
Corporate Social Empowerment (CSE) - Towards new forms of corporate-societal collaboration for 

enhanced adaptive capacities and sustainable transformations in the 21st century 

 

 
 
16th IRDO International Scientific Conference SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND CURRENT CHALLENGES 2021: 
Challenges and opportunities of digitalisation for sustainable future, 10th June 2021, ONLINE 

 

1 

Corporate Social Empowerment (CSE) - Towards new forms of 

corporate-societal collaboration for enhanced adaptive capacities 

and sustainable transformations in the 21st century 

Steiner, G.; Höltl, A.; Hynek, N.; Lumetsberger, T.; Mühlmann, K.; Satalkina, L.; 

Schreder, G.; Zenk, L.; Steffelbauer, I. 
 

 “It seemed like out of nowhere SpaceX just came up  

and catapulted us into the 21st century." 

-- Melvinjohn Ashue  

Vice chairman of the Hoh Tribe  

Washington State, USA1 

 

Abstract: 

 

The recent pandemic has shown, that in times of crisis, societal adaptive capacity (resting upon 

every single institution, corporation, community, family and individual) hinges not only on the 

availability of technologies but more so on the competences of these societal units to employ these 

technologies as dictated by their individual needs and to solve complex problems as the crisis 

unfolds. The ability to use technology competently for the purpose of meeting current challenges 

was key to successful versus less successful weathering of the crisis. This burns down to a question 

of empowerment in the sense of giving societal actors the power to use technology according to 

their needs as opposed to the needs envisioned by developers and marketers of technology. That 

again turns out to be a matter of trust.  

 

The pandemic has given the digital transition a mighty impulse, but it has also laid bare the 

limitations of the mechanisms of technology dissemination through society. Up until now this had 

been a slow process of corporate research & development, marketing, market adoption, consumer 

acceptance, societal spread of technological innovation through multiple stages of early, 

mainstream and late adoption - moderated by market access and availability of funds, and eventual 

technological competence building within the populace and the accompanying co-evolutionary 

exploration of affordances of new technologies beyond their initial scope that eventually may or 

may not feed into processes of empowerment and thus social transformation. 

  

Depending on where along this track disaster strikes, technologies well suited for mastering that 

crisis - like conference software, online co-operation software and online teaching software in the 

recent pandemic - may be in different stages of adoption and competence and affordance building. 

They may also be more or less restrained by mechanisms the developers use to make sure that they 

reap the economic benefits of their initial investment. All of these have the potential to severely 

limit the ability of societal institutions at the forefront of battling the crisis to make full use of these 

technologies.   

 

Take for example the use of tele-conferencing software in home-schooling. It ran into several 

restraints along these multiple dimensions: Firstly, adoption of suitable platforms available to 

school children of all ages (PCs, laptops, smartphones) was initially not socially widespread 

enough to reach all locked-down pupils at home. Secondly teachers, parents and pupils were not 
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competent enough in using tele-conferencing software. Thirdly licensing schemes and costs 

prohibited adoption of suitable technologies in sufficient numbers. Finally the lack of competence 

and spread of these technologies had not given e.g. teachers time to explore affordances within 

these technologies they could exploit to counter shortfalls of distance learning. Feedback from 

these groups to developers due to their limited market power has been negligible. As a 

consequence, home-schooling has fallen far behind its potential on most occasions. Consequently, 

the transformative impulse provided by the crisis is likely to be lost when return to the normal 

classroom situation remains the best potential outcome.  

 

As an alternative model to the failings of the established process we offer the concept of Corporate 

Social Empowerment (CSE) as the proactive next development stage of CSR: Active participation 

of corporate actors in social transformation towards a sustainable, resilient and fair society that is 

better prepared to weather the crises of the 21st century to come, through social empowerment.  

 

CSE encourages developers, marketers and entrepreneurs to seek out potentials for empowerment 

through technological innovation - first and foremost digitalization - in order to provide societal 

actors with the right kind of technology, help them develop competences in using them and explore 

affordances together in order to ground technological innovation in practical needs and practice 

knowledge, thus enhancing and accelerating the potential of these technologies to further societal 

transformation.  

 

CSE also proposes to that purpose a Dialectical Systems Theory approach in order to identify the 

most suitable points for interventions as well as the use of a Transdisciplinary Process of 

knowledge integration and mutual learning between developers and marketers of digital 

technologies on the one hand and societal actors seeking technological solutions on the other hand, 

based on the development of a common framework of trust relations between developers, 

marketers, users and the state as guarantor of legal relationships, transforming the current 

defensive stance of copyright and licensing towards a co-operative model. 

  

CSE offers a shortcut to the established process of raining down technological innovation 

indiscriminately on the societal field in the hopes that it may reach those in need through fallible 

market processes. Instead developers, marketers and entrepreneurs are encouraged to seek out 

those social actors specifically that can make the most of their technology and use them as test 

cases, multipliers and engines of innovation under the aegis of new forms of corporate societal 

partnerships.     
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