards universities that again influences the 

prioritization of research areas. The universities obtain an initiative role rather than a 

reactive role according to the majority of participants.  

 

Moreover, all the participants determine the students as a part of society as the most 

important stakeholder, because the students are the ambassadors of the university 

towards the industry. Additionally, the employees are also seen as a part of the society 

and therefore the communication to employees as well as students has a high 

importance to universities, which is why everybody is encouraged and welcome to 

voice ides and concerns about CSR issues in order to stimulate the exchange between 

society and universities. Furthermore, the private sector, so the industry is considered 

part of the society and also represents an important issue to all respondents. The 

industry has a large amount of power towards the government and therefore a large 

amount of power to influence for example study programs and research areas 

especially through out private funding.  

 

Additionally, the industry pressures through media, conferences and collaborations by 

spreading what is required to get employed, so for example the promotion of 

engineers, IT managers, and mainly technical occupations. According to the majority 

of the participants this behavior adulterates the perception of the society and therefore 

important occupations get devalued and ignored for example social scientists, 

humanity and art. The financial aid and funding is a strong tool for the industry, since 

it is therefore possible to define specific research topics according to their own 

interests. The priority for the majority of participants lays, however, in the 

cooperation with the industry, so the exchange of knowledge and determination of 

required future skills, what leads to a more effective integration of the students in the 

industry and supports the economic growths and therefore to a win-win situations for 

the students, the industry and the universities. This way the universities are able to 

provide the best education possible for young professionals to enter the employment 

market.  
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Moreover, three of the participants discuss that the way of thinking in the society has 

changed and that the society in large is more concerned, now than ever before, about 

environmental issues, gender quality, and equality in all sense. Hence, those are 

important discussions in the universities as well and all the participants argue for the 

importance of gender equality and human equality in large. Nonetheless, Argento et 

al., (2016) claim that organizations can adopt practices not just for performance but 

also rather for legitimacy effect. By following the main discussed topic in the society 

and discuss them in universities, universities can gain legitimacy and trust, like North 

(2003) argued, norms, believes, and rules are deeply imbedded in order to survive. 

 

4.2.4 Competition  

Driscoll and Wicks (1998) argues that the growing level of internationalization, 

domestic competition, changing demographics and pressures from communities and 

international stakeholder pressure organizations. All participants agree that there is 

competition not only among universities in Sweden but also in a global context, 

however, one could call it a positive competition, since there is a common goal, 

therefore universities consider each other cooperation partner rather than competitors. 

In reality, however, the majority of participants indicate that even though the 

government formally does not encourage competition, it creates competition among 

researchers when it comes to funds. Especially when applying for funds, research 

regarding sustainable issues is preferred and has priority considering funds from the 

government. Therefore, a healthy competition is influencing CSR engagement 

regarding research topics, which by extension is also beneficial for the society.  

 

Moreover, as stated above, the industry also contributes to competitive thinking when 

universities and their researcher have to compete in private research funding, what 

creates a competitive atmosphere at universities among research teams, since 

everybody competes for the same financial funding. According to a minority of 

participants throughout ranking universities also feel pressured to compete for the best 

researcher and professors and also the best students in order to get the most citations. 

CSR engagement can also be seen as a competitive advantage, since certifications 

reflect to the public society the engagement in humanity and sustainable mind-set 

what is increasingly important according to two-third of the participants. In general, 
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however, all participants stated that the common goal has more importance than 

competition, and therefore universities are working rather create unions and join 

workforce for the better outcome than wasting time on competing against each other.  

 

An organization’s CSR engagement refers to the responsibilities the organization has 

towards the society and their stakeholder according to Smith (2003). Therefore, an 

organization senses different responsibilities resulting in different engagement. The 

participants indicate that the universities sense different responsibilities and a reason 

for that is the size and core business so the specialization of the university. Smaller 

universities, with fewer students, are usually more specialized in the education and 

faculty, which results in certain stakeholders with certain expectations and leaves the 

universities with certain responsibilities. While larger universities, with different 

educational programs and faculties, involves broader plexus of stakeholders and 

additional responsibilities and expectations.  

 

4.3 Organizational level 

The organizational level introduces four subcategories that explain: universities, 

actors and initiators, decision-making and interactions. 

 

4.3.1 Universities 

All participants state that new public management changed public sector 

organizations and especially the decision-making process. Participants indicated, that 

professors and heads of departments used to obtain the most important role at a public 

university and acted as figureheads in a representative role with the highest decision-

making power. The university was a closed institution and everybody had to follow 

the word of the professor. Nowadays, universities are more open and integrated in the 

society.  

