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In a recent interview, Apple’s CEO Tim Cook said that when
the government is less functional, it falls on businesses and
other areas of society to “step up” (Sorkin 2017). His com-
ment highlights what is perhaps the foundational question of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): Who is responsible
for what? and when and how does a business decide to “step
up”’? Today, problems such as political divisions, negative
reactions to globalization, immigration, Brexit, discrimina-
tion, and the emergence of populism and nationalism create
environments that can challenge businesses to either “step
up” or be complacent (Wettstein 2012). As Donaldson and
Walsh (2015) explain, “business works both in and for soci-
ety” (p. 182). If this is the case, it raises other key questions
in CSR, such as how do businesses decide what their moral
responsibilities are? And, in particular, what role do leaders
play in CSR initiatives?

This special issue focuses on the last question and specifi-
cally addresses the role of leadership in the creation of CSR.
It is not the first to address the linkage between leadership
and CSR. In fact, leadership and CSR has been the topic of
at least one previous special issue (i.e., Van Velsor 2009).
Nevertheless, there is still a lot we do not know about the

< Melanie De Ruiter
m.druiter @nyenrode.nl

Jaap Schaveling
jaapschaveling@me.com

Joanne B. Ciulla
jciulla@business.rutgers.edu

André Nijhof
a.nijhof @nyenrode.nl

Center for Leadership and Management Development,
Nyenrode Business Universiteit, Breukelen, The Netherlands

Department of Management and Global Business, Rutgers
Business School - Newark and New Brunswick, Newark, NJ,
USA

Center for Entrepreneurship, Governance & Stewardship,
Nyenrode Business Universiteit, Breukelen, The Netherlands

connection between leadership and the creation of CSR.
Each of the articles in this special issue aims to contribute
and broaden our understanding of this.

An important consideration in research on CSR is the
level of analysis (Aguinis and Glavas 2012). In their con-
ceptual paper on the role of leadership in CSR, Christensen
et al. (2014) argue that a leader’s characteristics and behav-
iors play an important part in the creation of CSR. A focus
on individual traits (e.g., personality) and perceived behav-
iors and leadership styles describe the leader’s role at the
individual level of analysis. Yet, Aguinis and Glavas (2012)
point out that research on the role of individuals (e.g., CEOs,
top management team members) in the context of CSR can
also be considered at the organizational level of analysis.
They explain that studies incorporating macro theories con-
ceptualize the role of individuals at the organizational level
and should, therefore, be treated at that level of analysis.
Since most research on CSR has been conducted from the
institutional and organizational level of analysis, the field
would benefit from more studies done from the individual-
level perspective (Aguinis and Glavas 2012; Morgeson
et al. 2013). In this special issue, both perspectives are
represented.

Christensen et al. (2014) point to the importance of lead-
ership styles for the creation of CSR. Although a number of
studies have examined the relationship between leadership
styles and CSR, the focus has often been on transforma-
tional leadership. According to Wu et al. (2015), transfor-
mational leadership fails to adequately consider a leader’s
ethics. Moreover, Robertson and Barling (2013) argue that
the general conceptualization of transformational leadership
does not take into account how transformational leadership
behaviors are expressed in relation to a specific outcome.
Furthermore, Christensen et al. (2014) point to the impor-
tance of leadership models that provide a clear link between
leader behaviors and the creation of CSR. Some authors have
called for more research on leadership styles, such as ethical
leadership (e.g., Christensen et al. 2014; Wu et al. 2015) and
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responsible and servant leadership (Christensen et al. 2014).
A few articles included in this special issue answer these
calls by focusing on ethical leadership and environmentally
specific transformational leadership.

Morgeson et al. (2013) distinguish between objective
and subjective measures of CSR practices. Objective meas-
ures are often based on evaluations of the company’s CSR
practices by analysts external to the organization, while
subjective measures frequently rely on internal employee
beliefs about the organization’s CSR practices (Morgeson
et al. 2013). Both types of measures are represented in this
special issue. However, some articles in this special issue
also frame CSR at the employee level. For example, Rob-
ertson examines pro-environmental behavior in the work-
place. Thus, some studies move beyond organizational CSR
practices, to explore the role of leadership in fostering CSR
behaviors at the employee level. This fits with the approach
taken by Gond et al. (2017), who indicate that in research on
individual-level antecedents of CSR engagement, a broader
conceptualization that also includes employee behaviors can
be used.

The first cluster of articles focuses on the developmental
processes involved in becoming CSR leaders. In “A Falling
of the Veils: Turning Points and Momentous Turning Points
in Leadership and the Creation of CSR”, Hemingway and
Starkey (2017) use interviews to study how turning points
in an individual’s life affect his or her inclination to be a
CSR leader. They discover that (momentous) turning points
(i.e., existential workplace experience, enlightened educa-
tional experience, religious epiphany, and critical family
illness/bereavement) play a key role in this process because
they cause individuals to move from instrumental drivers
(i.e., self-interested concerns), through affective states, to
moral drivers for CSR (i.e., reflexivity and self-transcendent
values).

In the next article, “Unraveling the Competence Devel-
opment of Corporate Social Responsibility Leaders: The
Importance of Peer Learning, Learning Goal Orientation,
and Learning Climate”, Osagie et al. (2017) conduct a study
among CSR professionals to understand how they develop
the competencies needed to be effective. They found that
these professionals often develop competencies from infor-
mal learning activities with and from others outside the com-
pany. Moreover, the authors discovered that developing a
learning goal orientation strongly affected the ability of lead-
ers to initiate and facilitate CSR activities. This orientation
is important because often the CSR challenges that leaders
face fall outside of traditional approaches to business.

