
1 
 

Corresponding author: 

Dr. Barbara Krumay, Bakk. MSc(WU) 

Research Fellow 

RIMAS - Research Institute for Managing Sustainability 

Franz Klein Gasse 1, A-1190 Vienna, Austria 

Tel. +43-1-313 36 - 5453 

Fax +43-1-313 36 - 905453 

Email: barbara.krumay@wu.ac.at 



2 
 

 

Is this the way to sustainability? Project-oriented CSR as a first step towards 

solid and long-term adoption of CSR in companies 

Abstract 
Why, when and how companies engage in corporate social responsibility (CSR) is manifold. In 

practice, one starting point is to run projects with environmental or social content. These projects 

are a big opportunity for companies: on one hand they are able to present a corporate image of 

being one of the “good” companies. On the other hand, the idea of projects with having a clear goal, 

resources allocated, clear responsibilities and a planned timeframe frame the CSR engagement in a 

very pleasant manner. However, in times of crisis new CSR-related projects are not very likely to be 

started or even stopped as soon as projects closer related to the core of the company’s business 

require financial or other resources. Nonetheless, financial issues are not the only limiting reason. 

Already the definition of projects as a temporary organization and a social system, different from the 

permanent organization inhibits the persistence of environmental or social projects and hence the 

adoption of solid and long-term CSR in the company. These projects solely exist for the performance 

of a relatively unique business process and are steered and controlled by project management. Even 

though CSR-related projects are common in practice, there is little systematic investigation of this 

topic in research. Therefore we want to shed light on the - what we call - project-oriented CSR. The 

circumstances of the nature of projects and CSR are the starting point for this work-in-progress 

paper. We assume that CSR-related projects may serve as a first step towards establishing a solid and 

long-term adoption of CSR in companies. In order to explain, how social or environmental projects 

may lead or fail to establish this solid and long-term adoption of CSR in companies, we compare 

different existing approaches on project-oriented CSR and draw a theoretical framework to 

categorize and differentiate CSR projects. On this basis, we sketch a pathway which may guide 

companies from single projects to a solid and long-term adoption of CSR and present possible 

conditions, which may be able to foster CSR in companies. In this research, we see project-oriented 

CSR as a possible first step which may lead to a more integrated CSR, which was discussed in research 

by addressing strategic CSR and management systems approaches or business operations leading to 

fully-integrated CSR. 

Introduction 
Companies engage in corporate social responsibility (CSR) due to different reasons. In many cases it 

is about being perceived as “good” and showing how much concerned a company is about the 

society. Frequently, this engagement is represented by projects with environmental (e.g. building 

solar energy plants) or social (either internal e.g. day care in the company or external e.g. 

sponsorships of developing countries) content. Undoubtedly, these projects are seen as an 

opportunity for companies to present a corporate image of being one of the “good” companies and 

start practice cause-related marketing activities (Varadarajan and Menon, 1988, Vlachos and 

Tsamakos, 2011). Of course, projects with a clear goal, resources allocated and clear responsibilities 

are easy to communicate, to steer, to control and to evaluate. Unfortunately, these one-time CSR-

related projects are not very likely to support a solid and long-term adoption of CSR, integrated into 

core business processes. In addition, in times of crisis new CSR-related projects are not very likely to 

be started or are even stopped as soon as projects closer related to the core of the company’s 

business require financial or other resources. Another reason to short-term persistence of CSR topics 
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in a company may be based on the nature of projects, since projects are a temporary organization 

and a social system, different from the permanent organization (Gareis, 2005, Gareis et al., 2011). 

Based on this definition, projects solely exist for the performance of a relatively unique business 

process and are steered and controlled by the already implemented project management 

department (Shanmugam and Mohamed, 2011). Both reasons may hinder the profound integration 

and adoption of CSR into companies. Nevertheless social and environmental projects fulfill an 

important function in being a starting point to engage in CSR. How this starting point supports the 

integration of CSR into the core business processes of a company and hence leads to a solid and long-

term CSR adoption is the main focus of this work-in-progress paper. The paper is structured as 

follows: first, we start with a short introduction into CSR and projects, respectively project 

management. Next, we explain how project management and CSR are related and present the 

different existing approaches mainly derived from literature, but also include some practical 

examples. Based on this, we set up a conceptual framework for differentiating the approaches and 

show, which conditions may lead to a solid and long-term CSR engagement of companies. Finally we 

present our next steps in this work. 

