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                                                           Abstract 

 
Purpose: This study aims to explore the CSR strategies in startup companies. To achieve this, 

this research  paper, therefore, strives to first understand what drives startups to adopt socially 

responsible activities, gauging the level of commitment to CSR and understanding how startup 

companies implement so  

 

 

 

Methodology: This research was conducted using a qualitative research approach using a 

multiple case approach. The multiple case study focused on Swedish startups. Primary data was 

used through semi-structured interviews and it was complemented by secondary data extracted 

from the company's websites. 

 

 

Findings: Startup companies are mainly driven to engage in CSR through a  strategic motive 

but influenced by the moralistic motive that has mainly contributed to the startup companies to 

be proactive and accommodative in their CSR. And these startups approach CSR  leads to their 

implementation of CSR integrated into their business model. 

 

 

Conclusion: This study stresses the importance of integrating CSR to the strategy of the 

companies especially in Startup companies where most think CSR is costly and not possible for 

these starting up ventures. Strategic CSR could be of benefit for competitive advantage and 

most importantly, the growth and survival of startup companies. Strategic CSR is a possibility 

for startup companies! 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

“We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give” by Winston Churchill. 

Over the past decades until recently, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has been a 

mainstream business practice trend that has been adopted by organizations. A lot of importance 

has been given by organizations of all sizes to the support of universal social good just as much 

as the common goal of providing shareholder value and profitability (Prowly, 2020). Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) can be pinned down back to the works of Bowen (1953), where he 

stated that entrepreneurs must implement strategies, make decisions, and follow the lines of 

action that are appropriate in terms of our society's goals and values. More definitions of CSR 

have accumulated since then with different definitions having different interpretations, 

approaches, and priorities (Wolter et al., 2019). However, this research paper adopts the 

definition by the European Commission (2016) where CSR is defined as where businesses 

willingly go above what is required by law to achieve social and environmental goals during 

their regular business activities. 

Nevertheless, a firm’s performance is positively impacted by CSR (Margolis & Walsh, 2003). 

Indeed, firms do not only do good because it is the best thing to do but also because they get to 

reap certain kinds of market advantages that help them achieve a competitive edge (Panwar, 

Nybakk, Hansen, & Pinkse, 2016). Through this, firms also improve their company image while 

getting great returns in their investments and strengthening their relationships with their 

customers (Wae Yee, 2012; Van Haastrecht & Amiabel, 2010). However, critics have 

discovered a trend of “greenwashing” where some companies are using CSR to communicate 

and market their products which deceives the consumers on their sustainability practices 

(Delmas & Burbano, 2011, p. 64; Parguel et al., 2011, p. 15). 

With consideration given to the unprecedented tug towards CSR, the query for businesses is 

not whether to take part in CSR, but the right path for them to approach CSR which should be 

in a way that represents the business values of an organization while addressing the social issues 

(Rangan, 2012). With this in mind, this brings forth strategic CSR which is defined by Werther 

and Chandler (2006) as the ideology where CSR is incorporated into the strategic context and 

activities of the organization. Strategic CSR has been proved to help in the accomplishment of 

a business goal, the creation of both true shareholder value as well as the improvement of 
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organizational performance (Bruch, 2005; Carroll, 2001). Organizations normally do not have 

a CSR strategy rather different programs and initiatives which has proven to be a core issue 

with the CSR practice (Bradley, 2011).  It is argued that leveraging CSR as a strategic edge to 

achieve market growth is crucial to the survival of companies and by aligning CSR activities 

with their business goals, companies are likely to make more effective use of their limited 

capital and thereby increase their performance (Stoian & Gilman, 2017). More so, these 

perceptions are of relevance to startup companies. With this in mind, small firms make up 95% 

of privately-owned businesses worldwide (Wymenga et.al., 2012). Researchers have suggested 

investigating startup companies to evaluate their business action strategies in place when 

dealing with CSR issues ( Lefebvre & Lefebvre, 2014). 

Notably, Start-up companies can be defined as entrepreneurial ventures in their early stage of 

operations that are typically aimed at resolving a real-life issue with an innovative product or 

service (Vione et al., 2019). They are significant for monetary development, particularly when 

the worldwide economy is melancholic, and the unemployment rate is high (Du & Kadyova, 

2016). These newly created ventures have been deemed to be a key element of economic 

development besides their growth and development (Audretsch and Thurik 2001,2014). Also, 

as explained by Carland et al. (1984, pp. 358), start-ups as well have high rates of profitability 

and growth, hence they tend to adopt innovative tendencies. 

Throughout the last decades, it has been seen how startups thrive with only a few cash in their 

pockets, an idea, and a determination to do good (Lawrence, 2014). And their performance has 

shown that no longer just one bottom line, but a triple bottom line, or the three P's – people, 

planet, profits (Lawrence, 2014). Adding to this, an example is as elaborated by a tech startup 

company, Fixx. The CSR manager in an article said that “…are important pieces to 

implementing CSR into a scaling, high-growth company, but the biggest and most important 

thing I have learned is that it pays off. This work is not just fluff or something nice to have. It is 

a legitimate source of revenue, engagement, and talent attraction”, Allen (2018). 

Nevertheless, from when the CSR term was established by Bowen in 1953, a lot of relevance 

of CSR has been given to larger corporations, making a lot of CSR empirical research on them 

while only a few research has been conducted on startup companies (Murillo and Lozano, 2009; 

Thompson & Smith, 1991). This has also been contributed to the assumption that small firms 
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have time and resource constraints that hinder them from implementing CSR (Lepoutre & 

Heene, 2006). Even so, critics have argued that startup companies may be better suited and 

better prepared for socially responsible actions than big companies, because of their versatility 

and their dedication to local community values and concerns (European Commission, 2002). 

Henceforth, this adds more to the necessity of why research is to be done on CSR in start-ups. 

Corresponding to Stinchcombe (1985), CSR enables firms to have a competitive advantage that 

might function as a potential source of legitimacy which is often one of the things that start-ups 

tend to lack and with which are coping at the beginning of their operations. However, for results 

to be reflected in the long run, it is advantageous for CSR to be approached strategically (Tang, 

2012). Startups are disrupting norms and creating new ways to solve problems which in the 

long run is valuable, thus, they have a purpose (Cunningham, 2006). 

It is therefore important for start-ups to suggest transparent and realistic proposals for their 

systems and planned progress outcomes where they should be informed of the actual state of 

their fields in doing so (Kwon, 2020). This could be important to their survival and adding to 

that if their understanding is not certain their plans could be futile. Regardless of this, most 

research leans on CSR strategies and approaches in SMEs but only a small number regarding 

the stage of start-ups (Zbuchea & Pinzaru, 2018).  

By theories and methods that are lacking for guidance for start-ups, it has created a barrier for 

some start-up companies implementing CSR in their companies from the beginning (Retolaza 

et.al, 2009). Even as companies continue to increasingly imply CSR strategic importance, there 

is the need for reasoning CSR actions in startup companies which include their degree of CSR 

incorporation into their businesses. Therefore, this study aims to explore CSR strategies in 

startup companies. To achieve this research aim, the study will investigate Swedish startup 

companies. This research will therefore fulfill the aim by answering the following research 

questions; 

1. What drives startup companies to adopt corporate social responsibility? 

2. How does startup companies approach corporate social responsibility? 

3. How do these startup companies implement corporate social responsibility? 
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter will provide an overview of literature and theories which is relevant to the study. 

Firstly, a brief discussion of startups and CSR will be provided followed by explaining what 

are the drivers of CSR in Startups. This will be followed by a description of CSR approaches 

based on the level of commitment by companies. Lastly, this chapter will cover CSR 

implementation. 

2.1 Startups and Corporate Social Responsibility  

 

Corporate Social Responsibility has been an important topic since the 1950s and has been 

progressing since then. There has not been a unified definition of CSR according to Dahlsrud 

(2008), which made a content analysis of a total of 37 different definitions of corporate social 

responsibility. The conclusion made by Dahlsrud (2008) is that the definitions always refer to 

the similar dimensions of CSR which are social, environmental, economic, stakeholder, and 

voluntariness dimensions.  

One of the ways of understanding CSR practice or defining it is through the use of Carroll's 

framework. In 1979, a four-part definition of CSR was introduced by Carroll where there were 

four types of CSR; economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic (Carroll, 1979). This collection 

of four responsibilities provides a framework or structure that helps to describe in some detail 

and to portray or represent the essence of the company's responsibilities to the community of 

which it is a member (Carroll, 2016). 

