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[bookmark: _Toc233298395]Introduction  
Small and medium-sized enterprises play a major role in the UK economy and the pressure on these organisations to adopt responsible business practice is growing amongst their employees, customers and communities. Traditionally, CSR would be thought of as the area being focused on by huge corporations, but, of course, SMEs are involved in CSR sustainability, ethical employment practices and community-based initiatives too. But, the successful application of these practices might be reliant on leadership practices since leaders are seen to shape organisational culture, decision-making processes and employee attitudes.
[bookmark: _Toc233298396]Research aim
This research seeks to investigate the relationship between ethical leadership and corporate social responsibility in the context of small-scale organisations and managerial and employee perceptions of the relationship between the two at BrewStone and Noah's Yard in Swansea, United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc233298397]Research objectives
· To investigate the perception of managers and leaders on ethical leadership and its value in small organisations
· To explore the relationship between ethical leadership behaviours and creation and practice of CSR policies in BrewStone and Noah's Yard
· To examine the impact of leadership values like Fairness, Accountability and transparency on the participation of employees in the CSR activities 
· To gain insight into difficulties and opportunities for SMEs in incorporating ethical leadership and CSR 
[bookmark: _Toc233298398]Research questions
1. What is the perception of managers and leaders on ethical leadership and its value in small organisations?
2. What is the relationship between ethical leadership behaviours and creation and practice of CSR policies in BrewStone and Noah's Yard?
3. What is the impact of leadership values like Fairness, Accountability and transparency on the participation of employees in the CSR activities?
4. What are some of the difficulties and opportunities for SMEs in incorporating ethical leadership and CSR?
[bookmark: _Toc233298399]Research topic and rationale
Ethical leadership and corporate social responsibility (CSR) are rapidly emerging fields of business studies as more parties demand that organisations practice responsible, ethical and sustainable business models (Coulson-Thomas, 2021). There are a variety of organisations that openly advocate CSR activities and the success of CSR activities may be significantly dependent on the behaviour of the leaders and values of the organisation. So, it is essential to know how the leadership behaviour can affect the realisation of CSR, especially in SME's where leadership decisions are directly linked with the organisation culture. Fairness, integrity, accountability, and transparent decision making are important components of the ethical role that a leader can play in developing culture in an organisation. Yet, further insights into how leaders' behaviours relate to the implementation of CSR are needed as it is at the level of practice (Silvestri and Veltri, 2020). The study will collect primary data from 12 semi-structured interviews with the employees and professionals from two small scale organisations BrewStone and Noah's Yard, located in the Swansea area of the UK. A qualitative case study approach will be used to uncover and understand the participants experiences and perceptions related to their organisational context. 
These will give real-world feedback and insights regarding the role of ethical leadership in influencing employee engagement in CSR efforts, organisation reputation and sustainable organisational performance. Assessing CSR practices in smaller business contexts as the case organisations BrewStone and Noah's Yard demonstrates an opportunity to examine operational/leadership relationships in the smaller businesses that are involved in CSR activity. In contrast to the high-level CSR initiatives employed by large corporations that may have a designated director or CSR group, CSR initiatives with respect to SMEs are being executed through the personal involvement of their management (Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022). Therefore, they constitute an appropriate context for the exploration of the practical (ethical) impact of ethical leadership.
Leadership influence may be more important within the SME sector as decisions are not made in the same manner as in larger organisations. Ensuring responsible business practices in the organisation could be influenced by the values, the employee conduct and behaviours of the owners, managers and senior staffs/employees (Adeosun and Owolabi, 2023). Thus, a study of ethical leadership in SMEs offers a basis to learn not just about formal CSR initiatives, but how values of leadership are manifest in day-to-day CSR activities.
[bookmark: _Toc233298400]Key literature, issues and debates
According to ethical leadership theory, the ethical attitude of the leader affects the behaviour of the organisation as leaders have the ability to become models in the organisation by exhibiting moral values namely honesty, fairness and accountability. Ethical leaders are those who provide role modelling and inspire the employees to behave in an ethical way according to (Al Halbusi et al., 2021). This emphasises the role of leaders in developing responsible organisational behaviour. This is pertinent to the present findings as component of the current study is not just on whether CSR activities exist but the manner in which the leadership behaviours affect household members understanding and participation in CSR activities. The study uses an explorative approach to analyse the responses of both employees and managers to the employee experience and the communication of ethical values in SMEs (Belas et al., 2024). Stakeholder theory proposed by Freeman says that the business must add value to all stakeholders such as employee, customers, communities, suppliers and shareholders (Freeman and Velamuri, 2023). It sees CSR not just a voluntary company initiative, but one that can have a positive impact as the company becomes more ethical and thus build better relationships with its stakeholders and contribute to creating more trust and establishing organisations that are more sustainable.
[image: Stakeholder Theory Diagram…like a donut - Graphic Sociology]
Figure 1: Stakeholder theory
(Source: Thesocietypages, 2015)
An additional significant perspective is social learning theory in which employees witness and replicate the actions of leaders. If leaders display ethical behaviour and are actively involved in CSR activities then their employees are more likely to engage in socially responsible activities (Mansour et al., 2022). But studies also show there are some concerns, however, some organisations are using CSR activities solely for reputation management and not necessarily for ethical motives. This gives rise to a constant ongoing tension between genuine ethical leadership and business strategies as drivers of CSR results. Another important issue is between external CSR communication and internal organisational ethics (Mohammed Sayed Mostafa and Shen, 2020). Hence, it is possible to gain some insightful information, by doing some research on employee perspectives if CSR practices are true to ethical values in organisations. 