CSR, projects and project management 
The variety and ambiguity of CSR definitions was discussed widely. Since CSR is a topic which clearly 

targets research and business, definitions stem from both sources (Dahlsrud, 2008). Carroll showed 

in his definitional review how definitions of CSR developed from early stages at about the 1970s to 

the beginning of the new millennium (Carroll, 1999) and stated, that new definitions will hardly 

overcome the groundwork existing. In addition, Dahlsrud presented a comparison of 37 definitions of 

CSR. The investigated definitions interestingly referred to five dimensions with different ratios: 

environmental, social, economic, stakeholder and voluntariness (Dahlsrud, 2008). These dimensions 

can also be found in some of the most common definitions, e.g. the definitions presented by the EU. 

The EU framed the understanding of CSR as the business contribution to sustainable development 

and defined CSR “as a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in 

their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis” 

(European Commission, 2002). This definition was already presented in 2001 in the Green Paper 

(European Commission, 2001) and further used in the communications 2002 and 2006 (European 

Commission, 2002, European Commission, 2006). It influenced the perception of CSR in Europe for a 

long time1. In research, Carroll’s definition is frequently used: “The social responsibility of business 

encompasses the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has of 

organizations at a given point in time” (Carroll, 1979). Furthermore, the three pillars or triple bottom 

line of CSR or sustainable development which are people, planet and profit (or social, environmental 

and economic) are used to describe the idea of CSR is (Elkington, 1998, Norman and MacDonald, 

2004, Martínez, 2008). Finally, from a very pragmatic point of view and in a common understanding 

CSR is seen as “doing good”, which is primarily a concept of philanthropy and very often exists 

without integration into business operations. 

It was argued that authentic adoption of CSR in an organization needs integration into the core 

business operations or processes of a company (Pedersen and Neergaard, 2008, Smith and Sharicz, 

                                                           
1
 Albeit the EU in 2011 presented a new definition which emphasizes on “the responsibility of enterprises for 

their impacts on society” (European Commission, 2011), in this study, we will rely on the CSR definition 

stemming from the older communications. The influence of this definition will be discussed in the last chapter. 
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2011). Based on the idea that CSR is the business contribution to sustainable development (European 

Commission, 2002), it is clearly related to business processes and operations. Obviously, 

organizational developments are necessary to support CSR integration into business operations 

(Maon et al., 2010), but the success of CSR-initiatives depends to some extend on the linkage to 

business objectives (Levermore, 2010). Consequently, the way how CSR is integrated into a company 

influences the outcome of the CSR engagement (Halme and Laurila, 2009). How far this integration 

has gone, was discussed for example by Googins and Mirvis, who showed that some companies “are 

aligning activities across and at every level of their business”, hence started to integrate CSR into 

core business operations (Googins and Mirvis, 2004). Since CSR activities are often integrated into 

projects and handled by project management, we identified project management as one main 

business operation which is used to integrate CSR in companies which may lead to a solid and long-

term adoption of CSR. 

Hence, our research focuses on projects respectively project management as a business process. 

Many organizations adopt and implement projects and project management. Definitions of projects 

reaches from a project being an idea or draft (Engwall, 1998), complex task (PMI, 2008, IPMA, 2006), 

a complex system to be optimized (Cleland and King, 1983), a social entity (Thamhain, 2004), a legal 

unit (Barnes, 1983), a business objective (Pinto and Slevin, 1987), or a temporary organization 

(Turner and Müller, 2003). Overall, a project can be defined as a temporary organization and a social 

system different from permanent organization and designed for the performance of a relatively 

unique, short to medium term strategically business process of medium or large scope (Gareis, 2005, 

p. 357). Consequently, project management is a process different from the content of the project 

and is used for “planning, organizing, and managing resources to bring about the successful 

completion of a specific project” (Vyas, 2008). 

