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ABSTRACT 

Pauline Göthberg: Corporate Social Responsibility in the Swedish Financial Services 

Sector – Translating an Idea into Practice 

 

This thesis focuses on how popular ideas in society influence corporate behavior, as 

corporations adapt to normative ideas in society in order to achieve legitimacy. 

However, we need more knowledge about how ideas influence organizations and what 

happens when ideas enter in an organizational context. Hence, this thesis deals with 

the following research question: „How do actors transform ideas on being socially and 

environmentally responsible into practice?‟ This question is studied empirically within 

corporations in the Swedish financial services sector. The thesis contributes to 

organizational institutional theory and to knowledge on the translation of ideas in 

organizational contexts.  

 

Based on analyses of the empirical observations six translation processes are 

identified. Incorporation is used to incorporate already legitimate external CSR 

elements into the organization. Localizing is used to give an idea local character by 

inscribing the idea into the history of the organization. De-coupling is used to translate 

ideas simultaneously and over time by adjusting the presentation of the organization‟s 

business according to the relevant audience. Co-optation is used to incorporate 

external actors with know-how and legitimacy into internal processes. Organizing is 

used to gain internal acceptance for the idea. Blending is used to translate the idea into 

a modest adaptation to make it fit existing practice in the firm‟s core business.  

 

Several of these translation processes are at work at the same time. As demonstrated in 

the study, new ways of presenting the organization as well as new activities appear as 

outcomes of translation. Translation processes that both influence presentation and 

practice are necessary for gaining legitimacy for the idea.  

   

The adoption of CSR in the studied financial services corporations could only partly 

be strategically planned. Results from the study also point to unintended and 

unexpected consequences of integrating social and environmental responsibility.   

 

Keyword: Corporate social responsibility, translation, organizational change, 

legitimacy, de-coupling, incorporation, localizing, co-optation, organizing, blending.   
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Introduction 

Transnational corporations increasingly take on new environmental and social 

responsibilities. In fact, much of the world‟s environmental and social 

problems are attributed to the negative effect of corporations on society. As a 

result, a multitude of corporate initiatives have emerged in response to 

increased criticism and demands for corporate social responsibility. 

Nevertheless, we only know a little about how these demands are adopted 

within corporations and who are involved in these processes of change.  

 

In this thesis, the empirical focus is on how corporations within the financial 

services sector in Sweden adopt the idea to take increased environmental and 

social responsibility. This idea is commonly framed as Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) and is a label for a multitude of voluntary rules directed 

at corporations such as human rights, labor rights, environmental 

responsibility, anti-corruption, social inclusion, equality and diversity. The 

often rather vague idea leaves a lot of room for corporations‟ own 

interpretations.  Since the millennium, CSR has spread rapidly across 

corporations. Although the label of CSR directs attention towards the 

responsibilities of corporations, CSR is a global trend that incorporates 

organizations such as states, intergovernmental organizations, consumers, non-

governmental organizations and business schools, all of which participate in its 

development. The cases in which corporations take on the idea of being 

socially and environmentally responsible constitute an interesting setting for 
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Responsibility (CSR) and is a label for a multitude of voluntary rules directed 

at corporations such as human rights, labor rights, environmental 
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studying organizational change and how an idea is adopted and transformed 

into organizational practice.  

 

The theoretical point of departure is organizational institutional theory. This 

strand of theory has developed into one of the major approaches for studying 

how organizational concepts travel within organizational fields. It has been 

noted that organizations tend to implement the same changes at about the same 

time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Traditional institutional theory has provided 

valuable insights into how organizations respond to institutional pressure by 

becoming more similar, in addition to focusing on how institutions create 

stability and organizational homogeneity. However, institutional theory has 

been criticized for its lack of active agency, and for being weak in explaining 

change and what happens when an idea enters into an organizational context 

(Campbell, 2004). Consequently, institutional theory increasingly focuses on 

exploring how changes in the institutional environment affect organizations 

(Lounsbury, 2008; Boch Waldorff, 2010).  

 

To understand how actors transform ideas into organizational practice I draw 

upon Scandinavian organizational institutionalism and the concept of 

translation. This thread of institutional theory has contributed to our 

understanding that organizations actively translate ideas to fit local contexts.  

Combining this theoretical framework with the empirical area of CSR enables 

me to explore the following research question:  

 

How do actors transform ideas on being socially and environmentally 

responsible into practice? 

 

I conduct three studies that seek to answer this question, in which the word  

actors refers to both corporations and individuals. In the licentiate thesis, the 
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question in focus is how the idea of taking increased social responsibility is 

transformed into organizational practice and how it was made appropriate to its 

local setting. Since change processes take time, a longitudinal study was 

conducted on how the Swedish insurance company Skandia carried out their 

social responsibilities over a period of 17 years. In the second paper, I further 

explore how the social initiative of Skandia was presented as the 

exemplification of new ideas, of which CSR is the latest. This study shows that 

a new idea does not necessarily generate new practices, but that an existing 

practice can be translated to fit new ideas. In addition to single longitudinal 

case studies we also need broader comparative studies, so Paper 3 consists of a 

complete study of the Swedish financial services sector to detect to what extent 

companies in the sector has adopted the idea of CSR. Paper 3 also contains an 

interview and document study that investigates how eight corporations have 

adopted CSR and made it appropriate for their respective organizations in order 

to detect both the similarities and differences.  

Outline 

In the next section I introduce the empirical context. Then I present the 

theoretical framework. After that the methodological considerations are 

discussed and the three papers are introduced and how they contribute to the 

overall purpose of this thesis. Finally some final reflections and suggestions for 

future research are presented.  
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The Empirical Setting 

CSR as a Corrective to Corporate Misconduct 

For decades, fighting global problems such as poverty, famine, human rights 

violations, greenhouse gas emissions, forest devastation, gender inequality and 

loss of biodiversity has been the focus for many governments and international 

bodies such as the UN and NGOs. But during the 1990s, the realization was 

that these problems were not going to be solved by these actors alone, and the 

corporate world was urged to participate (Annan 2000, Margolis & Walsh, 

2003; Bruno & Karliner, 2002; Windell, 2006; Ruggie, 2008). On January 31, 

1999, Kofi Annan, the former Secretary General of the United Nations, 

addressed the World Economic Forum in Davos and challenged business 

leaders to join the UN and initiate a global compact on shared values including 

human rights, labor and environmental standards. Annan urged corporate 

leaders to take action, not primarily through the international policy arena, but 

by incorporating those values directly into the corporations‟ sphere of 

influence as producers, employers and not least, as investors (UN Press 

Release, 1999). 

 

Since the UN initiative, the idea that corporations should take responsibility for 

the welfare of society, and not just towards its principals (Friedman, 1970), has 

spread rapidly across transnational corporations and initiated major changes 

(Warhurst & Franklin, 2001; Vogel, 2005; Grafström et al., 2008; Idowu, 

2009). In 2009, 95% of Europe‟s largest corporations communicated their CSR 
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work on their websites (CSR Spotlight Report, 2010), while 92% of the 

world`s largest corporations have adopted CSR reporting (KPMGs 

International Survey, 2008).  

