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1. Amnesty in translation 

In July 1961 a small group of people founded Amnesty International with a 
view to working for the release of “prisoners of conscience,” i.e. people who 
had been imprisoned solely on account of their expressed beliefs. The spark 
that lit this candle was the famous newspaper article “The forgotten prison-
ers” written by Amnesty International’s founder, the British lawyer, Peter 
Benenson. In his article, which was published in several Western newspa-
pers, Benenson reached out to the general public, inviting them to join his 
colleagues and himself in a campaign to free the world’s prisoners of con-
science. The public response was enormous, and local Amnesty groups were 
soon mushrooming throughout the West.  

The first Amnesty group in Sweden was formed in 1962, and two years 
later the Swedish Section of Amnesty International was founded. In the early 
years of Swedish Amnesty, all members were active in local groups which 
collected money for helping their “adopted” prisoners, and wrote letters to 
the governments concerned urging their release. Every group adopted three 
prisoners - one from the West, one from the East, and one from the Third 
World. This was known as the “rule of three,” and was established to protect 
Amnesty’s principles of independence and impartiality – important features 
of an organization seeking to acquire credibility among governments during 
the Cold War.  

Besides the requirement that Amnesty groups should work for one pris-
oner from each ideological region in the world, the principles of independ-
ence and impartiality also forbade national Amnesty sections to accept gov-
ernment funding. Swedish Amnesty was thus financed exclusively by the 
support of its members and by voluntary donations. Further, volunteers were 
not allowed to work for prisoners in their own country. This rule, called the 
“work on own country” policy, had been adopted to protect Amnesty mem-
bers from their own governments while also reflecting the organization’s 
impartiality and international solidarity.  

Swedish Amnesty’s membership grew from 500 in 1965 to 15 000 in 
1979. This growth has been partly accounted for as a reaction to the military 
coup in Chile in 1973, which together with several other turbulent events,1 

                               
1 Sweden had adopted a strong official stance in support of president Salvador Allende who 
was overthrown and murdered during the coup. Thus many Swedes became motivated to join 
Amnesty in association with this event. In addition the West German Embassy occupation in 
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increased the general interest in Amnesty’s work (Hellström and Harr, 
2001). Moreover, it probably did Amnesty International no harm to be 
awarded the Nobel Peace prize in 1977. The organization had achieved 
prominence in the world, and by 1979 it had also extended its mandate – that 
is to say, its stated purpose – to include work against torture, the death pen-
alty, disappearances, and extrajudicial executions.2 However, the organiza-
tion had kept its original “prisoner-orientation”, which was preserved until 
1991, when it was decided that Amnesty International should be presented as 
a human-rights organization in a more general way.  

In the years following this change, Amnesty International’s membership 
base and its mandate both experienced considerable expansion. This trend 
was also reflected in Swedish Amnesty, which in the early 21st century had 
approximately 56 000 supporting members, a professional secretariat with a 
staff of around 30 employees concerned with political lobbying and giving 
support to the volunteers of whom I was one.  

During my first year as an active Amnesty member I learned that Am-
nesty’s prime concern was no longer individual prisoners. Instead, in 2004, 
almost the entire organization in Sweden including a group for homosexual, 
bisexual, and transgender rights, was occupied with a campaign against 
men’s violence towards women in this country. I was active at that time in a 
unit known as the Amnesty Business Group, which represented one of the 
few exceptions to this rule. The Amnesty Business Group was concerned 
with corporate responsibility for human rights, and was funded by the very 
business companies that it was seeking to influence.  

The more I learned about Amnesty’s history and original purpose, the 
more I became puzzled by the organization’s current activities. What on 
earth had happened to Amnesty? How and why had women’s rights, homo-
sexuals’ rights and corporate responsibility for human rights become part of 
the organizational practice? And why in these particular versions? What had 
happened to the old policies that prevented Amnesty members from working 
with cases in their own country or from using any kind of power perspective 
when reporting on human rights violations? How could we possibly run a 
campaign on men’s violence against women in Sweden that adopted a gen-
der-hierarchy perspective? And what about Amnesty’s traditional opposi-
tional approach to its target group and its principle of independence? Why 
had Amnesty Business Group chosen to emphasize a dialogue approach in 
its relations with companies? How had the Group’s mode of financing 
gained acceptance in Amnesty?  

                                                                                                                             
Stockholm in 1975, together with the many terror attacks around Europe disturbed people and 
increased their interest in Amnesty’s work (Hellström and Harr, 2001).  
2 The two last-mentioned extensions can be understood as resulting from new patterns of 
human rights violations that Amnesty’s investigators had identified in their work. Instead of 
imprisoning people who spoke their minds, some governments had begun to make them dis-
appear, or kill them outside their legal system. 
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When I put these questions to Amnesty members of the old guard, they 
answered that while some of these issues had been contested in the past, the 
controversies concerned had been resolved over time. Nobody questioned 
these practices in Amnesty today – they had become a natural part of the 
organization. As a student of organizations I became curious to investigate 
how and why this change had come about, and in the chapters that follow 
this is precisely what I intend to do.  

Empirically, this book is thus about how the ideas of women’s rights, 
homosexuals’ rights and corporate responsibility for human rights – that 
originally challenged prevailing assumptions about what Swedish Amnesty 
should be concerned with – became part of its organizational practice. By 
inquiring into these processes, the book aims to contribute to our understand-
ing of organizational change and – more specifically – the institutionaliza-
tion of challenging ideas in organizations. In other words, how are ideas that 
used to be defined as inappropriate in a specific organizational context trans-
formed into “appropriate” organizational practices?  

Asking this question also means that we have to consider the local actors’ 
room for maneuvers when it comes to choosing the practices – and the con-
tent of these practices – to which they should attend. Much research on or-
ganizations has emphasized that local organizational practices and structures 
evolve in interaction with other organizations and norms in their environ-
ment. Although my own interest in this study primarily concerns the influ-
ence of the environment on the organization, it should be remembered that 
this influence is naturally reciprocal. I will briefly elaborate on this aspect of 
the subject in the sections below, where I also will present the theoretical 
perspective that will be used in the study. Then I will point out that in order 
to learn more about how ideas are transformed into organizational practice, it 
is imperative that we investigate such processes over time. The chapter con-
cludes by presenting the aim of the study.  

1.1 Amnesty affects the definition of human rights  
As noted above, organizations are not only influenced by their environment: 
they also play an active role in influencing it. For instance, where Amnesty 
International or its national sections chose to turn their attention was not 
without significance. Today, together with Human Rights Watch and the 
Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, Amnesty International defines what 
constitutes a human rights violation (Risse, 2000, p. 187, emphasis in the 
original). Other groups and non-governmental organizations, or even states, 
may provide and disseminate the information, but only if Amnesty Interna-
tional, Human Rights Watch or the Lawyers Committee “approve” it as be-
ing correct does it constitute a human rights violation in the eyes of the in-
ternational community (ibid.).  
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Amnesty International has also played a critical role for the development 
of international human rights norms on torture, disappearances, and extraju-
dicial execution (Clark, 2001). Amnesty’s considerable influence on the 
development of human rights norms can be said to have stemmed from three 
sources: the organization bases its actions on loyalty to the moral principles 
of human rights; it cultivates a position as a disinterested and autonomous 
“third party” actor in the international system; and it deploys expertise and 
large amounts of specific information in the service of general assertions 
about the need for norms (Clark, 2001, p. 11). In addition, the organization’s 
member base, which in 2007 surpassed 2.2 million around the world, can be 
assumed to add authority to its demands. In any case: when Amnesty speaks, 
politicians seem to listen. 

For instance, a couple of months after the launch of Amnesty Interna-
tional’s campaign “Stop Violence Against Women” in 2004, Swedish Am-
nesty held its Annual General Meeting. One of the invited speakers was 
Mona Sahlin, then Swedish Minister for Equality Affairs who said: 

The fact that an international and well-organized human rights organization 
chose to work against men’s violence towards women is important. Men’s 
violence to women is not – as it sometimes may sound – an issue exclusively 
concerning women. We do not talk about women abuse here […] We talk 
about a human right – and a public health problem that exists in all societies 
and within all religions. And which consequently is everyone’s responsibility 
to put a stop for. Nobody can escape their responsibility for men’s violence 
against women. Neither men, nor women, nor managers, nor co-workers, nor 
teachers, nor the police, nor prosecutors, nor judges, nor social workers – and 
definitely not politicians! (minutes of the meeting, 2004).  

Over the years since this campaign, Swedish Amnesty’s report “Men’s vio-
lence against women in intimate relationships: An account of the situation in 
Sweden” with its message that violence against women was a human rights 
issue, was frequently quoted by Swedish politicians. Thus, what Amnesty 
chooses to take up does attract attention and is difficult for governments to 
ignore.  

The new issues that Amnesty International – Swedish Amnesty included 
– have adopted were all defined in terms of “women’s issues”, “homosexual 
issues” or “corporate social responsibility” before they were redefined as 
human rights concerns. With this redefinition they have acquired more clout. 
Issues defined as human rights find it easier to acquire influence in a society 
than those not so defined (Meyer, 1996). But how did these concerns come 
to be included in Swedish Amnesty’s agenda? Who pushed for Swedish 
Amnesty to take them on? Was it actors inside the local organization or was 
it the parent organization – Amnesty International? Or could it even have 
been actors outside the movement altogether?  
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Swedish Amnesty is part of Amnesty International. This means among 
other things that an International Council Meeting comprising delegates 
from all national Amnesty sections, make any decisions on major policy 
changes – such as the inclusion of new issues in Swedish Amnesty’s man-
date. However, this does not mean that the International Council Meeting 
determines Swedish Amnesty’s activities. The national sections are expected 
to participate in Amnesty International’s global campaigns. Otherwise, they 
have some room for maneuvers in choosing the issues that they should take 
up and how the work should be organized. This means that the processes in 
which Swedish Amnesty has located and organized the three issues of my 
inquiry: rights for homosexuals, women’s rights, and corporate responsibil-
ity for human rights, have to be studied locally – in Swedish Amnesty. At 
the same time we have to recognize that external actors and idea currents 
may have also affected these processes.  

1.2 A changing human rights field  
Amnesty International is described as an independent organization. Formally 
it is thus the International Council Meeting, independently of external influ-
ences and interests, that defines Amnesty’s agenda. But can it really be that 
simple? The general knowledge that we have about organizations suggests 
not. Since the publishing of Selznick’s study of the Tennessee Valley Au-
thority in 1949, much organizational research has been dominated by the 
idea that organizations are shaped in interaction with their environment, and 
that this last consists of other organizations and of the norms that define the 
kind of activities that focal organizations should engage in and the way they 
should be organized (e.g. Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; Meyer and Rowan, 
1977; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978; DiMaggio and Powell 1983).  

Different norms apply in different types of organization. Organizations 
can all be categorized as belonging to specific sectors or fields comprised of 
organizations that have reached an understanding that they belong together 
and are engaged in a similar activity (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). For ex-
ample, Madsen (2004) identifies a human rights field, which he defines as 
“an open, symbolic space held together by the objective relations between 
[organizations] and individuals, all seeking to influence the developing is-
sue-area of human rights” (Madsen, 2004, p. 58).  

Organizations that belong to the same field very often engage in similar 
practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Fields, however, are not static: they 
change over time as regards their membership, their norms and their activi-
ties. New actors – social movements among others – have entered the human 
rights field with a view to getting their own issues transformed into human 
rights concerns. For example, the efforts of the women’s movement contrib-
uted to the UN’s Vienna declaration in 1993 on violence against women, in 
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which behavior such as domestic violence and female genital mutilation 
were defined as human rights violations. And although Homosexual, Bisex-
ual, and Transgender – or HBT – rights are still a sensitive subject in the 
UN, the HBT movement has contributed to the fact that organizations such 
as the European Union and the Council of Europe now work for the protec-
tion and promotion of these rights. Furthermore, during the last ten years or 
so business companies have entered the human rights field and begun to 
participate in the regulatory activities regarding corporate responsibility for 
human rights (e.g. Windell, 2006). This has resulted, among other things, in 
a rich flora of voluntary codes of conduct and the establishment of the 1999 
UN Global Compact3. Thus, membership of the human rights field and the 
definition of human rights themselves have both been changing over the 
years.  

It seems quite natural today that a human rights organization should be 
concerned with issues such as women’s rights, corporate responsibility for 
human rights and rights for homosexuals. Swedish Amnesty is far from be-
ing the only human rights organization to work on these issues. For instance, 
the International Red Cross and Human Rights Watch have both – in differ-
ent ways – included them in their practices.  

That the organizations within a field commonly display this kind of struc-
tural similarity has been explained, in an organizational institutional perspec-
tive, as resulting from the fact that organizations seek to act appropriately in 
terms of their cultural environments rather than instrumentally in terms of 
their original purposes (March and Olsen, 1989; Campbell, 2004). Organiza-
tions are dependent on support from their environment, and in order to win 
such support they may find it necessary – or even natural – to adjust their 
practices to accord with the institutionalized agenda of their field. As noted 
by Powell and Friedkin (1987), this applies to voluntary organizations, such 
as Amnesty, just as much as to other types of organization.  

It is widely held that change is more difficult to accomplish in voluntary 
organizations than in business companies, since few people are likely to 
question a business company’s mandate to change its activities in pursuit of 
financial gain, while many might question a voluntary organization’s devia-
tion from its original purpose (ibid.). However, referring to a number of clas-
sic case studies, Powell and Friedkin (1987) argue convincingly that the 
differences between organizational change processes in business companies 
and those in voluntary organizations have been overemphasized. These au-
thors suggest that voluntary organizations are capable of changing, due 
partly to the absence of a single overarching measure (such as financial re-

                               
3 In an address to the World Economic Forum on 31 January 1999, United Nations Secretary-
General Kofi Annan challenged business leaders to join an international initiative – the Global 
Compact – that would bring companies together with UN agencies, labour and civil society to 
support universal environmental and social principles including human rights.  
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turn) against which their performance can be judged. Since the goals of vol-
untary organizations are politicized and difficult to measure, it is possible to 
interpret them in many ways.  

Moreover, precisely because voluntary organizations depend on external 
sources for support, they may also find it necessary to bend and sway with 
the prevailing political and economic winds (Powell and Friedkin, 1987) – or 
even to see this as the natural thing to do. Finally, some voluntary organiza-
tions have many different stakeholders all making demands upon them. Re-
sponding to all these demands often calls for a good deal of flexibility 
(ibid.). Thus, it can be assumed that, compared with business companies and 
public sector organizations, voluntary organizations are neither more nor less 
capable of adjusting their agenda to the practices that have been defined as 
being appropriate to their environment.  

Organizations of all types, then, generally reflect the ideas about practices 
and organizing forms that have been defined as appropriate in their own 
wider social context. However, as Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) have 
pointed out, we do not know very much about the way changes come about 
in the ideas that define what is appropriate. It has thus been suggested that 
we should pay more attention to the micro level, and to the processes 
whereby local actors interpret and transform ideas into organizational prac-
tices (Westenholz et al., 2006). As noted by Westenholz et al. (2006, p. 893-
894) “[e]nacting the social meaning of practices locally is integral to institu-
tionalizing them globally, after all”.  

In other words, changes in the institutionalized agenda of a field do not 
occur independently of local practice. To find out more about the way the 
ideas that define appropriate practices actually change, we need to look at 
the situation in local organizations. With this in mind I shall investigate how 
ideas about women’s rights, corporate responsibility for human rights and 
rights for homosexuals – ideas that challenged prevailing assumptions about 
what Amnesty should be concerned with – were transformed into appropri-
ate Amnesty practices. In the following section I will present the theoretical 
tool with which I shall try to make sense of these processes.  

1.3 How are ideas transformed into practice? 
Organizational institutionalists have traditionally assumed that organizations 
change when new ideas that have been defined as just, good and rational are 
diffused in their environment. The discussion of diffusion, however, has 
generally ignored what happens when an idea about a new practice enters 
into a particular organizational context (Campbell, 2004). Thus, from this 
point of view, the institutionalization of field ideas in organizations has gen-
erally been left unspecified. As a result, it was long held that diffusion re-
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sulted in homogeneous outcomes, whereby all the organizations in a field 
gradually adopted relatively similar practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).  

However, researchers interested in change processes in particular organi-
zations have found that organizations which belong to the same field, and 
exhibit similar formal structures, may look very different under the surface 
(see e.g. Czarniawska and Sevón, 1996; Czarniawska and Sevón, 2005; 
Røvik, 2007). It has been argued that, rather than passively adopting ideas 
about new practices, organizations actively translate such ideas to fit their 
own local organizational contexts. 

Organization researchers have taken over the translation concept from the 
work of Callon (1980) and Latour (1986) in seeking to make sense of the 
way in which management ideas and practices will change and become insti-
tutionalized as they travel between organizations (e.g. Czarniawska and Jo-
erges, 1996; Sevón 1996; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Czarniawska and Sevón, 
2005; Røvik, 1998; 20074). The translation model challenges the diffusion 
model’s view of change as a causal chain of events that is imposed on the 
organization by its leaders or by some external field force. A view of change 
as translation acknowledges that change is both adaptive and planned 
(Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996). Given this approach, the fate of an idea 
can be seen to rest not on its sender but on the interaction between sender 
and receiver. 

Several studies have in fact used the translation concept as a way of de-
scribing how local organizations make sense of and give shape to ideas on 
practices that – to them – are new (see, e.g. Strannegård, 1998; Erlingsdóttir, 
1999; Löfström, 2003; Boxenbaum, 2006). However, organization studies 
that build on the translation model rarely include any analysis of conflict or 
struggle (see the exceptions of Blomquist, 1996; and Bergström, 2007). This 
could be because existing studies have focused primarily on the way fash-
ionable or already uncontroversial ideas are translated into practice (see, e.g. 
Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Strannegård, 1998; Erlingsdóttir, 1999). In such 
cases local actors may have less reason to object to the processes in which 
ideas are translated into their organizational practice. Thus, by exploring the 
translation of ideas that were contested at first in a particular organization, 
we may learn more about the relation between translation and processes of 
institutionalization. This could help us understand what it is that actors do 
with challenging ideas, in order to render them appropriate to specific con-
texts.  

It has also been suggested that in order to learn more about the impact on 
organizations of ideas about new practices, and vice versa, we need to study 
such processes over time (Røvik, 2007). There are few longitudinal studies 
of change processes, in which institutionalized practices emerge as a result 

                               
4 Note that Røvik (2007) – instead of drawing on the work of Latour and Callon – rather 
builds on translation theory as developed in literary theory. 
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of the translation of ideas in organizations (Bergström, 2007; Røvik, 2007). 
New ideas that enter an organization are not institutionalized over night. 
Thus, to understand how something is transformed from a challenging idea 
to an accepted organizational practice, calls for a longitudinal study.  

1.4 A call for longitudinal studies  
At present we know relatively little about the way ideas about new practices 
“behave” in organizations over long periods of time (Røvik, 2007). Much of 
the current research on change points to ideas about new practices never 
penetrating the organization’s façade, but merely as being transformed into 
talk, such as a new presentation of the organization (Meyer and Rowan, 
1977; Brunsson; 1989; Brunsson and Olsen, 1993). For instance, it is com-
monly observed that new concepts are adopted as labels that are used to pre-
sent an already ongoing practice. The classic explanation of this is that or-
ganizations are exposed to inconsistent demands and expectations (ibid.).  

On the one hand it has been pointed out that organizations are expected to 
reflect ideas about practices that have been defined as modern, progressive 
and efficient in a given time and place. Doing so increases their legitimacy 
and ability to win the support of external constituents (Brunsson and Olsen, 
1993). On the other hand, organizations are also expected to exhibit a certain 
amount of continuity in their activities (Hannan and Freeman, 1989). Much 
of the previous research on organizations has emphasized that organizational 
practices are difficult to change. There is an entire research tradition in or-
ganizational theory devoted to the theme “resistance to change”, which di-
rects attention to the inertial sources residing within organizations (e.g. Han-
nan and Freeman, 1989; Argyris, 1990). The organization’s collective re-
sources represent one source of inertia, which set a limit for what it can do 
and how things can be done (Hannan and Freeman, 1989; Ahrne and Papa-
kostas, 2002). Because resources have been accumulated for a specific pur-
pose, changes in organizational practice could imply a waste of resources, 
such as physical assets and organization-specific knowledge. Members of 
the organization may also be unwilling to change because they had joined 
the organization to engage in its prevailing activities and because they iden-
tify with its prevailing ideology (Ahrne and Papakostas, 2002).  

Organizations are thus subjected to the conflicting demands of change and 
stability. According to Brunsson and Olsen (1993), organizations commonly 
handle such conflicts by decoupling ideas about new practices from the prac-
tice level (see also Meyer and Rowan, 1977). This means that although an 
idea has been formally adopted, it is merely converted into talk – such as a 
new presentation of the organization – which has no influence over level of 
practice.  
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In response to the discussion of decoupling, Røvik (2007) suggests that it 
may take time for ideas to have any effect on practices. According to this 
author, we thus need to carry out longitudinal studies of idea translation in 
organizations, before we can accept the argument that new ideas which are 
challenging in relation to established practices, norms and values, become 
decoupled from organizational operations.  

 

1.5 Aim and research question  
The institutional literature has convincingly demonstrated that organizations 
are embedded in an institutional context of ideas, and that this defines the 
practices in which it is appropriate for them to engage. However, we know 
less about the way changes in the ideas that define appropriateness actually 
occurs. Thus we need to learn more about how ideas about new practices are 
institutionalized in organizations. Ideas that enter a (to them) new organiza-
tion are not transformed into practice overnight, and it can be even longer 
before they become recognized as an undisputed part of the organization. 
We thus need to study this process of idea translation in organizations over 
long periods of time.  

The three ideas in my inquiry: rights for homosexuals, women’s rights 
and corporate responsibility for human rights, were discussed in Swedish 
Amnesty as far back as the early 1980s. I will trace their translation in the 
organization up to 2006. As noted earlier, these ideas are now perceived as a 
natural part of what Swedish Amnesty is all about. Hence, not only have 
they been transformed into practice, but they have also been institutionalized 
in the organization. By investigating how these ideas have gradually become 
defined as appropriate subjects for the organization’s activities, the outcome 
of this process and who and what were influential in it, the study aims to 
extend our understanding of the translation of ideas in organizations, and of 
organizational change. Against this background, I pose the following re-
search question in this thesis: How are ideas that challenge prevailing as-
sumptions about what an organization should be concerned with trans-
formed into organizational practices? 

1.5.1 Outline of the thesis  

The following study is thus intended to help our understanding of the way 
ideas that challenge prevailing assumptions about the foundational nature of 
an organization are translated into institutionalized practices. Chapter 2 is 
theoretical, and develops the concepts of institutionalization and translation. 
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The concluding discussion of the chapter provides a springboard into the 
succeeding study.  

Chapter 3 deals with the methodological considerations underlying the 
empirical studies as well as the chosen theoretical frame of reference. The 
three following empirical chapters are presented as chronological narratives 
of the processes whereby corporate responsibility for human rights (Chapter 
4), women’s rights (Chapter 5) and rights for homosexuals (Chapter 6) re-
spectively have been interpreted and transformed into practice in Swedish 
Amnesty. Chapters 7 and 8 offer an analysis of the empirical narratives. Fi-
nally, Chapter 9 presents some conclusions and suggests some themes for 
future research.  
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2. Change as translation 

The aim of this study is to contribute to our understanding of the institution-
alization of ideas on new practices in organizations where they – at first – 
were regarded as organizational anomalies. How are such ideas transformed 
from once being considered inappropriate for the organization to take on into 
“appropriate” organizational practices? What are the driving forces that al-
low for transformation? What is the outcome? In the present chapter I will 
introduce the theoretical perspective and concepts that will be used to ad-
dress these questions. The chapter begins with a discussion of the concepts 
of institutionalization and organizing. Next I point out that the institutionali-
zation of a practice in a particular organization has to be understood in con-
text. Organizations are embedded in a wider context of ideas and other or-
ganizations that shape their practices and structures. I then reject the view 
that individual actors in organizations passively adapt to the institutional 
requirements of their environment, arguing instead that the institutionaliza-
tion of a new practice can be understood as a process of translation. I further 
suggest that we need to recognize that phenomena such as conflicts and in-
terests may play an important part in these processes. Finally, drawing on 
existing research, I argue that in order to understand how ideas are trans-
formed into institutionalized practices we need to study their translation in 
organizations over time. 