The second cluster of articles focuses on the connec-
tion between perceptions of leadership and organizations,
employee CSR practices, or both. In their article, “How Per-
ceived Corporate Social Responsibility Affects Employee
Cynicism”, Serrano-Archimi, Reynaud, Yasin, and Bhatti
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tackle the question of how employee perceptions of their
organization’s CSR practices reduce employee cynicism
toward the organization, and they specifically examine the
mediating role of trust in this relationship. The authors
explain that trust in company leaders mediates the rela-
tionship between four types of perceived organizational
CSR practices (economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary)
and employees’ cynicism. These perceived CSR practices
positively affect perceptions of trust, which in turn reduces
employee cynicism towards the organization.

The study by De Roeck and Farooq (2017) has a compa-
rable outcome. Their paper “Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity and Ethical Leadership: Investigating Their Interactive
Effects on Employees’ Socially Responsible Behaviors”,
aims to explain employees’ socially responsible behaviors.
They find that organizational identification is a significant
mediator between perceptions of organizational CSR and
socially responsible behaviors of employees. Although trust
and organizational identification are concepts from different
theoretical views, it is striking to see the overlap in argu-
ments for why both trust and organizational identification
can mediate the relationship between organization CSR and
employee behavior, be it employee cynicism or employee
CSR (socially responsible behaviors). De Roeck and Farooq
also find that ethical leadership has a moderating effect on
the relationship between perceptions of CSR, organizational
identification, and socially responsible behavior.

Pasricha et al. (2017) also investigate the role of ethi-
cal leadership in their article “Ethical Leadership, Organic
Organizational Cultures and Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity: An Empirical Study in Social Enterprises”. However, in
their study, they theorize that ethical leadership will have a
direct rather than a moderating effect on CSR. This different
approach is due to their focus on a subset of business, social
enterprises, where ethical leadership is more prevalent than
in conventional businesses. Their research also shows an
indirect effect of ethical leadership on CSR. This indirect
relationship involves the mediating role of nurturing clan
and adhocracy cultures, which in turn influence CSR.

In the article, “The Nature, Measurement and Nomologi-
cal Network of Environmentally Specific Transformational
Leadership”, Robertson (2017) also focuses on the direct
relationship between leadership style and CSR. However,
she focuses on environmentally specific transformational
leadership and CSR at the employee level. She uses four
studies to develop and validate a questionnaire for the
measurement of environmentally specific transformational
leadership. She shows that environmentally specific trans-
formational leadership explains incremental variances in
employees’ workplace environmental behaviors above the
general notion of transformational leadership. Her research
thus shows the importance of measuring environmentally
specific transformational leadership in the context of CSR.
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Her questionnaire offers researchers a tool for measuring
this.

The last cluster of articles in this special issue frame
the role of leadership in the creation of CSR from a board
perspective. In the paper “Unpacking Functional Experi-
ence Complementarities in Senior Leaders’ Influences on
CSR Strategy: A CEO-Top Management Team Approach”,
Reimer et al. (2017) use upper echelons theory to explain
the expected relationship between functional complemen-
tarities at the CEO-top management team (TMT) interface
and CSR strategies. Macauley et al. (2017) in their paper on
“Alliance Network Centrality, Board Composition, and Cor-
porate Social Performance”, draws on stakeholder theory to
help explain the relationship between board composition and
corporate social performance. It also employs a resource-
based and an alliance learning perspective to help explain
how alliance network centrality affects the corporate social
performance of an organization. Both studies use an objec-
tive measure of CSR at the organizational level of analysis.
While Reimer et al. include different dimensions to examine
a multifaceted construct of CSR, Macauley et al. used an
aggregate measure to examine corporate social performance.

The findings from Reimer et al.’s study demonstrate the
relevance of focusing on multiple facets of CSR. Reimer
et al. show that when CEOs with the greatest experience
with output functions are complemented by a TMT with few
members with output experience, the dimensions commu-
nity, product, and diversity are affected. Yet, CSR employee
relations are most affected when CEOs with predominant
experience in output functions are complemented with TMT
members who also predominantly have experience with out-
put functions. The authors did not find a significant effect on
CSR environment.

While Reimer et al. stress the importance of focusing
on multiple facets of CSR, Macauley et al. argue that by
examining the influence of female directorship and network
centrality, the literature benefits from a broader conceptual-
ization of corporate social performance. The authors point
out that these antecedents have been theorized or examined
in relation to narrow definitions of social performance.
Hence, by focusing on a broader conceptualization, the
authors are able to show the implications of female direc-
torship and network centrality. The results of their study
show that when there are more female directors on a board,
the corporate social performance is higher than when there
are fewer female directors on a board. Furthermore, when
outside directors are included on a board, the positive rela-
tionship between female directorship and corporate social
performance is strengthened. Moreover, their results show
that network centrality positively affects a firm’s social
performance.

The papers included in this special issue provide impor-
tant insights into the role of leadership in the creation of

CSR. A curious thing about leadership in organizations (and
leadership in general) is that we do not pay much attention
to it until a leader or a group does something really bad or
really good. It is at these times we realize that for better
or for worse, leaders matter. In organizations, people work
as parts of groups and it often takes one or more people
to move that group to embrace certain values, go in a new
direction, or do things in a different way. Such people are
leaders either because of their job titles, or their ideas, and/
or their ability to influence others. Without them, CSR initia-
tives are unlikely or perhaps impossible. The challenge for
leaders who want to create a business case for CSR is not
unlike the pressing moral challenge that leaders face in poli-
tics and other walks of life. In society and in organizations,
they find a fertile ground for fear, anger, greed, distrust, and
indifference. Yet, the moral challenge of CSR leaders, and
other leaders, is to move people and organizations to listen to
their better angels and do what is right for both their organi-
zations and society. The value of the articles in this special
issue is that they offer us a way to understand how leaders
do this in the creation of CSR.
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