 

The fact that transnational corporations are taking responsibility is obviously a 

positive thing, though this development should be seen in light of the growing 

critique directed at transnational corporations by several organizations 

(Segerlund, 2005; Windell, 2006; Borglund, 2009). In 1992, the UN‟s Centre 

on Transnational Corporations reported that transnational corporations emitted 

more than half the greenhouse gases produced by the industrial sector (Climate 

Change and Transnational Corporations Analysis and Trends, 1992), 

dominated the production of toxic chemicals and owned global fishing fleets 

that were depleting the oceans of fish, not least outside the shores of Canada 

(The State of the World`s Fisheries and Aquaculture, 1995). Criticism was also 

directed towards specific transnational corporations for misconduct such as the 

persecution of indigenous people, child labor and poor working conditions in 

low-income countries (Fagerfjäll et al., 2001; Ählström & Egels Zandén, 

2008).  

 

The media played an important role in spreading the news about corporate 

misconduct in various parts of the world, thereby increasing public knowledge 

and demand for corporate responsibility (Grafström et al., 2008; Boström & 

Garsten, 2008). The result was a loss in confidence by the general public that 

transnational corporations and the market would protect the public interest and 

public good. Even though production and trade were generally seen as a 

positive in society, the power of corporations, the inequalities of wealth 

distribution and the exploitation that were seen as a consequence of self-

interest and excessive profit making caused a lot of criticism to be directed at 
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transnational corporations, as they were seen as the root of many of the world‟s 

problems in their pursuit of profit (Bruno & Karliner, 2002; Windell, 2006). 

 

In an increasingly globalized world, trans-national corporations have been 

described as “outside the effective control of national states” (Meyer et al., 

2010: 3) and efforts have therefore been made by several organizations to 

control and socialize them (Windell, 2006; Tamm Hallström & Boström, 2010; 

Meyer et al., 2010). The developing field of CSR includes organizations such 

as states, intergovernmental organizations, consumers, non-governmental 

organizations, business schools, trade unions, standardization agencies, audit 

firms, consultancies and law firms. Also trans-national corporations with 

business oriented interests have pursued the idea. Windell (2006) shows that 

CSR was also driven by corporations themselves as the idea took on the guise 

of a management idea. CSR was presented as a solution not only to societal 

problems, but also to corporate problems such as how to improve business 

operations, how to be competitive, how to increase brand value and, how to 

become an attractive employer “ultimately leading to increased efficiency and 

profits” (Windell, 2006:197). Obviously, ideas that are portrayed as 

contributing to efficiency and effectiveness travel more easily within 

corporations than ideas based on other values such as solving world problems 

(Meyer, 1996). However, there is still no empirical evidence that CSR leads to 

increased profits or efficiency (Margolis & Walsh, 2003, Shedding Light on 

Responsible Investments, 2009). 

 

Although the CSR debate intensified around the turn of the century and 

corporations are expected to hold views on issues that were previously 

primarily dealt with by states and NGOs, the idea that corporations have a 

responsibility for solving societal problems is not new. Discussions on this 

topic have been reoccurring ever since the beginning of industrialization, and 
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are very much connected to the ideological currents of different eras 

(Svedberg, 1994; Nilsson, 2009). CSR is therefore the current label for a 

longstanding debate on corporations‟ role and responsibility in society, which 

has yet again gained increased attention since the turn of the century.  

 

Today, CSR is generally interpreted to mean that corporations should, beyond 

the requirements of the law, integrate social and environmental concerns in all 

of their business activities. Even though there are signs that the field is slowly 

consolidating and organizations such as The UN Global Compact and Global 

Reporting Initiative
1
 have gained legitimacy and dominance (Meyer et al., 

2010) tings are still evolving. Organizations such as businesses, NGOs and 

states differ in their view of what responsibilities corporations should adopt 

and what is considered legitimate corporate responses towards these demands. 

Many of the organizations pursuing CSR do it from different standpoints, in 

part about what corporate responsibilities should entail, and in part on how far 

those responsibilities should extend. Where they stand is usually dependent on 

where they sit, so to speak. 

CSR in a National Context 

Akin to the current global debate regarding the societal role of transnational 

corporations, CSR has also emerged in Sweden (Windell et al., 2009), and is 

significantly tied to international development. At the turn of the century, CSR 

became an important idea in Sweden and was advanced by several 

organizations such as the Swedish government, NGOs, trade associations, 

standardization agencies, consultants, business schools, law firms and not least, 

corporations themselves. Criticism and national corporate scandals have been 

                                                 
1 The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) was established in 1997 by CERES, an NGO in the US. The 

GRI has created an international framework for reporting on sustainable development aspect, and is 

cooperating with the UN. 
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strong driving forces for change. In the 1990s, relatively few Swedish 

companies practiced CSR, though it has expanded since then. In 2008, 56% of 

the largest 70 Swedish corporations listed on the Stockholm Stock Exchange 

(Nasdaq OMX) stated on their web-sites that they take social and 

environmental responsibility (Grafström et al., 2008). As in other parts of the 

world, the CSR debate in Sweden has initially focused on corporate behavior in 

developing countries rather than on the domestic behavior and contribution. 

Consequently, CSR was mainly adopted by Swedish transnational corporations 

within criticized industries (Windell et al., 2009). Nevertheless, CSR has 

spread to other business sectors. In 2008, the financial services (60%), 

materials (56%), IT and telecommunications (42%) and health care (33%) 

industries all took part in CSR (Grafström et al., 2008). CSR has therefore 

spread to large corporations within the service sector that were not initially 

seen as part of the idea.   

CSR Emerging in the Swedish Financial Services Sector 

This thesis takes a particular interest in how the idea of CSR has been 

transformed into practice within various corporations in the financial services 

sector. The financial sector is defined as those companies that offer financial 

services in Sweden, including banks, credit companies, exchanges and 

clearinghouses, fund companies, investment companies, insurance companies 

and corporations, whose main task is to price, raise and allocate capital to 

provide information about investments, to facilitate trading and to control who 

receives access to financial and risk coverage (Levine, 2004). These financial 

intermediaries are the link between the borrowers and lenders of money, and 

are expected to offer a safe and effective infrastructure for the payment, 

management and distribution of risk (Viotti & Wissén, 1991; Den svenska 

finanssektorn, 2010). Hence, the financial sector has been described as being 

vital for a well functioning society and as a foundation for economic growth 
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(Scholtens, 2006; Den finansiella sektorn bär frukt, 2008; Den svenska 

finansiella sektorns utveckling och utmaningar, 2008).
2
 A well functioning 

financial system is imperative for a society and is also why this sector is highly 

regulated – to protect customers, businesses, and especially states (Eriksson & 

Persson, 2009).  

