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Abstract

Hundreds of concepts have been proposed for describing how ethical issues in 
business should be defined. In this paper, I review how the six most commonly 
used concepts have been defined. This is a contribution to the international 
business ethics research, since hardly any academic work has reviewed more 
than one or two concepts simultaneously. The results from the review show that 
differences as well as similarities exist between the concepts in terms of context, 
content and perspectives. In terms of context, I find that the empirical version 
of Corporate Social Performance (CSP) is the only concept consistently used in 
a certain context. In terms of perspective, a normative perspective is present in 
all six concepts and a shareholder perspective in four of the six concepts. I also 
find that an overwhelming majority of the conducted research is based on a 
normative perspective. In terms of content, the review shows that it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to separate Sustainable Development (SD), Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR), Corporate Citizenship (CC) and Corporate Social 
Performance (CSP) from each other and that four of the six concepts have been 
vaguely defined and that all concepts have been inconsistently defined. Based on 
this, I conclude that the choice of perspective is more important than the choice 
of concept when defining ethical issues. I also conclude that lack of a consistent 
and coherent core definition in existing research makes it difficult to utilize the 
reviewed research for defining ethical issues in business, since it seems difficult to 
find a rationale for choosing between the different proposed definitions. 
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Introduction

In this paper, I analyze how ethical issues in business can be defined, by analyzing 
how they have been defined in international academic research. More specifically, I exa-
mine research into the six most commonly used concepts for describing ethical issues of 
business: Stakeholder Theory (ST), Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Corporate 
Citizenship (CC), Corporate Social Performance (CSP), Sustainable Development 
(SD) and Business Ethics (BE). There is a wide array of concepts used for defining 
ethical issues in business – some authors even claim there to be over a hundred different 
concepts (van Marrewijk 2003). However, the six chosen concepts are the most, or at 
least among the most, commonly used in business and ethics research (Carroll 1999). 
Articles appearing in the following journals have provided the data for this analysis 
(reviewed years within brackets): Journal of Business Ethics (1987-2004), Business Ethics 
Quarterly (1991-2004), Business Ethics: A European Review (1998-2003), Business & 
Society (1980-2003) and Academy of Management Review (1976-2004). The following 
research question has guided the review:

How has ethical issues in business been defined in international academic research?

I analyze this question in terms of three categories: context, content and perspective. In 
doing this, the paper provides a valuable contribution to the international research on 
ethical issues in business. Current research has only provided reviews of one, or in rare 
occasions two, concepts simultaneously, leaving the question of how different concepts 
relate to each other unanswered. By instead conducting a review of six concepts and 
structuring the review in three categories spanning over all the concepts, this paper 
provides us with a start in addressing the issue of how different concepts relate to each 
other. 

Categories

To illustrate the differences between the six concepts, I analyze the concepts in terms 
of three different categories: context, content and perspective. I will here briefly explain 
what I mean by each of these categories. 

CONTEXT

Under the heading “context”, I analyze the historical usage of the concept in order to 
outline where and by whom the concept has been used. This becomes important as 
certain concepts might be appropriate to use in some, but not other, situations. 

CONTENT

In terms of “content”, I analyze how the reviewed concepts are defined. With “content” 
I, hence, refer to the ascribed meaning of the concept given to it by the authors using it. 
When concepts have been ascribed a diverse range of meanings by different authors, I 
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have tried to identify main themes within the use of the concepts in order to provide a 
structured overview of the content. 

PERSPECTIVE

Thirdly, I analyze the underlying perspective researchers have adopted when utilizing 
the concept. The category “perspective” is related to the category “content”. However, 
“content” is a more detailed definition of the concept, while perspective refers to the 
underlying normative assumptions. It has been more difficult to analyze this category 
than the other two categories, since the authors themselves rarely identify what 
perspectives they utilize. 

I have chosen to define two dominant perspectives – a shareholder and a normative 
perspective – that I found to influence and set the boundaries for how the content of the 
concepts is defined. In addition to these two perspectives, I identified a third descriptive 
perspective that will not be further analyzed in this paper (see Egels 2004a and Egels 
2005 for a discussion of this descriptive perspective). 

Shareholder perspective

The shareholder perspective has close links to neoclassical economic theory that has 
dominated business research and practice during the last decades. The foundation of 
the shareholder perspective is that the sole obligation of the corporation is to provide 
shareholder value and more specifically to maximize financial profits for shareholders 
(Stormer 2003). The shareholder perspective is linked to Milton Friedman’s phrase “the 
social responsibility of business is to increase profits” (Friedman 1962:133). Putting 
aside the extensive debate on what Friedman “actually” meant with this statement, we 
can conclude that researchers utilizing a shareholder perspective define the content of 
the concepts from a profit maximization perspective. 

The important thing to notice about the shareholder perspective, as it is defined in this 
study, is that it allows, or actually demands, managers to make investments in ethical 
actions if it helps the company to maximize its long term profitability. The recent claims 
of “doing well by doing good” – stating that investments in ethical actions will increase 
profits – could be understood based on the shareholder perspective (Kaler 2000). The 
claim portrays the positive view that ethical and profitable actions go hand in hand. 
However, the shareholder perspective also implies that firms’ ethical behavior should 
cease as soon as these behaviors become unprofitable regardless of the impact on the 
rest of the society. In every instance where the notion of “doing well by doing good” 
does not hold true, companies should not act ethically. Talking about ethics within this 
perspective, hence, does not challenge the underlying logic of focusing on profits, a logic 
that arguably guides today’s companies. 

In addition to this it is worth noting that the shareholder perspective is based on a notion 
of profit maximization for existing companies. It states that each firm should strive to 
maximize profits. By doing this the shareholder perspective runs the risk of leading to 
sub-optimal results in terms of financial returns for the entire set of current and potential 
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companies. In a sense this is like our current generation trying to maximize its own con-
sumption with no regards taken to potential future generations’ consumption. It is of 
course possible that profit focused behavior of existing companies will lead to maximum 
long term profits for all current and future companies, but this is highly uncertain. The 
important thing to keep in mind is that the shareholder perspective does not address 
this issue of total societal profit maximization anymore than it addresses ethical issues 
other than maximizing profits. Instead it simply states that existing companies should 
maximize financial profits.

Normative perspective

While the shareholder perspective is fairly straightforward to define, the normative per-
spective entails much larger diversity. I, of course, acknowledge that the shareholder 
perspective is equally normative as the perspectives presented as “normative” here. 
However, in this study I use the term “normative” as a grouping of non-shareholder 
perspectives. This group includes perspectives that, for example, claim that corporations 
not only have a responsibility towards shareholders but also towards stakeholders as 
well as perspectives that claim that corporations have a responsibility for other issues 
than maximizing profits, e.g. environmental protection, upholding human rights and 
diversity. Examples of but a few of the extensive amount of normative perspectives 
that have been used in research is a Kantian perspective (Evan and Freeman 1983), 
a feminist perspective (Wicks et al. 1994), an ecological perspective (Gladwin et al. 
1995) and a fairness perspective (Phillips 1997). From this we can conclude that a 
more correct denotation for this perspective is normative perspective(s) (Hendry 2001). 
For simplicity, I will continue to use the phrase normative perspective throughout this 
report.
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Stakeholder theory 

Stakeholder Theory (ST) is the first of the six concepts analyzed in this review. It is also 
one of the most widely used concept and framework for discussing how ethical issues 
relate to business and managerial practices (Gibson 2000; Heugen and van Oosterhout 
2002; Orts and Strudler 2002). Even though it is unclear whether stakeholder theory in 
fact is a single theory, a genre of theories or an umbrella term for researchers utilizing a 
similar perspective and thus not a theory at all (Elms et al. 2002), I continue to refer to 
it as a theory in this paper.

