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1 The Age of Responsibilization

In recent decades afଏuent capitalist democracies
have faced far reaching economic and political
changes and challenges. The current COVID-19
pandemic, the global ଏnancial crises, a decline in
labor unionism (Ebbinghaus and Visser 1999),
welfare state retrenchment (Korpi 2003), and
globalization (Held et al. 1999) have all put the
postwar economic order of embedded liberalism
under pressure (Ruggie 1982). As a consequence,
many view civil society and the private assump-
tion of social responsibility as a viable solution to
the declining capacity of states and social partners
in economic governance (European Commission
2001; Ruggie 2004). This development is
reଏected in a shift of corporate conduct and con-
sumption patterns across afଏuent democracies
towards a market for virtue (Vogel 2006). Other
observers have called this a moralization of
markets (Stehr et al. 2006), or the age of responsi-
bilization (Shamir 2008).

Consumers increasingly use their purchasing
power to voice their political, environmental, or
ethical interests (Beck 2000; Scammell 2000;
Micheletti et al. 2004; Boström et al. 2005;
Harrison et al. 2005b). This is illustrated not
only by rising sales of environmental and fair
labeled goods, but also through widespread

boycotts of large corporations, like Shell, Nestlé,
or Nike. Similarly, on the corporate side, the
consideration of social and environmental issues
such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is
on the rise (Brammer and Millington 2003; Vogel
2006; Gjølberg 2009; Kinderman 2012; Lim and
Tsutsui 2012). Businesses have started to publish
sustainability reports, apply environmental man-
agement standards (e.g., ISO 14001), participate
in public initiatives concerned with human devel-
opment (e.g., Global Compact), and increasingly
contribute resources to provide collective goods.
All these developments manifest a rise and diffu-
sion of responsible economic action in market
economies. Although there are many other phe-
nomena in which morality interferes with eco-
nomic orthodoxy (Zelizer 1979; Healy 2000), in
this chapter I focus exclusively on issues of
responsibility in production, or more generally
in proଏt making, and consumption since argu-
ably, both actions constitute the core of modern
capitalism (Smelser and Swedberg 1994).

Economic action here will be understood as
responsible if it does not harm the common good,
and thus, has no direct or indirect negative effects
on third parties (Campbell 2007). Arguably such
responsible economic action is often related to
extra monetary, transaction, or opportunity
costs. In a more common parlance, responsible
economic action refers to a way of consuming or
running a business which is also directed towards
the well-being of others or the common good
(Beckert 2005). From a sociological perspective,
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such action is of central interest, in that, it
challenges the rigid assumptions of the behavioral
model of homo economicus in the only domain
where pure formal rationality, carried out by
solely self-interested utility maximizing actors,
seems to hold true, namely the economy of mod-
ern market societies (Smith 1974; Fligstein 2001).
Therefore, the question arises of how to make
sense of socially responsible action in such a
context.

To answer this question, I discuss micro- and
macro-theoretical explanations of responsible
economic action as well as existing empirical
research. On the level of actors, I discuss models
of action, which allow for the disentanglement of
the theoretical mechanisms that drive responsible
economic action. On the context level, I draw on
institutional and social movement theories as well
as culture and globalization to highlight
dimensions of the contextual embeddedness of
responsible economic action. I will ଏrst introduce
the concept of responsible economic action.
Thereafter, I present both actor and context cen-
tered theoretical approaches to explain responsi-
ble economic action, before reviewing exiting
empirical studies. I conclude by discussing how
economic sociology and the concept of responsi-
bility can help address the grand challenges of the
twenty-ଏrst century.

2 Defining Responsible Economic
Action

What renders action responsible? How can such
actions be deଏned for economic actors? First, I
start by elaborating on what economic action is,
before turning to the issue of how morality and
responsibility in sociological terms should be
conceived. Scholars generally describe the econ-
omy as encompassing all activities that relate to
the production, distribution, exchange, and con-
sumption of scarce goods and resources (Smelser
and Swedberg 2005). According to Max Weber
(1978, 63) economic action is “any peaceful exer-
cise of an actor’s control over resources which is
in its main impulse oriented towards economic
ends.” Such action is propelled by “a desire for

