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1. Introduction 

What are business organizations responsible for under the banner of corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR)? How do they organize these responsibilities? How are organizational constitu-
ents tied to such responsibilities? A central claim of my dissertation is that all of these ques-
tions are fundamentally related to texts that pertain to CSR issues, and by examining such texts 
and stakeholder interactions regarding these texts, we can better understand the significance 
of CSR communication. For example, whether it is a news text framing a particular issue as 
CSR or a stakeholder group participating in the writing of a strategy text with implications for 
CSR and business ethics, a central textual element is present. However, texts and their related 
communicative practices have received little attention in previous research. Based on three 
separate case studies, this dissertation aims to unravel some of the facets of texts in relation to 
CSR. 

CSR has become a major topic for academics and practitioners alike. More and more busi-
nesses are producing corporate responsibility reports, NGOs are scrutinizing corporate actions 
in relation to corporate responsibilities, and investors are seeking responsible firms to invest 
in; these are but a few examples of the relevance of CSR communication. Accordingly, scholars 
have been actively addressing CSR, ethics, and communication in recent years. May (2011, p. 
87) noted that “[i]n the last 10 years, the field of organizational communication has increas-
ingly focused on questions of ethics, generally, and corporate social responsibility (CSR), more 
specifically.” To quote some of the latest reviews, “research on CSR communication is burgeon-
ing,” (Crane & Glozer, 2016) and there is “burgeoning literature” (Schoeneborn et al., 2020) 
on the topic, pointing to the ever-increasing interest in the field of CSR and communication. 
Thematically diverse research has been conducted in different areas, such as business ethics, 
organization studies, social accounting, marketing, and management, with the foci ranging 
from stakeholder management, image enhancement, legitimacy and accountability, attitude 
and behavioural change, and sensemaking to identity and meaning creation (see Crane & 
Glozer [2016] for a comprehensive review). 

A major issue for practitioners and academics has been the complicated relationship between 
communication and CSR. In the context of everyday discourse, communication and CSR are 
often considered somewhat contradictory: communication is frequently seen as more or less a 
distortion of what CSR “is” or as “mere talk,” rather than as important for corporate responsi-
bilities (cf. Christensen, Morsing, & Thyssen, 2013). This is based on the idea of communica-
tion as a means of transmitting meaning (Shannon, 1948), which belies the significant onto-
logical and epistemological issues in organizational and societal contexts. That is, if communi-
cation is considered as only information transfer, then organizations become black boxes that 
send and receive messages, meaning that they become fixed, thereby leaving little room for 
communication to have a substantial effect, apart from relaying particular information 
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contents. Axley (1984) pointed out that much of everyday discourse and many management 
and communication textbooks widely use the metaphor of a conduit to conceptualize such 
communication: Communication transfers information from point A to point B. Meanings are 
not created nor negotiated but, rather, are transferred as packages to be decoded by the re-
ceiver. Such a conceptualization of communication exacerbates the problematics of the rela-
tionship between CSR and communication, as it subscribes to something of a correspondence 
theory of truth: Communication, at its best, corresponds to the “reality” of what organizations 
are doing in terms of CSR. From this perspective, CSR becomes a pre-existing reality that is 
communicated about, leaving debate, dialogue, criticism, and interaction untouched. 

However, the notion of communication as the transfer of information is not merely an eve-
ryday empirical phenomenon; research on the topic has also often relied on the notion of com-
munication as a conduit of information. The problems associated with this viewpoint have been 
brought to the fore, especially in the formative or constitutive views of communication in rela-
tion to CSR (Christensen et al., 2013; Schoeneborn, Morsing, & Crane, 2020; Schoeneborn & 
Trittin, 2013). This strand of research reminds researchers at regular intervals how the trans-
mission view simplifies the relationship between communication and CSR: In the afterword to 
the Handbook of CSR Communication, Christensen (2011, p. 492) commented that “it is sur-
prising that several chapters in this volume still operate with a rather instrumental notion of 
communication as a ‘conduit’ through which corporate CSR activities and initiatives are pre-
sented, promoted and otherwise conveyed to the public.” A few years later, Schoeneborn and 
Trittin (2013: 194) noted that a “significant part of this literature [CSR and communication], 
however, tends to exhibit an instrumental or mechanistic understanding of communication.” 
Additionally, some years ago, in a call for papers (CFP 2016: 1) for a special issue of Business 
& Society, it was stated that “the prospective, anticipatory, and formative role of communica-
tion for CSR has, thus far, tended to remain implicit or under-theorized.” The alternative ap-
proach that the formative literature suggests is that CSR is constituted through communica-
tion: The two cannot be separated in a straightforward way. Thus, there exists a need to exam-
ine communication from a more comprehensive perspective when it comes to corporate re-
sponsibility issues—that is, as something in and through which the very meaning of CSR is 
negotiated, contested, and implemented. As of yet, there has been little theoretical elaboration 
of specific communicative practices; our understanding of formative CSR communication, 
therefore, remains rather limited. This dissertation pushes forward the formative theorizing of 
CSR communication by concentrating on specific texts and associated communicative prac-
tices and how they affect our understanding of CSR.  

A final introductory note relates to the normativity of CSR research from a perspective that 
emphasizes interaction and communication. A communicative approach is not necessarily tied 
to any particular normative stance towards the concept of corporate responsibility—that is, 
whether corporations should have it or how they should implement it. As Ihlen, Bartlett, and 
May (2011, p. 10) have pointed out, “Whatever position one takes on CSR, agreeing with the 
critics or not, we argue that communication plays a vital role”; this is irrespective of the aims 
of the researcher, be they emancipatory, instrumental, or theory-driven. Thus, a communica-
tive focus can provide critical insights for the theorization of CSR by foregrounding what occurs 
in and through communicative events, practices, and artefacts. Such an approach provides a 
way to “effectively handle the need to maintain optimism about CSR’s potential and, simulta-
neously, to address the importance of questioning the limits and risks of CSR” (May, 2011, p. 
102). The studies examined in this dissertation provide a range of interpretations of CSR in the 
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spirit of probing the limits yet maintaining optimism regarding its potential to address social 
and environmental issues. 

Thus, the starting point of the dissertation is that communication is of the utmost importance 
when it comes to CSR and business ethics. The essays that are at the centre of this dissertation 
bring forth the plurality of the relationships between communication and CSR, as I argue that 
certain texts and their production in stakeholder interactions carry a special significance for 
how the meaning of CSR is constituted in organizational contexts. They can frame CSR issues, 
constitute CSR aspirations, and sustain ethical debate as a breeding ground for CSR. This in-
troductory chapter will focus on the clarification of the dissertation’s purpose, followed by a 
discussion of the ontological and epistemic presuppositions. It concludes with a brief overview 
of the essays and the structure of the whole dissertation. 

1.1 Purpose and aims of the dissertation 

This dissertation is positioned to contribute to and continue organizational communication 
research on CSR (Kuhn & Deetz, 2008; May, 2011; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013) and manage-
ment research on CSR (Bartlett & Devin, 2011; Basu & Palazzo, 2008; Haack, Schoeneborn, & 
Wickert, 2012) from the perspective of a constitutive paradigm—that is, from the specific view-
point that communication is constitutive of what CSR is. With regard to organizational com-
munication research, the dissertation is aligned with the dialogic view of corporate responsi-
bility that emphasizes that “we should not take language use—and the corporate practices that 
emerge from it—for granted” (May, 2011, p. 100). That is, the communicative literature sensi-
tizes researchers to what takes place when humans and non-humans (such as documents) in-
teract, as well as the implications of such interactions for organizations and society. Regarding 
management research, my dissertation is relevant to the so-called “negotiated approach” to 
CSR, which underscores the importance of stakeholders and addresses the ways in which “or-
ganizations respond to stakeholders and articulate characteristics of CSR” (Bartlett & Devin, 
2011, p. 55). Thus, in examining communicative activities, this dissertation also maintains a 
focus on stakeholders as crucial to the emergence of CSR. In particular, while these strands of 
research can be seen to generally call for a broader understanding of the significance of stake-
holders for CSR (Grant & Nyberg, 2011; Morsing & Schultz, 2006), the specific communicative 
practices of such stakeholder involvement have received little attention.  

To date, the formative perspective, as a general term for the broadly constructionist ap-
proaches to CSR (Schoeneborn et al., 2020), has been a primarily theoretical endeavour (Chris-
tensen et al., 2013; Christensen, Morsing, & Thyssen, 2017; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013). 
However, the theoretical propositions of this literature have provided ample grounds for ex-
amining empirically how communication and CSR are indivisible in various practices related 
to interactions and texts. For example, while strategy texts have become ubiquitous in modern 
organizations, the theorization of their role with regard to CSR is lacking from a formative 
perspective. Additionally, the communicative perspective on CSR and business ethics can po-
tentially contribute to the literature on business ethics as practice (Clegg, Kornberger, & 
Rhodes, 2007; Crane, Knights, & Starkey, 2008), in which there has been explicit interest in 
the role of discourse in organizational ethics. By focusing on interactions in and around organ-
izations, the formative perspective can potentially elucidate the relevance of communicative 
practices to ethical considerations in organizational contexts. 
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As an important theoretical point of departure, Crane and Glozer (2016) have stated that 
researchers in the constitutive or formative vein should be mindful of using only the current 
theories of CSR communication (such as the communication as constitutive of organization 
approach); rather, they should leverage the specifics of CSR communication practices to pro-
duce theoretical contributions. To achieve this, I draw on recent theoretical advances in striv-
ing to understand how CSR is constituted through communicative practices and how it relates 
to stakeholders and to the communicative artefacts that are used in such constitutive activities. 

In addition to the potential of realizing theoretical development through the examination of 
specific communicative practices, an effort is also made to conceptualize how communication 
can constitute organizations in new ways. Referring to the fast changes in organizations, May 
(2011, p. 104) has argued that scholars should “explore more fully the communication practices 
of CSR that enable and constrain the opportunities and challenges of recreating organiza-
tions/cultures that are simultaneously productive and humane.” Striving to maintain this as a 
running thread throughout the dissertation, I consider the potential of communication to alter 
organizations. Indeed, if a communicative approach is to add relevant ideas to our knowledge 
of CSR, it should seek to understand the role of these communicative practices in finding po-
tential ways to improve society. For example, Cooren (2012, p. 13) has noted how “the CCO 
[communication as constitutive of organization] approach, as I conceive it, should also be un-
derstood as a practical endeavor, capable of providing conceptual resources for reflecting on 
real, everyday social, political, and ethical problems.” That is, taking a communicative perspec-
tive can, at best, provide novel ways of understanding what can occur in and through commu-
nication in mundane organizing activities. 

In this dissertation, I explore how communicative practices and stakeholder interactions are 
constitutive of CSR and organizations themselves. Through three different empirical settings, 
I elaborate prior theoretical insights into the formative nature of communication with regard 
to CSR. More specifically, to provide a more nuanced understanding of the relationship be-
tween CSR and communication, I strive to shed light on texts in stakeholder interactions that 
are a part of formative CSR communication. Applying a popular expression in organization 
and management studies literature, we need to take communicative practices seriously when 
discussing CSR. 

1.2 Approaches to CSR communication and business ethics 

This dissertation is aligned with social constructionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1991), empha-
sizing meaning creation through interaction and communicative artefacts. What this means is 
that I consider organizations and CSR as communicatively constructed and contested phenom-
ena in accordance with a significant portion of organizational communication research (Ash-
craft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009; Brummans, Cooren, Robichaud, & Taylor, 2014; Fairhurst & Put-
nam, 2004; Fairhurst & Putnam, 2014; Jian, Schmisseur, & Fairhurst, 2008). May (2011, 89) 
has described how empirically organizational communication “both produces and reproduces 
commonly studied phenomena in organizations, such as leadership, information processing, 
decision-making, organizational culture, organizational structure, socialization, communica-
tion networks, technology, and power and politics, among others”; CSR can be added to this 
list. For example, the ways in which managers discuss or write about CSR should be considered 
as a potential way of changing not only what CSR means in a particular context but also how 
the organization itself comes to be. In such research, “cognitive processes are no longer 
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conceptualized as the origin of meaning. Instead, meaning is actively produced, reproduced, 
negotiated, and maintained in social interaction” (Jian et al., 2008, p. 302). Ontologically, this 
stance does not mean naive idealism, wherein the emphasis is solely on discourse as a force 
that maintains and changes meanings; rather, materiality can be seen to be intertwined with 
communicative meaning-making processes (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2014). In particular, CCO-
inspired theorization (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Schoeneborn et al., 2014) adds to this the im-
portance of various material elements and practices for how meanings are created and main-
tained in organizations: For example, a concrete text can enable issues to persist through time 
and space (Cooren & Fairhurst, 2008), or writing practice can result in concrete text that ena-
bles self-reflection on the part of writers. From such a perspective, organizations always com-
municate through someone or something—people, texts, architecture, and technologies 
(Cooren, 2020, p. 182)—which means that the constitution of organizations and CSR can be 
approached through such “communicators.” 