According to Carroll (1991, pg 40) “for CSR to be accepted by a conscientious business person, 

it should be framed in such a way that the entire range of business responsibilities are 

embraced”. However, any given duty or operation of a corporation may have economic, legal, 

ethical, or philanthropic reasons in it. The four groups are essential to reminding us that all 

firms while they are doing their activities they should fulfill the requirements while being 

profitable that is obeying the law, being ethical, and good corporate citizens  (Carroll, 1979). 

As defined by Ries (2010) Startups are entrepreneurial organizations designed to deliver a new 

product or service in environments of intense complexity. They normally have fewer than fifty 

employees and a turnover which does not surpass ten million euros (The European Commission, 

2002). “Startups are commonly viewed as the potential inception of a new industrial trajectory 
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which is expected to grow, create jobs and disseminate innovation locally,” Livi & Jeanneret 

(2015, p. 1954). They also have an informal and flexible organizational structure (Preuss & 

Peschke, 2010). However, due to their characteristic small size, they tend to suffer a structural 

lack of financial and human resources (Wymer & Regan 2005). This perspective has led to 

limited research being done on CSR in small businesses. Due to this, theories and programs 

have been developed more in large firms than small businesses (Thompson & Smith, 1991 p 

31; Lepoutre & Heene, 2006 p 262 ) 

Besides, as discussed by Carland et al. (1984, p. 358) and in support of other authors, the goals 

of Startups are mostly profitability and growth and also play a key role in innovation practices 

(Colombo & Piva 2008). From such various points of view, start-up companies have features 

that distinguish them from other businesses. Ideally, in many aspects, these businesses vary 

from conventional ones, such as the potential growth rate, the innovation in their business 

model, the role that technology plays in their development (Blank, 2013), and also the focus on 

sustainability. 

CSR can be implemented as a way of developing creativity and innovation at the start-up stage 

or even beyond, by enabling entrepreneurs to envision new ways of managing operations (new 

business models), to find new raw materials, as well as to develop innovative product and 

services to adapt to both economic and social demands (Gupta & Sharma, 2009). Relating to 

this, the Founder and President of Granito Group explained that ; 

“…. corporate responsibility is to be built in from the beginning, not added on as an 

afterthought or retroactively for a remedy. If a CEO is not socially aware and not ready to 

shape his or her company accordingly, then he or she will not be able to be a promising leader”, 

Tavares(2018). 

Subsequently, start-ups have treated sustainability as an important aspect of their growth to 

achieve a strategic edge, seeing it as an empowering concept that comes from the values of 

entrepreneurs (Iandolo, Cosimato, & Ferrari, 2019). Even with there being benefits from 

adopting CSR in any firm such as competitive advantage over their competitors in terms of 

improved company image, great return on investments, and strengthening the relationship with 

their customers (Wae Yee, 2012; Van Haastrecht & Amiabel, 2010), there is still a gap in 

research that focuses on the startups perspective on CSR. The few research done have shown 
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that CSR activities were only pursued to distinguish themselves from competitors and growing 

their potential for innovation (Jenkins, 2009; Teece & Shuen, 1997). More to that, a few articles 

have pressed the importance of Startups being sustainable or adopting corporate social 

responsibility example is an article by (Thacker, 2020) where Jean-Philippe Courtois, Executive 

Vice President, and President, Microsoft Global Sales, Marketing and Operations mentioned 

that; 

“Startups in the social impact and sustainability space are among the world’s most inspiring 

organizations, and It’s important that their passion for meaningful innovation and creating 

positive change is supported…By empowering them, our goal is to help change the lives of a 

million people…”. 

By understanding the situation of startups and CSR both in literature and in the field, will help 

to have a clear knowledge of the role of startups in CSR which is important for the research. 

 

2.1.1 CSR drivers in start-up companies  

While researchers often suggested several CSR drivers, two viewpoints have been distinct in 

literature namely moral and strategic perspective of CSR drivers (Lenssen et.al, 2011). This 

paper will research is the startup company's CSR  drive based on these perspectives. They are; 

The moral motive implies that companies partake in socially responsible actions because it is 

"the right thing to do" and that businesses are or should be driven by intrinsic considerations 

such as ethical values and moral leadership (Heugens, Kaptein, & Van Oosterhout, 2008). This 

view indicates that the CSR efforts are views as a moral duty towards society (Van de Ven & 

Graafland, 2006). Most businesses have a corporate culture that is devoted to such business 

values, as moral responsibilities. Moral motivations follow four characteristics: they represent 

an obligation and consistency when applied to others they are universally applicable and they 

are intrinsically inspired (Van de Ven & Graafland, 2006). Etzioni (1988) discusses and 

illustrates a lot of empirical findings that show that moral commitments affect behavior. 

In startups, the start-up owner, due to the vision and commitment for contribution to society is 

the main key driver in engaging in CSR (Rangan, Chase & Karim, 2012). It has been seen that 

the more established and competent the entrepreneur, the more he/she shows that they thrive in 

the 5 dimensions of flourishing (innovativeness, risk-taking, self-government, proactivity, and 
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strategic aggression) the more they tend to behave to participate in CSR (Freeman & 

Dmytriyev, 2017). Also, individual factors, principles, ethics, personality, mindset, vision, 

projection of internal capital, control locus may influences Startups to pursue CSR practices 

(Malpani, & Ghosh, 2020). 

In contrast, the strategic motive implies that first purse CSR for the aim of achieving 

profitability (Lenssen et.al, 2011). This indicates that businesses participate in CSR because of 

external motivators such as market and institutional demands (Lenssen et.al, 2011). These 

motives frequently prevail in practice (Wolter et.al, 2019). This also includes the need to 

differentiate from other firms is another driver for CSR in startups (Tilley, 2003; Sharman & 

Kiran,2011). In this study, other strategic motives are Industry norms and practices have been 

argued to make a strong influence on the decisions of entrepreneurs’ CSR decisions 

(Vyakarnam et.al, 1997: 1633) also national culture (Worthingtol et. al, 2006). Competition is 

also included, Startup innovativeness (Jenkins, 2004; Avram et.al, 2018), Pressures from 

stakeholders are also drivers for Startups to be socially responsible. This may be both 

internal(Jenkins, 2004; Pedesern, 2009) and external stakeholders (government, auditors, larger 

corporations, financial institutions) (Sharman & Kiran, 2011; Murillo & Lozan,  2006; Hudson 

&Wehrell, 2005; Arman &Nejati,  2014). 

In certain instances, the moral view of CSR manifests itself in the form of codified norms, rules, 

and (unwritten) laws. It is rarely specifically defined as CSR or converted to certifications, 

records, etc. In other words, the consequences for the social roles of the industry are implicit, 

while the social values, networks, organizations, and laws may be explicit (Matten and Moon, 

2008). Some authors have also argued that the moral motive is more important within CSR than 

the economic view (Etzioni, 1988). 

Investigating the motivations that drive CSR activities in startups is crucial as it is seen that the 

social responsibility of a  firm is dependant on the individuals who in charge of making 

decisions daily (Wood, 1991). Therefore this aspect will help to answer the research question 

in the study seeking to understand what drives these startups to be socially responsible. These 

two aspects will be able to show explain where the CSR drivers in startups lie, are more moral 

or strategic motives. 
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2.4 Approaches to CSR  

Every firm has a different approach when embarking on CSR, their commitments, however, 

may be either high or low (Kusterer and Hussan, 2001). This thesis will use this to test the 

startup's approach to corporate social responsibility. These 4 approaches are as follows; 

1. Obstructionist stance 

The meaning of an obstructionist is to get in the way of or to hinder something. A business that 

takes an obstructive approach against social responsibility is seeking to protect its economic 

priorities by blocking any effort to point out the lack of social responsibility of the company 

(Kanobi, 2018).“When they cross the ethical lines that separate acceptable from unacceptable 

practices, their typical response to deny or avoid accepting responsibility for their actions,” 

Griffin (2012, p 105). This is the lowest commitment out of the other approaches as seen in 

(Fig 1) and it is where the firms chose to behave unethically and illegally (Wamitu, 2014). 

