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Nowadays women often lead teams, hold high positions in top management, plan and 
make important strategic decisions in firms or groups. However, little attention in sci-
entific literature has been paid to gender difference in implementing CSR practices of 
firms. Implementing CSR practices successfully in many cases depends on the gender 
difference of top management. The object of this study is the importance of ‘feminine 
gaze’ with respect to gender difference in implementing CSR in firms. This study aims 
at supplementing feminist ethical – and in part, epistemological – concerns with em-
pirical studies considering the role of women in the  top management of firms, then 
the impact of gender on implementation of CSR initiatives was analysed, and the main 
drivers linked to gender for the implementation of CSR initiatives were assessed in this 
study based on the comprehensive literature review. The study confirmed the positive 
impact of woman representation on the development of CSR initiatives in the firm. 
The number of women in BOD and employee positions from all stakeholders including 
customers’ perspectives have positive impacts on the  penetration of CSR initiatives, 
and can be considered as an important driver of CSR in the firms.
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INTRODUCTION
Modern philosophy has been based on the  centrality of the  subject, and this has enabled 
a poliphony of subjects, or their voices, to be heard and ‘empowered’ – one of these being, of 
course, the female voice expressed by a multitude of feminist theories. Diverse as they are, 
feminist ethical theories share the goal of achieving a theoretical understanding of women’s 
oppression with the intent to end it and to articulate a morality based on ‘women’s experi-
ence’. Therefore these types of ethics oppose themselves to ‘traditional’ ethical theories that are 
considered to be male-centered, i. e. utilitarianism and deontology (and, to an extent, virtue 
ethics and contractarianism) because they are abstract, universalizable, uniform and acontex-
tual. The latter approaches tend to neglect the communal and situated spheres of life where 
women, or the female approach, tend to (or can, or should) dominate.

Hence, diversity, equality and inclusion are considered among the most desirable social 
outcomes of implementing corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives. Gender diversity 
has received especially substantial attention in current scientific literature. More than half of 
women population are facing the occupational glass ceilings and narrow ‘gender-typed’ career 
options like secretary, nurse, cleaner, etc. (Lu et al. 2019).

The scientific literature on CSR covers various studies on gender difference (Thornton 
2017; Calas, Smircich 2006; Gottfried 2006; Perkins 2007; Mensi-Klarbach 2014; Petkevi-
ciute et al. 2018; Petkeviciute, Streimikiene 2017; Perryer, Jordan 2002; Signma-Mugan et al. 
2005; Isidro, Sobral 2015; Liao et al. 2014; Fernandez-Feijoo et al. 2014). However, the results 
are sometimes contrasting and do not well define the role of gender in implementing CSR ini-
tiatives. The feminist studies (Calas, Smircich 2006; Gottfried 2006; Perkins 2007; Mensi-Klar-
bach 2014) are mainly based on the gender relations discussed by organizational feminist the-
ories and its intersections with social inequality and difference, such as race, class and sexuality 
which are fundamental issues of modern organizations in capitalism (Calas, Smircich 2006). 
Other studies are more oriented to the instrumental paradigm dominating CSR research, and 
analyse CSR as an instrument to achieve sustainable development including gender equality in 
the society (Chan et al. 2011; Green et al. 1996; Grosser 2009; Karam, Jamalli 2013).

There is not complete understanding achieved on the significance of gender diversity in 
the top management of firms in the implementation of CSR initiatives. Most studies linking 
gender issues to CSR address the  impact of CSR on gender mainstreaming (Grosser 2009; 
Chan et al. 2010; Karam, Jamali 2013; Boulouta 2013) or gender difference in attitudes and 
perceptions to CSR for customers (Prasad et al. 1998; Calabrese et al. 2016; Hur et al. 2016; 
Lamsa et al. 2008) and employees (Rosati et al. 2018; Zhu et al. 2014; Onkila 2015; Heming-
way, Maclagan 2004; Atakan et al. 2008; Kidwell et al. 1987; Lee et al. 2013).

