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Abstract: The present paper, based on the concept of intercorporate social responsibility, aims at investigating the role of 
corporation networks in green management and, in more general terms, in social and environmental responsibility behaviour. 
The general theoretical perspective from which we start is that of industrial and organizational psychology.The theoretical 
framework to which we refer is a triangulation of, on one side, the International literature on Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) and Corporate Social Performance (CSP), which are ethical in nature, and, on the other, the International literature on 
externalities and industrial symbiosis, which are more business oriented, in the effort to integrate business and ethics. The 
paper, which is theoretical in nature, presents in its final section a case study relating to a project involving a consortium of 60 
Italian organizations which exchange production externalities through an electronic platform to which they are all connected 24 
hours a day. We have proposed to these organizations an action-research in the shape of appreciative inquiry intervention the 
present paper presents the main results of. The originality of the paper derives, in theoretical terms, from the concept of 
intercorporate social responsibility and from the application of the principles of industrial symbiosis at a Small and Medium 
Enterprise level, thanks to ICT support. In such a way, externalities may be seen along with an appreciative perspective which 
transforms them in a tool of organizational development. 

 
Index Terms: Intercorporate Social Responsibility, Industrial Symbiosis, Stakeholders perspective, SMEs, mix-methods  

——————————      —————————— 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Even if there is at the moment a growing body of literature on 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), researchers are quite 
far from reaching a shared definition of such a construct [1]. 
Generally speaking, and for the present paper’s purposes, we 
may refer to ―Corporate Social Responsibility‖ as some 
virtuous behaviour performed by a single and specific 
corporation, for example, using a method of production that is 
sensitive and respectful toward the environment (see, for 
example, the review proposed by Egri and Ralston, [2]). The 
idea of intercorporate social responsibility, instead, stresses 
the potentiality, in terms of corporate virtuous behaviours, of a 
network of different organizations, in line with the recent 
tradition on networking ethics. In other words, the core idea of 
our paper, which is at the same time its catchword, is that 
together it is possible to perform better and in a more ethical 
way. The paper explores the idea of intercorporate social 
responsibility within the most recent literature on CSR and 
industrial symbiosis and reflects, in a more general way, on 
the use of externalities as a way of supporting organizational 
development and corporate virtuosity trough an appreciative 
perspective on them. 
 
2 A BRIEF REVIEW OF CORPORATE SOCIAL 
PERFORMANCE AND THE STAKEHOLDERS’ 
PERSPECTIVE 
There is a huge number of articles, published in international 
management journals, focusing on CSR, whose contents 
would be very difficult to sum up (for a review, see [2]). For the 
purposes of the present study we will reflect only on the most 
recent trends within CSR literature. The much-cited work by 
Frederick entitled ―From CSR1 to CSR2: the Maturing of 
Business-and-Society Thought‖ [3] without doubt represented 
a key theoretical revolution in CSR literature. According to this 
work, firms were no longer involved, or not simply involved, in 

academic debates around the notion of CSR, but rather had to 
respond pragmatically and in a concrete way to various social 
pressures. This suggestion is still alive within CSR literature, 
with several researchers (for example, [4-6]) highlighting 
today’s climate of scrutiny toward corporate behaviour, which 
underscores, in an urgent way, the need for conceptual 
anchoring to guide CSR activities.  The above-mentioned idea 
has become known as Corporate Social Performance (CSP) 
[7-9], and has been labelled ―CSR2‖ to indicate its distance 
from the first construct of CSR, which was definitely more 
theoretical and less linked to concrete pragmatic activities. 
With regard to this critical passage from CSR to CSP, two 
different interpretative research lines have developed: the 
―classical view‖ [10, 11], which derives from neoclassic 
economic theory, and is interested in shareholders’ profit; and 
the stakeholders’ perspective, which concerns all the 
stakeholders’ interests, including both primary and secondary 
ones [12]. The stakeholders’ perspective states that 
corporations have to respect and consider the interests of all 
parties affected by their actions and decisions, the so-called 
stakeholders. These include ―groups and individuals who 
benefit from or are harmed by, and whose rights are violated 
or respected by, corporate actions‖. In contrast to the classical 
view, the stakeholder perspective states that ―the goal of any 
company is or should be the flourishing of the company and all 
its principal stakeholders‖ [13: p. 8].  
 