CSR-related communications are, thus, one of the various practices of which organizations 
are constituted (Cooren, 2020; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013). Christensen, Morsing, and 
Thyssen (2010, p. 464) have eloquently expressed this view, arguing that “[a]s an organization 
cannot be seen, it must be inferred through the use of selective signifiers taken to represent the 
organization, that is, be present on its behalf.” This means that CSR communications are not 
merely reflective of something that precedes them; rather, they are part of a multitude of com-
municative practices that have implications for organizational existence and CSR. Speech acts 
can talk organizational reality into being as people can instigate social effects with words (Aus-
tin, 1980)—for example, in the form of expressions of organizational ideals and goals that pro-
vides an impetus for organizing in new ways (Christensen et al., 2013). Thus, CSR is dependent 
on ongoing interactions and material artefacts, such as written documents in different contexts 
in organizational contexts. Rather than seeing talk as automatically decoupled from organiza-
tional processes, from the viewpoint of organizational communication, this talk becomes the 
focus of the analysis. 

An important consequence of the communicative approach is that organizational boundaries 
are not seen as fixed and solid: If communication constitutes organizations, then its bounda-
ries are also maintained through communication, which can include participants who have no 
formal nor contractual relationships with the organization. Christensen et al. (2010, p. 464) 
have noted that while management can argue that it represents the entire organization, “[e]pis-
temologically speaking, top management is only a ‘part’ that aspires to observe, capture, and 
represent the entire organization.” In line with this, the communicative approach takes the 
potential constituents of firms into consideration more broadly. Thus, the separation of what 
management and other stakeholders communicate is not clear-cut. Stakeholders can affect 
what organizations are, as their communication can have implications for organizations—for 
example, in social networks (Castelló, Morsing, & Schultz, 2013). I address this ontological 
question in each of the dissertation’s studies. By showing how media texts implicate various 
actors in CSR and how powerful stakeholders can affect how CSR aspirations are written, I 
point to the need to understand how organizations are actively constituted in and through var-
ious communicative instances that are not necessarily in the hands of management.  

The adoption of a communicative approach to CSR also means that agency is not solely a 
human quality. An important presupposition for the dissertation is the importance and agency 
of texts in organizing processes (Cooren, 2004; Kuhn, 2008; Putnam & Cooren, 2004; Vás-
quez, Schoeneborn, & Sergi, 2016). From a constitutive perspective, “[t]ext, tools, or other 
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material objects are endowed with agency (i.e., the capability to ‘make a difference’) as soon as 
they are acknowledged, mobilized, or foregrounded in the context of language use” (Schoeneb-
orn et al., 2014, p. 308). Thus, an organization can be seen as “a hybrid of human and nonhu-
man contributions,” in which “[s]igns, memos, and contracts display a form of agency by doing 
things that humans alone could not do . . . these texts participate in the channeling of behav-
iors, constitute and stabilize organizational pathways, and broadcast information/orders” 
(Cooren, 2004, p. 388) That is, in analyzing instances of CSR-related communication, it is not 
only the speakers or writers, but also, for example, the texts as objects of and participants in 
communicative processes that merit attention. Each of the studies is connected to concrete 
texts and their production, with relevance to CSR and business ethics. 

Regarding the knowledge that can be gleaned through a communicative approach, Ihlen, 
Bartlett, and May (2011, p. 10) have emphasized that communication is not merely an empiri-
cal phenomenon to be examined with regard to CSR, arguing that “[o]ur knowledge about the 
world is generated and socially shared through communication and is situated materially and 
historically.” Epistemically, this means that empirical knowledge of organizations and their 
CSR activities must be collected through communications regarding CSR, even if the research 
does not as such subscribe to the formative perspective. The formative view of CSR and organ-
izations, however, enables the analysis of the texts and interaction themselves, rather than 
what such communication might represent. In line with this, Cooren (2012, p. 12) has argued 
that “advocating a communicative constitution of reality does not amount to falling into some 
degenerate form of constructivism . . . [I]t means, on the contrary, that, for instance, preoccu-
pations, realities, and situations get expressed and translated in what we say or write.” That is, 
communication plays a crucial role in how, for example, CSR is organized and changed. This 
dissertation relies on this notion of socially constructed knowledge both in terms of how the 
studies are conducted and on a self-reflexive level; it is intended to constitute particular 
knowledge of CSR communication that is shared through the textual artefact of this disserta-
tion. 

Accompanying the aforementioned ontological and epistemological presupposition is the 
acknowledgement that this dissertation is limited in regard to how organizations are ap-
proached in the essays. As Christensen et al. (2010, p. 464) have noted, “In practice, an organ-
ization can only be observed partially and selectively by making, on the one hand, a distinction 
between relevant and irrelevant, and on the other hand, by observing from a specific perspec-
tive.” This means that any piece of research is partial and highlights only certain aspects of 
organizing processes. For example, the second essay of the dissertation involves using archival 
materials that provide only a limited view of how CSR aspirations have taken place over time. 
However, this perspective also provides a basis for observing organizations through particular 
signifiers, such as concrete texts that are relevant to CSR. 

All three studies in this dissertation share the common background described above; how-
ever, they employ different theoretical constructs to capture the relevant phenomena related 
to CSR communications and ethics. I explore these constructs in the second chapter. 

1.3 Research questions and methods 

As previously mentioned, the specific practices of constitutive CSR communication are not well 
understood. Against the backdrop of a communicative understanding of CSR, it seems that 
more research is needed to elucidate what occurs when the meanings of CSR are contested and 
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defined in and through communicative activities that include not only people but also other 
elements, such as texts. Further, the question of how CSR communication can enable the re-
constitution of organizations in new ways provides further impetus for examining these prac-
tices. In particular, stakeholder interactions, texts, and their production can be significant for 
such processes, as they are not only ubiquitous in organizing activities but also enable the ex-
amination of specific processes of meaning negotiation. Thus, the overarching research ques-
tion is, if CSR is understood as a concept that is contested and negotiated between organiza-
tions and stakeholders, how can we understand such negotiation processes in relation to com-
municative practices in and around organizations, and how do such processes constitute CSR 
and organizations in new ways? 

To operationalize this abstract research question, I formulate more concrete questions that 
can be approached through empirical studies. I elaborate the reasons for these particular ques-
tions in the next sections. However, to provide a clearer preamble for the dissertation, I list the 
essay-specific questions below. Concentrating on the specific contexts of media and strategy 
work, the following are the more precise research questions for the three essays, respectively: 

 
• How are corporate social responsibility issues defined and altered through media 

texts? 
• How are corporate social responsibility aspirations configured with strategy texts? 
• How are business ethics (as a potential source of CSR) tied to writing practices?  

 
This dissertation follows the principles of qualitative research (Alasuutari, 1996; Silverman, 

2001). In striving to understand how CSR meanings and ethics are created and how such com-
munication constitutes organizations and relationships between different actors, I employ a 
qualitative approach to different cases of CSR texts and business ethics. As the starting point 
for the dissertation is the examination of real-life communication, primarily using naturally 
occurring texts, all the involved studies are based on concrete texts, their writing, and the in-
teractions around and between such texts. 

Regarding the case selection (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), I sought particularly illuminat-
ing instances of texts that were relevant to corporate responsibility. The different cases were 
selected so as to elucidate different contexts for texts and CSR. Thus, the studies complement 
each other by illuminating a particular aspect of texts and their production in and around or-
ganizations. The first study pertains to broadly circulated media texts, the second examines the 
recursive nature of text production in organizational strategy work, and the third elucidates 
what occurs in communicative events at which detailed writing takes place. 

The methods of analysis are based on different approaches to discourse. In the first study, I 
employ framing analysis (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014; Creed, Langstraat, & Scully, 2002a) for 
media texts, showing how the politics of signification can take place when CSR issues are at 
stake. In the second and third studies, I employ a CCO-inspired analysis of communicative 
events (Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen, & Clark, 2011; Robichaud & Cooren, 2013) regarding strat-
egy texts and their writing. 
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1.4 Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation consists of two parts. In the first part, I explain the aims of the dissertation, 
construct the theoretical approach to CSR and texts, summarize the methods and findings, and 
discuss the overall contributions of my dissertation. The second part consists of three empirical 
studies presented in the following table. 

 

Es
sa

y Perspective of CSR com-
munication 

Theoretical fo-
cus 

Data & methods Key findings 

1 Struggle over CSR in pub-
lic media texts 

Framing Media texts & framing 
analysis 

Hybrid framings of CSR in a 
contested sociopolitical is-
sue 

2 Constitution of CSR aspira-
tions in organization over 
time through strategy texts 

Aspirational talk Recordings of meetings, 
archival documents, inter-
views, & CCO analysis  

Four processes of aspira-
tional talk in strategy text & 
episodes 

3 Constitution of organiza-
tional ethics through writ-
ing a strategy text 

Foucauldian 
self-writing 

Recordings of meetings, 
documents, & CCO analy-
sis  

Features of self-writing in or-
ganizational contexts: posi-
tioning of the self with dis-
cursive resources 

Table 1 Dissertation essays 

In the next main section of the first part, I discuss the literature on CSR and communication 
by providing a brief overview of both concepts and then proceed with a more detailed account 
of the constitutive perspective on CSR. In particular, I construct an approach that accounts for 
the role of texts in CSR and business ethics in different communicative contexts. The theory 
section is followed by a methods section, in which I present my data-gathering and analysis 
methods for the three essays that comprise the second part of the dissertation. Finally, after 
summarizing the findings, I explain the contributions of my dissertation to the theorization of 
CSR and communication. 
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2. Corporate social responsibility and commu-
nication 

In this dissertation, the theoretical underpinnings of CSR communication are based on the 
idea that communication has an effect on what CSR is, as it can be “talked into being” (Schoe-
neborn et al., 2020, p. 7). That is, CSR does not pre-exist communication, as the latter is not 
merely representative of the reality out there but, rather, constitutes and affects what CSR is. 
The following sections address how texts, their production, and the communicative processes 
related to them can be conceptualized using different theoretical constructs that, however, 
share common epistemic and ontological backgrounds. Theoretical constructs in this sense re-
fer to “[c]oncepts . . . with which we work when we theorize about CSR communication” (Ihlen 
et al., 2011, p. 13). They are specific ways to approach the significance of communication in the 
context of CSR and business ethics. I start by defining CSR and business ethics for the studies 
at hand, after which I discuss generally what the constitutive or formative perspective brings 
to CSR research. 

2.1 CSR and business ethics from a communicative perspective 

There is no singular definition of CSR, which, from the communicative perspective, should be 
the starting point for any analysis. This is because the meaning of CSR can change depending 
on the framings and discourses that pertain to the phenomenon. The adoption of a formative 
view of CSR and ethics means that the concepts are open to different interpretations and defi-
nitions depending on context. However, it can be helpful to broadly illustrate what is often 
meant as a starting point for CSR research. For example, The European Commission’s green 
paper (2011, p. 8) states, “Most definitions of corporate social responsibility describe it as a 
concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business op-
erations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” However, CSR 
need not be seen as based on voluntary actions; additionally, legislation may provide the basis 
for corporate responsibilities (Mäkinen & Kourula, 2012; Matten & Moon, 2008). From an 
ethical perspective, Christensen et al. (2010: 457) have noted that “the adherence to social vir-
tues usually takes place under the banner of ‘corporate social responsibility.’” That is, CSR has 
become a broadly used term to conceptualize how corporations abide by the societal expecta-
tions that have been set for them. 

Within the CSR communication literature, Ihlen et al. (2011, p. 8) defined CSR as follows: 
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the corporate attempt to negotiate its relationship to stakeholders and the public at large. It might 
include the process of mapping and evaluating demands from stakeholders, and the development 
and implementation of actions and policies to meet (or ignore) these demands.  
 

This leads to the definition of CSR communication “as the ways that corporations communi-
cate in and about this process [negotiating the relationship between stakeholders and corpo-
rations]; it is the corporate use of symbols and language regarding these matters” (Ihlen et al., 
2011, p. 8) In this dissertation, I build on this broad definition by explaining how these nego-
tiations and “use of symbols” take place in relation to texts in different contexts. Thus, by def-
inition, an important feature of such processes regarding CSR is the communicative practices 
between corporations and stakeholders.  

The connection between CSR and ethics, or, more specifically, business ethics, is not clear-
cut. For example, Carrol’s (1991) famous CSR pyramid consists of economic, legal, ethical, and 
philanthropic components, implying that ethics is a component of CSR and is something be-
yond the codified law. Conversely, within the communication literature, Christensen et al. 
(2010, p. 458) have stated that “the notion of corporate social responsibility has gradually 
caught on as an official descriptor of applied business ethics [emphasis added]” and that “[i]n 
the corporate landscape of today, the notion of corporate social responsibility has come to epit-
omize the growing desire for corporate engagement in social and environmental issues as well 
as more explicit corporate commitment to questions of ethical concern.” Christensen et al. 
(2010) point to the idea that CSR can be seen as a manifestation or practice of business ethics. 
Recently, within the formative CSR literature, Cooren (2020) has noted that ethics concerns 
the question of what should matter or count in a given situation. Moreover, empirically, CSR 
and business ethics are often used interchangeably in real-life communication; for example, in 
one of the datasets used in this thesis, an organization is blamed for being irresponsible and 
unethical. 