2. Defensive stance 

In several cases, businesses that take a defensive stance towards social responsibility are not 

especially responsible ( Kanobi, 2018). “They insist that their job is to generate profits,” Griffin 

(2012, p 105). These businesses may think of themselves as impartial and find profits a more 

valuable motivation than socially conscious behavior ( Kanobi, 2018). The firms show at least 

a commitment to undertake CSR by abiding by the law however no attempt to go beyond that 

(Wamitu, 2014). They therefore only maximize shareholder value that is within the law 

(Wamitu, 2014). 

3. Accommodative stance 

An accommodative stance means that a business agrees that corporate social responsibility is 

important, even as important as profit-making (Kanobi,2018 ). The firms understand the need 

to support CSR and seek to balance the interest of various stakeholders and 

shareholders(Wamitu, 2014). An accomodating company does not try to conceal its decisions 

and is transparent about whether it takes specific steps(Kanobi, 2018). “Such firms voluntarily 

agree to participate in social programs, but solicitors have to convince the organization that the 

programs are worthy of its supports .” Griffin (2012 ,p 105). 

4. Proactive stance  
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This is the highest stance. Rather than responding to criticism, a proactive organization is 

seeking to keep ahead of the corporate responsibility curve and can make ethics part of its 

mission statement and seek to prevent any damage to the environment or its workers. (Kanobi, 

2018). These firms take a lead to social issues and are going out of their way to hear about the 

needs of various stakeholders to use corporate capital to benefit society  (Wamitu, 2014). “They 

view themselves as citizens in a society and proactively seek opportunities to contribute,” 

Griffin (2012, p 105). 

The figure below demonstrates the approaches of  CSR based on the degree of social 

responsibility ranging from the lowest to the highest. 

Figure 1: Approaches and degree of social responsibility 

 

 

Source: (Griffin, 2012) 

 

2.4.2 Implementation of CSR 

When approaching CSR, there is no "one-size-fits-all" approach as every company has specific 

characteristics and situations that will affect the way it sees its organizational environment and 

determines its social responsibilities (Revathy, 2012). However, each of them will differ in their 

understanding of CSR problems and how much work they have already done to implement a 

CSR approach (Revathy, 2012). The implementation of CSR goes beyond enforcement and 

involves activities that foster social good, far beyond the interests of the business and what is 

mandated by law (Bucur, 2013). Growing questions about the impact of businesses on society 

have contributed to a boom in guiding, calculating, networking, and awarding approaches for 

CSR performance (Bucur, 2013). This differs in the type of guidelines, code of practice, and 

contributes to desirable standards for organizational behavior, dynamic management processes, 

auditing, and diversification of the means of communication (Bucur, 2013). 
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Importantly, according to Raps (2005), the key to effective implementation is an integrated 

perspective of the implementation process. With the CSR concept growing, new trends have 

emerged. The growing concept is towards integrating CSR activities into the core business 

operations and planning process (Werther and Chandler, 2011). The authors defined this as a 

strategic CSR and explained it as: 

“The incorporation of a holistic CSR perspective within a firm‘s strategic planning and core 

operations so that the firm is managed in the interest of a broad set of stakeholders to achieve 

maximum economic and social value over the medium to long-run”, Werther and Chandler 

(2011, p.40) 

This definition will be used as guidance in understanding how CSR is implemented in startup 

companies. Strategic CSR is seen by most scholars as CSR activities that are simultaneously 

good for the society and good for business which promotes competitive advantage for the firm 

hence improving performance and creation of social value (Carroll, 2001; Porter & Kramer, 

2006; Marsden Chris, 2000). Also, Porter and Kramer (2006) changed the dynamics of strategic 

CSR when the authors mentioned that for CSR to be strategic it should add to a firm´s value 

chain and improve the perspective of competitiveness (Porter,1990,1985). Porter argues that 

“strategic CSR moves beyond good corporate citizenship and mitigating harmful value chain 

impacts to mount a small number of initiatives whose social and business benefits are large and 

distinctive” (p. 88). 

However, it is important to note that each company has unique strategies for implementing 

CSR, this is because of their different core expertise  (Aguinis and Glavas, 2013). Therefore 

when connecting CSR to organizational practice, different factors come into play this includes 

the size of the firm, area of activity, national culture, and institutional basis (Swiatkiewicz, 

2017). For modern corporations, the continuation of long-term growth includes an extensive 

awareness and implementation of CSR activities and an increase in its strategic importance in 

businesses (Kuokkanen & Sun, 2019). Adding to that, there is considerable benefit in 

continuing with the implementation of CSR in a systematic manner that is in line with the 

company's mission, and attentive to its business culture, environment, and risk profile, and 

operational conditions (Revathy, 2012) 

However, tools in CSR have long been only harnessed by larger corporations leading to little 

guidance for Startups (Blackburn and Kovalainen, 2009). So there is little known about how 
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exactly startup companies implement CSR. An example is  a  tech start-up company called Fiix 

(Allen, 2018) whereby  they employed a CSR  manager when the company had 20 employees 

(growing)  to help them establish CSR in their company and Allen said that : 

 “…There were next to no companies of our size in the tech sector that were doing what we were 

about to embark on. We had very little guidance or examples of what a CSR program should look 

like...” 

This adds to the importance of why research should be done on startup companies and in this 

research, it is of importance to understand how startup companies have implemented CSR in 

their companies. This will be helpful in the study and contribute to the answering of the research 

question. 
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN 

This section of the study describes the research process adopted by this study. It provides a 

description and gives information concerning the research approach and strategy. This is then 

followed by various stages of the research undertaken which include the selection of the cases, 

description of the selected companies the data collection process, and the process of data 

analysis. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the data quality, limitations that occurred 

during the collection of data, and the ethical considerations. 

 

3.1 Research approach 

This research aims to explore CSR strategy in Startup companies. The nature of this research is 

exploratory as it aims to get a deeper understanding of how CSR is adopted in Startups. 

According to Saunders et al. (2012, pp. 171), explorative studies either discover a phenomenon 

or provide insight regarding an interesting topic through open questions. Explorative methods 

are flexible and adaptable to change (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 171). This is adaptable to the 

research that investigates unexplored aspects of CSR in Startups and so that the author can get 

a clear understanding of how this concept is practiced in Startups. Also, it will help in the 

clarification process of the research as CSR is a complex concept. 

To get a deeper understanding of the research aim, the study opts to adopt a qualitative method 

of research. Hammett et al. (2014) explained that the use of correct methods to address the 

proposed research questions is of the utmost importance.  To answer the research question, the 

qualitative research method will help to get a deeper understanding of the CSR strategies in 

Startups. This is more suitable as the researcher will be able to evaluate the experience of the 

founders and top managers of Startups concerning CSR (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

 In this study, the researcher will adopt a multiple case study strategy to carry on the research. 

CSR practice of a certain company will be influenced by a company’s special context, thus, to 

get a clear picture it is preferable to go to one or two or more typical Startups to study their 

practice in their context. ”. A multiple case study will help the researcher understand the 

differences and similarities in the selected cases in the concept of understanding how CSR is 

practiced in startups (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Additionally, findings produced from a multiple 
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case study are calculated clearly and reliably (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Using multiple cases 

allows for a broader analysis of research questions in this thesis and the theoretical development 

of the research theme (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Furthermore, due to the rising popularity 

of the CSR concept, the researcher had an interest in analyzing contemporary cases. 

 

3.2 Selection of cases  

As stated by Ilker et al. (2014), purposive sampling (judgment sampling) is a non-probability 

technique where the intended selection of the participant is based on the attributes possessed by 

the respondent. The components selected for the study are chosen by the researcher's decision 

who also assumes that they can achieve a representative sample by using proper judgment 

which could result in savings of time and resources (Black, 2010). 

However, to select the right Startups for the research, selection criteria had to be followed. 

Firstly, the Startups had to be in Sweden because of the time constraint where studies could not 

be carried out widely. Sweden is also the best fit for this research because Sweden is widely 

viewed as a pioneer in sustainability and was ranked first out of 65 countries in the most recent 

latest RobecoSAM Country Sustainability Ranking based on social, environmental, and ESG 

indicators (Sverige, 2020) Besides, Sweden based on the latest 2019 Global Innovation Index 

is one of the leading innovative countries worldwide  (Trajkovska, 2020). This is to the fact that 

the study aims to explore CSR practices in Startups hence, it is valid for Startups to meet this 

criterion. Secondly, the cases had to meet the characteristics of Startups as described in the 

theoretical framework which will help this study to ensure its focus on newly established firms 

that meet the criteria for the study. 