[image: 5.4 Social Learning Theory – Psychology, Communication, and the Canadian  Workplace]
Figure 2: Social learning theory 
(Source: Ecampusontario, 2026)
Small businesses offer an opportunity to understand the link between ethical and CSR leadership practices because decisions made in the everyday life of an organisation are grounded in what is happening in their leadership practices (Atobishi and Podruzsik, 2025). In large organisations, a dedicated CSR department might create the CSR strategy, while in a small business, CSR may have an impact on organisational culture as well as employee relations and ethical decision-making may be in the hands of the owners and managers (Muralidhar et al., 2024). Thus, it is helpful to explore the influence of leadership values on the actual implementation of CSR from the lens of SMEs. Managers' behaviour of fairness, honesty and accountability could lead to employees' trust and commitment to the organisation (Ayoko, 2022). Employees learn behaviours by watching leaders, and their behaviours model those of the employees. Leaders who are personally involved in CSR activities like sustainability agenda, community involvement and treating employees properly are likely to stimulate similar values within its workforce (Ardiansyah, 2024). It appears that this theoretical view calls for the use of qualitative methods, since one cannot simply numerically measure the understandings and experiences of the employees. Interviews have been used to clarify the effect of leadership behaviours on individual motivation, engagement and involvement in CSR activities.
Ethical leadership has also been shown to impact CSR through the internal environment of an organisation in recent studies. Leaders are not just policymakers, as they also guide the understanding of the staff's roles and responsibilities in the organisation, as well as their ethics and expectations (Jerab and Mabrouk, 2023). If leaders show commitment to being fair and transparent and to being socially responsible, CSR can become a more accepted value of the organisation than just a formality. This shows that having CSR activities is not enough for CSR to be effective, it also requires leadership behaviours to support and encourage these activities (Chan et al., 2022). Moreover, ethical leadership can impact employees' motivation and organisational commitment. Regularly educating employees about the value of CSR can boost their engagement in the program if they perceive their employers' senior team members acting ethically and genuinely caring about responsible practices, according to Servaes et al. (2023). For SMEs the relationship is significantly important as employees tend to interact to a greater extent with managers and the business owner than in larger organisations. Hence, a direct effect of leadership behaviour has the potential to affect employees' attitudes and involvement in the CSR campaigns.
Bringing CSR into SMEs can pose challenges, however. In contrast to larger employers, SMEs may have fewer financial resources, lower levels of formalisation and organisation, and less formal structures for management (Bertanzetti et al., 2024). Consequently, the expectations that CSR activities can be dependent on the leadership and vision of long-term leaders. This can enable a space for SMEs to engage in genuine and flexible CSR, but also may give rise to inconsistencies when the leadership commitment shifts (Nakpodia et al., 2026). This underscores the need to investigate the impact of ethical leadership on CSR in addition to formal CSR strategies, and to look at the ‘experiences of CSR practices in everyday organisational activities' (Miller, 2023). Additionally, most of the previous studies have mainly examined the external view of CSR performance, including reputational, customer perception and sustainability reporting. These areas are significant but limited in their knowledge about internal development of CSR through leadership behaviours and employee involvement (Shahzadi et al., 2024). Therefore, some information regarding utilisation of CSR practice as a reflection of the internal organisational experiences may give more credibility in determining if CSR is actually a representation of ethical values or just a reputation management strategy.
There is a debate in the CSR literature about whether the distinction between true CSR and CSR allowed more for the purpose of reputation management. Others have actively communicated to the outside world their values and principles in CSR, even though this may not have been practiced internally (Belay et al., 2023). This raises questions about whether CSR is being carried out as part of the ethical duty, or just as a way to enhance the public image. One aspect of this that can be diminished by ethical leadership is when stakeholders' values are congruent with the values of the organisation in decision making, employee management and stakeholder relations (Kandasamy, 2024). Hence, knowing employees' and managers' perceptions is crucial as they can give practical evidence of the integration of CSR commitments within an organisational culture.
Although existing literature has shown the association between ethical leadership and CSR, the research has tended to concentrate on bigger organisations, or to study relationships with quantitative means. This limits the use of such numerical measures as they may be good at detecting patterns but will not fully explain CSR implementation experiences, perceptions and organisational processes (Dawar and Singh, 2023). Hence, in-depth qualitative data about the practice of ethical leadership can be gathered in SMEs. Very little previous research considers the lived realities and perceptions of managers and/or employees, rather relying on quantitative measures of leadership styles and outcomes of CSR. In this sense, a qualitative approach can be used to gain deeper insights into the impact of ethical leadership on CSR in an actual situation in an organisation (Ayoko, 2022). This research is focused on BrewStone and Noah's yard to contribute to the body of literature on the relationship between ethical values and leadership behaviours and CSR practices in small business. This research is carried out using the qualitative research method, which is based on the identified literature gap to gain some understanding of the experiences and perceptions of the managers and employees. A case study strategy helps the researcher to investigate the issue of ethical leadership and CSR practices in the real context of organisations as opposed to an abstract organisation. The methodological choices and the research design to hit the research goals are described below.
[bookmark: _Toc233298401]Research methodology
[bookmark: _Toc233298402]Research onion
The process and methodology for designing research is described on the Saunders' Research Onion, which outlines the various stages involved in the process of designing research. The model consists of several layers, including research philosophy, research approach, research strategy, methodological choice, time horizon and data collection techniques (Gamage, 2025). The use of this framework aids in justifying decisions made throughout a research process and the appropriateness of methods used to align them with the research aim and objectives. In this study the outer layers of the research onion guide the selection of a research philosophy of interpretivism, research approach of inductive and methodology of qualitative case study. A qualitative research approach is deemed suitable since it aims to gain insights into how ethical leadership affects CSR in ways experientially perceived by employees and managers. Primary data that will be collected in the BrewStone and Noah's Yard will be used in the research. A cross sectional approach will be used as the time span of the study will focus on participants' views at a particular time and rather is not interested with long term change.
The advantages of the research onion are that it gives us a process on how to develop a research methodology and it shows how every decision we take regarding the methodology is linked with a research goal (Mphale et al. 2024). The research philosophy, the data collection and data analysis techniques used in the study are conducted in accordance with the purpose of the study to explore ethical leadership and CSR practices of SMEs to provide consistency and rigour in the study.