To avoid confusion with the terminology regarding the relationship between CSR and busi-
ness ethics, I reserve the use of the term “ethics” for the third essay of this dissertation, in which 
I draw on a specific Foucauldian definition of ethics as pertaining to the self-reflective practices 
that people engage with in organizational contexts (Clegg et al., 2007; Crane et al., 2008; Fou-
cault, 1985). Ethics, in this sense, is associated with the active practices through which subjects 
are able to break free from predefined morality and shape themselves; it is “a considered form 
that freedom takes when it is informed by reflection” (Foucault, 2000, p. 284). Thus, from a 
Foucauldian perspective, ethics is not about general theories sanctioning good or bad (e.g., in 
terms of utilitarian calculations or duty-based ethics) but signifies individual engagement in 
self-development through reflexive practices. This definition connects ethics to communicative 
practices in organizations. That is, communication, and more specifically, as I suggest, collec-
tive writing, can be a source of ethical self-development when organizational constituents are 
able to reflect on themselves and the organizations to which they are related. This links to the 
communicative understanding of CSR by specifying a practice that potentially leads to the com-
municative constitution of CSR and organizations: Ethical debate about how organizations are 
supposed to operate provides possibilities to constitute an organization in new ways (Christen-
sen et al., 2013; Cooren, 2020). Thus, ethical reflection on the self and writing in an organiza-
tional context is a possible source of constituting CSR meanings. 

Defining ethics in this way makes it possible to focus on the potential of practices related to 
instigating CSR. Interestingly, Christensen et al. (2010, p. 464) noted,  
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[w]hile there is no guarantee that such [CSR] activities will fundamentally change the 
ethical composition of contemporary organizations, the notion of corporate social re-
sponsibility has institutionalized the ideal of an ethically alert organization able to bal-
ance its financial interests with its concerns for society as a whole. 

Adopting a Foucauldian perspective of ethics enables the examination of how potentially 
changing the “ethical composition,” if such a composition is understood as a particular rela-
tionship that an organization has with itself, can provide impetus for CSR activities. 

2.2 The formative view of CSR communication 

To situate the perspective of my dissertation vis-à-vis the formative view of CSR communica-
tion, in this section, I introduce the central tenets of the literature. Drawing from the commu-
nication as constitutive of organizations literature, Schoeneborn and Trittin (2013, p. 195) have 
explained how “[t]he CCO view perceives CSR communication not simply as an instrument for 
achieving strategic goals but, crucially, as one of several voices that invoke notions of ethics 
and responsibility within the entire organization.” Similarly, Christensen and Cheney (2011, p. 
494) have argued that “we need to look at CSR communication in a broader sense as an arena 
where social standards and expectations for corporate social responsibility are constantly ar-
ticulated, negotiated and developed.” Thus, the formative understanding of CSR communica-
tion can be seen as broadening the ontological basis of the phenomenon: Rather than concen-
trating on the intentional or clearly definable instances of CSR communication, such as CSR 
reporting, this perspective enables a more comprehensive examination of CSR “talk” and 
“walk” and how CSR is, at least in part, communicated into being (Schoeneborn et al., 2020). 

The formative view has its roots in the criticism of the inadequacies of functionalist concep-
tions of communication in examining CSR (Schoeneborn et al., 2020, p. 10). The functionalist 
literature, or research that relies implicitly on the idea of communication as transmission and 
conduit (Axley, 1984), has concerned either the enhancing effects of communication for pre-
existing CSR practices (Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2010) or the distorting effects, for example, 
in criticizing window-dressing or greenwashing. With regard to such literature, Kuhn and 
Deetz (2008, p. 183) have argued that “[a]lthough ideological critiques are important and in-
formative, they are likely to fail to attack the fundamental problems because they can be per-
ceived as disconnected from, and unconcerned with, routine activity in corporations.” For ex-
ample, communicative practices are not considered as important by themselves. However, 
adopting a formative perspective does not imply an uncritical view of CSR (as opposed to the 
aforementioned critical approach), as it provides, for example, possibilities for examining the 
limits of CSR and how business–society relationships are negotiated in politically contested 
areas through communication.  

The functionalist perspectives are valuable for research; however, they lack the potential to 
consider communication and communicative practices by themselves as meaningful for the 
examination of CSR. Indeed, the formative perspective considers “CSR walk instead as being 
at least partially, and potentially wholly (depending on the precise approach adopted), con-
structed by the CSR talk” (Schoeneborn et al., 2020, p. 7). Thus, “communication studies are 
important in order to understand how the meaning of CSR is constructed [and] how it is im-
plemented in organizations and used to achieve organizational goals” (Ihlen et al., 2011, p. 11). 
Recently, Cooren (2020) has, however, noted that the dichotomy between the transmission 
and constitutive views is not as stark, as it is possible to conceptualize communicators (both 
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human and non-human) simultaneously as “ventriloquists” and “puppets,” as they both repre-
sent and channel what an organization is supposed to be saying but also co-constitute and ne-
gotiate the organization in question through what they are saying. In this dissertation, I resort 
to the more strictly “formative” perspective, as the focus is on examining the processes of how 
CSR is “written” into being. 

Schoeneborn et al. (2020, p. 10) have noted that a considerable amount of heterogeneity ex-
ists in the research that has been conducted under the banner of “constructivist,” “constitu-
tive,” or “formative” CSR communication, and what these approaches share is more related to 
what they are against—that is, the aforementioned functionalist research that subscribes to the 
transmission view of communication. They suggest that this literature can be divided in a more 
nuanced way by examining how formative research sees the relationship between CSR “talk” 
and “walk”—that is, how communication and CSR practices are seen in relation to each other. 
The three different categories they propose are walking-to-talk, talking-to-walk, and 
t(w)alking. The first denotes an approach in which “walk” precedes “talk” in the sense that 
communicating CSR activities happens after the activities have taken place. However, rather 
than remaining a mere representation of what has happened, the communication becomes 
meaningful for future CSR walk. The second, talking-to-walk, reverses the temporal order by 
giving primacy to CSR communication. That is, the walk can happen only after CSR has been 
communicated in one way or another—for example, in the form of CSR aspirations (Christen-
sen et al., 2013). The final view, t(w)alking, collapses the distinction by resorting to the simul-
taneity of walk and talk; that is, the focus is on the ontological level concerning institutional 
and organizational existence. While Schoeneborn et al. (2020, p. 24) have admitted that this 
division is not “set in stone,” it can be helpful in distinguishing different processes of commu-
nication and their temporal implications. I employ this distinction in conceptualizing the dif-
ferent temporal orientations that texts can have with regard to negotiating and organizing the 
meaning of CSR. 

2.3 Stakeholders in CSR communication 

An important broad theoretical consideration that has to be noted is stakeholders and their 
role in CSR communication and the constitution of organizations (Christensen et al., 2017; 
Grant & Nyberg, 2011; Morsing & Schultz, 2006). Stakeholders, according to a broadly shared 
definition, is “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the 
organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 2010, p. 46); from a communicative perspective stake-
holders could be seen as any individual or group that can potentially communicate with the 
organization. Within the management literature, the negotiated approach to communication 
and CSR has pointed to the importance of including stakeholders in CSR processes (Bartlett & 
Devin, 2011). For example, Morsing and Schultz (2006) have argued that involving, rather than 
only informing or responding to, stakeholders in CSR communication has become an im-
portant means of staying up to date with changing stakeholder expectations. Indeed, even the 
communicative definition of CSR “as an activity is the corporate attempt to negotiate its rela-
tionship to stakeholders and the public at large” (Ihlen et al., 2011, p. 8) emphasizes the central 
role that stakeholders play in CSR communications. 

In their comprehensive review of the CSR communications literature, Crane and Glozer 
(2016) have divided studies along the axes of whether the research involves focusing on inter-
nal or external stakeholders and whether the research is carried out from a constructivist or a 
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functionalist perspective. They situate the formative perspective at the intersection of the con-
structive paradigm and internal stakeholders as the primary foci, labelling it as “CSR interpre-
tation”; that is, this literature attends to the ways in which the meaning of CSR is constituted 
through the interpretations of internal stakeholders. While this division is helpful in mapping 
the vast CSR communication literature, the separation between internal and external commu-
nication can be somewhat unnecessary when it comes to examining the formation of CSR. In-
deed, Crane and Glozer (2016, p. 1245) have noted that traversing the internal–external audi-
ence focus “would further blur the dominant ‘inside-outside’ boundary in CSR communication 
scholarship.” Essays 2 and 3 in this dissertation fall within the grey area regarding whether it 
is the “internal” or “external” audiences who communicate and are communicated to, as the 
empirical settings are not centred on management nor employees but on the communication 
between stakeholders and management. With regard to this division, May (2011, p. 101) has 
noted the following:  

 
[f]or organizational communication scholars interested in CSR, then, the interesting 
questions may be less related to differentiating between the “types” of communication 
and more to understanding the organizational processes of integrating internal and ex-
ternal communication to produce a seemingly coherent organizational identity. 

This means that the internal/external communication can be analytically useful; however, it 
can also potentially raise obstacles to understanding how CSR and communication are related 
in organizational contexts.  

In relation to this argument, Schoeneborn and Trittin (2013) have noted that CSR commu-
nication can extend and blur organizational boundaries, as their CSR efforts are talked “out-
side” of the organization, with potentially constitutive effects for the organizations themselves. 
Thus, for example, a critical media text can frame an organization in a dubious light, which 
might then induce changes in organizational practices. Indeed, communication can create re-
lationships between various actors and stakeholders without the actors agreeing to enter such 
a relationship. In the context of CSR issues, Waddock and Googins (2011, p. 35) have noted 
that “[f]or good or for ill, suppliers and distributors, whether they are legally part of the com-
pany or not, are often perceived as being so by external, particularly critical, observers like 
NGOs.” Communication among various constituents creates these links between the issues, 
management, and various stakeholders. Corporations can argue against such claims and strive 
to relegate responsibility to other actors or position themselves as part of the organization of 
CSR across different actors. Thus, as Cooren (2020, p. 191) has noted, firms have “to face what 
could be called the challenge of co-constitution, that is, they have to realize that what they are 
and what they do cannot only depend on their way of communicating themselves into being” 
and that “[w]hat they are and what they do especially depend on how this way of being and 
doing is communicated into being through negotiations and discussions with stakeholders, 
whoever and whatever they end up being.” This de-centring of the focus from management 
also applies to the broader consideration of business ethics: For example, Rhodes (2016) has 
argued that civil society should even disturb corporate sovereignty when it comes to ethical 
issues. Thus, the communicative perspective on CSR can decentre the focus from singular man-
agers and clear boundaries and towards instances in which the organization and its CSR activ-
ities are “co-constituted.” 

Moreover, the role of stakeholders and management can be seen in a different light when 
considering language use itself. Language is slippery, as it is detached from the original 
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speakers, for example, when stakeholders propose particular CSR approaches. In the context 
of sustainability research, Livesey and Graham (2007, p. 336) have argued that “[w]hatever 
the original instrumental intent, language and symbolic action may have constitutive effects 
beyond what any particular agents—corporate communication departments, CEOs, other cor-
porate rhetors, or their critics—can control,” leading them to conclude that “[c]orporate eco-
talk participates in (re)creating the firm and (re)constructing its relationship to nature, while 
opening up novel possibilities of understanding and action at the societal level.” Thus, a form-
ative perspective can shed light on how meanings of CSR are created in ongoing interactions 
that are not necessarily in the hands of individual managers or stakeholders but, rather, 
emerge through the communicative practices in which these actors partake. 

2.4 Texts in CSR communication 

In addition to the importance of stakeholders and the blurring of organizational boundaries, 
Schoeneborn and Trittin (2013, p. 206) have also emphasized the importance of non-human 
entities for communication and organization in regard to CSR: “[M]anaging CSR communica-
tion entails handling challenges that arise from the responsibility and agency not only of indi-
vidual organizational members but also of non-human entities, such as texts, tools, templates, 
scripts, or routines.” Following on from this, I argue that texts and their writing can play a 
particularly important role in CSR and ethics. If CSR is a “moving target” (Morsing & Schultz, 
2006, p. 323), then, writing definitions, goals, and criticisms solidifies it and makes it more 
definite for particular organizations or audiences for the time being. Writing texts also provides 
a possibility for contestation and redefinition, not only when texts are widely circulated but 
also in temporally different contexts—for example, when an organization goes through a regu-
lar strategy process over time. That is, past definitions and goals can be refined through such 
textual work. 

Focusing on texts can also explain how organizations themselves change through communi-
cation. Kuhn (2008, p. 1227) has argued in favour of a communicative theory of the firm that 
focuses on how texts and situated interactions contribute to the “the construction of an author-
itative (yet never monolithic) system for cooriented and distributed action”—that is, to the 
emergence of an organization. Actors reproduce and change texts in their interactions, and 
when such chains of communicative activities are performed continuously, they constitute or-
ganizations. An important analytical feature of this process is Kuhn’s (2008, p. 1234) definition 
of concrete texts as “signs and symbols that are inscribed in some (relatively) permanent form,” 
such as a strategy document, and of figurative texts as “abstract representations of practice 
sites, communities, and firms.” Interactions often draw on figurative texts (such as an idea 
regarding how a particular practice should be carried out); however, concrete texts, such as 
policy documents and strategies, can also be the focus of these interactions. When referring to 
“texts,” I primarily discuss concrete texts, as the empirical studies revolve around concrete me-
dia and strategy texts that are inscribed in a more or less permanent form. However, the more 
abstract notion of text, authoritative text, denotes the aforementioned authoritative system 
and is an important definition to consider (Kuhn, 2008). This concept captures the “official” 
view of the firm that disciplines organizational constituents. However, this authoritative text 
is not unchangeable; rather, it can be contested both in power struggles “within” firms and in 
stakeholder dialogues. In particular, Kuhn (2008, p. 1245) has suggested that “[i]nteractions 
with stakeholders who recognize interdependence with a given firm can be seen as an 
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opportunity to incorporate new textual elements into the firm’s figurative and concrete texts”; 
that is, by modifying organizational texts, stakeholders can constitute organizations in new 
ways. This can provide an analytically helpful way to approach how a particularly authoritative 
view of an organization is maintained and changed through communicative practices, such as 
the writing of salient strategy texts. 