DEFINITIONS

The most common definition of what a stakeholder is stems form Freeman’s classic 
definition:

A stakeholder in an organization is (by definition) any group or individual who can affect 
or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives.

Freeman (1984:46)

The definition of a “stakeholder” is, hence, very broad as it only excludes those actors 
in society that cannot affect the company and that are not affected by the company. 
Several other authors have made somewhat different and often more narrow definitions 
of what a stakeholder is (e.g. Clarkson 1995). However, the main notion in Freeman’s 
definition still seems to be present in these definitions. 

CONTEXT

The debate on what purpose and whose interests corporations should serve go at least 
back to the beginning of this century and have more or less been present throughout 
the century (see for example Dodd 1932 for interesting reading). The use of the terms 
“stakeholder” and “stakeholder theory”, however, only became widespread after the 
publishing of Freeman’s Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach in 1984 (Näsi 
1995). Freeman himself traces the origins of the stakeholder concept back to the 1960s 
and the Stanford Research Institute. Preston and Sapienza (1990), on the other hand, 
traces the historical roots of the concept back to the 1930’s. What can be agreed on is 
that Freeman’s seminal book built on the earlier works during the century and managed 
to present “stakeholder theory” in a way that attracted numerous researchers to continue 
to explore the concept. In Donaldson’s & Preston’s review of the concept in 1995, they 
found over a hundred articles on stakeholder theory and the use of the concept has 
increased even further since then. 

Within the field of business and ethics, the utilization of a stakeholder analysis is 
sometimes taken as a guarantor for that social and ethical considerations influence 
managerial decision making. However, in its process focused form – i.e. in the process of 
identifying what and how stakeholders are effected by, and/or effect, corporate actions 
– stakeholder theory is neutral (Goodpaster 1991). Managers can, for example, make a 
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stakeholder analysis in order to evaluate the risk of running into a corporate “scandal” 
if the company starts to use child labor. If management finds that the risk of scandal is 
small while the savings from child labor are substantial, management might, perhaps 
due to the stakeholder analysis, decide to start using child labor. The decision criteria 
in a stakeholder analysis may have nothing to do with a moral concern for the children 
working in their production facilities and the decision outcome might be to act more 
immorally than before. Therefore, we can conclude that the process often proposed as 
central in the stakeholder theory in itself can be viewed as neutral and that the theory 
can be, and is, utilized in studies unrelated to the ethical dimension of business practice 
(Heugen and van Oosterhout 2002; Orts and Strudler 2002). 

The context in which stakeholder theory is used is, thus, very wide and extends beyond 
the boundary of studies of ethics and business. It is, however, mainly used in studies 
related to ethics and business and in these studies it is not used in any particular strain 
of research but is rather utilized in almost all different types of studies.

PERSPECTIVES – AN INTERPRETATION TRIAD

The fact that stakeholder theory can be, and have been, utilized in many different ways 
has led to several interpretations of the model. Donaldson and Preston identifies three 
such different, and in their view complementary, interpretations of the stakeholder 
theory: a descriptive, an instrumental and a normative (Donaldson and Preston 1995). 
This categorization has more or less framed the subsequent debate on stakeholder theory 
(Hendry 2001; Kaler 2003), even though a number of researcher for different reasons 
have criticized it (e.g. Freeman 1999; Kaler 2003). 

Descriptive stakeholder theory

In research utilizing the descriptive interpretation of the theory, stakeholder theory is 
presented as a model of what the corporate is and how it operates. The theory describes 
the corporation “as a constellation of co-operative and competitive interests possessing 
intrinsic value” (Donaldson and Preston 1995:66). Descriptive stakeholder studies have, 
for example, claimed that what strategy a firm uses to deal with stakeholders depend on 
the importance of that stakeholder to the firm (Jawahar and Mclaughlin 2001) and 
analyzed how managerial perception of stakeholders affects stakeholder salience (Mitchell 
et al. 1997). This version of stakeholder theory lies within a descriptive perspective and, 
therefore, falls outside the scope of this paper. A more extensive discussion of descriptive 
stakeholder theory is presented in Egels (2004a) and Egels (2005). 

Instrumental stakeholder theory

The instrumental aspect of the theory “establishes a framework for examining the 
connection, if any, between the practice of stakeholder management and the achievement 
of various corporate performance goals” (Donaldson and Preston 1995:67). These 
goals are usually measured in terms of profitability or other financial goals. In practice 
there seems to exist two different versions of the instrumental stakeholder theory (Egels 
2004b). One version is an extension of the normative core of stakeholder theory and 
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explores the financial effects of acting in accordance with normative stakeholder theory. 
This version is consistent with the original definition made in Donaldson & Preston 
(1995:67). The other version is an extension of the shareholder perspective and explores 
how a firm should act towards its stakeholders in order to maximize profits. This view 
can for example be found in Moore (1999) and partly in Berman et al. (1999). The 
confusing thing is that both these irreconcilable views claim adherence to the original 
definition of instrumental stakeholder theory made by Donaldson & Preston (1995). 
For the purpose of this paper, it is enough to conclude that instrumental stakeholder 
theory is used from both a normative and a shareholder perspective. Interested readers 
are advised to see Egels (2004b). 

Normative stakeholder theory

Thirdly, there exists a normative interpretation of stakeholder theory. This interpretation 
is the most commonly used and has received extensive academic interest (Donaldson 
and Preston 1995; Jawahar and McLaughlin 2001; Jones 1995; Mellahi and Wood 
2003). The reason for the almost exclusive focus on the normative version of the 
theory is probably related to Donaldson’s & Preston’s (1995) framing of normative 
stakeholder theory as the core and most central interpretation of the theory (Berman 
et al. 1999). Normative stakeholder theory is based on the acceptance of: a) that 
stakeholders “are identified by their interest in the corporation, whether the corporation 
has any corresponding functional interest in them” (Donaldson and Preston 1995:67 - 
emphasis in the original) and b) that the interest of each group of stakeholders should be 
considered for their own sake and not solely because of their potential to further interests 
of other stakeholders, e.g. shareholders. Hence, the normative interpretation implies 
that corporations have a moral obligation to consider the interests of all stakeholders 
regardless of their possibility to effect corporate performance goals. The foundation 
of the normative interpretation is moral reasoning and it opens up for an elaborate 
discussion on how to prioritize different stakeholder claims and how a company should 
act towards its stakeholders. Several different normative theories have been used as 
foundations for normative stakeholder theory – for example Kantian theory (Evan and 
Freeman 1983), a feminist theory (Wicks et al. 1994) and a fairness theory (Phillips 
1997). The focus on morality also means that normative stakeholder theory, in sharp 
contrast to instrumental stakeholder theory, in itself have little to do with the financial 
performance of the company. It can, hence, be described as based on a normative 
perspective. 

CONTENT

The content of stakeholder theory varies somewhat between the research based on a 
shareholder perspective and the research based on a normative perspective. However, 
there is one main theme that unites these interpretations and it is the focus on whom 
rather than what.
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To whom rather than for what

In the context of business and ethics studies, stakeholder theory is mainly utilized to 
operationalize the question of to whom business have a responsibility. While other 
concepts, as we will see below, focus on describing for what, e.g. human rights and 
climate change, corporations are responsible, stakeholder theory seems to deal little with 
this issue. Instead it deals with the equally important issue of to whom corporations are 
responsible, and states that firms are not responsible to society in general but only to 
their stakeholders (Clarkson 1995; Maignan and Ferrell 2000; Matten et al. 2003). This 
different focus has led several authors to conclude that stakeholder theory should be 
seen as a complement to rather than substitute for many of the other concepts analyzed 
in this paper (Matten et al. 2003). 