2.1. Mute stakeholders 
While research focusing on the stakeholders’ perspective has 
increased in amount and in theoretical terms (with the 
theoretical speculation becoming more and more refined and 
detailed), a problem has emerged: the difficulty of clarifying in 
a precise way who or what a stakeholder is. In fact, there has 
been a sort of communicative prejudice according to which 
only individuals may be called stakeholders, while in recent 
papers it has become more and more clear that mute 
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stakeholders, such as the environment, future generations and 
potential victims [18], also have the right to be labelled as 
stakeholders, with all the consequences that this entails. Our 
paper makes reference to the CSP framework from the 
stakeholders’ perspective and tries to take into consideration 
the most cited mute stakeholders, the environment and future 
generations, which are often neglected by managers. 
Concerning this last point, the project we have developed 
aims, among some other outcomes, to increase the sensitivity 
of managers towards mute stakeholders and to incorporate 
mute stakeholders into a more general discourse on corporate 
profit. The idea is that being respectful towards mute 
stakeholders also brings economic opportunities, since CSP 
may become an investment for the firm [14, 15]. In particular, 
some authors have suggested that CSP may serve as a 
powerful marketing tool, ―akin to advertising‖ [16, 17], a tool 
that is capable of attracting consumers [18, 19] and potential 
employees [20], thus bolstering profitability. 
 

3 FROM CSP TO INTERCORPORATE SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY 
This last point, on CSP as a way of achieving profit, has on the 
one hand pushed the corporate world to adopt some CSP and 
in this sense it represents a good argument for firms to 
perform in a more ethical way. On the other hand, it has 
confirmed the competitive context in which corporations 
operate. In this sense, it seems to us that the argument for 
CSR as a tool for making profit, even if useful in terms of 
CSP’s activities, brings corporations back, in theoretical terms, 
to a classical view or, at least, to the so-called ―constrained 
profit-making view‖ [11]. By proposing the concept of 
intercorporate social responsibility we wish, on the one hand, 
in terms of theoretical speculation, to anchor our proposal to 
the stakeholders’ perspective and, on the other, in more 
pragmatic terms, to invite corporations to think about 
themselves and to conceive themselves not only as an 
isolated entity in a never-ending struggle with other competitor 
corporations, but rather as a part of a network. In this sense, 
although networking can imply some expense in terms of 
personal time and resources, it can be conceived as an 
investment [21]. One might ask why not using the label 
―Intercorporate Social Performance‖ (ISP), instead of 
Intercorporate Social Responsibility. We still use the word 
―responsibility‖ because ―performance‖ brings, with the 
meaning of action, also some reference to the idea of 
efficiency, or, in other words, to an implicit positive 
performance. Performance refers more to the outcomes; 
responsibility to the idea of intentions and attitudes. In this 
sense, it is particularly meaningful the etymology of 
responsibility, ―to respond‖, which is not, actually a passive 
orientation. 
 

4 INDUSTRIAL SYMBIOSIS FROM 
KALUNDBORG TO THE CHALLENGES OF THE 
THIRD MILLENIUM 
The theoretical bases on which industrial symbiosis has 
developed are those of industrial ecology [22] on the one hand 
and cluster-based economy, developed in turn by Porter [23], 
among various studies on the same issue, on the other one. 
When discussing industrial symbiosis almost all the articles in 
the specialist literature make reference to the famous project 
developed in Kalundborg, Denmark, which seems to have 

been the first attempt to apply the principles of industrial 
symbiosis.  
 

 
Fig. 1 Schema of exchanges among Kalendborg organizations 
(http://www.symbiosis.dk/industrial-symbiosis.aspx) 
 
The industrial symbiosis project of Kalundborg is a network 
involving cooperation between seven companies and the 
Municipality of Kalundborg technical departments. The 
philosophy behind the Danish project is that the seven 
companies and Kalundborg Municipality exploit each other's 
by-products on a commercial basis. One company's by-
product becomes an important resource for one or several of 
the other companies. The idea is reduced consumption of 
resources and a significant reduction in environmental strain. 
What is interesting in Kalundborg experience is the idea and 
the practice of  networking. In addition, and perhaps more 
importantly for us, in Kalundborg and in similar eco-industrial 
parks the pathways of resource and waste management 
among different corporations to support CSP are always the 
same; in other words, the directions of relationships among 
different corporations and the nature of what is exchanged 
never change. In fact, as it can clearly be seen in Figure 1, 
some companies never exchange anything with one another 
and what is exchanged between two or more organizations is 
always the same by-product. 
 