There are few studies dealing with the impact of gender on the implementation of CSR 
initiatives. These studies have largely applied a business case approach in dealing with the im-
pact of gender diversity on the outcomes of CSR initiatives (Hyun et al. 2016; Bear et al. 2010; 
Azmat, Reintschler 2015; Ben‐Amar et al. 2017; Galbreath 2018; Glass at al. 2016; Li et al. 
2017); however, there is no clear comprehension about the role of gender as a driver to imple-
ment CSR initiatives.

The aim of this study is to analyse the impact of gender in top management of firms on 
the implementation of CSR initiatives based on literature review and to develop a conceptual 
framework addressing the main drivers of CSR implementation in firms linked to the gender 
difference on boards. This study contributes to research on CSR by showing how gender di-
versity affects CSR initiatives.
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This study is structured as follows: Section 1 is the introduction; Section 2 deals with 
the literature review; Section 3 discusses the main results of empirical studies and develops 
the conceptual framework linking gender issues with the implementation of CSR initiatives; 
Section 4 concludes.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Earlier studies found that successes and failures of organizations are linked to the decisions 
made by senior executive officer (CEO) and board of directors (BOD). Personality and ex-
periences of CEO play an important role in the decision making and management of a firm. 
Some studies (Bernardi, Threadgill 2010; Epitropaki, Martin 1999) also analysed the impact 
of gender on the efficiency of decision making in firms. Fortune top 500 companies were also 
investigated (Bernardi, Threadgill 2010) in order to define the impact of higher proportion 
of women in BOD on the development and outcomes of CSR initiatives. The link between 
the proportion of female directors in BOD and the number of CSR initiatives such as charity, 
community and employee benefits was defined. Other studies also argued that firms pro-
moting gender diversity and a high proportion of women in BOD in practice also encour-
age progress in the career development of women in their firms and in the society, publish 
more transparent information reports, and implement responsible environmental policies 
(Ben-Amar et al. 2017; Prado-Lorenzo, Garcia-Sanchez 2010; Seto-Pamies 2013; Zhang et al. 
2014; Galbreath 2018). The study by reference (Hyun et al. 2015) revealed that the share of 
women in BOD is also linked with the CSR rating of a firm. In addition, the strength of this 
association is based on the fact that firms having a higher share of women in their BODs ex-
hibit better orientations towards its consumers.

Historically, technological capitalism has been subjected to a great deal of scrutiny and 
criticism in terms of its exploitation of either nature or humans. Various trends of the criti-
cism have shaped and will keep shaping our views and culture as much as capitalism itself as 
they seek to contribute to more ethical approaches and practices in the context of capitalist 
activities. In this respect, significant critics of capitalist values and presuppositions provided 
by feminist philosophers who suppose that the exploitative stance of modern technological 
approaches relies on the ‘male gaze’ and that enabling female voices to be heard can contribute 
to a more ethical society as well as to more benign treatment of nature.

One kind of feminist ethics is ecofeminist philosophical ethics which focuses on 
the woman–nature connection. This ethics works to undermine the culture versus nature 
dualism, and undermining such dualisms can be considered basic for the  notion of CSR 
(see Saeidi et al. 2018: 41–43; see, e. g. Claxton 2017 for a synthesis of anti-dualist ontology 
with ecofeminist ethics). Although there is not one definition of ecofeminist ethics, one of 
the main threads that runs through all of its varieties is that it understands humans as ‘both 
individual selves that are distinct from nature and ecological selves that are continuous with 
nature’ (Warren 2015). Also, the key to enabling female voices to be heard is the emphasis of 
contextualism in the sense of deriving ethics from a diversity of narratives being located in 
different historical and cultural circumstances as opposed to deriving it from some predeter-
mined abstract principle or rule (which is considered ‘male’). While male-value-centred cap-
italism places emphasis on individual rights and duties based on universalizable principles 
and posits human identity in terms of individual interest, autonomy and separation from 
nature, ecofeminist ethics emphasize care and empathy which cannot be abstracted from 
specific contexts and go beyond individual rights and duties (Warren 2015). Back in 1984, 
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Noddings’s influential arguments for care ethics were based on her view that the preference 
for relations of care rather than for an abstract principle is both feminine and feminist, while 
the normative and applied (feminist) ethics in the 21st century has paid great attention to 
caring in working relationships (Norlock 2019), so it is natural to argue how female empow-
erment at corporate work might lead to more responsible practices.