To whom for what

The question of to whom is, however, not entirely separated from for what. This is 
shown in that most researchers utilizing stakeholder theory also links it to different 
assumptions of for what (especially evident in normative stakeholder theory). There 
have been a couple of concrete definitions of for what companies should be responsible 
that is based on stakeholder theory (e.g. Clarkson 1995; Kujala 2001; Moore 2001; Ruf 
et al. 2001). Looking at, for example, responsibilities towards employees, performance 
in the following aspects have been presented to constitute a definition of ethical: 
no layoff plan, hiring and promoting the disabled, cash profit sharing, good union 
relations, equal opportunities policy, promotion of women managers, proportion of 
ethnic minority managers, number of women on the board, right to just wage, right 
to privacy, right to participate, hiring policies, working conditions, stability, security, 
development possibilities, honesty, education, benefits, compensations, rewards, career 
planning, employee assistance program, health promotion, absenteeism, turnover, 
leaves of absence, day care, family accommodation, employee communication and 
contract employees.1 The same type of definitions of ethical are also made for other 
stakeholder groups such as customers, shareholders, suppliers, community, environment, 
competitors, government, banks, media and NGOs. All in all, we can conclude that 
stakeholder theory is used to mainly deal with to whom firms are responsible, but that 
it often also both implicitly and explicitly includes statements of for what the firm is 
responsible. 

CONCLUSION (ST)

Stakeholder theory is being used in widely different contexts. It is mainly used in research 
on business and ethics, and then in almost all different strains of this research, but it 
is also used in research unrelated to ethical issues. In terms of perspectives, stakeholder 
theory exists in at least three different versions – a descriptive, an instrumental and 
a normative – where one version of instrumental stakeholder theory is based on a 
shareholder perspective and normative stakeholder theory is based on a normative 
perspective (descriptive stakeholder theory is based on a descriptive perspective and 
analyzed in Egels (2004a) and Egels (2005)). The content of stakeholder theory is 
somewhat dependent on if the researcher adopts a normative or shareholder perspective. 
However, we can conclude that the theory mainly is about operationalizing to whom 
corporation has responsibility, but in practice this is often implicitly or explicitly linked 
to statements of for what the firm is responsible.  

1 These categories have been gathered from Clarkson (1995), Kujala (2001), Moore (2001) and 
Ruf et al. (2001) and are based on a normative, rather than shareholder, perspective.
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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

Besides stakeholder theory, the currently most popular concept in the field of business 
and ethics is probably Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Matten et al. 2003). 
While stakeholder theory in some sense could be described as a “theory”, CSR is a 
vaguer concept.

CONTEXT

CSR was first used in the 1950s, but it was only in late 1970s that the academic debate 
started to form (Carroll 1999). It was originally used to refer to particularly the social 
aspects of the ethical responsibility of business. This could be contrasted with Sustainable 
Development (SD), discussed below, which has its roots in the environmental aspects. 
However, now-a-days CSR is often widened to include both the social and environmental 
aspects (Keijzers 2002 in van Marrewijk 2003). CSR is, thus, used in a wide array of 
contexts, but is mainly used in relation to social, rather than the environmental, aspects 
of ethical.

CONTENT

Most researchers have concluded that the CSR-concept is often too loosely defined. 
Henderson (2001), van Marrewjik (2003), Votaw (1973) and Preston & Post (1975), 
for example, concludes that there is no solid and well-developed consensus on what the 
concept stands for. Furthermore, they conclude that the broad definition of the concept 
hampers the academic debate and ongoing research. 

The overall notion seems to be that CSR refers to actions taken by companies to 
further some social good, beyond what is required of them by law (see for example 
McWilliams and Siegel 2001). CSR is, hence, focused on for what corporations are 
responsible either in terms of outcomes or in terms of processes (Carroll 1999; Jones 
1980). A more elaborate definition is provided by Carroll’s four-part model, which 
is the most influential definition of CSR (Carroll 1979; Kaler 2000). According to 
this model companies have four types of responsibility. The first responsibility is an 
economic one to be profitable. The second is a legal responsibility to follow the laws. 
The third is an ethical responsibility to do what is right and the forth is a philanthropic 
responsibility to contribute resources to activities desired by society. It is the last two 
responsibilities that set aside CSR from an ordinary discussion on corporate compliance 
and profit maximization. The moral and philanthropic responsibilities are described by 
Carroll as voluntary actions by companies. However, the ethical responsibility, Carroll 
argues, is expected of business, while the philanthropic is not expected but something 
the company should do. 

In terms of content, little focus seems to have been given to the first two parameters of 
Carrol’s definition, i.e. the economic and legal responsibility. Instead the CSR debate 
has centered around the moral and philanthropic responsibility and in particular the 
moral responsibility. Despite this few concrete definitions of the concept has been 
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presented, which becomes evident when reading the definitional review presented in 
Carroll (1999). It is, therefore, near impossible to provide any concrete conclusions of 
how CSR has been defined in academic research.

PERSPECTIVES

We can, though, find some structure in the jungle of CSR content if we instead turn 
our focus to perspectives in CSR research. In his review of the concept, Göbbels, among 
other authors, argues that there are three main perspectives in CSR (Göbbels 2002 in 
van Marrewjik 2003). The first is linked to Friedman’s classic view that “the social 
responsibility of business is to increase its profits” (Friedman 1962), and is, hence, in 
line with what I, in this study, characterize as the shareholder perspective. The second 
perspective could be equated with the stakeholder approach and more specifically with 
the normative interpretation of this approach. Finally, the third perspective states that 
companies have a responsibility to society as a whole and not just their stakeholders. This 
definition of CSR, thus, leads to a wider interpretation of ethical than the stakeholder 
approach. It is, however, still in line with the normative perspective, since it is based 
on a moral, rather than profit, argumentation. Carroll’s (1999) review of CSR seems to 
support this finding of both a shareholder and a normative perspective in CSR research. 
Among the authors that have, at least partly, presented a shareholder perspective of 
CSR are Davis (1960), Johnson (1971), Steiner (1971) and Drucker (1984), while the 
following authors among others have, at least partly, presented a normative perspective 
of CSR McGuire (1963), Johnson (1971), Backman (1975) and Carroll (1979). 

CONCLUSION (CSR)

CSR was initially used in studies of the social aspects of business, but has recently been 
expanded to also include the environmental aspects. The context in which the concept 
is used has, thus, widened and it is currently used in most strains of business and ethics 
research. In terms of perspectives, we detect a similar duality as in stakeholder theory 
with a normative perspective on the one hand and a shareholder perspective on the 
other. Carroll’s (1979) definition of CSR – as a combination of economic, legal, moral 
and philanthropic responsibility – is perhaps still the most influential, even though it 
is hard to find any consistent core among the different CSR definitions. In terms of 
definitions of ethical issues, CSR, thus, gives us little concrete guidance. 
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Corporate Citizenship

A concept that has many similarities to CSR is Corporate Citizenship (CC). This section 
will deal with these similarities and also with the differences in terms of context, content 
and perspective.

CONTEXT

Many business leaders have never truly accepted the terms Business Ethics and CSR, 
depending partly on the fact that these terms imply that “ethics” and “responsibility” 
are currently not present in business or even worse are opposed to business (Matten et 
al. 2003). Business Ethics and CSR do in one sense proclaim that there is something 
additional that managers should or must do. Corporate Citizenship, on the other hand, 
places corporations as an actor among others in the society. Matten’s et al. (2003) 
extensive review of Corporate Citizenship also shows that development of the concept 
CC mainly has been driven by practitioners. This interest from practitioners for the 
concept has in turn generated increased interest in the academia for CC. It is now an 
accepted concept with, for example, an academic journal dedicated to it (Journal of 
Corporate Citizenship). 