 

Moreover, through the practice of new public management, universities have adopted 

“business-like” paradigm, what is in line with Sohail and Saeed (2003). The 

participants point out, that with those structural changes, universities became a rather 

market oriented organization with goals to increase efficiency and reduce public 

spending, like Arnaboldi et al. (2015) and Hood (1991) argued as well. Furthermore, 
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the majority of the participants perceive this change as a good development, however, 

for universities there is an increasing demand of reporting, so presenting and counting 

for example actions taken, collaborations or monetary movements regarding financial 

aid. Whereas the change of the structure and the certain guidelines on one hand are 

considered a good development for universities to become more modern and integrate 

the individuals as well as society, on the other hand require strict reporting and closer 

follow up. According to the participants, the close follow up and reporting leads also 

to resistance, frustration and the arising issue of the balance concerning ‘academic 

freedom’ vs. ‘academic responsibility’. However, the participants also reveal, that 

through out the changes mentioned above, universities were able to turn into well-

developed democracies, meaning, that all actors are involved in decision-making to a 

certain extend, what leads to more space for the individual.  

 

4.3.2 Actors and initiators 

Since participants stated that nowadays the individual at universities, for example the 

students, the employees and the management, is encouraged to be involved in the 

development of the university. All participants indicate for example that the board of 

directors and the TMT became more visible and important regarding strategic and 

general decision-making, what is also in line with Hood (1991). Moreover, professors, 

teachers and students are wanted to provide the university with their ideas or issues to 

discuss regarding their concerns. Additionally, according to Coupland et al. (2008) 

and Jarl et al. (2012) the role of the rector has been undergoing a change from a 

bureaucratic management towards being more professional, therefore rather business 

and performance oriented, what is comparable with a CEO of private sector 

organizations, what is also reflected by the majority of the respondents.  

 

All respondents stated, that the rector is the major decision-maker and has the final 

word, regarding CSR issues, whereas, major strategic and change forcing decisions 

are discussed in the board meetings, in which the rector naturally takes part in. The 

majority of rectors define themselves as initiator for new ideas but stress highly, that 

there are other actors involved in taking decisions and initiating ideas that lead to 

decisions. Obviously and as mentioned above, the board reflects one of the major 

actors as well as the TMT of the university. Eight board members are appointed by 
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the Swedish government, what is determined by law for all 49 universities in Sweden. 

The heads of departments play an important role in the decision-making process at 

universities as well decision-making groups and students. Also defined by law is the 

fact, that students, in form of the student body president, have to be represented at 

meetings regarding decisions that are forcing change concerning education and the 

university.  

 

4.3.3 Decision-making and interactions  

The decision-making process at Swedish universities can have different approaches, 

depending on the decision there is a directive, so top down approach, a encouraging, 

so bottom up approach, as well as the delegated approach. When the management 

introduces decisions and employees have to follow them, the participants speak of a 

top down approach, so a decision is made in e.g. the TMT and introduced. Through 

the encouraging decision-making, there could be initiatives from e.g. students that are 

brought up from a bottom down perspective, what according to all participants is 

highly encouraged in order to diversify ideas and initiatives and cope with the 

expectations from the students and by extension expectations from the society. A 

delegated approach is most useful according to the participants, when decisions 

concerning certain topics are needed, therefore individuals that could be employees 

but also students build a decision-making group, that has the specialization, 

educational background or simply a high level of interest, so the decision can be 

delegated to be discussed in the group, however, the rector keeps the final word. All 

participants stated that for example structural changes, as well as guidelines, laws and 

regulations are directive decisions that are made top down. Regarding the CSR 

engagement, the majority of participants point out, that environmental regulations 

derive mainly from the government, but go in line with the general interest of the 

university employees as well as the students. Initiatives and ideas regarding mainly 

social sustainability are directed both ways, top down as well as bottom up. In general 

all participants encourage all individuals to propose any kind of concern or issue and 

welcome new ideas and input.  

 

Additionally, all participants declared, that delegation is also one of the three major 

decision-making approaches. This delegated approach is used by two-third of 



Fischer, J. & Olguin Jidebom, I. 

 
62 

Swedish universities to cover certain issues as for example environmental issues. 

Those groups mainly contain then experts in the specific area and individuals of 

special interest and knowledge of the issue. As also pointed out by Stenstrom (2015) 

rectors rely on knowledge and experiences together with actual information when 

making decisions, therefore the delegation of decisions to a decision-making group 

optimized the quality of the decision-making of the rector.  