Still, feminist ethics cannot be equated with care ethics because some authors (Bart-
kienė et al. 2018; Bourdieu, Wacquant 2003) see that such equation of femininity and care 
leads to oppression of women by reimposing them traditional roles of mothers and carers 
and harms them as citizens. MacGregor, while not dismissing ethics of care entirely, argued 
that the concept of citizenship that combines the liberal approach with duties, republican em-
phasis on responsibilities, and a critical feminist view on structural inequalities is more suit-
able for understanding and theorizing women’s engagement in ‘ecopolitics’ (Bartkienė et al. 
2018: 132). Bartkienė et al. (2018) attempted to harmonize MacGregor’s rational discursive 
approach to citizenship with the benefits of care and relationality of affective ties with fellow 
beings by focusing on the embodiment of care, or care as embodied. They agreed that the po-
litical aspects of caring are important but they drew attention to a deeper level of caring which 
takes place in casual and routinely performed actions, although unreflectively (ibid: 134). 
The authors employed Bourdieu’s concept of habitus ‘because it links embodied experienc-
es with broader political and social issues’ (ibid: 136). Bourdieu saw the deeply intrenched 
male order as a  form of symbolic dominance: male dominance, in the course of socializa-
tion, is somatised and ‘biologized’ and becomes part of our bodily habitus which is beneath 
conscious and voluntary control (Bourdieu, Wacquant 2003: 216–220). Bartkienė et al. also 
cited Bourdieu’s definition of habitus as ‘a system of lasting, transportable dispositions which, 
integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, apprecia-
tions, and actions and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks, thanks to 
analogical transfers of schemes permitting the solution of similarly shaped problems’ (2018: 
136–137; Bourdieu 1977: 82–83), but they do not delve into further political context and opt 
to use this concept merely instrumentally to highlight the importance of daily caring practices 
(Bartkienė et al. 2018: 137). Both the ethics of care and the concept of habitus stress social 
relations, pre-reflexive knowledge and an embodied reaction. Responsibility for the other (be 
it a human being or natural environment) is not so much the  result of rational education 
as a product of appreciation for the flourishing of another which is to be learned ‘at home’, 
amidst personal relations, rather than through rational training (ibid). This kind of discovery 
teaches one to appreciate the affective dimension in ethics and to heed everyday habituation 
in forming responsible practices without excluding critical reflection of our entrenched neg-
ative behaviours.

It is also important to note that the care aspect in ethics has been supported by scientific 
research of cognitive psychologists, neuroscientists and neurosurgeons on ‘emotional intel-
ligence’ – a  form of intelligence that is different from but connected to reason or ‘rational 
intelligence’ – which affirmed that the rational mind cannot work effectively without the emo-
tional reasoning and that the ability to care and empathize is necessary for ethical reasoning 
or practice (Yang et al. 2018). For instance, people whose amygdala – the part of the brain 
where care and empathy ‘reside’ – is damaged do not engage in any moral reasoning at all, 
not even in a bad one (Warren 2015). Thus, while classical or neo-liberal notions centre on 
individual interests, autonomy and rational choice, the ‘female gaze’ convincingly contributes 
to the values of empathy, pre-reflexive care and relationality.
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Higher proportion of women in BOD has a positive impact on all employees as a large 
number of females in top management also provides clear signals to current female employees 
about their career and advancement opportunities in this firm (Bernardi, Threadgill 2010). 
The  diversity of BOD also allows a  firm to understand better the  needs of customers and 
attract various potential customers and to better penetrate in the markets as today women 
mostly control or affect almost all purchase decisions (Bernardi, Threadgill 2010).