All in all, eleven (11) companies were seen as suitable for the research. These Startups were 

further contacted to find out if they would be interested to be in the participants in the research, 

four (4) of the company positively replied and conformed their eagerness to participate. 

Nonetheless, it is important to note that the selected companies were mostly in the energy 

industry and were mostly companies that have sustainability in their core business operations. 

The study provides a brief description of the selected Startups below.  
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3.2.1 Presentation of the Startup companies  

 

Founded by Edgeir Aksnes a Norwegian and Daniel Lindén, who is a Swede in 2016, Tibber 

has set to change the electricity industry in Sweden. Tibber is a digital electricity company that 

gives consumers the power to buy green electricity directly from the producers. They give 

insights, transparency, and full control over your power consumption in the home -all gathered 

around. This startup company also has created a unique platform for buying electricity, which 

provides the opportunity to buy renewable electricity at a lower price than from traditional 

electricity suppliers. They do not take margins on their electricity prices which is an advantage 

consumers benefit from every hour, every day. 

The basis of Tibber is delivering renewable electricity. But since they do not make money on 

electricity consumption, the company sees no need for selling a lot of electricity. Instead, they 

strive to provide insights and tools to help consumers lower their spending. 

As such, this startup company is suitable as a case study in this research, as it represents an 

electricity company that is sustainable in its operations and with a manta that states that the 

most sustainable energy is the one that you never use. 

Source: (Tibber, 2020), (Swedish Clean Tech, 2020) 

 

Established in 2017, Healthy Homes is a startup driven by sustainability and health and the goal 

of making housing better to live in. Together with the Belgian company Renson, we have 100 

engineers who are constantly working on the development of some fantastic products.  

Healthy homes focus is to create healthy indoor air quality in homes with a minimal impact on 

the environment and energy usage. This startup provides ventilation systems for residential 

buildings that adapt the ventilation automatically to the real needs in the home. This will both 

increase the indoor air quality and lower the energy usage from the ventilation over time. By 

adding a few extra parts to your ventilation system, you can save a great deal of energy over its 
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life cycle. This invests both cost- and resource-effective. They have a solution for both houses 

and apartment buildings.  

The traditional way of ventilating a home is to have a constant airflow every day, throughout 

the year. This means that when the need for fresh air is high in your home, the ventilation level 

will be too low. On contrary, when you are at work or on holiday, the ventilation level is higher 

than it needs to be. By measuring several indicators of the indoor air quality, healthy homes can 

adapt the airflow in your home to the real needs 24/7, creating a high and even air quality 

standard. Besides, the energy usage over time will be significantly lower since you do not 

ventilate more than necessary. 

Source: (Healthy Home, 2020) ( Smart City Sweden, 2020) 

 

Founded by Faisa Abdi and Muse Farah in 2019, QC Renewable Energy is a startup with a 

focus on a sustainable world. This company was born from Dalarna university students from 

Sweden and East Africa with a great commitment to make a difference and change the world 

in a positive direction with the help of renewable energy sources. 

The vision of this company is to support all ideas and to facilitate life in local communities in 

the world, especially in rural areas, where access to cheap and clean electricity will 

increase. The focus is also on finding new innovative energy solutions and on increasing 

opinion formation in the world to convert to a more sustainable society. 

Building sustainable contacts and business between people and countries in East Africa and 

Sweden is the goal of the newly started company QC Renewable Energy. The focus is on selling 

and installing stand-alone photovoltaic systems to both private and commercial customers. The 

goal is for it to contribute to new opportunities and innovations for people and companies, 

especially in Somalia and Kenya.  

Source: (QC Renewable Energy, 2020), (MyNewsDesk, 2020) 
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We develop demand-controlled ventilation for homes in collaboration with the 

Belgian  
FFFodhF 

Established in 2019, the team behind the startup company Kwikk is Joakim Andersson, 

Madelena Stunts, and David Forsberg. Kwikk offers a digital payment function that makes it 

possible to sell online in a simple way. They aim to lower the barriers to the new digital world 

and to help more recognize the benefits of digitalization instead of feeling threatened by it. 

Many small and medium-sized businesses are experiencing the consequences of increased  

competition that online trading is bringing with it yet believe it to be too expensive or difficult 

to try out themselves. 

They believe that for society to develop, more businesses need a chance to be on the same 

playing field as large businesses and only then, a good balance can be achieved with a level of 

competition that benefits the society. Kwikk wants to see rural communities thrive and for 

everyone who does not currently work within the digital environment to test doing business 

online. Clubs, small businesses, and organizations have begun testing Kwikk and have already 

seen their advantages. 

Source: (Dalarna Science Park, 2020) 

 

3.3 Data collection  

Data collection for this research was both primary and secondary data. This is to ensure the use 

of different methods of data collection and in doing so triangulate the topic to identify the facts 

(Didcombe, 2000, cited in Carlsson & Åkerström, 2008). Qualitative interviews were 

conducted with mainly the founders of the start-up, which was complemented with the 

background information on the selected companies from their websites and available social 

media platforms. Because the research is exploratory and that the study opts to use semi-

structured interviews which consist of a list of themes and some key questions to be covered 

and are usually used to gather data for qualitative analysis (Saunders, 2012, pp. 374).  

An interview guide was adapted to have a clear structure while conducting the interviews. The 

interview guide questions were mostly based on the theoretical framework written in the study. 
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Also, spontaneous follow-up questions that aimed to address additional areas of interest were 

asked during the interview (Bryman & Bell, 2015). The final draft and questions can be seen in 

appendix 1. It is important to note that the findings guided the interview guide so the final draft 

was specified to that. 

The interviews were carried out online by using Skype or Zoom based on the availability of the 

respondent. This is due to the advancement of technology which was an advantage of the 

interviewer due to its convenience. Also, this helped to get more background information and 

contextual data (Saunders, 2012, pp. 377). The interview was mainly conducted in English and 

recorded where transcription was done after every interview. 

 

Table 1: Description of the Startup companies interviewed 

Company Industry Startup Company Description Details of 

interviews 

Respondent Position Year 

Founded 

No. of 

employees 

Method Duration  

Tibber Digital 

Energy 

Elisabet 

Kjerstad 

Sustainable 

Manager  

2016 50-60 Zoom 45min 

Healthy 

Homes 

Energy 

Smart & 

Sustainable 

Buildings 

John Are CIO 2017 1-10 Skype 40mins 

QC 

Renewable 

Energy 

Solar 

Energy 

Faisa Abdi Founder 2019 1-5 Skype 55 mins 

Kwikk 

 

FinTech 

Ecommerce 

Joakim 

Andersson 

Co-founder  2019 1-10 Skype 45mins 

        

Source: Compiled by author 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

Thematic analysis was used for the analysis of the data since it is the method used in recognizing 

correlations or themes in the context of qualitative data (Maguire & Delahunty, 2017). Thematic 

analysis is opted for in this study due to its high degree of flexibility (Maguire & Delahunt, 

2017). The chosen analysis will be effective in the process of identification of patterns (themes) 

and the process of analysis of these themes (Boyatzis, 1998). Therefore, this study adopts Braun 
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& Clark´s six-step framework which is seen as the best-fit approach for this research as it has a 

straightforward and functional structure for carrying out thematic analysis. 

To fulfill the aim of this study which is, to explore the strategies of startup companies data from 

the companies website and interviews was used. A deductive approach was used to code and 

analyze the data. This will therefore identify patterns that are driven by the research questions 

and theoretical framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The first step in the analysis was to get familiar with the data. The interviews conducted were 

transcribed immediately after each interview, the data was mainly videos where they were 

listened to later to ensure accurate transcription of the data. Hand code data was chosen in this 

study for the interviews. The coding resultant from the hand code approach was coded using 

the deductive approach. Even as using software for coding is seen to effective and fast, hand-

code data was preferred in this study to be able to get more familiar with the data. In search of 

new themes from the data, the data was re-read thoroughly wherein the process 5 themes were 

identified. After a close review of the themes and data again, the final four themes and were 

identified. The themes included Understanding of CSR, Driving forces of CSR, and CSR 

Approach and CSR Implementation In the coding of the secondary data which was used to 

supplement the study, keywords were identified in the startup companies website that matched 

one of the themes identified. 