 

The occurrences of meetings among all actors involved in decision-making, so rector, 

TMT, board of directors, employees and students, are different according to all 

participants. Observed by the researchers, occurrences of meetings highly depend on 

size and also according to individual discretion, meetings are set daily, bi-weekly up 

to once a month, however, the researchers could not reveal an obvious pattern or 

special reasoning behind the frequency of meetings. Moreover, every participate 

indicated different meeting patterns among the TMT or for example external 

stakeholder, as well as different ways initiatives could be brought up. The most 

common way, however, is the bureaucratic approach, so for example a student has 

concerns about a certain issue and has to address the student union, and the student 

union again, has to bring it up in a meeting with other decision-making actors. 

 

Decision-making concerning CSR engagement does not differ from strategic 

decision-making per se according to all participants. However, CSR engagement 

could arise from projects, project groups, decision-making groups or individuals. As 

the majority of participants stated, strategic decision-making can have input and 

initiative by every actor, however, mainly top down decision making retrieves from 

the government, so laws and regulations that are more prioritized and therefore rectors 

have to push decisions from top down, when no discussion possible, hence no room 

for alternatives.  There is, however, also a difference for public sector universities, 

private and mixed universities. Private universities do have to follow general civil 

law, but do not have to follow laws and regulations regarding the organization of the 

university. However, according to the participants, when it comes to private 

universities, there is a larger managerial discretion, regarding what the rector 

considers effective to implement, and what would not be of interest for the university. 

Therefore, private universities do not have to follow public laws and regulations, but 
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mostly are doing so anyway, in order to be legitimate and officially recognized as a 

university.  

 

Wright (2010) claims that in order to engage in CSR, all university administrative 

staff and students have to support the idea of CSR and the decision-making process, 

what is to a large extent confirmed by all the participants. However, five participants 

also point out that the majority of employees and students support CSR engagement 

on all aspects, so the social, environmental and economical aspect, still there might be 

resistance to a very small extent, what could be caused by the fear of change in 

general, skeptical behavior and/or a lack of knowledge. However, all participants 

indicated that in general, decisions are smoothly taken and even encouraged, 

especially about social and environmental sustainability, since it belongs to the 

universities’ purpose, as also stated in the national Swedish law: “Universities shall in 

their activities promote sustainable development so that present and future 

generations ensured a healthy and good environment, economic and social welfare 

and justice” (www.riksdagen.se, 2016b, Högskolelagen 1992:1434 5 §). In line with 

this law all participants correspond that decision-making regarding CSR engagement 

and development in those issues is well appreciated, since all actors are mainly 

supportive and consider CSR engagement as a shared and common main goal that 

derives from the common vision and mission. Two-third of the participant moreover 

point out, that debates are not about the CSR engagement, but about the action itself, 

so the feasibility, the time horizon and the process and post processing of the goal 

setting.  

 

4.4 Individual level 

Concerning the decision-making, most of the participants sensed a change in the 

public sector and perceived universities to have more responsibilities and duties, 

which is in line with Bleiklie and Kogan (2007). According to two participants they 

have made certain decisions themselves, such as closing relations with other 

organizations because of ethical beliefs and engaged in CSR because of own beliefs. 

This implies what Hood (1991) discuss, that the role of rectors in the Swedish 

universities has been undergoing a change and they gained more power and 

responsibility. Moreover it also implies managerial discretion of rectors, that they 
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have certain freedom to take actions into their own hands. Hambrick and Finkelstein 

(1987) argue that the managerial discretion of rectors is a result of three factors: the 

environment, the organization, and the individual characteristics.  

 

4.4.1 Rectors characteristics 

According to Quttainah (2015), Hambrick and Mason (1984), and Finkelstein and 

Hambrick (1990) the personal cognitions and characteristics are developed by 

personal values, past experiences, and education together, which influence the rectors 

analysis and respond to situations. The analysis and responds of the rectors later on 

influence the decisions of rectors. The participants all have a PhD in different topics 

meanwhile some of them have two PhDs. The participants indicate that they have an 

education that reflects the universities education faculty. Moreover, thirteen of the 

participants have Swedish nationality, meaning that two of the participants do not 

have Swedish nationality. This implies that most of the participants have similar 

cultural background and are grown up with similar norms and values, the Swedish 

norms and values in the society. Thus according to Hambrick and Finkelstein (1987) 

the cultural background also influences decision-maker. 

 

In addition, rectors also rely on past experience (Quttainah, 2015; Hambrick and 

Mason, 1984; Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1990) jointly with information and 

knowledge (Stenstrom, 2015) when taking decisions. The knowledge within the 

participants is, according to their education, high concerning their own specialty and 

the academic world since they have experiences from the academic world, different 

experiences. Most of them have worked as a rector before their current position 

and/or as deans, vice-deans, and professors. Some of the participants also have an 

experience of working with management in the academic world.  