CONTENT AND PERSPECTIVE

The usage of CC has in a similar manner as CSR been far from consistent, which makes 
it difficult to provide a clear definition of the concept. Matten et al. (2003) address this 
problem by providing the most promising categorization of CC that I have been able 
to find in existing research. I have therefore adopted their categorization and treat the 
content and perspective categories together in this section.

Limited view of CC

Initially CC was, and for some researchers still is, used to describe the philanthropic 
responsibility of business, i.e. to describe what Carroll called the forth responsibility 
of business in terms of CSR. This philanthropic giving back to the society is, however, 
assumed in this strain of CC literature to be based on self-interest. This has led to 
extensive writing on issues like “social investing” (Waddock 2000), and “reputational 
capital” (Fombrun et al. 2000) in connection to CC. Based on the wording in this paper, 
we can conclude that this strain of CC research builds on a shareholder perspective.

CC = CSR

The second categorization of CC utilizes the concept as interchangeable with CSR. 
Carroll (1998), for example, does this when he basically equates CC with the definition 
he made of CSR in 1979 (see Maigan and Ferrell 2000 for a similar approach). An 
important difference is, however, that CC is often focused on meeting the four CSR-
responsibilities rather than on the responsibilities in themselves. It also seems that 
the normative perspective, so often present in CSR literature (e.g. in Carrol’s (1979) 
definition), is toned down in the CC literature. 
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With the focus on citizenship

Finally, Matten et al. (2003) present a framework that is fairly different from the two 
others in the fact that it focuses on the “citizenship” part of the CC. By analyzing the 
power relationships in society they conclude that if business is to play a part in society it 
is rather in the sense of taking a role similar to that of government than that of an average 
citizen. The problem is of course that if corporations assume the role of government 
based on a shareholder perspective they will stop playing this role if it becomes unprofit-
able. Given the vitality of these functions for society Matten et al. (2003), therefore, 
conclude that this is unacceptable and moves to a normative perspective stating that bus-
inesses should be “approved or discharged of their responsibilities trough the electoral 
process” (Matten et al. 2003:118).

CONCLUSION (CC)

Corporate Citizenship as a concept seems to have a strong appeal for practitioners 
intrigued by ethical issues in business and is an appropriate concept to use if one wants 
to address this audience. Recently the concept has also received attention from the 
academia and is seemingly starting to become more accepted. As with most concepts 
discussed in this paper, CC has been vaguely defined. In general two of three strains 
of CC research seem to show many similarities to CSR with slightly more focus on 
the shareholder perspective and practical focus. The third strain links closely to the 
normative perspective and offers a content with a clearer focus on the “citizenship” 
aspect than CSR. In terms of content, this third strain seems to be the most interesting, 
since it provides a somewhat different approach than CSR.
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Corporate Social Performance

A concept that sounds similar to CSR is Corporate Social Performance (CSP). How-
ever, as will be shown in this section CSP has been defined in a fairly different way 
compared to CSR and is now-a-days used in a more specific context than Stakeholder 
Theory, CSR and CC. 

CONTEXT

There is a theoretical and an empirical strain of research on CSP. The theoretical 
strain has many similarities to the CSR research both in terms of context, content and 
perspective and will therefore not be further analyzed here (see for example Wood (1991) 
and Wood and Jones (1995) for the best known examples of the theoretical strain of 
CSP research). The empirical strain, on the other hand, is mainly concerned with the 
relationship between corporate social performance (CSP) and financial performance 
(FP) (Rowley and Berman 2000). CSP is without comparison the most commonly 
used concept in these studies and is in this research taken to include both the social 
and environmental aspects of ethics. These studies, in turn, make up the bulk of the 
empirical research on ethical issues in business. Interestingly, CSP does not seem to be 
much used outside these studies and is in comparison to most other concepts analyzed 
here used in a fairly narrow context. 

If we analyze the CSP-FP texts we find that there are two main types of CSP-FP studies, 
i.e. two main contexts in which CSP is used. First, a quite large body of studies compare 
the FP of so-called ethical funds, i.e. funds that perform some sort of ethical screens, 
with non-ethical funds, i.e. funds that do not perform such screens (see for example 
Cummings (2000), Guerard Jr and Stone (2002), Mallin et al. (1995) and Wilson 
(1997)). In these studies, researchers almost exclusively take the funds definition of 
CSP, for granted, which given the aim of these studies seems reasonable. Second, there 
has been fewer, but still a fair amount, of studies on the relationship between CSP and 
FP on an individual corporate level (e.g. Diltz 1995), on an industry level (e.g. Simpson 
and Kohers 2002) and on an issue/ethical category level (e.g. Diltz 1995). These studies 
have almost exclusively utilized well-known databases in their definition of CSP, e.g. 
KLD, Council on Economic Priorities, and Community Reinvestment Act. To further 
understand how content and perspectives are defined in CSP studies, we need to look 
more in depth at how CSP is defined among ethical funds and well-known databases. 

PERSPECTIVE (1) – DEFINING ETHICS IN STUDIES OF ETHICAL FUNDS

The “ethics” of ethical investments has been highly questioned. Anderson (1996), 
for example, argues that these funds are not based on ethical reasoning, but rather on 
opinions (see also Schwartz 2003). Mackenzie (1998) and Cowton (1999) have, on the 
other hand, argued that their empirical studies show that ethical funds in reality do put 
sincere efforts into making ethical considerations. With this empirical support in mind 
it is interesting to notice that despite these seemingly sincere and time consuming efforts 
by the funds, an analysis made by Damato found that the major ethical funds in the 
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U.S. made split decisions in 40% of the 50 largest U.S. stocks (Damato 2000). It, thus, 
seems like even if the funds utilize ethical reasoning the conclusions from this reasoning 
highly differs between funds. This picture is further supported when we consider that 
Damato simply was comparing the decisions of four of the major U.S. ethical funds. 
Add to this funds like Islamic-based Amana Growth Fund, the Methodist Pax World 
Fund and the Ave Maria Catholic Values Fund, and it becomes evident that it will be 
difficult, or even impossible, to reach a consensus concerning what is to be characterized 
as ethical within these funds. 

Dunfee (2003) builds on this reasoning and concludes that it is not desirable with a 
single definition of CSP or ethical in these funds. Instead diversity in values among funds 
should be valued in itself. It is, thus, highly debated if ethical funds are in fact acting 
in accordance with ethical reasoning or rather “just” in accordance with social, political 
and religious values. Furthermore, it is also questioned whether it is even desirable for 
the funds to strive for a single definition of ethical. 

The most important thing to notice is that whether or not ethical funds in fact utilize 
ethical reasoning they are clearly operating within a normative perspective. The above 
described debate is centered around whether or not ethical funds are about ethics or 
political, social and religious values and/or opinions. All of these options are, though, an 
expression of the normative perspective, shown also in the fact that no fund or research 
on funds seem to use a shareholder perspective when defining CSP. It would not be 
impossible to define CSP from a shareholder perspective, by for example utilizing instru-
mental stakeholder theory, but this has clearly not been done in either ethical funds or 
the conducted CSP studies. What we instead find are only definitions of CSP from a 
normative perspective. 