Hence, the subject matter of this study consists of CSR and projects. As already presented, a wide 

variety of CSR definitions exist. For this study we combined the results from Dahlsrud (Dahlsrud, 

2008) with the definition of the EU. Accordingly we defined CSR as the “business contribution to 

sustainable development as a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental 

concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary 

basis”, but also reflect that not all dimensions investigated by Dahlsrud (Dahlsrud, 2008) are 

represented in the same ratio. This means that the project has to target at least environmental 

and/or social aspects, but not to the same ratio. Projects as the other part of our subject matter are 

defined as temporary organization and a social system different from permanent organization and 

designed for the performance of a relatively unique, short to medium term strategically business 

process of medium or large scope (Gareis, 2005, p. 357) and project management as the business 

operation which is used for “planning, organizing, and managing resources to bring about the 

successful completion of a specific project” (Vyas, 2008). 

Methodological Approach 
For the whole study we set up the following process: 

1 Literature research 

2 Draft design of conceptual framework 

3 Evaluating framework based on focus groups and/or interviews 

4 Redesign of framework 

5 Quantitative study to evaluate the framework 
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In this work-in-progress we present the first and second step of the research process. Overall, from a 

research perspective we want to conceptualize the role of projects in integrating CSR. When 

investigating the role of projects towards integrating CSR, we first examined existing literature which 

discussed CSR and projects, to achieve a picture on how CSR and projects are represented so far in 

research.  

Since the subject matter was described clearly in the precedent chapter, we will describe our 

methodological approach in brief. We used different scientific databases and search engines for the 

literature research, including Google Scholar, Scopus, ABI/INFORM Global | T&I ProQuest, EBSCO 

Business Source, to investigate the subject matter. We focused exclusively on scholarly papers. Since 

we see CSR in this paper as the business contribution to sustainable development, we included the 

terms “sustainability”, “sustainable development” and CSR on one hand and project, project 

management, project-oriented on the other. We combined these terms to key phrases using boolean 

operators. In all databases we sorted the search results by relevance (if possible) and collected up to 

50 articles per source and combination, which lead to more than 350 articles. In a next step, we 

narrowed the search down to articles which clearly describe sustainability in terms of the triple 

bottom line (Elkington, 1998) and excluded articles presenting facts on sustainability in terms of 

“persistence”. These articles were subject to further filtering based on the described subject matter 

and reduced to 123 articles. In a next round, we excluded 30 articles lacking a business or corporate 

perspective, e.g. stemming from a pure governmental or policy-driven view. Finally, we had 93 

articles at hand, which were the basis for the conceptual framework. Since the full list of articles 

would go beyond the scope of this paper, in the appendix we add a list of 30 significant articles, 

which were not referenced in this work-in-progress paper so far. 

From CSR-related projects to project-oriented CSR – A conceptual 

Framework 
Based on the literature review some findings are helpful to understand the nature of CSR projects. 

These characteristics of CSR projects were already discussed by other researchers. One main point 

seems to be that companies are more likely to choose profitable CSR project (Nijhof and Jeurissen, 

2010). Some topics, such as education, health and environment (Shanmugam and Mohamed, 2011) 

as well as projects which are supporting children (Nijhof and Jeurissen, 2010) are more popular than 

others. In terms of proximate (within the corporation itself or the community and environment 

nearby the company) and distant CSR projects, both types are represented but show different 

advantages (Ponte et al., 2009). One main challenge of all projects is to support a dialogue with 

internal and external stakeholders (Schieg, 2011). Besides these overall findings, the first 

investigation has led to five different ways, projects and CSR are linked in the literature: 

(a) CSR and sustainability as a side effect or additional component of a project 

(b) Project management tools for managing projects aiming at sustainability / CSR 

(c) CSR and sustainability integrated into the project management process 

(d) Evaluation of sustainability of projects 

(e) CSR or sustainability integrated into the project portfolio 

 

a) CSR and sustainability as side effect or additional component of a project 

Parts of the investigated literature present CSR as a side effect or additional component of a project. 