Figure 3: Research onion
(Source: Self-constructed)
Research philosophy
Research philosophy describes the assumption and beliefs that guide the process of knowledge production in a study (Yusoff and Abd Rahman 2024). Adopted approach in this research is interpretivist, this approach is taken due to the research focused on the description of the experience, perceptions and opinions of employees and managers on the relationship between ethical leadership and the CSR practices in the company. The concept of interpretivism puts forward the idea that the reality is the one constructed by people during their experiences and social interaction rather than there is a fixed objective reality (Acharya, 2025). This philosophy is appropriate because the culture of an organisation, employee experiences and the actions of employee leaders all impact on ethical leadership and CSR. Numerical measures are not always the appropriate indicator of leadership effectiveness due to the different experiences and perceptions of what leadership looks like, as interpreted by employees (Hajiali et al, 2022). For instance, while some people interpret transparency to mean that someone is being ethical, others are more interested in the fairness or employee participation. Hence, it is important to shift the perspective of the participants to gain the depth of how the ethical leadership affect CSR practices in SMEs.
Additionally, SMEs are appropriate for interpretivist research as the organisational values tend to be strongly linked to the actions and decisions of the owners and managers. SMEs have an immediate line of contact between leadership and employees, in contrast to larger organisations where members might not have frequent opportunities to speak with high-ranking executives. This gives personal experiences and interpretations of the meaning a role in the acquisition of knowledge. A positivist paradigm was considered and could have been used as a philosophy in that study because the areas being studied involve measurement, which is quantitative. Collecting numerical data from a large sample size of respondents possibly using a positivist approach could identify whether there is any relationship between ethical leadership and CSR (Alkhadra et al., 2023). This, however, would predominantly pick up on patterns and not explain why employees behave in the organisation and/or their attitude towards their work. Interpretivism can be used as a more suitable research foundation for this research as it seeks to better understand how and why ethical leadership with regard to CSR implementation.
Research approach
The study was carried out in an inductive way. An inductive approach is characterized as data collection and the formulation of themes or explanations found from the collected data, while an existing theory was not tested through the predetermined assumption (Kumar and Ujire, 2024). This study seeks to gain insight into the link between ethical leadership and CSR practices in BrewStone and Noah's Yard by collecting perspectives and experiences of participants. An inductive approach is suitable as the behaviour of leadership and CSR can be different based on the organisational context (Intezari et al. 2024). There are currently theories available in the literature that state that ethical leadership has a positive influence on CSR, however in the case of SMEs there are many variables to consider, such as organisational size, resources, managing processes and the general culture in the workplace. Thus, analysis of the findings based on participants' responses can help to deepen the understanding of the relationship.
The inductive approach also helps the exploratory nature of the study. This study is not focused on verifying a certain notion, but on uncovering the meaning of ethical leadership among employees and managers as well as how they see the influence of ethical leadership on CSR activities. This is key because SMEs can have informal CSR practices which are not always documented in official documents or policies (Sigurdsson, 2024). The inductive approach has a few shortcomings, however. Conclusions are drawn for a smaller sample than what was originally collected and so may not be generalizable to all SMEs. Furthermore, the analysis of the participant’s responses might be affected by the interpretation of the researcher (Bukamal, 2022). The research and conclusions will be built along clear lines of the research process and conclusions will be built on interview data to try and remove this limitation.
[bookmark: _Toc233298403]Research strategy