 

Encouraging the incorporation of CSR into the financial sector has also 

included organizations such as states, intergovernmental organizations, 

consumers and non-governmental organizations. The main participants in the 

development of making CSR part of the financial sector have been investors 

that take extra-financial factors, such as environmental, social and governance 

(ESG) factors into account, as well as their long-term impact on investments 

(Bengtsson, 2008, Sjöström, 2009, Déjean et al., 2004). The Socially 

Responsible Investment (SRI) market, or as it is sometimes called, the 

sustainable investment market, represents approximately10% of the asset 

management industry in Europe as of December 2010 (Eurosif, 2010 European 

SRI study). We have also seen a rapid expansion of organizations supplying 

CSR ratings such as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index, FTSE4GOOD, 

Ethibel ESI, Domini 400 and the Morning Star Socially Responsible I.I just to 

mention a few (Sjöström, 2009). The United Nations has also played an 

important role and initiated the United Nations Environmental Program 

Finance Initiative (UNEP FI) in 2006. UNEP FI is a global partnership 

between the United Nations Environmental Programme and the financial 

services industry to better understand, address and manage ESG issues. They 

have developed two principles for financial corporations to follow: Principles 

for Responsible Investments and Principles for Responsible Insurance (UNEP 

                                                 
2 In 2007, its contribution to the Swedish GNP was over 5% and generated SEK 45 billion in tax 

revenues for the state (Den svenska finanssektorn, Finansplats Stockholm, 2008; Den svenska 

finansiella sektorns utveckling och utmaningar, McKinsey, 2008). 
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FI, 2011-01-25). At the end of 2010 PRI had for example 855 signatories from 

45 countries representing USD 22 trillion of assets under management 

(www.unpri.org, 2011-01-25). Additionally the World Bank has initiated the 

Equator Principles on how signatories can assess environmental and social 

risks related to project financing. There are many organizations and initiatives 

promoting CSR within the financial sector.  

 

In recent years, leading financial corporations have set up governance and 

management systems for CSR, creating specific departments responsible for 

handling environmental and social issues, and producing sustainability reports. 

They work at aligning CSR to their core values, products and services. As 

mentioned above, 60% of the financial services companies listed on the 

Stockholm Stock Exchange inform on their CSR work. Insofar as research has 

been conducted, it has been on specific topics such as Socially Responsible 

Investments (Sparkes & Cowton, 2004; Derwall et al., 2005; Johnsen, 2003), 

the relationship between SRI and profit (Domini, 2001; Hamilton et al., 1993), 

shareholder influence on CSR (Sjöström, 2009), stakeholder activism and 

responsible investments (Haigh & Hazelton, 2004) and risk factors (Thompson 

& Cowton, 2004). Even so, scarce attention has been paid to the impact CSR 

has had within the financial sector and how the idea has been adopted by 

financial companies, despite the apparent importance of financial services for a 

well functioning society that unfolded during the economic crisis in 2008 and 

2009. This thesis contributes to this field of research and on how changes in 

society affect organizations.  
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The Theoretical Platform 

Legitimacy – a Motive to Change 

Since the turn of the century corporations are expected to integrate social and 

environmental responsibility into their day-to-day practice. Previous research 

has demonstrated that it is imperative for organizations to manage changes in 

their environment in order to survive in the long run (Greenwood & Hinings, 

1996). An institutional explanation as to why organizations adapt to demands 

such as CSR is that it increases the corporation‟s legitimacy. Here, legitimacy 

is to be understood as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions 

of an entity are desirable, proper, or inappropriate within some socially 

constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions” (Suchman, 

1995:574). Organizations have to adjust to broader values and norms in society 

in order to maintain or achieve legitimacy. Living up to demands on being 

efficient and effective is obviously necessary but not sufficient according to 

this line of thought. Organizations are also valued on how well they live up to 

normative expectations and ideas within society (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 

Zucker, 1977; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & 

Scott, 1992).  

Ideas such as CSR are normative models and prescriptions for how 

organizations should act (Czarniawska & Sévon, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson, 

1996). Management ideas are important since they are seen as rational and 
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just, thereby influencing corporate activities as well as the perception of 

corporations (cf. Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002). Ideas can become 

institutionalized; therefore, they become normatively and cognitively taken 

for granted as the right thing to do (Berger & Luckman, 1966; Zucker, 1977). 

Against this background, we can understand CSR as a management idea that 

influences ideas about how corporations should act. However, having said 

that, we should be sensitive to the fact that CSR might not be institutionalized 

in all business contexts. 

 

The advantages of adopting important ideas are the rewards compliance 

generates such as stability, increased prestige and reputation, internal and 

external commitment and the attraction of personnel (Oliver, 1991:150; 

Johnsson, 2004; Deephouse & Suchman, 2008). Organizations that conform 

their structures, practices and routines to generally held norms and ideas in 

society increase their legitimacy and ability to survive (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 

Zucker, 1977; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). It is 

argued that legitimacy is in fact a motive for organizations to change their 

behavior (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

 

Many studies have focused on how ideas diffuse in different fields (Strang & 

Soule, 1998). Studies of mimetic diffusion processes have yielded valuable 

insights into how organizations respond to  pressure by becoming more similar. 

However, neoinstitutional theory has been criticized for its lack of active 

agency. Traditionally, corporations have been seen as rather passive adopters 

of ideas in society, though Scandinavian institutionalism has defied the notion 

that organizations passively conform to demands in society. If we turn our 

focus towards the recipient organizations and the actors populating them, rather 

than towards the ideas, other patterns occur.  
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How an idea is adopted not only depends on generally held values and norms 

being forced upon organizations (DiMagggio & Powell, 1983), but also on the 

organization and its history (Perrow, 1986). Each organization has its own 

history and identity due to past experiences. According to “old” institutional 

theory, it is the local organization and its embeddedness in inter-organizational 

fields that is the locus of organizational change and institutionalization 

(Selznick, 1957). The local contexts exert a strong influence on organizational 

behavior (Selznick, 1949). This is also the reason why corporations diverge 

from the models in order to fit with the context into which the idea is being 

implemented (cf. Selznick, 1949; Westney, 1989).  

 

Organizations are not unitary monoliths, but consist of departments with 

individuals who have very different views on what their organization should be 

concerned with. This includes individuals with competing values and the 

ability to influence that affect how an idea is adopted. As an idea becomes 

adopted within an organization, it may take on different properties simply if for 

no other reason than because individuals in an organization interpret an idea 

differently. A multiplicity of interpretations of an idea can make an 

organization susceptible to influences from outside organizations, e.g. 

customers or authorities that influence how individuals in an organization 

interpret an idea. Furthermore, ideas such as CSR that are directed at 

corporations seldom contain consistent demands (cf. Friedland & Alford, 1991; 

Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). Actors pursuing CSR have very different views on 

what corporations should accomplish though CSR should not only lead to 

profitability and increased efficiency, but also increased equality, diversity, 

labor rights, social inclusion, human rights, environmental and social 

responsibility. This is also a source of conflict within the organizations.  
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In contrast to traditional institutional studies which have viewed organizational 

change as a process of diffusion in which organizations passively adopt ideas 

about new practices (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), Scandinavian organizational 

institutionalism sees organizational change as an active process of translation 

whereby actors translate ideas into local settings. Drawing on Callon (1980) 

and Latour (1986), Czarniawska and Sevón introduced the concept of 

translation in order to understand organizational change at an organizational 

level. A translation perspective suggests that actors actively interpret, modify 

and change ideas so as to better fit their own local organizational contexts. 

