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Sammanfattning 

Uppfattningar om företags samhällsansvar har begreppsliggjorts i huvudsak 
genom idéer om ’corporate social responsibility’ (CSR) och ’ansvarsfulla 
investeringar’. Under de senaste decennierna har dessa begrepp utvecklats 
till att bli vanligt förkommande och har spridits över världen. Som globala 
koncept medför de en gemensam uppsättning av idéer och metoder, såsom 
de som förs fram i internationella standarder för företags CSR rapportering, 
och utav internationella organisationer såsom FN:s Global Compact. Ändå 
skiljer de sig åt mellan olika kontexter och är konstruerade och återges av 
företag i förhållande till sociala sammanhang. Begreppen ges mening i relat-
ion till sociala institutioner i form av normer och konventioner som redan 
omger företag och sociala frågor. Baserat på nyinstitutionell teori undersöker 
avhandlingen konstruktioner av samhällsansvar och ansvarstagande, i dis-
kurs och i institutionella sammanhang, över regioner som inte ofta jämförs i 
forskningen kring skillnader i företags samhällsansvar: två Västeuropeiska 
välfärdsstater (Sverige och Storbritannien) och två tillväxtekonomier i södra 
Afrika (Sydafrika och Mauritius). Syftet med avhandlingen är att bidra till 
litteraturen kring CSR och ansvarsfulla investeringar med ett sociologiskt 
perspektiv som är jämförande och för samman institutionell teori med social 
konstruktionism och Foucaults perspektiv på makt. Avhandlingen analyserar 
hur föreställningar om CSR och ansvarsfulla investeringar konstrueras i för-
hållande till de sociala institutioner som omger företags engagemang i sam-
hällsfrågor, och belyser speciellt vikten av samhällets välfärdssystem och 
konventioner kring finansiella investeringar som betydelsefulla för dessa 
begrepp. Huvudargumentet i denna avhandling är att CSR och ansvarsfulla 
investeringar måste ses som kontextuellt skapade, i diskurs och praxis, på ett 
sätt som drar gränserna och skapar förutsättningarna för företags engage-
mang i samhällsfrågor.  

Avhandlingen omfattar tre artiklar. Artikel 1 är en innehållsanalys av fö-
retags självrapportering om CSR och artikeln undersöker hur innehållet som 
ges till CSR i självrapporteringen relaterar till hur samhället i övrigt hanterar 
välfärd och sociala frågor. Artikeln visar på hur CSR på så sätt skiljer sig åt 
mellan fyra olika länder där två är tillväxtekonomier i södra Afrika och två 
är Västeuropeiska välfärdsstater. Artikel 2 är en diskursanalys som undersö-
ker språkliga repertoarer (interpretative repertoires) som förekommer i före-
tags självrapportering om CSR, i samma uppsättning av fyra länder. Reper-
toarerna analyseras som tillämpandet av diskurs och de synliggör hur makt 
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är av betydelse i skapandet av diskurser kring CSR. Artikel 3 fokuserar på 
ansvarfulla investeringar och undersöker detta som en form av aktivt skap-
ande och återskapande av samhällsinstitutioner. Baserat på en intervjustudie 
med institutionella investerare i Sverige analyseras ansvarfullt investerande 
som en process som på samma gång innebär både skapande av en ny social 
institution, ansvarsfulla investeringar, och återskapande av en existerande 
institution, finansiella investeringar. Skapandet av nya idéer inom ramarna 
för en existerande institution påverkar innebörden i ansvarsfulla investering-
ar. I sin helhet bidrar avhandlingen med ett sociologiskt perspektiv på hur 
uppfattningar om företags samhällsansvar skapas och återskapas. 
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Introduction 

The social responsibility of companies has gained an increasing amount of 
attention over the last few decades, and has come to be conceptualised large-
ly through terms like ‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR) and ‘socially 
responsible investment’ (SRI). Both CSR and SRI are empirical phenomena 
of growing importance, and as such have become predominant frameworks 
for connecting business to society. With a focus on these concepts, this the-
sis examines the social construction of meaning around company social re-
sponsibility, which is hereafter referred as CSR, in the sense of a broad um-
brella term that covers various expressions of social responsibility.  

As a study of CSR, the thesis is concerned with an area that has largely 
been conceptualised from a perspective on business as entailing self-
regulatory approaches to social issues. Taking a sociological perspective on 
this area instead emphasises the need to situate CSR in broader social con-
texts, and to avoid an “atomized” view of how companies engage with CSR-
related issues (Granovetter, 1985). The focus is thus on how constructions of 
CSR are embedded in context: how companies practice CSR in ways that are 
constructed in relation to the context. This means that the thesis contributes 
to the sub-field of sociology known as economic sociology. More specifical-
ly, its contribution relates to the work within economic sociology that con-
cerns institutions and institutionalisation; that is, sociological institutional-
ism. All three articles in the thesis, in different ways, relate the construction 
of CSR to institutions and institutionalisation.  

Beyond its contribution to institutional studies in economic sociology, the 
thesis is also intended to be a contribution to the field of research examining 
CSR. As an area that covers the vast interface between business and society, 
CSR concern a number of disciplinary fields, such as economics, manage-
ment, social policy, social work, law, political science, environmental sci-
ences, and development studies (Crane et al., 2008). Contributions from 
various fields are gradually infusing this area of research with broadened 
perspectives, and this thesis is a contribution is this direction, from a socio-
logical perspective. 

The overall aim of this thesis is to examine the social construction of CSR 
as it is situated in discourse and in institutional contexts. CSR, as situated in 
discourse, refers to how this notion is constructed in discursive contexts; that 
is, how the language used for explaining, discussing and arguing for CSR 
can be seen to follow specific patterns. CSR, as situated in institutional con-
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texts, refers to how it develops in ways that are meaningful based on the 
social institutions that surround companies and social issues more broadly; 
that is, in relation to those shared rules, norms, and routines that structure 
CSR.  

The thesis consists of three articles that, in different ways, examine the 
contextual construction of CSR. Article 1, a content analysis of company 
self-reporting on CSR, examines how the content assigned to CSR relates to 
broader welfare configurations and as such differs in four national settings 
across the divide between emerging economies and Western welfare states. 
Article 2 is a discourse analysis that examines interpretative repertoires oc-
curring in company self-reporting across the same set of four countries. The 
interpretative repertoires are analysed as discursive practices whereby power 
intersects with knowledge production. Article 3 looks at SRI and examines 
responsible investing as a form of institutional work that institutional inves-
tors (banks, insurance companies, pension funds and asset management 
companies) engage in. Based on an interview study, the article analyses in-
stitutional work as a process that has the effect of both institutional creation 
and maintenance, and connects these institutional processes to the construc-
tion of meaning on SRI.  