2.1 Institutionalization and organizing  
Investigating the institutionalization of challenging ideas in a focal organiza-
tion means studying how ideas that were initially perceived as controversial 
in a specific organizational context, are transformed into appropriate organ-
izational practices. Appropriate practices represent the legitimate way to act 
“within some socially constructed system of norms, values beliefs, and defi-
nitions” (Suchman 1995, p. 574).  

Institutionalization is the process of creating a social reality among actors 
by way of externalization, objectivization, and internalization (Berger and 
Luckmann, 1966). Individuals act (externalization), and when other people 
interpret these actions as having a meaning beyond the idiosyncratic action 
itself, objectivization occurs. Over time, these actions may become internal-
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ized or taken-for-granted by actors and come to be seen as the appropriate 
way of going on.  

Although there are many definitions of the institution concept, most re-
searchers agree that institutions are repetitive action patterns with a linked 
definition or meaning (e.g. Czarniawska, 1994; Jepperson, 1991). However, 
in my view the term institution is rather deceptive. It is a noun, which sug-
gests that institutionalized practices are stable and given once-and-for-all. As 
Zucker (1991) points out, the verb institutionalization gives a fuller picture 
than institution, by directing attention to the fact that institutionalization is a 
matter of properties and process. Studying how appropriate practices evolve 
by exploring such processes in particular organizations enables us to focus 
“upon institutionalization as a process rather than as a state; upon the cogni-
tive processes involved in the creation and transmission of institutions; upon 
their maintenance and resistance to change; and upon the role of language 
and symbols in those processes” (Zucker, 1991, p. 104).  

The notion that institutions are taken-for-granted is central in organiza-
tional institutionalism. Researchers who apply this perspective have com-
monly argued that local actors act, and attribute meaning to these actions, 
guided by cultural rules – which can be broadly defined as informal and 
common cultural frameworks, symbolism, and cognitive scripts as well as 
formal rule systems (e.g. Campbell, 2004) – in their wider social context. It 
is assumed that the power of these cultural rules derives from their status as 
being taken-for-granted. They become difficult for any individual actor to 
question, which makes explicit social control unnecessary (Jepperson, 1991; 
Zucker, 1977). This is also why institutionalized practices become relatively 
stable. However this stability is by no means total. Even routine practices 
change continuously (Feldman, 2000). By turning our attention to institu-
tionalization instead of institutions, and by studying this process over time, 
we may find that institutionalization includes elements of change as well as 
of stability. The same argument applies to organizing – a process that can be 
understood as intrinsically linked to that of institutionalization.  

The creation of institutions and of organizations have both been explained 
as a result of people’s need to induce order and routine in their lives. Orga-
nizing comprises the processes whereby people collectively coordinate and 
come to share the meaning they ascribe to their activities (Weick, 1979). 
People’s attempts to coordinate their activities by agreeing on shared mean-
ings for these, can be regarded as contributing to the emergence of both in-
stitutions and organizations. As Tsoukas and Chia (2002, p. 570) put it:  

Organization is an attempt to order the intrinsic influx of human action, to 
channel it toward certain ends, to give it a particular shape, through general-
izing and institutionalizing particular meanings and rules. 



 27

Thus, organizing is an activity that attempts to coordinate people’s actions 
and the meanings that they ascribe to these actions. In organizational institu-
tional theory it is commonly assumed that the meaning ascribed to an institu-
tionalized practice is shared by all the individuals who reproduce that prac-
tice. This view will be challenged in the present study. Even people belong-
ing to the same organization can come up with different interpretations of 
either established or new ideas about practices, depending on their own pro-
fessional or ideological background (see e.g. Zilber, 2002).  

Organizations are not unitary wholes: they are nets of collective action 
characterized by the homogeneous and heterogeneous production of mean-
ing (Czarniawska, 1994; cf. Salzer, 1994). People in organizations negotiate 
a shared understanding of practices and structures in interaction with one 
another (ibid.). However, the boundaries between departments and profes-
sions in an organization can mean that some organizational subgroups rarely 
interact with one another which in turn could result in the development of 
varied and sometimes conflicting definitions of organizational practices (e.g. 
Selznick, 1957; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967; Salzer, 1994). Thus, the mean-
ing ascribed to practices and ideas should be understood neither as given 
once and for all nor as shared by everyone in an organization. Rather, estab-
lished practices and new institutional requirements are ambiguous and open 
to interpretation and renegotiation (Friedland and Alford, 1991).  

As noted in the introductory chapter, the institutionalization of new prac-
tices in an organization cannot be understood in isolation from the organiza-
tion’s wider context. New ideas on practices have commonly been con-
structed outside the local organization and apply to a broader set of organiza-
tions. In the sections that follow I will draw on existing research and will 
present three driving-forces behind the institutionalization of new practices 
in organizations. I will begin by commenting on organizational change as 
driven by external field forces, after which I describe change as being iden-
tity-driven, while finally I present change as being driven by what are often 
referred to as institutional entrepreneurs.  

2.1.1 Institutionalization driven by field forces 

The processes in which a new practice is institutionalized in a focal organi-
zation must be understood contextually. A basic argument in organizational 
institutional theory is that the practices and structures in organizations are 
shaped by wider cultural rules in their environment. There are many norms 
for what organizations should do and how they should be organized that are 
not formulated or controlled in the focal organization but in its wider social 
context (Meyer and Scott, 1983; Thomas et al. 1987). Building on the idea 
that organizations act in response to the cultural rules in their environment, 
Meyer and Rowan (1977, p. 340) argue that:  
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Organizations are driven to incorporate the practices and procedures defined 
by prevailing rationalized concepts of organizational work and institutional-
ized in society. Organizations that do so increase their legitimacy and their 
survival prospects, independent of the immediate efficacy of the acquired 
practices and procedures.  

Organizations are thus perceived as adopting the practices that have been 
defined as appropriate in their institutional environment, regardless of 
whether or not these practices increase organizational efficiency. Conformity 
to cultural rules endows legitimacy and increases the organizations survival 
prospects (e.g. Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Fried-
land and Alford 1991; Meyer 1994). A great variety of rules are to be found 
in the environment, and those that are relevant to a specific organization will 
depend on the field to which it belongs. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) have borrowed the concept of field from 
Bourdieu (1977), who described a field as consisting of a group of actors, i.e. 
individuals and organizations, who fight for or compete over something that 
they have in common and that they consider important. The field is held 
together by its participants’ shared belief in, and adherence to, the impor-
tance of the definitions of what their activities are all about (Bourdieu, 
1977). Traditionally, organizational institutional theory has depicted fields as 
relatively stable phenomena. Because field members are assumed to act in 
accordance with taken-for-granted scripts, this school of thought has found it 
difficult to explain change (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). It has traditionally 
been assumed that to produce a change would take an exogenous shock or a 
disruptive event clashing with the prevailing order and shaking things up. 
Accordingly, change processes have commonly been conceptualized as fol-
lowing a pattern of punctuated equilibrium characterized by a turbulent and 
chaotic period which gradually leads back to a new state of stability (see e.g. 
Fligstein, 1990).  

Ideas on new practices that result from such processes are regarded as dif-
fusing among the organizations in the field as a result of three field forces 
identified by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). First, are the coercive forces 
whereby the focal organization adjusts to pressure exerted by other organiza-
tions on which it is dependent, or by the expectations in society. Such pres-
sures may come from government regulations or from the parent organiza-
tion. Second are the mimetic forces whereby the focal organization, as a 
result of uncertainty, imitates the practices of apparently successful organi-
zations in its field. Third are the normative forces whereby organizational 
leaders have been professionalized to share similar views on what constitutes 
appropriate organizational practice (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).  

This view of change as driven by external field forces has been ques-
tioned by some scholars, who point out that the impetus to adopt a new prac-
tice must come from the organization itself. Czarniawska and Joerges 
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(1996), for example, argue that such an impetus could just as well mean that 
actors want to distinguish their own organizations from those outside the 
field, and that they describe this as “coercion” in an act of self-justification. 
These authors also suggest that normative isomorphism can be regarded as a 
reflection of professional norms, or a conscious imitation based on a value 
choice. Finally, Sevón (1996) argues that “uncertainty” should be taken to 
mean uncertainty within the actor’s own experience, which makes it difficult 
to conceive it as an external force. Given this approach, the adoption of field 
practices by a specific organization is regarded as being identity-driven (e.g. 
Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sevón, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 2003) 

2.1.2 Institutionalization as identity-driven 

As an alternative to the view of change as driven by external field forces, 
some scholars have thus suggested that an organization’s adoption of a field 
practice also can be identity-driven (e.g. Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sevón, 
1996; Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 2003). The adoption of ideas about new 
practices has been perceived as driven by an organization’s desire to acquire 
a “modern” identity as defined at a certain time and in a certain place. Iden-
tity is seen as a modern institution that embraces self-respect, efficiency, 
autonomy and flexibility (Meyer, 1986). In striving to become appropriate to 
their context, organizations imitate the practices of those other organizations 
with which they identify themselves, and which appear to be more efficient, 
flexible and autonomous than they are (Sevón, 1996).  

Thus, ideas about new practices are not forced upon organizations by 
some deterministic force; rather, the impetus to adopt comes from the or-
ganizations themselves “…from their conception of situation, self-identity 
and others’ identity, as well as from analogical reasoning by which these 
conceptions are defined” (Sevón, 1996, p. 51). This argument is based on 
“the logic of appropriateness” as developed by March and Olsen (1989). 
According to this logic, the way in which actors act is based on a matching 
of identity (who am I?) and situation (what kind of situation is this?). The 
result is thus institutionalized, rule-bound action (what does a person like me 
do in a situation like this?). The logic of appropriateness has been contrasted 
with the logic of consequentiality, according to which actors act guided by 
their interests and their calculations of future gains. It is often suggested that 
the logic of consequentiality is used to legitimize actions that, in practice, are 
guided by identity and rules of appropriateness (e.g. Czarniawska and Sevón, 
1996). 

Those who regard the adoption of new practices as being identity-driven, 
generally go on to link this process to the workings of fashions in organiza-
tional fields (e.g. Abrahamson, 1996; Røvik, 1996). Unlike the punctuated 
equilibrium model, fashion operates within the prevailing institutional order 
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and represents a source of incremental change. As Czarniawska and Joerges 
(1996, p. 34) put it: “[o]n the one hand its variety is limited by the ‘iron 
cage’ of existing institutions, which fashion actually reproduces; on the 
other, fashion is engaged in a constant subversion of the existing institutional 
order, gnawing ant-like at its bars”. Certain fashionable ideas that are 
adopted by organizations may – if they are transformed into regular action 
patterns – acquire institutional status. By adopting fashionable ideas about 
practices and management, organizations confirm their belongingness to 
their field while also demonstrating to external constituents on whom they 
depend for support that they are progressive and modern.  

This view of change as being identity- and fashion-driven represents a 
harmonious interpretation of organizational life. The question as to whether 
organization members may hold conflicting views on the way a fashionable 
idea should be defined or whose interests a particular fashion is serving, 
receives scant attention. As well as lacking a clear theory of action, most 
versions of organizational institutionalism also lack any theory of conflict 
and power. Institutional theories rarely look into the question as to why cer-
tain practices and structures become institutionalized in organizations and 
fields, and whose interests this serves (Fligstein, 2001). I will now try to 
develop below a way of looking at, and seeking to understand the role of 
conflict and purposive action in processes of institutionalization. I will begin 
by suggesting that the institutionalization of new practices in organizations 
may be interest-driven.  

2.1.3 Institutionalization driven by entrepreneurs  

In the context of my present research the term actors refers to individuals 
and organizations who know what they want, and who act purposively to 
realize their aims. This does not mean, however, that actors’ interests are 
either given or static. Interests are institutionally derived, and they change in 
interaction with others (e.g. March and Olsen, 1976; Jacobsson, 1992; 
Meyer, 1996). To quote Meyer (2001), many actors are “agentic” in the 
sense that they represent an idea – women’s rights as it may be. Their inter-
ests are thus linked to such an idea rather than to self-interest5.  

This view of actors as agents has no counterpart in the work of Latour 
(1983; 1986) or Callon (1980; 1986), upon which I will elaborate in a later 
section of this chapter. According to Latour and Callon, actors are driven by 
self-interest and nothing else. If this interpretation were to be taken as a basis 
for analysis, we would be failing to grasp that actors are often guided by 
values other than self-interest. Thus, organizational institutional theory pro-

                               
5 Self-interest can also be regarded as an idea, but I will nevertheless distinguish between this 
type of interest and those molded by values and ideologies.  
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vides us with a more discriminative view of actors, and enables us to make 
sense of purposeful action undertaken to achieve more ideological aims. 

Actors who engage in activities aimed at initiating change and participat-
ing in the creation of new practices, have been referred to as institutional 
entrepreneurs (e.g. DiMaggio, 1988; Lawrence and Phillips, 2004; Maguire 
et al. 2004). DiMaggio (1988, p. 14) defines institutional entrepreneurs as 
“organized actors with sufficient resources [who see in new institutions] an 
opportunity to realize interests that they value highly”. Institutional entre-
preneurs have commonly been described as interest-driven actors (e.g. 
Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006) who act purposively with a view to creat-
ing, maintaining and disrupting institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006).  

By allowing that the institutionalization of new practices in a focal or-
ganization may be driven by institutional entrepreneurs, the focus is shifted 
from external field forces and a shared conception of organizational identity 
to individual organizational actors who may push purposively for, and give 
shape to, a new practice that they deem important. However, as Grafström 
(2006) pointed out, institutional entrepreneurial processes usually consist of 
individuals, organizations and broader societal developments acting together. 
Thus, individual actors should not be perceived as pursuing change inde-
pendently of their wider social context. For change to happen, the actors may 
need the support of society’s organizations and ideas.  

Earlier studies have showed that institutional entrepreneurs are usually 
individuals situated at the borders and interstices of several social networks 
or fields (Campbell, 2004; Morrill, 2006; Aldrich, 1999). According to 
Campbell (2004, pp. 74-75), this is because individuals who are connected 
with people outside their own immediate organizational location are more 
likely to have a broad repertoire of practices on which to draw and they are 
more likely to get ideas about recombining elements in their repertoire – 
which in turn make innovative practices more likely to be adopted.  

An individual can also act as an institutional entrepreneur by moving 
from one context to another. In a study of the development of Swedish busi-
ness journalism Grafström (2006) showed that the mobility between settings 
of institutionally embedded actors could engender entrepreneurial activities. 
As Grafström puts it “old ideas in new contexts can create change” (2006, p. 
186). In the present study the concept of the institutional entrepreneur will be 
used to describe individuals who promote change and establish new prac-
tices in individual organizations. Traditionally, however, this concept has 
been used chiefly to describe individuals who attempt to change whole or-
ganizational fields.  

The concept of institutional agency, i.e. social actions that create, repro-
duce and change institutions (Karnoe, 1997), has in fact retained a narrow 
definition. It usually refers to the introduction of, or resistance to, new prac-
tices and organizational forms, and it is attributed either to an organization as 
a whole (Oliver, 1991), or to individuals who occupy managerial roles in an 
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organization (Brint and Karabel, 1991). Organizational institutional scholars 
have thus paid little attention to the role of non-managerial organization 
members in their discussions of agency nor – as Zilber (2002) points out – to 
acts of interpretation. 

Zilber (2002) insists that the discussion of agency should include the act 
of interpretation, and points out that interpretation is a central aspect of mi-
cro-politics in an organization and one that may involve all organizational 
members. This view follows Fligstein (2001) in emphasizing the importance 
of meaning among institutional entrepreneurs, because it can motivate the 
cooperation of others by providing them with common meanings and identi-
ties (ibid.). Further, theories of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) describe how all 
the members of an organization are involved in the creation of common 
meanings and identities, as they constantly struggle to make sense of their 
practices and their shared environment. 

The translation concept that will be further described below, note that ac-
tors purposively promote and interpret ideas about new practices to fit their 
own interests and/or organizational contexts. When ideas about new prac-
tices first appear in an organization, individual actors may try to convert 
their own definition of reality – which is of course only one of many possi-
ble interpretations – into the “truth” – thus trying to impose institutional 
meaning on certain practices and to convince others to accept such a mean-
ing (Zilber, 2002). During periods of change, subgroups in an organization 
may negotiate not only about the structures and practices that will be institu-
tionalized, but also about how they will be understood and interpreted 
(ibid.). Thus, when times are changing or the prevailing worldview is being 
challenged, interpretation becomes a vital part of the political process in an 
organization. The institutionalization of a practice can thus be regarded as a 
process characterized by interplay between actors, actions and meanings as 
well as by negotiation and struggle.  

The translation concept directs our attention to the way ideas about new 
practices are interpreted in organizations, allowing us to capture possible 
struggles as regards their meaning. Drawing on existing research on the 
translation of ideas, the remainder of this chapter will discuss how the proc-
esses of institutionalization to be investigated below can be regarded as re-
sulting from, and taking shape in, processes of translation. 

2.2 Institutionalization as translation  
The translation model has been developed by scholars such as Latour (1986) 
and Callon (1980) as a tool with which to study the processes of fact-
building in – among other things – the natural sciences. One of the basic 
assumptions in the various studies is that a proposed fact becomes a fact 
when all the relevant actors are convinced by the argument that it is so (La-
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tour, 1987). The challenge for the researcher is to try to disentangle the con-
troversies that precede the “fact” becoming a fact. Such controversies arise 
when an argument – for instance that rights for homosexuals are an Amnesty 
issue – is being much debated, and actors are involved in persuading each 
other to support their own view and/or interests (Latour, 1987).  

In the present study the translation model will be used to examine the 
controversies that preceded the acceptance of the idea and the organizing of 
women’s rights, rights for homosexuals and corporate responsibility for hu-
man rights, as appropriate issues for Amnesty to support. The translation 
model represents a useful tool for investigating such processes, since it di-
rects attention towards what actors do with ideas and models in order to ren-
der them attractive and appropriate for the target audience.  

Latour and Callon and other scholars inspired by their work have shown 
how actors can make their arguments attractive by relating them to various 
other ideas and objects that are of interest to those who need to be con-
vinced. Catasús (2000), for example, describes how actors made the envi-
ronmental issue appear appropriate to business companies by connecting it 
with ideas such as efficiency and profitability that are much valued in such 
organizations. As Latour and Callon see it, the various ideas and objects 
connected with a specific argument are actors, just as people are. This 
means, for instance, that concepts such as efficiency and profitability or – as 
Catasús (2000) puts it – “linguistic actants” are regarded taking action in 
organizations: they do something to a proposed argument. Consequently 
they are treated as actors. However, in the present study I am concerned 
primarily with human actors, and how they handle ideas in order to render 
them appropriate/inappropriate to a specific context.  

In the introductory chapter above I mentioned that the translation model 
has been contrasted with the model of diffusion. The latter is based on the 
assumption that the initial sender of an idea (e.g. some person or persons 
occupying a central role in an organization) is in possession of enough 
power to make the targets to whom the idea is addressed (e.g. employees) 
accept the idea without changing it. However, Callon (1986) and Latour 
(1986) suggest that power can be seen instead as a result of translation, in the 
sense that an idea or argument becomes powerful when people choose to 
accept it. Thus, power does not explain why actors, for instance, obey an 
order. Rather, it is something that itself needs to be explained.  

The chances that an idea or argument will gain acceptance in a specific 
context increases, if it is adjusted to the interests of the actors in the context 
concerned. Hence, Latour (1986) suggests that the initial content of the idea 
changes as it is forwarded and picked up by new actors. Accordingly, ideas 
about new practices seldom represent fixed or ready-made models when they 
are finally selected by an organization. Rather, they are often created in a 
process that allows for local variations. Every actor who picks up the idea 
imbues it with energy. Thus the actor who gave the idea its original energy is 
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no more important to its subsequent travels than the energy it receives from 
any other translator in the chain.  

Translation, as the concept is used in the present study, means more than 
linguistic interpretation: it means “displacement, drift, invention, mediation, 
creation of a new link that did not exist before and modifies in part the two 
agents [i.e., those who is translated and that which is translated]” (Latour, 
1993, p. 6). This is why the concept has been found to be so useful to or-
ganization theorists. As Czarniawska and Joerges (1996, p. 24) have put it, 
translation “comprises what exists and what is created; the relationship be-
tween humans and ideas, ideas and objects, and humans and objects – all 
[are] needed in order to understand what in shorthand we call ‘organizational 
change’”.  

The translation concept has been used by organization scholars (e.g. 
Czarniawska and Sevón, 1996; Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996; Sahlin-
Andersson, 1996; Czarniawska and Sevón, 2005) to make sense of the way 
ideas about practices and organizing travel between the organizations in a 
field. Czarniawska and Joerges (1996, p. 20) define ideas as “images which 
become known in the form of pictures or sounds (words can be either one or 
another)”. Ideas can be materialized – i.e. transformed into objects or actions 
– in many ways: pictures can be portrayed in colors or words, sounds can be 
recorded or written down in note sheets (ibid.). The materialization of ideas 
causes change: unknown objects appear, known objects change in appear-
ance, new practices appear, and old practices become transformed. Ideas 
thus change with the context where they are used.  

In order to capture and trace the repeated communication whereby actors 
in different contexts apply ideas, Czarniawska and Joerges (1996) have de-
veloped an “idea model”. This model describes how ideas are disembedded 
from their original context, translated into objects (e.g. models or books) and 
sent to new places where they are translated into new kinds of object, and 
sometimes – but not always – into actions. If these actions are repeated they 
may become stabilized as institutions, which in turn can be described in 
terms of abstract ideas that can be transformed into objects, and so on.  

2.2.1 Room for maneuvers in translating  

Controversies regarding specific ideas in an organizational context usually 
concern the way the idea should be translated, rather than the idea itself (see 
e.g. Blomquist, 1996). Ideas are by nature abstract, and can thus often be 
interpreted as being consistent with many contexts and interests. But con-
flicts can arise when the idea is to assume concrete form in practical action 
and organizing. To gain acceptance for a specific idea, actors may find it 
necessary to translate it according to the interests and prevailing practices in 
a specific local setting. At the same time the idea may have to be translated 
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in a way that actors in the organization’s environment will also find appro-
priate. In the following sections I will describe three constraints/enablers that 
may guide and shape the translation of an idea in a focal organization, 
namely the packaging of the idea itself, the editing rules and the intra-
organizational conflicts.  

The packaging of the idea 

Something that restricts the organizational actors’ room for maneuvers in 
translating a specific idea is the packaging of the idea itself. Some ideas are 
presented in abstract and general terms which allow the local actors to give 
them a meaning and concrete forms that suit their own purposes. This may 
mean asking and answering questions such as: What does this idea mean for 
us? What new routines or procedures might the introduction of this idea re-
quire? (Røvik, 2007). Ideas can travel under labels such as “rights for homo-
sexuals” or “quality insurance”, which allow actors to translate the ideas into 
practice in such a way as to result in local variants. But, ideas can also travel 
complete with a plan for their implementation that prescribes in detail just 
how it should be realized in practice (Erlingsdóttir, 1999; Røvik, 2007). 
There may be laws or other kinds of regulation from external authorities, 
with detailed descriptions of the procedures or practices according to which 
the idea should be materialized (Røvik, 2007).  

Sometimes ideas are transferred to individual organizations with a view to 
making them more similar to their parent organization, for example, or to the 
international organization of which they are a part. In such cases, the scope 
for the local actor to transform the idea may be limited. For instance, as a 
member of the EU, Sweden must adjust its national laws according to EU 
directives. In some areas, such as competition politics for example, Swedish 
law follows the European model (Jacobsson, 1997), while in other areas 
there may be more room for local variations. An example of strict adjust-
ment to EU standards is described in a study of the idea of quality assurance 
and how it was propagated in the Swedish health care sector (Erlingsdóttir, 
1999). The study described how the procedure that was introduced to ensure 
the quality of hospital laboratories – as based on an EU standard – gave little 
room for maneuvers to develop local variants. According to Erlingsdóttir, it 
was the laboratories that were translated to fit the idea rather than the other 
way round (cf. Latour, 1983). The laboratories were more or less forced to 
follow the prescribed procedure in order to acquire accreditation.  

Thus, depending on the sender of the idea and on its packaging, a local 
actor’s room for maneuvers in translating the idea can vary greatly: from the 
possibility of transforming the idea in accordance with local conditions, to 
simple copying that offers more limited room for maneuvers. Previous re-
search has shown that ideas which are transferred between organizational 
fields – between the private and the public-sector organization fields – allow 
for transformatory reinterpretations, whereas ideas that travel between or-
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ganizations in the same field may be packaged in such a way as to render 
them more difficult to change (see e.g. Erlingsdóttir, 1999; Røvik, 2007). 