The role of texts has also been conceptualized within organizational communication research 
with regard to specific practices—in particular, how they are a crucial part of organizing due to 
their capacity to affect occurrences within organizations (Putnam & Cooren, 2004). As Cooren 
(2004, p. 375) has noted “[o]rganizational activities, then, are discursively structured, which 
means that text in all its forms (written, oral, iconic) can display a form of agency, that is, it 
can make a difference.” This does not amount to a “modern form of animism” (Cooren, 2004, 
373), as “textual agency incorporates human involvement into this performance. It shows how 
the human who produced and designed texts can act from a distance across space and time” 
(Cooren, 2004, 380). Thus, the people who write these texts do not exit the picture, as the texts 
are written for a particular reason. However, it is important to note that without such tools, it 
might be impossible to organize collective action over time and across space: 

 
Organizing, then, is not simply a process reduced to what human members do, but rather 
should be expanded to include the hybrid and ghostly effects of nonhuman actions. Rec-
ognizing what nonhumans do bridges the gap between the micro and the macro dimen-
sion of organizing. . . . Humans are acted upon as well as acting through the textual and 
physical objects that they produce.” (Cooren, 2004, p. 388)  

Moreover, the permanent nature of concrete texts enables reflexivity. As McPhee (2004, p. 
358) has put it, “[I]f you have a set of rules (or anything) written down, you can look it over, 
check for omissions or confusions, ponder its implications, etc.—interpret or process it in a 
strong sense.” This can be important for organizing CSR, for example, where reflection on or-
ganizational practices can provide impetus for further considerations of responsibility (Wick-
ert & Schaefer, 2015). 

However, texts are neither immutable nor singular. Vásquez et al. (2015, p. 7) have concep-
tualized the dynamics of textual ordering and disordering as follows: 

 
communication-based organizing processes through which meaning is simultaneously 
closed (i.e. ordering) and opened (i.e. disordering) . . . ordering can be understood as the 
delineation and demarcation of meaning through language use (e.g. through the defini-
tion of specific terms). In contrast, disordering can be understood as the possibility of 
multiple interpretations and ways of contextualization. 

In other words, texts that deal with CSR and ethics also take part in this continuous cycle of 
meaning negotiation. This means that texts are open to future changes and reinterpretations: 
“[T]he continuous reconfiguration of contexts and meanings makes communication events 
and texts precarious and vulnerable in the light of future contingencies and potential renego-
tiations of meaning” (Vásquez et al., 2015, p. 23). Such renegotiations can be important for 
CSR and ethics, wherein situations can call for novel solutions. Indeed, Cooren (2020, p. 188) 
has argued that an element of undecidability and surprise should be present in ethical decision-
making, including CSR-related organizing. 

The preceding theoretical overview provides a general approach to understanding how com-
munication and CSR are intertwined. The formative approach provides several important in-
sights into CSR communication. However, it does not imply a homogeneous set of conceptual 
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tools for analyzing empirical cases of CSR communication. Thus, different theoretical concepts 
can be used to examine CSR and business ethics communication in different contexts. To spec-
ify the exact formations, effects, and practices of CSR communication, more nuanced concepts 
are needed. In the following subsections, I discuss more specifically how I approach CSR com-
munication in media texts, strategy work, and communicative events where writing takes 
place. I also explain why these contexts are important for studying CSR communication prac-
tices. 

2.5 Framing CSR in media texts 

Perhaps the most obvious place to look for texts regarding corporate responsibility issues that 
involve stakeholders is in the news media (Guthey & Morsing, 2014; Hirsto, 2011; Hirsto & 
Moisander, 2014; Lee & Carroll, 2011). Indeed, Carroll (2011, p. 424) has noted,  

 
[t]he news media are important agents in, and an arena for, the public sphere, and it is 
in the media that the relationship between business and society is often materialized. The 
news media, therefore, are crucial for the public discourse on what CSR is, what it should 
be, and how business responds to outside demands. 

This materialization of the business–society relationship takes place through texts that are 
published by media organizations in traditional print and on the Internet. An important fea-
ture of the media in regard to CSR communication is how it works as an arena for corporations 
and their stakeholders to discuss issues publicly, as well as how it actively produces texts that 
pertain to CSR. The active role of the news media is all the more pronounced due to its capacity 
to bring up issues that it considers important, while the wider public often lacks the resources 
to examine corporations and their practices. For example, Christensen et al. (2010, p. 465) 
have noted that corporations cannot freely choose which CSR issues they can be transparent 
about and the mass media plays an important role in this process: “The selection of criteria of 
relevance and interest with respect to transparency is negotiated on an ongoing basis between 
organizations, political institutions, and mass media,” and “[i]n this process, the general public 
usually plays a passive role—either because it is not interested in the matter altogether or be-
cause it is unable to observe and control what organizations claim about themselves.” Thus, 
media texts provide a theoretically interesting and practically relevant source for the examina-
tion of CSR communication.  

Regarding the importance of researching the constitutive potential of media texts, there 
seems to be something of a representational emphasis in some of the prior research. For ex-
ample, Carroll (2011, p. 436) has argued that  

 
[O]ne reason the news media have not grappled well with the issue of CSR is because of 
the widespread variation in what is meant by CSR. If scholars and practitioners have yet 
to come to agreement on what constitutes CSR, it becomes difficult to communicate co-
herent messages to the media.  

Carroll (2011, p. 438) goes on to say that “[p]erhaps if there was more agreement among schol-
ars and practitioners on what exactly CSR is and how it operates, it would be easier to gain 
appropriate treatment in and from the media.” Adopting a formative perspective of CSR com-
munication in the media can potentially elucidate how its meaning is contested and constituted 
through the media texts, thus rendering untenable the idea of agreement on the meaning. For 
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example, Hirsto and Moisander (2014: 202) have analysed “business-society relations as a dy-
namic discursive field, whose central concepts and objects, such as corporate social responsi-
bility or corporate citizenship, are continuously negotiated, (re-)defined and organized in pub-
lic discussion and debate, for example in the news media.” In addition, Guthey and Morsing 
(2014, p. 555) have argued that ambiguity regarding CSR in the media may be beneficial, as it 
enables debate and relational engagement between various stakeholders: “[T]his very public 
lack of discursive closure provides strategic advantages to CSR stakeholders by rendering the 
concept of CSR adaptable, resilient, and meaningful to diverse interests.” Moreover, Cooren 
(2020, p. 178) has outlined how a constitutive take “can shed light on the performative effects 
not only of corporate self-presentations (e.g., through CSR reports) but also of external con-
stituents’ attributions of activities/practices to the organization as a moral actor (e.g., media 
reports about corporate wrongdoings)”; that is, texts in the media are not merely representa-
tions of CSR issues but contribute actively to what can be understood as CSR and how the 
involved are communicatively constituted as particular types of actors.  

To contribute to these insights, I suggest a framing perspective as a fruitful way to approach 
CSR communication to examine the contestations and indeterminacy of meaning in media 
texts. In particular, framing analysis can elucidate how the meaning of CSR is constituted from 
various discursive resources, such as legitimacy evaluations and political conceptions. A fram-
ing perspective (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014; Creed et al., 2002a; Entman, 1993) can contrib-
ute to studies of CSR communication (Schoeneborn et al., 2020, 7) by unpacking the ways in 
which conflicted issues are constructed through communication. According to the framing lit-
erature, issues do not exist separate from the framings but are accomplished in interaction, as 
“framing constructs the meaning of objects it addresses” (Dewulf et al., 2009, p. 165). Accord-
ing to Entman (1993, p. 52),  

 
[t]o frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in 
a communicating text [emphasis added], in such a way as to promote a particular prob-
lem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommenda-
tion for the item described. 

It is important to note that while some research can subscribe to a more representational view 
of framing—that is, by being more about the legitimacy judgements of stakeholders (Schoe-
neborn et al., 2020, p. 13), the framing perspective can also elucidate the constitution of prac-
tices themselves. Indeed, as one of the important functions of framing is to induce action, such 
framings can affect how CSR practices are conducted or should be conducted in the future—
that is, the framings in media texts can be potentially constitutive of the organizations involved. 

Framing can be seen to function through the “collective action frames” that actors construct 
to shape and legitimize their own agendas (Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow & Benford, 1988). 
These frames can be seen as bundles of beliefs and meanings that resonate with their societal 
contexts (Benford & Snow, 2000). Collective action frames can also be defined as “interpretive 
packages” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989) that provide people with tools to make sense of what 
is happening and address particular problems in specific ways. Frames thus constitute “sche-
mata of interpretation” (Goffman, 1974, p. 21) for actors to deploy in a particular situation. 
Thus, a collective action frame provides the means to interpret situations as meaningful in a 
certain way and suggests ways to address such situations. 

Further, a framing perspective enables the examination of CSR issues without subscribing 
normatively to any particular definition of what CSR means (e.g., Carroll’s (1979) four-part 
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framework); this can be especially important when there is significant equivocality and con-
testation involved (such as the relationship between CSR and tax avoidance [Dowling, 2014]). 
This is because the varying understanding of CSR can constitute a particular issue in multiple 
ways, even as a non-issue for some corporations. Additionally, a framing perspective can un-
pack the more political side of CSR by examining who is given responsibility and for which 
areas. For example, the institutional literature on CSR that strives to understand how respon-
sible business conduct is configured with other societal institutions such as institutionalized 
norms and regulation (Campbell 2007) has extensively discussed different types of national 
varieties of CSR (Brammer, Jackson, & Matten, 2012; Matten & Moon, 2008). However, this 
literature has paid little attention to intranational variation and contestation regarding CSR. 
Indeed, examining how a particular issue becomes defined as CSR or not can provide further 
constitutive potential not only to a particular organization but more broadly to how business–
society relationships are negotiated. For example, in the context of sustainability, Livesey and 
Graham (2007, p. 337) have argued that sustainable development “must (and will) be contin-
ually defined and redefined in local skirmishes and political contests both within and outside 
the corporation, struggles that have transforming effects on corporate identities, values, and 
modes of operation,” and that “this is how sustainability is actually performed—in other words, 
how it is made a reality at the level of the corporation, and how it potentially becomes hege-
monic (although necessarily contested) at the level of society as a whole.” Thus, the formation 
of particular frames regarding CSR issues in media texts can provide an impetus for broader 
changes in organizing CSR practices. 

Within the tripartite division of Schoeneborn et al. (2020), framing processes are mostly con-
nected to the walk-to-talk type of research in the sense that framings are often made on the 
basis of the previous “walk”—that is, what the corporations have done or failed to do. While 
framings can be seen to be concerned to a great extent with the external evaluation of particular 
practices, such framings can become crucial in how CSR practices are understood in organiza-
tional contexts. After all, collective action frames include the element of providing prospective 
ways of addressing the issues at hand. For example, in a recent study, Girschik (2020) has 
shown how interorganizational activists can frame the CSR of an organization in a way that can 
contribute to more responsible practices. 

Thus, the relationship between media texts and CSR can be broadly approached through a 
framing perspective. This can be particularly helpful in examining how conflicting conceptions 
of CSR are debated in societal contexts. To specify what this means with regard to the commu-
nicative practices of CSR, I ask, how are corporate social responsibility issues defined and 
contested through media texts? 

2.6 Aspiring for CSR in organizational strategies 

While media can be seen as an important context for a broad understanding of how the mean-
ing of CSR and business–society relationships are constructed and contested through texts, in 
a specific organizational context, other texts can become meaningful for the organizing itself. 
Christensen and Cheney (2011, p. 494) have noted that  

 
relevant and legitimate CSR communication is not only communication about ongoing, 
finished or successful CSR projects but also includes messages about corporate inten-
tions, ambitions, doubts negotiations and hopes . . . the latter may provide articulations 
of ideals, beliefs, values and frameworks for future decisions and future CSR projects and 
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this way help organizations move forward in the process of (re)constructing themselves 
as socially responsible entities.  

Related to this, strategy texts can provide such “frameworks for future decisions”: They are 
future-oriented texts (Pälli, Vaara, & Sorsa, 2009), legitimate future actions (Kornberger & 
Clegg, 2011; Pälli, 2017; Vásquez, Bencherki, Cooren, & Sergi, 2017), and are often considered 
as authoritative documents in organizations by providing rationale and direction to the organ-
ization’s existence (Kuhn, 2008; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011). Moreover, CSR has been institu-
tionalized as a strategic issue for organizations (Bondy, Moon, & Matten, 2012). For example, 
Waddock and Googins (2011, p. 37) have argued that when engaging stakeholders, it is im-
portant that “the message that is being communicated is consistent, integrated deeply with the 
company’s business practices, and based on authentic values and the actual strategy [empha-
sis added] of the firm.” Despite the somewhat representational emphasis of the quote, the ac-
tual strategy does merit attention in the context of CSR communication due to its high position 
in organizations. 