The three articles are preceded by this introductory chapter, where I pro-
vide the theoretical and methodological background for the research. After a 
brief introduction to CSR and SRI, this chapter outlines the theoretical 
framework in which the research is situated. This is followed by a descrip-
tion of the methodological approach and, thereafter, a presentation of the 
methods of data collection and analysis used in the research. In the conclu-
sion I highlight my contribution to research on CSR and the thesis' relevance 
to sociological fields of research as well as directions for future research on 
CSR. 

Background: CSR and SRI 
A useful starting point for an attempt to define CSR is to recognise the dif-
ferences and contradictions surrounding this term. The much debated idea of 
CSR has been taken to involve a number of different approaches to company 
responsibilities, and its meaning is still very much part of the overall discus-
sions around the concept. Given that CSR is “an essentially contested con-
cept”, characterised by differences in interpretations, it is perhaps not entire-
ly surprising that a common definition has not emerged (Moon et al. as quot-
ed in Crane et al., 2008:5). Defining what CSR is raises questions of what 
companies should be responsible for, and how people should view their roles 
and obligations (Crane et al., 2008).   

With the recent growth in interest in CSR such questions are very much 
on the agenda, but they are not new. Concerns about the social aspects of 
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corporations in fact have a long history, and can be traced back to the medi-
eval era (Cheney et al., 2007) and even as far back as the ideas on business 
practices and moral principles advocated by thinkers such as Cicero in first-
century BC Rome and Kautilya in fourth-century BC India (Blowfield and 
Frynas, 2005). The term CSR is more recent, and can be linked to the socie-
tal changes that have occurred with industrialisation and globalisation 
(Cheney et al., 2007; Seeger and Hipfel, 2007). Early conceptions of CSR 
were developed by Clark in 1916 and Bowen in 1953, both of whom argued 
that corporations have obligations beyond economic performance (Clark, 
1916; Bowen et al., 2013). Interest in the subject has since increased and 
particularly since the 1990s, evidenced by the establishment of multiple na-
tional and international associations for CSR and the fast growth of SRI 
Zorn and Collins (2007). 

SRI is a concept connected to CSR, referring to investment choices that 
merge economic considerations with social ones. This means that investment 
decisions take into consideration how responsible a company’s practices are. 
Investors are an important target audience in companies’ reporting on CSR, 
and within this group there is growing interest in company CSR activities. 
Just like CSR, SRI has been growing in recent decades; and just like CSR, 
SRI is characterised by variation in how the concept is used and defined 
(Sandberg et al., 2009). Both concepts have come to be globally spread, but 
as indicated by the variation in how they are used, the meanings assigned to 
them vary across contexts. Thus, to understand CSR and SRI it is necessary 
to examine how the construction of meaning around company responsibili-
ties is situated in specific institutional contexts. Examining the construction 
of meaning of CSR and SRI is an important research endeavour, as these 
concepts have become predominant frameworks for connecting business to 
society. If we are to understand what these expressions of company social 
responsibility mean to society, we need to examine the meanings given to 
these concepts. 

Theoretical framework 

Social embeddedness and institutions 
CSR, just like other economic phenomena, can be seen as socially embed-
ded. The idea of embeddedness was first developed by Polanyi 
(1944[1957]), who argued that, in non-capitalist societies, economic life is 
based on non-economic motives and economy is submerged in social rela-
tionships. Granovetter (1985) extended the idea of embeddedness, arguing 
that, even in capitalist societies, economic life is generally embedded in so-
cial structure and social relations. Thus, following Granovetters (1985) per-
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spective, the social responsibility of companies is socially embedded, but 
this is not how it is commonly perceived. A dominant perception in CSR 
practice, and in practice-oriented research, is that CSR involves companies 
engaging in socially responsible activities at their own discretion. The volun-
tary nature of CSR is highlighted as an essential and natural aspect of the 
concept.  
In contrast to Granovetter’s assertion of the embeddedness of economic life 
in social structural relations, the assumption among CSR actors is that activi-
ties are best arranged without imposition from the state. Moreover, the exist-
ence of competitive markets will ensure that socially responsible behaviour 
pays off while irresponsible behaviour becomes a disadvantage for a compa-
ny. This argument is not new, but in fact connects to the idea of self-
regulating economic structures, such as the assumption that competitive 
markets function without interference (Granovetter, 1985). The idea has 
been asserted by both classical liberal and neo-liberal theorists. Granovetter 
(1985) has pointed out, that is an idea that is politically attractive to many. 
However, as Granovetter (1985) has argued, it is an idea that implies an “at-
omized”, “undersocialized” explanation of action; the company is seen as 
disconnected from social issues and social policy-making in society at large.  

That is not to suggest its opposite – that is, an “oversocialized” explana-
tion implying a mechanical view of how companies and corporate actors 
behave – but rather to argue that it is necessary to see the company and cor-
porate actors as embedded in social structures and social relations (Grano-
vetter, 1985). A socially embedded perspective does not take social influ-
ence as an external force, but regards social action as meaningfully situated 
in social contexts and as capable of influencing social structure. Applying 
this reasoning to the case of CSR means that it should not be seen as fixed or 
its influence operating on corporate decision-makers in a single direction. As 
Granovetter (1985) notes, culture is continuously reconstructed during inter-
action, and not only does culture shape people but people also shape culture. 
As such, meanings around CSR are constructed and reconstructed over time 
and space, and as much as they are constructive of our ways of seeing com-
panies and their role in society, they are also amenable to change.  

The idea that economic phenomena are socially embedded is central to 
economic sociology. In broad terms, economic sociology is “the sociological 
perspective applied to economic phenomena” (Smelser and Swedberg, 2005: 
3). The field has its roots in the work of the classical theorists Marx, Weber 
and Durkheim, but has only more recently re-emerged as a separate field in 
sociology (Smelser and Swedberg, 2005). The work by Granovetter on em-
beddedness, particularly his study ‘Economic action and social structure: 
The problem of embeddedness’ (1985), was central in the re-emergence of 
economic sociology. The work that has followed within the field has shown 
in various ways that the social context is important for explaining economic 
behaviour, and that the economy is an organic part of society (Smelser and 
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Swedberg, 2005). As such, economic sociology opposes the view of main-
stream economists that economic behaviour can be explained by individual 
self-interest and that self-interest drives individuals to act rationally in a 
utility-maximising way that in fact leads to the efficient distribution of re-
sources (Dobbin, 2005). This line of reasoning assumes that we do not need 
to know much about society or context to understand (and predict) behaviour 
(Dobbin, 2005). Economic sociology does not deny the role of efficiency 
and economic interest, but instead takes as its point of departure that these 
perspectives must be combined with an understanding of other social influ-
ences (Smelser and Swedberg, 2005). For instance, from this perspective the 
meaning of economic action is seen as constructed and thus has to be under-
stood through analysis of empirical data (Smelser and Swedberg, 2005). 
Context is seen as important for comprehending economic action:  studies in 
economic sociology have offered insight into how economic behaviour var-
ies over time and across national contexts, and thus how society plays a role 
in shaping economic behaviour (Dobbin, 2005; Smelser and Swedberg, 
2005).   