 

According to Czarniawska and Sevón (1996), the way that ideas spread starts 

with the idea being disassociated from its local context and practice. The idea 

has to materialize into something be it a text, words, objects etcetera, which 

means that the idea only retains its general characteristics and becomes more 

abstract. Thereafter, the idea can travel to other organizations and has to be re-

embedded into local activities and meaning. However, the local context will 

affect the idea and vice versa. The new action will then become stabilized and 

possibly institutionalized, and might also begin to travel again. In short, the 

process of translation can be described as a trail “from an idea to an object, to 

an institution, to an action and to an idea again...” (Czarniawska & Sevón, 

1996:44).  

 

Translation studies demonstrate that actors take an active role in transforming 

ideas into practice. Within these processes, the initial idea is altered in order to 

fit the local setting. Among others in their field of research, Czarniawska & 

Sevon (1996, 2005) have convincingly demonstrated that actors carry ideas 

into practice that best fit with their local context and produce many different 

results. In this thesis, the focus is on the part of the idea-model in which an 
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idea is re-embedded into local activities and meanings, i.e. on the recipients of 

the idea.  

 

Ideas have traditionally been seen as entering an organization via top-

management and then trickling down the hierarchy. However, traditional 

rational implementation models often conceal other important arenas for 

translating new ideas (Rövik, 2008). Identifying these arenas and the actors 

attending them will help to identify both where the translation is done and the 

important translators. Another important aspect of re-embedding ideas within 

organizations is how global ideas are given a more local composition. To 

localize an idea means providing the idea with references such as local actors, 

authorities, problems, solutions, other organizations‟ success stories, local 

interests or conflicts that give it a local label. For these reasons, it is important 

to identify exactly where in the organization the translation is done, who the 

actors are that translate new ideas into practice and how the translation from 

idea to practice is done (Rövik, 2008). 

What Do We Know and Where Do We Go from Here 

We have achieved many insights from almost two decades of translation 

studies, including insights into how, why and what kind of ideas circulate 

(Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000; Tamm Hallström, 2000; Sahlin-Andersson & 

Engwall, 2002; Hedmo, 2004; Windell, 2006; Wedlin, 2006). We have also 

gained insights into how transnational ideas are received by organizations and 

how those ideas are made appropriate (Forssell, 1992; Blomquist, 1996; 

Schwartz, 1997; Strannegård, 1998; Erlingsdottír, 1999; Sahlin-Andersson & 

Hedmo, 2000; Catasús, 2000; Frenkel, 2005; Boxenbaum, 2006; Tomson, 

2008). For example, what kind of practice that is possible is dependent on 

existing structures and routines (Frenkel, 2005; Tomson, 2008) and who the 

actors are that introduce the idea into an organization (Powell et al., 2005). All 
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of these studies have given us insight into how new ideas are adopted by 

organizations, although this area is far from exhausted. With the exception of 

Boch Waldorff (2010) and Powell et al. (2005), few have compared, for 

example, how an idea is translated within organizations in the same type of 

business. 

 

Also, results from previous research are that organizations can handle 

inconsistent demands by decoupling the idea from their core business and only 

ceremonially adopting the idea (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Brunsson, 1989). 

Ceremonial adaptation means that organizations present the organization on 

websites, as well as in policies and reports, in accordance with popular ideas 

without them ever having to be materialized into practice. Oliver (1991:155) 

notes that the appearance of conforming to new ideas has often been sufficient 

in itself to obtain legitimacy. Thus, it is claimed that many ideas never actually 

penetrate organizations to affect core structures and routines. However, as 

scholars have also noted, in order to understand how ideas affect organizations, 

one need to study how ideas are adopted over longer periods of time. What 

might appear as decoupling at one point in time could materialize into practice 

over a longer time frame, and in fact be “coupled” and become part of the core 

business (Strannegård, 2000; Rövik, 2008; Tomson, 2008). For that reason, it 

is important to study translation processes over time. Papers 1 and 2 are 

longitudinal studies on the translation of ideas.   

 

Additionally, most studies within Scandinavian institutional theory are based 

on case studies of single organizations that are adopting new ideas (Rövik, 

2008). They have gone deep within the organizations and traced in detail how 

ideas have been translated into practice (Blomquist, 1996; Erlingsdottir, 1999). 

We have acquired many insights into local translation processes, with 

contributions from these studies demonstrating that ideas change in translation 
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and produce a lot of variety in terms of different results and heterogenic 

outcomes. Nevertheless, studies that build on translation models rarely make 

broader comparative studies between organizations within a given business 

sector (Rövik, 2008). Hence, we also need to explore if and how changes in the 

environment affect a broader set of organizations in order to detect similarities 

and differences. This approach is found in Paper 3.  
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Methodological Considerations 

The three papers included in this thesis focus on how actors within the 

financial services sector translate the idea of corporations being socially and 

environmentally responsible into practice. Thus, organizational change is seen 

as a process of translation. Scandinavian organizational institutionalism 

emphasizes that actors are active in the translation process and have to adapt 

ideas to their local context. The theoretical perspective chosen therefore has 

methodological implications. In this section I will outline the methods chosen 

in the different papers.  

 

Previous institutional studies saw the spread of ideas as diffusion and used 

quantitative data with a macro-level method. This created a deterministic view 

on the process in which more and more organizations adopted the practices or 

structures (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). By using a macro perspective, they also 

missed differences and struggles within their respective organizations 

(DiMaggio, 1988). The traditional criticism against the institutional perspective 

is that actors are seen as being rather passive in the change process. But as 

Latour argues, “the spread in time and space of anything – claims, orders, 

artifacts, goods – is in the hands of people; each of these people may act in 

many different ways, letting the token drop, or modifying it, or deflecting it, or 

betraying it, or adding to it or appropriating it.” (1986:267). Because of this, a 

useful way of studying the complexity of translation is to carefully study the 
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processes in which translation occurs by carefully listening to an actor‟s 

account of the processes, to carefully read documents and in some instances to 

even be a participant observer of the process. The three papers in this thesis are 

therefore based on qualitative studies and data stemming from three sources 

using interviews, documents and observations. Paper 3 also contains a 

complete website study on all financial companies in Sweden.   

Qualitative and Multi-Method Studies 

Qualitative case studies imply that a researcher should investigate one or a 

limited number of cases more in-depth, taking into consideration various 

dimensions (Yin, 1989). Since society forms both interpretations and actions, 

the context in which ideas emerge must also be accounted for (Geertz, 1973). 

The approach in this thesis is to capture the web of relationships, in addition to 

the organizing of the idea, actions and the respondents‟ motives.  

 

Longitudinal Case Studies 

In Paper 1 (Why Projects Survive), a single longitudinal case study was chosen 

in order to understand what is entailed in adapting a social initiative into a 

corporate environment, as translating ideas into practice in local organizations 

takes time (Rövik, 2008). Therefore, a longitudinal case study provides a 

useful method for observing how ideas emerge into practice and how they are 

made appropriate (Hargadon & Douglas, 2001). A detailed discussion on my 

take on qualitative longitudinal case studies, or more appropriate casing and 

the type of data, can be found in the licentiate thesis (Paper 1, pp. 21-31). Paper 

1 begins with the prehistory of the social initiative taken in the 1980s. It 

finishes when Skandia celebrated its 150 anniversary in 2005 by presenting the 

social initiative as an important occasion in the history of the company.  
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In Paper 2 (Lost in Translation), a longitudinal approach was also seen as 

appropriate for exploring the role, and indeed the importance, of existing 

practice in translating new ideas. The focus in this paper is on how three 

popular ideas, of which one was CSR, were adopted by Skandia and how they 

presented the existing social practice as an example of the new ideas. The data 

stem from the data collected for the licentiate thesis, although the time frame in 

this study is shorter. Paper 2 starts in 1998 when Skandia decides to take on the 

idea of Sustainable Development and finishes in 2005 when the social initiative 

of Ideas for Life was presented as Skandia‟s department for CSR activities.  