The themes of the research are through a qualitative case study approach on Brew Stone and Noah's Yard. A case study approach would be appropriate for researchers seeking to explore how a clinical issue in a live organisation might be tackled (ANNAMALAH, 2024). This study attempts to study the relationship between the concepts of ethical leadership and CSR practices in actual SMEs instead of analysing them individually. The case study approach was deemed suitable for this research, as small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) tend to have tighter leadership-employee relationships, which can have a direct impact on (reciprocal) leadership behaviour concerning organisational culture, decision making, and business behaviour (Le et al., 2023). Ethical values might also be communicated in the daily practice of managers, not via an official CSR department or structured sustainability strategy, in smaller companies. Thus, a case study approach can enable the researcher to look at how leadership values can be manifested in the real world.
Two case organisations are used to gain insight into various experiences and similarities or differences between organisations. The comparative element can enhance the findings as it enables the researcher to reason and speculate that similar leadership behaviours lead to similar CSR action across different contexts of SMEs (Mansour et al., 2022). Although the problem with case study research is that results of two organisations cannot be extended to all small and medium enterprises. The research findings may not reflect the case for all small businesses as organisations vary, both in terms of culture and leadership (CANT ERMI and Lizote, 2022). However, case studies should be used to explain and give depth, and therefore aren't suitable for generalising at the statistical level.
[bookmark: _Toc233298404]Research methodological choice
This research adopts mono-method qualitative design as this is a research that uses semi-structured interviews as the primary method of data collection. Research methods that are appropriate to use are qualitative when the aim of research is not to calculate the relationship between numbers, but to understand the experience, meanings and perceptions sought (Oranga and Matere, 2023). Semi-structured interviews are chosen as a research tool because it is flexible but keep the research goals. Depending on ethical leadership and CSR themes, the researcher will devise interview questions, but the participants will still be able to share their experiences and give additional information (Deng et al., 2024). This helps identify themes that may be surprising and obtains a greater understanding of the organisation's practices.
Using interviews is an appropriate method because ethical leadership issues consist of behaviours, values, and decision making processes of people (Siregar et al., 2024). These factors cannot be comprehensively understood on a numerical basis. Interviews help the participants to explain the influence that leadership behaviours have on their motivation, trust and involvement in CSR activities. A quantitative survey method was put on the table but was not chosen since surveys set questions for participants and they may not be able to elaborate on their responses (Fass-Holmes, 2022). Surveys could gather more data from the participants but might not give them an in-depth understanding of what is encouraging or discouraging their employees from engaging in CSR activities. As such, qualitative interviews are likely to be more aligned with the research goals.
[bookmark: _Toc233298405]Data collection method
Primary data will be collected from the inhabitants of BrewStone and Noah's Yard through a semi-structured interviews with around twelve people. The use of primary research is suitable because it supplies the first-hand details from people that accomplishes experience of the organisations and can deliver applicable suggestions to main methods and CSR tasks, and directly connected with organisations. Participants will be both employees as well as managers, as both have different perspectives and it is important to understand these perspectives to understand how ethical leadership is influencing the participants. Managers can share information on decisions made, plans for leadership, CSR policies, etc. and employees can give insight into the personal experience of leadership characters in the work day-to-day activities.
The interviews will be centred on subjects like ethical leadership behaviours, values and principles in the organisations, CSR involvement, employee experience, and concerns of SMEs regarding implementing responsible practices. The use of open-ended questions will help the participants to give detailed explanations and share their personal experiences (Abdolreza Gharehbagh et al., 2022). The interview process will be flexible: situations and examples from participants' work can be explained. This can result in higher levels of richness of data than structured questionnaires. But interviewing techniques take longer to organise, transcribe and analyse (Point and Baruch, 2023). However, in addition, there is the possibility of participants giving socially desirable answers, particularly when mentioning their organisation's ethical behaviour. Confidentiality will be maintained to cater for this and will be explained that the study is for academic purposes only.
[bookmark: _Toc233298406]Sampling strategy