The studies discovered that corporate behaviour of firms is usually predisposed by 
the top management, where the attitudes at the highest level are being passed down to all oth-
er levels of management (Ali et al. 2014; Ben-Amar et al. 2013; Rao, Tilt 2015). The attitudes 
of directors are directly linked with their personal characteristics, leadership styles, values, 
and gender as well (Fernandez-Feijoo et al. 2014; Hemingway, Maclagan 2004; Glass et al. 
2016; Thornton 2017; Lu et al. 2019). Other studies (Luthar et al. 1997; Rao, Tilt 2015) also 
confirmed that the gender diversity of BOD as well as gender-inclusive leadership both have 
a positive influence on the quality of CSR performance, financial outcomes and sustainability 
of the firm. The study (Hatch, Stephen 2015) also investigated the effects of gender on the per-
ceptions of CSR and concluded that there is a direct link between gender and effective CSR.

Most of the studies dealing with CSR-enhancing effect of women directors mainly fo-
cused on their moral attitudes and ignore other driving forces and their interlinkages. Rele-
vant studies in academic field discovered that women are more ethical in general compared 
to their male colleagues (Lamsa et al. 2007; Luthar et al. 1997). Scholars also stressed that 
women were found to be more sensitive to various ethical issues and dishonorable behaviours 
(Simga-Mugam et al. 2005).

The firm-specific conditions also play an important role on drivers of CSR in terms of gen-
der. The study by reference (Hyun et al. 2015) analysed the effect of female CEO on the firm’s 
CSR by taking into account the organizational culture favourable for female directorship and 
its translation into superior CSR performance of the firm, which finally proved that women 
CEOs usually consider the CSR issues more earnestly compared to male colleagues and this is 
more linked to reputational reasons than to their stronger moral commitments.

The study by Galbreath (2018) analysed the attention-based view of the relationship be-
tween BOD and CSR of a firm, and found that it depends on several attention constructions 
like rules of the game and environmental motivations. The study found that the stakeholder 
debate encouraged by BOD rules also has a significant impact on the penetration of CSR prac-
tices. In addition, women CEOs have a moderating effect on the linkage between the stake-
holder debates and the development of CSR initiatives in the firms.

Studies by references (Glass et al. 2016) and (Li et al. 2017) examined the effect of wom-
en leaders on the corporate strategies of the firms and tested the interactive and cumulative 
effects of variables such as the number of women CEOs, the share of women in BOD on CSR 
practices and their outcomes. The results showed a positive impact of women in pursuing en-
vironmentally friendly strategies. It was also defined that in more polluting industries there is 
a higher beneficial impact of gender diversity in BOD on companies’ environmental policies 
and CSR initiatives.

The studies found that advantages of having female CEO convert into financial benefits for 
the company due to the fact that the high number of women in BOD makes the customers be 
more loyal and satisfied with products and services. The customer satisfaction provides increase 
of revenues and growth of profits, creates positive corporate environment for the company for 
all stakeholders, and stimulate the implementation of other CSR initiatives (Erhardt et al. 2003).
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DISCUSSION AND GENERALIZATION OF FINDINGS
There are many important drivers of CSR initiatives linking to gender diversity in the firm: 
executive characteristics, BOD composition, employee, customers and other stakeholders’ at-
titudes, etc. In the Figure the conceptual framework linking the gender issues with the devel-
opment of CSR initiatives is presented.

Figure. The conceptual framework linking the gender issues with CSR initiatives
Source: created by authors.

It can been seen from the Figure that the five main important factors having impact on 
the  success of implementation of CSR initiatives in firms linked to gender are the  follow-
ing: favourable executive characteristics of women including leadership styles, gender diverse 
composition of BODs, positive attitudes of employees, other stakeholders and consumers to-
wards the promotion of gender diversity and advancement of women in firms.