4.1 The future of industrial symbiosis: towards a more 
sustainable symbiosis 
Given the paucity of researches on industrial symbiosis 
applied ad the level of SMEs [24], the first aim of pour project 
was to verify the conditions under which industrial symbiosis 
works at a very local level and in family firms. Following time 
banking experiences, the idea was to put on a shared network 
a unity of small and family enterprises working in different 
contexts and support them in the activity of mutually 
externalities exchanging. This stress on gratis exchanges is 
important in order to clarify the nature of this type of 
networking. If we take into consideration the theory and 
practice of networking, it seems that 3 types of networking 
emerge; utilitarian networking, emotional networking and 
virtuous networking, where utilitarian and emotional ones 
would be ethically acceptable only if practiced with reciprocity 
[21]. The network developed by the sustainable industrial 
symbiosis we are proposing can be meant as an integrated 
network, where the connection between ethical behaviour and 
profitability become possible; in some sense, we may call this 
type of network as a sublimated utilitarian one, since the 
utilitarian purposes become sublimated into the virtuous ones. 
Of course, even if the idea is to exchange different 
externalities, it would be possible to reflect on the emotion of 
gratitude that emerges in receiving something valuable; in 
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terms of positive psychology, it would be interesting to verify 
the outcomes of gratitude, generally investigated at an 
interpersonal level (see, for example, [25, 26]) in an industrial 
and corporate perspective. 
 

5 RECYCLING EXTERNALITIES AS A TOOL OF 

ETHICAL MANAGEMENT: A CASE 

PRESENTATION 
The idea of recycling externalities as a solution originated as a 
result of a European project in which we have been involved. 
In particular, in collaboration with several colleagues, both 
academic and professional, we have developed a 
technological platform by which a consortium of 60 Italian 
enterprises (named Costellazione APULIA) can exchange 
externalities within a European-funded project called Avanzare 
(Progress). Consortium Costellazione APULIA was 
established in December 2001 and brings together around 60 
family firms with a shared interest in cooperation and 
innovation. In particular, within Avanzare, Consortium 
Costellazione APULIA was intended to test a new way of 
operating, above and beyond traditional economics, based on 
the exchange of externalities in order to make the firms’ 
situation more competitive and sustainable. Avanzare is a 
project co-funded by the European Union (793,000 euro) 
under the 6.2 del POR Puglia 2000–2006 and realized by 
Consortium Costellazione APULIA with the aid of the 
University of Bari (Research Project DI.CoTE, 2008-2010) and 
Polytechnic of Bari. The Consortium is still alive and its main 
aim is to promote the first portal to support interorganizational 
exchange of externalities. The idea has been to make easier 
the exchange of production externalities (which usually 
represent some waste) among different organizations, while 
observing the development of special interactive and 
interorganizational social responsibility. The recycling of 
externalities is based on the primary characteristic of 
externalities themselves: the fact that they are subjective. 
What is judged by Corporation A to be waste (that must be 
managed, losing time and resources) may be judged by 
Corporation B to be something useful. In other words, in our 
model the externalities are the residues of production and are 
offered to other firms who may be interested in such 
remainders. The following is an example. Imagine that a firm 
needs to travel from Rome to Milan once a month to allow the 
human resource manager in Rome to talk with his or her 
counterpart in Milan, and that this corporation organizes the 
journey by car. An employee from a second firm may 
occasionally need to travel from Milan to Rome in order to 
meet an important client. Imagine that these two firms are in a 
network that lets them know about the other’s needs and 
externalities. As an output we have the opportunity for the 
second firm to take advantage, assuming flexibility in terms of 
the time of travel, of the first firm’s travel without additional 
costs. This second firm could reciprocate in some way by, for 
example, giving the first firm the opportunity to use a 
photocopying machine when it is not being used. If the two 
firms travel together there will not only be a financial saving 
but also a minor impact on the environment. This last point is 
worthy of our attention, since many production externalities 
represent some risks to the environment, and being able to 
offer someone else one’s own externalities may mean they are 
transformed from residues into something useful. Such a 
meaning is represented by the Italian word Avanzare, the 
name of the project, which can be translated as both ―to 