‘utilities,’” which, in his perspective, includes
both householding and proଏt-making (Swedberg
1998). For sake of simplicity in this chapter I will
mainly focus on two types of economic actions:
the purchase of goods and services by individuals
as an integral aspect of householding, as well as
business related actions by corporations. These
can be distinguished by the type of actor, individ-
ual versus corporate, as well as the orientation,
provisioning versus proଏt seeking, and the
embedding of both in different social contexts.
The question that renders economic action
responsible, needs to be discussed in the context
of broader sociological debates on morality and
responsibility. Generally, in a sociological under-
standing morality refers to some basic principles
and norms in a given community or society about
right or wrong in human conduct (Hillmann
2007). Morality can be either understood as a
normative or descriptive concept (Jähnichen
2008). In the former, ethical standards are
negotiated by drawing on, for instance, deonto-
logical or utilitarian reasoning. In the later per-
spective, moral norms are understood as variable
and observable. Thus, individuals internalize cer-
tain values and norms, regarding just or unjust,
right or wrong, which were learned in socializa-
tion and manifest in social action (Kohlberg
1981). In a sociological understanding moral
behavior can then be deଏned as actions that are
carried out in “accordance with some principle
which is oriented (also) toward the well-being of
others or the common good and is followed even
if it demands to forgo additional personal proଏt or
utility” (Beckert 2005, 7).

As an alternative to the concept of morality,
responsibility has gained growing prominence
regarding all kinds of economic activities (Carroll
2008). From a philosophical perspective, respon-
sibility is a relational concept, which connects a
subject with an object which must be cared for,
based on normative criteria provided by an
authority (Heidbrink 2011, 190). Three main
forms of responsibility can be discerned (ibid.,
191). In the ethical sense, actors can be held
responsible for the consequences of their actions
according to some moral principles. In a judicial
understanding, responsibility points to the
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sanctionability of actions based on existing law.
Finally, in the social sense, responsibility refers to
the voluntary assumption of certain actions, based
on social expectations. From a sociological per-
spective, according to Coleman, “responsible
behavior can be deଏned as that which takes into
account the interests and rights of others”
(Coleman 1990, 556).

The concept of responsibility has proven espe-
cially useful in issues of economic ethics for at
least two reasons. First, it allows one to distin-
guish and balance different dimensions of respon-
sibility such as economic, legal, and ethical issues
(Carroll 1999). Secondly, the intended and unin-
tended consequences of purposeful action
become much more central and precarious, (e.g.,
supply chains of multinational companies), due to
increasing complexities in global market
economies. Since responsibility focuses on the
consequences of actions, it is therefore, better
equipped to address these unintended
consequences, than the concept of morality
(Heidbrink 2011; Heidbrink and Schmitt 2011).

I will zoom in to provide a better understand-
ing of what constitutes responsibility using the
example of consumption. In extant literature, con-
sumption is understood as responsible either by
focusing on the consequences of, or the
motivations for consumption (OECD 2002;
Micheletti 2003; Harrison et al. 2005a; Sassatelli
2006; Devinney et al. 2010). In the former, con-
sumption is seen as responsible if it seeks to avoid
negative externalities, or to bring about social
change. In the later, responsible consumption is
based on certain values, attitudes, and norms of
justice or benevolence. Such deଏnitions can be
called psychological since they refer to the
motivations or aims of a speciଏc type of individ-
ual action. In a parsimonious psychological or
interest-based deଏnition, economic action would
be understood as responsible if actors take the
public consequences of their private economic
actions into account.

One alternative to the dominant psychological
deଏnitions can be found in the behavioral eco-
nomics literature on altruism. Rather than deଏn-
ing altruistic behavior by actors’ other-regarding
motives, economists and socio-biologists prefer