 

4.4.2 Previous experience 

However, when asking the participants about their business experiences only two of 

them answered that they have worked outside the academic world and have 

experiences from the private sector. Those participants also had a clear awareness of 

what CSR signified to them. One reason could be their experience in the public sector 

since CSR stands for corporate social responsibility and corporations are perceived as 
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organizations in the public sector. For example one of the participants, that however 

did not mention experience in the public sector, referred CSR to USR in the academic 

world, meaning universities social responsibility.  

 

Moreover, two-thirds of the participants perceived that their personal experiences and 

business experiences influenced their decision-making process. The majority of them 

had worked with issues concerning CSR engagement before, either in another 

university or at their current university and they explained that their previous 

experiences with CSR engagement of course influenced today when taking decisions 

concerning CSR. Meanwhile nine of the participants indicated that the personal 

perspective and characteristics were of high importance and that only should consider 

your own beliefs but also think in an ethical way. However, five participants 

explained that the personal perspective and characteristics influenced them when 

taking decisions and could not recount to either personal experiences or business 

experiences. 

 

4.5 Summary 

As indicated by the Neo Institutional Theory and by the participants, universities do 

not operate in isolation. There are several institutions and actors that influence 

universities and the decision-making process of both the university but also the rector. 

Concepts out of the theoretical framework where shaped into a model, se model 1, 

and later on developed into an interview guide. Throughout the interviews and the 

analysis a further developed model emerged.  

 

Analyzing the external environment level, the participants stated that universities have 

a lot of pressure from the government and other stakeholders. All participants stated 

that they are following the Bologna declaration that has 50 member countries. In 

addition, all participants point out, that all universities are following EU, Swedish 

state and local government laws and regulations, this in order to be legitimate and 

officially recognized. Moreover, the majority of participants expressed that public 

universities has adopted business structures and therefore there are increasing 

expectations and pressure from the private sector as well. Additionally, the 

participants indicated that expectations from the society towards universities have 
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increased and universities interact with the society to a larger extent nowadays than 

before.  The participants determine the students to be the most important stakeholder, 

if ever ranking stakeholder, since universities would not exist without students. In the 

same sector, public sector, universities compete to some extent because they 

somehow compete about students and the “best” students. However, because of the 

common goal of universities and collaboration between each other, majority of the 

participants did not consider other universities as competitors.  

 

Moreover, the organizational level, the university, is influenced as whole from 

previous mentioned forces, however within the organization there are several actors 

that also influence the decision-making process of rectors and should therefore be 

considered. By analyzing how meetings concerning strategic decisions took place at 

the different universities, the researchers observed that, occurrence of meetings, 

highly depends on size. Meetings were set daily, bi-weekly up to once a month, 

however, the researchers could not reveal an obvious pattern or special reasoning 

behind the frequency of meetings. Actors involved in meetings concerning 

strategically decisions varying depending on what kind of decision is concerned. In 

some universities there were specific decision-making groups that handled CSR 

engagement. Moreover, the participants explained that major questions concerning 

CSR engagement decisions were discussed together with the student union, 

researchers, teachers, heads of different departments, the top management team, and 

the board of directors. Hence, smaller decisions were mostly handled by the rectors’ 

him-/herself.  

 

The rectors, when taking decisions, are influenced by both the external environmental 

level as discussed before but also by the internal pressure, so organizational level and 

interactions between actors and initiators. Moreover, personal characteristics were 

also indicated by theories and the analysis to influence rectors and their decisions. 

Among other things, the researchers extracted the sensation that the past experience of 

participants influences them when taking decisions, this since a majority mentioned 

previous decisions, taken by themselves, in the academic world that did not achieve 

expectations. The researchers also sensed that the participants with business 

experience from the private sector had knowledge about CSR that some of the other 
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participants did not express. The majority of the participants also expressed that the 

personal characteristics had higher influence on their decision-making than the 

experiences from private and business life; characteristics such as, age, gender, 

education, industry tenure, personal values, experience of CSR, and personal 

commitment. 

 

Hence, when decisions concerning CSR engagement are discussed and considered, 

the main engagement and discussion concerns the social aspect of CSR. What could 

be explained through the aim of universities; universities have the social aim in their 

core business, what is argued by Crane et al. (2014) and confirmed by all participants. 

Moreover, all participants pointed out, that CSR engagement is a part of their mission 

and therefore is integrated in all decisions taken at the universities.  However, the 

environment aspect of CSR is forced to some extent by laws and regulations. 

Nevertheless, the economical aspect was not noteworthy in any interview. So, 

universities decisions concerning CSR engagement mainly concerns social and 

environmental aspects. Leaving the economical aspect with less attention from a CSR 

engagement point of view. 