The final step which is to report the findings  (Braun & Clarke, 2006) is presented in the next 

chapter (four). The findings are discussed following themes that were identified with a 

discussion explaining the key findings identified in the data. The findings are presented case by 

case thereafter a cross-case analysis was conducted and later a discussion and conclusion. 

 

3.5 Research Reliability  

Data quality is generally accepted as the extent to which information, including analysis 

processes like those of data collection, is reliable and addresses the needs of users (Vale, 2010). 

Also according to Golafshani (2003), for qualitative research to confirm the reliability, the 

researcher should assess the trustworthiness of the data. Thomas and Magilvy (2011) discussed 

a model that has four factors of trustworthiness for qualitative research. 
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First, the research ensured the credibility of data by ensuring a triangular approach. This was 

done by a review of the individual transcripts from the interviews conducted. This is because 

the research mainly relied on the primary data to provide a deeper understanding of how the 

startups approach CSR and their strategies (Thomas and Magilvy, 2011). 

Secondly, the research ensured transferability which according to research (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 290) is “how one determines the extent to which the findings of a particular inquiry 

have applicability in other contexts or with other subjects/participants.”With the study being 

based on Sweden and the case selected was Swedish Startups, the study cannot be generalized 

to other countries in other geographical mappings. However, even as the findings will have 

insights, recommendations, and future recommendations can be generalized to the other 

startups in different geographical mappings. 

Thirdly, the research ensures dependability This was done by showing a description of how the 

cases were selected and also ensuring a brief description of the research methods used in the 

study. Finally, the research ensured confirmability which is done by ensuring a sense of 

awareness and openness to the study and developing results (Thomas and Magilvy, 2011). This 

was achieved by ensuring the previous factors and a brief description of the limitation of the 

study which is discussed in the next section. 

3.6 Ethical considerations and Limitations 

The ethical consideration in this study is very important due to the personal information and 

also company information of the cases used in the study. While collecting the data 

confidentiality and privacy of the startup companies data are considered. This was done by 

asking for consent to use the data present in the research. The selected companies that were 

interviewed were provided with sufficient information about the research which was done 

before and during the interview of each startup company. However, this research would declare 

personal bias as the research was done by one person. And to reduce this research was more 

reliant on the literature. 

The limitations observed was that the study would have wanted to have a lot of startups to study 

but most startups refused the offer as they either were in busy time or had fulfilled their number 

of research requests at the time. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the empirical finding from the data collected in the study. The results and 

the key themes that were identified in the study are identified and will be used to help fulfill the 

aim of the study which is to explore CSR in Startup companies. First, the findings will be 

presented case by case, each case showing findings based on the selected themes. 

4.1 Startups Background 

This study was mainly focused on obtaining data from startup companies that are either starting 

or have been established a while back. The companies that were interviewed were mainly in 

incubators in the Dalarna Science park with only one, Tibber not included there. This shows 

that the age of the startups was mostly Young while the only Mature startup was Tibber. These 

startups fulfilled the selection criteria used. The companies' websites were mostly used in this 

study as secondary data. 

 

4.2 Case Findings 

4.2.1 Tibber  

Understanding of CSR-This theme shows the understanding of CSR in startup companies. This 

can be seen in the activities the company undertakes to CSR. When asked in the interview if 

the company understands the concept of CSR. The respondent answered that she was fully 

aware of the concept.  

“I understand what CSR mostly since I work around it as my standing role as         

sustainability manager of Tibber … “(Elisabet) 

Tibber also carries out CSR activities which are at the core of their day to day business 

activities. The company's focus is on digital energy where they enable consumers to buy green 

energy (renewable energy ) at a lower price. In the interview, it was mentioned that the company 

ensures that they have a measurable impact on the environment through this activity, and at the 

same time they ensure a movement or a community feeling from their consumers through the 

cycle. 
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“…Consumers who are actively reducing their energy consumption, so building a community, 

feeling know within our customer base is something that is quite important to us, not only not 

only to be able to measure the total impact that we have from delivering our products and 

services but also to motivate and inspire and to see that or make the individual see that they 

are part of something bigger…”(Elisabet) 

Tibber also considers its employees as an important asset mostly when it comes to 

sustainability. The respondent mentioned that internally they have dedicated a channel for 

sustainability issues where employees discuss and share things towards this aspect. 

“our most important shareholder group is the employees. Sustainability is a really important 

part of our recruitment process, onboarding, and also a life long learning…” 

The company also does not get profit from their activities. They do not make money on 

electricity consumption as they see no need but want to strive and make provide the consumers 

with insights and tools to help them lower their spending on electricity. 

“…And we are using smart technology to help the consumers to reduce their energy 

consumption and their costs related to energy consumption.”(Elisabet) 

Driving Force of CSR –In the driving forces of the CSR theme, it shows the driving forces 

behind the adoption of CSR in startup companies. In the interview, the main force that drove 

the adoption of CSR was from the founders of the company. The two entrepreneurs founded 

the company based on an idea by offering an innovative way of making energy that the normal 

one being offered. The idea was more or less subconscious from the start doing it more 

sustainably. The interviewee explained that ; 

“We were founded …by Edgar Archness,… and Daniel Linden,…When they started, they 

founded the entire company or the business on the idea that if you're talking about smart or 

cheap or green energy, by far the best energy is the one you never use. So the most sustainable 

energy is the one you never use…So that's kind of been the mantra of Tibber ever 

since.”(Elisabet). 

This startup company was driven by the need to make a product that would be different than 

the traditional way of energy consumption. They identified a gap in the market and they created 

an innovative way by digitalizing energy consumption. 
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“Our value proposition is to provide products, services, a technology that makes the consumer's 

experience with energy simpler, and easier to understand. And we are using smart technology 

to help the consumers to reduce their energy consumption and their costs related to energy 

consumption so that it is cheaper ..at that point, the energy sector was suffering from low 

customer loyalty and complex energy contracts with inflated rates. And also the traditional 

energy companies hadn't pushed any innovations centered around the consumer for decades 

…”(Elisabet) 

CSR Approach- In the CSR approach theme, the startup’s company approach when embarking 

on CSR according to their commitment level, lies on the proactive stance. This company goes 

works to prevent damage to their environment and their employees. Where in this case, by 

providing renewable energy. The company also does not get profit from their activities. They 

do not make money on electricity consumption as they see no need but want to strive and make 

provide the consumers with insights and tools to help them lower their spending on electricity. 

“…And we are using smart technology to help the consumers to reduce their energy 

consumption and their costs related to energy consumption.”(Elisabet) 

 

CSR Implementation -When it comes to the CSR implementation theme, this startup company 

first confirmed that they have CSR integrated into their business strategy. The sustainable 

manager, Elisabet mentioned that “…I usually start by talking about our business model, 

because the  way I see it, sustainability is and the corporate social responsibility perspective, 

if you like, is,  is completely integrated into our business model…”(Elisabet) 

The startup company also identified to have long-term CSR strategy plans which have been 

formalized and have started taking action steps on fulfilling their plans. They have three 

strategic priorities ”.. we have different but overlapping strategic priorities to make this happen. 

So the first one is, is climate action, which is everything that we do internally related to 

reducing, tracking, and reducing our emissions. And instead of climate compensating, or we 

will probably do that compensation also to become what they call a carbon-neutral company. 

But I have to say that this is probably it's the system that we have. It's probably not the best, but 

an alternative, of course, is to do direct investments into, for example, local energy projects to 

try to help reduce or remove emissions in other parts of the world as well. 
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..our second strategic priority is what we call good and ethical business, which is mainly 

concentrated around our hardware supply chain. And not we are not only a digital energy 

company, but we also produce our hardware. So and the hardware value chain, consumer 

electronics is a value chain full of potential conflicts when it comes to both the social dimension 

of CSR, but also ethical dilemmas and also environmental impacts….And so the third strategic 

area is then to ..try to have a positive social impact…” 

(Elisabet) 

The start-up company is a member of the UN Global compact “yes, we have been a member of 

the UN global impact for 11 months” and have aligned their business goals with the Sustainable 

Development Goals and also using it as a benchmark in their business. This startup company 

started formalizing their CSR strategic plans after they created a position for a sustainability 

manager that has been in charge of ensuring proper implementation and planning of CSR to 

ensure its alignment to the business strategy. However, also other departments contribute to 

ensuring the CSR strategic priorities have been catered for. 