PERSPECTIVE (2) – DEFINING ETHICS IN FIRM SPECIFIC STUDIES

The second line of CSP research is focused on comparing the relationship between CSP 
and FP for industries or individual companies rather than for ethical funds in general. 
These studies, as noted above, almost exclusively utilize already existing databases, 
such as KLD and Community Reinvestment Act, to define CSP in their particular 
study. If we analyze how these commercial databases are structured, we find that they 
define ethical issues in a similar way as the definitions of ethical issues made by ethical 
funds. We, hence, find a similar unanimous focus on the normative perspective in these 
definitions of CSP. We can, therefore, conclude that CSP studies, both those looking 
at ethical funds and those looking at individual companies/industries, seem to adopt 
a normative perspective. However, there seems to be a more homogenous definition 
of what is ethical in the databases compared to the ethical funds. The funds seem to 
incorporate a larger diversity of definitions, which perhaps is due to the simple fact that 
there is a much larger amount of funds compared to databases.

CONTENT

Given the similarities of the definitions of CSP in the two contexts in which CSP is 
used, I will analyze the content of CSP for both these studies similarly. In comparison 
to most other concepts, CSP is often explicitly defined. The reason for this is probably 



Niklas Egels
Sorting Out the Mess
A Review of Definitions of Ethical Issues in Business GRI-rapport 2005:4

17

that in order to conduct credible empirical and statistical studies of the CSP-FP 
relationship researchers must present an explicit definition of the concept. Even though 
often explicitly defined in each separate study, CSP has not been consistently defined 
and measured between the different studies (Griffin and Mahon 1997; Maignan and 
Ferrell 2000; Ullman 1985). According to some authors this inconsistency is one of the 
main reasons that studies of the link between FP and CSP has reached contradictory 
finding. 

CONCLUSION (CSP)

In terms of context, the empirical version of CSP is mainly used in studies of the relation-
ship between ethical and financial performance. CSP is also in these studies the by far 
most commonly used concept for ethical issues. The empirically focused context in 
which CSP has been used, have led to concrete definitions of the content of ethical. 
The definitions are mostly based on the definitions of ethical made by commercial 
databases, reputational indexes or ethical funds. Despite this no consensus seems to exist 
concerning how to define the content of CSP. Finally, we can conclude that CSP, in 
contrast to CSR, CC and ST, is not used from a shareholder perspective. 
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Sustainable Development (SD)

If we move our attention away from CSR, CC and CSP, which arguable are mainly 
rooted in the social aspects, into the realm of environmental aspects, we find the concept 
Sustainable Development (SD). Within the field of environment and business this 
is probably the most commonly used concept. In the conducted review few studies 
were found that either discussed or utilized SD. This is likely highly dependent on the 
selection of journals included in the review. 

CONTEXT 

The concept of sustainable development emerged in the 1970’s to describe the relationship 
between development on the one hand and environment on the other (Sum and Hills 
1998). It has from then on grown and is now found in studies both related to business 
and other areas. In terms of context, it seems safe to conclude that SD today is by far 
the most commonly used concept for describing the environmental responsibilities of 
business and it is also the most commonly used concept used to describe ethical issues in 
journals traditionally focused on environmental issues (Sum and Hills 1998).

Perspectives – Three paradigms

In terms of perspectives Gladwin et al. (1995) present, in their review of research on 
sustainability, a categorization of different interpretations of SD. The authors identify two 
currently dominant paradigms – technocentrism and ecocentrism – and propose a third 
paradigm – sustaincentrism – as a synthesis of these two contradictory paradigms.

Technocentrism

The authors trace the origins of the technocentric paradigm back to the 17th century and 
claim that the technocentric paradigm today represents the dominant paradigm within 
the field of management studies. The paradigm has a strong focus on economic growth 
and generating shareholder value in terms of profits. Social and environmental issues 
are not perceived as a severe problem, but are rather neglected and seen as outside the 
realm of business. 

Ecocentrism 

Ecocentrism is presented in sharp contrast to technocentrism. In this paradigm, which 
is presented as the antithesis to technocentrism (in line with Kuhn’s (1970) reasoning), 
the humans are placed in a subordinate position to nature. The focus is, hence, on 
the survival of nature and the role of business is dictated based on the needs of the 
ecosystem. Profits, economic growth and other similar concepts are, thus, treated as 
subordinate within this paradigm. Other concepts that have been used to describe the 
ecocentric interpretation of SD are, for example, “deep ecology” and “preservation”.
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Sustaincentrism

Gladwin et al. (1995) then present a third paradigm as the synthesis of these opposing 
paradigms. This sustaincentric paradigm tries to combine the strive for economic growth 
and profits with the environmental reality of our planet. The paradigm places humans 
above the biosphere in intellectual terms, but still acknowledges that humans are a part 
of that biosphere. It also claims that this intellectual supremacy gives humans a moral 
responsibility for the welfare of human and non-human future generations.

THREE PARADIGMS – TWO PERSPECTIVES

Technocentrism = Shareholder perspective

When analyzing the technocentric paradigm and the research categorized within this 
paradigm, it becomes clear that it is based on what I in this paper have labeled a “share-
holder perspective”. However, the technocentric paradigm is a more elaborate definition 
of the shareholder perspective than the one made in this study, since it not only 
claims that the role of business is to maximize profits but also makes statements about 
technological development, growth patterns, value of nature, human nature etc. Given 
the dominance of the technocentric perspective in research on SD, this means that much 
of the academic writing on SD is set within very narrow boundaries. We can, hence, 
imagine research on SD from a shareholder perspective that treats the environment with 
more “respect” than the identified studies within the technocentric perspective. This 
could, for example, take the form of seeing natural capital as limited and only partially 
substitutable for human capital, while still proposing corporate actions solely aimed at 
maximizing profits. 

Ecocentrism = Normative perspective

The ecocentric paradigm can be interpreted as a specific normative perspective. Rather 
than focusing on religious or “social” reasoning, as some normative perspectives do, the 
ecocentric paradigm is based on ecological reasoning. As noted above the normative 
perspective has little to do with businesses financial performance, which also is well 
in accordance with the reasoning in the ecocentric paradigm. The focus is, hence, on 
environmental sustainability and business is viewed, at best, as a mean for achieving this 
aim. 

Sustaincentrism = Normative perspective

While Gladwin et al. (1995) see sustaincentrism as a way to solve the dead-lock between 
the technocentric and ecocentric paradigm, it will not solve the dead-lock between the 
normative and the shareholder perspective. When analyzing the sustaincentic paradigm 
it becomes clear that it is, at least partly, based on normative reasoning, e.g. “waste 
emissions should not exceed natural regeneration rates /…/ [c]onsumption in developed 
countries must be scaled down” (Gladwin et al. 1995:891 – emphasis added). As I have 
defined the shareholder perspective, i.e. that businesses sole responsibility is to maximize 
profits, it becomes evident that sustaincentrism’s wording of should and must concerning 
other issues than profitability is inconsistent with the shareholder perspective and 
therefore must be labeled as yet another version of the normative perspective. 
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CONTENT

Overall definitions

Given the popularity of sustainable development, it is not surprising that numerous 
definitions of the concept have been made. There are today over one hundred definitions 
of sustainable development (Holmberg and Sandbrook 1992). Among these, the most 
commonly used is:

Sustainable development is development which meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987)

This definition is, as many of the definitions of the other concepts dealt with in this 
paper, extremely broad. This is true not only about this statement, but about much of 
the writing about the concept in general (Adams 1993). Some would even argue that this 
vagueness is a major contributing factor for making SD a commonly used concept, since 
it by being vague has allowed researchers and practitioners to personalize its content 
(Sum and Hills 1998). The flip side of this is, not surprisingly, that controversies and 
considerable disagreement have arose concerning how to operationalize and measure 
SD. Perhaps the only real consensus is that most authors today argues in favor of having 
three different aspects included in the content of SD: an economic, an environmental 
and a social (Harris 2003). The concept has in terms of content, consequently, started 
to become interchangeable with CSR and has, thus, moved away from its narrow focus 
on the environmental aspects (Keijzers 2002 in van Marrewjik 2003).