 

Summarizing the data collected and the analysis, the research model could be 

developed and further specified.  
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Model 2: Decision-making in universities concerning CSR engagement 
 

The summarizing model is based on the analysis of the results of the field research. 

The following chapter provides the conclusion of the research.  
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5. Conclusion 
Lastly, this section presents the conclusions of the entire research. Moreover, the 

section also discusses critical reflections about the research and implications, as a 

result future research suggestions are given.  

 

5.1 Conclusions 

This research shows insight into the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish 

universities towards CSR engagement. Through a literature review, that combined 

CSR development over the years with Neo Institutional Theory and upper echelon 

theory, a theoretical framework was developed. This framework explains among other 

things the internal and external pressure, the interaction between actors within a 

university and the interaction to the outside world, a rector faces, when deciding 

towards CSR engagement.  

 

According to the problem formulation and based on the theoretical framework, the 

research model was defined. Because of changing social expectations, increasing 

affluence and globalization, CSR importance increased among all organizations 

(Uddin et al., 2008; Crane et al., 2014). Public sector organizations have changed 

towards a more efficient and business-like behavior and set up, therefore the 

increasing importance of CSR for the private sector also moves rapidly towards 

public sector organizations (Coupland et al., 2008; Clark, 1998; Crane et al., 2014). 

Universities as public sector organizations are more and more researched regarding 

CSR engagement. However, most of the existing research focuses on North America 

and the UK, so there is a gap country wise (Lake, 2006). New Public Management, in 

line with the change in public sector organizations led to a change in the ‘mind-set’ of 

the universities’ core goals. All actors became more visible and more important 

regarding decision-making at the university. The New Public Management and the 

change in the public sector opened room for individuals and moved the organization 

also to a more democratic institution, in which everybody could be heard and rise 

issues of concern (Hood, 1991).  
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For the purpose of this research, 15 rectors were interviewed. Thirteen of the 

participants were Swedish nationalities indicating similar culture background; 

meanwhile two were not Swedish nationalities. All of the participants had a high 

education and had experience from the academic world as working place. The 

researchers extracted the sensation that the past experience of participants influence 

them when taking decisions because a majority mentioned previous decisions in the 

academic world that they had learn from since the result did not achieve expectations. 

The researchers also sensed that the participants with working experience from the 

private sector had knowledge about CSR that some of the other participants did not 

express. The majority of the participants also expressed that the personal 

characteristics had higher influence on their decision-making than the experiences 

from private and business life.  

 

The results indicated that universities gained more responsibilities and duties during 

the last decades. Additionally, the rectors gained more power and responsibility. The 

changes in public management are perceived differently by all participants, however, 

in general participants indicated, that they are welcoming the changes, since more 

room for the individual is provided. At the same time however, disadvantages are 

clearly determined in for example the academic freedom. Even though the top 

management team, the board of directors and the rector are seeing the change in New 

Public Management as a positive development, the researchers extracted the 

sensation, that participants are aware of the disadvantages of New Public 

Management. However, they hardly show concern about the working environment 

and the social sustainability side for employees, so teachers and researchers as well as 

administrative staff.  

 

There is a clear distinction between private and public universities. Whereas the 

participants of public universities show low concern about employees, the private 

universities appear to be more involved in the overall atmosphere and put more 

resources into the development of social sustainability for students and employees. 

When it comes to CSR engagement, the researchers sensed some deviation during the 

interviews, when scrutinizing specific statements. It became clear, that there is a 

severe uncertainty about CSR in terms of terminology as well as understanding, since 
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participants’ perception of CSR does reflect what Votaw (1972) stated, that CSR does 

not mean the same thing to everyone but it does means something. Also the 

participants showed uncertainty about the content of laws and regulations and the 

feasibility.  

 

There are clear structured and formal guidelines that have to be followed at least of 

public universities, what is done thoroughly, however, mainly goals are not 

formulated too clear for all employees and students to understand. However, there is a 

strong focus on social sustainability and some focus on environmental sustainability, 

which could be explained by the universities common and general goal and the 

mission and vision. Economic sustainability did not arise as a concern, what could 

reflect that universities are non-profit maximizing organizations and the main goal is 

not profit.  

 

Moreover, the participants were investigated on the pressure and expectations they 

face from inside the university as well as from the external environment. Those 

pressures are perceived differently depending on the size, core business of the 

university and the origin, so public sector or private owned. External actors that are 

influencing universities’ decision-making were by all participants determined as the 

EU, the state government, so the ministry of research and education, as well as the 

local government. Moreover, the industry, so private sector businesses, were pointed 

out by all participants, to have a high level of influencing power regarding the 

government and therefore laws and regulations for public sector universities.  