“So and so our strategic priorities are also then, of course, broken down into we have six and 

12-month action plans and we're a team of sustainability managers…we have people on 

communication and marketing. We have people in hardware development, product 

development. And also on finance doing carbon accounting. So I coordinate all the activities” 

(Elisabet) 

Concerning formal documentations like CSR reports, the company only had internal reports on 

the environmental footprint from their hardware products. However, the reason that they have 

just recently externally formalized their collaboration with the UN Global impact but they plan 

to have one at the end of the year. However, they only report on their carbon footprints account. 

“Our only report on our environmental footprint is that carbon and carbon accounts that we 

have…”(Elisabet 

On the companies website, the startup company has clearly stated its vision on sustainability 

by explaining what their product and services are and how they want to make an impact through 

that.  
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Image 2:Tibber Website 

 

 

 

4.2.2 Healthy Homes 

Understanding CSR-At the start of the interview after being asked if the respondent understood 

the concept of CSR, he mentioned that “I don't, I don't know if I understand the term right yet, 

but, we work with, sustainability … “(John). 

The company's CSR activities are seen at the core of its business activities. Healthy Homes 

believes in creating clean air for homes which at the same time saves a great amount of energy 

over its life cycle.  

“our product is connected to the internet hence creating a smart house control of the ventilation 

depending on the occupancy, And also there are sensors in the house to measure air quality 

and we regulate the airflow in the buildings …”(John Are) 

The interviewee also mentioned that they ensure their supply chain have a common goal of 

suitability when choosing to work with them. “..our partners also come to us we create a 

concept which is sustainable together …” 

Driving Force of CSR – The purpose of this theme was to find out the driving forces behind 

the startup adopting CSR. This startup company started based on the motivation to make a 

change in the traditional ways of home ventilation. 

“That's the whole thing started because we saw that it's possible to make houses better to live 

in for people. And to also save energy. So, it is both economically sustainable and 

environmentally sustainable. Sometimes it is a challenge when it comes to marketing. Also 

because we are always very interested in technology …”(John) 
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The founders did their research and found a way to make this idea happen. By creating a healthy 

and air quality ventilation system that saves a great deal of energy and has enabled quality 

healthy air into homes. 

“We had some ideas from research went to Dalarna science park. The idea focused on the need 

to create healthy indoor air quality homes at the same time having a minimal effect on energy 

usage and the environment. This is different from the traditional way of home ventilation where 

airflow in the home is constant every day, therefore, a lot of wastage …”(John) 

CSR Approach- The purpose of this theme is to identify the CSR approach of this startup 

company.While testing their level of commitment this company has an accommodative stance 

to CSR. This company has acknowledged the importance of support CSR as it can be since in 

their driver to engage in CSR. The startup company provides a solution that ensures healthier 

airflow into homes at the same time reducing cost and energy wastage. This company, therefore,  

has almost a high commitment to CSR. 

CSR Implementation–This company has CSR integrated into its business activities. This is 

seen as sustainability is an integral part of their business model. 

The company did not have an external sustainable reports. However, it is seen that they are 

aligned to the UN SDG goals which are confirmed in the website ( Smart City Sweden, 2020)7. 

Affordable and clean energy, 9.Industry innovation and infrastructure,11.Sustainable cities and 

communities. 

The company during the interview mentioned they had a vision which was  “Fresh air in every 

home. Reduce ventilation losses.” 

On their website, they also have stated their sustainability which shows what drives the 

company. 

Image 3:Healthy Homes Website 



 
 
 
 

34 
 
 

 

 

 

 

4.2.3 QC Renewable Energy 

Understanding CSR - During the interview, the respondent expressed their knowledge of the 

CSR concept “Yes, I am familiar with the CSR concept basically through the experience from 

the home of pollution/waste in Somalia that made brought the inspiration and drive ….”(Faisa, 

QC). 

The company founder Faisa explained that the company is focused on solar renewable energy. 

The company mostly wants to create renewable energy in countries in Africa where access to 

electricity is limited and create a sustainable society by the use of fossil energy. Also by 

teaching and creating awareness to the communities through knowledge and experience. 

“We want to create sustainable solutions which are long term by offering a solution for storing 

excess solar energy mostly when sunlight is not available. We also want to provide education 

on our solar products to consumers on the maintenance of the products”.(Faisa). 

Driving Force of CSR –This startup company was started based on the life experience of the 

startup Founder. Being motivated by the difficulties experienced gave them the motivation to 

create the company. 

“Through the experience from the home of pollution/waste in Somalia where I grew up, in my 

village, my grandfather had no electricity or running water. That  brought the inspiration and 

drive where I started studying Solar Engineering at Dalarna University...together with my 

colleague we had the same drive and we both want to bring some kind of new sustainable 

technique to take responsibility when it comes to energy conservation.” (Faisa) 
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On the website, they explained more about the drive to start the company. 

“QC Renewable Energy was born through meetings between students with great commitment 

to make a difference and change the world in a positive direction with the help of renewable 

energy sources.” 

CSR Approach- The purpose of this theme is to identify the level of CSR approach of this 

startup company. This startup’s driver to adopt in CSR shows the company is going out of its 

way to offer a product that is safe for the environment and at the same time helpful for the 

community. The startup’s commitment to social responsibility is proactive. 

 The startup companies perceived involvement with society makes the company see itself as a 

citizen and part of the community. This is through them creating awareness and at the same 

time providing knowledge and experience. 

CSR Implementation –This startup company confirmed having CSR integrated into their day 

to day activities. The startup company has a clear mission and vision that is communicated on 

their website and in interviews. They have a long term plan in which they want to fulfill their 

aim to create sustainable solutions for a sustainable future while reducing their carbon footprint. 

They are familiar with the UNSDG goals which they have used to align their business activities 

with the sustainable goals, Even as they have no formal sustainable reports they have plans to 

make it happen or any internal reports. Hower their website states their mission, vision, and 

direction. 

Image 4: QC Renewable Energy Website 
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4.2.4 Kwikk 

Understanding CSR -At the beginning of the interview when asked about their understanding 

of the CSR concept, the respondent mentioned that ; 

“I have heard of it time to time but I don’t sure of what it truly means but I know it deals with 

sustainability …” (Joakim) 

The activities that Kwikk mainly focuses on “on creating a sustainable development of 

trade”,(Joakim). The respondent explained that they do this by creating simple payment 

solutions which is cost-efficient that encourage rural communities to thrive by doing online 

trade in a digital environment mostly for those who shy from the digital world. 

Driving Force of CSR –This startup company started based on the motive of lowering the 

barrier of SMEs that feel threatened by digitalization and changing the digitalization that 

enables these rural businesses to play in the same fields as other larger firms.  

“Kwikk’s main goal is to embrace the new digital world than being threatened by it. With there 

being the issue of SMEs having challenges due to the increasing competition of online trading, 

They shy away from using due to it being hard for them to try it themselves and the belief of 

high cost. This brought the idea of Kwikk where we want to change this as we believe all 

businesses need the chance to be on the same playing field as larger companies…We created a 

simple way to pay digitally on any social platforms which are simple and a flexible 

system..”(Joakim) 

They combined their skills and made this happen. “It started when me and my colleagues David 

Forsberg and Madelena Stunis having similar and broad knowledge and skills in programming, 

development and communicative design, had an idea together to create something that would.” 

(Joakim) 

CSR Approach- The purpose of this theme is to identify the CSR approach of this startup 

company. The level of CSR commitment in this startup is an accommodative stance. Kwikk 

has made it clear that they acknowledged the importance of CSR in their drive to adopt 

corporate social responsibility. Their need to create a simple way of helping small businesses 

have it easy while doing business shows their utmost commitment to the local entrepreneurs. 
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CSR Implementation- This startup company when asked if they have CSR embedded in their 

business strategy, they answered that they have. 

“Yes, our strategy is to enable more local trade, which is in our opinion a fundamental part of 

sustainability” 

Hower the company did not have any sustainability reports. However, on their website, and 

during the interviews, the company clearly explained their vision and mission that they have 

towards their sustainable responsibility.  

“We want everyone to have the opportunity to use the Internet as a platform to reach their 

customers. We want even small-scale and local producers to have the same opportunity to reach 

their customers as the international giants have so that more consumers can choose local 

products. We believe this is a sustainable development of trade.” 

This company in relation to the UN sustainable goals added that they were familiar with it and 

align their business activities with the goals. However not formally. 

“Yes, we are familiar with these, we do not actively work towards them but they are always in 

our minds when we do make decisions.” 