The studies in economic sociology that have followed Granovetter’s work 
on embeddedness have produced various insights about the ways in which 
society shapes economic action. Much of this work has drawn on the per-
spective of new institutional theory. 

New institutionalism, embeddedness and CSR 
The institutional perspective known as “new institutionalism” has brought 
important insights into embeddedness.1 The basic tenet in this perspective is 
that “social institutions – conventions and the meanings they have for people 
– shape economic action” (Dobbin, 2005:27). This perception goes back to 
Weber and his work on how social institutions shape economic action by 
embodying shared meanings (Dobbin, 2005). Inspired by Weber’s work, 
studies have looked at the institutional framework surrounding economic 
actions and explored “the character of societal institutions, and the meanings 
that underlie and uphold social conventions” (Dobbin, 2005: 33). For in-
stance, Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) seminal work shows that organisations 
adopt structures and practices according to prevailing perceptions of how 
organisations should be – the institutionalised ways of thinking about ration-
al organisations. For the organisation this increases legitimacy – that is, “the 
endorsement of an organization by social actors” (Deephouse, 1996:1025) – 
and thus ensures survival quite irrespective of what may be the most effi-
cient way to organise. Other studies, such as those by Whitley (1992a; 
1992b), Guillén (1994; 2001), Carruthers (1996) and Stark (1992), show in 
                                                      
1 While new institutionalism exists as an approach also in economics and in political science, 
this thesis only considers new institutionalism in sociology. 
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various contexts how ideas embodied in national economic, political, and 
religious institutions shape economic actions so that they come to follow in 
line with existing frameworks. These studies all show that new practices do 
not diffuse in ways that are universal, but rather in ways that are meaningful 
and make sense in relation to the prevailing institutional frameworks (see 
Dobbin, 2005).  

Following the insights from new institutionalism, some studies on CSR 
have examined the institutional aspect of this globally spread concept and 
shown how it is in fact socially embedded. As such, CSR is used differently 
across countries (see for instance Matten and Moon, 2008; Midttun et al., 
2006; Argandoña and von Weltzien Hoivik, 2010; Habisch et al., 2005; Al-
bareda et al., 2008; Gjølberg, 2009a, 2009b; Brammer et al. 2012:8). Article 
1 in this thesis concerns precisely this point, and contributes findings on how 
CSR relates to institutional contexts in terms of the content of company self-
reporting being constructed in relation to national-level welfare configura-
tions. Article 2 also concerns the social embeddedness of CSR, but reveals 
the ways in which discourse contributes to institutionalising CSR’s mean-
ings, in a context-related manner. Article 3 concerns SRI and how this con-
cept is embedded in the organisational context of institutional investing, 
which underscores how the concept is constructed in relation to the institu-
tional work of creating SRI practices and simultaneously maintaining the 
institution of financial investments. 

Social constructionism and institutions 
From the perspective of new institutionalism, as it has developed within 
sociology, institutions are abstract categories that govern social relations 
(Nee, 1998). They can be seen as “shared rules, which can be laws or collec-
tive understandings, held in place by custom, explicit agreement, or tacit 
agreement” (Fligstein, 1996: 658). Institutions are products of human action 
– in other words, social constructs –  and their emergence relates to our need 
to give order to the world (Berger and Luckmann, [1966] 1991). Institutions 
reduce uncertainty and offer direction for action in the sense of setting the 
rules of the game; they “comprise the formal and informal social constraints 
that shape the choice-set of actors” (Nee, 1998:8). Thereby, institutions help 
us make decisions, but also limit how we interpret the world. Thus, institu-
tions, while being produced through human action, also shape human action; 
as such, institutions are constructed through human action but are also con-
structive of human action. This point goes back to the seminal work by Ber-
ger and Luckmann ([1966] 1991), ‘The Social Construction of Reality’, 
where they argue that institutions are first produced by human beings and 
then come to be experienced as objective reality. Once they are perceived as 
objective reality, institutions then shape actions. In an ongoing dialectical 
process, institutions and practices continue to influence each other (Berger 
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and Luckmann, [1966] 1991). Importantly, every institution has a body of 
knowledge attached to it which is socially constructed as valid truths about 
reality, and as new knowledge emerges it is constructed within the frame-
work of this body of knowledge (Berger and Luckmann, [1966] 1991). Thus, 
meaning construction is a pertinent aspect of institutions and is connected to 
institutional practices. As Zilber (2002:234) states, “institutions are proce-
dures, practices, and their accompanied shared meanings enacted and per-
ceived by members of an organization”. From this perspective – a construc-
tionist one – it is useful to study the construction of meaning around CSR in 
connection with institutional practices. In this thesis I draw extensively and 
explicitly on constructionist views to discuss how CSR is in fact situated in 
institutional and discursive contexts.  

My use of social constructionism regards structure as emerging from 
practice and the use of language, thus differing from understandings of struc-
ture as pre-existing. As such, the thesis looks at how CSR is constructed in 
and through discourse and organisational practices. 

Power, discourse and economic action 
Power can be seen as an important element of institutions since power af-
fects the knowledge that becomes attached to an institution. From this per-
spective, power relations shape economic action through discourses. This 
post-structuralist perspective on power is applied in this thesis (in Article 2) 
in an analysis of discourse and power in the institutionalisation of CSR. It is 
however a perspective that differs from the prevailing structural approach to 
power in institutional theory and more generally economic sociology, dating 
back to the Marxian idea that modern states serve the interests of a dominant 
group (for an overview: see Dobbin, 2005). Departing from the notion of 
power as reproducing class domination, this thesis draws on Foucault’s post-
structuralist perspective on power as productive and discursive. Such a per-
spective entails that certain discourses dominate in each topic and create 
accepted knowledge – “truths” (Braun and Clarke, 2013). In this thesis the 
Foucauldian theoretical framework is however combined with the use of 
discursive psychology, a perspective which merges the understanding of 
dominant discourses with a focus on the active use of discourses. 

Foucault (1980; 1982) emphasised that power is not just repressive but al-
so productive and in this sense connects to knowledge-production and dis-
course. He maintained that knowledge is produced in discourse and is inter-
woven with power. Hence Foucault’s position that power should be analysed 
not in terms of possession or intention but rather in terms of the exercise of 
power and the effects thereof (Smart, 2001). Questions of connections be-
tween power and economic and political interests are part of Foucauldian 
analysis, but it is only by starting with an analysis of the exercise of power in 
its particular localised forms that it is possible to see how power becomes 
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economically and politically useful (Smart, 2002). Power, as Foucault 
viewed it, is not possessed by a dominant group but it is created and recreat-
ed in ways whereby it gains economic and political utility. Thus, a Foucauld-
ian perspective implies a rejection of the concept of ideology since 
knowledge and truth are seen as being created in discourse and “there is no 
possibility of getting behind the discourse to a ‘truer’ truth” (Jørgensen and 
Phillips, 2002:18). Applied to the corporate exercise of power, a Foucauldian 
analysis would thus not set out to unmask hidden motives of companies but 
rather to examine how corporations, often indirectly and discursively, exer-
cise power in particular localised forms, and what the effects of this exercise 
of power are.  