 

The figure below shows the various time frames in the papers.  

 

  

Figure 1: The time frame in the different papers and when the idea of CSR started to 

spread across corporations  

 

Paper 3 (The Swedish Financial Services Sector’s Response to CSR) focuses 

on whether the idea of CSR has spread within the field of finance and how 

eight corporations have translated the idea into practice. The data both covers 

and was collected in 2009 and 2010, and therefore has a much shorter time 

frame. The methodological considerations for Paper 3 are presented below.  

A Multi-Method Study 
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In Paper 3, a combination of a quantitative website study and a qualitative 

interview and document study was conducted.  In order to first detect to what 

extent the idea of CSR had spread within the financial services sector, a 

complete website study was conducted on all financial companies that fall 

under the regulatory jurisdiction of the Swedish Financial Supervisory 

Authority, and those observations were quantified. The parameter used to 

define adopters from non-adopters was whether they presented their social and 

environmental work as CSR, Sustainable Development, Corporate 

Responsibility or Corporate Citizenship on their websites. The website study 

formed the basis for the interview and document study to understand how the 

idea of CSR was translated into practice within eight finance companies from 

each business sector. I chose a top-management approach because of their 

dominant position. It was the individual‟s accounts and their description of 

how the organization had adopted the idea of CSR that was captured.  

 

The table below outlines the design and data used in the different papers.  

 

Paper Design Data 

1. Why Projects Survive Single longitudinal case study 
Time period 1980-2005  
Data collected 2002-2005 

51 interviews  
Documents 
5 observant 
participations 

2. Lost in Translation Single longitudinal case study 
Time period 1999-2005 
Data collected 2002-2005 

40 interviews 
Documents 
5 observant 
participations  

3. The Swedish 
Financial Services 
Sector’s Response to 
CSR 

Website study 
Interview and 
document study 
Time period 2009-2010 
Data collected 2009-2010 

483 websites 
11 interviews 
5 CSR policies 
6 sustainability Reports 

 

Table 1: Design and data used in the different papers  
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idea of CSR was translated into practice within eight finance companies from 

each business sector. I chose a top-management approach because of their 

dominant position. It was the individual‟s accounts and their description of 

how the organization had adopted the idea of CSR that was captured.  

 

The table below outlines the design and data used in the different papers.  

 

Paper Design Data 

1. Why Projects Survive Single longitudinal case study 
Time period 1980-2005  
Data collected 2002-2005 

51 interviews  
Documents 
5 observant 
participations 

2. Lost in Translation Single longitudinal case study 
Time period 1999-2005 
Data collected 2002-2005 

40 interviews 
Documents 
5 observant 
participations  

3. The Swedish 
Financial Services 
Sector’s Response to 
CSR 

Website study 
Interview and 
document study 
Time period 2009-2010 
Data collected 2009-2010 

483 websites 
11 interviews 
5 CSR policies 
6 sustainability Reports 

 

Table 1: Design and data used in the different papers  
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There are pros and cons for all methodological choices that a researcher makes, 

and different methods generate different results. Single case studies reveal a 

great variety of responses towards institutional demands (Sahlin-Andersson & 

Engwall, 2002). In contrast, the further you are from the object of research, the 

more similar they seem (Forssell & Jansson, 2000). When studying 

organizations from a distance they may look similar in terms of simple 

parameters such as whether a decision has been made or whether they present 

themselves according to the norms in the environment (cf. Paper 3). The case 

studies in this thesis have taken a great deal of time, but have enabled the 

attainment of in-depth insight into longitudinal local processes. On the other 

hand, the web-site study, the interview and document study has generated a 

broader understanding on the development of an idea for an entire business 

sector in a shorter time frame.  

Data  

It has been theoretically argued that the translation of ideas has to be 

understood from a contextual viewpoint and what it is that individuals do with 

ideas. In the qualitative studies several data sources have therefore been used, 

including primary sources such as interviews, participant observations as well 

as secondary sources such as documents.  

 

The way I have studied how organizations translate ideas into action is by 

carrying out semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2002). I ask individuals to 

describe the process as far as how the idea was motivated, how it was 

organized and how it was turned into action. The respondents were chosen on 

the basis of their position and in-depth knowledge of the processes, in addition 

to choosing other persons affiliated with the organization to enable different 

perspectives. In the broader study of the financial services sector, I chose to 

interview 11 persons responsible for implementing the idea, thus CSR 
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managers and CEOs were interviewed. In the longitudinal case study, I 

complemented the management perspective by interviewing individuals at 

other levels within the organization as well as NGOs and municipalities outside 

the organization that cooperated with the organization. A total of 51 interviews 

were performed in the longitudinal case-study.  

 

Documents such as internal memos, public reports and archival data have all 

been studied. Documents such as annual reports and sustainability reports were 

studied as a complement to the interviews, and other sources were also 

investigated. Newspaper articles were studied in order to obtain a picture of 

important issues within the public debate at different times, as well as what 

was written about in regard to the social activities of the corporation. I also had 

access to Skandia‟s historical archives, which proved to be of great importance 

for studying the development of their social initiative over time. I could study 

what kind of material they had produced, internal reports and internal surveys 

on attitudes towards the initiative. To study something over a long period of 

time enables a researcher to detect how for example an actor‟s motives and 

argumentation can change over time.  

 

Participant observations were used as an additional source of data for the 

Skandia case. In order to understand how the social practice was 

communicated and spread among the employees, I attended an internal course 

for new employees to see exactly how they received information and how they 

became involved in the social activities. To acquire increased insight into how 

the organization cooperated and gained legitimacy for their social activities 

with NGOs and municipalities, I participated in meetings and a conference that 

the corporation attended. The participant observations were mostly relevant for 

Paper 2 (Lost in Translation), in which the reversed translation process was in 

focus since that is the method most relevant for studies in real time.  
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Presentation of Papers 

This thesis includes three papers and the present summary. The papers are 

rather different, as the first one is my licentitate thesis, the second is a book 

chapter and the third is a paper submitted to a scientific journal. This means 

that they vary both in style and scope. This presentation is intended to bring 

together the main ideas of all the papers.  

 

Göthberg, Pauline (2007). Why Projects Survive – A Study of Skandia’s Ideas 

for Life. Thesis for the degree of licentiate, Uppsala University, Department of 

Business Studies.  

 

It has been argued that change processes can take time and that we need to 

conduct longitudinal studies of how ideas are translated into practice. In order 

to attain a better understanding of what taking social responsibility and 

translating that into practice entails, Paper 1 consists of an in-depth 

longitudinal case study of the Swedish insurance company Skandia. As we 

know, the idea of CSR has become a popular idea lately, although the 

discussion on corporate responsibility in society is not new. As a result, the 

insurance industry has been seen as a relevant place to study corporate social 

responsibility over time since they have a long tradition of working with 

security related issues in society such as road traffic research and health issues. 