deଏnitions that focus on costs or chances of sur-
vival (Piliavin and Charng 1990, 29). Margolis
(1982, 15), for instance, deଏnes behavior as altru-
istic if “the actor could have done better for him-
self had he chosen to ignore the effect of his
choice on others.” The difference between
responsibility and altruism is the orientation of
the former towards a common principle or shared
norm, which at ଏrst glance does not need to be
costly. However, I argue, that responsible eco-
nomic action is always associated with some
additional cost to ensure that negative
externalities are avoided. From a behavioral per-
spective, economic action can be deଏned as
responsible if it avoids any harm to third parties
or to the common good. On markets, this involves
additional (monetary, transaction, or opportunity)
costs, beyond markets prices, to ensure collective
goods are not affected. In this sense, responsible
consumption would take place when people pay a
surplus for goods to ensure that minimum labor
standards in less developed countries are met.
Both deଏnitions are plagued by two issues to
different degrees, namely normativity and circu-
larity. The question of normativity (1) refers to
the fact that one has to deଏne what morality or
responsibility actually means in a speciଏc context
and point in time. A drastic example of this prob-
lem would be the boycott of Jewish shops in Nazi
Germany. For an arguably large number of people
at that time, boycotting Jewish shops seemed
surprisingly unproblematic in moral terms.
Thus, boycotting Jews and buying German back
then, might have even been perceived as forms of
responsible consumption. However, such dis-
crimination and violation of universal human
rights is an obvious example of immoral or irre-
sponsible consumption behavior. Yet, what
constitutes morality and responsibility? What
product is a good product? These questions are
difଏcult to answer without engaging in a norma-
tive discussion of what is right or wrong. The
issue of circularity (2) poses an equally severe
problem. Most deଏnitions of moral economic
action refer to the purpose, aim, or motivation of
a consumption or production decision as the basic
deଏnitional criteria. Thus, the good intention
renders the action responsible. However, since
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motivations form an important part of the
explanations for such behavior, such deଏnitions
run the risk of mixing explanandum and
explanans and therefore employ circular
argumentation.

These problems cannot be easily resolved by
using either a psychological or a behavioral
approach. To some degree, normativity can be
avoided by adhering to prescriptive statements
of desirable outcomes, provided by representative
political institutions such as governments or the
United Nations (UN). For example, if the UN
deଏnes sustainable development as one of its
main goals, this can be used as a benchmark
according to which responsibility of economic
action can be assessed. Circularity could be
avoided by focusing on the outcome of action
such as reduced use of pesticides, increased
wages, or fewer accidents, rather than on its
motives.

3 Explaining Responsible
Economic Action

Under which conditions do individual and corpo-
rate economic actors take into account the
consequences of their actions for public goods?
Economic Sociology has stressed the
embeddedness of action, pertaining to the struc-
tural, cultural, and political context of economic
interaction. Starting from a critique of the rational
action perspective, I ଏrst discuss different socio-
logical action theories (Boudon 2003; Hedström
2005). Subsequently, the concept of contextual
embeddedness (Zukin and DiMaggio 1990) is
outlined, and its openness to integrate context
speciଏc theories that focus on social change in
explaining the emergence of social responsibility
in the economy is discussed.

3.1 Action Theoretical Approaches

The classical rational choice theory employs far
reaching assumptions of human agency, which
render the explanation of responsible economic
action problematic. For most rational choice

theorists, the precondition for speaking of rational
action is that actors maximize their individual
utility by instrumentally deciding on the least
costly means to reach a given end (Elster 1989;
Hedström and Swedberg 1996). Thus, actors have
a set of egoistic, self-interested preferences and
are fully informed about objective constraints. By
balancing preferences and constraints, they
choose the one alternative of action that
maximizes their utility (Opp 1999, 174). The
assumptions of the neo-classical or rational
choice (RC) model of human action have been
widely criticized for being atomistic (Granovetter
1985), too narrow (Opp 1999; Boudon 2003), or
plainly unrealistic (Margolis 1982; Etzioni 1988).
Yet, according to Granovetter, although “the
assumption of rational action must always be
problematic, it is a good working hypothesis
that should not easily be abandoned”
(Granovetter 1985, 506).

Many sociological action theories have been
developed in response to the issues of the classi-
cal RC model of action. In a critique of the nar-
row model, Opp (1999) suggested a wide version
of rational choice. He relaxes the rigid
assumptions of RC, allowing all kinds of
constraints, which are also subjective, and
preferences which are also non-egoistic, to enter
the utility function. In a different criticism of the
narrow version of RC, Boudon (1998, 2003)
develops a cognitivist model of action, of which
rational choice is only one special version. In
Boudon’s understanding, the core of action can
be constituted either by instrumental rationality
(RC), by cognitive rationality, or axiological
rationality.1 Thus, actions do not necessarily fol-
low a cost-beneଏt analysis (instrumental rational-
ity), but are undertaken because an individual
holds some belief to be likely, true (cognitive
rationality) or fair, good, or unfair (axiological
rationality), and has strong reason to believe so

1Affective and traditional action, as in Weber’s (1978)
classical ideal types, should also be considered here.
While traditional or routine types of action might, to
some degree, be subsumed under cognitive reason espe-
cially affective behavior, can hardly be reduced to
Boudon’s model, since, at least in its ideal-type, it is by
deଏnition, not cognitive (Schimank 2005, 44).
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(Boudon 1998, 826). This is not congruent with
Opp’s wide version of RC. Boudon (2003)
concludes that efforts to include values and
beliefs in wide versions of rational action theories
may not always be suitable, for actors draw on
values and norms, but not necessarily to increase
their individual utility. Rather actors rely on them
because they believe that they are true or just
evaluations based on shared ideas, moral
convictions, and normative beliefs.