Discursive psychology shares the post-structuralist (and Foucauldian) un-
derstanding of the existence of broader discourses in society, but it adds a 
dimension lacking in Foucault’s approach by integrating actors, using an 
interactionist perspective. This perspective reveals how people are active 
users and producers of discourse (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). People “use 
discourses as resources”; they draw on different (existing) discourses and 
use them to produce discourses, and are able to effect a change in discourses 
and cultures (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002:17). In this way, discursive psy-
chology takes a more actor-centred and micro-level approach to power 
(Braun and Clarke, 2013, Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). However, discur-
sive psychology does not start out with the same focus on power as Fou-
cauldian discourse analysis does. In fact, analysis from the perspective of 
discursive psychology would not necessarily concentrate on the concept of 
power, but it has the potential to add to our understanding of power operat-
ing in particular situations (Shepherd, 2006), and reach the wider social con-
sequences of how language is constructed (Whittle and Mueller, 2011). Dis-
cursive psychology involves a detailed analysis of how discourses actually 
operate, and thereby contributes to a better understanding of how power is 
produced and reproduced in discourse on CSR (see Whittle and Mueller, 
2011). 

Combining a Foucauldian perspective and discursive psychology, Article 
2 examines the exercise of power by companies as they produce and circum-
scribe knowledge production and thought on CSR. The focus is on power as 
a force that defines how knowledge comes to be institutionalised. Through 
an analysis of company self-reporting on CSR the article demonstrates how 
the exercise of power entails the creation of “sites where knowledge is 
formed” (Smart, 2002:80) and how the discourses there shape what is con-
sidered to be meaningful, and set the limits for what is possible (Foucault, 
1980; 1982; Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). Drawing on discursive psycholo-
gy, the focus in Article 2 however is not merely on existence of discourses in 
the self-reporting but also on the active use and construction of CSR by 
companies in relation to specific contexts. To reveal this dynamic aspect in 
CSR reporting, the analysis applies discursive psychology’s concept of in-
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terpretative repertoires, which underscores how companies use language 
flexibly in the self-reporting in order to construct CSR in ways that draw the 
boundaries and set the conditions for company engagement in social issues 
(see Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell and Potter, 1992; Wetherell, 
1998; Wetherell, 2006).  

In effect, these two approaches allow us to reveal how power relations 
shape economic action: the Foucauldian perspective draws attention to the 
existence of dominating discourses on CSR shaping new knowledge on the 
topic, whereas discursive psychology’s perspective shows how these broader 
discourses are used by companies as they actively take part in constructing 
knowledge on CSR.   

Application of theoretical perspectives 

Institutional complementarity and mirroring 
Institutional complementarity is a concept that is used particularly in com-
parative political economy approaches when discussing similarities and dif-
ferences in national economies (Campbell, 2011), but more generally it is a 
concept that refers to the embeddedness of economic activities in national 
institutions. The varieties of capitalism literature (see for instance Hall and 
Soskice, 2001) is a well-known example of how the idea of institutional 
complementarities has been applied in comparative political economy. This 
approach entails that institutions in one sphere of the economy will tend to 
develop in ways that complement those in other spheres and that institutional 
complementarities in this way enhance the differences between coordinated 
and liberal market economies. 

The idea of complementarity has also been applied to CSR, where institu-
tional studies have shown that CSR complements existing institutions (see 
for instance Matten and Moon, 2008; Kinderman, 2012). However, a contra-
dictory perspective also exists, which emphasises that CSR mirrors national 
institutional arrangements (see for instance Kang and Moon, 2012). Thus, 
these are two different ways of seeing how institutions are important for 
CSR. The complementarity perspective implies that CSR in a liberal eco-
nomic context (such as the UK) tends to be “explicitly” used by companies, 
whereas companies in coordinated market economies are more  “implicitly” 
assuming the responsibilities expected of them as part of the institutional 
arrangements (Matten and Moon, 2008). From this perspective, the more 
explicit approach to CSR existing in liberal market economies has to be un-
derstood in terms of CSR complementing and making up for missing institu-
tional arrangements (Koos, 2012). The mirroring perspective, on the other 
hand, implies that CSR connects to national institutions as a mirror of the 
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existing arrangements. From this perspective CSR adopts solutions that are 
similar to those existing in national institutional arrangements (Kang and 
Moon, 2012). For instance, stronger institutions for social embedding of the 
economy can lead to a stronger commitment to CSR among companies 
(Gjølberg 2009a, 2009b).   

Studies of institutional complementarity and mirroring in CSR have large-
ly been concerned with how companies are affected by political-economic 
institutions and systems of governance existing within national business 
systems or varieties of capitalism. However, as a socially embedded phe-
nomenon CSR is also situated in institutional contexts of welfare configura-
tions. Therefore Article 1 extends the approach by making the case for con-
sidering complementarity and mirroring specifically in relation to institu-
tional arrangements for welfare. 

Discursive institutionalism 
Concentrating on knowledge and discourses, and how they matter for institu-
tionalisation, Article 2 relates to the set of institutional literature developed 
under the label of discursive institutionalism. Discursive institutionalism 
conceives of institutions as largely constructed through texts. As Phillips et 
al. (2004: 638) argue, “institutions are constituted by the structured collec-
tions of texts that exist in a particular field and that produce the social cate-
gories and norms that shape the understandings and behaviors of actors”. By 
examining how discourse is used in shaping institutions, discursive institu-
tionalism is concerned with the process of institutionalisation; that is, the 
process of producing and reproducing institutions (Phillips et al., 2004; Phil-
lips and Malhotra, 2008). Institutional theory has most often been applied in 
studies on the effects of institutions, with the result that the actual process of 
production of institutions has been overlooked (Phillips and Malhotra, 2008; 
Phillips et al., 2004) Discursive institutionalism thus offers a more explana-
tory perspective on how institutions come to be (Phillips and Malhotra, 
2008). 