The sampling of participants in the study will be purposive according to the criteria of relevance, knowledge about the study topic, which is axiomatically reliable (Tajik et al., 2025). Purposive sampling can be used in qualitative research when the researcher seeks to select the participants and ensure that they have first-hand knowledge of the problem under investigation. The sample will include employees and managers from BrewStone and Noah's Yard, who are familiar with the practice of leadership in the organisation and are aware of its CSR initiatives. Choosing participants who have experience similar to the problem at hand is important to ensure that the collected data is directly applicable on the research question. Purposive sampling is beneficial because it can ensure better quality information is collected as the people selected are those that are targeted to provide useful information (Obilor, 2023). Purposive sampling is however limited due to the small sample size and the fact that the sample might not be representative of the wider SME population. Although the limitation exists, it does not significantly affect this research as it is not meant to be statistical but to gain a better understanding of leadership and CSR practices.
[bookmark: _Toc233298407]Data analysis
Thematic analysis will be used to analyse all interview data collected. According to Ahmed et al. (2025), thematic analysis is a method used to find patterns in qualitative data, analyse them and provide interpretation. This approach is suitable as the study is intended to check for common themes and issues which are related to ethical leadership and CSR practices. Interviews will be read first and familiarity with the data will be gained from the responses. The researcher will then find key concepts and categorise them in themes that are related to the research questions. Topics can range from ethical decisions, transparency in leadership, trust and commitment among employees, CSR engagement and challenges in the organisation.
Thematic analysis offers a systematic approach to the interpretation of a large amount of qualitative data and it helps synthesise the findings with existing scientific literature. It is also adaptable, as it has the ability to detect recognised and unknown themes presented by the participants' answers. For the same reason, however, that you need to interpret during data analysis in qualitative research, data analysis in this case might be subject to researcher bias. In order to ensure trustworthiness, the researcher will be transparent regarding coding process and will ensure that themes specifically emerge from the participant evidence (Steltenpohl et al., 2023). The results will then be contrasted with the literature review findings to find out similarities, differences and the new findings about ethical leadership and CSR for SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc233298408]Resource implications and needs
To undertake this research, some resources are needed in order to complete the research process successfully such as: Time, Participants access, technological resources, Academic materials. Participants for BrewStone and Noah's Yard will be the primary resource needed in this study, as it is a qualitative, case study with semi-structured interviews. Access of employees and managers might need to involve communication with the organisations and the organisation of suitable interview time based on the organisation/course participants' availability. Finally, the research is expected to have relatively low financial costs since the primary data will be obtained during an interview which is not as costly as other data collection approaches. The costs could be travel if seen face-to-face, internet if done on-line and transcription equipment if interview tapes are transcribed and data is converted into a written form. Microsoft Teams, and Microsoft Word will be used to carry out interview management and data organisation.
Additionally, other academic resources will be needed throughout the research process. This includes access to journal articles, books and databases to support the literature review and interpretation of findings. The University library will be used to access relevant academic materials related to ethical leadership, CSR, research methodology and qualitative research methods. Time is one of the most vital resources that are required for this study, as it is required in qualitative research to plan, interview, analyse and come to conclusions about the data they have collected. Time will be required for the researcher to recruit people, conduct interviews, transcribe and complete thematic analysis. The analysis stage may take longer than the stage of quantitative research because of the detailed information that comes out of qualitative interviews.
[bookmark: _Toc233298409]Research timeline
The research process will be broken down into a structured process in order to get each step to be properly accomplished. The proposed timeline is listed below.
	Research activities 
	Strat Date 
	Duration 
	End Date 