I followed the development of a social project directed at children and young 

people situated within Skandia between 1987 and 2005. The purpose of the 
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paper is to explain what creates the necessary conditions for social projects in 

corporations to survive.  

 

There is a discussion on temporal versus stable organizations in the paper but 

no matter how interesting that discussion is, the contribution to the overall aim 

of this thesis is how a corporation made their social initiative appropriate to its 

local setting. The way to translate the idea into practice was a matter of three 

mutually dependent processes: co-optation, organizing and adaptation. 

 

Since Skandia did not have relevant knowledge to initiate their own solutions 

for conducting a preventative work for children and young people, and since 

there was skepticism against corporations taking social responsibility in the 

1980s, they co-opted external actors from the government, NGOs and the 

police with both know-how and high legitimacy in society into their internal 

work (cf. Selznick 1949). In this way, support and knowledge was gained on 

how and what to do in practice, thereby increasing their external legitimacy.  

 

The second process had to do with the internal organizing or formalizing of the 

social initiative. To implement a new idea, it needs an organization that is well 

suited to achieve the goal, and persons need to be appointed to execute the 

work. The formal organizing is rational in the sense that it is seen as the most 

effective way to coordinate the work of implementing a new idea and turning it 

into practice. In this case, it resulted in separating part of the initiative into a 

foundation and setting up an internal project that managed other tasks that was 

later transformed into an ongoing department. However, since resistance 

towards the idea was initially high, separating the social initiative into a 

foundation was also based on norms within society and what was seen as an 

appropriate way to organize the new areas of responsibility. Another way to 

organize the work and increase internal knowledge about the idea was to 
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activate employees at different levels of the organization and involve them in 

projects directed at children and young people, in addition to informing 

colleagues about the work. The results were that this ambassadorship became 

popular among employees, increasing both the internal awareness and internal 

legitimacy. What this study shows is that the external legitimacy actually 

preceded the internal legitimacy, but more importantly, this way of organizing 

had a locking-in effect, whereby the employees found the work important in 

itself.  

 

The third process was about adaptation, i.e. how the initiative was motivated 

and presented. Actors within Ideas for Life de-coupled the presentation to fit 

the needs of the intended audience. For a social project such as Ideas for Life 

situated within a public limited insurance company, the mission was twofold: 

1) To increase long term profitability for Skandia (thus appealing to 

management), and 2) To improve conditions for children and young people 

(thus appealing to NGOs and their partners in their desire to contribute the 

public‟s welfare). In this manner, two demands could be simultaneously 

satisfied, which in this study is called multiple adaptation. Another adaptation 

approach that I call reverse adaptation is a way to satisfy demands over time. 

Skandia adopted three management ideas over a period of six years and they 

were all related to Ideas for Life. When Ideas for Life was presented in relation 

to these ideas, the social initiative appeared as being modern, rational and 

necessary, thereby enhancing its legitimacy.  

 

Related to the general research question in this thesis of how actors transform 

ideas on being socially and environmentally responsible into practice, the 

major findings in this paper are the three translation processes: co-optation, 

organizing and adaptation. These three processes were important to render the 

idea as appropriate since there was a resistance towards corporations taking 
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social responsibility at the time. It was argued that we needed to study the 

change processes over time and that the three processes presented here were 

important to render the social activities with the legitimacy which enabled 

Ideas for Life‟s survival.  

 

The longitudinal study also disclosed that Ideas for Life developed distinct 

interests of its own over time that diverged from Skandia‟s initial goal. Ideas 

for Life was initiated to reduce criticism towards the casualty insurance 

division, i.e. as a rational and effective instrument for achieving that task. Over 

time, working as an ambassador for Ideas for Life became valuable in its own 

right for Skandia‟s employees, as opposed to only accomplishing 

management‟s official goal. Ideas for Life was therefore infused with value 

and started to serve the values of the employees, rather than management. As 

Ideas for Life gained external legitimacy and the ambassador concept became 

more popular over time, it also made it more difficult to terminate the social 

initiative since it was anticipated that it would create both internal and external 

criticism. Hence, this study also shows the unintended consequences of 

integrating social responsibility into a corporation that management could not 

anticipate in advance.  

 

Göthberg, Pauline (2007). Lost in Translation: The Case of Skandia’s “Ideas for 

Life,” published in Managing Corporate Social Responsibility in Action: Talking, 

Doing and Measuring. In F. den Hond, F. G. A, de Bakker,  & P. Neergaard 

(Eds.), Ashgate Publishing Group (UK), London. 

 

Paper 2 further develops findings from Paper 1, wherein individuals adjust 

their motives for running a social initiative so as to better fit dominating trends, 

thereby enhancing its legitimacy. The aim in Paper 2, however is to explore the 

role of existing practice in translating and establishing new management ideas. 
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As in Paper 1, the empirical setting is the development of the department for 

the project, Ideas for Life, in the Skandia insurance company.  

 

The main question is how individuals transform ideas on being socially and 

environmentally responsible into practice. Much of the CSR literature indicates 

that corporations comply with new demands by translating them into new 

practices such as creating community, health and environmental projects, new 

ways of reporting and CSR as a marketing tool or as a new business strategy. 

Yet, as this study shows, even if corporations express a desire to comply with 

new demands, new demands do not necessarily generate new activities. In 

some cases old practices can be relabeled and presented as examples of a new 

and modern trend (cf. Brunsson & Olsen, 1993; Czarniawska & Sévon; 1996, 

Frenkel, 2005). In the case of Ideas for Life, it was presented as an example of 

three management ideas, of which CSR was the latest.  

 

This process, whereby Ideas for Life was translated as a solution to three 

different problems, i.e. in which solutions preceded the problems so to speak, I 

call an inverted translation process that bears a strong resemblance to the 

garbage can model (Cohen et al., 1972). Still, the inverted translation process is 

not as random as the garbage can model indicates, and connecting problems 

and solutions is a matter of translation.   

 

Few studies on the spread of management ideas have focused on the role of 

previously existing practices. The theoretical contribution to translation 

literature is therefore an increased understanding of the role of old practices in 

establishing new ideas. CSR is a vague idea and almost any practice can be 

translated to fit the idea, hence relabeling in this case is not seen as an example 

of decoupling but rather a matter of coupling. Connecting problems and 

solutions is a matter of translation and putting a new label on an old practice is 
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more than simply pouring old wine into new bottles. In relation to the overall 

research question in this thesis as to how actors transform ideas on being 

socially and environmentally responsible into practice, are that new ideas do 

not have to change practice. Instead, ideas on new practice can result in new 

presentations of the organization.  

 

Paper 3 - The Swedish Financial Services Sector’s response to CSR (2011), 

submitted for publication 

 

CSR is often described as an idea which has had a great impact on 

corporations. Nevertheless, we know only a little as to if and how CSR has 

been adopted by corporations within the financial services sector as a whole. In 

contrast to Papers 1 and 2, which had an in-depth longitudinal case study 

approach of one financial services company, Paper 3 consists of a broader 

study that enables a comparison among organizations. The aim of the paper is 

twofold: first, to investigate to what extent the idea of CSR has spread within 

the industry, and second, to investigate how CSR has been adopted within 

eight financial corporations to detect both similarities and differences.   