As an explanatory perspective that focuses on discourses shaping under-
standings, discursive institutionalism can be used in connecting the power 
aspect of the embeddedness of economic action with institutional theory. 
The discursive construction of institutions contains, as Foucault emphasises, 
an important element of power. Thus, integrating a Foucauldian perspective 
into discursive institutionalism enables an analysis of how institutions come 
to be through a discursive process that involves the exercise of power. A 
pertinent example of this is how the collections of texts found in company 
self-reporting institutionalise CSR as specific notions of what it means for a 
company to engage in social issues. This is the focus of Article 2 in this the-
sis, which applies the perspective of discursive institutionalism on a study of 
discourse use in company self-reporting on CSR. 
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Institutional work 
Another explanatory perspective on how institutions actually come to be is 
provided by institutional work, but here the focus is on actions more than 
discourses. In Article 3, this particular research area within neo-institutional 
theory is applied to a study on SRI. Institutional work refers to “the purpos-
ive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining 
and disrupting institutions” (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006: 215). This rela-
tively new perspective looks at the active engagement of individuals and 
collectives of individuals in shaping institutions. Much of institutional theory 
has largely focused on how institutions shape action; institutional work turns 
the perspective around to examine how action affects institutions (Lawrence 
et al., 2011). The influence of institutions is still considered relevant in the 
sense that all actors are embedded in institutional contexts, but the focus has 
shifted to the influence of actions (Lawrence et al., 2011). Hence, institu-
tional work is a perspective that considers agency to a greater extent than is 
otherwise common in institutional theory (Lawrence et al., 2011).  

Institutional work shows that institutions, although defined as enduring in 
nature, in fact rely on the actions of individuals and groups of individuals for 
their reproduction (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). The creation, mainte-
nance and disruption of institutions all depend on the active work of individ-
ual and collective actors. As such, institutional work emphasises three par-
ticular elements related to institutions, actions and actors: (1) actors are not 
“cultural dopes” and act with awareness, skill and reflexivity; (2) institutions 
are “constituted in the more and less conscious action of individual and col-
lective actors”; and (3) actions occur “within sets of institutionalized rules” 
and thus draw on the resources and skills existing within the field where they 
occur (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006: 219-220). The perspective of institu-
tional work is used in Article 3 to analyse how organisations in the field of 
institutional investments actively create the institution of SRI while also 
actively maintaining the existing institution of financial investments. 

Methodology 

Qualitative abductive approach 
In broad terms, the methodology used in this thesis is qualitative and abduc-
tive in nature. Situated in the qualitative paradigm the research is concerned 
with understanding meanings, gathering detailed and complex accounts, and 
gathering these in context (Braun and Clarke, 2013). As an abductive ap-
proach to qualitative research it differs from both deductive and inductive 
reasoning, and “involves an iterative or dialectical interplay between existing 
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theoretical understanding and empirical data, so that the theory is recontex-
tualised, leading to fresh interpretation and […] a modified theoretical 
framework” (Bazeley, 2013:336). Abductive reasoning was first described 
by philosopher and scientist Charles Sanders Pierce as part of a pragmatist 
approach to philosophy. In an abductive approach, theory and empirical data 
amplify each other in the sense that the theory can draw the attention of the 
researcher to aspects of the data that would otherwise have gone unnoticed, 
and the empirical data can take the theory in a new direction (Tavory and 
Timmermanns, 2014). In this way an abductive approach entails a new way 
of thinking about the relation between observation and theorising compared 
to both deductive and inductive approaches. It differs from a deductive ap-
proach, in which the focus tends to be on only one theory at a time; it also 
differs from an inductive approach, in which theory emerges from the inter-
pretation of the data (as in Grounded Theory) (Tavory and Timmermanns, 
2014). An abductive approach also questions the understandings of theoris-
ing underlying these approaches as it separates theorising from empirical 
research. Instead it emphasises that theorising takes place in the research 
context and that theorisation is a creative process in which the researcher 
draws on existing theories in the interpretation of empirical observations 
without being limited by earlier conceptualisations of these theories (Tavory 
and Timmermanns, 2014). It involves recursively going back and forth be-
tween observations and theoretical generalisation, and in this way abductive 
research becomes an ongoing construction of meaning (Tavory and Tim-
mermanns, 2014).  

As pointed out by Tavory and Timmermanns, (2014), conducting abduc-
tive research therefore requires knowledge of a broad range of existing theo-
retical work. The research conducted for this thesis thus draws on several 
related frameworks of meaning construction and institutions, and the data 
collected from different settings in various ways point to the need for modi-
fied conceptual frameworks to understand the phenomenon of CSR as it is 
enacted in these contexts.  

Social constructionism and institutional theory are used as central frame-
works in all three articles in the thesis, but they are applied differently. Arti-
cle 1 is a comparative study of CSR constructions that draws on the literature 
on institutional complementarity, to position CSR in relation to national 
institutional contexts of welfare configurations. This article modifies the 
conceptual framework of embeddedness in institutional contexts by consid-
ering national level welfare configurations, which are not commonly studied 
as institutional contexts for CSR. Article 2 draws on discursive institutional-
ism, discursive psychology and Foucauldian theory to provide a comparative 
analysis of how companies discursively construct CSR. It thus brings togeth-
er different theoretical perspectives that are not usually conjoined. Article 3 
discusses SRI and, based on the literature on institutional work, examines 
how institutional investors assign meaning to this concept. This article also 
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contributes to a more integrative understanding of the concept as it connects 
the two processes of institutional creation and maintenance revealing how 
the intersection of these two processes has implications for how meaning is 
constructed. The methods used in each of the studies will be discussed in 
section 5, but before that I will address the centrality given in this thesis to 
contextual construction of CSR in different levels of analysis. 

Contextual constructions and comparisons 
As mentioned, the research presented in this thesis concerns the contextual 
construction of CSR. In qualitative research, context is a central aspect in 
understanding the research data. Data are regarded as produced by persons 
located in specific contexts, and instead of striving for “unbiased” data, the 
contextual positions of talk and text are incorporated into the analysis (Braun 
and Clarke, 2013). The theoretical perspectives the research draws on, in-
cluding constructionism and social embeddedness, also call for contextual-
ised understandings of the phenomenon of CSR. In Article 1 the context of 
the data is part of the analysis, in the sense that self-reported CSR content is 
positioned in relation to national institutional contexts. In Article 2 the con-
text of the data is also part of the analysis, given the focus on discursive con-
structions of CSR as situated in four different country contexts. Contextual 
positions are part of the analysis in Article 3 as well. However, here the con-
text studied shifts from the national to the organisational level, as the focus 
is on the institutional work done by institutional investors in relation to the 
concept of SRI. Articles 1 and 2 are comparative studies in which the con-
textual constructions of CSR are the point of comparison. The comparison in 
these studies is intended to contribute to the understanding of how CSR is 
given meaning within specific national institutional contexts. As Bazeley 
(2013) has pointed out, distinguishing features are highlighted in compari-
sons. 