 

Stakeholder engagement, so the input from the industry, is crucial to universities to 

optimize quality decision-making what is also argued by Akyürek et al. (2015). In 

general it is to say that the researchers sensed that CSR engagement to a certain extent 

has always been and will always be integrated in the strategy and decision-making at 

universities. Wright (2010) claims that in order to engage in CSR, all university 

administrative staff and students have to support the idea of CSR and the decision-

making process, it is to say, that there should be a clearer definition of the CSR 

engagement and more transparency and a better structure to work with CSR related 

issues at universities.  



Fischer, J. & Olguin Jidebom, I. 

 
72 

 

5.2 Critical reflections 

The research in general had a satisfactory respond rate, since 30% of all rectors of 

Swedish higher education institutions participated. However, since there are only 49 

higher education institutions in Sweden, the research result could have reflected a 

rounder picture by including the rectors of all 49 institutions plus the employees and 

the students. The opinion of the participants is of high importance, however, in order 

to follow up on the answers and see if employees and students confirm, support 

and/or share the opinion, it would have been recommendable to include employees 

and students in the research.  

 

Moreover, 12 interviews were conducted via phone, two interviews were conducted 

face-to-face and one was conducted via Skype and camera. To ensure to discover 

underlying information and observe non-verbal communication, the reliability could 

have been increased by conducting all interviews face-to-face or via Skype with 

camera, however, financial funds were limited, therefore the interview approach was 

the most convenient.  

 

Additionally, the timeframe, for the entire research, was predetermined to nine and a 

half weeks, therefore the timeframe for collecting the data was rather limited to three 

weeks. There might have been a larger willingness to participate in the research, if the 

timeframe was larger.  

 

In order to gain a deeper insight into the decision-making process of rectors of 

Swedish universities, 15 questions were asked during the interview. In order to get a 

more accurate and comprehensive result, more questions could have been used, 

however, that might also decrease the willingness to participate in the research due to 

time limitations.  

 

Moreover, the selection of the articles used to base the theoretical framework and the 

literature review on, could have been selected more thoroughly according to the ABS 

ranking to ensure the quality and the reliability of the research.  
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5.3 Theoretical contributions 

According to previous research, as shown in the theoretical framework, there is a 

knowledge gap regarding universities CSR engagement. Moreover, the rectors’ 

responsibilities and role has changed throughout the last decades and is therefore of 

interest to understand CSR engagement from the rectors’ perspective. As a result, the 

research contextualized the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish 

universities towards CSR engagement by providing a theoretical framework model, 

what can be used as a base for further research. Moreover, the research provides 

theoretical contributions to the Upper Echelon Theory, by providing influencing 

characteristics regarding CSR engagement, and additionally, shows how power 

groups at public sector organizations, especially at universities became more visible 

and powerful. Furthermore, this research shows a connection among Upper Echelon 

Theory and Neo Institutional Theory in a university context. The concept of CSR at 

universities also has not been researched thoroughly, to the researchers’ knowledge, 

since CSR has been seen as integrated in the third purpose of universities. This 

research provides theoretical contributions by making an attempt to determine CSR 

engagement through the rectors’ view at Swedish universities, and therefore 

contributes to the general understanding of CSR at universities, what could increase 

efficiency. Moreover, this research adds new perspectives of universities beyond the 

imposed social, environmental and economical guidelines provided by the 

government.   

 

5.4 Methodological contributions 

This research presents methodological contribution regarding the theoretical 

framework that is used as a base of this qualitative research approach. While other 

research primary focuses on the perception of CSR, the top management team and 

board of directors, as well as/or the outcome of CSR, this research puts emphasis on 

the understanding of the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish universities 

towards CSR engagement; and the factors affecting this decision-making, so who is 

involved in decision-making and how does the external environment influence the 

rectors when taking decisions concerning CSR engagement. By focusing only on the 

rectors of Swedish universities and their respective university organization, this 

research provides a methodological contribution in the field of these studies. 
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Furthermore, throughout collecting primary data of 30% of the entire potential 

research population in personal interviews, the research provides an actual snapshot 

of the situation and the context. Moreover, this research is one of the first attempts, to 

the researchers’ knowledge, to qualitatively investigate the decision-making process 

of rectors of Swedish universities towards CSR engagement.  

 

5.5  Empirical contributions 

The empirical contribution of this research is a framework, that was extracted by 

analyzing varies theories regarding the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish 

universities towards CSR engagement. The research contributes also by comprising 

an unique insight into the decision-making process of rectors of Swedish universities 

and how decisions are made, ergo, what factors are affecting decision-making 

regarding CSR engagement though qualitative data of 30% of all rectors of 

universities in Sweden. Moreover, since mainly research regarding CSR engagement 

of universities has been conducted in North America and the UK, this research 

contributes to decrease the knowledge gab concerning this topic in an European 

context. This research is broadening the existing knowledge by investigating on 

rectors of Swedish universities and therefore provides insight into decision-making 

regarding CSR engagement in an European setting, with special focus on Sweden.   