The outlined theories share the two most com-
mon denominators of social action theories
(Rössel 2008, 233): desires (or in the corporate
case, interests) and opportunities (Elster 1989;
Opp 1999). Hedström (2005) adds beliefs as a
third component to these two elements. In his
simple DBO model, Hedström assumes that
action can be explained by certain constraints,
desires or interests, and beliefs. In this model,
individual and corporate action is ଏrstly under-
stood as being purposeful; thus, actors have cer-
tain desires and interests which provide reasons
for their action. Secondly, the choice of actions is
limited by resources and costs (Elster 1989).
Thirdly, they have beliefs “as proposition
(s) about the world held to be true” (Hedström
2005, 38).

Such a concept of action seems open enough
to integrate all kinds of individual and contextual
determinants, like value orientations, institutions,
or culture. At the same time, it is speciଏc enough
to provide an understanding of the mechanisms
that connect macro contexts to individual action.
Furthermore, the basic elements of these models
can also be found in social psychological
approaches, like the theory of planned behavior
(Ajzen 2005), which is frequently used in studies
of consumer behavior, and in political science
theories, like the civic voluntarism model (Verba
et al. 1995).

3.2 Contextual Embeddedness

Having discussed a sociological action theory, I
now turn to the concept of embeddedness and
the context of responsible economic action.
Embeddedness is one of the core concepts of the

New Economic Sociology (Smelser and
Swedberg 2005). It was popularized by Mark
Granovetter (1985) in a critique of the atomistic
perspective of both the neoclassical model and
Parsons’ normativistic approach to social action.
According to Granovetter (1985) action needs to
be understood and explained in its structural
embeddedness in social networks to overcome
the over- and under-socialized understandings of
action. In an older account, Polanyi (1963) uses
the term embeddedness with a different meaning.
In The Great Transformation, he describes the
dis- and re-embedding of the market-economy
in society as a double movement, using a rather
institutional understanding of embeddedness
(Beckert 2007). Zukin and DiMaggio (1990)
draw on these approaches and provide an
encompassing typology of four kinds of
embeddedness of economic action: structural,
cognitive, cultural, and political. The ଏrst type
refers to Granovetter’s notion of actors as
connected through different kinds of interper-
sonal relationships. The structures and positions
within such networks are crucial in providing
information and opportunities for action (e.g.,
Granovetter 1973). The second form, cognitive
embeddedness, refers to patterns of cognitive pro-
cesses like limits to rationality, as studied by
psychologists (e.g., Simon 1955). Thirdly, cul-
tural embeddedness denotes the role of shared
meanings and understandings, which shape indi-
vidual perceptions, values, and repertoires of eco-
nomic action (e.g., Zelizer 1979). Finally,
political embeddedness refers to the struggle
over power, manifested in institutions, like the
state or corporatist arrangements, that impact eco-
nomic decisions and processes (e.g., Siaroff
1999; Hall and Soskice 2001). This chapter
focuses especially on the last two meanings of
embeddedness, which will be termed contextual
embeddedness here. Yet, the notion of
embeddedness in its different meanings can only
serve as a starting point, which as a heuristic,
provides a research perspective. Thus, more spe-
ciଏc theories need to be added that allow one to
grasp the explanatory mechanism at work
(Beckert 2011).
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The contextual embeddedness of responsible
economic action has been acknowledged by a
multitude of theoretical approaches, stemming
from political science, sociology, business man-
agement, and economics (Beck 2000; Micheletti
2003; Campbell 2006; Crouch 2006; Matten and
Moon 2008; Seyfang 2009). In her seminal book
on political consumerism, Micheletti (2003)
distinguishes at least four macro theoretical
explanations for the emergence of and national
differences in responsible consumption practices:
governance changes, post-modernization, ecolog-
ical, and reଏexive modernization. Other scholars
(Scammell 2000; Harrison et al. 2005a; Scherer
and Palazzo 2008) emphasize the effect of glob-
alization for both responsible consumption
and CSR. Furthermore, macro theoretical
explanations of corporate responsibility often
use institutional explanations (Hiß 2006; Matten
and Moon 2008; Kinderman 2012). Others have
emphasized the importance of social movements
(Balsiger 2010; Dubuisson-Quellier 2013).