Methods 
The empirical material this thesis builds on comes from two separate studies, 
undertaken during the course of the PhD work. The first was a study of com-
pany self-reporting on CSR, in which 40 cases of self-reporting were ana-
lysed. The analysis involved a content analysis (presented in Article 1) as 
well as a discourse analysis (presented in Article 2). The second study, an in-
depth interview study conducted at 15 institutions in the field of investment, 
is the focus of Article 3. The different methods of data collection and analy-
sis that were used in the research are presented and critically discussed here. 
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Techniques of data collection 

Two studies of self-reporting 
As studies of company self-reporting, Articles 1 and 2 examine already ex-
isting textual data. The conventional view of already existing types of data is 
that they are considered as secondary sources of data. However, as O’Reilly 
and Kiyimba (2015) point out, the differentiation between primary and sec-
ondary data sources is not particularly suited for qualitative research and can 
be misleading. Instead, as they argue, in qualitative research it is more useful 
to distinguish between “researcher-generated” and “naturally occurring” 
research data. A further differentiation can also be applied so that “naturally 
occurring” research data can consist of “privately solicited” and “publicly 
available” research data (O’Reilly and Kiyimba, 2015). Using these terms, 
the data in Articles 1 and 2 are naturally occurring, publicly available re-
search data. As such, the data already existed and were publicly available via 
the company websites. On this data I conducted primary data analysis, in-
volving “initial analysis of the data collected by the researcher to address the 
main research question” (O’Reilly and Kiyimba, 2015:136). 

Using already existing data is useful in analysing how meaning is con-
structed (Braun and Clarke, 2013); therefore, self-reporting as a data source 
was suited for the content analysis and discourse analysis in this thesis. A 
disadvantage of using naturally occurring material may of course be that the 
material was not created in the course of research and thus does not allow for 
further probing. A particular advantage of naturally occurring data is, how-
ever, that the material is less influenced by the researcher (Braun and Clarke, 
2013; regarding naturally occurring material in discursive psychology, see 
also Wiggins and Potter, 2008; Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). As such, self-
reporting allows for an analysis of how companies construct CSR in com-
munication that follows the written formulations of the company, and is non-
intrusive in this sense. This was particularly important in Article 2, since the 
focus here was on the occurrence of interpretative repertoires. Another ad-
vantage of naturally occurring material is that it allows the researcher to 
analyse variations across different social contexts (Jørgensen and Phillips, 
2002). Articles 1 and 2 are both comparative and seek to understand CSR’s 
contextual constructions. To this end, self-reporting offers a way to contex-
tually study meaning construction as it has been directed by the companies.  

Self-reporting generally involves documents that communicate how com-
panies engage with CSR. This is a form of communication that targets a 
broad audience, including investors, suppliers, employees, the media, and 
community groups. As the term self-reporting indicates, it involves compa-
nies themselves reporting on their CSR activities, and the picture presented 
in the reporting is that which the company wants to give of itself. For this 
reason, self-reporting is of limited relevance as a reflection of actual practic-
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es; however, it serves as a highly interesting source for studying how com-
panies assign meaning to CSR. Using self-reporting in a study of CSR can 
be problematic if the texts are used as a means for understanding how com-
panies practice CSR. As has been pointed out, CSR is a fashionable concept, 
and using the rhetoric of CSR may be an attractive way to enhance a compa-
ny’s reputation, at times without substantially engaging in CSR practices 
(see for instance Munshi and Kurian, 2007; Blowfield and Frynas, 2005; 
Utting, 2007; Waddock, 2007; and Zorn and Collins, 2007). Therefore, CSR 
self-reporting may not be a good ‘proxy’ for CSR practices. Nevertheless, 
self-reporting is a prime site of company production of discourses on CSR, 
and as such is inherently interesting as it offers texts in which companies 
give meaning to CSR. Thus, in this thesis, self-reporting is not studied as a 
record of how companies engage in CSR in practice, but rather as offering 
documents in and through which companies construct the meaning of CSR. 
This approach to self-reporting draws on constructionism and discourse 
analysis, and contributes to our understanding of how companies in context-
specific ways construct what it means to address social issues from a com-
pany perspective. 

The interview study 
Article 3 presents the findings of an interview study conducted at 15 organi-
sations in the field of investment. Based on publicly available lists of institu-
tional investors, a variety of organisations that all work with SRI were con-
tacted. Interviews were conducted at a total of 15 institutions: three banks, 
two national pension funds, five mutual companies offering pen-
sion/insurance as well as banking solutions, and five asset management 
companies. The form of interviewing was semi-structured, and while the 
first interview was conducted by telephone all those that followed were face-
to-face. The study looks at meaning construction around SRI, and semi-
structured interviews were regarded as a suitable method for several reasons: 
first, this form of data collection enabled the collection of rich and detailed 
data; second, it provided flexibility in how the questions were asked, with 
easy adaptation of questions to suit the organisation and flow of the conver-
sation; and third, it allowed me as a researcher to determine the order of 
questions and what to follow up on and when, in this way maintaining con-
trol over the process of producing interview data (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  

Institutional investors are organisations that control access to information, 
and are generally highly selective in the information they provide. In addi-
tion, the interviewees were persons in high status positions speaking on be-
half of the organisation and there is an aspect of power involved in conduct-
ing such interviews as a (female) PhD student. Thus, the use of a compre-
hensive and well-planned interview guide was essential for steering the in-
terviewees to provide sufficient information and nuanced responses to the 
questions. The interview guide was developed after a background search on 
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the organisations and their work with SRI, which included previous research 
on SRI, the organisations own information, and information published by 
both organisations that group investors and organisations that act as watch-
dogs. This ensured that the questions were relevant to each organisation and 
that I, as an interviewer, was familiar with the field and able to thoroughly 
address aspects of SRI applicable to the organisations. As Kvale and Brink-
mann, (2009) have noted, interviews with persons in high status positions 
require the interviewer to be knowledgeable about the interview topic and 
the technical language used. 

The interview guide contained a specific set of sections with questions on 
how the organisation works with SRI and how the interviewee views SRI. 
Questions soliciting descriptive information were placed at the beginning of 
the interview guide, and more probing questions later. Some of the probing 
was adapted ahead of each interview so that the phrasing of the questions 
was relevant in terms of the specific types of investing and geographical 
regions covered by the organisation.  

In some ways, the power differential in the interview situation worked to 
my advantage in gaining access to information. As a (female) PhD student, I 
was not viewed as intimidating, which interviewers from the media and 
NGOs could be perceived as, especially those interested in exposing irre-
sponsible practices. At the onset of the interviews I also explained that I was 
seeking to understand how they engage in SRI, and would not be comparing 
them with other institutional investors in terms of how good or bad they are 
at SRI. Throughout the interviews my concern was with understanding their 
points of view, in order to encourage the interviewees to give fuller accounts 
of their work with, and views on, SRI. Nonetheless, critical questions and 
probing regarding controversial subjects was also part of the interviewing, 
but with a focus on understanding how the respondents perceive and inter-
pret CSR. As Braun and Clarke (2013:77) state, interviewing has “the goal 
of getting a participant to talk about their experiences and perspective, and to 
capture their language and concepts” concerning the research topic. Some 
interviewees were more forthcoming than others, but generally, allowing 
them to express their views and attentively listening resulted in recoded rich 
interview data on how institutional investors construct meaning when it 
comes to SRI. 