Editing rules  

Organizational institutional scholars have described translation as a process 
characterized by rule-bound action and by agency (e.g. Sahlin-Andersson, 
1996). This means that their version of the translation model differs from 
that described by Latour (1986) or Callon (1986). For Latour and Callon the 
world is flat, which means that institutions should not be regarded as ex-
plaining action. However, organization researchers such as Sahlin-
Andersson (1996) have pointed out that translation is also a process of “so-
cial control, conformism and traditionalism” (p. 82).  

Sahlin-Andersson (1996) describes the act of translation as restrained and 
enabled by a set of taken-for-granted editing rules. These are implicit in 
character, and actors follow them although nobody makes them do so: 
“These editing rules are not explicit and subject to discussion, and can only 
be observed indirectly from the way [ideas] are portrayed” (Sahlin-
Andersson, 1996, p. 85). The rules are thus cognitive in character, implying 
that although actors are not determined by culture but are active translators, 
their translation is subject to certain conventions.  

The editing rules allow for the reformulation of ideas and function as a 
process of social control, directing the translation along certain paths 
(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996, p. 82). An idea is translated in relation to the situa-
tion in which it is to apply, and to the prescriptions given by the wider insti-
tutional context (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 
2003). In other words, editors adjust the idea to fit the local organizational 
context which it has now entered, while at the same time observing the 
dominant assumptions of other actors in the field about how the idea should 
be interpreted and realized in action. The idea is thus translated in light of 
the rules for defining appropriate practices as prevailing in the organizational 
context and in the wider environment. 

This adjustment is accomplished in an editing process guided by rules of 
context that help to re-embed ideas or disconnect them from their previous 
local contexts and inscribe them in new ones; rules of formulation whereby 
ideas are relabeled in an appropriate way such that they appear different yet 
familiar, relabeling also offers explanations for the success of an idea; rules 
of logic that clarify causes and effects, allowing ideas to adopt a problem-
solving logic and an application process or plan of action that can be ex-
plained by reference to the actions of specific actors. Thus, editing includes 
everything from activities for inscribing the idea into the organizational con-
text to making specific plans of action that help to get the idea realized as 
practice.  

To begin with, for an idea to be communicated in a field, specific traits 
from its original context in time and space have to be subtracted from its 
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story (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Thus, when an idea enters a new organiza-
tion it can be re-embedded, i.e. inscribed in the local time and space (Sahlin-
Andersson, 1996; Røvik, 2007). It is introduced into local time as actors tell 
stories about its first appearance in the organization, about its current status 
there, and about how it is going to contribute to future organizational activi-
ties (Røvik, 2007). The idea may also be edited in a way that renders it con-
sistent with the history and traditions of the local organizational context in 
which it has entered (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Alternatively, a challenging 
idea about a new practice may be “decoupled” from other prevailing activi-
ties (Brunsson, 1989). Sahlin-Andersson (1996, p. 86) point out that in such 
cases we could expect there to be less editing of the new practice in the local 
setting, but that it is left “decontextualized”. This means that the new prac-
tice either blends with the old traditions or remains decoupled from other 
organizational activities and stays as it was when it first was imported into 
the organization.  

Further, for an idea to gain a foothold in an organization it should be 
given a label that makes it sound relevant and attractive to the organization’s 
present members (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). Labels tell us how we should 
see things, and can also suggest relevant connections. In other words, labels 
classify ideas so as to render them intelligible, and to suggest how they 
should be transformed into action. For example, to make an idea sound at-
tractive, it can be labeled as a solution for a local problem. If the problem 
didn’t actually exist before, it can be “defined” together with the new solu-
tion during the editing process (cf. Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996). And 
again, ideas attract attention if they are presented in a way that makes them 
seem new and extraordinary, yet not too different from prevailing assump-
tions about the natural order of things (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). This can be 
managed by giving them a new label that echoes current organizational con-
cepts and categories. If an idea or practice that has already been adopted by 
several organizations is given a new local label, it may come to be perceived 
as a local invention, rather than a fashion imposed from without (Røvik, 
2007). This in turn may undermine the internal resistance to the idea (ibid.). 
Further, in order to enthuse and mobilize the audience to whom the idea is 
being presented, a promise of success is often added to the good news 
(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996).  

Finally, the stories tend to be told in a rational way, whereby causes and 
effects are defined and explained (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). A problem-
solving logic is commonly included in the presentation. In this way the edit-
ing of the idea generates a recipe that can be transformed into a plan of ac-
tion. The idea is also generally given a background providing explanations 
as to why a certain development has occurred. During this process, refer-
ences are often made to scientific concepts and findings. References to sci-
ence not only provide an explanation of a particular development, but also 
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legitimize the packaged idea as being legitimate and true (ibid.; cf. Callon, 
1986).  

The editing process as described by Sahlin-Andersson (1996) recalls the 
discussion of management fashion in Abrahamson (1996). Both authors 
point out that ideas about practices or organizing have to appear rational and 
progressive if they are to gain a foothold and/or become fashionable. Thus 
ideas are presented as “the future”, and examples are included of other or-
ganizations to which they have brought success. These other organizations 
can then provide models when organizations are transforming ideas into 
practice.  

Editing also bears a resemblance to the process of creolization as de-
scribed in Hannerz (1996). Just as Sahlin-Andersson (1996) suggests that 
when actors are translating new ideas they draw elements from their own 
local context and from the wider institutional context, so too is creolization a 
process in which influences and elements from various cultures mix and 
mingle. This perception of social change as a process of creolization reminds 
us that new ideas which enter a specific context do not replace the existing 
traditions and practices, but blend with them instead. Thus, as is the case of 
fashion, creolization is an expression of incremental change.  

The editing concept draws attention to the fact that translation is shaped 
by cognitive, taken-for-granted rules. However, if we perceive actors as ac-
tive interpreters of ideas and practices, we have to remember that no matter 
how well an idea has been edited – no matter how attractive and rational it 
has been made to appear – there may always be actors offering competing 
interpretations of it. Since we approach organizations not as unitary wholes 
characterized by internal consensus but as the outcome of organizing proc-
esses generating shared as well as conflicting meanings, it becomes obvious 
that editing can be a conflict-ridden process. Individuals in organizations 
may interpret – and consequently edit – ideas in different and sometimes 
conflicting ways. In other words editing can be a political process character-
ized as much by conflict and negotiation as by harmony and consensus. 

Conflicts  

The discussion of conflicts and micro-political processes in connection with 
theories of idea translation has not been given much space by organization 
scholars (with two exceptions; Blomquist, 1996; and Bergström, 2007). This 
may be due to the general focus on the spread of ideas about practices and 
organizing that are already fashionable and uncontroversial. However, re-
searchers such as Callon (1986) and Latour (1983) perceive translation as a 
struggle between various interests. Callon (1986) looks at translation in the 
context of power relationships, and sees translation as resulting in a situation 
in which some actors, who have been able to convince all the relevant others 
that their arguments are “facts,” are able to define the reality of these others. 
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With this view, the outcome of translation is thus that some actors gain con-
trol over, and are enabled to talk for other people: 

Translation is the mechanism by which the social and natural worlds progres-
sively take form. The result is a situation in which certain entities control 
others. Understanding what sociologists generally call power relationships 
means describing the way in which actors are defined, associated and simul-
taneously obliged to remain faithful to their alliances (p. 224) 

Callon (1986) sees translation as a process in which specific actors strive to 
purposefully define the identities and interests of other actors, in order to 
further their own aims. As Latour puts it (1983, p. 144): “He who is able to 
translate others’ interests into his own language carries the day.” In his study 
of the scallops of St Brieuc Bay, Callon (1986) describes how a small group 
of scientists seek to define the identity and interest of their scientific col-
leagues, the scallops and the fishermen of St Brieuc Bay in order to ensure 
the latters’ cooperation and support. Similarly, Latour (1983) describes how, 
in developing his anthrax-vaccine, Pasteur tried to define the identities and 
interest of farmers and veterinarians, for example, in order to gain their sup-
port for his project.  

Callon (1986) and Latour (1983) describe translation as a struggle be-
tween interests during which the actors involved need the support of “allies” 
– which may mean other human actors, linguistic artifacts (Catasús, 2000), 
hierarchical decisions, financial resources etc. Actors with the ability to get 
relevant allies to support their translation of a specific idea, have the possi-
bility of settling the struggle about how it should be defined in the relevant 
organization, which in turn, may lead to its institutionalization.  

Some allies may be more important than others. For instance, the support 
of organizational leaders is important, since these actors represent what La-
tour (1987, p. 31) calls the “Mr. Manybodies”. A Mr. Manybodies is an actor 
who has numerous allies. Leaders can enroll the support of other organiza-
tion members. A Mr. Anybody, unlike a Mr. Manybodies, is alone and his 
influence on the translation of a specific idea may be limited. However, a 
weak Mr. Anybody can be empowered if he manages to align himself with a 
stronger Mr. Manybodies (Latour, 1987, p. 110). Thus, a suggested interpre-
tation of an idea is more likely to gain acceptance as a “truth” if Mr. Any-
body can refer to the support of a strong ally (e.g. a decision, a leader, or a 
value such as efficiency).  

The chances that a specific interpretation or translation of an idea to gain 
acceptance in an organization thus increases if it is presented together with 
concepts, actors or other attributes that are highly valued in the organization 
concerned. If actors manage to enroll the relevant allies, their translation of a 
specific idea will be shared by others. Thus, enrolment enables some actors 
to speak for others (Callon, 1986). During this process, some people have 
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enabled other people to define their reality for them. Why does anybody 
agree to this? It has probably to do with a combination of two things: that the 
actor whose translation has become accepted as a fact has succeeded in en-
roling the relevant allies, and that people in general long for meaning and 
order in their lives. Thus, when someone offers us a convincing definition of 
a particular idea or practice – a definition that renders it intelligible and ra-
tional – we may be willing to surrender our own voice. But what makes one 
particular translator more convincing than others?  

Røvik (2007) suggests that a convincing or strong translator is someone 
who gains authority over others by being perceived as competent, in the 
sense that (s)he possesses profound knowledge about the context from which 
an idea originates and about the organizational context into which it enters. 
If a translator has good knowledge of the organization and its history and, as 
a result of this, can persuade people that the idea is consistent with organiza-
tional values and practices, it becomes more difficult for others to claim that 
the idea is incompatible with their organization.  

2.2.2 Outcomes of translation  

Thus far I have been discussing the driving-forces behind translation and the 
local actors’ room for maneuvers in translating ideas. Whereas much exist-
ing research on translation, as developed by organization scholars, has de-
scribed this process as identity-driven and consensus-oriented, I have sug-
gested that translation can also be interest-driven and characterized by con-
flict. In the following sections I will elaborate on what current research has 
to say about the outcome of translation from the translating organization’s 
point of view. In other words: what impact does the translation of ideas have 
on the recipient organization?  

Talk  

By no means all the ideas that enter a new organizational context materialize 
into action, and it is even more rare that these actions stabilize to become 
institutions. A common argument put forward by organization scholars is 
that ideas on new practices and organizing are often transformed into talk, 
for example as decisions or a new presentation of the organization, but that 
they seldom have any effect on established practices. This is referred to as 
decoupling (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Brunsson; 1989; Brunsson and 
Olsen, 1993).  

Decoupling has been described as a way in which organizations can han-
dle inconsistent demands and expectations. On the one hand, organizations 
are expected to produce services and goods efficiently and to maintain a high 
level of quality. To do this, knowledge based on experience is required. This 
means among other things that the particular practice field must be protected 
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from disturbances and radical changes. On the other hand, organizations 
must live up to expectations about being up-to-date and prepared to change, 
in order to be perceived as legitimate and to acquire the necessary support 
from their environment. For example, organizations are expected to take up 
ideas about different forms of administration, and to engage in activities that 
will be perceived as rational and progressive. Inconsistent demands like this 
are handled by decoupling, i.e. the ideas are formally adopted and imple-
mented at the level of talk but not of practice.  

One way of transforming an idea into a new way of presenting an organi-
zation is to adopt it as a new label for an existing activity. Such labels fill an 
important function by remaining consistent with the established norms about 
what a modern organization of a particular kind should be doing, and how it 
should be organized. If an old practice is presented under a new label, the 
practice will be perceived as progressive and modern, even though it has not 
really changed at all. Organization theorists who have adopted and devel-
oped the translation model have generally been studying reforms, i.e. at-
tempts at changing the form of an organization, i.e. its structures, working 
methods and ideologies. Although reforms often promise to improve the 
results of organizations, research has suggested that the main result is gener-
ally talk (Brunsson and Olsen, 1993).  

The construction of a new identity 

Thus, the adoption of new ideas regarding administrative forms often affects 
organizational talk but has little effect on practice. However, many research-
ers who have reached this conclusion suggest that changes in organizational 
talk may generate changes in practice at a later stage (e.g. Sahlin-Andersson, 
1996; Blomquist, 1996; Røvik, 1998). Their explanation for this is that re-
forms may lead to the construction of new identities, which in turn may re-
sult in changes in practice (ibid.). It is often suggested that reforms provide a 
way in which organizations can change their identity (e.g. Brunsson and 
Sahlin-Andersson, 2000; Forssell and Jansson; 2000).  

Identity is about self-perception – about “who” we perceive ourselves to 
be. Organizational identity can be regarded as an emerging boundary 
whereby the organization is established as a coherent actor, or “super per-
son”, in relation to other organizations (Czarniawska, 1994; Garsten and 
Salzer-Mörling, 2004). By defining a collective “us” and by excluding or 
including people, practices, ideas and so on from or in this collective, any 
organizational identity becomes a question of drawing boundaries between 
“us” and “them” – between the organization and its environment (ibid.). The 
question then concerns the way the organizational identity changes and how 
such changes are related to organizational practices.  

From an organizational-institutional perspective, a local organization’s 
identity is commonly perceived as deriving from its organizational field. To 
quote Sahlin-Andersson (1996, p. 73), the organizational field can be defined 
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“as a reference system, shaping the participants’ attention structures and 
identities…”. In line with this, Brunsson and Olsen (1993, p. 5) suggest that 
every organization has an institutional identity, which these authors define as 
“its basic values, interests and opinions”, and that these, in turn, have been 
derived from its environment.  

With this view, identity is still seen as something relatively stable. It was 
only when the public-sector organizations experienced an “identity crisis” 
(Czarniawska, 1997) in the sense that they were subjected to criticism from 
all directions for being inefficient, inflexible, and so on that they begun to 
imitate new types of organization – i.e. business companies – that were per-
ceived as having a more legitimate identity. Before the “crisis” the public-
sector organizations’ identity had – according to for instance Sahlin-
Andersson (1996) – been relatively stable for many years.  

The adoption of reforms based on ideas taken from the private sector 
meant that public-sector organizations began to imitate the terminology and 
ideas that characterized business companies. Sahlin-Andersson (1996) and 
Blomquist (1996) claim that by referring to a new field, using a new termi-
nology, acting in a new environment, and developing and meeting new ex-
pectations from those around them, the public-sector organizations devel-
oped new identities. New definitions evolved about “who” these organiza-
tions were. And in the process, the models, language and new policies 
stemming from contact with and knowledge of the private sector produced 
new expectations, new interests, new relations and, thus, new identities 
(ibid.).  

These authors also suggest that the changes in identity precede, and form 
the basis for further changes in action. This argument is based on the as-
sumption that identity steers action. According to this view we choose our 
actions on the basis of “who” we perceive ourselves to be. It is then argued 
that a change in identity makes it more likely that organizational practices 
will change (ibid.). As long as we regard identity as an antecedent to action 
the view on identity as something relatively stable will be maintained. But 
perhaps identity is not an antecedent to action so much as something that 
continuously emerges from action – from these processes during which peo-
ple ascribe and negotiate a shared meaning for their actions. To learn more 
about the outcomes of translation, and the role (if any) that identity plays in 
this process, we need to look at the way ideas are translated in organizations 
over time. 

2.2.3 Translation occurs in incremental processes  

Although researchers generally conclude that the main result of reforms is 
organizational talk, they thus also open the way for that changes in identity 
may form the basis for future changes in practices. Before making the final 
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judgment about reform effects we thus need to follow the translation of ideas 
in organizations over time (Brunsson and Olsen, 1993; Sahlin-Andersson, 
1996; Blomquist, 1996; Røvik, 2007). The importance of time in studies of 
organizational change has been stressed by many writers. Pettigrew (1990), 
for instance, suggests that time sets a frame of reference for the changes that 
become visible to the researcher and to the way in which these changes can 
be understood and explained. For example, in contrast to the general view 
that reforms are transformed primarily into organizational talk, Jönsson 
(1988) studied reform processes in municipalities over a period of twenty-
five years and described the changes that he witnessed as a cultural revolu-
tion. His longitudinal approach enabled him to note that the reforms had an 
effect not only on talk, but also on practice.  

To learn more about the impact of ideas on new organizational practices 
and forms, we thus need to study the processes involved over long periods of 
time. This point has been emphasized by Røvik (2007), who warns against 
jumping to conclusions about decoupling as the final outcome of translation. 
Ideas may linger on in organizations for many years before being trans-
formed into practices and structures (Røvik 2007). Much of the existing re-
search that has assumed decoupling to be an outcome of the adoption of new 
ideas, lacks a time perspective (ibid.). Time, argues Røvik, plays a crucial 
part in processes when ideas are being imported and attempts are being made 
to transform them into practice. He describes existing research on change as 
being colored by the relatively small number of longitudinal studies of local 
contexts, in which the researcher follows what happens to imported ideas in 
organizations over long periods of time.  

The relatively few longitudinal studies of intra-organizational idea trans-
lation show that ideas tend to vary between active and inactive states in the 
organization (Røvik, 2007). He distinguishes three patterns according to 
which ideas behave in organizations over time. The first is the phase when 
the idea is introduced into the organization. This phase is characterized by 
great enthusiasm, a multitude of plans, and high expectations and a generally 
high level of activity. This initial phase is then followed by others, with a 
lower level of activity and less attention paid to the idea. The attention de-
voted to the idea at this stage may be so little as to render it almost invisible. 
It may not have disappeared, however, but may have turned into a state of 
rest.  

According to the second pattern that has been distinguished, the idea – af-
ter long inactive periods – may be reactivated. It is taken down from the 
shelf, often by others than those who had previously worked with it, and new 
plans are made about how to implement it. The third observation shared by 
these studies is that when ideas are reactivated after being in a state of rest, 
they are also often radically reformulated.  

One possible explanation for these patterns, according to Røvik (2007), is 
that inactive and active periods can come and go with the current of ideas in 
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the organization’s environment. As noted above, organizations are embed-
ded in environments that influence their practices. Thus, in looking for pos-
sible explanations why ideas become activated or inactivated, we must re-
member that the wider social debate is interrelated and interacts with intra-
organizational factors. Many observations have shown that the attention of 
individual organizations to specific ideas varies with the attention that these 
ideas are receiving in society – internationally, nationally or within particular 
sectors or fields (ibid.). 

2.3 A springboard into the study 
In this chapter I have argued that the institutionalization of a practice can be 
seen as an ongoing process characterized by interplay – as well as by nego-
tiation and struggle – among actors, actions, and meanings. The noun institu-
tion conveys the illusion that a practice will be stable and static, once it has 
been accepted as the taken-for-granted way of doing things in a specific con-
text. When we use the verb institutionalization we are implying that prac-
tices and the meanings ascribed to them can both be challenged and changed 
with time. Organizations are not unitary wholes. Rather, organizing can be 
regarded as a process characterized by heterogeneous and homogeneous 
meaning-making. Different organizational members may interpret a practice 
in different ways, and attempt to change it accordingly. Thus, if we want to 
learn more about the institutionalization of ideas in organizations we need to 
study these processes over time, attending to the actors involved in the proc-
esses, the meanings they ascribe to the practices, how these change and how 
eventual conflicts about meaning and practices are handled. 

It also becomes important to investigate the processes that drive the insti-
tutionalization of a new practice in local organizations. In this chapter I have 
drawn on current research and have presented three such driving-forces, 
namely: (1) coercive, normative and mimetic field forces; (2) organizational 
identity and fashion; (3) institutional entrepreneurs. Whereas the concept of 
field forces is somewhat problematic, since it suggests that organizations are 
determined by their environment, identity-driven change conveys an image 
of organizations as unitary wholes. If we accept that change processes may 
be conflict-ridden, then identity-driven explanations may not be enough. In 
view of this, I have recognized that the institutionalization of ideas regarding 
new practices in an organization could be driven by institutional entrepre-
neurs. These entrepreneurs can be regarded as interest-driven in the sense 
that their interests are linked to the ideas they represent. They are “agentic” 
actors. Moreover, institutional entrepreneurs are not isolated from their 
wider social context. Rather, change commonly occurs in interaction be-
tween individuals, organizations and general developments in society. It is 
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this interplay to which we need to turn our attention, in order to learn more 
about the forces that drive change.  

To gain acceptance for a specific idea, individuals may find it necessary 
to translate it in accordance with the interests of a specific context and with 
its prevailing practices. At the same time the idea may need to be translated 
in a way that actors in the organization’s environment will regard as appro-
priate. This is particularly important if the idea comes complete with a pack-
age, or recipe, as to how it should be implemented. The process in which this 
mutual adjustment is achieved, has been conceptualized as editing. Eventual 
conflicts in the course of the editing process have been played down in re-
search hitherto. However, considering that organizations are characterized 
by conflicts as much as by harmony, editing may be a more contested proc-
ess than previous research would have us believe. Thus, if we want to learn 
more about the institutionalization of ideas in organizations we need to ex-
plore the way ideas are translated in organizations over time, and how actors 
handle the ideas to render them appropriate to the relevant audiences. 

The importance of studying idea translation over time has been stressed 
above. The outcomes we can discern regarding new practices in connection 
with the translation of ideas depend to a great extent on the time frame cho-
sen for the study. Hitherto, much of the research using the translation model 
have lacked the longitudinal perspective. This may have contributed to the 
common claim that ideas regarding new practices and forms of organizing 
that are introduced into a specific context are transformed into talk but not 
into action. Although it can be assumed that many ideas that enter into a new 
organizational setting are never transformed into practices, we also need to 
acknowledge that the institutionalization of ideas in organizations takes time. 
Thus, if we want to learn more about these processes we need to study them 
from a longitudinal perspective.  
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3 Methodological concerns 

In the foregoing theoretical chapter it was argued that the institutionalization 
of ideas in a new organizational context can be understood as a process of 
translation. The translation concept directs attention to the phenomenon 
whereby people actively translate ideas to fit their own context and/or inter-
ests. It is through these translation processes that ideas that were previously 
defined as outside an organization’s area of concern become redefined as a 
natural part of what the organization is all about. In order to further our un-
derstanding of the institutionalization of ideas about new practices in local 
settings we thus need to study the micro-processes whereby an idea is trans-
lated in an organization over time. In other words, we need to follow the 
destiny of an idea in an organization and try to make sense of the way actors 
have interpreted, organized and transformed it into practice.  

In this chapter I will discuss the methods I have chosen in order to answer 
the research question raised in the book. I will describe my research design 
and my methods for capturing empirical accounts from the field. This is 
important not least because the social world cannot be regarded as a given 
set of data just waiting to be collected by the researcher. In this study I have 
used a variety of qualitative methods such as interviews, documents and 
archives, tape recordings from annual general meetings, and observant par-
ticipation in order to provide pluralistic accounts of the translation processes. 
Nevertheless I have been actively involved in capturing these accounts. Con-
sequently it becomes important to explain to the reader how this has been 
done.  

The first section below discusses the longitudinal approach adopted in 
this study. Following the theoretical arguments presented in the previous 
chapter, it is important to study the translation of ideas in an organization 
over time. I will elaborate upon this and will explain how the time frames for 
the translation processes were established for the study. The second section 
clarifies the rationale behind the research design. I will discuss why I chose 
Swedish Amnesty as a research setting, and the criteria that guided my 
choice of translation processes. In the third section I will describe the quali-
tative methods that I used to capture the accounts that provide the empirical 
basis of this book. In the fourth and final section I discuss how I recomposed 
the huge pile of empirical accounts that resulted from my field work into 
three chronological narratives (Chapters 4, 5, and 6), and how the empirical 
material was analyzed.  
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3.1 A longitudinal study of idea translation  
In the previous theoretical chapter it was argued that in order to learn more 
about the way ideas about new practices are institutionalized in local organi-
zations, we need to follow the destiny of ideas in an organization over a long 
period of time. Earlier research has pointed out that it can take a long time 
before ideas that enter a new organization are translated into practice (Røvik, 
2007). The importance of time in studies of organizational change has been 
stressed by many scholars. Time is a socially constructed phenomenon, and 
the way it is experienced by actors in an organization may influence their 
actions (see e.g. Clarke, 1985; and Whipp, 1988). Time is also about events 
and chronology. Pettigrew (1990) for instance, points out that time sets a 
frame of reference for the changes that become visible to us as students of 
organizations, and for the way these changes can be understood and ex-
plained. The current practices that we can distinguish in an organization 
today have been formed by past events (or translations), which have given 
them form, meaning and substance. Pettigrew (1990) declares that the more 
we look at present-day events, the easier it is to identify change, whereas the 
longer we stay with an emergent process and the further back we go to dis-
entangle its origins, the more possible it becomes to identify continuities. 