To whom for what?

If Stakeholder Theory was mainly concerned with to whom and CSR, CC and CSP with 
for what corporations have a responsibility, Sustainable Development entails a focus on 
both for what and to whom. To whom is answered a bit differently in different strains 
of research. Dobson (1996) provides a typology of the concept and concludes that “to 
whom” could be anything from present generation human needs to future generation 
human wants and non-human needs. 

There also exist numerous definitions of for what business is responsible in the norm-
ative research strain of SD. In comparison to the concepts Business Ethics, CSR or CC, 
these definitions are well defined and relatively operationalized. In this aspect SD, thus, 
has many similarities with CSP. As an example of one specific definition of SD, Daly’s 
(1992) definition of the concept serves well. Daly (1992) presents three requirements of 
global carrying capacity, justice and efficiency, which relate well to environmental, social 
and economical requirements generally proposed when defining SD. The author then 
gets into lengthy definitions of these three requirements by an almost natural scientific 
approach. This reliance on natural science also seems to be more commonly present 
within SD than the other reviewed concepts.
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CONCLUSION (SD)

Sustainable Development is a concept that has received a lot of attention during the 
last decades. It is mainly used in research that focus on environmental, rather than 
social, aspects of ethical issues. However, recently the concept has been expanded to 
include social aspects as well. This has led to a widening of the context in which SD 
is used and moved it closer to the realm of CSR, CC, CSP, ST and BE. In terms of 
perspectives we find the same duality in SD as we did in ST, CC and CSR – i.e. the 
duality of the shareholder and normative perspective. In terms of content SD has been 
given over a hundred different definitions. It is, however, also a concept that has, in 
similarity with CSP, been given narrow and relatively concrete definitions by researchers 
both concerning for what and to whom business is responsible. While operational and 
explicit, these definitions are, however, not consistent so it is difficult to find any core 
in how ethical issues are defined within SD research.
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Business Ethics (BE)

While the other commonly used concepts utilize words like “social”, “sustainable”, 
“citizenship” and so on, Business Ethics (BE) is one of the few concepts that explicitly 
utilize the word “ethics”. This section will analyze how this has affected the definition 
of the concept.

CONTEXT 

Sethi and Sama (1998) argue that the research under the label “business ethics” developed 
fairly independently from the research on CSR. The former was mainly dominated 
by researchers from the disciplines of philosophy, theology and law, while the latter 
was dominated by management theorists, economists, sociologists and corporate legal 
researchers. This has affected the context in which BE is used, making it less common in 
management research and less used by managers. On the other hand, “business ethics” 
is commonly used in the journals included in this review. These journals also feature a 
large portion of academics with a philosophical background. 

PERSPECTIVE

Perhaps due to BE’s origin and context it is rarely used from a shareholder perspective. 
This might be due to the fact that the term “ethics” is present in the concept, making 
authors writing from a shareholder perspective favoring different concepts like CSR, SD 
or CC when defining ethical issues in business. 

CONTENT 

De George (1999) defines business ethics as the interaction of ethics and business. The 
more specific content of BE is often vaguely defined in individual studies and it is 
also often inconsistently and sometimes contradictory defined in different studies. In 
comparison to the other concepts, it has been extensively difficult to find any studies 
reviewing or organizing the research on business ethics in terms of either perspective or 
content. In general, the research focus seems to be on defining ethical issues based on 
“classic” ethical theories, e.g. consequentialism, duty ethics, virtue ethics and Rawlsian 
ethics. Given the span of these different ethical theories, it is difficult to provide any 
coherent definitions of business ethics.

CONCLUSION (BE)

Business ethics is mainly used in contexts of ethical issues in business dominated by 
academics with a background in philosophy and religion. Although commonly used 
in these studies, business ethics is rarely explicitly defined and it is difficult to find any 
concrete definitions of the concept. In terms of perspective, we can though conclude 
that business ethics is almost exclusively used from a normative, rather than shareholder, 
perspective.
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Bringing it all together

We can now summarize the similarities and differences found between the six concepts 
analyzed above, i.e. Stakeholder Theory (ST), Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 
Corporate Citizenship (CC), Corporate Social Performance (CSP), Sustainable 
Development (SD) and Business Ethics (BE), in terms of the three categorized that 
have guided this analysis, i.e. context, perspective and content. Table 1 below provides 
this summary.

Table 1

Table 1: Definitions of ethical issues in business in international academic research

CONTEXT

As we can see in table 1, the only concept that is relatively consistently used in a certain 
context is the empirical version of CSP. In comparison Stakeholder Theory seems to 
be the most widely used concept occurring in both ethical and “non-ethical” studies of 
business. Furthermore, BE, CSR and CC seems to be mainly used in studies focusing 
on social aspects of ethical issues, while SD seems to be the preferred concept in studies 
focusing on environmental aspects. 

Context
Shareholder 
perspective

Normative 
perspective

Content

ST

All strains of business and 
ethics studies, but also in 
general business studies

.

YES YES
Focused on “to whom” and 

operationalizing societal 
responsibility.

CSR

Mainly in studies with a 
social focus, but recently 

also in environmental 
studies. Wide range of 

uses.

YES YES
Diverse, but mainly four types of 
responsibility: economic, legal, 

moral and philanthropic.

CC
Practitioners but also 

academics. Wide range of 
uses.

YES YES
Two research strains - one linked 
to CSR and one focused on the 

“citizenship aspect.

CSP
In studies regarding the 
CSP-FP relationship. 
Narrow range of use.

NO YES

Dependent upon diverse 
definitions made by commercial 
databases, reputational indexes 

and ethical funds.

SD

Mainly in studies with 
environmental focus. But 

recently also in social 
studies. Wide range of 

uses.

YES YES

Diverse but concrete definitions. 
Varies somewhat between 
shareholder and normative 

perspective.

BE

In contexts dominated 
by researchers with a 

philosophic or religious 
background. Relatively 

wide range of uses.

NO YES
Vaguely and inconsistently 

defined with focus on “classic” 
ethical theories.
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PERSPECTIVE

CSP and BE are also the only concepts that are rarely used from a shareholder 
perspective. In all of the other concepts, we find a duality between the shareholder and 
normative perspective. As could be expected from the contexts in which the concepts 
are used, SD incorporates a higher degree of normative perspectives based on ecological 
or environmental reasoning compared to CSP, CC, BE and CSP. In terms of diversity 
of normative perspectives, stakeholder theory seems to portray the richest flora, which 
probably is partly explained by the fact that it has been the most commonly used concept 
of the six analyzed in this paper. 

Finally, we can conclude that most of the reviewed research is based on a normative, 
rather than shareholder, perspective and that it, hence, is a strong focus on how firms 
ought to act from a moral, rather than shareholder, perspective. As I briefly argued 
when introducing the two perspectives, I believe that the shareholder perspective more 
correctly describes how managers of corporations perceive their reality and define there 
own responsibilities. I, therefore, believe that the focus on a normative perspective has 
made much of the present academic research fairly unrelated to managerial practice. 
If we like, we could say that this research is most likely seen as somewhat irrelevant by 
many managers. 