Company and country selection 
The content analysis and discourse analysis involved 40 cases of self-
reporting by large companies in four countries. Large companies were pur-
posively selected, from the perspective that this category of companies tend 
to be “agenda setters in CSR” and have the resources to allocate to CSR 
(Chapple and Moon, 2005, p. 424). As agenda setters, the companies can 
influence what content is assigned to CSR. Naturally, whereas this selection 
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entailed 40 large companies across four countries, smaller companies and 
companies from other countries may construct CSR differently. Nonetheless, 
this selection of the leading companies in four countries is relevant for un-
derstanding how CSR agendas are constructed in these country contexts.  

The country contexts in the study include two advanced Western welfare 
states (Sweden and the UK) and two emerging economies in the Global 
South (South Africa and Mauritius). Along these lines, the countries provide 
very different backdrops to CSR and the possibility to study its contextual 
constructions. As Visser (2008) has pointed out, emerging economy contexts 
present companies with other sets of challenges than established economy 
contexts do. In the context of welfare configurations, these two contexts are 
relevant to compare since they differ greatly in the production and delivery 
of welfare and in the capacity of formal institutions to ensure redistribution. 
At the same time, however, the countries in the study are of course four dis-
tinct country contexts, and CSR has evolved somewhat differently across 
them. In this sense, approaches to CSR in Sweden tend to differ from those 
in the UK (Article1; Article 2; Roome, 2005; De Geer et al., 2009; Kinder-
man, 2012); and equally, in South Africa CSR is used in ways that differ 
from how it is used in Mauritius (Article 1; Article 2). The countries also 
differ within their regional contexts in terms of welfare configurations, 
whereby Sweden compared to the UK, and Mauritius compared to South 
Africa, represent welfare regime differences with greater and lesser focuses 
on redistribution and the extent of welfare coverage (see Article 1). 

Comparative CSR studies have largely looked at the US, Europe (see for 
instance Maignan and Ralston, 2002; Habisch et al., 2005; Midttun et al., 
2006; Albareda et al., 2008; Matten and Moon, 2008; Argandoña and von 
Weltzien Hoivik, 2010; Jackson and Apostolakou, 2010), and to some extent 
other OECD countries (Gjølberg, 2009a, 2009b). With the selection of coun-
tries in this study, the intent is to contribute to the emerging research on CSR 
that also involves non-OECD countries. Broadening the scope of CSR stud-
ies is also important for a better understanding of how CSR is socially em-
bedded. Comparative studies shed light on the role of social context in shap-
ing behaviour (see Dobbin, 2005), and including less studied regions can 
contribute new empirical insight. 

Strategies of analysis 

Content analysis 
Article 1 reports on data from a content analysis of company self-reporting. 
The method of content analysis can be defined as “a careful, detailed, sys-
tematic examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an 
effort to identify patterns, themes, biases and meanings” (Berg, 2007: 303-
304). It has been debated whether content analysis should be quantitative or 
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qualitative. A compelling argument for the perspective of content analysis as 
a quantitative endeavour is that it involves a reductionist, and hence a posi-
tivist, approach to textual data (see Berg, 2007). However, as Berg (2007) 
states, content analysis can be a highly useful method in qualitative research 
in the sense that the quantification provides a way to identify, organise and 
retrieve data. After organising the data into “content elements”, the research-
er needs to undertake “data interpretations” to develop ideas related to the 
categories, patterns and meanings identified in the data (Berg, 2007: 307-
308). In Article 1, content analysis provided a way to structure and identify 
content elements in the self-reporting across four countries. For analytical 
purposes, I have created three distinct dimensions of CSR, community in-
volvement, socially responsible production and socially responsible employ-
ee relations, and from these, the content was examined through questions 
asking examined through a focus on the questions what, where, how and 
how much these dimensions were salient . Drawing on research on institu-
tional complementarity, the descriptive content emerging from this analysis 
was interpreted in relation to broader welfare configurations. Used this way, 
content analysis is not a positivist approach to research but rather a means of 
examining how authors of text material (in this case, companies producing 
self-reporting) perceive their social worlds (Berg, 2007). 

Discourse analysis 
Article 2 reports on data from a discourse analysis of the same set of self-
reporting material. Discourse analysis is a broad term that is used in many 
different ways (Braun and Clarke, 2013, Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). This 
thesis (in Article 2), uses a constructionist form of discourse analysis with a 
focus on the work by Foucault on knowledge, power and discourse, but also 
on discursive psychology’s concept of interpretative repertoires.  

Interpretative repertoires are similar to Foucault’s notion of discourse, al-
beit less abstract and more concerned with how language is used flexibly to 
perform social actions (Wetherell, 2006; Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). The 
idea of interpretative repertoires forms part of the type of discourse analysis 
known as discursive psychology, as developed by Potter and Wetherell (Pot-
ter and Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell and Potter, 1992; Wetherell, 1998; Weth-
erell, 2006). As discussed earlier, discursive psychology differs from and 
complements Foucault’s perspective on discourse and combining the two in 
discourse analysis has the potential to offer a broader understanding of a 
phenomenon (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002); in this case the construction of 
CSR. 

Interpretative repertoires can be seen as “relatively coherent ways of talk-
ing about objects and events in the world” (Edley 2001, quoted in Braun and 
Clarke 2013:190). They are similar to discourses in the sense that they refer 
to the idea that socially patterned meanings are important for how we make 
sense of the world, and that the use of such socially patterned meanings has 
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implications as different sets of explanations of social phenomena (Braun 
and Clarke, 2013). However, the term interpretative repertoire is intended to 
be less abstract than the term discourse, and more fragmented and flexible 
(Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, Braun and Clarke, 2013). It can be seen as 
“discourse use in practice” (Wetherell and Potter, 1992: 92). More specifi-
cally, an interpretative repertoire can be defined as “a culturally familiar and 
habitual line of argument comprised from recognisable themes, common 
places and tropes” (Wetherell, 1998: 400). An analysis using interpretative 
repertoires is concerned with determining what people do with text and talk, 
how understandings of reality are presented as stable and factual accounts, 
and how they are designed to undermine other, alternative constructions of 
the social world (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002).   

Discourse analysis within the theoretical terrain of discursive psychology 
requires a thorough examination of a number of similar occurrences (Wig-
gins and Potter, 2008:82). As the company reports are generally lengthy 
texts, it was possible to check for similar occurrences both within and across 
the 40 texts. The material was coded in ATLAS.ti, in an iterative process 
that involved sifting through the material for recurrent discursive construc-
tions which were tentatively coded, and as the coding proceeded, some of 
these were confirmed as interpretative repertoires while others were rejected 
and new ones were found through repeated readings of the material (Wiggins 
and Potter, 2008; Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). Similar to the coding, the 
analysis was also iterative and involved connecting the interpretative reper-
toires to questions “on how the discourse is constructed and constructive 
[...], how it is situated in interaction, and how it is bound up with actions” 
(Wiggins and Potter, 2008:84). 