	Starting the entire research by creating research aim and objectives
	20-06-2026
	3
	23-06-2026

	Literature review 
	23-06-2026
	10
	03-07-2026

	Methodology and ethical approval 
	03-07-2026
	5
	08-07-2026

	Preperation for the interview and questions forming  
	08-07-2026
	4
	12-07-2026

	Conducting interviews 
	12-07-2026
	15
	27-07-2026

	Thematic analysis of data 
	27-07-2026
	5
	01-08-2026

	Final report writing 
	01-08-2026
	6
	07-08-2026


Table 1: Research activity table
(Source: Self-constructed)

Figure 4: Gantt chart 
(Source: Self-constructed)
Research Integrity and Ethical Considerations
Intellectual integrity is one of the vital elements of this investigation due to taking information straight from the people. Ethics assess that the participants are handled in a fair way, the information obtained is kept confidential and that the research process is followed in an academic manner. Ethical aspects of informed consent, the confidentiality, anonymity and voluntary participation will be observed while conducting the study. All participants will be provided with adequate information regarding the research purpose, usage of the data upon selection and informed about their right to opt out at any stage of the research (Nii Laryeafio and Ogbewe, 2023). The participant is informed about the contents and decides on the basis of consent to participate in the project.
Anonymity and confidentiality will be ensured from start to finish in the research process. Names and personal information which would identify participants will not appear in a final report. The representatives of the organisations and the participants will be represented with respect and the gathered information used only for scientific purposes. Protection of data will also be taken into account during the research (Cornejo-Plaza et al., 2024). Interview recordings, transcripts and research documents will be stored securely and only accessed by the researcher. The study will adhere to information about the participants of good research practice, including good data handling and data storage.
Academic integrity will also be upheld by the use of and reference to all materials used during the research process to Harvard referencing. The researcher will not plagiarise texts, accurately represent ideas from academic sources, and will not manipulate participant responses when they are providing answers to research. A further consideration is the possibility of a connection between the participants and their organisations that could create an ethical dilemma for the participant. Interviews may be sensitive as it has been noted that employees may not feel comfortable about talking about leadership practices, so every possible attempt will be made to avoid sensitive, personal questions and concentrate on organisational experiences. It will be made a point of reminding participants that their responses will be confidential, helping to ensure that the findings are honest and reliable.
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