Previous research has examined the connections between CSR and strategy (McWilliams, 
Siegel, & Wright, 2006; Orlitzky, Siegel, & Waldman, 2011); however, this research has called 
for a singular definition of CSR so that it can be measured and compared with quantitative 
methods. Such an approach does not consider communication as important for CSR. However, 
research that attends to the communicative side of strategy work can be helpful in approaching 
the phenomenon. Within the strategy-as-practice research, discourse and communication 
have been given a great deal of attention. As Balogun, Jacobs, Jarzabkowski, Mantere, and 
Vaara (2014, p. 175) have noted, “Words, in both their spoken and their materialized forms in 
text [emphasis added], are some of the most powerful resources for making and signifying an 
organization’s strategy.” Moreover, as actors recognize the authoritative role of strategy texts, 
they ascribe performative qualities to these texts that can affect sensemaking in organizations 
(Pälli, 2017)—for example, how CSR is interpreted and practised. From such a perspective, it 
is possible to understand the importance of strategic context for CSR communication. 

Two key insights from this research are especially valuable for CSR communications. These 
insights relate to strategy work as a communicative process (Balogun et al., 2014; Mantere, 
2013; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011) and strategic episodes as an enabler of self-reflection (Hen-
dry & Seidl, 2003; Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008). Taking a CCO perspective of strategy work, 
Spee and Jarzabkowski (2011) have shown how recursive cycles of strategy writing can result 
in increasingly authoritative and fixed documents. Their findings illustrate how strategy texts 
are recontextualized in communication around such documents, and as strategists make 
changes to these documents, their talk is decontextualized from the interactions, thus becom-
ing part of the authoritative text. Applying such a perspective to CSR communication, it can be 
argued that strategy work can be an especially important context for the emergence of CSR in 
organizations, as through such work, CSR goals can become both fixed and authoritative for 
organizational constituents. 

The second insight explains how strategy processes can enable self-reflection on the part of 
organizational constituents. Hendry and Seidl (2003) have employed the concept of episode to 
describe how organizations can distance themselves from their operational situations to reflect 
themselves and possibly alter their own compositions and orientations. These recurring and 
routine events are temporally bracketed so that the operational and strategic phases are clearly 
demarcated. Additionally, such episodes necessitate some kind of external feedback to ensure 
that the organization does not simply repeat what it has been doing; for example, the inclusion 
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of stakeholders can provide such inputs. According to Hendry and Seidl (2003), reflexivity in 
such episodes can result in changes but also strengthen the existing strategies of organizations. 
Such reflexivity is important for aspirational talk because it provides opportunities for organi-
zations to consider what they should be doing and how they are doing in relation to CSR (Chris-
tensen & Cheney, 2011). Moreover, according to Wickert and Schaefer (2015), improvements 
in responsibility practices that are labelled as progressive performativity necessitate reflec-
tion, as this can help managers to apprehend how their actions affect others and how they can 
change their practices. Thus, strategic episodes can be seen to provide windows of opportunity 
for such progress. 

Within the typology of walk and talk (Schoeneborn et al., 2020), strategy texts can be seen 
most conveniently in the light of “talking-to-walk”: Strategy texts can materialize CSR goals for 
organizations and their stakeholders to follow and evaluate. Strategy texts can, thus, be seen 
as especially pertinent to aspirational talk (Christensen & Cheney, 2011; Christensen et al., 
2013)—that is, communication regarding the self-descriptions, ideals, and goals that might not 
fully reflect what an organization is currently doing. Drawing from the constitutive approach 
to communication, Christensen et al. (2013) have argued that if organizations are to change 
themselves, they need to explicate aspirations for change, even if such aspirations might be 
considered hypocritical. If organizations are considered as being communicatively constituted, 
the only way to change them is to articulate such aspirations. In further developing the idea of 
aspirational talk, Winkler, Etter, and Castelló (2020) have proposed that there needs to be 
agonistic rhetoric and dissent that enable the re-articulation of CSR visions leading to better 
corporate practices; I also argue that inclusive strategy practices can offer possibilities for such 
debates to emerge. 

The communicative CSR research and strategy literature combined, thus, provide a backdrop 
for examining the primary research question regarding communicative practices and the con-
stitution of CSR through a more defined problem: How are corporate social responsibility 
aspirations configured with strategy texts? 

2.7 Writing ethical self-relations in strategy texts 

While the two previous sections provided a reason for examining how CSR issues are config-
ured with texts in the contexts of media and strategy work, this section provides more writing- 
and ethics-focused views of how CSR issues can emerge from a particular type of text produc-
tion in an organizational context, albeit in connection with strategy work. Specifically, I con-
nect the Foucauldian definition of ethics to the ways in which potential CSR topics are “written 
into being” (cf. “talked into being”) through the self-work of stakeholders. After all, an exami-
nation of texts would be rather lacking if there were no perspective on the production of the 
texts themselves—that is, the writing of the documents in organizational contexts. 

Ethics can be seen as one way of approaching CSR issues in organizations. Christensen et al. 
(2010, p. 471) have noted that CSR can be seen from various perspectives, ranging from ethical 
evaluations to profitability calculations and political considerations. Ethics is often seen as per-
taining to questions of what is acceptable, good, or desirable or their antitheses. However, it is 
possible to take a more actor-centric view of what ethics is by examining who is doing what, 
how, and with what kinds of implications; that is, ethics can be seen in practices that affect 
what happens in organizations and those who employ such practices (Clegg et al., 2007; Crane 
et al., 2008; Munro, 2014). This strand of research has drawn primarily from Foucault’s 
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writings on ethics, which emphasize the self-reflexive practices that enable the development of 
the self (Foucault, 1985, 2000a; Kelemen & Peltonen, 2001). Situating Foucauldian ethics 
within a larger movement of theorizing alternative approaches to business ethics, Crane et al. 
(2008, p. 306) have argued that “Foucault’s major potential contribution is his insistence that 
we intervene positively in the self-formation process of developing our subjectivity rather than 
being docile in the face of power” and that this theorization offers “a perspective on morality 
that represents a departure from much mainstream thinking in business ethics, but also draws 
from and contributes to a number of existing currents in the discipline.” Thus, connecting such 
a view of business ethics with a communicative approach can potentially elucidate how com-
municative practices in the organizational context may enable the active development of or-
ganizations and their constituents. 

Foucault’s (1985) view on ethics is based on the primacy of practices through which a subject 
is able to constitute and develop a relationship with him or herself. For Foucault, the self sig-
nifies a relationship that one has with oneself in a particular domain; thus, a subject who en-
gages, for example, with political activities has a different relationship with him or herself when 
he or she strives to find sexual pleasure (Foucault, 2000a, p. 290). The practices with which a 
subject engages can be defined as “those intentional and voluntary actions by which individuals 
not only set themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to transform themselves” (Foucault, 
1985, pp. 10–11). Such practices arise from one’s surrounding society and are not freely in-
vented by individuals or organizations. However, these practices provide potential instances 
for the active self-formation of subjects and groups alike. 

Connecting the concept of self-relation to the organizational context necessitates considera-
tion of the meaning of the collective identity of organizations. In line with the CCO perspective, 
Cooren et al. (2011, p. 1159) have argued that “communication, and the use of language (i.e., 
speech, discourse, and rhetoric) within it, constitutes organizations, and, in this view, it only 
becomes possible to conceive and talk of an ‘organizational identity’ as grounded in language.” 
That is, situated interactions between people constitute this collective identity, which can be 
approached through such interactions. However, such interactions often rely on material arte-
facts. Cooren (2004, p. 379) has noted the importance of texts for the identity of organizations: 
“The inscriptions, documents, and graphs produced in the organization’s name attest to the 
identities of collective actors, even when their very existence is questionable.” However, such 
attestations are not necessarily logical and coherent: In the context of CSR communications, 
Grant and Nyberg (2011, p. 543) have argued that “forming a collective identity around CSR ac-
tivities is more likely to be a chaotic and continuous process, the meaning of which may differ 
according to each individual’s interpretation of the activities,” which points to the precarious 
nature of what the collective identity “is.” The emphasis on continuity also fits with Foucault’s 
(1985) conception of ethics as practices: Identities are formed, maintained, and changed 
through practices over time. However, as a precaution, I suggest that explaining the “collective 
identity” of an organization can be an arduous task. In a more limited sense, it can be more 
helpful to understand how a collective can establish a relationship with itself (in line with the 
Foucauldian definition of the self) in a particular domain of activities, such as business owner-
ship, and how this process has the potential for ethical self-development and CSR. 

Thus far, the importance of communication has been implicitly emphasized in the practice-
based theorization of ethics. As noted by Clegg et al. (2007), it is through ethical discourses 
that organizational subjects (including stakeholders) are able to take up particular positions—
that is, to establish a particular relationship with themselves. Discourses, then, can be seen to 
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be reproduced through the communicative activities of organizational constituents that affect 
how these positions are assumed. This means that by analyzing communicative events that are 
relevant to self-formation, it is possible to elucidate how people can attain a sense of the self, 
for example, as stakeholders of a particular organization.  

Interestingly, Foucault (2000b) explicitly examined the communicative practices of Antiq-
uity with ethical relevance—namely, that of writing which he labelled as self-writing. He ar-
gued that two forms of writing—hupomnemata and correspondence—became the means for 
the self-development of free individuals. The first form refers to a type of notebook in which 
the writer could inscribe various texts that he or she had heard or seen, which provided a means 
to form the self “out of the collected discourse of others” (Foucault, 2000b, p. 217); the second 
form gave writers the possibility to manifest themselves not only to others but also to them-
selves. Thus, through their texts, writers could be reflexive of themselves, which opened the 
possibility of developing the relationship that one has with oneself. In the context of the busi-
ness-ethics-as-practice literature Clegg et al. (2007, p. 114) have argued that “[d]iscourse pro-
vides the means through which ethical sensemaking can occur,” which can be interpreted, for 
example, in relation to such texts; by writing texts, organizational constituents can make sense 
of their own relationships to organizations. 

Drawing inspiration from Foucault’s (2000b) analysis of writing, one of the insights that the 
communicative approach can provide is attention to the details of how this kind of self-reflex-
ivity can be achieved: Such reflexivity does not simply appear by itself, as it necessitates dis-
cursive resources that enable the organizational constituents to position themselves as the 
writers of a text. For example, Grant and Nyberg (2011, p. 543) have argued that the rhetorical 
analysis of CSR discourses can “allow us to focus on the linguistic practices and activities un-
derlying the negotiation of the discourse at the micro-individual level” and that “it would ena-
ble us to better consider how such negotiation processes impact on individual identity as well 
as how they lead to the formation of consensus around corporate activities.” Such an approach 
can also be seen as relevant to the constitution of a collective sense of the self: Through linguis-
tic micro-practices, organizational constituents can develop a temporal agreement about them-
selves as a particular type of collective. 

When compared with the previous sections on the walk–talk relationship (Schoeneborn et 
al., 2020), the writing perspective can potentially contribute to the idea of t(w)alking—that is, 
the idea that talking and walking take place simultaneously. This can occur in the sense that 
writing about a particular relationship with the self through strategy work performs the collec-
tive self of the writers situationally. Of course, strategy documents can establish CSR goals in 
the sense of “talking-to-walk,” as described in the previous section; however, they are not the 
only “objects” constituted through such communicative practices. The object constituted is the 
focal document (as the text is supposed to work on the “walk” later on); however, for manage-
ment and stakeholders, writing such texts also provides a means of establishing, renewing, and 
changing their relationships with themselves in specific contexts. Moreover, as stakeholders 
are rarely in an “operational” position—that is, able to affect the everyday organizing—writing, 
for example strategies or policies can provide a means for self-constitution in relation to a par-
ticular issue or firm. Thus, for example, organizations that own business activities might not 
only provide general guidance through the writing of such texts (e.g., state ownership policies) 
but also strive to develop themselves as particular types of owners. 
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Thus, the Foucauldian approach to ethics provides a basis for examining specific practices 
that organizational constituents engage in when writing. Based on this theorization, I ask, how 
are ethics (as a potential source of CSR) tied to writing practices in organizational contexts? 

2.8 Texts on CSR and business ethics: A conceptual framework 

To meld the previous sections, I argue that texts in different contexts can be analyzed using 
complementary conceptual approaches that attend to the ways in which texts and their pro-
duction affect how CSR and ethics are written into being in organizational and societal con-
texts. That is, the framework takes into account “the active contribution of texts (especially 
documents) to organizational processes” (Cooren, 2004, p. 374), as they are used in constitut-
ing framings (e.g., texts combining discursive elements to assign blame and suggest solutions 
for CSR issues), aspirations (e.g., texts providing impetus for CSR practices), and self-relations 
(e.g., texts enabling self-reflexivity on the part of writers). 