Therefore, the main drivers of CSR at an enterprise level are linked to executive char-
acteristics including gender which is also related to attitudes, values and leadership styles 
as earlier studies indicated higher moral orientations of women compared to those of men  
and higher sensitivity of women to unethical behaviours and other important organizational 
issues linked to human resources management. The women CEOs tend to accept CSR issues 
more earnestly than their male colleagues not only because of their higher morality but also 
because they are forced to do so owing to the reputational reasons. Other specific conditions 
of the firms ruled by women should be also taken into account as they also have impacts on 
the success of CSR initiatives in these companies.

The number of women in BOD has been found as an important driver towards CSR 
development in the firms as a high diversity of BOD composition has a positive impact on 
the number of CSR such as charity giving, community, employee benefits, etc. In addition, 
the promotion of gender diversity on BOD members has a positive impact on the CSR rating 
of a firm. The advancement of women within organizations and in the society, and imple-
menting new CSR practices are being highly rewarded by the customers and the society in 
general. The understanding of these trends allows firms to attract diverse potential customers 
and to better penetrate in the markets as today women either regulate or have impact on al-
most all customer purchase decisions.

Stakeholder debate is also tightly related with the success of CSR practices. It was found 
by several studies (Galbreath 2018; Bernardi, Threadgill 2010) that the women CEOs have 
a moderating impact on the linkages between the success of stakeholder debate and the de-
velopment of CSR initiatives.
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CONCLUSIONS
CSR is being considered as an important public good, though in some contemporary manage-
ment discourse – the manifestation of morality is sometimes being considered as a manageri-
al disadvantage more attributed to women.

This study found a positive impact of woman representation on the development of CSR 
initiatives in a firm. The number of women in BOD and CEO, and employee positions from 
stakeholders’ perspectives have positive impacts on the penetration of CSR initiatives, and 
can be considered as an important driver of CSR in firms.

This is linked to women directors’ higher moral orientations and higher sensitivity to 
unethical behaviours compared to those of men and certain organizational issues. The wom-
en CEOs have more serious attitudes towards CSR than their male colleagues not only be-
cause of their higher moral standards but due to the reputational pressure. In addition, com-
pany specific conditions and situation have impact on the success of CSR-promoting ruled by 
female CEOs.

Firms should develop a more integrated approach to CSR and diversity management – as 
this allows firms to attract more customers and achieve financial benefits through the imple-
mentation of CSR practices.

This study has limitations as it emphasizes just a positive impact of feminist ethics and 
gender on the implementation of CSR initiatives. However, there are some dubitable, or even 
negative aspects of such an impact, which have also need to be investigated and addressed, 
therefore the latter could serve as an interesting topic for further investigations.
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Feministinė etika ir lyčių skirtumai diegiant socialinės 
verslo atsakomybės iniciatyvas

Santrauka
Straipsnio tikslas  –  pateikti feministinės etikos įžvalgas remiantis empirinių tyrimų 
rezultatais apie moterų vaidmenį aukščiausiuose įmonių valdymo organuose bei ly-
čių skirtumus diegiant socialinės verslo atsakomybės iniciatyvas įmonėse. Šiuo metu 
daug moterų užima aukščiausias pozicijas verslo įmonių valdymo organuose ir prii-
ma svarbius strateginius sprendimus. Tačiau stokojama mokslinės literatūros tyrimų, 
analizuojančių lyčių skirtumus priimant strateginius sprendimus dėl socialinės verslo 
atsakomybės praktikų įgyvendinimo verslo įmonėse, nors šių praktikų įgyvendinimas iš 
dalies priklauso nuo įmonės direktorių tarybos sudėties. Straipsnio tikslas – remiantis 
mokslinės literatūros analize ir empirinių tyrimų rezultatais atskleisti lyčių skirtumus 
diegiant įmonių socialinės atsakomybės praktikas, paaiškinti juos iš feministinės etikos 
pozicijų bei nustatyti pagrindinius veiksnius ir barjerus, lemiančius įmonių socialinės 
atsakomybės įgyvendinimo sėkmę.

Raktažodžiai: feministinė etika, lytis, įmonių socialinė atsakomybė, veiksniai, direkto-
rių taryba