Thus, change and continuity are both empirically and theoretically a ques-
tion of time. An empirical inquiry into the translation of ideas thus has to be 
capable of revealing the temporal patterns and movements from continuity to 
change, and vice versa (Pettigrew, 1990). Realizing the importance of time 
in change processes, I decided to undertake a longitudinal study of idea 
translation. This allowed me to explore the current translation of the three 
topics of my inquiry: women’s rights, homosexuals’ rights and corporate 
responsibility for human rights in relation to their past translations and the 
emergent future. But when does a translation process begin and end? When 
do you decide to start or to stop capturing empirical accounts from the field? 
There are no absolute or simple answers to these questions (Pettigrew, 1990; 
Hinings, 1997). According to the existing literature on organizational change 
it can take three to ten years before major change effects can be identified 
(Hinings, 1997). Rather than accepting a general law dictating the appropri-
ate time period for studying change, I believe this is something that has to be 
decided on a case-to-case basis, and to be founded on a pragmatic criterion 
as well as the scholar’s particular research question. This is the approach I 
adopted in the present study. I will begin by describing how I reasoned when 
establishing the ending of my empirical stories.  

Before being able to say anything about the way challenging ideas be-
come institutionalized in anl organization, it is necessary to follow their 
translation until possible controversy regarding their status as a natural part 
of the organization concerned has been resolved. When I entered my field of 
work in 2004 there was still some discussion about how the idea of corporate 
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responsibility for human rights should be organized, and how the practice 
into which it had been translated should be defined in Swedish Amnesty. At 
the same time Swedish Amnesty had just launched a campaign on violence 
against women, which was a new issue for the organization to tackle. I 
wanted to include the work on this campaign in the empirical story, and to 
wait to see how the new meaning ascribed to women’s rights in Swedish 
Amnesty6 would be perceived by members and other actors in the environ-
ment. Thus, I did not decide in advance when the empirical stories would 
end, but let it emerge gradually in the course of my field work.  

In early 2006 I found - through interviews, informal conversations and 
observation - that the former internal controversies about the idea of corpo-
rate responsibility for human rights had been resolved. Also, the campaign 
on violence against women was being described in positive words by Am-
nesty members and attracting a lot of attention and recognition from Swedish 
Amnesty’s surroundings. This aspect of women’s rights (violence against 
women, including domestic violence) which ten years ago had been unthink-
able for its members to tackle (see Chapter 5) was now being perceived as a 
natural Amnesty issue. Finally, the idea of homosexual rights had been inte-
grated with the campaign on violence against women. In previous major 
campaigns this topic had not received so much attention. In fact, the low 
priority given to homosexual rights in Amnesty International as a whole had 
been a topic of discussion in the organization for many years. However, as 
noted by the group dealing with homosexual rights in Swedish Amnesty in 
2006, this situation had changed. I thus decided that 2006 would be a good 
year for all three empirical stories to end.  

Naturally, it does not follow from this that the meaning ascribed to the 
three ideas was fixed or institutionalized once and for all. As Zucker (1991) 
has pointed out, we should avoid using the noun “institution” to describe a 
practice, and instead should use the verb “institutionalization”, which directs 
attention towards “institutionalization as a process rather than as a state” (p. 
104). Over time, for instance, people may seek to adopt new meanings that 
challenge prevailing assumptions about how an idea should be defined in an 
organization. I found many examples of this in my study. For instance, the 
prevailing definition of women’s rights in Swedish Amnesty was challenged 
in 2006 by some members who wanted the right to abortion to be included in 
the concept. Thus, my decision to bring the empirical stories to a close in 
2006 was also based on pragmatic criteria. I had to leave the stage at some 
point, knowing fully well that the show would go on. 

This brings us to the question of how I decided when to begin my empiri-
cal stories. I decided to start identifying empirical accounts of the translation 
processes from the day when I found they were being discussed in policy 
documents in the organization. All three topics entered the organization via 

                               
6 The idea had initially been adopted as a new label for a traditional practice. 
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decisions made by Amnesty International during the 1980s. I have treated 
Swedish Amnesty’s discussion and confirmation of these decisions as the 
point of departure for my empirical stories. Naturally the ideas may well 
have been discussed in the organization before this, in a more informal and 
undocumented way. Unfortunately, there was no way whereby I could estab-
lish this. Thus the translation processes are described from the point when 
they entered Swedish Amnesty which I have been able to discover from 
documents and up to 2006 when they had become regarded as a natural part 
of the organization.  

3.2 Research design  
Translation can be understood as a process whereby people socially con-
struct their reality by ascribing meaning to ideas and practices. It is this 
process to which, as a researcher, I try to gain access and seek to make sense 
of. To be able to understand how people make sense of new statements about 
what their organization should be concerned with (e.g. Amnesty “should” 
work with homosexual rights) it is important that the researcher be familiar 
with the organization - or rather, with how people construct their organiza-
tional reality. How do the members define problems, solutions and environ-
ments that are relevant to their organization? On what assumptions are these 
definitions based? What is acceptable to say and do in the organization? And 
what are the principles that guide talk and action?  

The answers to such questions can be acquired with the help of ethno-
graphical methods, whereby the researcher assumes the role of a member of 
the organization and “goes native” (see e.g. Czarniawska-Joerges, 1992; 
Salzer, 1994). In the present study I chose as research setting an organization 
in which I was already something of a native. As noted in the introductory 
chapter above, I was already an active Amnesty member when I decided to 
investigate the institutionalization processes of my three subjects of inquiry 
in that organization. This was, to begin with, an advantage for me. I had 
good access to the organization and I was already familiar with the “Am-
nesty world”. But it did take some time before I managed to distance myself 
from the organization and to look at it from a researcher’s point of view. In 
other words, it took a while before I was able to make explicit, and to ques-
tion, certain meanings and practices that I had taken for granted as a mem-
ber.  

This was accomplished gradually in the course of the research process. I 
enrolled in a PhD program in 2004 which enabled me to participate at vari-
ous courses on research methods and organization theory. As I gained a new 
perspective on organizations in general I was also able to see Amnesty in a 
new light. And as I learned more about qualitative research and the re-
searcher’s active role in this process I was able to see myself in a new light 
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and, for instance, question some of my early interviews7. Thus, the process 
in which I was able to distance myself from Amnesty was interrelated with 
the process in which I grew into my role as a researcher. Once I had acquired 
this new role, I was able to make use of my experience as a former “native” 
in a constructive manner.  

This said, I will continue below by offering a brief presentation of Swed-
ish Amnesty, which will also serve as a guide to the Amnesty jargon that 
will confront the reader in the empirical chapters that follow. I am fully 
aware that this presentation can be conceived as somewhat misplaced in a 
methodological chapter, but unfortunately I was unable to find a more suit-
able place for it in the book. Thus, I ask the reader’s indulgence on this mat-
ter. I will also look at the way Swedish Amnesty, as an organizational set-
ting, may differ from other types of settings such as business companies and 
public sector organizations, and the implications this may have for the char-
acter of the translation processes. Next, I will present the criteria according 
to which I selected my three subjects of inquiry. It is the translation process 
of these three ideas that represents the unit of analysis in the present study. 
These translation processes can all be regarded as cases of institutionaliza-
tion, with the caveat that I defined their beginning and their end.  

3.2.1 Choice of organization  

Swedish Amnesty was founded in 1964 as a national section of Amnesty 
International. The organization became famous for its work with prisoners of 
conscience, and with issues such as the death penalty and torture. For many 
years Amnesty was active in the public sphere and the organization’s target 
group then consisted of states. For an organization evolving in the period of 
the Cold War, it was important for Amnesty to reflect principles such as 
independence, impartiality and objectivity. Amnesty had translated these 
principles into organizational rules that guided its members in their work for 
many years. It was the definition of relevant organizational problems, prac-
tices, target groups and environments as well as some of the old organiza-
tional rules that were challenged when the three topics of my inquiry were 
introduced in Swedish Amnesty. Our perception of the translation processes 
whereby these ideas were transformed from organizational anomalies to 
Amnesty issues can thus contribute to our broader understanding of the insti-
tutionalization of challenging ideas in a local organization.  

Swedish Amnesty offers an attractive setting for studying such processes 
given the its rich archives, internal publications, and tape-recordings from 
Annual General Meetings. Documents from International Council Meetings 
and other reports produced by Amnesty’s International decision-making 

                               
7 In which I had acted more like an Amnesty member than a researcher. 
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bodies are also available, which enabled me to capture the way the three 
subjects of my inquiry were translated in the interaction between Amnesty 
International and Swedish Amnesty.  

Swedish Amnesty is a part of Amnesty International, but it has some 
autonomy vis-à-vis its mother organization. Back in the old days, all Am-
nesty sections were expected to work with the entire mandate as defined by 
Amnesty’s International Council Meetings. In the early 21st century, when 
the organizational mandate had expanded to include a wider range of issues, 
the national sections’ ability to choose between the issues with which they 
wanted to work had formally increased. Swedish Amnesty’s national action 
plan, however, was still very much bound by Amnesty’s international action 
plan since most of the organization’s work material was produced by the 
International Secretariat. Swedish Amnesty was also expected to take part in 
Amnesty Internationals global campaigns - something that proved important 
to the way women’s rights were translated in the organization (see Chapter 
5).  

As an aid to the following empirical chapters (4, 5, and 6), I will now 
briefly describe Amnesty International’s formal decision making-process. 
The biannual International Council Meeting (ICM) is the supreme governing 
body of Amnesty International. It alone has the formal power to amend the 
organization’s statute, to determine overall policy and program, and to set 
the budget for the International Secretariat (IS) for the coming year. Based 
on Amnesty’s national sections’ nominations, each ICM elects the Interna-
tional Executive Committee (IEC) to function as Amnesty International’s 
governing body between ICMs. The voting participants at the ICM consists 
of delegates from Amnesty’s national sections. The ICM bases its decisions 
on the resolutions that have been submitted by national sections or by the 
IEC. Resolutions from national sections are submitted by the national boards 
on behalf of the sections. In Swedish Amnesty these resolutions originate 
from the national sections’ Annual General Meetings (AGM), where the 
members debate policy proposals to be submitted to the ICM, elect their 
Section Board, and vote on resolutions.  

The political decision-making bodies described above are assisted by 
Amnesty International’s staff at the International Secretariat (IS) in London 
and by national secretariats that function – among other things – as interme-
diates between the IS and the voluntary membership. The IEC undertakes 
the general supervision of the work of the IS. The IEC also appoints Am-
nesty International’s Secretary General who runs the day-to-day affairs of 
Amnesty International, while also acting as its primary spokesperson and as 
chief executive officer of the IS. The IS implements the policies of the 
movement, collects and analyses accounts of human rights abuses, and ad-
vises sections, groups and members on their campaigning activities. After 
this succinct account of Amnesty International’s formal structure and Swed-
ish Amnesty’s place within it, I will now offer an equally brief presentation 
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of the way Swedish Amnesty has evolved over the years in terms it of mem-
ber base and its revenues.  

In 1964 Swedish Amnesty had 50 members. This number increased stead-
ily up to 1995 when the organization had 75 797 members. Over the follow-
ing nine years the member base gradually declined and by 2004 Swedish 
Amnesty had 55 998 members. The following year the trend turned up again 
and by 2005 the organization had 58 819 members. Swedish Amnesty does 
not receive governmental support but is funded primarily by membership 
fees (about 30% of total revenues in 2000-2005) and by contributions from 
individuals and business companies (about 65 % of total revenues in 2000-
2005). The organization’s revenues have risen from around 20 million Swed-
ish kronor in 1990 to around 40 million kronor in 2005.8 The largest item of 
cost in Swedish Amnesty’s budget is the fee to Amnesty’s International Se-
cretariat (34% of the budget). Finally, in the early 21st Swedish Amnesty had 
a secretariat with a staff of around thirty. 

I will conclude this section with a brief comment on whether or not we 
could expect the processes of translation that evolve in Swedish Amnesty – 
which is a voluntary organization – to differ in certain important respects 
from the similar processes that evolve in business companies or public sector 
organizations. I will first point out that voluntary organizations in general are 
more open than business companies and public-sector organizations in the 
sense that it is easier to become an active member of a voluntary organiza-
tion than of these other types of organization. Further, it may be relatively 
easier for individual members to initiate change in voluntary organizations 
than in business companies, for instance. Swedish Amnesty’s Annual Gen-
eral Meetings is run on the principles of direct democracy. All members are 
invited to express their opinion regarding proposals for changes. However, 
this does not mean that individual members are able to act as they see fit. 
Much like in other types of organization, Amnesty has rules that the mem-
bers have to comply with. For instance, members are not allowed to start up 
an activity in the absence of a policy that allows them to do so. To conclude, 
there may be some difference between the room for maneuvers in translating 
ideas in voluntary organizations compared with other types of organization 
considering that the former are relatively more open vis-à-vis their environ-
ments. However, all kinds of organizations are more or less open to external 
influences and therefore this difference should not be overemphasized.  

3.2.2 Choice of institutionalization processes 

The purpose of my empirical study is to develop theory. In order to achieve 
this, I have drawn inspiration from the method of constant comparative 

                               
8 Much thanks to contributions from e.g. the humanitarian fund. 
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analysis as recommended by the proponents of grounded theory (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1974). In my study, the use of constant comparative analysis meant 
that during the research process I have continuously compared the three 
translation processes in my inquiry and have then derived categories and 
more general themes from these comparisons. These themes have then been 
discussed (in Chapters 7, 8 and 9) in relation to existing theory on idea trans-
lation. Glaser and Strauss (1974) suggest that we should select comparison 
groups (or, in the present case translation processes) according to their theo-
retical relevance, i.e. according to the degree to which they might help us to 
understand the phenomenon in which we are interested (in the present case, 
idea translation/institutionalization). After investigating the first comparison 
group the next step is to choose a group that minimizes the differences from 
the first one and to investigate whether the theory (the categories/themes 
developed from the first group and the relationships between them) still 
holds. The third step is to choose a group that maximizes the differences 
between the other two and to see if the theory still seems relevant.  

The three translation processes chosen for the purpose of this study exhib-
ited both similarities and differences (many of which I discovered during the 
research process). In two respects they were all similar. First, they were all 
challenging in relation to traditional assumptions as to what Swedish Am-
nesty should be all about as discussed above. Second, they had all been initi-
ated in the 1980s, thus allowing for a longitudinal study. All three translation 
processes needed to match this criterion in order be considered as theoreti-
cally relevant. I will describe below the other criteria used to minimize and 
maximize the differences between the translation processes. 

My first choice for an institutionalization/translation process concerned 
the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights. I was fairly familiar 
with this process and in fact had written a master’s thesis on the dialogue 
between the Amnesty Business Group (the group concerned with the concept 
in the organization) and the business companies that gave the group financial 
support (Tomson, 2003). In my master’s thesis I had focused on the business 
companies. I was curious to know why they had come to engage in a dia-
logue with Amnesty. However, the more I learned about this dialogue, the 
more curious I became why Amnesty had engaged in it. Thus, when I had 
finished my master’s thesis, I joined the Amnesty Business Group as an ac-
tive member. This was when I begun to learn more about Swedish Amnesty 
and about the change processes the organization had experienced since its 
founding. When I was accepted for the PhD program I left the Amnesty 
Business Group (I had then been an active member for about seven months) 
so that I could approach Swedish Amnesty from the point of view of a re-
searcher.  

I knew from the work on my master’s thesis that the Amnesty Business 
Group had been founded at the beginning of the 21st century, when the con-
cept of corporate social responsibility was being vigorously debated in soci-



 55

ety (there had been little activity on the subject in Swedish Amnesty in the 
1980s or 1990s). The idea had strong normative support in Swedish Am-
nesty and its environment. Other national Amnesty sections had begun to 
work on it, as had the United Nations (UN). This normative support from the 
environment was a first criterion for me when it came to choosing the first 
group for comparison. The second criterion for selecting this group was that 
the translation of the concept should involve interaction with new types of 
organization – new that is, to Swedish Amnesty. 

To begin with, Amnesty Business Group’s translation of the idea of cor-
porate responsibility for human rights had been conflict-ridden. These con-
flicts were primarily concerned with Amnesty Business Group’s close rela-
tionship with business companies, and with the way the group was organ-
ized. At first the group’s organization was inspired more by business com-
panies than by Swedish Amnesty itself. Ideas about accountability for 
performance and a capability for action rather than following rules (which 
last was important in Swedish Amnesty) were characteristic of this group. I 
found this interesting, and tentatively associated it with the group’s close 
connection with companies – which in turn represented a new target group 
for Swedish Amnesty. With these two factors in mind – i.e. that the idea 
enjoyed strong normative support in the broader environment of the organi-
zation, and that its translation involved actors from a “new” type of organi-
zation field – guided the choice of my second group for comparison, namely 
Swedish Amnesty’s translation of women’s rights.  

The concept of women’s rights also had strong normative support in 
Swedish Amnesty’s own environment. Other national Amnesty sections had 
long been pushing for greater involvement in women’s rights on the part of 
Amnesty International – an idea that had also been taken up in UN declara-
tions. Further, the translation of this idea into Swedish Amnesty involved a 
new target group (different types of non-state actors) as well as dealings with 
actors of a kind new to Swedish Amnesty such as gender scholars and 
women’s organizations. As in the case of the translation of corporate respon-
sibility for human rights, the translation of women’s rights meant introduc-
ing new ideas on organizing – such as the integration of a gender perspective 
– into Swedish Amnesty. Thus here again I found that the translation of a 
new idea involving actors from “new” types of organizational fields also led 
to the introduction of new ideas about organizing itself. 

The third group for comparison involving the translation of rights for ho-
mosexuals, was chosen with a view to maximizing the differences between it 
and the other two groups. When this idea was first introduced into Swedish 
Amnesty it had a relatively little normative support in the organization’s 
broader environment, compared with the other two ideas. In some countries 
the subject of homosexuality is still taboo, which meant there were no inter-
national norms or UN declarations on which Amnesty International could 
rely if the idea were to be translated as an Amnesty issue. Thus the concept 
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of homosexual rights provided an opportunity to learn how an idea that ini-
tially lacks normative support from the broader institutional environment can 
become institutionalized in a local organization. Moreover, the translation of 
this idea did not involve interacting with actors from new types of organiza-
tion fields in the same way that the other two translation processes had done. 
The idea of homosexual rights addressed the same target group – namely 
states – that Swedish Amnesty had always worked with. While the transla-
tion process of this idea resembled that of the other two in many ways (see 
further in Chapters 7, 8 and 9 below) it did not involve introducing new 
ideas about organizing into Swedish Amnesty. Thus, the inclusion of this 
concept in the study reinforced the assumption that a local organization’s 
translation of ideas proceeds in interaction with the actors in the new work 
field. If these actors differ from those in the group that the organization has 
traditionally been involved with, it may mean that new ideas about organiz-
ing are introduced, whereas if the idea addresses the traditional target group, 
the prevailing ideas on organizing may remain unchallenged.  

Having presented my research design, it is now time to describe the quali-
tative methods I have chosen with a view to capturing the empirical accounts 
that represent the basis for this study.  

3.3. Qualitative methods  
The phrase “data collection” conveys the illusion that information about a 
particular phenomenon is objectively given and waiting to be “collected” by 
the researcher. This view deprives the researcher of her or his active role as a 
translator who selects bits and pieces of accounts from the field and puts 
them together in a way that represents a new construction of reality. In order 
to provide what I regard as a more accurate image of field work and of the 
researcher’s active role in co-constructing the empirical stories that (s)he 
picks up from the field, I abandon the term “data” and turn to the concept of 
“capta” as introduced in Gherardi and Turner (1987). The “capta” intimates 
that researchers capture rather than collect information. The word “capta” 
reminds us of the importance of providing a comprehensive account of the 
way this selection process has been carried out.  

In the present study I captured empirical accounts that could help me un-
derstand the “what” “how” and “why” of translation. The “what” of transla-
tion – what has happened? – refers to the course of events whereby the ideas 
concerned had been translated in the organization over time, and what the 
outcome of these processes had been. The “how” refers to the way the ideas 
had been translated from being organizational anomalies to become a natural 
part of the organization. What characterized and drove this process? The 
“why” refers to my attempts to make sense of the reasoning behind the ac-
counts I encountered in the field. I tried to discern the underlying mindsets 
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that made people translate an idea in one particular way and not in any other. 
Thus I looked upon interviews not as information that could be used to es-
tablish the “true” course of events, but as descriptions of the way things were 
or ought to be, which were in turn based on specific fundamental assump-
tions and world-views.  

My need for such insights meant that I needed to find and listen to the ac-
tors who had been involved in the translation process and had turned the 
ideas into practice. As Bruyn (1966) pointed out, researchers need to be able 
to grasp the social drama as it appears to the actors, with their view of their 
own roles and their assumptions about the unfolding course of events. Who 
were these actors? What drove and enabled them to engage in the translation 
process? How did they interpret and organize the ideas, and why? How were 
the ideas perceived in the context of Swedish Amnesty’s traditional prac-
tices? Was the local translation of the ideas influenced by “recipes” provided 
by the wider institutional context about the way on how the ideas should be 
interpreted and organized? And if so how was this manifest in the empirical 
material? How did the actors who perceived the ideas as being important try 
to convince other members of their relevance, and vice versa? How were 
eventual conflicts arising in the course of the translation process handled? 
How did the actors involved in working with the ideas (initially the ideas 
were all organized in specialized groups) perceive their practice in relation to 
the rest of Swedish Amnesty, and vice versa?  

These were the questions that guided my selection of empirical accounts. 
Some of them were formulated in the course of my fieldwork. While con-
ducting semi-structured interviews, reading documents or listening to tape 
recordings I identified new themes that prompted the formulation of further 
questions which were added to the questionnaire and raised to my various 
types of empirical sources. I used various types of qualitative method, since 
different types of qualitative methods have different strengths. Interviews 
provide depth, as well as subjective and pluralist interpretations. Documents 
provide facts such as dates and votes (although the way the documents have 
been produced must be checked). Facts can also be derived from tape re-
cordings from annual general meetings, which were also used when avail-
able. Tape recordings also enabled me to follow the translation of an idea 
that had occurred several years earlier in “real time”. Finally, observant par-
ticipation at two Annual General Meetings provided me with an experience 
that I could discuss with my interlocutors, and allowed for informal ques-
tioning. I will elaborate below on the way I exploited these methods.  

3.3.1 Interviews  

To quote from Czarniawska (2004, p. 49) “[a]n interview is not a window on 
social reality but it is a part, a sample of that reality”. This means that what 
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people say in interviews represents their interpretation of the world – not an 
independent reality. People’s interpretations of events, ideas and practices 
however, are of great value to researchers because it can be assumed that 
these interpretations guide their actions (ibid). Thus when I interviewed peo-
ple who had participated in the translation processes I was able to get an 
insight into their perception of a particular idea, which helped me understand 
for instance why the ideas were organized the way they were. 

A total of 41 interviews were conducted in this study, the great majority 
of them lasting for about an hour, with a few exceptions lasting for anything 
from 30 to 180 minutes. I strove to reach a variety of people who had been 
involved in the translation processes. The interlocutors were found by differ-
ent methods. Snowballing was one technique that I used, i.e. I concluded an 
interview by asking the interlocutor to suggest further people who might be 
relevant. I also studied internal journals such as the Amnesty Press and the 
Amnesty Debate and read the minutes from meetings. I also listened to tape 
recordings of Annual General Meetings from which I could also identify 
additional people that I needed to talk to.  

Between 2003 and 2006 I interviewed nine people from Swedish Am-
nesty’s Secretariat involved in the translation processes, 11 people who had 
been members of Swedish Amnesty’s Section board during the processes 
under study, 18 volunteers who had played a key part in the translation of 
any one of the three ideas, and two representatives of business companies 
who had engaged in a dialogue with Swedish Amnesty (these interviews 
were taken from the material for my master’s thesis in 2003). I also inter-
viewed a distant relative of my own (we actually got in contact with one 
another through my work) who had been the Deputy Secretary General at 
Amnesty’s International Secretariat in the 1970s.  