Figure 1 illustrates the nested contexts of text production (media, strategy work, and com-
municative event) and associated objects (in addition to the concrete texts) that are formed 
through such texts (framings, aspirations, and self-relations) and written by management and 
stakeholders alike in and through communicative practices (as depicted by the recursive ar-
rows). The context of media is understood as a public arena in which concrete texts are created 
and widely circulated by organizations and individuals alike. Strategy work refers to the con-
text of writing strategy texts in a more specific organizational environment that, in addition to 
management, can involve stakeholders. Specific communicative events are instantiations of 
streams of interaction between humans and other objects with implications for organizations 
and organizing (Cooren et al., 2011; Vásquez & Cooren, 2013; Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015). 
In the case of my framework I specifically refer to events in which concrete text objects are 
formed, such as strategy texts. The levels should not be taken as implying an ontological level-
based framework in the micro–meso–macro sense but, rather, as the foci of analytical atten-
tion and as illustrative of the connections between different contexts and approximations of 
how widely different texts are circulated. That is, a framing of CSR in the media is likely to have 
a wide circulation, whereas a communicative event where a relationship to the self is estab-
lished may remain among a collective of writers. Of course, these contexts interact; for exam-
ple, the media publicity of a particular issue might affect how strategy texts are written with 
respect to the issue at hand, or the writing of a media text can have implications for self-rela-
tions on the part of the writers. Thus, rather than separating the contexts, they can be seen to 
inform one another. 

Regarding the “objects” that are constituted, I depart slightly from the proposition of Schoe-
neborn et al. (2020), who argue that what are constituted in CSR communication (depending 
on the relationship between walk and talk) are external evaluations, internal practices, or the 
existence of the organization as a responsible actor. In maintaining the focus on specific com-
municative practices and texts, I argue that communicative objects that are constituted in texts 
are framings, aspirations, and self-relations. All of these are related to CSR practices and or-
ganizational existence in different ways. For example, framings can render CSR practices as 
morally problematic and call for the self-regulation of corporations, whereas other framings 
can deny the connection between a practice and CSR, thus effectively contesting what CSR is. 
Conversely, aspirations are more closely related to the provision of an impetus for CSR prac-
tices in specific organizations with a clear connection to future practices that can then be 
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evaluated in future communications. Finally, self-relations are instantiations of communica-
tion through which organizations can perceive themselves and possibly develop themselves 
ethically through writing, which, in addition to defining organizational existence, can provide 
an impetus for CSR practices. Moreover, the texts and associated objects further feed into and 
structure future communicative contexts by lasting through time and space, as illustrated by 
the arrows at the bottom of the figure. 

The framework takes into consideration the different temporal aspects of texts: Framing per-
tains to what has been “walked” (but also includes future-oriented prognoses regarding CSR 
practices), aspirations direct the “walking” of CSR, and self-relations are established there and 
then through writing practices. Temporality is becoming a more important aspect of CSR com-
munication (Christensen, Morsing, & Thyssen, 2019; Schoeneborn et al., 2020), and the frame-
work I propose takes into account the time-specificity of particular texts. 

The framework also conceptualizes different positions for stakeholders: Media texts provide 
possibilities for broad criticisms of corporate practices, thus also providing writers with adver-
sarial means of engaging in CSR communication (in particular for media actors). In the context 
of a particular organization and its aspirations, stakeholders are in a position to co-constitute 
the organization in question if they are able to contribute to the authoritative texts of those 
organizations. Finally, if stakeholders engage deeply in writing processes, they participate not 
only in co-constituting the organization but also in developing relationships with themselves 
as particular types of stakeholders. 

Figure 1. CSR communication and texts 
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3. Methodology 

In this section, I discuss the methodology of my dissertation. The section is divided into three 
parts, with the first describing the case study approach, the second the data I collected, and the 
third the analysis methods for the three studies that I conducted. 

3.1 Case studies 

To answer the aforementioned research questions, I conducted three in-depth qualitative case 
studies to “confront theory with the empirical world” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 555). Lund 
(2014, p. 224) defines a case as “an edited chunk of empirical reality where certain features are 
marked out, emphasized, and privileged while others recede into the background” and explains 
that “a case is not ‘natural,’ but a mental, or analytical, construct aimed at organizing 
knowledge about reality in a manageable way.” In keeping with this definition, the following 
cases are purposively selected, and the “material” from which they are made (e.g., documents 
and recordings) are further gathered from different sources. Against this background, all cases 
should be considered as partial, edited representations of the empirical reality that can inform 
us about particular social phenomena—in this case, CSR communication. 

Cases enable systematic learning from empirical materials, as “[w]hat we learn is articulated 
in the theoretical framework combined with the matching case” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 
560). Flyvbjerg (2006) has emphasized the importance of cases for learning, as they provide 
opportunities for a more nuanced understanding of reality, instead of relying on, for example, 
rule-based frameworks to understand human behaviour. A more specific reason for conducting 
case studies is that they enable the elaboration of current theorizations (Eisenhardt, 1989), for 
example, by foregrounding what such theories might miss (Siggelkow, 2007). In the context of 
this dissertation, the cases can be seen as extending previous theories by examining the com-
municative dynamics of CSR and ethics in specific empirical contexts. Moreover, case studies 
can be important in making theoretical constructs more approachable, in particular in the con-
text of phenomena that happen over time (Siggelkow 2007), such as CSR aspirations and their 
operation in the organizational context. Indeed, the second study is an example of such an 
approach to case research. 

Another important feature of cases is that they are always contextual (Dubois & Gadde, 
2002); thus, for example, CSR communication always takes place at a particular place and 
time. The definition of the context of the central phenomenon also depends on the researcher, 
as context is not a neutral element of research. In the cases that I examine, I construct the 
contexts primarily as the media and Nordic welfare state (essay 1) and as strategy work (essays 
2 and 3) to conceptualize the relevant dimensions of the studies. In particular, in essay 1, the 
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societal context in which CSR contestation occurs is tightly intertwined with the framing of 
CSR. 

The cases in this dissertation were sought and selected in accordance with theoretical sam-
pling—that is, they were purposefully selected to enable the elaboration of a prior theory (Ei-
senhardt, 1989). Thus, with the foci of framings, aspirations, and self-relations, I concentrated 
on instances of texts and their production that could shed light on these concepts. The first 
study focuses on a media discussion of tax avoidance and the CSR of Finnish healthcare com-
panies during a particular moral upheaval regarding the issue. Tax avoidance provides grounds 
for debate, as the issue is contested both empirically and theoretically in the CSR and business 
ethics literature (Dowling, 2014; Sikka, 2010), which can bring forth various conceptions of 
what CSR is and should include. Thus, the public discussion provides a helpful case for exam-
ining how CSR issues are framed in media texts when highly heterogeneous views are present. 

The second and third studies examine strategy texts and the interactions around them. The 
cases are based on two Nordic organizations—a business conglomerate, Combine/Unity (pseu-
donyms), and its owner, SU/Alpha, a union-type organization—and their strategy processes, 
but in different time periods. The conglomerate has historically operated in multiple domains, 
the most important being real estate, catering, and investment businesses. SU/Alpha (pseudo-
nyms) is the sole owner of Combine/Unity and finances its operations primarily with proceeds 
from the business. Since 1993, a biennial strategy process has taken place between these or-
ganizations, and the purpose of this is to provide strategic steering for Combine/Unity. The 
cases concentrate on this recursive process of strategy work: The second essay takes a longitu-
dinal perspective based on partial archival data on the strategy meetings and accompanying 
documents, and the third essay takes a snapshot of one instance but through the entire process 
of writing the strategy. Respectively, these settings allowed for the possibility to examine how 
CSR goals and ideals were discussed and changed over time and how the detailed writing ac-
tivities enabled the owner organization to understand its relationship to the business activities 
and with itself. 

3.2 Datasets 

An examination of the significance of communication and texts for CSR and business ethics 
naturally begins with concrete documents that are relevant to CSR. This is why I chose partic-
ularly salient texts that have relevance for how CSR is constituted, contested, and defined. In 
the previous main section, I showed why the study of media and strategy texts can provide 
important insights into CSR and communication, namely arguing that the media is an im-
portant arena and actor in how business–society relationships are defined and understood 
(Carroll, 2011). I also argued that strategy texts are not only ubiquitous in modern organiza-
tions but are also often authoritative (Kuhn, 2008; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011) in organizing 
processes. 

The first dataset was collected from publicly available online sources in the Finnish press, 
blog posts, and corporate responses from 2011 to 2012. The dataset consists of 433 pieces of 
media texts from national and regional newspapers, including news articles, editorials, letters 
to the editor, and reader comments, where available. In addition, to broaden the scope of dif-
ferent texts, the dataset includes healthcare companies’ communications regarding the issue 
of tax avoidance in the form of corporate announcements, activists’ blog posts, and readers’ 
comments on the posts. 
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The second dataset consists of archival material from 1991 to 2014 regarding a biennial strat-
egy process (conducted 12 times during this period). It includes strategy documents, their ap-
pendices, annual reports, various CSR and personnel reports, separate governance rules, and 
transcriptions of meetings during which the documents were discussed, modified, and decided 
on. Additionally, I complemented this archival material with a secondary dataset comprising 
interviews with three past CEOs and two other managers to enable a better appreciation of the 
context and use of these documents. Importantly, the primary dataset is naturally occurring 
(Silverman, 2001, p. 306), thus providing the possibility to examine what occurs in real-life 
communication when corporate responsibility issues are discussed. 

The third set comprises recordings, observations, and notes from following the drafting of 
the strategy document in 2016. The empirical material includes partial meeting transcriptions 
from approximately 7.5 hours of discussions from seven different strategy meetings, the notes 
that I made during the meetings (primarily to understand the background of the process), and 
notes from one meeting that I was unable to record. The main emphasis in the analysis is on 
working group activities in three of the meetings in which most of the actual writing took place. 
I employed the previous data on the strategy process described above as a secondary dataset 
to understand the contextual nuances of the focal strategy document. 

3.3 Framing analysis and CCO-inspired analysis of organizational communi-
cation 

Regarding the approach to the case analysis, I rely on the principles of abductive analysis. This 
means alternating between observations and theoretical framework to better understand the-
ory and what occurs empirically in a given case (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Further, this means 
that prior theories do not preclude any deviant or different observation nor other theoretical 
approaches (Alasuutari, 1996), as such observations provide possibilities for the refinement of 
prior theories and the construction of new ones. The studies in this dissertation are strongly 
informed by theory and, thus, do not involve grounded theory building from only the data. 

Essay 1 is based on the basic principles of discourse analysis (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2014) and 
framing analysis (Gamson & Lasch, 1983; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Focusing on the dis-
cursive practices of framing, the analysis seeks to refine how the participants of a framing de-
bate constructed the meaning of tax avoidance as a CSR (non)issue—that is, how they proposed 
specific issue definitions and challenged others (Dewulf et al., 2009) in their accounts (Creed, 
Scully, & Austin, 2002b). Our goal was to identify and elaborate on the collective action frames 
that the challengers and defenders of the legitimacy of tax avoidance developed and deployed 
in the debate, as well as how such framing drew on the disrupted institutional context of the 
Finnish welfare state. 

Essays 2 and 3 draw from the tenets of organizational communication and CCO for the meth-
ods by focusing on communicative events to explore what happens in and through communi-
cation (Cooren et al., 2011) and, in particular, how “human and non-human figures collide to 
‘(re)-configure’ organizational existence” (Ashcraft et al., 2009: 37). According to Robichaud 
and Cooren (2013, p. xvii), the object of organizational communication research is the “process 
of negotiation, with the goal of understanding the empirical dynamic leading to a collectively 
sanctioned authorization, however imperfect, of the organization itself.” Moreover, as Cooren 
et al. (2011, p. 1125) have noted, “[b]eing serious about the communicative constitution of or-
ganization indeed means that we cannot leave the realm of communicational events.” The 
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application of this tenet to the context of CSR communication provides an analytical approach 
to unpack what happens when people negotiate what passes as CSR or how an organization 
can constitute a relationship with itself as an ethical endeavour. Methodologically, this neces-
sitates the examination of real-life interactions between organizational constituents and what 
people actually do in their interactions with the documents they have. It is noteworthy that the 
aim of such an analysis is not to establish a cognitive framework of what is happening; rather, 
it is to maintain the focus on what is achieved in and through interactions—that is, what occurs 
when people discuss and write in a particular context. 