 

The results were that out of the total number of financial corporations, 25% 

communicated about a CSR work (or a related label). Compared to the impact 

that CSR is often described to have had on corporations and industries, this 

result is less than expected and hardly indicates that the idea of CSR has 

become institutionalized and taken for granted within the financial sector. For 

this reason, it is interesting to further investigate why and how CSR adopters 

have translated the idea into practice.  

 

Results from the interview and document study disclose that the main motive 

for adopting CSR was that it had become an important idea in society. 
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However, respondents also added that conducting their business in a socially 

responsible way was something that they had always done. CSR was depicted 

as part of how they had always conducted their business. Consequently, one 

way to translate CSR into practice was to localize the idea by endowing the 

organization with a local history of longstanding CSR work specific to that 

individual organization.  

 

Translating CSR into practice was also a matter of incorporating already 

legitimate CSR elements in society (cf. Meyer & Rowan, 1977) into the 

internal structures. Those elements were frameworks such as the United 

Nations Global Compact, the Global Reporting Initiative and the Equator 

Principles. A second way of translating CSR into practice and making the idea 

appropriate was associating the local CSR work to already legitimate CSR 

elements, i.e. legitimacy by association.  

 

A third way of translating CSR into practice was to blend CSR with the 

existing cultures, products and services. The corporations mixed the idea of 

CSR with existing values and culture, and also offered CSR-related products 

and services. This type of incorporation did not entirely change the way the 

corporations conducted their business, but was instead a matter of a moderate 

adaptation that enabled CSR to become more consistent with existing practices.  

 

Many translation studies have focused on single case studies, and it has been 

argued that we also need broader comparative studies to detect similarities and 

differences. The contribution of this study about the outcome of translating 

ideas into practice is that corporations become both similar (as in how they 

present themselves and reporting) and different (as in making financial literacy 

a distinct CSR activity). This study reveals that incorporating legitimate 

elements into an organization made organizations more similar since 
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corporations incorporated the same elements. Nonetheless, they also created 

their own solutions to distinguish themselves from other financial companies, 

thereby becoming both similar and different. To create legitimacy is partly a 

matter of doing the same as other corporations, while also trying to 

differentiate oneself as unique within the area of CSR.   

 

In relation to the research question as to how actors transform ideas on being 

socially and environmentally responsible into practice, the findings in this last 

paper are three translation processes:  localizing the idea by inscribing the new 

idea into the history of the corporations, incorporating already legitimate CSR 

elements into the local CSR work and blending the idea into the existing 

culture, products and services, which is a matter of a moderate adaptation to 

better fit the idea to existing practices. 
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paper are three translation processes:  localizing the idea by inscribing the new 

idea into the history of the corporations, incorporating already legitimate CSR 

elements into the local CSR work and blending the idea into the existing 

culture, products and services, which is a matter of a moderate adaptation to 

better fit the idea to existing practices. 
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Final Reflections and Future Research 

This thesis focuses on how popular ideas in society influence corporate 

behavior, as corporations adapt to normative ideas in society in order to 

achieve legitimacy. However, we need more knowledge about how ideas 

influence organizations and what happens when ideas enter in an 

organizational context. Hence, this thesis puts forth the following research 

question: “How do actors transform ideas on being socially and 

environmentally responsible into practice?” This question is studied 

empirically within corporations from the Swedish financial services sector.  

 

In order to study how ideas are transformed into practice, the concept of 

translation is useful. Scandinavian organizational institutionalism sees 

organizational change as an active process of translation whereby actors 

translate ideas to fit local contexts (cf. Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996). In this 

thesis, we have encountered actors that have been important to the translation 

of CSR into their local settings, and the papers illustrate a multitude of ways in 

which they have responded to the idea. These different ways can be understood 

as six different translation processes.  

 

Implementing CSR into practice in all corporations has generated formal 

organizations to administer the work. However, the organizational form 

chosen has differed. In one case, the corporation chose to initiate a project and 
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set up a separate foundation. In other cases, CSR departments were formed 

and CSR managers were appointed. It has been suggested that which 

organizational form chosen depends on the level of resistance towards the 

idea. When internal and external resistance was strong against CSR, a 

foundation and a time-limited project were chosen. Furthermore, what form of 

organization that corporations choose can affect the stability of the CSR work 

chosen. A wide employee engagement can involve new individuals who make 

the CSR work less dependent on the “souls on fire” who initiated the CSR 

work.  

 

When corporations decide to adopt popular ideas, they do not necessarily 

have the relevant knowledge required to transform the idea into practice. 

Corporations may need external support such as expert knowledge in various 

social and environmental areas. Sometimes, political support is also needed. 

Co-opting external actors from NGOs, politics or other organizations will aid 

corporations as far as what to do in practice. Corporations can also 

incorporate already legitimate external CSR frameworks and associate the 

local CSR work to legitimate organizations such as the United Nations. Co-

optation is about incorporating external actors with know-how, and 

incorporation is about incorporating already legitimate CSR frameworks, 

thereby these processes overlap. Formalizing, i.e. which organizational form 

is chosen can help facilitate co-optation and attracting external actors that 

would otherwise not have been engaged; therefore, these processes can be 

mutually dependent.   

 

Finally, corporations working with CSR continually have to adapt and present 

their work according to the norms of society. Adapting the presentation in 
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ways that correspond with expectations in society creates legitimacy for the 

idea. These studies show processes whereby corporations presented the novel 

idea as part of the corporation‟s history and processes whereby existing 

practices were relabeled and presented as an example of a new and modern 

trend. The process of localizing and the process of adaptation were both about 

presenting the corporation in accordance with expectations, hence they also 

overlap.  

 

To conclude, the formal organizing of CSR influenced who and how both 

internal and external actors became engaged in local CSR work. In turn, those 

individuals affected what CSR turned out to be in practice. External actors 

influenced which CSR activities corporations undertook, and internal actors in 

the CSR working groups influenced what CSR turned out to be in their 

respective areas. It seems as external actors were co-opted when corporations 

engaged in areas for which they did not have any previous knowledge, and 

indeed when there was resistance towards the idea, whereas internal actors 

were more active when CSR was blended with existing products and services. 

Organizing CSR, co-optation and blending are therefore mutually dependent 

translation processes. Nevertheless, it was important in all cases to present the 

local CSR work according to societal expectations. In certain cases, the 

presentation was adjusted according to what a particular audience was 

expecting. In other cases, the local social and environmental work needed to 

be presented in new ways. Several of these translation processes are in use at 

the same time within a corporation, and they affect each other and are 

mutually dependent.  
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The six translation processes are recapitulated below in the order of their 

appearance in the papers before a discussion on what conclusions can be drawn 

is presented.  

 

 Translation as co-optation.  This process implies that corporations 

incorporate external actors, such as NGOs, the police and government 

representatives, into both the organization and internal decision making 

processes. Co-optation means that external actors have an influence on 

the direction and content of the social responsibility work and the 

outcome of this process were new co-operative projects directed at the 

welfare of society.  