CONTENT

In terms of content, we can conclude that it is becoming increasingly difficult to separate 
SD, CSR, CC and CSP, since all of these concepts are dealing with both the social and 
environmental aspects of business. However, it seems like the concepts to a degree still 
have retained their historical roots, making SD more focused on environmental aspects 
in terms of content compared to CC, CSR and CSP. It also seems like CC has a greater 
focus on either philanthropic issues or governmental/citizenship aspect of ethics. We 
can also conclude that while most, if not all, of the concepts, at least implicitly, deals 
with the question of to whom business is responsible, stakeholder theory provides the 
most elaborate and in depth coverage of this issue. Finally, the answers to either “to 
whom” or “for what” business are responsible, or if we like how ethical issues in business 
are to be defined, seem to be inconsistent and conflicting both within and between 
research on different concepts. No core in terms of content is, hence, to be found in any 
of the concepts and even less among the six different concepts.

SUMMARY

This paper has analyzed how ethical issues in business has been defined in existing 
international academic research by reviewing the six most commonly used concepts for 
defining these issues. I have showed that there exist differences between the concepts 
in terms of context, perspectives and content, but that most of the concepts are fairly 
similar. An important observation was made in that most research seems to be based 
on a normative perspective, while most managers of corporations likely mainly operate 
within a shareholder perspective. 
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Although not rigorously outlined in the above review, I believe that we could tentatively 
conclude that the choice of shareholder or normative perspective is more important 
than the choice of concept for how ethical issues in business are defined. This is in a 
sense not necessarily a surprising conclusion, since the chosen perspective frames much 
of the following reasoning. 

A disappointing conclusion from this review is that there hardly exists any core 
definition of ethical issues in academic business studies. We find hundreds of proposed 
definitions of how ethical issues should be defined (mainly based on a normative per-
spective), but we find little consensus and coherence between these different definitions. 
It, thus, seems like this research provides little guidance on how to define ethical issues 
in business, since it seems impossible to find a rationale to choose between the different 
proposed definitions. If this paper is to teach us anything, it is that it is very difficult to 
define what ethical issues in business are or should be. 

This conclusion might have important implications for managers. It indicates that 
managers cannot solely rely on a predefined notion of ethical to justify their organizations’ 
actions, since all such definitions can be criticized from other perspectives. Rather, 
managers need to be sensitive to different perceptions of for what and to whom their 
organizations are responsible. The art of management is, in this case, to handle and 
balance the complicated and often conflicting myriad of stakeholder opinions, and to 
continuously identify an, in practice rather than in theory, satisfactory definition of 
ethical issues in business. 



Niklas Egels
Sorting Out the Mess
A Review of Definitions of Ethical Issues in Business GRI-rapport 2005:4

26

References

Adams, W. M. (1993) “Beyond the impasse”, In F. Schuurman (ed.) New directions in 
development theory, New Jersey, Zed Book Ltd.: 207-222.

Anderson, D. (1996) What has ”ethical investment ” to do with ethics?, London, Social 
Affairs Unit.

Backman, J. E. (1975) Social responsiblity and accountability, New York, New York 
University Press.

Berman, S. L., Wicks, A. C., Kotha, S. and T. M. Jones (1999) “Does Stakeholder 
Orientation Matter? The Relationship Between Stakeholder Management 
Models and Firm Financial Performance”, Academy of Management Journal, 
42(5): 488-506.

Carroll, A. B. (1979) ”A Three-Dimensional Conceptual Model of Corporate 
Performance”, The Academy of Management Review, 4(4): 497-506.

Carroll, A. B. (1999) ”Corporate Social Responsibility: Evolution of a Definitional 
Construct”, Business & Society, 38(3): 268-295.

Clarkson, M. E. (1995) ”A stakeholder framework for analyzing and evaluating 
corporate social performance”, Academy of Management Review, 20(1): 92-
117.

Cummings, L. S. (2000) “The Financial Performance of Ethical Investment Trusts: 
An Australian Perspective”, Journal of Business Ethics, 25(1): 79-92.

Cowton, C. (1999) ”Playing by the rules: ethical criteria at an ethical investment 
fund”, Business Ethics: A European Review, 8(1): 60-69.

Daly, H. (1992) ”Allocation, distribution and scale: towards an economics that is 
efficient, just, and sustainable”, Ecological Economics, 6(3): 185-193.

Damato (2000) ”Socially Responsible Funds Apply Criteria Differently”, Wall Street 
Journal, May.

Davis, K. (1960) ”Can business afford to ignore social responsibilities?”, California 
Management Review, 2(3): 70-76.

De George, R. T. (1999) Business Ethics, Upper Sadle River, NJ, Simon & Schuster.
Diltz, J. D. (1995) “The private cost of socially responsible investing”, Applied 

Financial Economics, 5(2): 69-77.
Dobson, A. (1996) ”Environmental Sustainabilities: An Analysis and Typology”, Keele 

Research Paper, 4: 3-42.
Dodd, E. (1932) ”For whom are corporate managers trustees?”, Harward Business Law 

Review, 45: 1145-1163.
Donaldson, T. and L. E. Preston (1995) ”The stakeholder theory of the corporation: 

Concepts, evidence, and implications”, Academy of Management Review, 
20(1): 65-91.

Drucker, P. F. (1984) ”The new meaning of corporate social responsibility”, 
California Management Review, 26(2): 53-63.

Dunfee, T. W. (2003) “Social Investing: Mainstream or Backwater?”, Journal of 
Business Ethics, 43(3): 247-252.

Egels, N. (2004a) Enlighten me! A journey in ethics and electrification of rural Africa, 
Master Thesis, Stockholm School of Economics.

Egels, N. (2004b) “Reframing Instrumental Stakeholder Theory”, paper presented at 
the 5th oikos Ph.D. Summer Academy, St. Gallen, August 16-20 (available in 
online proceeding at www.oikos-stiftung.unisg.ch/academy2004/egels.pdf).

http://www.oikos-stiftung.unisg.ch/academy2004/egels.pdf


Niklas Egels
Sorting Out the Mess
A Review of Definitions of Ethical Issues in Business GRI-rapport 2005:4

27

Egels, N. (2005) “CSR in Electrification of Rural Africa”, Journal of Corporate 
Citizenship, Issue 18 (forthcoming). 

Elms, H., Berman, S. and Wicks, A. C. (2002) “Ethics and incentives: An evaluation 
and development of stakeholder theory in the health care industry”, Business 
Ethics Quarterly, 12(4): 413-432.

Evan, W. and R. E. Freeman (1983) “A stakeholder theory of the modern corporation: 
Kantian capitalism” In Beauchamp, T. and N. Bowie (eds.) Ethical theory and 
business, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice-Hall: 75-93.

Fombrun, C. J., Gardberg, N. A. and M. L. Barnett (2000) “Opportunity platforms 
and safety nets: Corporate citizenship and reputational risk” Business & Society 
Review, 105(1): 85-106.

Freeman, R. E. (1984) Strategic Management: A stakeholder approach, Boston, Pitman.
Freeman, R. E. (1999) ”Response Divergent Stakeholder Theory”, Academy of 

Management Review, 24(2): 233-236.
Friedman, M. (1962) Capitalism and freedom, Chicago, University of Chicago Press.
Gibson, K. (2000) “The Moral Basis of Stakeholder Theory”, Journal of Business 

Ethics, 26(3): 245-257.
Gladwin, T. N., Kennelly, J. J. and T. S. Krause (1995) “Shifting paradigms for 

sustainable development: Implications for management theory and research”, 
Academy of Management Review, 20(4): 874-907.

Goodpaster, K. E. (1991) “Business ethics and stakeholder analysis”, Business Ethics 
Quarterly, 1(1): 53-73.

Griffin, J. J. and J. F. Mahon (1997) “The corporate social performance and corporate 
financial performance debate”, Business & Society, 36(1): 5-31.

Guerard Jr, J. B. and B. K. Stone (2002) ”Social screening does not harm 
performance”, Pensions & Investments, 30(19): 30-31.