Such an analysis is to some extent descriptive, as the aim is to meaningfully connect the said 
and done in a communicative event with the theoretical constructs, such as aspirational talk or 
self-writing. Thus, the analyses follow the common coding procedure of categorizing lines of 
speech or text and refining them throughout the analytical process. However, to maintain a 
clear connection with the empirical materials, I retained a close proximity to the data by being 
attentive to the effects of speech and writing in situated communication. Thus, I could, for 
example, establish what kind of arguments people used in articulating aspirations and how 
they could use different documents to position themselves as writers. Following these guide-
lines for analysis, in the next section, I present the central findings of the essays. 
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4. Summary of findings 

4.1 Essay 1: Framings of tax avoidance as a CSR (non)issue in media texts 

Positioned within the institutional literature on CSR (Blindheim, 2015; Matten & Moon, 2008; 
Midttun, Gjølberg, Kourula, Sweet, & Vallentin, 2012), the first essay studies how the meaning 
of corporate responsibility is contested through media text that draw from different political 
underpinnings of CSR and different legitimacy evaluations in the disrupted institutional con-
text of a Nordic welfare state. Importantly, the study highlights how a particular issue can be 
connected or detached from different conceptions of CSR, resulting in hybrid framings that 
combine elements from seemingly disparate political stances on corporate responsibility. Thus 
the essay brings to the fore the dynamic nature of corporate responsibilities: Through media 
texts, tax avoidance becomes a part of CSR discourse and sets new expectations for different 
actors, thereby reconstituting corporate practices and the organizations themselves in new 
ways. As Ihlen et al. (2011, p. 7) have argued, “[t]he social nature of expectations regarding 
CSR is illustrated by how conduct that was previously acceptable, is now criticized in the me-
dia”; in line with this, the study scrutinizes how this criticism is presented and contested 
through media texts.  

The findings elaborate on two conflicting framings of the de-legitimation and legitimation of 
corporate tax avoidance. These conflicting framings draw in different ways on implicit and ex-
plicit notions of CSR (Matten & Moon, 2008)—the notion of whether CSR is dependent on 
more implicit institutional structures (such as legislation) or whether CSR is more at the ex-
plicit discretion of managers. Moreover, the framings rely on different forms of identity and 
issue framings (Dewulf et al. 2007): that is, they focus no only on the issue itself but also on 
the identities of the involved actors. The de-legitimating frame in an issue frame focuses on the 
degree to which tax payments are the explicit responsibility of corporations, thus translating 
the implicit notion of tax paying as set by regulations to a more discretionary form. Addition-
ally, the frame calls for the self-regulation of corporations in line with explicit CSR; however, 
it also calls for tax reform to plug the perceived gaps in tax legislation, which is more in line 
with the institutionalized idea of implicit CSR. The focus of this framing is on the consequences 
of corporate actions, as its proponents emphasize the detrimental effects of tax avoidance on 
the welfare state society. 

Conversely, the supporters of the legitimating identity frame argue that the corporations fol-
low all the necessary regulations and are, thus, responsible corporate citizend in the implicit 
sense of CSR, effectively rendering tax avoidance a non-issue. According to this framing, if 
anyone is to blame, it is the legislators, who should provide a clear framework for the operation 
of the corporations. However, the corporations are also responsible in the explicit sense, as 
their area of business—healthcare—enables them as market actors to contribute to the welfare 
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of their stakeholders: Indeed, paying less taxes and investing in healthcare benefits their im-
mediate stakeholders, i.e. their investors, customers, and employees. The legitimating framing 
draws from a procedural appropriateness in emphasizing that the corporations must follow the 
letter of the law in their activities. 

The analysis shows the need for sensitivity in examining bottom-up meaning making and 
translation in CSR debates, especially when it comes to the institutional analysis of CSR: Fram-
ings that incorporate different suggestions for problem definitions and solutions can perform 
business–society relations in a hybrid manner as they relegate the responsibilities of the mar-
ket and state actors in new ways. This results in an intranational variation that the institutional 
literature on CSR has not considered extensively; however, this variation has been acknowl-
edged on prior analyses on public debates on CSR (Hirsto & Moisander, 2014; Mark-Ungericht 
& Weiskopf, 2007). The study thus responds to and extends the critique of Blindheim (2015, 
p. 55), who has noted that much of the institutional research on CSR “not only downplays how 
actors adapt to their institutional context but also often plays an active role in shaping those 
contexts.” The study shows how actors can combine elements of both implicit and explicit CSR 
through framing processes in media texts to adapt to and shape their institutional contexts. 
Moreover, the findings shed light on the nature of the socio-political signification of CSR and 
tax avoidance: The framings concern the ways in which responsibility should be carried out 
either through institutionalized (e.g., taxation) or privatized (e.g., private healthcare) forms. 
Additionally, through the case, the limitations of the implicit–explicit framework of CSR sur-
face: If corporations are able to take advantage of different regulatory regimes, the implicit 
form of CSR that relies on regulation becomes problematic. Thus, actors need to construct hy-
brid framings to address the issues that involve such complexities.  

As an interesting post-case remark, in 2018, a Finnish non-governmental watchdog organi-
zation (NGO) specializing in the CSR of Finnish firms produced a report on the “tax responsi-
bility” of healthcare companies (Finnwatch, 2018). This seems to imply that the media fram-
ings might have kept the issue of tax avoidance on the agenda to attract the attention of other 
actors in the field of CSR. The NGO emphasized both the self-regulation of the companies and 
the development of regulation in preventing aggressive tax avoidance. Additionally, by produc-
ing a text on the issue of tax avoidance, the NGO established intertextuality with prior texts on 
the matter. 

4.2 Essay 2: Processes of aspirational talk in strategy texts 

The second study of this dissertation delves into CSR aspirations in strategy texts. By shifting 
analytical attention to the communicative practices in strategic episodes, the study shows how 
CSR aspirations can be established, elaborated, extended, and evaluated in and through stra-
tegic processes. The findings primarily contribute to the understanding of aspirational talk 
(Christensen et al., 2013) as a processual phenomenon that is dependent on texts and stake-
holder interactions over time. 

First, the findings show how aspirations can be established through recursive and inclusive 
strategy processes, whereby stakeholders have the opportunity to affect the authoritative texts 
(Kuhn, 2008) of an organization. By contextualizing aspirational talk in such a situation, the 
conditions for aspirations become clearer; that is, there is a conventional and accepted process 
in line with the theorization on performative language use (Austin, 1980) through which CSR 
aspirations can be articulated. 
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Second, related to the recursive strategy process, the findings show how aspirations can be 
elaborated after they have been established in a concrete text at some prior point in time. As 
actors are able to reflect on what has been written, they are able to further develop their CSR 
goals. This finding points to the usefulness of articulating aspirations, even if they are vague: 
Such articulations provide material for future reflections on what an organization should be 
doing. 

Third, the findings show how the establishment of aspirations in a particular context (such 
as a business area or corporate function) can lead to the extension of aspirations in other con-
texts. As organizations are perceived as coherent wholes, inconsistencies between responsibil-
ity articulations can lead stakeholders to push for more comprehensive CSR goals and descrip-
tions in the authoritative texts of organizations. This finding provides support for the gradual 
extension of responsibility practices: Organizations might start small and, step by step, find 
new applications in other areas of activities. 

Fourth, the above-mentioned processes of establishing, elaborating, and extending aspira-
tions is complemented by the evaluation of aspiration articulations between the strategic epi-
sodes. That is, the communicative infrastructure of aspirational talk would be lacking without 
the reflection on how such aspirations are fulfilled in practice. This means that aspirational 
talk can be seen as an intertextual concept, as it establishes relations between different organ-
izational texts. Moreover, evaluating aspirations provides the possibility for critical stakehold-
ers to produce their own texts in, for example, critiquing what organizations have done. 

These findings generally contribute to a better understanding of aspirational talk (Christen-
sen et al., 2013) by providing a more nuanced understanding of the role of stakeholders, texts, 
and communicative practices with regard to CSR aspirations. The study also extends the re-
search on strategy texts and CSR by elaborating the communicative processes of strategy work 
(Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011) in the context of responsibility issues. Finally, the study provides 
support for the idea of progressive performativity (Wickert & Schaefer, 2015) and furthers it 
by showing how communicative practices, such as the use of material texts, can be an im-
portant aspect of “talking responsibility into being.” 

4.3 Essay 3: Discursive resources of self-writing 

The third study investigates in detail the process of collective writing of  strategy texts. The 
process of writing can be understood from the perspective of ethics as practice (Clegg et al., 
2007) as a communicative activity that relates the writers to themselves and to others. In par-
ticular, the study highlights the specific discursive resources through which the writers are po-
sitioned and how they can develop their relationships with themselves through these resources. 
The study contributes to an improved appreciation of communicative activities in the context 
of ethics-as-practice research at the level of situated language use. 

The findings of the essay shed light on the discursive resources that writers employ when 
subjecting themselves as writers of the focal text. I conceptualize these as the normative, tem-
poral, and textual–structural discursive resources that the writers use in the process of estab-
lishing collective relationships with themselves. The first—normative resources—refer to ex-
plicit and implicit rules that writers use in defining themselves vis-à-vis a particular position. 
Explicit rules can be, for example, rules of governance and similar established codes for con-
duct. Implicit rules are less clearly explicated expectations regarding, for example, the genre of 
the texts that are being written. In the case of writing a strategy document, such rules can 
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pertain to what can be written in such a document (according to the writers). These rules pro-
vide guidance on how the writers should see themselves and how the task of writing should be 
accomplished. However, such rules need to be interpreted situationally; thus, while being im-
posed on the writers, the rules enable creative application and the possibility to reflect on the 
self. In a collective setting, such rules are important, as they provide a basis from which an 
intersubjective agreement can emerge at least temporarily. 

The second type—temporal discursive resources—refers, first, to the use of past texts to es-
tablish how the relationship with the self has been in a particular domain of activities, thereby 
enabling the development of this relationship with the self through a temporally anchored ref-
erence point in a material text. Second, it includes the interpretation of how the focal text will 
be read in the future, which provides further impetus for reflection on the part of the writers. 
This relates to the idea of how the writers have to present themselves “in plain sight” to others, 
in a similar way as correspondence in Foucault’s analysis. These temporal dimensions thus 
provide another dimension of mapping themselves in writing the focal text. 

Third, textual–structural resources refer to the specific use of the text being written and its 
implications for how the relationship with the self is established. In terms of suitability, this 
means how particular sentences are seen to fit with each other; this enables the writers to con-
nect different issues to others and to highlight “subsidiary issues” (Tsoukas, 2018) through the 
document. Second, structural resources come in the form of the coherence of the document: 
The writers perceive their relationship with the self as coherent, and, thus, any modification is 
evaluated in the context of what is written elsewhere in the focal text for the relationship to 
remain coherent. This finding illustrates how details and mundane content can become im-
portant in understanding what the collective self “is”; rather than focusing on only value or 
mission articulations, such details can become important for how the relationship with the self 
is developed. 

Generally, the normative, temporal, and textual resources develop our understanding of the 
micro-practices that are involved in the ethical constitution of a collective self in organizational 
contexts. The results echo the findings of Livesey and Graham (2007), who noted how organi-
zational identity could be developed through the performativity of discourse in the context of 
sustainability issues—that is, how language can become a means to constitute the organization 
in a particular way. By drawing attention to the specifics of language use with regard to organ-
izational texts, I illustrate how practice-based ethics can be understood through the use of cer-
tain discursive resources that enable explicit reflection on the self and the development of how 
a collective perceives itself. 

Finally, the study can be seen in light of Kuhn and Deetz’s (2008) call for more inclusive 
value considerations in corporate decision-making. When significant stakeholders work on 
themselves and their relationships with business activities, they might provide avenues for 
such values to enter corporate discourse. By actively defining themselves as caring for even the 
mundane organizational practices, those with a say in managerial processes might be able to 
push for more responsible consideration in business operations. Although such a process is far 
from simple, explicitly considering how one’s organization is related to a particular activity 
might help to begin a process of active self-formation over time. 
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5. Conclusions and Contributions 

5.1 Theoretical contributions 

This dissertation has drawn attention to different communicative processes involving texts 
with implications for how CSR and ethics are formed in organizational contexts. I raised the 
following central question at the beginning: If CSR is understood as a concept that is negotiated 
between organizations and stakeholders, how can we understand such negotiation processes 
in relation to communicative practices and, in particular, in relation to texts in and around 
organizations, and how do such processes constitute the organizations involved? To answer 
this question, I constructed a theoretical framework to approach different texts and conducted 
three case studies to answer the more specific research questions that pertain to media and 
strategy texts: 

 
• How are corporate social responsibility issues defined and altered through media 

texts? 
• How are corporate social responsibility aspirations configured with strategy texts? 
• How are ethics (as a potential source of CSR) tied into writing practices?  

 
The primary contribution of the studies is that they extend the theory of formative CSR com-
munication by fleshing out the role of texts and writing in relation to CSR and business ethics. 
That is, I specify the processes of formative CSR communication through the examination of 
explicitly textual practices involving organizations. The studies contribute to a better under-
standing of how texts are configured with debates and dialogues on CSR and how stakeholders 
can take part in such contestations through communicative practices that are also relevant to 
how organizations are constituted in and through communication. 

Crane and Glozer (2016) have argued that for theoretical contributions, the distinctive nature 
of CSR communication has to be taken into account. That is, merely noting the communicative 
constitution of CSR is not sufficient; rather, the specifics of such communications, such as 
stakeholder involvement, need to be scrutinized. For example, Ihlen et al. (2011, p. 11) have 
argued that “communication provides the potential to help constitute stakeholder participa-
tion and ethical business practices,” pointing to the importance of interactions around CSR 
issues. Following a similar line of thinking, Cooren (2020, p. 175) has argued the following in 
regard to the adoption of a communicative view of CSR and ethics:  

 
[It] invites us to create the conditions of a dialogue, discussion, or debate between various 
stakeholders who can then try to confront their respective positions on a given issue, and 
possibly come to a decision regarding how a situation should be evaluated and/or re-
sponded to. 