Thematic analysis of interview data 
Article 3 reports on research using interview data, and analyses this themati-
cally. While discourse analysis is more than just a method and forms part of 
a theoretical and methodological framework, thematic analysis provides only 
a method concerned with the analysis phase of a study (Braun and Clarke, 
2013). Braun and Clarke (2013:175) define thematic analysis as “a method 
for identifying themes and patterns of meaning across a dataset in relation to 
research questions”. Thematic analysis is used widely in qualitative research, 
but was only recently developed into a specific method with a clear set of 
procedures (Braun and Clarke, 2013). It is flexible, and can be used to ana-
lyse various types of data. In Article 3 thematic analysis is used abductively 
in relation to research on institutional work, and within a constructionist 
framework to identify forms of institutional work and the related social con-
structions of SRI. Hence, it is a “theoretical thematic analysis” (Braun and 
Clarke, 2013). The software ATLAS.ti was used as a tool throughout the 
research process; from writing theory memos to clarify the conceptual 
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framework, to coding and interpreting the data (see Article 3 for a descrip-
tion of the method). 

Summary of three studies 
The purpose of this thesis has been to examine the social construction of 
CSR as it is situated in discourse and in institutional contexts. The thesis 
examines how companies engage in and give meaning to CSR in ways that 
are constructed in relation to the context.  

The first study shows that the content assigned to CSR in company self-
reporting differs across the four countries in the study, and particularly so 
between the two emerging economies on the one hand and the two Western 
welfare states on the other. These differences are analysed in terms of CSR 
relating to national-level welfare configurations through complementarity 
(by addressing aspects not fully covered by welfare configurations) and 
similarity (by addressing aspects that are central to welfare configurations). 
Development-focused, locally oriented and non-voluntary CSR agendas 
have emerged in South Africa and Mauritius such that CSR fills the gaps in 
the existing welfare provision. In contrast, in the UK and Swedish contexts 
CSR is largely linked to companies’ main business activities in voluntary 
CSR engagements connected to locations of company operations. The article 
shows that these differences in CSR content need to be understood in terms 
of companies seeking legitimacy in the context of existing welfare configu-
rations. More specifically, it appears that CSR may mirror institutional ar-
rangements for welfare when these arrangements already require the specific 
direct involvement of companies. CSR complementing institutional ar-
rangements seems to occur when the institutional arrangements for welfare 
have not already placed requirements on companies in terms of direct in-
volvement, with companies then gaining legitimacy by paying attention to 
social aspects, areas or issues that are insufficiently covered by institutional 
arrangements. This article is thus a contribution to the research on the social 
embeddedness of CSR, and shows how CSR is contextually constructed. 
Since CSR cannot be seen independent of broader welfare arrangements in a 
society it will differ in context, and in emerging economies it cannot be ex-
pected to follow the same logic as dominant (Western) understandings of it.  

The second study looks at discourse and power in company self-reporting, 
highlighting four interpretative repertoires that recur as textual constructions 
that give meaning to CSR. As the analysis of these interpretative repertoires 
shows, companies construct CSR in particular context-oriented forms, but 
across contexts produce discourses that legitimate power, simplify social 
problems, and institute meanings of CSR that are uncritical of the company’s 
role. The study offers insight into how CSR is constituted through discourse 
in ways that are situated in specific contexts, and points to the crucial role of 
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discourse in institutionalising CSR’s meanings. The article also contributes 
through an innovative approach to studying power and knowledge produc-
tion in discourse by showing how Foucault’s ideas can be combined with an 
empirical analysis of interpretative repertoires. It then connects a macro-
level perspective on power and discourse with a micro-level analysis of how 
language actively upholds particular discourses. 

The focus in the third study is on SRI and how the concept is used among 
institutional investors in Sweden – a context where institutional investors 
account for a large part of investments. The study shows that SRI involves 
institutional work – in terms of both institutional creation and institutional 
maintenance. It finds that the organisations actively reshape to incorporate 
the new logic of SRI, while also shaping SRI in such a way that it supple-
ments the existing institution of financial investments. As the study shows, 
this dual process has implications for the specific meanings given to SRI. By 
connecting institutional creation, maintenance and the social construction of 
meaning, the third study contributes to more integrative understandings of 
institutional processes. It shows not only how different dimensions of institu-
tional work co-occur, but also how they can re-inforce each other. In addi-
tion, as a contribution to the research on CSR, this study adds to our 
knowledge of how prevailing constructions of CSR emerge and how the 
particular context of institutional investing shapes these constructions. SRI is 
a relatively new field, both in practice and in research, and this article con-
tributes through an important perspective on how the practices of SRI con-
tribute to understandings of what social responsibility is and can be. 

Concluding remarks 
These studies address what CSR is and what it can be. More specifically 
they show how companies actively construct the meaning of social responsi-
bilities within the particular social settings, underscoring the fact that com-
pany involvement with CSR is socially embedded. These studies also reveal 
how the process of constructing what CSR is delimits boundaries of how 
companies can address social issues and the possibilities for its impact.  

There is a growing literature in the fields of business and management 
that have made important contributions to our understandings of CSR and 
how it is situated in social contexts (see for instance Jamali and Karam, 
2016; Jamali et al., 2015a; Kang and Moon, 2012; Jackson and Apostolakou,  
2010; Matten and Moon, 2008), with some research also emerging with a 
distinctly sociological approach to CSR (for instance Jamali et al., 2015 b). 
This thesis is situated within this dynamic research field but underscores the 
importance of sociological theoretical perspectives on CSR. In particular, the 
thesis contributes in terms of sociological theorising on CSR by bringing 
together different research terrains and theoretical perspectives that are not 
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commonly conjoined. The thesis, in fact, extends on theoretical perspectives 
is several ways: by connecting CSR and SRI as expressions of company 
social responsibility and by addressing embeddedness in both institutions 
and organisations; by studying global regions that are not often connected in 
the CSR research; by connecting institutional theory with social construc-
tionism and considerations of power; and by merging micro- and macro-
oriented approaches to studying power in discourse.  

Viewing CSR through a sociological lens has convinced me of the value 
of this perspective. Nonetheless, further work is needed in this direction. 
This thesis implicitly argues for more dialogue across theoretical borders in 
CSR in order to understand what concepts like corporate social responsibil-
ity and socially responsible investing offer society. This means recognising 
that the interface of business and society necessitates looking from a wider 
perspective including not just sociological perspectives, but also insights 
from fields that specifically engage with social issues and how they can be 
addressed, such as social work and social policy. In addition, developing 
theoretical frameworks for CSR would benefit from more comparative stud-
ies that include less studied regions. Drawing on broadened perspectives in 
this way would enable further innovative theorising and applications con-
cerning CSR. 
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