This man lived in the United Kingdom. We talked several times on the 
phone and met once. He shared his old files with me and provided me with 
his interpretation of what Amnesty International was like in the early days. 
As regards the other 40 interviews, I conducted nine of them by phone as the 
respondents did not have time for us to meet in person, or they were located 
in another part of the country. With the exceptions of these nine all the inter-
views were conducted face-to-face. This enabled both parties the possibility 
of getting direct feedback, and gave me additional information from facial 
expressions.  

The interviews were held at different locations. Some took place in the 
homes of the interlocutors, some at cafés, and others at the Swedish Am-
nesty’s secretariats in Stockholm and in Gothenburg. Yet others were held at 
the interlocutor’s place of work, and two interviews were conducted at 
Swedish Amnesty’s premises of Stockholm. My general impression from 
interviewing people who worked for Swedish Amnesty or were active mem-
bers was that they liked to talk about “their” organization. For instance, I 
interviewed one woman for over two hours by which time she had almost 
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lost her voice. Rather embarrassed, I excused myself for not having put an 
end to my questioning, but she interrupted and said, “No, no. When it comes 
to Amnesty I can go on forever”.  

The interviews were semi-structured and allowed for the respondents to 
elaborate on their own understanding of the processes whereby the ideas had 
been translated in the organization. This narrative character of the interviews 
provided me with insights into the language, metaphors and terminology of 
the people involved (Czarniawska, 1998). The purpose of the interviews was 
to find out more about the actors involved in the translation process, and 
how they made sense of the ideas themselves and of the practices and modes 
of organizing into which they had been transformed in the organization (see 
the questions raised in the previous section).  

In the course of the interviews I was able to identify recurrent themes that 
led me to make some minor adjustments to the questionnaire. For example, 
people’s personal or professional backgrounds came to represent an impor-
tant theme for understanding why they had chosen to work with a particular 
idea and how they interpreted it. Thus the question of professional or per-
sonal life trajectories became part of the context of the interviews. I was also 
able to identify different interpretations of particular events. For instance, the 
person who had led the work of transforming one of the ideas into concrete 
action had been criticized for not following Swedish Amnesty’s rules and 
procedures. When I was interviewing a former employee at Swedish Am-
nesty about this event, she declared that it could not have been easy for this 
person, given the reactions that he got to his attempts and the constraints that 
were placed on his group. However, when I interviewed this person myself, 
another – much more positive – account of the event was given. This differ-
ence in the interpretation of the same event could have been due to the inter-
view situation – the person may not have wanted to convey a negative image 
of the event to me. In this case, as in all others where I found that different 
accounts complemented or contradicted one another, I made sure that both 
voices were heard in the empirical narrative.  

Except for three occasions when the tape recorder was out of action, the 
interviews were recorded and transcribed. Regardless of whether or not the 
interview was recorded, I sent the quotations used in the study to the inter-
locutors so they could comment on their accounts. Two of them chose to 
adjust their choice of words in one or two places. This did not, however, 
distort the meaning I wanted to convey by the quotations.  

Since the present research is based to some extent on retrospective mate-
rial, it was important that the interviews should be complemented by written 
accounts that had been produced closer to the time of the actual processes. 
People’s memories emerge from creative processes. As Thurén (1997) points 
out, memories are both reconstructed and adjusted over time. People tend to 
idealize their own role in relation to others. Furthermore they may connect 
episodes experienced at another point in time with the event in question. 
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Although the purpose of the interviews was not to “discover the facts” but to 
gain access to people’s interpretations of things, I also wanted to be able to 
describe the course of events whereby the ideas had developed in the organi-
zation. For this purpose I turned to documentary and archival “capta”.  

3.3.2 Documents and archives 

To be able to reconstruct the translation processes chronologically I turned to 
documents and archives, which were available for the entire time period 
chosen for this study, namely 1982-2006. This empirical material provided 
me with dates and other information (such as votes on changes proposed) 
that I was unable to get from interviews. Document and archive ”capta” were 
thus important in enabling me to describe the way the ideas had been trans-
lated in Swedish Amnesty over time. I had access to Swedish Amnesty’s 
Section board meeting minutes, and documents from different internal com-
mittees and a group concerned with policy issues.  

Moreover I was provided with documents and minutes by representatives 
of the groups that worked with the three concepts in the organization. These 
texts threw some light on the thinking behind the groups’ early attempts to 
concretize and make sense of the way they would be able to turn the ideas 
into practice in the organization. I also studied international Amnesty docu-
ments, such as circulars from the International Secretariat, reports from In-
ternational Council Meetings and meetings with Amnesty’s international 
networks that concerned themselves with the three ideas namely, the Busi-
ness and Economic Relation Network (BERN), the Intersectional Women’s 
Network (IWN) and the Intersectional Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans-
gender Networks (ILGBT). The international documents provided accounts 
of the way the three ideas were translated in international Amnesty forums 
and how these processes were intertwined (or not as the case may be), with 
Swedish Amnesty’s translation of the same ideas.  

It further became important to capture some descriptions of the societal 
developments whereby the local translation processes in Swedish Amnesty 
were interrelated. References to these developments occurred in both inter-
views and documents. Certain trends or norms in the organization’s broader 
institutional context were emphasized or mobilized by actors wanting to gain 
acceptance and support for the idea that they represented. With this in mind, 
I have included some contextual accounts of the broader societal develop-
ments that formed, and were formed by, Swedish Amnesty’s translation of 
the ideas.   
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3.3.3 Observational participation   

I listened to the tape recordings from Annual General Meetings that were 
available from the late 1980s and onwards, with a view to learning more 
about the Swedish Amnesty debate in general and the translation of my three 
ideas of inquiry in particular. In the empirical stories I have made use of two 
such tape recordings – one from 1991 at which the idea of homosexual rights 
is debated, and one from 1995 on the idea of women’s rights. Unfortunately, 
the tape recordings from 1989 which – had they been complete – would have 
included an account of how Swedish Amnesty translated the idea of homo-
sexual rights that year, lacked the very tape on which this idea had been dis-
cussed (I only heard the very last words of the debate).  

Interestingly enough, the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights 
developed fairly independently of the Annual General Meetings (AGM), 
after its initial inclusion in the organization in 1982. The Amnesty Business 
Group’s practice was mentioned on a couple of occasions by Swedish Am-
nesty’s Review Committee (which for a time devoted extra attention to the 
group), but no decisions were made by the AGM concerning the Amnesty 
Business Group’s activity in the organization.  

The tape recordings – when there were any – thus enabled me to follow 
the way the ideas were translated in “real time” in Swedish Amnesty. I also 
participated in two Swedish Annual General Meetings the AGMs in 2004 
and 2005. An AGM lasts over a week-end, and my experiences from those 
two week-ends gave me further insight into the Swedish Section’s proce-
dures and debates. I was able to participate in groups where resolutions were 
being prepared, and I held a number of informal interviews with members 
who concerned themselves with more traditional Amnesty issues, in order to 
find out something about the way they interpreted the ideas at stake.  

Finally, my experiences as an active member of the Amnesty Business 
Group helped me to learn more about the way this idea had been translated 
in the organization. This experience also gave me valuable interview con-
tacts. As a member of the Amnesty Business Group I also participated in two 
internal Amnesty courses for members (which are an important element in of 
the process of socializing members), during which I learned more about the 
official prescription for “understanding” Swedish Amnesty. At one of these 
courses I was also introduced to the “Stop Violence Against Women” cam-
paign, which was presented by a member of one of Swedish Amnesty’s 
Women’s Rights Groups, and which contained references to both interna-
tional law and gender-hierarchy. We – the audience – were offered an inter-
pretation of the way this abuse should be understood. Education was one 
way of helping Amnesty “to speak with one voice” - a phrase often used by 
my interlocutors.  
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3.4 Capta analysis and presentation  
Ragin (1994) describes research as a construction based on various forms of 
empirical accounts and theories that aims to make sense of – and to identify 
order in – the complexity of social phenomena, social interaction, and social 
construction. In the course of my research work there were periods when I 
felt as if I were drowning in the ever-increasing heap of empirical accounts. 
My room was filled with endless piles of documents and interview tran-
scripts that needed to be reduced into intelligible chronological narratives 
and analytical themes. Sometimes, tearing my hair over this super abundance 
of material, I took comfort in knowing that I was not alone. Researchers 
experienced in qualitative research in general and comparative longitudinal 
field research in particular (e.g. Pettigrew, 1990; Hinings, 1997) frequently 
emphasize the iterative and at times messy character of the research process.  

My research problem and the interrelated theoretical perspective that I 
brought with me into the field, kept me from going astray and provided 
guidance along the way. The concepts of translation and editing direct our 
attention to the way actors translate ideas to fit their interests or contexts, 
and provide an account of the way such processes evolve. Guided by this 
interpretation of institutionalization, I broke down my research problem into 
the following questions: How were the ideas translated from organizational 
anomalies into natural elements in the organization? What did these proc-
esses look like and what drove them? What was the outcome of the proc-
esses? In asking these questions of my empirical material (recorded, ob-
served, and written) I became a translator, or editor, myself. Any accounts 
that did not address these questions were extracted from the material, and 
accounts that did address them were removed from their original contexts 
(an interview transcript, for example) and associated with other accounts 
(from other interviews or documents, for example). 

As recommended by Czarniawska (1992) I searched for similar accounts 
and tried to make out why they were similar. I sought to focus on holistic 
statements, i.e. ways of seeing the world that could be aptly expressed when 
my interlocutors (or documents) communicated their perception of the new 
idea/practice to me. I also tried to make sense of the line of thought behind 
the statements from the way they were formulated. Then I did the same with 
regard to differences. In course of this iterative process, I compared the em-
pirical accounts not only with each other, but also with different theories. 
When the theory I had brought with me into the study failed to grasp the 
stories from the field, I formulated new analytical themes. These new themes 
were elaborated upon and discussed in relation to current research on idea 
translation (see Chapter 7, 8 and 9). In other words, I adopted an abductive 
method (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994, p. 45) in my work. The abductive 
method combines the logic of induction, i.e. generating theory from empiri-
cal findings, with the logic of deduction, i.e. testing theory against empirical 
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findings. In other words the method can be understood as a process whereby 
the researcher uses theory to make sense of empirical accounts, while at the 
same time these empirical accounts are allowed to talk back and to develop 
the theory.  

As pointed out by Czarniawska (1992) researchers are makers of the real-
ity that they study. In the following chapters the reader will be confronted by 
my interpretations of other people’s interpretations. The idea is that my in-
terpretation, which is based on the empirical stories in this book, will be able 
to further our understanding of the way challenging ideas are translated into 
institutionalized practices in organizations. To do this, I need to describe the 
translation process with the help of a language or of concepts that differ from 
those used to depict the process in current research. I thus agree with Bruns-
son (1981) when he argues that the researcher’s most important task lies in 
the molding of language. In other words, the mission of the social scientists 
is to construct concepts and approaches that offer a new way of understand-
ing a particular phenomenon. The researcher should seek to offer an empiri-
cal account of the phenomenon that is as inclusive as possible. However, the 
end to which the researcher should aspire is not to offer a correct representa-
tion of reality, but rather to construct a language that render such a reality 
intelligible (ibid.). 

As well as recognizing that the purpose of research lies in the molding of 
language, I have also adopted a relativist view of knowledge production 
(Bernstein 1983/1987). The empirical findings and theoretical discussion 
developed in this book are the fruits of a society in which organization re-
searchers, for example, have been interested lately in theories of translation. 
Without this and other preconditions – such as the status of homosexual 
rights in society when the question was first raised in Amnesty – the answers 
to the questions raised above would have been rather different and would 
probably have been formulated in some other way.  

The three empirical chapters that follow are based on a combination of the 
different types of ”capta” presented above. The chapters are presented as 
chronological narratives about the way Swedish Amnesty, over time, has 
translated the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights (Chapter 4), 
of women’s rights (Chapter 5) and of the rights of homosexuals (Chapter 6). 
Following Silverman (2001) I have included, in the empirical stories, quota-
tions and extracts from various types of ”capta” that are sufficiently exten-
sive to allow readers to make their own sense of the material rather than of 
having to exclusively rely on those that I will provide.  
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4 Corporate responsibility for human rights 

Swedish Amnesty was founded for the purpose of working for the release of 
prisoners of conscience, i.e. persons imprisoned exclusively on account of 
the opinions they expressed. The organization’s relevant sphere was thus the 
political, and its target group consisted of states. This original conception of 
Swedish Amnesty and its activities was challenged when the organization 
decided to extend its target group to include business companies. The pre-
sent chapter is designed as a chronological narrative in which I describe how 
the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights has been interpreted, 
transformed into practice and organized in Swedish Amnesty since the early 
1980s up to 2006 by which time it had come to be regarded as a natural part 
of the organization. The individuals who played an important part in this 
development and who are thus referred to in the text below, have been given 
pseudonyms.  

4.1 The idea is included in a modest version 
In the 1970s the idea of the social responsibility of business companies was 
being discussed in Amnesty International and in its working environment. 
Three major events in particular exemplify this interest: (1) negotiations 
regarding a code of conduct for multinational business companies took place 
in the UN, but were never finalized, (2) efforts were made by the apartheid 
movement, calling for international companies to break off cooperation with 
South Africa, and (3) business companies that were perceived as acting un-
ethically were boycotted (Segerlund, 2005, see also Windell, 2006).  

These wider societal developments were reflected in Amnesty Interna-
tional. Around the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s there was 
intensive discussion as to whether or not Amnesty International should con-
cern itself with military, economic9 or cultural relations (MEC) between 
governments. One issue concerned the possibility of Amnesty International 
influencing business companies and associations, which had connections 
with countries that violated human rights (Swedish Amnesty’s Policy cata-
logue, 1986). MEC issues were associated with military, security and police 

                               
9 Economic relations included issues connected with international financial actors, trade in 
goods and services, investment and public policy. 
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(MSP) transfers between governments. These two areas were regarded as 
overlapping, since MSP transfers often involved business companies as well 
as issues of trade and aid.  

At Amnesty’s International Council Meetings the proponents of change 
argued that Amnesty International attacked only the symptoms of the op-
pressive society and paid no attention to the causes of oppression. It was 
claimed that Amnesty International’s work would have more effect if the 
underlying causes were analyzed and tackled and there were calls for boy-
cotts and other sanctions (Swedish Amnesty’s Policy catalogue, 1986).  

The 1982 International Council Meeting established an umbrella policy 
for Amnesty International’s MEC/MSP activities. In this context, guidelines 
were established as to how Amnesty members were to approach business 
companies (report of the International Council, 1982). The guidelines al-
lowed members to contact companies and to ask these to use their relations 
with foreign governments as a point of pressure for human rights. In all such 
contacts, however, it was important that Amnesty members emphasize Am-
nesty’s neutral stand, neither for nor against boycotts or sanctions. Nor did 
Amnesty take up stand regarding the legitimacy of maintaining military, 
economic or cultural contact between countries. The organization was not 
against any economic or political system as such, nor did it draw any politi-
cal conclusions from any information it received. Rather, the purpose of 
approaching business companies was to persuade them to support and pro-
mote Amnesty International’s current mandate. Thus, the guidelines for ap-
proaching companies did not involve any major changes in practice. They 
simply enabled Amnesty members to present traditional demands concern-
ing, for example, the release of prisoners of conscience to a new group of 
actors.  

These guidelines were adopted by Swedish Amnesty the same year, but it 
took many more years before they were transformed into practice. In 1986, a 
sub-group in Swedish Amnesty that dealt with policy issues pointed out that 
four years after the guidelines had been adopted Swedish Amnesty members 
were still wondering how they could transform them into practical action 
(Policynytt no 1, 1986).  

However, Swedish Amnesty was not the only section that had been un-
able (or unwilling) to implement the guidelines. The 1989 International 
Council Meeting recognized the limited use of the MEC/MSP technique 
within Amnesty International, and encouraged all national sections to make 
more use of it (report of the ICM, 1989). This started gradually from the 
early 1990s onwards.  

Whereas many of the Amnesty sections that approached business compa-
nies around that time did so in connection with issues such as military, secu-
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rity or police transfers10, some pioneers like the UK Section, the Dutch Sec-
tion, and the Danish Section organized their work with business companies 
separately from other issues. The UK Business Group had been founded in 
1991 by a renowned senior corporate executive, who – instead of writing 
letters to companies, like e.g. the German Section did (according to members 
of the Swedish Business Group, 2005) – established dialogues with compa-
nies, and encouraged the latter to adopt a human rights policy. He argued 
that companies’ could be motivated to concern themselves with human 
rights issues with reference to that such activities also were good for busi-
ness (Amnesty Press, 1996, nr7). 

Meanwhile, the discussions about the importance of this field of action 
continued in international Amnesty forums, and the 1995 International 
Council Meeting (decision 15) decided that a long-term objective for Am-
nesty International should be to “expand research and action capabilities on 
military, economic and cultural relations” (report of the ICM, 1995). That 
same year, Swedish Amnesty established its first MEC/MSP-group.  

4.2 A first attempt to transform the idea into practice  
In Swedish Amnesty the first serious attempt to turn the 1982 guidelines into 
practice occurred in November 1995, with the establishment of the 
MEC/MSP-group. Compared with the MSP part of the work, which was 
requested by the target groups (military and police academies), the work 
related to business companies was described as more difficult to get started 
(Amnesty Press, 1996, nr7). In an article published in the Amnesty Press in 
1996, one of the members of the group referred to the UK Business Group as 
a model for how this work could be organized also in Swedish Amnesty. It 
was argued that the Swedish group needed a person who corresponded to the 
founder of the UK Business Group. In other words, it was felt necessary that 
someone with a business background – who other business leaders would 
listen to – should lead this work (ibid.). However, the MEC/MSP-group, 
which comprised four members, never managed to enlist such a person.  

4.2.1 Inclusion in an international network  

In 1996, the groups within Amnesty International that worked with issues 
related to business companies established a network called the “International 

                               
10 This work was commonly assigned to professionals. It consisted in participating in Am-
nesty campaigns that involved letter writing and the distribution of Amnesty country material 
to business companies. It also involved other activities concerning military, security and 
police transfers, and the transfer of torture equipment.  
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Network on Company Approaches” (INCA). The stated purpose of the 
INCA-meetings was to exchange views on policy and strategy, and to im-
prove international coordination and cooperation concerning Amnesty’s 
company approaches (report from the INCA meeting, 1997). INCA was 
coordinated by the International Secretariat, and was open to all sections 
interested in working with companies. Thus, in 1997, one member of the 
Swedish MEC/MSP-group participated, together with representatives from 
12 other national Amnesty sections,11 at the INCA meeting held in Berlin.  

The 1997 INCA-meeting agreed that the acronym “MEC”, which still was 
the formal terminology for addressing company issues within Amnesty, was 
unsuitable for external use (ibid.). The meeting concluded that the terminol-
ogy developed by some national sections to describe Amnesty’s work in this 
area, namely: “business and human rights” and “economic links/relations 
and human rights”, was more appropriate (ibid). Sections that still used the 
acronym “MEC” were encouraged to change to the alternative terminology. 
Some participants complained that “MEC” was an unsuitable acronym even 
for internal use, and suggested that Amnesty would develop a completely 
new terminology for this work area (ibid.). After a couple of years “MEC” 
disappeared from Amnesty’s terminology, and was replaced with “business 
and economic relations”. 

Apart from this language issue, various questions of policy were also dis-
cussed. The participants tried to explain what exactly they hoped to achieve 
when they approached companies. They endorsed a mission statement ac-
cording to which Amnesty’s goal on this front was to win the companies’ 
commitment to observing and promoting “the full range of human rights” 
(ibid.). But had some difficulties in establishing shared measures of success 
(Ibid.). Members of Swedish Amnesty suggested in interviews that this was 
because the national sections in this particular field had developed their own 
way of working in the absence of clear policies and guidelines. Conse-
quently there was a good deal of variety in the way they did things.  

On two points, however, the 1997 INCA-meeting agreed, namely that 
companies were becoming an increasingly “powerful sector of society” and 
one that Amnesty “must” address, and that the International Secretariat 
ought to find out more about companies’ involvement in human rights issues 
(report from the INCA meeting, 1997). Without Amnesty reports on the 
involvement of companies in human rights violations, it would be difficult 
for the various groups concerned to get any further. The 1997 INCA meeting 
also asked the International Secretariat to produce a statement on the princi-
ples of human rights and a set of recommendations to which companies 
could be referred.  

                               
11 Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Philippines, 
Sweden, Switzerland, UK, and USA. 
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A year later, in 1998, Amnesty International’s statement on “Human 
Rights Principles for Companies” was launched. It was designed in the form 
of a checklist, based on material from sources such as the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
and the International Labor Organization’s conventions, on which companies 
could draw when they drew up their own codes of conduct. The paper on 
“Human Rights Principles for Companies” was presented as the result of a 
new wave of discussion in Amnesty itself, and in response to the growing 
demand from business and other organizations for guidance on the funda-
mental principles of human rights that were of crucial relevance to multina-
tional companies (Human Rights Principles for Companies, 1998). In order 
to avoid their misuse in the context of public relations, it was also stressed 
that Amnesty International itself did not recognize or endorse any specific 
code of conduct. The same year that these principles were launched, the 
Swedish MEC/MSP group was dissolved.  

4.2.2. The MEC/MSP group is dissolved  

Due to scarce resources, the Swedish MEC/MSP group had found it difficult 
to meet the demands for training that they received, particularly from the 
military and the police. One by one its members fell away and by 1998 the 
group had come to a standstill. Consequently, the group’s contact person, 
Steven, wrote a letter entitled “Does the MEC/MSP-group have a future?” 
and addressed it to the Swedish Section Board. Steven’s letter described the 
group’s activities and the problems that they faced due to the lack of re-
sources. It also told the Section Board that some of the groups concerned 
with MEC/MSP issues in other sections were getting a lot of support for 
their work, and that the Danish, Dutch, and UK sections, for example, sepa-
rated MEC and MSP issues.  

Apart from the general lack of resources, Steven identified certain prob-
lems that were specific for the Swedish group’s work vis-à-vis the business 
sector. The UK Section’s Business Group, according to his letter, was run by 
“enthusiastic representatives of the private sector”, while the Danish Busi-
ness Club was run by the Danish Section’s Secretariat. In Sweden, however, 
there was nobody either on the Swedish Section Board or in the Secretariat, 
who had been appointed to lead or coordinate the Section’s contacts with 
various parts of the Swedish private sector. Consequently Steven wondered 
whether the Swedish Section was even interested in working with compa-
nies? (Does the MEC/MSP-group have a future?).  

Steven also said that the group was unclear about what it was allowed to 
do in its contact with business companies, and what Amnesty on its part had 
to offer the corporate world. As the group was not authorized to provide any 
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kind of certificate to the companies, all they could do was to offer comments 
– some more welcome than others on their activities (ibid.), and to present 
traditional Amnesty information that was not adapted to corporate needs. 
Steven argued that Amnesty’s guidelines were not rooted in practice. The 
only tool left had then been “general talk,” which was perceived as inade-
quate as a response to concrete questions. “The person who asks the ques-
tions might get the impression that Amnesty has entered a field that it 
doesn’t know enough about, and several promising contacts seem to have 
been lost for just this reason.“ (Does the MEC/MSP-Goup have a future? 
1998)  

In conclusion, Steven’s letter declared that, on its own, the MEC/MSP 
group would be unable to get any further along these lines. It was suggested 
that the Section Board should give the group a new name, clear terms of 
reference and more resources. Further, the Section Board was asked to au-
thorize someone to be responsible for contact between the Section and the 
Swedish private sector.12 

In response to this letter the Swedish Section Board launched an investi-
gation in 1998. The task was assigned the Swedish Amnesty’s B-Committee, 
whose terms of reference were to follow the international and national de-
bate about Amnesty International’s campaigns and working methods. At this 
point, the general discussion in Sweden about Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity (CSR), which had subsided during the economic liberalization of the 
1980s, had been revived (Segerlund, 2005; Windell, 2006). Ben, one of the 
members of the B-committee, was interested in CSR and saw it as an impor-
tant field of activity for Amnesty to engage in (interview with Ben, 2006). 
This view was also reflected in the B-Committee report that was presented to 
the Section Board at their December 1998 meeting.  

The report stated that on the international level Amnesty had recognized 
the importance of developing its economic relations activities. Companies 
were described as becoming increasingly powerful actors in relation to 
states, as a result of general globalization. The importance of Amnesty being 
able to adapt to these changes was emphasized (report from the B-
Committee, 1998). The report further suggested that MEC/MSP activities 
should be divided into two parts, one “economic” and one “military/police”.  