Conclusions and Contributions 

40 

Even more specifically, May (2011, p. 99) has called for 
  

a set of communicative practices that are focused not so much on consensus and agree-
ment but the dissensus and conflict that produce requisite variety and, in turn, creative 
solutions that sustain mutual commitment and hope to continue moving forward with 
innovative CSR. 

To answer these calls, the studies in this dissertation have considered the importance of stake-
holders for the negotiated meaning of CSR and further added the textual element to the process 
to provide novel insights into communication, CSR, and business ethics. By showing how texts 
are configured with debates on the meaning of CSR and CSR goals, as well as how stakeholders 
can constitute their own positions through textual work with relevance for business ethics, the 
three studies in this dissertation illustrate how participation and debate can take place through 
different communicative practices that involve texts with different resulting objects.  

Specifically, the dissertation has conceptualized textual processes related to framings, aspi-
rations, and self-relations in the context of CSR communications. The first study has shown 
how media texts frame CSR issues with sociopolitical implications for business–society rela-
tions. These sociopolitical implications can be understood through the hybridization of implicit 
and explicit CSR by means of issue and identity framings in media texts. The second study has 
modelled the relationship between strategy processes and strategy texts with regard to CSR 
aspirations, advancing the understanding of how they are related to each other. The study 
shows how the involvement of stakeholders in writing authoritative strategy texts enables the 
establishment, elaboration, and extension of CSR aspirations, with the intermittent evaluation 
of such aspirations (through texts) between strategic episodes. The study contributes to an im-
proved understanding of how CSR is written into being over time through strategy work and 
how strategy texts and episodes are configured with CSR. Finally, the third study has shown 
how strategy texts may enable the ethical development of organizational constituents through 
self-writing during communicative events. Drawing from the ethics-as-practice literature and 
Foucauldian notions of ethics, the study illustrates how various discursive resources can be 
used to position the writers, allowing them to establish relationships with themselves as par-
ticular types of stakeholders in business activities. The main contribution of this study is that 
it relates ethics-as-practice research to the communicative activities of organizational constit-
uents and proposes a detailed model of writing as a potential source of reflexivity and ethical 
development. 

The theoretical contributions of this dissertations are threefold. First, the studies contribute 
to a better understanding of the importance of stakeholders for CSR, as discussed in the com-
munication and management literature (Castelló et al., 2013; Christensen et al., 2017; Grant & 
Nyberg, 2011; Morsing & Schultz, 2006), by specifying how stakeholders and managers can 
communicate CSR into being through the aforementioned textual processes. Stakeholders and 
management participate in defining what CSR is through framing particular issues, by provid-
ing guidance for CSR aspirations, and through their self-work with regard to the organizations 
with which they are involved. The studies emphasize the dialogical nature of texts, as they can 
be used to highlight and discuss issues among management and stakeholders, and they can be 
used over time to initiate interactions related to CSR to develop the practices and relationships 
that organizations have with themselves. All the cases also point to the unexpected and emer-
gent nature of CSR and ethics in stakeholder relations: different texts establish possibilities for 
dialogue between stakeholders and between other texts and open up opportunities for new 
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framings, aspirations, and self-relations to emerge. Organizing and planning communication 
can only go as far as setting the stage for such communicative objects to appear: The responses 
from other writers and texts always make it possible for new conceptualization to emerge. 
Moreover, the two studies on strategy texts have specific implications for more inclusive deci-
sion-making. Deetz (2007, p. 272) has argued that “[m]eeting social and economic goals re-
quires a transformation of organizational governance and decision-making processes to in-
clude more decisional voices representing social and economic values and generating explicit 
value contestation as part of the business decision process.” While the context of essays 2 and 
3 is to some extent exceptional, with a sole owner providing strategic steering through a docu-
ment, the essays highlight how debates around such documents can provide possibilities for 
the value contestations of goals and aspirations regarding corporate responsibilities. I argue 
that if particular stakeholders—for example, owners—were made to face their own relation-
ships with the corporations they own through specific communicative practices that enable 
reflection on themselves and on the goals of the business activities, there might be a chance for 
debate or at least an awareness of the different viewpoints on corporate practices. 

Second, the dissertation contributes to the literature on communication and CSR (Crane & 
Glozer, 2016; May, 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2020) and business-ethics-as-practice research 
(Clegg et al., 2007; Crane et al., 2008; Weiskopf & Willmott, 2013) by conceptualizing how 
communicative practices related to framings, aspirations, and self-relations are enacted 
through texts and interactions. This speaks to what May (2011, p. 101) has formulated as a 
central theoretical issue for CSR communication research: “the extent to which structural con-
ditions versus human agency are responsible for CSR programs and the range of communica-
tive activities that surround them.” Some scholars have even argued that structure is a “con-
ceptual hodgepodge” that diverts attention from situated interactions and that what is seen as 
a structure can be located in non-human actors, such as texts, which can affect what is hap-
pening in organizing over time (Cooren & Fairhurst, 2008, p. 136). The findings of my disser-
tation emphasize the significance of concrete texts for the negotiation and constitution of CSR: 
They enable discussion and debate but are also the results of such communicative processes. 
The three studies in this dissertation elucidate how texts are a part of the processes that affect 
CSR and the interactions around it, providing “a structure” for local or textual interactions to 
take place. That is, the duality of structure can be approached through the consideration of 
texts in the constitutive processes of CSR communications. Texts pertaining to CSR and ethics 
provide the conditions of possibility for the debate to emerge; the debate is then the active part 
of the duality when these texts are re-written or new ones created based on other texts. Locat-
ing this duality in the active production of texts can help in understanding the functioning of 
the structure and agency in and around organizations in the context of CSR and business eth-
ics. The three studies in this dissertation show how text production—that is, writing—provides 
opportunities to challenge what has been written before but also shows how texts have their 
own agency in relation to writers in terms of structuring their activities. Thus, rather than ab-
stracting too far away from the instances of concrete writing, the dissertation illustrates that 
the debates between and around texts provide possibilities for the reconfiguration of business–
society relations, explications of aspirations, and potentially ethical self-reflection. As non-hu-
man entities, the texts can be seen as necessary for such activities to take place. Moreover, by 
increasing awareness of such possibilities, the dissertation provides further impetus to study 
the specifics of communicative processes that have relevance for CSR and business ethics. 
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Third, all the processes related to framings, aspirations, and self-relations specify the ways 
in which communicative practices can constitute organizations in new ways (Ashcraft et al., 
2009; Cooren, 2020; Cooren et al., 2011) in the context of CSR communication. Kuhn’s (2008) 
communicative theorization of the firm has pointed to the importance of concrete texts in re-
gard to the effects on how organizations’ authoritative texts—that is, the official and disciplin-
ing views of them—are contested and changed. Further, Schoeneborn and Trittin (2013) have 
argued that due to the permeability of organizational boundaries, stakeholders can affect how 
CSR and organizations are constituted through communicative activities. Contributing to these 
insights, the first study shows how the framings of CSR in media texts are brought to bear on 
companies, forcing them to reconstitute themselves in relation to their stakeholders and the 
business–society relationship—for example, as responsible firms that contribute to the well-
being of their stakeholders by drawing on particular ideals regarding corporate responsibility. 
The second study illustrates how the reconstitution of the firm can occur in a piecemeal fashion 
over time with the modification of a concrete strategy text in the context of its CSR aspirations 
(Christensen et al., 2013). The study underscores the temporal continuum that processing and 
writing a concrete text can provide for an organization. The third study provides a micro focus 
on how concrete texts are changed during communicative events that enable the self-reflection 
of organizational constituents. Through such processes, stakeholders are able to change and 
maintain their relationships with themselves and with business practices when it comes to 
business ethics. The study brings to the fore how the normative conceptions regarding writing, 
temporal references to the past and future, and the structure of the text being written are im-
portant sources for the comprehension and reconstitution of the organizational self in relations 
with business activities. All of these textual processes provide possibilities to construct organ-
izations with regard to CSR and business ethics in potentially new ways.  

5.2 Practical implications 

This dissertation provides insights for practitioners who work in the area of corporate respon-
sibilities. Indeed, to answer May’s (2011, p. 103) call for “prescriptive recommendations to 
guide leaders and managers in their CSR communication,” all the studies provide resources for 
managers and stakeholders to reflect on. First, public media stakeholders and managers need 
to be cognizant of the framing effects of texts: They are not merely reflecting a pre-existing 
social reality but are actively constituting it through diagnosing problems and providing rec-
ommendations for how to deal with them. Such judgements draw on normative conceptions of 
CSR, which would be better explicated for a meaningful debate: How do actors see the role of 
legislation or a particular stakeholder group with regard to the issue at hand? Is there com-
plexity (e.g., international standards) that needs to be addressed for better solutions? Answer-
ing such questions publicly might provide novel ways of addressing issues that concern multi-
ple stakeholders. While irreconcilable differences certainly exist with regard to what passes as 
responsibility, bringing forth such arguments in texts can clarify the positions of suspicious 
stakeholders and managers alike.  

Second, strategy work can provide a meaningful context for discussing CSR. While this might 
sound obvious, reflecting explicitly on the process of strategy drafting and how CSR topics are 
brought up and discussed through such processes can provide new ways of thinking about or-
ganizational responsibilities. Should there be explicit consideration of the organization’s past 
endeavours through existing texts? Is there a possibility to broaden the meaning of CSR by 
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reflecting with the relevant stakeholders on how responsibility has been conceptualized? Or 
might there even be a need to limit how a particular corporation is engaged with CSR to focus 
on a specific issue? The second study provides a model for managers and stakeholders that can 
be considered in their communicative activities. The study also points to the usefulness of re-
curring communicative processes that enable the refinement of CSR aspirations: Rather than 
explicating aspirations for CSR solely when there seems to be a particular need for them, a 
more coherent process of communication might provide a basis for the development of CSR in 
organizations. 

Third, writing is a ubiquitous activity in organizations, and while perhaps only some of this 
writing can amount to explicit ethical work on oneself, it can make sense for management 
teams and stakeholder groups to explicitly establish and renew the relationships that they have 
not only with others but also with themselves through such activities. Christensen (2007, p. 
457) has argued that “corporations need not only to open themselves to their surroundings, 
but also to look internally, to become self-reflective, aware of their own practices as well as 
their own communication”; writing practices may enable such awareness in a meaningful way. 
Being reflexive about the past materializations and potential future interpretations of their 
work, the implicit and explicit rules of writing, and the requirements of what is being written 
might provide new insights into the collective selves that organizational constituents have. At 
best, such writing practices might provide a basis for the emergence of new CSR practices in 
organizations. 

5.3 Limitations 

As with any research, this dissertation has limitations. First, all the case studies in this disser-
tation are context-dependent and, thus, produce context-dependent knowledge. For example, 
all the analyzed empirical materials are from the Nordic context, which has particular societal 
and political features that can, for example, affect how CSR is understood as “implicit” or “ex-
plicit” (Matten & Moon, 2008). As such, the findings need to be considered against such a 
background when applied to other national contexts. Thus, the key contributions of the studies 
should be seen in the communicative practices regarding CSR and business ethics while being 
mindful of the context and its possible effects on such processes. 

Additionally, I studied the textualized aspects of CSR in relation to media and strategy texts 
only. For example, marketing texts and codes of conduct are certainly relevant to the under-
standing CSR in organizations; however, they are beyond the scope of this dissertation. The 
reason for selecting only media and strategy texts is their relevance to societal and organiza-
tional contexts. Additionally, less evident communicative materials, such as anti-campaigns 
that parody corporate advertisements to criticize firms for their CSR endeavours, provide an 
interesting opportunity to apply visual analytical methods for understanding how stakeholders 
can signify and constitute organizations in new ways. 

In connection with the focus on only particular types of texts, this dissertation has, perhaps 
somewhat surprisingly, omitted the context of social media and digitalization (despite using 
some blog data in the first study). These contexts are increasingly important for texts (some-
times, rather short ones) and would certainly merit more attention in examining framings, as-
pirations, and self-relations. Moreover, such contexts may introduce novel dynamics into CSR 
communications, as noted by Schoeneborn and Trittin (2013) and Schultz et al. (2013). How-
ever, it is also important not to disregard the more “traditional” text types both in the media 



Conclusions and Contributions 

44 

and in organizations. Indeed, the findings of these studies can provide a fruitful basis for fur-
ther examination of CSR communication in, for example, social media. 

Third, while the formative perspective enables the examination of how non-humans enter 
discourses on CSR and ethics (Cooren, 2020), this dissertation is admittedly rather anthropo-
centric, even though it takes into account the agency of texts. In the face of climate change and 
environmental destruction, it might be questionable whether research without an explicit focus 
on the environment can be useful. This leaves several questions open: Is there a need for more 
CSR communication? If so, how should it be conducted? Does it make sense to strive for change 
by communicating more and more radical aspirations? Or does such communication perpetu-
ate harmful CSR conceptions (Feix & Philippe 2020)? How should CSR communication be 
seen as contributing to planetary problems, and how can such effects be countered? I have not 
provided normative suggestions to answer such questions within the scope of this thesis. Per-
haps some of the communicative practices described in this dissertation can provide a basis or 
impetus for more comprehensive societal and natural considerations on the part of firms and 
wider stakeholder audiences alike. 
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