This case was discussed especially in the context of the construction sector. These environmental or 
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social side effects have to be taken into account ex-ante but are not the core of the project – the 

project itself has another core goal (e.g. create a building) – but without integrating the social or 

environmental effects into the project, it may fail. The side effects influence the way of running the 

project and cannot be ignored (Wenblad, 2001, von Weltzien Hoivik, 2011). The projects are mainly 

started by the customer and no evidence was found in the literature that they are likely to foster the 

commitment of the employees of the construction company.  

b) Project management tools for managing projects aiming at sustainability / CSR 

Not surprisingly, CSR or sustainability related projects can be found in literature very frequently. 

These projects are either pure philanthropy (“doing good and talking about it”) in different fields, 

such as sports, child healthcare or shelter for homeless and very often outside the company. In 

addition they target the “narrow” field or proximate CSR of the company, e.g. local organizations or 

the “far” field or distant CSR with different objectives (Ponte et al., 2009). This so called corporate 

philanthropy, which may be peripheral (highly market oriented, low competence orientation), 

dispersed (low market, low competence), constricted (low market, high competence), or strategic 

(high market, high competence) (Bruch and Walter, 2005), should lead to competitive advantage 

(Castka et al., 2004) and go beyond donations (Bruch and Walter, 2005). In addition these projects 

lead to cooperation with NGOs by project-oriented partnerships, especially in development projects 

(Bull, 2003). Companies running CSR projects are very likely to have more than one project, especially 

when the projects’ advantages are evident. CSR projects are often initiated by the management or 

based on “new awareness of the impact of developments in the environment on the organization, 

for example on its long-term profitability” (Werre, 2003). From the corporate point of view, these 

projects are well communicated by different instruments. For example, in January 2012, more than 

200 multi-national companies were presenting their CSR activities by publishing CSR-reports on a 

web platform or on a more global level, over 3,500 companies uploaded a report to Global Reporting, 

which mainly targets on sustainable reporting, but includes CSR reporting as well (GRI, 2011). 

According to CECP’s report “Giving in numbers”, companies are still donating money to ethical 

initiatives or running their own actions. In 2010, 81% of companies reported having a corporate 

foundation”(CECP, 2011). Based on this description of the approach, we conclude the following 

situation: 

c) CSR and sustainability integrated into the project management process 

In the last years some researches started to explain how sustainability or CSR should be integrated 

into project management. Silvius and Schipper developed a maturity model for integrating 

sustainability into projects and project management (Silvius and Schipper, 2012), Gareis et al. 

developed a framework (SustPM) which relates sustainability principles to project management 

(Gareis et al., 2011) and other authors emphasized on the integration of sustainability principles into 

project baselines (Talbot and Venkataraman, 2011). These efforts are also represented in guidelines 

(Patanakul and Shenhar, 2012) and models (e.g. by Silvius and Shipper or SustPM by Gareis et al.) 

which explain how the content, the process or some tools have to be adopted to fit the needs of CSR 

projects. Silvius and Shipper describe the depth’ of CSR vision and define four levels: resources, the 

business process in which the resources are used, the business model (or the way the products or 

services are delivered), are the products and services themselves and how these levels can foster a 

more sustainable society (Silvius and Schipper, 2012). The SustPM of Gareis et al. is designed to 

analyze implicitly and explicitly of sustainable principles in projects. It combines sustainability 

principles (economic, social and ecologic-oriented, short, medium and long term orientated, local, 
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regional and global-oriented, as well as value-oriented) with the objects of consideration of project 

management (Gareis et al., 2011). In addition, the integration of CSR and sustainability into project 

management received attention from project management associations, such as the IPMA 

(International Project Management Association), which include social responsibility and sustainability 

in their project excellence model – as part of the project as well as in terms of outcomes (Gareis et 

al., 2011). Other institutions, such as FIDIC, present sustainability related guidelines or checklists for 

projects. FIDIC (International Federation of Consulting Engineers) provides business guidelines for 

sustainable development, strategy papers concerning sustainable development in the consulting 

engineers sector, and project sustainability management guidelines to support their members in 

their attempts to integrate sustainability into projects (Boyd, 2006). The Swiss Federal Office for 

Spatial Development presented an instrument for sustainability assessment, which includes 

guidelines and checklists and detailed information about how to integrate sustainability into projects 

(ESP, 2010). Another example is the idea to assess the impact of a certain Clean Development 

Mechanism (CDM) of the Kyoto Protocol, 12 criteria were developed and tested in CDM projects 