 

 Translation as formalizing.  This process implies that corporations 

decide on how to administer an idea. This includes the formal 

organizing such as appointing CSR managers, deciding on what 

organizational form to use for the CSR work such as a project, 

department or to set up a foundation, how to handle internal and 

external information, and how to activate employees at various levels of 

the organization. Formalizing the idea resulted in new corporate 

structures and resulted in employee engagement.  

 

 Translation as de-coupling. This process implies that corporations 

satisfy different and sometimes conflicting demands by adjusting its 

presentation and accentuating certain aspects according to which 

audience it is directed at. External actors pursuing CSR have very 

different views on what CSR should accomplish. For example, CSR is 

expected to contribute to both profitability and the welfare of society. 

As a result, corporate presentations are altered depending on the 

audience. To accentuate the fact that CSR leads to long-term 
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profitability is necessary in order to create legitimacy for CSR, though 

this alone is not sufficient. Actors also need to accentuate CSR‟s 

contribution towards the public welfare. Another adaptation process is 

translating CSR so as to fit existing practices. In that way, the new idea 

does not generate a new practice at all, but instead an old practice can 

be relabeled and presented as an example of the new idea.  

 

 Translation as incorporation. This process means that corporations 

adopt globally accepted CSR frameworks issued by well-respected 

organizations such as the United Nations and GRI, which in turn 

represent other highly valued ideas in society such as human rights and 

labor rights. By being associated with highly regarded frameworks and 

organizations which represent ideas that are seen as rational and proper, 

legitimacy is created for local CSR work. This process result both in 

new ways of presenting the corporation and new activities since 

frameworks such as the Global Compact also requires annual progress 

reports on CSR practices. It is not enough to communicate support for 

these frameworks without demonstrating a change in action as well. 

 

 Translation as localizing. This process means that corporations translate 

CSR into practice by providing the global idea with local references to 

help make it seem relevant to the local context. CSR is a vague and 

general idea that needs to be adjusted and fitted to a local context, 

which can be done by inscribing the idea into the history of the 

organization and presenting the novel idea as part of the corporations‟ 

history. This process resulted in corporations presenting the corporation 

and the corporate history of how they conducted their business in CSR 

terms.  
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 Translation as blending. This process implies that corporations 

amalgamate existing cultures, products and services with the new idea. 

For instance, the idea of CSR is blended with a corporation‟s set of core 

values, which in turn is seen as the foundation for a common culture. 

The idea of CSR is also blended with traditional products and services, 

thereby generating a mix of the new idea with traditional products and 

services such as green investments or extending financial advice 

towards citizens in general, thus increasing financial literacy within 

society.  

Words and Deeds  

As the above recapitulation shows there are: (1) translation processes that 

result in new presentations of organizations, and (2) translation processes that 

result in new CSR activities. Adaptation, incorporation and localizing are all 

processes that result in corporations presenting their organization in a new 

way. These findings are in line with previous research that reveals that actors 

present ideas in accepted terms and use specific arguments for specific settings 

(cf. Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Presenting organizations in accordance with 

what society expects is important to gain legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). We 

know from previous research that corporations can handle external demands by 

de-coupling and developing formal structures that correspond to societal 

expectations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). De-coupling distinguishes between core 

business activities and formal structures that satisfy normative demands. It is 

therefore argued that corporations develop activities concerned with the 

presentation of the organization, in addition to other activities concerned with 

the production of goods and services.   

 

Today‟s corporations are under constant scrutiny, and are expected to be more 

transparent and be held accountable for their actions (cf. Power, 1997). As a 
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result, corporations that say that they are taking social and environmental 

responsibility are also opening themselves up for increased control and 

scrutinization. The results from the studies were that corporations combined 

processes influencing presentation with processes influencing activities, both 

of which were mutually dependent. It is therefore suggested that corporations 

translating CSR into practice need to “couple” words with deeds and both 

types of processes are important in order to gain legitimacy.  

Managerial Implications 

Regarding the managerial implications, one question that deserves special 

attention is whether the translation processes of rendering CSR appropriate for 

local settings can be regarded as strategic or not. In other words, to what extent 

is it possible to strategically plan and successfully implement CSR into 

corporate practice? The answer is that individual actions are partially strategic. 

To co-opt external actors into internal decision making processes, to balance 

different demands, to present existing practices as examples of the new idea 

and to link internal CSR work to highly regarded organizations and 

frameworks can all be seen as strategic actions. However, there are actions 

observed in the studies that are better understood as unplanned. Those 

processes go by more unnoticed and the results can unfold much later, such as 

when employees start to perceive their social and environmental engagement 

as being important in itself and there is an emotional support for those 

activities that is not related to the corporate task at hand, and when a 

corporation‟s social initiatives become accepted by external organizations and 

achieve a high legitimacy over time in society, thereby making it difficult to 

terminate such work without criticism. A high legitimacy can affect 

management‟s possibilities for deciding the future of social initiatives and 

management decisions taken at one point in time can even prove to be 

irreversible. The outcome of implementing a social responsibility is therefore 
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not always what the management team anticipates in the beginning and there 

are unintended consequences of strategic CSR work. Thus, this book is not a 

handbook on how to successfully implement CSR into financial companies, but 

nevertheless aspires to provide new managerial insights into the processes of 

translating CSR into practice.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

Finally I also want to make two suggestions for future research since these 

studies have not only generated answers, but also a few new questions. One 

important area for future research is to study the prerogatives of the large 

amount of financial services companies detected in this study that have defied 

the idea of CSR.  Obviously, the idea of CSR has not gone unnoticed by these 

organizations, but for various reasons they have decided to not take on the idea. 

We have some indications as to why this is such as savings banks not wanting 

to adopt a fashionable label for something they have been doing since the 19
th

 

century. Others did not see CSR as part of their core business, and they wanted 

investors and shareholders to decide on any social responsibility themselves. 

Even so, we need increased knowledge on how it is possible for a major 

business sector to defy an idea that has become important in other sectors, why 

certain ideas do not spread (cf. Jonsson, 2009; Campbell, 2007), and how it is 

possible to avoid ideas and rules for corporate behavior (cf. Alexius, 2007). 

Neo-institutional theory has not focused on why some organizations do not 

adopt new ideas, even though they are all facing the same demands 

(Greenwood, 1996). 

 

Another important area for future research is to study the effect of regulation 

on the spread of CSR. What has previously characterized the development of 

CSR is that following the rules has to a large extent been voluntary. In a 

globalized world where corporations are less bound by national legislation, 
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non-state organizations have instead established accepted transnational CSR 

standards. Still, due to the mechanisms of so-called soft regulations, which are 

not legally binding, businesses cannot be held accountable if they fail to adhere 

to or neglect these demands. Hence, new mandatory legislation is developing 

for different areas of the financial services sector, of which CSR is one.  If the 

1990s were characterized by soft laws and self-regulation within the area of 

CSR, the pendulum is moving in the opposite direction in this decade towards 

more mandatory regulations, and the development of how regulative forces 

affect the spread of CSR and the way the financial sector conducts their 

business is an important area for future research.  
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