Different directions for a possible “business group” were considered, such 
as the traditional molding of public opinion through newspaper articles, re-
ports on companies and human rights, participation at seminars, and work on 
cases dealing with companies. According to the report these activities would 
give Amnesty an opportunity to profile itself, and generally to become visi-
ble in the public debate. It was also suggested that such activities could be 
combined with making strategic contacts with – or lobbying against – vari-

                               
12 The work tasks related to the military and the police were proposed to be taken over by the 
employees at the secretariat until they could be transferred to military and police groups.  
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ous target groups (e.g. authorities and companies). The Danish Section’s 
Amnesty Business Club (ABC) was indicated as an ambitious example of 
how this kind of work had been organized in other sections.  

It was felt to be important that the future “business group” should be 
composed of key figures who would be primarily professionally active in the 
private sector, or have professional experience in this field of activity. The 
Section Board was urged to invest more resources in this area, but the B-
Committee also noted the possibility for Swedish Amnesty to generate reve-
nue from working together with companies. They emphasized, however, that 
these revenues were not to be generated by offering services for fees, but 
that the companies, through their contact with Amnesty’s business group 
might be interested in becoming Amnesty supporters. Thus the business 
group could indirectly lead to increased funding for Swedish Amnesty.  

The then chairperson of Swedish Amnesty’s Section Board, Michael, re-
sponded to the B-Committee’s report by pointing out that the education of 
the military, as well as contacts with business companies, must be preceded 
by thorough discussion (minutes of the Section Board Meeting, December 
1998). Michael asked what it was that Amnesty actually wanted to achieve 
from its contacts with companies, and what Amnesty itself had to offer the 
business sector? Amnesty had to be careful, he pointed out, about its rela-
tionships with companies (ibid.). Linda, another Board member, pointed out 
that a business group could not be established until the Board had made a 
decision concerning the MEC/MSP work’s general direction (ibid.). The 
Section Board decided to divide the MEC/MSP issues into two parts, but 
they refused to provide the proposed activity with the resources that the B-
Committee had identified as necessary to its further development (ibid.).  

At its meeting in January 1999, the B-Committee discussed the Section 
Board’s decision and decided that, without extra resources, the Secretariat 
would have no chance of developing their activities with companies. At the 
same time the Secretariat was receiving a growing number of questions con-
cerning MEC/MSP issues (minutes of the B-Committee meeting in January 
1999). The business community had also been given priority as one of the 
outreach sectors in Amnesty’s Integrated Strategic Plan for 2000-2004, 
which meant that the national sections could give priority to the company 
context in their national action plans. Nonetheless, when Swedish Amnesty’s 
Annual General Meeting adopted its own action plan in May 2000, the cor-
porate sector was not among the prioritized sectors. At the time Swedish 
Amnesty still lacked a Business Group, although this situation changed a 
few months later.  
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4.3 ABG is founded by a businessman  
In the spring of 2000, John, a former executive vice president of a multina-
tional company, contacted Swedish Amnesty. John had recently retired, and 
was now prepared to devote some of his time to voluntary work (interview 
with John, 2005). He was Swedish, but living at the time in London, where 
he had been in contact with the UK Business Group. Representatives of this 
group had told him that, unlike many other Western Amnesty Sections, 
Swedish Amnesty had no Business Group (ibid.). John decided to look into 
the reasons for this, and to see whether it would be possible for him to 
launch a Swedish Business Group inspired by the one in the UK (ibid.). He 
contacted Sean, who at the time had been Swedish Amnesty’s Secretary 
General for about a year. 

Sean had previously worked for the United Nations, where he had be-
come familiar with the concept of “Corporate Social Responsibility,” or 
CSR, that among much else was concerned with human rights issues (inter-
view with Sean, 2006). He recognized this as an important field for Swedish 
Amnesty, and recognized that John’s offer could provide an opportunity to 
get it launched (ibid.). The issue was also discussed with Andrea, the newly 
appointed chairperson of the Swedish Section Board, who shared the Secre-
tary General’s interest in CSR and supported the initiative.  

Thereafter, John and Sean begun approaching potential Business Group 
members. They both believed that Amnesty should be represented by “am-
bassadors” (interview with Sean, 2006) from the business sector, in order to 
gain credibility with the target group, i.e. the corporate boards and top man-
agers. Thus they decided that the Business Group, which was called “the 
Amnesty Business Group,” or ABG, should be composed of well-known 
Swedish corporate managers who could operate as door-openers and help to 
develop the structure. In the words of Sean: 

I think another of our ideas about the ABG structure was that if we, as ordi-
nary Amnesty activists, had tried to reach the boards and top managements of 
different business companies we might not have been very successful. We 
kind of needed ambassadors inside that world who could help to represent 
Amnesty for us (interview with Sean, 2006). 

As a former executive vice president, John had many contacts in the private 
sector, and he soon managed to enlist six other renowned persons: three of 
them were Swedish corporate executives, one was the chairperson of an au-
diting firm, one was a lawyer, and one was a former Vice President of Cor-
porate Public Affairs from an international company. This group, which also 
included Sean and Andrea, was initially designated as ABG’s “Board”.  

Greg, a corporate executive and member of ABG’s Board, explained in an 
interview that he had decided to become involved in ABG because he re-
garded issues concerning corporate responsibility for human rights to be 
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important, as well as matching the values of the company for which he 
worked13 (interview with Greg, 2003). Greg emphasized how important it 
was that business companies should attend to human rights, not only because 
this could make a positive impact on the human rights situation in the world, 
but also from the point of view of business as such. Businesses that ne-
glected this aspect risked being shamed by the media which in turn could 
damage their brand. Thus he argued, corporate responsibility for human 
rights was also a profitability issue, and should be presented as such to the 
audiences targeted. Otherwise it would be difficult to motivate them to allot 
resources to such activities. The members of ABG’s Board not only had 
numerous contacts in the private sector, but they also knew what arguments 
would be acceptable to business people, and could thus “help Amnesty to 
make something happen in this field” (interview with Greg, 2003).  

In order to establish some “balance” (interview with Sean, 2006) on the 
ABG Board, John and Sean decided that representatives of the union-, and 
the governmental spheres respectively, should be included in it. Hence, John 
and Sean also managed to enlist an ambassador from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and, a couple of months later, a former chairperson of the Swedish 
Conservative party, the chairperson of the metalworkers’, and a couple more 
business executives. The members of this “board” participated formally in 
their capacity as individuals, and did not represent the organizations that 
employed them. In December 2000, John submitted an application to the 
Swedish Section Board for ABG to be given special group status.  

4.3.1 Promoting ABG to the Section Board  

In his application John reported that both Amnesty International and several 
other organizations were becoming increasingly engaged in the whole ques-
tion of corporate responsibility for human rights (ABG’s application for 
special group status, 2000). One example of this was Kofi Annan’s launch-
ing of the UN “Global Compact.”14 Amnesty International’s then Secretary 
General had also emphasized Amnesty’s role as a proponent of corporate 
responsibility for human rights in many other international contexts such as 
the UN, OECD, the World Economic Forum and so on (ibid.). John also 
pointed out that although Swedish Amnesty had launched a fundraising pro-
ject for companies, the organization was still lagging behind the sections in 
the UK, Holland, Denmark, Italy, France and the USA when it came to the 
question of corporate responsibility for human rights, and that it needed to 

                               
13 Not in ABG’s Board, but professionally. 
14 In an address to the World Economic Forum on 31 January 1999, United Nations Secretary-
General Kofi Annan challenged business leaders to join an international initiative – the Global 
Compact – that would bring companies together with UN agencies, labor and civil society to 
support universal environmental and social principles. 



 74

make an effort if it were to contribute to the development of these activities 
in Europe (ibid.).  

John also pointed out that Swedish companies also lagged far behind 
many of their foreign competitors when it came to human rights activities. 
He argued that Swedish Amnesty’s international network provided a unique 
opportunity for exploring, analyzing, and reporting on the activities of com-
panies in the field of human rights. He suggested further that a Swedish 
ABG could draw from the experience and material of other Amnesty sec-
tions.  

The main goal of a Swedish ABG, according to John in his application, 
would be to ensure that no Swedish company would violate human rights 
because it was unwilling or unable to handle such in an appropriate manner. 
Furthermore, a Swedish ABG would mean that an entirely new set of peo-
ple15 would be motivated to join Swedish Amnesty. And if corporate boards 
and managers were openly supporting Amnesty, other companies might be 
inspired to follow suit (ibid.). It was also felt that a business group would 
give Swedish Amnesty an opportunity to be seen and noticed in the eco-
nomic and political contexts where “we ought to be the taken-for-granted 
expert and body to which proposed legislative measures are referred for con-
sideration. As an apolitical and independent organization we have got a bet-
ter opportunity than others to act fast and efficiently” (ibid.). It was also 
assumed that these activities, combined with media campaigns and articles in 
the press, would reinforce Swedish Amnesty’s image and reputation as “an 
open and progressive organization, which in the spirit of the times monitors 
and engages in dialogue with companies and organizations enjoying power-
ful influence in many countries” (ibid.).  

But John also listed some problems that might accompany the establish-
ment of a Business Group. First, he pointed out that this kind of work would 
make new demands on Swedish Amnesty. More resources than Amnesty’s 
traditional activities required would presumably be needed, while new meth-
ods beyond the requirements of its traditional procedures would also be nec-
essary. Thus, it was important not to underestimate the work that had to be 
done internally and externally, on the one hand to adapt/motivate Swedish 
Amnesty for this new activity, and on the other to inform/adjust Swedish 
companies to the idea that Amnesty was their natural partner in this context 
(ibid.).  

According to John, some people in other European Amnesty sections with 
Business Groups had become suspicious when confronted with new ways of 
working and new people entering the organization via the Business Groups. 
In some sections such confrontations had generated creativity, energy and 
positive change. In others the result was confrontation and an inability to act. 

                               
15 “technicians, workers, secretaries, board members, managers of subsidiaries, researchers, 
salesmen, union members, CEOs etc all with their respective families”. 
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According to John’s application, everything depended on the vision and 
flexibility of the leaders. Finally it was stated that as Swedish Amnesty was 
late in embarking on this development, it was necessary to act fast and force-
fully if they were to be able to accomplish something in this context.  

The application was based on management concepts such as efficiency 
and competition, and it was argued in a style that would have been natural in 
addressing a company board. In this case, however, it was Swedish Am-
nesty’s Section Board that received the application. Their Secretary General, 
Sean, presented the proposal to them, remarking that he and Andrea – their 
chairperson – had talked to John on a couple of occasions (minutes of the 
Section Board Meeting in December 2000). They had also talked to the 
business executives and the ambassador attached to the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs who together constituted ABG’s board. Sean also explained that 
ABG planned to be self-financed by contributions from supporter companies 
(ibid.). This had been mentioned in John’s application, where it was also 
stated that steps would be taken to ensure that these contributions were con-
gruent with Amnesty’s international fundraising policy.  

According to Ben, who by this time had become a Section Board mem-
ber, John’s application caused some debate in the Section Board, as he had 
neglected to formulate terms of reference for ABG’s Board – which at this 
stage was regarded as an Advisory Board for future companies that ABG 
would recruit. The board members’ mandates were unclear, nor had they 
been elected according to the democratic procedures of Swedish Amnesty. 
This was regarded as unacceptable on democratic grounds. Moreover, John 
had neglected to present an activity plan with a budget, as demanded by the 
Section Board. In an interview, Ben suggested that these initial problems 
may have stemmed from John’s background in an environment lacking any 
democratic tradition: 

…whereas the rest of us were active in Amnesty, which is a democratic or-
ganization. And so it means reconciling the two sides – how can the democ-
ratic tradition that we come from react to a power tradition stemming from 
quite other values. And so, at this early stage, ABG had to do its homework 
all over again. That is, we were very positive and grateful for the opportuni-
ties that John introduced. But at the same time we were responsible to the 
movement as a whole, and we wanted to help him to see his own part in a 
broader picture than just ABG (interview with Ben, 2006). 

With the reservation that John should complement his application and report 
back to the Board at its January meeting, the Section Board decided to grant 
ABG special group status. By January, ABG had still not produced the re-
quired information, but Sean informed the Section Board that John would 
present ABG to them personally at their March meeting (minutes of the Sec-
tion Board Meeting in January 2001).  
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At the March meeting the Section Board were given an oral presentation 
of the activity plan requested (minutes of the Section Board Meeting in 
March 2001). John gave examples of the material that was being planned, 
including media campaigns and the conferences to be organized. He also 
called for efforts to enlist new “supporter-companies” (ibid.). The Section 
Board members asked how the money from such supporter-companies 
would be distributed. John assured them that such funds would not be ear-
marked for ABG, but would accrue to Swedish Amnesty as a whole, but that 
during an initial phase it would be necessary to prioritize the areas that 
would be building up ABG’s practice (ibid.). The Section Board thanked 
John for this presentation, but expressed their desire for a written activity 
plan, including a more specific organization plan and a budget (ibid.).  

4.3.2 A new language and mode of financing   

In 2001 ABG altered the expression “supporter companies” to “partner com-
panies,” i.e. to companies that would join ABG and support its initiative with 
a “partner fee,” in exchange for a “partner package”. Many of these “partner 
companies” were actually led by the members of ABG’s Advisory Board. 
John had offered them such “partner packages”, without having defined the 
exact content of the latter. This, said David – who joined ABG some months 
after the group’s establishment – was how things were done in the private 
sector, although it may not have represented the standard procedure in Am-
nesty: “Amnesty gets the facts and are very careful that these are accurate; 
the facts are then passed on in a form that is not always so sharply profiled. 
You know, credibility has always been the key term in all Amnesty’s com-
munications [...] In a company you take bigger risks, selling services even if 
they’re not quite ready. You say to yourself, “well, if I get it sold I’ll put it 
together later, and in a way that’s how ABG was created. I mean, what he 
sold didn’t yet exist, it was still nothing. And maybe that’s not a traditional 
way of working in Amnesty” (interview with David, 2006).  

However, it was not only the fact that the “partner packages” had not been 
defined in advance that diverged from traditional Amnesty procedures, it 
was also that such services-for-fees arrangements were controversial within 
Amnesty International as a whole, and could be regarded as conflicting with 
its international policies. Thus they became the subject of continual debate in 
the Section Board of Swedish Amnesty. Below we will look at the argu-
ments in favor of this model and the problems that were identified with it 
and, finally, at the way the conflicts surrounding it were handled by the 
Board. 

According to interviews, one of the main reasons why the Section Board 
chose to accept ABG’s mode of financing in the first place was that Swedish 
Amnesty was in financial difficulties at the beginning of the twenty-first 
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century. From the year 2000, Swedish Amnesty experienced a couple of 
years during which contributions from Banco’s humanitarian fund16 declined 
due to turbulence on the Swedish stock exchange. Over the years Swedish 
Amnesty had become dependent on its income from this fund, which previ-
ously represented close on one third of its total budget (financial report, 
2000). As this revenue gradually shrank in the early years of the new cen-
tury, the Section was unable to finance any new activities. At the same time 
John had estimated that through its partner companies, ABG would generate 
a huge financial inflow. At the same time some Section Board members saw 
a good opportunity for launching their work on corporate responsibility for 
human rights together with John, and so it was difficult for them to reject his 
offer:  

At this point the Section was in a really difficult situation financially. And 
here we had one or one-and-a-half million of healthy money pouring in to fi-
nance a new activity. I think it would have been very difficult for them to re-
fuse this money, or to bury the issue in a whole lot of investigations. Some-
how, I think this project had the blessing of [Andrea] all along, as well as that 
of [Sean] (interview with David, 2006). 

John estimated ABG’s future annual income at around several million Swed-
ish crones. Such a sum was never reached, but the mere idea of it led the 
Section board to think of ABG as “a potential cash cow” (interview in 2006 
with Todd, at the time a member of the Section Board) that would generate 
revenue for other activities as well. Another argument in favor of the pro-
posed mode of financing was that ABG needed plenty resources in order to 
be successful. John and Sean felt that companies would give more weight to 
educational material and the way things were presented than traditional Am-
nesty audiences (interview with Sean, 2006). Moreover, John argued that 
ABG – which was a volunteer based group – needed at least one employee. 
However, the Section was unable to increase its personnel resources in a new 
work area just at a time when they were cutting down on staff.  

Another argument in favor of ABG’s financing model was that Paul – 
who was the former information director on ABG’s Board – and John were 
agreed that ABG’s development and success depended on its ability to take 
action. As Paul put it, in an interview, they felt that ABG’s action capability 
would have been restricted if it had been included in the Section’s budget:  

                               
16 In 2002 Amnesty had suffered a couple of years of decreasing revenues, and this trend 
continued during the year. The contribution from the Humanitarian fund was 4.081tkr, which 
only constituted 1/3 of the 1999 contribution on account of the stock exchange’s drawn-out 
decline (In 2001 the contribution had been: 7600tkr, 2000; 9115tkr, in 1999: 12026tkr). In 
addition both member fees and group fees continued to decline during the year: (2000: 39914 
tskr, 2001: 34793 tskr; 2002; 36200tkr). In 2001 the section had a deficit amounting to 2442 
tskr after dissolution of the Human fund reserve, in 2002 the deficit was 1499 tskr, and at that 
time they only had 2000 tskr left of the free reserve. (financial reports 2000, 2001, 2002) 
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…we felt that having our own resources would be a strength. If we had been 
subjected from the start to the scarce resources of the Secretariat, we would 
probably have landed in budget discussions and talk about subsidies in which 
any external initiative on our part would have had to be tried and tested 
against all kinds of other demands. We would certainly have developed much 
more slowly in such a case (interview with Paul, 2006). 

Having a budget of its own meant that ABG was able to act without too 
much constraint on the part of the Section. As we have seen, however, ac-
cepting fees-for-services was controversial in Amnesty International. The 
organization’s policy about accepting money from governments – which 
long had constituted their main target group – was a strict one, deriving from 
the organization’s principle regarding independence. This principle had 
played an important part in establishing Amnesty’s external legitimacy and 
success, and the anti-governmental-funding policy had attained an almost 
taken-for-granted status in the organization. Thus, when its target group was 
extended to include business companies, many Amnesty members felt that 
the same logic that rejected government funding should apply to companies 
as well. As Jane, a Section Board member at the time, put it:  

There is one fundamental, taken-for-granted rule in Amnesty and that is that 
you do not go to bed with those who you are criticizing. And companies are 
included in the target groups that we should influence. Traditionally Amnesty 
does this by criticizing – it is at the very heart of how we work. And Amnesty 
should not accept money from those they criticize. Thus, to do something for 
business companies and to charge them for it, is regarded as wrong in Am-
nesty (interview with Jane, 2005).  

There was a lot of discussion among board members (according to my inter-
locutors) about whether it would be acceptable to decline governmental sup-
port while accepting and actively seeking money from companies at the 
same time. Nevertheless, the Board accepted ABG’s mode of financing. 
According to some, this meant breaking with the “Amnesty mentality”, and 
the “very soul” of Amnesty’s work (interview with Todd, a Board member 
in 2006). Moreover, there had been an international fundraising policy since 
1999, according to which “Approaches to companies on human rights ques-
tions should never be combined with a request for funds,” which in a sense 
was what ABG was doing.  

Commenting on this in an interview Sean pointed out that it was impossi-
ble for Amnesty to apply the same logic to business companies as to gov-
ernments, because there were many Amnesty members who had companies 
of their own that made donations to Amnesty. It would be difficult for Am-
nesty to decide where the line should be drawn (interview with Sean, 2006). 
Further, Jane, (a board member at the time) declared that it would be foolish 
to follow policies for their own sake. The important thing was to ask oneself 
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why the policy existed – in this case the answer was to protect Amnesty’s 
independence:  

You can’t be too ideological if you want something to happen in this field. 
We, in the Swedish Section, have emphasized this thing about independence, 
and have said that so long as we don’t end up in a dependency relationship 
with a business company, we have followed that principle. It’s silly to stick to 
policies for their own sake. The important thing is that you take into account 
the reason why the policy exists (interview with Jane, 2005, my emphasis). 

The Swedish Section Board argued that the principle of independence was 
not being breached, since Amnesty would always be able to criticize the 
partner companies and to exclude them from ABG’s activities. Moreover, 
Amnesty would never be dependent upon any specific company. Nor would 
companies be able to use Amnesty’s name or logo in their advertising.  

In the summer of 2001 John had enlisted a small group of ABG activists 
to assist him in his work. Only one of them had previously been an Amnesty 
activist. The rest, who all had a special interest in corporate responsibility for 
human rights, were new in their role. Among these was David, who had been 
a passive Amnesty member before joining this group. He worked profes-
sionally as the corporate executive of a Swedish business company.  

4.3.3 The Company and the human rights market   

David was immediately included in the small group of ABG activists, which 
on John’s initiative had taken to calling themselves “the Company”. Accord-
ing to an interview with David, John wanted to create a “corporate culture” 
in ABG, as opposed to the bureaucracy that he perceived to be dominating 
Swedish Amnesty’s Secretariat (the head office in Stockholm). As John put 
it in an interview: “After thirty years in the private sector you get a bit sur-
prised over how a voluntary organization works. They are perhaps somewhat 
similar to public-sector organizations in the sense that they are not always 
that efficient” (interview with John, 2005).  

In Swedish Amnesty there were certain procedures that needed to be fol-
lowed before taking action. This can be compared with a business company 
in which decision-making sometimes can be the same thing as acting. How-
ever, once David got familiar with the Secretariat, he himself did not think of 
it as a bureaucracy (interview with David, 2006). However, he pointed out 
that John had been given this impression. Thus, according to David, John 
had tried to create ABG as something that should be more flexible and less 
rule-bound than the culture he perceived as characteristic for the Secretariat:  

He didn’t want ABG to get stuck in the Secretariat’s kind of bureaucracy, or 
anything like that. ABG would kind of lie a bit on the side, and kind of 
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not…it would function more like a business company, more like a business 
company and less like a Non-governmental Organization (interview with 
David, 2006). 

ABG’s practice was thus originally modeled after a company, and in a sense 
the group defined the principles that were to guide their own activities by 
distancing themselves from Swedish Amnesty, their parent organization. In 
2001 it was still unclear exactly what ABG was supposed to do, what they 
could offer their partner companies and how their relationship with these 
should be defined. David was thus assigned to sort this out and to define the 
content of ABG’s partner package (interview with David, 2006). He drew up 
a list of questions about the nature of ABG and its role in “the market”: 
What is ABG? What is our role in the market? What do we do? Why should 
[companies] join ABG? What can we contribute with in practice? What is 
our position as regards independence? Or financing? What is our goal? (in-
terview with David, 2006).  

A document produced by David with a view to sorting out these elements 
declared that ABG needed to “understand the character of the market for 
human rights-competence, so that we can continuously ensure that our ser-
vices are competitive and are in demand among business companies” (Com-
petition and cooperation – where does ABG stand? – A start up document, 
2001-10-27). It was suggested that organizations that were not selling Hu-
man Rights competence but who did possess such competence and were 
interested in spreading it, could be perceived as potential cooperative part-
ners given that they shared ABG’s goal. The mapping was restricted first and 
foremost to Swedish organizations hoping to encourage business companies 
to improve the human rights (HR) situation in the world, and in the second 
place to politicians, the media and consumers (Competition and cooperation 
– where does ABG stand? 2001) 

It was pointed out that a careful and constructive mapping of all the HR 
actors connected with business companies called for a classification system 
to help ABG’s members to understand the HR market: the forces that af-
fected it and who their competitors were (ibid.). This classification system is 
presented in table 1 below: 
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Table 1. Amnesty Business Group’s classification system of the Human Rights mar-
ket 

The basic dimensions of the classi-
fication system:  
How do we group/classify the actors 
and their primary direction?  

a. Actors’ affiliation  
i. commercial 
ii. public organizations 
iii. NGO’s 
b.    Direction 
i.          nonprofit purpose/profit             

purpose 
ii.         dialogue/conflict 

 
 

 How do we group/classify the ac-
tors’ competence/service offered? 
Classification of actors based on 
affiliation 
a. Commercial actors and examples 
        1.    PR companies 

a. Kreab 
2. Auditing companies  

a. KPMG  
3. Other national consulting 

firms with a HR and/or ethi-
cal focus  

a. Corporate missions 
      4.      Ethical funds 
                  a. Etix holding 
      5.       Trade associations 
                  a. Confederation of  

Swedish Enterprise  
b. Public organizations 

1. Universities and research  
a. Humanitarian Law, 

Lund University 
b. UN 

c. NGO´s 
1. Raul Wallenberg Institute of 

Human Rights) 
2. Human Rights Watch 
3. Respect Europe 
4. Fair trade centre 
5. Clean clothes campaign 
6. Red Cross (company fo-

cus?) 
7. Save the Children (com-

pany focus?) 
 