According to the governance approach, gov-
ernment failure has led to the search for new
governance solutions, which require cooperation
between the state, civil society, and economic
actors in order to provide a new steering capacity
in a complex globalized world (Micheletti 2003,
6). The emergence of new policy instruments,
like eco labeling schemes, can be seen as a gov-
ernance innovation which propel the rise of green
consumerism (Mol et al. 2000; Jordan et al. 2004;
Boström and Klintman 2008). Similarly, the
emergence of CSR has been driven by new gov-
ernance initiatives like the United Nations Global
Compact, or the Global Reporting Initiative
(Bartley 2007; Lim and Tsutsui 2012). In a
more general perspective, globalization is seen
as a process which deprives citizens and their
organized representations of political power
(Norris 2002). The drivers of this process are
multinational enterprises and supra-national
institutions which gain inଏuence (Harrison et al.
2005a). Consumers react by using their purchas-
ing power to signal political interest (Scammell
2000; Beck 2000). The globalist hypothesis is
also reଏected in the CSR literature. On the one
hand, NGOs and consumers put pressure on

corporations as a result of the global
ungovernability stemming from economic global-
ization and its discontents (Gjølberg 2009). On
the other hand, globalization leads to the diffusion
of CSR as a new institutionalized myth (Hiß
2006).

The post-modernization approach focuses on
the process of value change as a driver of alterna-
tive ways of political participation. From this
perspective, increasing economic afଏuence
paralleled by a perceived scarcity of mostly non-
material higher order needs result in a societal
value change from materialism to post-
materialism (Inglehart 1997). The rising share of
post-materialist citizens in a country leads to a
shift from price-quality considerations in con-
sumption to demands for environmentally
friendly and fair produced goods and services.
In his myriad writings on reଏexive moderniza-
tion, Beck (1994, 1996, 1998) assumes an
epochal change from ଏrst to second
(or reଏexive) modernity, which can be
characterized by the process of individualization
and by an increase in manufactured risks (risk
society). With the advent of reଏexive modernity,
he associates the emergence of a new form of
politics, termed subpolitics. The “concept of
‘subpolitics’ refers to politics outside and beyond
the representative institutions of the political sys-
tem of nation-states” (Beck 1996, 18). From this
perspective, individual actions achieve political
signiଏcance by engaging a political frame of ref-
erence in all kinds of decisions in everyday life
(Holzer and Sorensen 2003). Thus, consumption
becomes politicized as “citizens are discovering
that the act of purchase can always and every-
where be a direct ballot-paper” (Beck 2000, 70).
Two processes are of critical relevance here: indi-
vidualization and globalization, which “are in fact
two sides of the same process of reଏexive mod-
ernization” (Beck 1994, 14). Individualization
means that actors are dissolved of the classical
social formations, like family, class, or occupa-
tion and forced to assemble their own biography.
“This type of individualization does not remain
private: it becomes political in a deଏnite new
sense,” by inducing politics into everyday life
transactions (ibid., 16). Globalization works as a
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catalyst, accelerating these processes by the
“intensiଏcation of worldwide social relations
which link distant localities in such a way that
local happenings are shaped by events occurring
many miles away and vice versa” (Giddens
1990, 64).

Other scholars adopt an institutionalist per-
spective on responsible economic action. Espe-
cially in the research on corporate responsibility,
a number of studies focus on the embeddedness
of CSR in institutions of the political economy
that constitute different national business
systems, varieties of capitalism, and worlds of
welfare (Esping-Andersen 1990; Whitley 1990;
Hall and Soskice 2001). Inspired by diverse insti-
tutional theories, two contradictory hypotheses,
institutional mirror versus substitute, have been
proposed on the role of institutions. On the one
hand, Matten and Moon (2008) claim that in
liberal market economies and residual welfare
states, explicit forms of CSR substitute for miss-
ing institutional arrangements. On the other hand,
Campbell (2007) develops an institutional mirror
perspective arguing that coordinated market
economies and extensive welfare states provide
the regulative and ideational basis for business
commitment to social responsibility. Responsible
consumption product labels have been seen as
new policy institutions (Jordan et al. 2004).
Boström and Klintman (2008) suggest eco labels
as a new type of institution that guides green
consumerism, an argument which is somewhat
similar to the governance argument discussed
above. Yet, Boström and Klintman (2008) focus
on how labeling institutions emerge and not how
they affect consumer behavior.