(Sutter, 2003). Companies using these guidelines or models are likely to be committed to or at least 

interested in CSR. Based on this description of the approach, we conclude the following situation: 

d) Evaluation of sustainability of projects 

Whereas in former time project management literature investigated how to evaluate time, money 

and success of projects, in the recent years another measurement dimension was added: 

sustainability. This evaluation may be ex-ante or ex-post. In comparison to (a) - side effects – this 

approach has social or environmental topics as main goal of the project. In addition the impacts and 

effects of the project are measured in terms of environmental, economic and societal output. Some 

authors promote to use “statistical evaluation methods common in other fields” (Salazar et al., 2012, 

McConville and Mihelcic, 2007). Besides the pure measurement, this approach takes into account the 

life cycle of projects (Labuschagne et al., 2005). The life cycle approach could help to overcome the 

problem of projects that there are no resources allocated to the evaluation of a project. To assess 

this outcome, environmental impact assessments are used very often (Vyas, 2008). This approach 

seems to be an extension of (b) – projects aiming at CSR / sustainability.  

e) CSR or sustainability integrated into the project portfolio 

“CSR activities need to be managed and measured as projects and aggregated to the business or 

corporate level using a project portfolio” (Salazar et al., 2012). Project portfolios are used to find and 

create projects according to different guidelines, applied by project-oriented companies (Gareis, 

2005, Kerzner, 2001). When integrating CSR into the project portfolio besides business concerns, 

societal and environmental issues have to be considered. This also means to steer and control the 

commitment of project-oriented company towards CSR activities (Schieg, 2011). 
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ROLE of CSR-related projects to establish a solid and long-term approach to 

CSR 
As presented, talking about CSR-related projects is talking about very different approaches. Besides 

identifying and describing the approach we started to identify factors or questions, which are used to 

differentiate the approaches on one hand. On the other hand, these factors will be helpful to 

estimate how a certain approach may lead to a long-term engagement in CSR in companies: 

1 Who started the project (and why)? – Who? 

2 How is CSR implemented in the project? – How? 

3 How regularly are CSR projects run by the company? How often? 

4 How likely is the company committed to CSR? – How committed? 

 

As a first assumption we would hypothesize that these factors have an “ideal status” to lead to a 

solid and long-term adoption of CSR: 

 Projects have to be started or supported by the management 

 CSR or sustainability have to be the goal of the project 

 CSR projects have to be done on a regularly (repetitive) basis 

 The company’s commitment to CSR has to be very likely 

 

These assumptions as well as the first draft of the conceptual framework have to be evaluated and 

tested to serve as a solid basis for further investigation. 

Discussion, next steps and open issues 
This work-in-progress paper presents a first draft of a conceptual framework of project-oriented CSR. 

We identified five different approaches from literature, which sometimes seems to complement each 

other or even overlap. Interestingly some predominant topics in one field (e.g. change projects and 

project literature) were not represented in the other (change projects in CSR literature). From this 

first draft we would conclude that some approaches – (b), (c), (e) – are supporting a pathway 

towards a solid and long-term adoption of CSR in companies. The other approaches show a slightly 

different picture due to the role of CSR in these approaches. Furthermore the new definition 

stemming from the EU and defining CSR as “the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on 

society” (European Commission, 2011) may influence the future discussion of CSR integration into 

business operations. 

In the described research process, we will evaluate the framework. This means qualitative evaluation 

by interviews as well as quantitative validation by questionnaires. Especially the four questions 

presented concerning who, how, how often and how committed, have to be re-investigated in the 

literature as well as in the evaluation. Furthermore, the question how companies can overcome the 

hurdle of having just CSR-related project and develop to another level has to be answered. These 

levels are already present in the literature, e.g. system management respectively quality 

management approaches (Castka and Balzarova, 2008, Chrissis et al., 2003), strategic CSR (Porter and 

Kramer, 2006, Bhattacharyya, 2010) or change-related CSR (Aguilera et al., 2007, Dunphy, 2002). To 

reach this goal, we will set up focus groups with company experts to investigate how project-

oriented CSR may help to integrate solid and long-term adoption of CSR in companies. Some of the 

steps in the research process are already started, but not finished yet. 
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