 

 
 
Classify every NGO according to 
direction – “dialogue” or ”conflict”.  
Do they strive for a dialogue or do 
they focus on exposing, criticising, 
or naming and shaming the business 
companies?   
 
 
 
Classification of services 

1. Courses such as ”Training 
course on HR, social respon-
sibility and …” 

2. Implementation and revision 
of SA 8000 

3. Crisis management  
4. HR policies 
5. HR education 
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Finally, ABG was positioned in relation to the other actors in the field. 
Credibility, size, competence, insight, dialogue and experience were used as 
measurement of criteria:  

 
1. Credibility : ABG is a nonprofit association; we tackle issues 

without compromise and on a basis of ideals. We are religiously, 
politically and financially independent.  

2. Size: We are the world’s largest and best known human rights or-
ganization. We are present in 140 countries and have more than 
one million members.  

3. Competence: No other HR organization has a research capacity as 
large as Amnesty’s with more than 300 employed researchers.  

4. Insight: If a business company wants a dialogue with civilian so-
ciety it won’t be helped by buying a service from a commercial 
actor. 

5. Dialogue: ABG wants to achieve its goals primarily through dia-
logue with the business world.  

6. Experience: Amnesty has had a dialogue for many years with the 
business sector through so-called Business Groups in around 20 
countries. (Competition and cooperation – where does ABG 
stand? 2001) 

ABG’s practice was thus defined in business terms. This also meant that for 
the first few years ABG had two goals: 1, That no human rights should be 
violated anywhere in the world due to the ignorance or unwillingness of 
Swedish business companies to comply with the international human rights 
for which Amnesty works. 2, ABG aims to be the Swedish business compa-
nies’ first choice for representing civil society in the context of human rights 
and business (ABG’s activity plan and goals, 2002, my emphasis). In order 
to realize these goals it was established that ABG should engage in a sys-
tematic dialogue with international Swedish business companies, diffusing 
information and molding public opinion. The partnership that ABG offered 
the Swedish business companies was regarded as a tool for establishing and 
maintaining continual dialogue with the business world and was defined as a 
mutual obligation making demands on both parties.  

First, ABG was expected to provide business companies with a specific 
service. It was not to adopt a consultant role vis-à-vis the partner companies, 
but was to supply their managements with special competence and advice 
based on Amnesty’s ideas about HR policies and how such policies should 
be observed. ABG could also assist company managements in sensitive dis-
cussions and offer counseling on HR issues. The partner companies would 
be given access to Amnesty International’s HR competence via ABG’s pro-
ject manager. ABG would also act as a forum where the partner companies 
could exchange their experience of HR. They would also get support when 
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educating employees about HR. Finally, they would automatically receive 
Amnesty’s yearbook, the members’ magazine Amnesty Press, and a book 
entitled ”Human Rights: Is It Any of Your Business?”. 

The partner companies on their part were expected to conduct an open 
dialogue concerning their own experiences and HR work – both with ABG 
and with other partner companies. The partner company also had to pay an 
annual partner fee, which would go towards maintaining the ABG organiza-
tion and the Swedish Section of Amnesty International. Initially the partner 
fee was not fixed: every company was asked to pay a minimum of 50 000 
Swedish crowns, and preferably more than this. In 2001 there were seven 
partner companies paying an annual fee ranging from 50 000 – 200 000 
Swedish crowns. At the same time that ABG’s practice was being defined, 
John was establishing the activities at Swedish Amnesty’s head office – the 
Secretariat in Stockholm – where he had been assigned a room.  

4.4 Two worldviews in conflict 
John’s entry into the new organizational context that Swedish Amnesty’s 
Secretariat represented, led to a collision between two worldviews. Or rather, 
the assumptions he carried with him about the differences between Amnesty 
and the business world from which he came, resulted in that he acted in a 
way which created resistance among the employees at the Secretariat. This 
will be illustrated below in a narration of the first meeting between John and 
Swedish Amnesty’s staff provided by Nina, a former Amnesty employee:  

I don’t think many of us will forget the first time we were confronted by the 
Amnesty Business Group. […]We’d heard that [John] would be coming to 
the Secretariat to present the whole thing – the ideas behind the Amnesty 
Business Group – and we were all there eager to hear all about it. At last we 
would be properly informed, not just hearing a lot of rumors all over the 
place.  

And in he came, dressed like any other businessman, and the thing is that 
lots of people have funny ideas about what it’s like at Amnesty. Most people 
think that we all carry backpacks and wear flip-flop sandals, but it wasn’t so 
then and I don’t think it is now either – styles are very mixed. Those of us in-
volved in fundraising often wear suits. I always wore high heels, and yes I 
did get comments about it, but people didn’t think it was odd…Anyway, John 
comes in and starts more or less like this: 

‘Well, as you see I’m wearing a suit and tie, and perhaps there will be 
people with suits and ties here, but it’s not dangerous, you don’t need to be 
afraid!’ […] I think everyone understood why he started like that – because 
he was afraid we would be prejudiced because he came from the business 
world. But instead it came over as if he was putting us down, saying that we 
were…well I don’t know what. And the next thing was that he pulled out his 
laptop to make his presentation from the computer, and then says ‘Well, this 
is a laptop and you don’t have to be afraid of that either’, and I guess right 
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then and there he aroused our resistance, completely (interview with Nina, 
2006). 

In addition to this initial collision between John and Swedish Amnesty’s 
head office, John’s audience were rather surprised to learn about ABG. The 
Secretariat was a democratic workplace, and the staff expected to be able to 
comment on changes in their own organization. However, when it came to 
the establishment of ABG this opportunity had not been given to them. In-
stead, as Nina put it, they had been presented with a “very concrete plan 
straight into our laps” (ibid.). At the same time, according to interviews, 
many members of staff felt it was important – not least from a lobbying 
point of view – that Amnesty should develop the work with the business 
companies. There was a strongly held view that business companies were 
now making a big impact on the human rights situation in the world. Against 
this backdrop, ABG was thus a welcome initiative.  

John commented in an interview that he had been surprised at the positive 
response he had received from the Swedish Section when he presented ABG 
to them. Although he admitted that some of the staff might have been a bit 
suspicious of ABG – something that he explained by their lack of experience 
in the business world – he saw that the initiative was well received by the 
Swedish Section: 

A great many people in Amnesty have never worked in an international com-
pany, and they think the people who do so are very odd in their dark suits and 
elegant ties, and that they’re fundamentally unreliable and dishonest, and so 
on. It’s the same attitude that you sometimes feel people have towards politi-
cians. So, in a way, there were some doubts. But I do think it was more posi-
tively received then I thought it would be (interview with John, 2005).   

However, there were some among the staff who sometimes found the busi-
ness perspective that John introduced rather difficult to accept. This hap-
pened for instance when ABG was going to recruit a project manager. In 
2001 the Swedish Section was cutting down on staff, but John had no inter-
est in hiring any of those who had been laid off, as they lacked the compe-
tence that he deemed to be necessary for the job. The “wanted ad” asked for 
someone with at least ten years experience of the business sector at the ex-
ecutive level. The applicant should also have had some experience of work-
ing with ethical issues and should be interested in voluntary organizations.  

The recruitment process was by no means free of tensions. Nina sug-
gested that this might have been a result of John’s argument about the rela-
tion between high salaries and competence. The staff at head office had a 
wage ceiling which, compared with the private sector, was relatively low. 
However, John pointed out that ABG needed to offer a high salary in order 
to attract a competent person: this was how the market worked. But the head 
office staff felt as if he was questioning their competence. This tension was 
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resolved when Sean, the Secretary General, decided that the ABG project 
manager’s salary should be regulated under the same agreement that applied 
to the rest of the staff.  

It also created tension between the staff and ABG that John was less 
bound by the prevailing rules and procedures than they were. From the 
“business” angle, action and results were more important than following the 
rules. Thus John gave interviews and presented ABG to the media and other 
stakeholders without clearing things first with Sean or the Press Secretary. 
Even though the attention that ABG attracted from the media was appreci-
ated in Swedish Amnesty, there were times when the image that John pre-
sented of them was not quite the same as the one drawn up by the Interna-
tional Secretariat or by Amnesty’s own international decision-making bod-
ies. It had always been important for Amnesty “to speak with one voice”, so 
people didn’t like it when John occasionally seemed to be giving “the wrong 
idea” of them (interview with board members Peter/and Todd, 2005/2006).  

Tension was also created between ABG and the staff when, while they 
were waiting for ABG’s first project manager to appear, John recruited a 
temporary assistant – Alice – from Manpower. Although Alice was working 
at the Secretariat she was receiving directives from John and the rest of 
ABG’s Advisory Board. Part of her job was to approach potential partner 
companies, but this created problems for the Secretariat’s Fundraising 
team,17 who did not want to find themselves contacting business companies 
who had already been approached by ABG. Again, it was important that 
Amnesty should “speak with one voice” (interview with Nina, 2006). In 
order to handle this problem, a list of the 100 largest companies on the stock 
exchange was produced to define ABG’s target group. All other companies 
belonged to the Fundraising team. However, as ABG was attracting more 
and more external attention, business companies not on the list started con-
tacting Alice on their own account. Not many of them had any interest in 
becoming ABG partners, and the Fundraising team felt that there should be a 
routine for re-routing these companies in their direction (ibid.).  

How ABG’s work should be coordinated with their own activities was not 
the Fundraising team’s only problem. They also questioned ABG’s actions 
in relation to Amnesty’s International Guidelines for the Acceptance of 
Funds and Fundraising and the Swedish Section’s own fundraising guide-
lines as adopted by the Section Board on 25 January 1997. For example, 
according to the Swedish guidelines it was unacceptable that a new Amnesty 
unit be established largely as a result of corporate fundraising, and no part of 
Amnesty’s activities was to be dependent on such means. The staff presented 

                               
17 The Fundraising team was a group of staff members with the purpose to raise money for the 
Section. 
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these and other issues18 to the Section Board’s meeting in 2001 September. 
According to Nina, “there was a lot of frustration behind this, but there were 
also concrete factual issues. [We’d reached the point where we felt that] the 
Section Board had to solve this. We couldn’t go on like this” (interview with 
Nina, 2006). 

4.4.1 The conflicts are dealt with by drawing up rules 

In response to the staff’s letter, the Swedish Section Board declared that it 
had taken both the International Fundraising Guidelines and the Swedish 
guidelines into account when it had accepted ABG’s system of financing 
(minutes of the Section Board Meeting in September 2001). It pointed out 
that ABG was not a separate unit, but was part of the Swedish Section, and 
that the money ABG raised thus belonged to the Section as a whole.19 How-
ever, there had also been questions and complaints about ABG from some of 
the other members. For instance, Swedish Amnesty’s group for issues con-
cerning labor rights issues – “the Union Group” – had sent a letter to the 
Section Board, in which they stressed that heavier demands should be made 
on the business companies which joined ABG (ibid).  

The Union Group argued that the least Amnesty should ask of ABG’s 
companies was that they follow the ethical standard, Social Accountability 
8000, which was based on the principles laid down by the International La-
bor Organization. Further, the Union Group declared that the companies 
should agree to subject themselves to an independent auditor. The Section 
Board discussed this letter, but Andrea established that no such demands 
could be made of business companies until Amnesty, on an international 
level, had decided on such a policy (ibid.). Nevertheless, the Board and the 
Secretary General, Sean, had begun to see ABG’s close relations with busi-
ness companies as something that constituted a risk to Swedish Amnesty that 
ought to be tackled in some way (interview with Sean, 2006).  

ABG’s partner companies had not been audited by Amnesty, but they 
nonetheless presented themselves as members of ABG, which gave the im-
pression that Amnesty had identified them as being OK. Swedish Amnesty 
saw this as a potential problem, and their concern was magnified when John 
decided to include Andy on ABG’s Advisory Board – Andy who at the time 
was also on the board of a business company that was known to be violating 
human rights. This company was being criticized not only by the media but 
also by Amnesty International itself. John argued that Andy’s presence on 

                               
18 Such as: (1) Is a special group allowed to have its own employees and an office at the secre-
tariat? (2) Should there be a ceiling to the amount of money that a special group can collect 
for its own purposes? 
19 At a later stage, however, it was decided that the Section would receive only 10 % of this 
revenue, plus – if the ABG Board so decided, part of any eventual profit.  
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the Advisory Board should be seen as an opportunity for ABG to influence 
this business company from within (interview with John, 2005). However, 
the Section Board did not share this view, deciding in the end not to re-elect 
Andy. 

Not only were ABG’s relations with business companies seen as a risk: 
they were also questioned because Swedish Amnesty’s action plan (2000-
2004) had not given them any particular priority. Swedish Amnesty had long 
been subject to the principle of effectiveness: its activities should be the 
natural outcome of decisions taken. But ABG, although it was not a part of 
the adopted action plan, had expanded into something that occupied a lot of 
the Board’s time as well as a room of its own at the Secretariat. Nina, who 
was involved at the time in many of the Section’s Board Meetings, said in an 
interview that some of the board members were very skeptical about ABG:   

They thought no, no, no this is the wrong way to approach companies, and 
above all, this is not a priority area, not a priority issue, not anything we’ve 
planned. I think that for some people in the board this became almost a ques-
tion of principle as it were. [They said]: But, wait, this doesn’t come within 
the adopted action plan, we haven’t taken any decision that we should do this 
right now. And Andrea probably felt that I know but now we have this possi-
bility. Here we have this person who has taken this initiative, shall we then 
kill this activism only because we do not have it in the action plan (interview 
with Nina, 2006 my emphasis). 

The Section Board also discussed the issues that had been raised by the staff 
concerning ABG’s activities, and John’s statements to the press. The board 
members emphasized that ABG was included in the Section’s work plan, 
and that public statements on behalf of the Section should be made by the 
Secretary General, or someone appointed by him or the board (minutes of 
the Section Board’s September meeting, 2001). Todd stated in an interview 
that the Board saw the potential in ABG and thought that it was a very exit-
ing initiative, but they lacked experience when it came to handling this type 
of practice, and were uncertain of how to go about it. As there were mem-
bers who had expressed concerns about ABG, and as the group attracted so 
much external interest, the Board felt that they needed to make sure that no 
parallel images of Amnesty were diffused:  

We were not sure what we should do and we knew that there were those 
among the members who were very skeptical towards this so it was expected 
that the Board would monitor this [ABG] and this expectation was justified 
because that it was a potential but also a real external interest in this [ABG]. 
It was important for us to know that there would not be any parallel images 
constructed [of Amnesty] and that we clarified that it was the Section Board 
that had the central responsibility for Amnesty’s image in Sweden (interview 
with Todd, 2006). 
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It was established that some kind of cooperation agreement between ABG 
and Swedish Amnesty was needed. Thus, the Section Board decided to ap-
point a group representing ABG, the Secretariat and the Section Board to 
look into the whole question of ABG’s organization and how it should run 
its own fundraising, advertising and marketing in relation to the rest of 
Swedish Amnesty. The members of this group represented various resources, 
thus differing also in their influence over the outcome of the talks. On the 
one hand, ABG represented financial resources, competence, volunteers, 
networks in the business world and so on. On the other hand the Swedish 
Section Board answered for Amnesty’s name, and – as Paul put it – ABG’s 
practice was dependent on their ability to exploit this name successfully 
(interview with Paul, 2006). 

4.4.2 ABG acquires a structure that fit Swedish Amnesty 

The cooperative agreement between ABG and the Section was described in 
interviews as a result of ABG’s external activities and the scope of its econ-
omy, which differed to a large extent from that of other special groups. It 
was decided that ABG should be organized as a non-profit association with 
its own statutes within Swedish Amnesty. It was further decided that these 
statutes would embrace the overarching goal and purpose of Swedish Am-
nesty as a whole, and that these would have to be approved by the Section 
Board. These regulations were a first attempt to establish what Sean referred 
to as a “firewall” (interview with Sean, 2006) between Swedish Amnesty 
and ABG’s partner companies. 

The fees from the partner companies financed ABG’s activities, while 10 
percent of them were passed directly to the Section.20 Further, ABG was to 
submit an annual activity plan and budget to the Section Board for its ap-
proval. ABG also needed to produce a separate annual report, and a member 
of the Section Board was given a supervisory role on ABG’s Board that in-
cluded keeping ABG informed about the Section’s activities. Todd, who was 
the Section Board’s first representative on the ABG Board explained in an 
interview that the Section Board had found this arrangement to be necessary 
in order to prevent ABG from developing in a direction different from that of 
the rest of Swedish Amnesty. They had used the Amnesty Fund21 as a model: 
the Section Board used to have a representative on the Fund’s Board, to 
make sure that that the Fund didn’t “fly off and become a unit on its own, 
since again the important thing was that Swedish Amnesty is a single unit 

                               
20 And ABG’s Board was to decide on an additional contribution to the Section if there was 
any profit. 
21 Established by two famous Swedish artists, Hasse and Tage, 1966 the Amnesty Fund gives 
aid to prisoners of conscience and their families. 
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and, given this, it has to be the Section Board that has the overarching re-
sponsibility for keeping everything together” (interview with Todd, 2006).  

According to Todd, who had also represented the Section Board on the 
Fund Board, one of the differences between the Amnesty Fund and ABG 
was that “the Fund always felt like part of Amnesty” while in ABG’s case 
this feeling “was something that had to be constructed, we had to work at 
making ABG feel like part of Amnesty” (interview with Todd, 2006). Fur-
thermore, not many members of the ABG Board had any prior experience of 
Amnesty nor – according to Todd – had any of them any competence when 
it came to Amnesty’s structure, and this was very rare. People on Amnesty 
Boards commonly had some experience of the organization. Thus the role of 
the Section’s Board representative consisted to a great extent in integrating 
an “Amnesty perspective” in ABG’s Board. Todd had occasionally pointed 
out that “It is not possible to think like this within Amnesty, and to highlight 
certain principles” to the ABG Board when participating at their meetings 
(ibid.). Todd suggested that the Section Board had probably chosen him for 
this assignment because he was interested in these issues, and “probably also 
because I was a lawyer, which they may have seen as an advantage during 
this structural phase” (ibid.). 

The ABG statutes also laid down that future employees would be for-
mally employed by the Section, would report to the Secretary General and 
would fall within the organizational structure of the Secretariat. ABG was 
responsible for their salaries and other expenses, however. It was also de-
cided that ABG was to have two auditors, one appointed by ABG itself and 
one by the Section Board. As regards ABG’s fundraising activities, it was 
decided that ABG should check with the Secretariat’s Fundraising Team 
before approaching any business companies to ensure that no companies 
were being contacted by them both. ABG’s media and advertising cam-
paigns were also to be approved by the Secretary General in conjunction 
with the Fundraising team, to ensure coordination between ABG’s activities 
and Swedish Amnesty’s other work. Finally, all external diffusion of ABG 
information had to be approved by the Secretary General (Cooperative 
agreement between ABG and Swedish Amnesty, 2002).  

Further, ABG in its present form – i.e. John, the Advisory Board and “the 
Company” – was not a structure which Amnesty could absorb. Todd ex-
plained that the Section Board wanted to ensure that ABG would fit in with 
the rest of Swedish Amnesty: 

What we wanted was to ensure for ourselves that things would get ‘institu-
tionalized’ in a positive sense, that a clear form would emerge that would fit 
other activities. It was a gradual process going through many drafts and plans 
and suggestions. It was obviously a kind of tug-of-war between different cul-
tures and wills (interview with Todd, 2006). 
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In ABG’s early days there had been little difference between John’s visions 
and what actually happened (interview with former ABG members, 2006). 
However, ABG’s statutes stated that ABG should have a democratically 
elected board that should produce an annual activity plan and budget.  

ABG’s Advisory Board was not thought to be suitable for this purpose, 
and it was decided that a new board should be established as well. In John’s 
view, the members of the Advisory Board did not necessarily have either the 
time or the interest for dealing with “the practical administrative [tasks], 
such as budget work and so on that go with Amnesty’s bureaucracy and our 
democratic rules” (interview with John, 2005). Rather, they preferred to take 
care of “external contacts and creative ideas” (ibid.). The members of the 
Advisory Board (the majority of whom were well-known business execu-
tives) were perceived as endowing ABG with legitimacy in the eyes of its 
target group. It was a “flagship” that could be shown off to companies, and 
consequently a resource that needed to be preserved (interview with David, 
2006). It was suggested that these business executives should participate as a 
symbol of this at four board meetings per year, together with the democrati-
cally elected board members.  

This idea was rejected, however, and instead the Advisory Board was 
given an explicitly advisory role without any decision-making powers. The 
Advisory Board was also renamed since the term “Board” suggested that the 
members had been elected in accordance with a democratic procedure, 
which was not the case. The name “Advisory Council” was suggested as 
being more appropriate, and the statutes and the cooperative agreement were 
accordingly revised in 2002, with the term “Board” being replaced by 
“Council”. The Advisory Council was to support ABG’s activities with its 
own knowledge, experience and contacts and to offer advice on policy, di-
rection, activity plans and so on. However, according to David, the Council 
hardly affected ABG’s activities except by making their network available 
and letting the ABG Board try out its ideas with them (interview with David, 
2006). It was decided that the Advisory Council would be elected by the 
Sections Secretary General and ABG’s chairperson together.  

ABG’s new Board held its constitutive meeting in February 2002. Parallel 
with this development, John was gradually becoming less involved in ABG, 
while Paul took over the role of ABG’s chairperson. In March 2002 the stat-
utes for the non-profit making ABG were approved by the Section Board. At 
this point, Todd declared that ABG had acquired an institutional form that 
was easier to fit in with the Section. ABG was no longer “John rioting in the 
corridors […] but ABG – as a unit – was now in place. There was a board, 
and there were clear lines of communication” (interview with Todd, 2006). 
What remained to be done, according to Todd “was largely a cultural matter. 
We still needed to move closer in our approach to things.” This was gradu-
ally achieved and “some sort of basic outlook” was adopted (ibid.).  
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As regards the partner companies, only physical persons who were mem-
bers of Amnesty could be members of ABG according to the Group’s new 
statutes. To begin with the partner companies had been referred to as if they 
were members of ABG, but this changed with the new statutes. Further, the 
use of the terms “partner” and “partner packages” – which underemphasized 
that the business companies actually belonged to Amnesty’s target group – 
was called in question by Swedish Amnesty. Thus, in the spring of 2002, the 
term “partner package” was replaced by “Business Forum” when referring to 
the associated business companies, and the expression “partner company” 
was erased from ABG’s official documents. Henceforth the business compa-
nies were referred to simply as “companies that participate in the Business 
Forum”. Sean described the Business Forum as yet another way of building 
“a firewall between ABG and the rest of the Section when it came to their 
revenues, and where these revenues went” (interview with Sean, 2006). 
Henceforth it was clarified that the business companies became members not 
of ABG but of ABG’s Business Forum.  

According to many of my interlocutors, relations between ABG and the 
rest of the Section improved further when Sandra joined the Group as project 
manager. The earlier job description had called for someone with a business 
background, but Sandra, the new appointee, came from a professional back-
ground in voluntary organizations. She was well-known in Corporate Social 
Responsibility circles for running a big project on the ethical codes of multi-
national companies in developing countries. When she now took over John’s 
desk, the staff “heaved a sigh of relief”, according to Nina, and ABG’s 
standing in the Section changed:  

Because now we had someone who had experience of working on these is-
sues in other organizations. [Sandra] had worked a lot with Save the Children 
among other things, and she was a person who won the trust of the staff, 
which made an enormous difference for ABG’s standing in the organization 
(interview with Nina, 2006). 

Staff members and the ABG people all saw that Sandra represented a differ-
ent approach from that of ABG’s founder and the other business executives. 
ABG, according to Sandra, should not use business-related arguments to get 
companies to respect human rights. According to the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights all actors – companies among them – were responsible for 
protecting human rights. Moreover, some of the other ABG members and 
Swedish Amnesty’s staff saw Sandra as representing a more oppositional 
approach in relation to companies (even though in an interview in 2006 San-
dra had declared that there had been broad agreement within ABG that the 
dialogue form represented an appropriate method for approaching business 
companies).  
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4. 5 The two worldviews are brought closer together  
As noted above, the various business groups in Amnesty International ap-
proached companies in different ways. Some adopted a dialogue approach 
whereas others felt that it was “…better to be outside companies and affect 
them with more traditional Amnesty methods like sending postcards” (inter-
view with David, 2006). Amnesty’s International Executive Committee 
found such discussion misplaced, pointing out that neither approach de-
served blanket acceptance. The method chosen by Amnesty for persuading 
business companies or other economic actors to respect or promote human 
rights should depend primarily on an assessment of its effectiveness (Strate-
gic Plan for Company Approaches, 2002). Representatives of the Swedish 
ABG had attended INCA meetings in 2001 and 2002, but as it had still not 
been specified exactly what Amnesty International wanted to achieve from 
their work with business companies, they found it difficult to establish a 
“best approach”:  

We only know that the issue is important. […] So all this discussion, about 
what we should or shouldn’t do, has sort of spun round and round and 
round…As far as I can see different sections have done completely different 
things, and now I guess we just have to compare them and see what’s OK (in-
terview with Victoria, ABG’s second project manager, 2005). 