A ଏnal perspective focuses on social
movements as driving forces of responsibi-
lization. Social movement approaches attempt to
explain the prerequisites for collective action that
aims at achieving social change. We can see the
application of the so-called political process
model, which takes political opportunity
structures, mobilizing structures, and framing
processes into consideration (King 2008). Oppor-
tunity structures relate to the external, or rather
political, conditions that make coordinated collec-
tive action more likely to emerge and succeed.

Such opportunities can be provided by political
systems but can also come through market and
industry structures (Koos 2012b). Mobilizing
structures refers to formal organizations or infor-
mal networks, that enable collective action (King
2008). Finally, social movements propagate men-
tal frames which may motivate actors to assume
responsibility for collective goods, for instance,
by constructing new valuation devices for ethical
consumption (Dubuisson-Quellier 2013).

In sum, macro theoretical explanations of
responsible economic action focus on processes
of social change like modernization, individuali-
zation or globalization, changes in the gover-
nance structures, the impact of political
institutions, and the mobilization by social
movements. Most of the theories or hypotheses
do not provide a precise mechanism which relates
the context to individual responsible action. As
will be discussed in the next section, there is little
empirical research that empirically tests these
explanations.

4 Empirical Studies of Social
Responsibility in the Economy

I will ଏrst discuss empirical studies that focus on
micro-sociological explanations, before turning
to context speciଏc empirical studies. A large
number of empirical studies on responsible con-
sumer and corporate action are exploratory or
descriptive and do not test theories at all
(Micheletti et al. 2004; De Bakker et al. 2005;
Harrison et al. 2005b).2 Those studies that draw
on a theoretical model, in the case of responsible
consumer action, often apply the theory of

2 For the ଏeld of CSR research De Bakker et al. (2005,
300) report that almost 89.8% of all articles on corporate
social responsibility and corporate social performance are
solely descriptive (37%), prescriptive (14.3%), conceptual
(13.5%) or exploratory (25%). Only 10.2 % are predictive
in empirically testing theoretically grounded hypotheses.
In the ଏeld of responsible consumption research, a look at
two major edited books by Harrison et al. (2005a) and
Micheletti et al. (2004) reveals that in the former only 1out
of 14 articles and in the later only one out of 16 articles are
predictive.
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planned behavior (Shaw 2005; Ozcaglar-
Toulouse et al. 2006; De Pelsmacker and
Janssens 2007) and only more recently have
they applied a wide rational choice approach
(Sunderer and Rössel 2012). Boudon’s
cognitivist model has not yet been applied to
this type of action. In the theory of planned
behavior any action is seen ଏrstly as a conse-
quence of the intention to act, which again is
conceptualized as a function of speciଏc attitudes,
subjective norms, and behavioral controls (Ajzen
2005). The factors include certain beliefs regard-
ing the planned behavior, speciଏc attitudes, the
consideration of the expectations of others
towards an action, and subjectively perceived
external constraints of the situation. Because
Fair Trade consumption is unlikely to be driven
by self-interest, Shaw (2005) adds ethical self-
identity and ethical concern to better account for
the ethical dimension of Fair Trade. Shaw and
colleagues ଏnd empirical support for these
dimensions, yet the tests are based on a conve-
nience sample and therefore, are not representa-
tive (Shaw 2005; Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006).
Other studies ଏnd that the perceived difଏculties in
getting such products due to high price or lack of
availability constrain the intention to purchase
Fair Trade products (Uusitalo and Oksanenen
2004; Becchetti and Rosati 2007). Sunderer and
Rössel (2012) use a wide rational choice model to
explain the frequency of fair trade consumption,
considering subjective (e.g., perceived lack of
shopping opportunities) and objective constraints
(household income), as well as three different
types of moral motives, which are fair trade con-
sciousness, expected moral utility, and personal
moral norms. The authors ଏnd that, both subjec-
tive constraints and all three types of moral
motives have a signiଏcant impact on fair trade
consumption. Household income, however, does
not have a statistically signiଏcant effect.