 

5.6 Implications  

In general the commitment of the top management team and the board of directors 

should be given, when decision-making regarding CSR engagement is made. 

Particularly, the rector should support and encourage communication throughout the 

entire organization, in order to be transparent and provide information towards 

employees as well as students. Moreover, in order to ensure high quality in the 

outcome of CSR engagement, it is recommended to appoint a CSR position at the 

strategic decision-making level, so an individual of the organization, that has special 

interest and is able to manage and develop policies as well as the implementation and 

the evaluation of policies. Moreover, the compensation system within the 

organization should reinforce the CSR policies that have been set up, rather than 

merely the bottom line. Additionally, the incorporation of a CSR audit within the 

companies’ annual report is recommended. Moreover, the relationship with all 
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stakeholder and interest groups should be strengthen, in terms of e.g. increasing 

inclusion in initiative of students and employees and increasing communication.  

 

5.7 Future research suggestions 

The research scratches the surface of the decision-making performed by rectors in 

Swedish universities. On the base of this research future research suggestions can be 

indicated. First of all, for a more reliable research it is recommended that a future 

research would include all rectors of all Swedish higher education institutions. 

Moreover, in order to gain more accurate results, it is recommended, that students of 

the universities and employees should be integrated. The suggestion is to conduct a 

quantitative study, so a survey with the students and employees and combine it with a 

qualitative study about all rectors of all higher education institutions in Sweden. 

Moreover, a future research suggestion is the comparison of different European 

countries, since CSR engagement is an emerging issue in general.  
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7. Appendix 
7.1 First email request 

Dear Madame/Sir, 

 

We hope this email finds you well. 

Unfortunately we could not reach you by phone, which is why we are sending this 

email.  

 

We are addressing you regarding our master thesis research that investigates on the 

decision-making process of rectors of Swedish universities towards CSR engagement. 

This master thesis finalizes our study program “Business Administration specializing 

in International Business and Marketing” here, at Högskolan Kristianstad.  

 

As the rector of X University, we would kindly ask you for a personal interview. The 

interview is conducted either via Skype, phone or personal and will approximately 

take one hour. Data collected from the interviews will be confidential and anonymous 

so that no unauthorized person can take part of what is said. 

 

We are happy to comply with your schedule and conduct the interview at a time and 

date of your convenience within week 16 and week 17. However, if circumstances 

will not allow those weeks, we are open for a new suggestion.  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us, we are happy to 

provide more information if need be.  

 

We would highly appreciate your input and support! We are looking forward to 

hearing from you soon. 

 

Kind regards, 

Isabel Olguin-Jidebom & Jenny Fischer 

MSc Students of Business Administration – Högskolan Kristianstad 

isabel.olguin-jidebom0002@stud.hkr.se   +46 70 957 61 07 
 

jenny.fischer0006@stud.hkr.se    +49 176 88 28 32 44 
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7.2 Second email request 

Dear Madame/Sir, 

 

We hope this email finds you well. 

Unfortunately we haven’t heard from you yet, what is why we are kindly sending you 

this reminder.  

 

We are addressing you regarding our master thesis research that investigates on the 

decision-making process of rectors of Swedish universities towards CSR engagement. 

This master thesis finalizes our study program “Business Administration specializing 

in International Business and Marketing” here, at Högskolan Kristianstad.  

 

As the rector of X University, we would kindly ask you for a personal interview. The 

interview is conducted either via Skype, phone or personal and will approximately 

take one hour. Data collected from the interviews will be confidential and anonymous 

so that no unauthorized person can take part of what is said. 

We are happy to comply with your schedule and conduct the interview at a time and 

date of your convenience within week 16 and week 17. 

However, if circumstances will not allow those weeks, we are open for a new 

suggestion.  

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us, we are happy to 

provide more information if need be.  

We would highly appreciate your input and support! We are looking forward to 

hearing from you soon. 

 

Kind regards, 

Isabel Olguin-Jidebom & Jenny Fischer 

MSc Students of Business Administration – Högskolan Kristianstad 
 

 

 

isabel.olguin-jidebom0002@stud.hkr.se 

+46 70 957 61 07 

jenny.fischer0006@stud.hkr.se 

+49 176 88 28 32 44 
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7.3 Third email request 

Dear Madame/Sir, 

 

We hope this email finds you well. 