Harris, H. (2003) “Enhancing the independence of supervisory agencies: the 
development of courage”, Business Ethics: A European Review, 12(4): 369-377.

Hendry, J. (2001) “Missing the target: Normative stakeholder theory and the 
corporate governance debate”, Business Ethics Quarterly, 11(1) 159-176.

Henderson, D. (2001) “The Case Against ‘Corporate Social Responsibility”, Policy, 
17(2): 28-32.

Heugen, P. and H. van Oosterhout (2002) ”The Confines of Stakeholder 
Management: Evidence from the Dutch Manufacturing Sector”, Journal of 
Business Ethics, 40(4): 387-403.

Holmberg, J. and R. Sandbrook (1992) “Sustainable development: what is to be 
done?” In Holmberg, J. Policies for a small planet, London, Earthscan.

Jawahar, I. M. and G. L. McLaughlin (2001) ”Toward a descriptive stakeholder 
theory: an organizational life cycle approach”, Academy of Management 
Review, 26(3): 397-414.

Johnson, H. L. (1971) Business in contemporary society: Framework and issues, Belmont, 
CA, Wadsworth.

Jones, T. M. (1980) ”Corporate social responsibility revisited, redefined”, California 
Management Review, 22(8): 59-67.

Jones, T. M. (1995) ”Instrumental stakeholder theory: A synthesis of ethics and 
economics”, Academy of Management Review, 20(2): 404-437.



Niklas Egels
Sorting Out the Mess
A Review of Definitions of Ethical Issues in Business GRI-rapport 2005:4

28

Kaler, J. (2000) “Reasons To Be Ethical: Self-Interest and Ethical Business”, Journal of 
Business Ethics, 27(1/2): 161-173.

Kaler, J. (2003) ”Differentiating Stakeholer Theories”, Journal of Business Ethics, 
46(1): 71-83.

Kuhn, T. S. (1970) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, The University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago. 

Kujala, J. (2001) ”Analysing moral issues in stakeholder relations”, Business Ethics: A 
European Review, 10(3): 233-247.

Mackenzie, C. (1998) “The Choice of Criteria in Ethical Investment”, Business Ethics: 
A European Review, 7(2): 81-86.

Maignan, I. and O. C. Ferrell (2000) ”Measuring corporate citizenship in two 
countries: The case of the United States and France”, Journal of Business 
Ethics, 23(3): 283-297.

Mallin, C. A., Saadouni, B. and R. J. Briston (1995) “The financial performance of 
ethical investment funds”, Journal of Business Finance & Accounting, 22(4): 
483-496.

Matten, D., A. Crane and W. Chappel (2003) “Behind the Mask: Revealing the True 
Face of Corporate Citizenship”, Journal of Business Ethics, 45(1/2): 109-120.

McGuire, J. W. (1963) Business and society, New York, McGraw-Hill.
McWilliams, A. and D. Siegel (2001) ”Corporate social responsiblity: a theory of the 

firm perspective”, Academy of Management Review, 26(1): 117-127.
Mellahi, K. and G. Wood (2003) ”The Role and Potential of Stakeholders in ”Hollow 

Participation”: Conventional Stakeholder Theory and Institutionalist 
Alternatives”, Business & Society Review, 108(2): 183-202.

Mitchell, R. K., Agle, B. R. and D. J. Wood (1997) ”Toward a theory of stakeholder 
identification and salience: Defining the principle of who and what really 
counts”, Academy of Management Review, 22(4): 853-886.

Moore, G. (1999) ”Tinged shareholder theory: or what’s so special about 
stakeholders?”, Business Ethics: A European Review, 8(2): 117-127.

Moore, G. (2001) ”Corporate Social and Financial Performance: An Investigation in 
the U.K. Supermarket Industry”, Journal of Business Ethics, 34(3/4): 299-315.

Näsi, J. (1995) “A Scandinavian Approach to Stakeholder Thinking: An Analysis of 
Its Theoretical and Practical Uses 1964-1980”, In Näsi, J. Understanding 
Stakeholder Thinking, Jyväskylä, Gummerus: 97-115.

Orts, E. W. and A. Strudler (2002) “The ethical and environmental limits of 
stakeholder theory”, Business Ethics Quarterly, 12(2): 215-233.

Phillips, R. A. (1997) ”Stakeholder theory and a principle of fairness”, Business Ethics 
Quarterly, 7(1): 51-66.

Preston, L. E. and J. E. Post (1975) “Measuring Corporate Responsibility”, Journal of 
General Management, 2(3): 45-52.

Preston, L. E. and H. Sapienza (1990) ”Stakeholder Management and Corporate 
Performance”, The Journal of Behavioral Economics, 19(4): 361-375.

Rowley, T. and S. Berman (2000) ”A Brand New Brand of Corporate Social 
Performance”, Business & Society, 39(4): 397-418.

Ruf, B. M., Muralidhar, K., Brown, R. M., Janney, J. J. and K. Paul (2001) “An 
Empirical Investigation of the Relationship Between Change in Corporate 
Social Performance and Corporate Financial Performance: A Stakeholder 
Theory Perspective”, Journal of Business Ethics, 32(2): 143-156.



Niklas Egels
Sorting Out the Mess
A Review of Definitions of Ethical Issues in Business GRI-rapport 2005:4

29

Schwartz, M. S. (2003) “The ”Ethics” of Ethical Investing”, Journal of Business Ethics, 
43(3): 195-213.

Sethi, S. P. and L. M. Sama (1998) ”Ethical behavior as a strategic choice by large 
corporations: The interactive effect oof marketplace competition, industry 
structure and firm resources”, Business Ethics Quarterly, 8(1): 85-104.

Simpson, W. G. and T. Kohers (2002) ”The Link Between Corporate Social and 
Financial Performance: Evidence from the Banking Industry”, Journal of 
Business Ethics, 35(2): 97-109.

Steiner, G. A. (1971) Business and society, New York, Random House.
Stormer, F. (2003) “Making the Shift: Moving from ‘Ethics Pays’ to an Inter-Systems 

Model of Business”, Journal of Business Ethics, 44(4): 279-289.
Sum, M. C. and P. Hills (1998) “Interpreting sustainable development”, Journal of 

Environmental Sciences, 10(2): 129-143.
Ullmann, A. H. (1985) “Data in search of a theory: A critical examination of the 

relationships among social performance, social disclosure, and economic 
performance of U.S. firms”, Academy of Management Review, 10(3): 540-557.

van Marrewijk, M. (2003) “Concepts and Definitions of CSR and Corporate 
Sustainability: Between Agency and Communion”, Journal of Business Ethics, 
44(2/3): 95-105.

Votaw, D. (1973) “Genius becomes rare”, In Votaw, D. and S. P. Sethi (eds.) The 
corporate dilemma, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice Hall.

Waddock, S. (2000) ”The Multiple Bottom Lines of Corporate Citizenship: Social 
Investing, Reputation, and Responsibility Audits”, Business & Society Review, 
105(3): 323-345.

Wicks, A. C., Gilbert Jr., D. R. and R. E. Freeman (1994) “A feminist reinterpretation 
of the stakeholder concept”, Business Ethics Quarterly, 4(4): 475-497.

Wilson, R. (1997) “Islamic finance and ethical investment”, International Journal of 
Social Economics, 24(11): 1325-1342.

Wood, D. J. (1991) ”Corporate social performance revisited”, Academy of Management 
Review, 16(4): 758-769.

Wood, D. J. and R. E. Jones (1995) ”Stakeholder mismatching: A theoretical problem 
in empirical research on corporate social performance”, International Journal 
of Organizational Analysis, 3(3): 229-267.

World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) Our Common Future,  
 New York, Oxford University Press.