develop‖, ―to advance‖ and ―to remain‖; a residue, when well 
recycled, is transformed into money saving and wealth and, in 
terms of green management, into a reduced impact on the 
environment. The result is a network of organizations that can 
be called sustainable, since they become more and more 
conscious of the externalities they produce in carrying out their 
business and, in addition, they are able to correct negative 
externalities and to develop positive ones. In this sense, the 
consortium of firms we have put together acts to develop 
intercorporate social responsibility, since sustainability is 
guaranteed by the fact of being part of a network. 
In the next paragraph we will explain in detail the path we have 
proposed to these organizations, via an appreciative action-
research which did lead to organizational development. The 
framework we adopted is that of triangulation [27-31]. First of 
all, we have mixed different theoretical perspectives (see 
paragraph 2); in addition, we have performed a metaphorical 
analysis on the textual material produced thanks to an 
Appreciative Inquiry.  
 
5.1. From appreciative inquiry to appreciative training: a 
premise 
Fundamentally, we have designed a training program to foster 
externalities exchange among different organizations on the 
basis of the Appreciative Inquiry (AI). AI is still about changing 
attitudes, behaviors, and practices through appreciative 
conversations and relationships—interactions designed to 
bring out the best in people so that they can imagine a 
preferred future together that is more hopeful, boundless, and 
inherently good. It is still about socially constructing a shared 
future and enacting human systems through the questions 
asked. And it is still about anticipatory learning—finding those 
positive, anticipatory images of the future that compel action 
toward them [32: VI]. The theoretically starting point of AI is 
that every organization has something that works well and 
right and that every organization can contribute to the 
wellbeing of the social context where it acts. With the idea to 
propose an AI path not to a single organization but rather to a 
net of organizations we would like to stress that not only each 
of us has something good to transfer but even that every 
single thing, also externalities and residuals, may become 
useful when exchanged. The hidden logic is, in addition, that 
one of gifts’ exchanges rather than goods transaction; in such 
a sense, it is worthy not only the title of the project, which 
means at a time in Italian to develop and to remain, but also 
the title of the first publication concerning Avanzare we have 
been involved in: Economia del dono, Economics of gift [33].  
 
5.2. The four-D cycle of AI applied at the case Avanzare 
The generative cycle usually involves 4 phases [34]: 
discovering, dreaming, designing and delivery/destiny (for a 
critical review of this final D, see [35]). The first D stands for 
discovering and it implies the effort to find the best of what is. 
The focus, during the appreciative interview, is on positive 
stories that are able to give life and energy to people. We have 
developed the discovering for Avanzare through a series of 
group meetings with large sample of employees of the 
different organizations involved (not only with the CEOs or HR 
managers), asking them to talk about their CSR policies and 
attitudes and to reflect about their externalities. We have, in 
detail, asked people to discuss and to write the different 
externalities on adhesive papers that have been then 
displayed on the entrance hall of the meeting room, visible for 
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everybody hereafter. The second D stands for dreaming and it 
implies the explicit effort to envision the organization as it 
should be and ideally might look in the future. Since the 
information from the discovery is used as starting platform for 
dreaming, the vision of the future is related, or better said 
grounded in the organization’s potential [24]. For this phase 
we have developed a web-based forum, in addition to the 
regular group meetings, which, on a calendar basis have 
occurred from 2001. The third D stands for designing and it 
aims at designing organizational structures able to support the 
dream and changes required. In our project, this phase has 
turned to the creation and implementation of the website 
platform There are several benchmarks for this, such as the 
Designing Industrial Ecosystem Tool (DIET), which is based on 
mathematical programming [24] and optimises the exchange 
of materials and energy within a network of enterprises. 
Another interesting example, perhaps more similar to our 
electronic platform, is that of North Carolina where the Triangle 
J Council of Governments (TJCOG) has developed a network 
exchanging residues and by-products which are identified and 
shown on a computer in data and GIS (Geographical 
Information System) format. What we have added is a system 
that directly integrates mobile phone technology in order to 
give the SMEs involved the opportunity to exchange 
externalities whenever and wherever they wish. In details, 
such an exchange is supported by a mobile phone app, thanks 
to its easiness and possibility of immediate information 
exchange. The last D stands for destiny, organized around an 
affirmative topic an organization wants to develop and for such 
a reason we still think that the right way to label the last phase 
and D should be making reference to development instead 
that destiny. This is also the reason why we agree with those 
authors who stress the importance of generative not only 
positive thinking [37, 38] as characterizing the appreciative 
inquiry. For what concerns our project, we have finally 
interviewed a sample of 89 workers (of different job levels and 
roles) to check the satisfaction concerning the project and to 
test the way by which they have changed and they are 
changing. The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed 
and a metaphor analysis has been run, whose main results will 
be presented in the next paragraph. 
 