In fact, one of the most consistent ଏndings of
all studies on responsible consumption is the
importance of certain moral orientations or post-
materialist (or universalist) values (Opp and
Roehl 1990; Thøgersen and Ölander 2002; Stolle
et al. 2005; Ozcaglar-Toulouse et al. 2006; De
Pelsmacker and Janssens 2007; Hughner et al.

2007; Andorfer and Liebe 2012; Sunderer and
Rössel 2012). Yet, most of these studies also
conଏrm the importance of certain constraints
and resources, or the subjective perceptions and
related beliefs about them (Hughner et al. 2007;
Andorfer and Liebe 2012). The research on
organic food consumption emphasizes the variety
of beliefs in what the term organic actually means
to consumers. For example, a large number of
people belief that organic food is healthier, tastes
better, is safer, better for the environment and the
local economy, even though the ଏrst three claims
lack scientiଏc support (Hughner et al. 2007,
101 ff.).

Research on CSR is by far narrower, when
linking theory with an empirical approach. Most
studies here focus on the business case for CSR,
that is the link between the social and the ଏnancial
performance of a ଏrm (Kurucz et al. 2008). Thus,
following a narrow rational choice model, ଏrms’
responsible business practices are explained by
their positive impact on proଏt. Empirical results
on this relationship are inconclusive. While
Orlitzky et al. (2003) in a meta-analysis ଏnd
support for a positive effect of a ଏrm’s social
performance on its ଏnancial revenue, Schreck
(2011) in an econometrically advanced approach
cannot detect any relationship at all. Other studies
focus on a broader, yet still mostly structural set
of indicators, like ownership structure, company
size, or managerial discretion (Adams and
Hardwick 1998; Navarro 1988). Only rarely are
the actual motives of managers and CEOs taken
into consideration to explain CSR (Hemingway
and Maclagan 2004). Overall, the empirical stud-
ies on CSR ଏnd ଏrm size, proଏt, and private
ownership robust determinants of corporate
responsible activities.

While most studies consider the theoretical
importance of contexts, due to data limitations
contextual determinants are often neglected
empirically. According to Andorfer and Liebe
(2012, 428) “there is a need for additional cross-
national studies that consider differences in mar-
ket structures and cultural traits.” In a similar
fashion Thøgersen (2010, 171) claims that
existing research has an “unfortunate individual-
istic and individualizing bias,” neglecting the
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“macro structural conditions that frame and con-
strain individual choices.” Therefore, I now turn
to the contextual embeddedness of responsible
economic action.

Different from the actor-centered research
outlined above, there are few studies that seek
systematic empirical evidence for macro theoreti-
cal explanations of responsible economic action.3

The few existing studies, however, often arrive at
contradictory results. In the following I will ଏrst
discuss the comparative research on consumer
and thereafter, the research on corporate
responsibility.

Regarding responsible consumption, a couple
of studies focus on the impact of the political
culture, especially on aggregate levels of
generalized trust (Sønderskov 2009; Neilson and
Paxton 2010). Neilson and Paxton (2010) report a
positive impact of regional levels of generalized
trust on individual political consumption. How-
ever, Sønderskov (2009) does not ଏnd any impact
of aggregate levels of generalized trust regarding
organic food consumption. Similarly, neither
aggregate levels of education, nor afଏuence
impact the per capita consumption of organic
groceries. Only a post-materialist culture has a
statistically signiଏcant impact in his study. Yet,
Koos (2011, 2012b) in two studies, ଏnds that the
economic opportunity structures, such as national
afଏuence, and the structure of retailing systems
are most important in explaining political and
sustainable consumption.

In the CSR literature, only a few comparative
empirical studies focus on the impact of national
institutional arrangements of the political econ-
omy and the level of globalization. Some studies,

using different measures for CSR, show that cor-
porate responsibility mirror the dominant national
logics of corporatism, neo-liberalism, or public
welfare (Midttun et al. 2006; Gjølberg 2009).
Other studies ଏnd that CSR is rather a substitute
for institutional arrangements of political econ-
omy, widespread in liberal market economies
but of only marginal importance in coordinated
ones (Jackson and Apostolakou 2010; Kinderman
2012). In a different study, Koos (2012a) ଏnds
that corporatist and welfare institutions interact in
a way so that CSR can be seen as both a substitute
and a mirror of existing institutional
arrangements. Regarding globalization, Gjølberg
(2009) ଏnds that countries with a large share of
multinational corporations and high foreign direct
investment are more likely to have high CSR
engagement.