 

Image 5:Kwikk Website 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 

38 
 
 

CHAPTER FIVE: INTEGRATED ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

To achieve the aim of the paper which is to explore CSR strategy in startup companies, the 

empirical findings have been presented on the four case companies individually in the previous 

chapter. Therefore this chapter will present a cross-case analysis which will be analyzed based 

on the themes presented. 

 

5.1 Understanding of CSR 

The startup companies revealed their understanding of CSR. This was based on what they 

understand about the concept of CSR. All the startups understood the concept however one 

company related it to sustainability since CSR was not fully grasped to his knowledge. 

However, all the Startup companies have willingly gone above what the law requires to achieve 

social and environmental goals throughout their regular business activities (European 

Commission,2016). Therefore as discussed all the companies are familiar with the concept of 

CSR. 

Similarities were seen in all the startups which had CSR activities that leaned on the social, 

economic, and environmental aspects. However, one company Kwikk did not have the 

environmental aspect in its day-to-day activities. All the activities in the startup company are 

seen to correspond with their core value. These companies contribute to the value creation of 

the society based on the three triple bottom line spheres (Elkington,1997). 

5.2 CSR Drivers 

The main similarity seen in the findings was that the Startup companies main CSR drivers are 

the founders/entrepreneurs of the company. The companies had however had different reasons 

as to why they started engaging in CSR activities. Based on the two viewpoints, moral and 

strategic perspectives of CSR drivers (Lenssen et. al,2011), the study can evaluate which motive 

is seen as important in this case.  

Altogether the study shows a similarity in all the startups in the case of the strategic driver. The 

three startup companies except for QC Renewable energy's main motivation was to innovate 

where there was a need to create a different or new product in the industry in which they operate. 
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QC Renewable energy was driven to adopt CSR because it was the right thing to do. The main 

reason for them to engage was to be able to make a change in the Somali community which 

was the main aspiration of the founder. The founder's ethical values and moral leadership 

mainly contributed to the adoption of CSR (Heugens, Kaptein, & Van, 2008). 

On the strategic motive, it was found that all the three startups had innovation as a driver to 

engage. These startup companies have all formulated new ways to produce a product or offer a 

service that is different from the ones being provided in their respective industries. The startup 

companies have come up with an alternative way that is more environmentally, socially, and 

economically conscious (Malpani & Ghosh, 2020). This provides the startup with the benefit 

of opportunity identification (Jenkins, 2006). As described by Jenkins (2009), there are three 

ways to which opportunities can be identified and they are firstly by innovation then by aiming 

for a market gap, and lastly making new models. 

Also, in the strategic perspective where the businesses tend to take part in CSR due to external 

motivators ( Lenssen et. al,2011), one similarity can be seen in all the cases. This is the national 

culture. All the selected cases are based in Sweden which is regarded as a forerunner in 

sustainability  (Sverige, 2020). Therefore, a sustainability culture is present in the country 

extending to entrepreneurs who start businesses. 

 

5.3 CSR Approach 

The CSR approach of these startup companies different in each company. Scaling on the level 

of commitment to CSR Tibber and QC renewable energy had a similarity as they both have a 

proactive stance which is the highest out of the others. These startup companies firms ideally 

seek out to be ahead of the curve in CSR, making ethics a part of their firm's mission statement 

and even in reducing environmental damage or its employees(Kanobi, 2018). These firms had 

CSR as part of their day-to-day activities and offer products and services that are deemed to be 

safe and of benefit to society, consumers, and employees. 

Therefore the companies consider themselves as part of the community through their 

contributions (Griffin,2012). 
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On the other hand, two of the startup company, that is Healthy Homes and Kwikk have an 

accommodative approach to CSR which is the second-highest degree of social responsibility. 

However, in the case of both startups even as this company had CSR activities in their core 

business activities, their approach is more accommodating than proactive. These companies are 

aware of the importance of CSR  and strive to balance the interest of their stakeholders and the 

company (Wamitu,2014). However, their involvement in CSR is not as high as the companies 

who are proactive in their CSR. 

5.4 CSR Implementation 

The startups in this study as seen in the findings have CSR integrated into their business 

activities. This goes hand in hand with (Werther and Chandler, 2011) discussion of the growing 

concept of integration of CSR activities into the core of business functions. These startup 

companies have incorporated a holistic CSR perspective into the companies strategic planning 

and operations Werther and Chandler (2011, p.40). 

In the implementation of CSR, all the companies had missions and vision statements that 

described the companies core vision concerning CSR and the companies activities. This was all 

seen on their websites too. 

Tibber showed that they had a formal CSR strategy plan as the company has leveraged their 

abilities to improve their competitive advantage, which is through them having a created 

position for a sustainable manager  (Miller, 2016). This also attributes according to Husted and 

Allen (2001) where the authors discussed that for a company to attain a sustained competitive 

advantage and additionally, better social and economic performance, they should have plans 

and cations put into practice. The sustainable manager is in charge of overseeing that all 

activities related to their sustainable activities are managed. This startup company based on this 

department has internal sustainable reports on their carbon prints and is the only company that 

has formally joined the UN global impact. 

The other companies however did not have a formal CSR strategy these companies had their 

company's activities aligned to the UN global impact even though they did not join the impact 

formally. 
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 Table 2: Cross case analysis of cases 

Source: Compiled by author 

 

The above table shows a summary of the cross-case analysis of the findings from the selected 

cases. Firstly, in the CSR drivers section, the strategic driver is seen in three companies however 

Kwikk is the only company that had a moral motive as its main CSR driver. 

Secondly, on the level of CSR approach, the highest form of CSR approach which is a proactive 

stance is seen in two companies, that is, Kwikk and QC Renewable Energy. On the other hand, 

the other two companies  Healthy Homes and Kwikk had an accommodative stance which is 

the second-highest level of commitment. 

Lastly, the CSR implementation all the startup companies had a similarity where they have CSR 

integrated into their core business activities. However, only one company, Tibber had a formal 

plan for their implementation of CSR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Startups CSR Drivers             CSR Approach                  CSR Implemention 

Tibber Strategic motive  Proactive CSR integrated 

into core business 

activity 

Formal plan 

Healthy 

Homes 

Strategic motive Accommodative CSR integrated 

into core business 

activity 

No formal plan 

QC energy Moral motive Proactive CSR integrated 

into core business 

activity 

No formal plan 

 

Kwikk Strategic motive Accommodative CSR integrated 

into core business 

activity 

No formal plan 
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 

This research paper aims to explore CSR strategies in startups. Built on the analysis of the 

respondents and their website data, the author therefore can achieve the aim by answering the 

following research questions: 

1. What drives startup companies to adopt corporate social responsibility? 

2. How does startup companies approach corporate social responsibility? 

3. How do these startup companies implement corporate social responsibility? 

 

Firstly, the findings and analysis showed that startup companies' drive to adopt CSR is mostly 

centered on strategic motivation. This is seen when most of the startup companies saw the need 

to formulate new ways to produce a product or service for their industries. Or also at the same 

time having a drive to create an alternative way that is more environmentally, socially, and 

economically conscious (Malpani & Ghosh, 2020). Jenkins (2009) described three ways to 

which opportunities are firstly by innovation then by aiming for a market gap and lastly making 

new models. This can be attributed to the motive of these startups. 

Even though this was the case, the vision and ideas of these entrepreneurs are what made the 

companies up and running. The more the entrepreneur is established and competent he/she is, 

the more they tend to participate in CSR (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017).In this study, the 

founders of the startup companies are educated and knowledgeable in their fields. Adding to 

that these entrepreneurs, therefore, have the 5 dimensions of success (innovativeness, risk-

taking, self-government, proactivity, and strategic aggression ) which when complemented by 

their moral compass, they have the thirst to do the right things (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017). 

It is through the entrepreneurial drive that innovation naturally takes place that also drives the 

companies to adopt CSR. This been supported by (Gupta & Sharma, 2009) who mentioned that 

CSR may be applied as a means of cultivating creativity and innovation at or above the start-

up level, by encouraging entrepreneurs to formulate new ways of conducting their businesses 

(new business models), to identify new raw materials, as well as to develop innovative goods 

and services that cater to both economic and social needs. 
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 When it comes to the comparison between the moral and strategic perspective of CSR drivers, 

it is established that the moral point of view of CSR is very important. This has been supported 

by Etzioni (1988) who argued that that the motive that is more important than the economic 

motive is the deontological motive. Moral drivers are seen to have more of an impact than 

strategic drivers.  