6 RESULTS: A METAPHOR ANALYSIS 
Before presenting the results of the metaphor analysis done 
on the interviews transcripts it is important to remind that in AI 
circles a deep trust is given to narrative and discursive 
analysis as able to shed light on AI processes. Cooperrider 
and Whitney [34] state explicitely  that organizational life is 
expressed in the stories people tell each other every day, and 
the story of the organization is constantly being coauthored, as 
already stated by those authors who had developed narrative 
inquiry applied to the organizational contexts [39-43]. A first 
interesting result refers to a categorizing process according to 
which people involved in the project think about themselves as 
part of a global humankind rather than as belonging to a 
specific culture, like it is evident from the first example. 
 
Ex. 1 Before conceiving ourselves as enterpreuners, as 
Apulian, or as Italian, we have to understand that we are all 
humans. In terms of stricted metaphors, we have to cite 2 
different metaphors’ clusters deeply linked one another, the 
first refers to the organization like a family and the latter one to 
the organization like a vegetable plant or a tree. 

 
Ex. 2 Actually, in our organization we live like we were a big 
family. The family image is very important because it anchors 
the organizational life to a relational context where horizontal 
and vertical relationships are meant as being directed to 
wellbeing rather than performance. 
 
Ex. 3 We have developed. New branches have arisen and, 
what’s surprising, every new unity has been enthusiastic for 
the project. 
 
Ex. 4 The first fruit of the whole project has been a new way of 
seeing ourselvesThe idea of being as a tree that develops new 
branches and fruits (ex. 3, 4) is very interesting because it 
represents very well the generativity implied in every AI 
training. An additional metaphors’ cluster refers to the animal 
world, so that organizations are depicted like chameleon, able 
to change itself in corresponding to what the context requires, 
or like tortoises that step by step will finally  reach their destiny. 
Finally, it is interesting to note the traditional stories and tales 
to which the respondents make reference to. 
 
Ex. 5 I felt like I was the little red capIn particular, one of the AI 
interview participant in commenting the first phase of the 
project felt like the little red cap (ex. 5), which expresses the 
idea of fear and of feeling like a kid had characterized the first 
organizations’ members who had decided to enter the project 
Avanzare. 
 
Ex. 6 We are the Don Chishiotte of externalities. We have to 
struggle tilting at windmills the but we will finally succeed.  An 
additional character that has been cited is Don Chisciotte (ex. 
6) and, once more, this can spread light on the development 
process that has characterized the Avanzare group members 
who, now, are able to realize that actually they have struggled 
against windmills and that probably in the future they will be 
more able to react in a prompt and positive way to the 
challenges their reality will put to them.  
 
Ex. 7.  If I have to think about a character I feel like I was 
Robin Hood  
  

7 CONCLUSION 
We have tried to show in which sense the nowadays context 
calls for an Intercorporate Social Responsibility and 
Performance rather than simply corporate social responsibility. 
We have adopted the AI training as organizational 
development tool in the conviction that this is the right 
instrument to support all the changes an externality exchange 
program requires. What still remains to understand is the 
impact of these activities at the level of communities and 
citizenship; other researchers have investigated the so-called 
urban symbiosis, stressing the way in which eco-industrial 
parks are often nested within the urban and social contexts, 
especially those that involve SMEs. In addition, since 
belonging to a network means always trusting and developing 
a deep sense of shared identity, it would be definitely 
interesting to develop education interventions able to support 
in the youth an attitude towards intercorporate social 
responsibility. Last but not least it seems to us mandatory to 
reflect on public policies that could support organizational 
networking (in consideration, first of all, of the cost of 
coordination it implies; see, for example, [44]), in line with the 
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new industrial policy approach of the European Community. In 
particular, the European Resource Efficiency Platform (EREP) 
– Manifesto and Policy Recommendations calls on business 
and civil society leaders to move to a circular economy. 
Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest. 
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