In sum, little empirical research addresses the
contextual embeddedness of responsible eco-
nomic action, highlighting the need for more
comparative research in this ଏeld.

5 Grand Challenges,
Responsibility and Economic
Sociology in the Twenty-First
Century

Over the last decades, responsibility has become
an important concept, due to several changes
(Smith 2003; Scherer and Palazzo 2011). Most
importantly, globalization and the trans-
nationalization of supply chains has shifted the
locus of production from well-governed countries
and regulated labor markets to places that suffer
from a lack of governance. At the same time,
corporations have become immensely powerful
and large, sometimes having assets comparable
to government budgets. This was paralleled by an
information revolution, providing easy, inexpen-
sive, and fast access to media, and information
from all around the world through the internet.
These processes shifted the focus from
governments to corporations and consumers as
responsible economic actors. Yet, as has been
shown in this chapter there are important limits
to the assumption of economic responsibility.

3Moreover, most empirical studies that focus on responsi-
ble consumer behavior and CSR fail to provide the theo-
retical mechanism which relates the macro level to micro
action. Midttun et al. (2006) address the relationship
between old institutional forms for the embedding of the
economy, like welfare states, and new forms, like CSR.
Differing between weaker and stronger institutional
embeddedness, they do not provide a rationale of how
the old forms impact the new forms. Yet, without such a
mechanism, the strong correlation between welfare capi-
talism, corporatism, and CSR in Scandinavia remains
ambivalent, for it cannot be pinpointed as to what exactly
drives this relationship.
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Firstly, the market for virtue (Vogel 2006) is
strongly limited by economic opportunities,
which differ across countries. Second, the com-
plex historically grown institutional arrangements
of modern capitalism provide rather stable
worldviews, norms, and beliefs which are condu-
cive to civic economic responsibility in only
some cases (Koos and Sachweh 2019). Third,
being based on unequally distributed ଏnancial
means, responsible consumption reproduces
social inequality in civic participation. Further-
more, political consumption might be used to
foster undemocratic or irresponsible goals,
lacking democratic legitimacy. Finally, on the
corporate side, CSR potentially comes with the
bitter ଏavor of paternalistic patronage (De Geer
et al. 2009). Moreover, used as a political argu-
ment, the voluntary assumption of economic
responsibility by ଏrms might even contribute to
the further regress of the welfare state
(Kinderman 2012).

Societies in the twenty-ଏrst century have been
and still are confronted with many grand
challenges or wicked problems. Such challenges
are characterized by involving high levels of com-
plexity, uncertainty, and evaluative struggles
affecting a large number of people, often on a
global scale (Ferraro et al. 2015). Problems such
as climate change, pandemics, global migration,
or social inequality are often inherently related to
the organization and functioning of the global
economy, markets, and economic action. Tack-
ling these challenges therefore involves a better
understanding and explanation of how the econ-
omy works. Arguably, economic sociology has an
important role to play here in three different ways:
by providing a critical understanding of evalua-
tion struggles, by analyzing markets as gover-
nance mechanisms, and by identifying the
conditions for responsible economic action.
First, economic sociology has already started
addressing the problems of valuation and evalua-
tion, as well as of uncertainty in the constitution
and development of markets (e.g., Beckert 1996).
Yet, struggles on how global issues are framed,
understood, and evaluated, how this in turn is
absorbed by markets, and affects social inequality
and environmental preservation still needs to be

more thoroughly understood. Second, while
economists and political scientists have
emphasized the ability of markets to address cli-
mate change, some economic sociologists have
provided important insights into the difଏculties of
markets as forms of economic governance (e.g.,
Engels 2006). Third, as this chapter has shown,
economic sociology has also something to say on
the difଏculty for consumers and corporations to
assume responsibility (Koos 2012a, b). While
responsibility in economic action is always some-
what precarious, under speciଏc conditions it
might help solve collective good problems,
whereby consumers, corporations and civil soci-
ety might gain, if such action complements the
economic governance by the state and organized
interest (Bartley et al. 2015). Therefore, responsi-
bility seems to be an important concept in
addressing pressing social problems from an eco-
nomic sociology perspective, since it connects
economic action to its consequences for the
broader common good.
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