However, it can be argued that based on the study that these two imperatives coexist with each 

other. The moral drivers eventually lead to a strategic motive. Even the strategic drivers have 

an impact on the startup companies to engage in CSR. Country culture in the case of this study 

really can make an impact on the CSR drivers in startups as it is in the case of these Swedish 

startups. Sweden has a culture of being sustainable as it is proved by their high ranking 

according to the latest RobecoSAM Country Sustainability Ranking based on social, 

environmental, and ESG indicators (Sverige, 2020) Therefore, naturally entrepreneurs that start 

businesses have the mindset to do the right thing while doing business.  

Therefore by these entrepreneurs having a moral motivation towards CSR, their CSR endeavors 

can be viewed as a moral duty towards society. Since they are the leaders, their moral and 

ethical duty will be reflected in the companies employees which may create an ethical working 

environment which leads to more confidence in the company, greater engagement in CSR on 

the part of the staff, higher profitability and competitiveness, and a more optimistic attitude 

towards work and good behavior (Sims & Keon, 1997). Even so, it is important to note that 

both of these drivers are equally important. 

Secondly, based on the cases and analysis the approach startup in CSR is mainly both proactive 

and accommodative The proactive stance is the highest degree of CSR that also shows a high 

commitment to CSR. This goes to show that startups in this study are “viewed as citizens of the 

society and proactively seek activities to contribute”, Griffin (2012,p 105). This is because these 

startups have CSR integrated into their business strategies and their daily activities. This shows 

their attempt to remain ahead of the curve by making sustainability actions as part of their 

mission and vision which can be seen in the startup companies' websites. It eventually enables 

them to reduce the harm to the planet and society at large. It can be seen that the CSR activities 

in the startup companies are in line with the three important aspects of CSR, that is, 

environment, social, and economic. This can be tied to Dixon (2014) where the author 

mentioned that a firm is considered socially responsible if a company is proactive in its 
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approach to addressing social and environmental problems in societies within the influence of 

its stakeholders, and when it incorporates this approach with significant long term impact on 

those communities, it may be considered to be socially responsible. 

However, in the case of the companies taking the accommodative stance, they are not too far 

from the companies having a proactive stance. The companies are aware of the importance of 

CSR and strive to strike a balance between their shareholders and stakeholders but in this case, 

their involvement doesn’t involve the same as the other startup companies. 

Thirdly, on the implementation of CSR in startup companies, these startup companies have a 

holistic CSR perspective incorporated into the companies core operation, which is defined as 

strategic CSR (Werther & Chandler, 2011). Conferring to Chandler (2011), the definition of 

strategic CSR  is, the integration of a comprehensive CSR perspective into the strategic plans 

and core activities of an organization to operate the company in the interests of a broader variety 

of stakeholders to gain greater economic and social impact over the medium to long term. This 

can be seen in these startups as they have CSR rooted in their company's strategic plans. 

However even as the startup companies are said to have Strategic CSR which was determined 

by how they have implemented their CSR, only one startup company had a formalized their 

CSR planning. This can be explained by its level of maturity. The only startup that is strategic 

in their CSR was Tibber which happened to be the only mature startup while others are young 

startups. This company was able to draw up a team to pay attention, plan, and operationalized 

the CSR agendas. The company has grown over the years and has more employees, therefore, 

fulfilling the need to manage its CSR agendas which are integrated into the business strategy 

too. The young startups may however eventually become strategic as they grow. 

However, the young startup companies even in as much as they have not formalized their CSR, 

have they still seek to reduce the current and future harms from the activities of their businesses. 

This is also reflected in their missions and visions as seen in the companies' websites and by 

them aligning themselves with the UN sustainable goals. 

Moreover, as startup companies are young and have resource constraints, the vision and mission 

of a firm is a good step in creating environmental and social impact. Even so, implementing 

CSR and having formal planning or strategy to CSR could be beneficial to startups as they are 

young could be of benefit to startups, as they would leverage their resources and this would 
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eventually give rise to knowledge of various and innovative ways of doing business and making 

profits, thereby creating a competitive edge (Tilley, 2003). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

Corporate Social Responsibility has gained popularity and importance in business over the 

years, it is therefore here to stay. It is therefore important for firms to realize the right way to 

approach CSR, a way that reflects their business values while the company conducts its 

activities (Rangan, 2012). The main aim of this thesis is to investigate the CSR Strategy in 

Swedish startup companies. Startup companies are mainly driven to engage in CSR through a  

strategic motive but influenced by the moralistic motive that has mainly contributed to the 

startup companies to be proactive and accommodative in their CSR. The proactiveness of these 

startup companies means that they have CSR incorporated in their daily business activities, 

hence having strategic CSR. However it is important to note even as there is not a lot of 

guidance on how CSR is implemented in startup companies, this study shows how having a 

vision, mission and CSR integrated into the companies core activities, could be a step for young 

startups. 

Startup companies should have strategic CSR as they are young, there is not a better time for 

this. This will enable them to devote their available resources and they will be able to balance 

their priorities. On top of that, it will give the firms the ability to identify opportunities. They 

are better matched and prepared for socially responsible than the larger firms which is a pro. 

The companies are more dedicated to the societies values and concern which is of importance. 

In conclusion, this study stresses the importance of integrating CSR to the strategy of the 

companies especially in Startup companies where most think CSR is costly and not possible for 

these starting up ventures. Strategic CSR could be of benefit for competitive advantage and 

most importantly, the growth and survival of startup companies. Strategic CSR is a possibility 

for startup companies! Size does not matter! 

 

7.2 Research Contribution  

There is still little research done on CSR in startups and in this case none has covered the aspects 

of  Strategic CSR. The research on startup companies have been limited in the literature and 

therefore little is know about the outcome, approaches of these firms. Therefore this paper 
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contributes by first adding to the literature, research on startups. This paper, also, contributes to 

giving practical and managerial insights to startup company founders based on strategic CSR 

and getting direction while they structure their businesses. This study could be beneficial for 

them to understand the importance of having CSR in their company. 

7.3 Suggestion for Further studies  

Even as this research was done, complimentary research can be given to elaborate on this topic 

further. There is a lot to look at in the case of startup companies and this can be done using a 

quantitative research method which will ensure a wider study. Also, it is suggested that further 

studies should be applied in other countries to see if there are similarities in the findings as the 

findings gotten from these studies are for Swedish startups and cannot be generalized to other 

countries. The companies used in this study were in the same industry, energy, complementary 

research should be done on startups in other industries preferably those that do not have CSR 

in their core activities.  Finally, another suggestion is research done on how startup firms that 

have matured approach strategic CSR. 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide  

1 Introduction  

• Brief Background information of the company: 

▪ When was your company founded? 

▪ What is your position in the company? 

▪ How many employees do you have? 

 

2 Corporate Social Responsibility  

• Are you familiar with the concept of corporate social responsibility or sustainability? 

▪ If so, do you think that your company is sustainable? Applies CSR or takes 

ethical consideration when conducting its day to day activities? 

▪ How important is CSR for your operations? 

• How does your company adapt and implement CSR? 

▪ Does your company engage in activities of CSR in the following areas:                       

Environmental, philanthropic, social, or economic? 

▪ How important is the environmental impact on your start-up company? Have you 

experienced some challenges so far? 

• How do you communicate the CSR / sustainability activities of your products 

towards customers, communities, employees, and investors? If so is it explained or 

seen on your website? 

• What is your experience of being socially responsible in the context of the Swedish 

market? 

• Would it be possible for the company to operate without engaging in CSR? 

• Is it easier or more challenging to adopt CSR values and activities as your company 

is growing? 

 

 

 

3 CSR drivers  

• Why do you think your company engages in CSR? Who or when was it and has the 

attitude changed over time? 

• Do your CSR initiatives create other profits that are important for your company? 

• In defining the activities in your company, do you consider different groups of 

people (stakeholders and shareholders) that could be affected by the day to day 

activities of your company? 

• Are there other factors that drive your company to adopt CSR or become 

sustainable? If so, explain. 

4 CSR implementation 

• Do you think the principles of sustainability or social responsibility are embedded in 

your business strategy? 

• Is your approach to CSR strategic? 

• Does your company have a vision or mission that explains your sustainability 

initiative? 
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