Unfortunately we haven’t heard from you yet, what is why we are kindly sending you 

this reminder.  

 

We are addressing you regarding our master thesis research that investigates on the 

decision-making process of rectors of Swedish universities towards CSR engagement. 

This master thesis finalizes our study program “Business Administration specializing 

in International Business and Marketing” here, at Högskolan Kristianstad.  

As the rector of X University, we would kindly ask you for a personal interview. The 

interview is conducted either via Skype, phone or personal and will approximately 

take one hour. Data collected from the interviews will be confidential and anonymous 

so that no unauthorized person can take part of what is said. 

 

We are happy to comply with your schedule and conduct the interview at a time and 

date of your convenience within week 17, 18, or 19. 

However, if circumstances will not allow those weeks, we are open for a new 

suggestion.  

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us, we are happy to 

provide more information if need be.  

We would highly appreciate your input and support! We are looking forward to 

hearing from you soon. 

 

Kind regards, 

Isabel Olguin-Jidebom & Jenny Fischer 

MSc Students of Business Administration – Högskolan Kristianstad 
 

 

isabel.olguin-jidebom0002@stud.hkr.se 

+46 70 957 61 07 

jenny.fischer0006@stud.hkr.se 

+49 176 88 28 32 44 



Fischer, J. & Olguin Jidebom, I. 

 
86 

7.4 Personal appointment 

Dear Mr./Mrs. 

Thank you for your replay and for your willingness to participate in our master thesis 

research.  

 

Our research will investigate on how decisions are made by the rectors/vice-

chancellors of Swedish universities. The interview questions concerns the decision-

making process and the interactions of vice-chancellors with other actors in the 

university. Questions concerning personal background and corporate social 

responsibility will also be included in the interview.  

As a participator you will be treated anonyms in the research.  

 

Your interview appointment 

Date:  

Time:  

Communication tool: (Telephone, personal, or skype) 

Skype: master-thesis-research 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us, we are happy to 

provide more information. 

 

 

Kind regards, 

  

Isabel Olguin-Jidebom & Jenny Fischer 

MSc Students of Business Administration – Högskolan Kristianstad 

  

isabel.olguin-jidebom0002@stud.hkr.se 

+46 70 957 61 07 

  

jenny.fischer0006@stud.hkr.se 

+49 176 88 28 32 44  
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7.5 Interview guide 

Introduction:  

• Greeting and introduction 

• Icebreaker  

• Thank the interviewee for his/her time - interview is well appreciated 

  

Background  

1.  Would you please talk about your background? 

  - Age, education, nationality, cultural background, urbanization 

2. Would you please talk about your working experience? 

 - Length of working experience as a rector 

 - Previous working experience + lengths  

 - Did you have another position at in university before vice-chancellor?  

Decision-making concerning CSR engagement   

3. What is CSR to you, how do you perceive CSR? 

4.  Does your university have a CSR strategy? 

 - When did you take the initiative, why especially this strategy 

- If there is no CSR strategy: Do you have the perception that you do/don’t 

need one, and why? 

 - Main engagement?  

5. How does the decision-making concerning CSR take place? 

 - Who is involved? 

 - Interaction? 

 - X times meetings? 

 - Majority voting? 

6.  Are there differences to other strategic decision-making processes? 

 - Why?  

7. How do previous experiences in your personal as well as your business life 

influence your decision-making regarding CSR engagement? 

8. Do you have to convince other decision-maker of your ideas regarding CSR 

engagement in order to forward those ideas?  

 - Which actors? 

 - In what sense? 
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 Are decisions related to CSR smoothly taken or are there lively debates within 

departments or sections? 

 - Any need of convincing? 

Pressures 

9. Have you sensed a change for public organizations? 

 - Structure, decision-making, values, purpose, commercially oriented 

10. Do you sense that laws and regulations concerning CSR have changed in your 

opinion? 

 - The European Union, national legislators, regulatory agencies 

 - In what sense? 

11. Do you perceive norms and values of the society influencing the university’s 

CSR engagement? 

 - In what sense? 

 - Do you feel pressure?  

12. Who do you consider your university’s direct competitors?  

- Do you feel pressure regarding competitiveness that may influence your CSR 

engagement? 

13. Would you consider some stakeholders more important than others?  

- Taxpayers, students, public organizations, private businesses, municipality, 

faculty, government 

- In what sense do you feel more influenced concerning your CSR engagement 

by those stakeholders? Please elaborate.  

14. How do you cope with the expectations of your most important stakeholders 

regarding legitimacy and reputation when it comes to CSR engagement?  

Prose questions 

15.  Do you have anything to add? 

 

Conclusion 

• Thank him/her for his/her time 

• Offer result of the research 

 