The traditional Amnesty methods that some sections adopted, simply meant 
that the general message about companies respecting and promoting human 
rights was circulated by letter or at demonstrations – not in dialogue. Am-
nesty sections could not, of their own accord, criticize individual business 
companies for violating human rights. The International Secretariat produced 
a few reports that mentioned companies by name in relation to specific inci-
dents of abuse, but the national sections were not allowed to identify any 
other company due to the risk of being sued.  

Thus, even if ABG had wanted to, it would have been difficult for it to 
adopt a more oppositional approach vis-à-vis the companies. Moreover, 
Sean, the Secretary General, suggested that Swedish Amnesty’s acceptance 
of ABG’s focus on dialogue could be interpreted as a result of an ideological 
change in the Swedish Section. It could represent a step towards dissolving 
the old them-and-us feelings that some Amnesty members might have felt 
towards business people. Jane, a member of the then Section Board, who 
worked with an international business company, said that this method had 
been chosen because companies differed from governments and that Am-
nesty’s approach to these actors consequently had needed to be adapted to 
their specific conditions. If the naming-and-shaming approach was applied 
to companies then 
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…they will feel ashamed for a while, but not much more will happen. You 
know that, if you’ve had any experience of companies […] Companies today 
have been slimmed. No employees have any time over to study new issues as 
they used to before. So if you want companies to do something in a new area, 
such as promoting human rights, then you have to teach them how to do it 
(interview with Jane, 2005). 

As noted above, ABG’s focus on dialogue had been clear from the start. One 
consequence of this was that it avoided cooperating with other organizations 
that tried to influence business companies by using more oppositional meth-
ods. As David put it:  

Yes, we kept away from that sort of thing. We were probably a bit cautious 
about getting involved that way. […]Because many of them – well, take At-
tac for example – adopt a very oppositional approach and are looking for con-
flict and so on. We’ve been scared of getting caught up in that without having 
any control over it (interview with David, 2006). 

Although ABG emphasized the dialogue approach, they had also decided 
that such an approach could be twinned with the use of more oppositional 
methods. This possibility prompted much discussion in the ABG Board 
about the emphasis that should be given dialogue as against oppositional 
activities (interview with David, 2006). There was thus an oppositional 
strand in ABG’s approach, exemplified by the Group’s promotion of the UN 
norms, that is to say the attempt to create an international law that could hold 
international companies accountable for the violation of human rights among 
other things. In 2003 ABG’s Board also endorsed an active campaign known 
as the Human Rights (HR) Policy Campaign. 

This campaign was based on the idea of “shareholder activism”, whereby 
ABG bought shares in Swedish companies and attended shareholder meet-
ings and demanded that the company should adopt an HR-policy. David, 
claimed that he was behind this, and that it was well received by the rest of 
Swedish Amnesty, since it could be compared with a “traditional” Amnesty 
campaign: “It is critical, it begins with research and is characterized by or-
der: there are facts and proofs that are then reported to the public. There is a 
lot of ‘Amnesty’ about this campaign, so I think that everyone felt at home 
with it, and it probably resembled the way they expected the Amnesty Busi-
ness Group to work” (interview with David, 2006). 

The HR-policy campaign attracted a lot of attention in the media, and met 
a positive response from Amnesty members all over the country. A great 
majority of the companies in which ABG had bought shares, adopted HR-
policies. Consequently David wanted to continue with the campaign the 
following year. However, this idea was rejected by Elaine, a well-known 
business executive recently appointed as ABG’s chairperson, who, according 
to David, wanted to put even greater emphasis on the dialogue approach. 



 94

This contributed to David leaving ABG’s Board. Ultimately he was elected 
into Swedish Amnesty’s Section Board instead. 

4.5.1 ABG is questioned by other sections 

When Sandra – ABG’s first project manager – resigned in 2003, she was 
replaced by Victoria, a lawyer who had worked for a couple of years at the 
United Nations. When Victoria returned to Sweden she first worked for the 
Textile Importers, who she represented in diverse contexts where CSR was 
being discussed. This was where Victoria came across several ABG repre-
sentatives, and she soon became a member of the ABG Board. A couple of 
months later she was offered the position as project manager at ABG. One of 
her assignments was to continue to develop the Business Forum, although 
there were not actually any guidelines as to what the national sections were 
allowed to advise companies to do in Amnesty’s name. Victoria remembers 
that, in a way, the Business Forum’s objectives were difficult to transform 
into practice: 

We’ve got a structure here that we’ve created for [John], but we have no 
Amnesty information to put in it. We’ve said that we’re supposed to have a 
dialogue with these companies, and that we are to have a big seminar, and so 
on. Can you do that? It was a bit like, well…a bit fuzzy, and difficult to ma-
neuver (interview with Victoria, 2005). 

Victoria also found that ABG was subjected to a number of restrictions. For 
instance, they were still unable to criticize specific violations on the part of 
business companies,22 in case Amnesty International should become the ob-
ject of legal proceedings. Nor could the business group offer specific rec-
ommendations to companies, since it was Amnesty International’s decision-
making bodies23’ role to decide on policy statements. Finally, Victoria 
found it difficult to spot an area in which ABG could develop activities, but 
she hoped that things would become a bit clearer at the INCA meeting in 
2003, which that year changed its name to the Business and Economic Rela-
tions Network (BERN).24 Over the years the number of sections represented 

                               
22 Unless there was an Amnesty report on the subject, and such reports were rare. 
23 That is to say the International Council Meeting (ICM), the International Executive Com-
mittee (IEC) or the International Secretariat (following endorsement by an ICM, or the IEC). 
24 BERN was henceforth presented as an inter-sectional advisory group with expertise in 
Business and Economic Relations, and their links with human rights issues. The term “Busi-
ness” included a broad spectrum of work, from adversarial work targeted at specific compa-
nies to corporate engagement, and the term "Economic Relations" was equally broad, cover-
ing issues related to international financial actors, trade in goods and services, investment, and 
public policy. Each national Amnesty section had the right to choose how to invest its re-
sources between these two areas of activism.  
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at these meetings had been growing steadily, from 13 sections in 1996 to 22 
in 2003 (report of BERN meeting, 2003). 

Victoria went to the BERN meeting, assuming that it would provide an 
opportunity to exchange experiences and to discuss how the different sec-
tions could coordinate this work in the absence of any international guide-
lines.25 At the meeting it became clear to her that the question of exerting 
influence on companies and of corporate fundraising in general were much-
debated topics in Amnesty International. The UK Section for example, ex-
pressed very strong views on the fact that the Swedish business group was 
getting funding from the companies in the Business Forum, and called for a 
moratorium on all such service-related arrangements (fees-for-services) until 
it had been established how the present guidelines should be interpreted. 
This moratorium never took place, however, and the fund raising policy was 
not altered in any way that affected Swedish ABG’s activities.  

In interviews, representatives of Swedish ABG defended their mode of fi-
nancing by arguing that the UK Business Group was financed by the Prince 
of Wales Leadership Forum, which was financed in turn by business compa-
nies. They also mentioned the Norwegian Section, which received an impor-
tant part of its funding from one single company. In other words, the Norwe-
gian financing model was even more controversial than the Swedish one. It 
was not only the question of financing that aroused discussion among the 
representatives of the Business Groups, however. According to Victoria, the 
business groups represented different views on almost all aspects of the way 
Amnesty should handle corporate responsibility for human rights (interview 
with Victoria, 2005). Consequently it became difficult for the BERN net-
work to agree on a shared definition of their practice. According to Victoria, 
however, the BERN meeting did agree that the International Secretariat (IS) 
must be urged to produce more reports focusing on the business sector, so 
that they could all continue to go on working (ibid.).  

The BERN network thus urged IS to give them cases about specific busi-
ness companies. IS, which had identified risks in this connection, urged in 
turn that BERN should be more closely integrated with Amnesty’s other 
activities, for example, by taking part in the global Amnesty campaigns. The 
IS also sought to engage the Business Groups in lobbying the international 
rule-setting organizations. According to Victoria, such assignments appeared 
without warning, as this was usual among the more “traditional” Amnesty 
groups. However, Swedish ABG was not organized like a traditional Am-
nesty group. As the Swedish Section Board required ABG to present annual 
action plans, they had a relatively fixed and fully booked schedule to keep, 
and it was sometimes difficult for them to accept new assignments. More-
over, ABG sometimes found it hard to understand exactly what their role in 
the campaigns was to be. They were asked to take part in the global cam-

                               
25 With the exception of the guidelines for ”Company Approaches” adopted in 1982.  
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paign “Stop Violence Against Women,” but although Victoria set up a 
women’s group among the ABG activists, no-one quite saw what they were 
supposed to be doing and the group was finally dissolved.  

4.5.2 A consultant is called in  

Although Victoria felt that attitudes towards ABG gradually had improved in 
Swedish Amnesty since she started as project manager there, she still found 
her work situation just as difficult to handle in 2004 (interview with Victoria, 
2005). In 2004 the safeguards that had been established vis-à-vis ABG were 
still in place, restricting the group’s room for maneuvers. Some of ABG’s 
members had experience from high positions in business companies where 
they were used to making quick decisions and then acting on them, and they 
became frustrated with the control mechanisms that Amnesty had established 
(ibid.). Moreover, the members of ABG identified themselves as differing 
from their parent organization (ibid.). They had their own goals and their 
own ideas about how to achieve these, which sometimes clashed with the 
views held by the rest of Swedish Amnesty. And the same also applied in the 
opposite direction:  

One problem was that we existed in an organization, namely Amnesty, that 
we were rather different from. We had different goals, and there were a lot of 
restrictions and obscurities regarding our sort of work. In the end we felt that 
our hands were tied, and we weren’t really sure what we could do at all (in-
terview with Victoria, 2005). 

Further, it was unclear who in Amnesty had the authority to decide what 
ABG could or could not do. For example, ABG’s texts for external use had 
to be approved by the Secretary General and the Section’s Press Secretary, 
but in practice Victoria found that a more complex procedure was followed 
with contradictory directives, and it was unclear who had the final say: 
ABG’s Board, the Secretariat or the Section Board (interview with Victoria, 
2005). Consequently Victoria felt as if she had many different bosses and it 
became difficult for her to do her job (ibid.).  

In 2004 Victoria told Sean, the Secretary General, that she found her work 
situation to be unmanageable. Sean contacted a consultant who had worked 
with Swedish Amnesty previously, and who now conducted an analysis of 
the ABG organization. Some of the problems she traced to ABG’s statutes 
and the cooperation agreement. These governing documents provided more 
detailed regulation than statutes and agreements usually do. When this was 
pointed out to Sean and the Section Board it was agreed that the time had 
come to revise the relevant documents. ABG was no longer perceived as a 
potential threat, but rather as a success story (according to many of my inter-
locutors). Victoria explained the revision of ABG’s documents as follows:  
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We had been around for several years and we had produced some results, so 
then it became easier. ‘Of course we should drop them [some of the para-
graphs in the original documents] why should we keep them?’ and then I also 
think that Jane [who had taken over as the Section Board’s representative on 
ABG’s Board after Todd] has been important as a person. She has been on 
both boards, she has been positive to ABG, and she has experience of the 
business world (interview with Victoria, 2005). 

It was also decided that ABG’s project manager would report henceforth 
only to ABG’s chairperson, and that any contact between the rest of Swedish 
Amnesty and ABG should be made via ABG’s chairperson. Moreover, the 
project manager’s temporary job was given a permanent status. In connec-
tion with this, ABG’s Board wanted to give Victoria a new title better 
adapted to the terminology current in ABG’s target group. Some board 
members suggested the title “Vice President”: it was important that the busi-
ness people understood who it was they were meeting. However, this title 
was not accepted by the rest of Swedish Amnesty, because it was not the 
terminology current in the organization. Instead, they suggested the title 
“Responsible for ABG”, which the ABG Board felt would mean nothing to 
business companies. As a compromise they agreed on the title “Executive 
Secretary”, which could be understood by Swedish Amnesty and by the 
business companies. Also in 2004 ABG’s original second goal – namely to 
be the business world’s first choice among the organizations of civil society 
– was removed from ABG’s Annual reports. Henceforth the group’s goal 
was formulated simply as: “decrease human rights violations in the world” 
(ABG’s Annual reports, 2004; 2005). ABG’s practice was thus gradually 
adjusted to fit better into Swedish Amnesty’s organizational context. During 
this process the group also became increasingly accepted as a natural part of 
what Swedish Amnesty should be all about.  

4.5.3 Activism and professionalism   

Another element of ABG’s practice that became adjusted more closely to 
Swedish Amnesty’s prevailing practice was the group’s inclusion of volun-
teers in its work. When Victoria started in her job, the great majority of the 
100 volunteers who had expressed an interest in becoming activists in ABG, 
had been passive. ABG’s Board consisted of a small group of activists – 
primarily with business backgrounds – who ran there own projects but did 
not know what to do with all the other members who were interested in be-
coming more active.  

Compared with the more traditional Amnesty groups, ABG was more 
professionalized and governed from the centre. It followed the necessary 
democratic procedures such as organizing annual meetings to which all ABG 
members were invited. To begin with, however, these meetings offered little 
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opportunity for any members not included in the Board to steer ABG’s ac-
tivities in any way. There were also ABG members who wanted to start up 
ABG units in other towns apart from Stockholm, but the ABG Board was 
worried about the kind of image of ABG that these units would reflect.  

One question that often came up was whether we should let anyone who was 
interested establish Business Groups in Malmö and Gothenburg. We won-
dered how we should manage that. Who were these people and what would 
they say? What would their approach be? And we never had the energy to 
handle that. […] ABG has only existed in Stockholm, and the Board has kept 
a firm grip on the message (interview with David, 2006). 

Although the ABG Board had discussed the idea that other members ought 
to be able to take part in their work, no single solution had yet been found to 
accomplish this. Instead the Board had decided that within the given frame 
for their work, all volunteers should participate as much as possible, even 
though ABG did not exist for the sake of engaging volunteers (interview 
with Victoria, 2005). 

In 2003 Victoria came up with an idea about what volunteers could do. 
The companies in the Business Forum had been promised Amnesty reports 
on human rights violations in specific countries. These reports were not eas-
ily accessible to people who were not used to the human rights terminology, 
and they were not adapted to the kind of information that companies wanted. 
Thus, they needed to be summarized and translated into simpler language 
that would make them more accessible to companies. ABG’s Country Risk 
Group, which quickly acquired around twenty volunteers, was established 
for this purpose. ABG’s ability to engage volunteers was regarded positively 
in Swedish Amnesty, one of whose important goals was to encourage activ-
ism.  

In addition to creating new structures for activists, Victoria and the ABG 
Board decided to formulate “requests” and “recommendations” for compa-
nies, despite the restrictions imposed on them at the international Amnesty 
level. ABG had an employee and financial resources as well as activists, and 
companies that expected something from them, so they needed to be able to 
act and, consequently, to have something to say. Thus, in dialogue with the 
ABG Board, Victoria formulated ABG’s own requests and recommendations 
to the companies: 
 

Requests: 

1. A Human Rights Policy. Set up a code of conduct including a reference 
to the UNDHR, decided at the highest level of management and commu-
nicated internally and externally. 

2. Risk-Analysis. Assess the risk situation. 
3. Education. Inform staff, stakeholders and the public on a regular basis. 
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Recommendations:  

4. Management Systems. Request and reward information. Describe proc-
esses and responsibilities. 

5. Transparency. Monitor and report progress, preferably with a third party 
auditor. 

6. Promotion. Use the company’s influence to promote human rights where 
it is possible (www.amnestybusinessgroup.se, 2006, se also ABG annual 
report, 2004). 

This list provided ABG with something against which to evaluate their ac-
tivities. Henceforth ABG’s campaigns were developed, like the HR-policy 
campaign, in such a way as to make it possible to measure the compliance 
with the demands and recommendations of their target groups’. This ac-
countability for performance was something that Victoria and the ABG 
Board regarded as very important: “All activities need something to be 
measured against. We want to know whether or not we have achieved any-
thing by our work. So I guess that this was a natural desire” (interview with 
David, 2006). ABG measured all their activities, including their appearances 
in the media, the number of country risk reports produced, the number of 
active and passive members, the number of companies contacted and so on.  

In 2004 Victoria decided to attempt a new ABG project, namely to rate 
business companies according to their compliance with ABG’s requests and 
recommendations. However, as Amnesty sections were still not allowed to 
rate business companies, ABG needed another actor to do the actual rating 
for them. So Victoria suggested that a market information-firm could collect 
the data, using a questionnaire based on ABG’s requests and recommenda-
tions. The companies would provide the information to the market-
information firm on a voluntary basis and since the data would not be com-
ing from ABG, the assessments could be published without violating Am-
nesty’s policy. An AP-fund also became interested in co-financing the pro-
ject, which would give it more weight. Even so, it took two years before 
Victoria could get this project up and running. To begin with, both Sean and 
the ABG Board were dubious about it  

…because it’s one of the basic principles that we’re not supposed to compare 
companies or countries, because there’s always the risk of being criticized – 
people can say there was a mistake in the assessment, and so on.[…] I 
thought this was great because it wasn’t our own Amnesty facts about the 
companies, nor would we be doing the rating. Thus it was not us making the 
assessment. We could always refer to the fact that this is the companies’ own 
information (interview with Victoria, 2005). 

In 2006, however, the project was realized. This time the Secretary General 
had approved both the idea behind it and its name: Amnesty Business Rat-
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ing. As predicted, Amnesty Business Rating attracted a lot of attention in the 
media, and ABG’s requests and recommendations were hence publicized. 
The media attention was then measured and reported in ABG’s annual re-
port.  

The idea of accountability for performance was something rather new in 
Swedish Amnesty. However, according to Victoria, the Secretary General, 
thought it was good that ABG had begun to measure their activities since the 
whole question of accountability for performance was attracting more and 
more attention at the international level of Amnesty. Sean confirmed this in 
an interview. Pressure was being put on Amnesty (the International Secre-
tariat) to increase its transparency, which was one reason why Swedish Am-
nesty had agreed to join a pilot project whereby some sections would pro-
duce a joint financial report. The long term goal, according to Sean, was for 
the whole movement to be involved.  

When asked why it had become important for Amnesty International to 
attend to the whole question of accountability, Sean pointed out that there, 
for example, was an organization called NGO Watch26 which had been estab-
lished in an “effort to bring accountability to the NGO sector” 
(www.ngowatch.com, 2006). Amnesty was thus subjected to new demands 
from its environment to account for its activities. Victoria suggested that 
Amnesty’s new concern with accountability – which is a typical “manage-
ment” idea – could be understood as a part of the “professionalization” that 
NGOs were undergoing:  

I think many NGOs are going through a kind of professionalization, and this 
may depend partly on the fact that they’re suddenly putting a lot of pressure 
on business companies as well as on governments, saying that they have to be 
professional, they have to be able to account for their activities, and then the 
companies turn round and say ‘OK – but are you doing the same?’ (interview 
with Victoria, 2005). 

ABG’s adoption of the idea of accountability for performance implied that 
they could refer to some kind of progress in their work. They could refer to 
certain measures in annual reports, and demonstrate “proof” that they were 
actually attaining some of their aims. This, together with the Group’s ability 
to involve volunteers in their work, was seen as an improvement in their 
status in the BERN-network too.  

When Victoria was at the 2003 BERN meeting, she had believed that the 
reason for the many debates was that all the country Business Groups had 
developed their own working methods and objectives, and that they were 
now “defending” their own models. Later, however, she got the impression 
that although many of the other Business Groups had been established in the 
early 1990s, they hadn’t got as far in their work as Sweden’s ABG had done. 

                               
26 Financed by the American Enterprise Institute and the Federalist Society. 
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No other group had thought of producing either country risk reports or im-
pact assessments (interview with Victoria, 2005). They could not show any 
measurements that indicated progress in their work. 

The other business groups became interested in how the Swedish ABG 
had organized their activities. In particular they were interested in how the 
group had managed to engage volunteers in their work, something that they 
themselves had found it difficult to do. In other Amnesty sections the work 
with business companies was undertaken primarily by the professionals at 
the secretariat, and Swedish ABG was now perceived as a constructive alter-
native for organizing this work (interviews with ABG members). David even 
declared that it had become clear to everyone that they were “the most suc-
cessful Business Group in the whole world, something that everyone [in 
Swedish Amnesty] is proud of” (interview with David, 2006).  

4.6 Summary  
In this chapter I have described how the idea of corporate responsibility for 
human rights has been interpreted, organized and transformed into practice 
in Swedish Amnesty. The idea appeared in Amnesty International in connec-
tion to the wider debate on corporate social responsibility during the 1970s. 
In 1982 Amnesty’s International Council Meeting adopted guidelines for 
contacts with business, which were subsequently adopted by Swedish Am-
nesty. It took many years, however, before these guidelines had any effects 
on Swedish Amnesty’s practice.  

The first attempts to transform the guidelines into practice, were made by 
“traditional” Amnesty members who found it difficult to understand what 
they could do in this field of action. Ultimately their activities were discon-
tinued in 1998 and the idea came to nothing. However, a couple of years 
later, in the early 21st century when the societal debate on Corporate Social 
Responsibility was spiraling, the idea was taken up again by members who 
were new to Swedish Amnesty and who represented a business background 
that now guided them even in their new organizational context.  

These new members brought with them networks in the business world, 
financial means and voluntary labor into Swedish Amnesty. They were or-
ganized in a specialized group, and represented interests and goals that dif-
fered from traditional Amnesty thinking. Their practice was inspired by 
ideas that they had acquired through their present/previous affiliations with 
companies. However, other members perceived this practice as inconsistent 
with Swedish Amnesty’s organizational context.  

In order to bring these two conflicting views closer to one another, old 
organizational rules were reinterpreted and new ones created. At the same 
time, the Business Group’s members were socialized into Swedish Am-
nesty’s organizational context. However, the Business Group’s original prac-
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tice was not totally abandoned in this process. Rather it was blended with 
elements of Swedish Amnesty’s old practices and principles. Gradually, the 
group came to be perceived as a successful part of the organization.  
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5 Women’s rights 

Swedish Amnesty had traditionally concerned itself with prisoners of con-
science, who were defined as such on a basis of universal principles. Men 
and women were both included in this concept. The organization also fo-
cused on the political sphere, opposing violations of the individual’s right to 
freedom of expression and opinion. This original conception of the role of 
Swedish Amnesty was challenged when women’s rights were taken up as a 
separate category of its own within Amnesty International in the late 1980s, 
and it was suggested that the organization should enter the private sphere, 
concerning itself with issues such as Female Genital Mutilation and domes-
tic violence. The present chapter is designed as a chronological narrative in 
which I describe how Swedish Amnesty members came to perceive the idea 
of women’s rights as a relevant concern for their organization. It will be 
shown how the idea has been interpreted, transformed into practice and or-
ganized in Swedish Amnesty since the 1980s up to 2006 by which time it 
had come to be regarded as a natural part of the organization. The real names 
of the individuals who were important to this development have been re-
placed by pseudonyms in the following text. 

5.1 The idea is introduced in a modest version  
In 1975 the UN Decade for Women (1975-1985) was launched with a view 
to highlighting the status of women in developing countries. The women’s 
movement urged that more attention be paid to the forms of abuse to which 
women were subjected, and various recommendations and reports regarding 
violence against women appeared. This development was also reflected in 
Amnesty International, where the English-speaking sections in particular 
demanded that the organization should pay more attention to women’s rights 
and abuses such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) (Hopgood, 2006). 
There were, however, many sections that opposed the idea of “creating a 
special category of victims of human rights violations” (Report of 1989 
ICM, p. 98), and Swedish Amnesty was among them.  

The 1989 International Council Meeting decided to initiate a pilot project, 
which meant that work on women’s rights should be transferred from the 
International Secretariat to the US Section. The US Section was asked to 
develop and coordinate a network, later known as the Intersectional 
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Women’s Network, consisting of section representatives who were interested 
in working on women’s human rights. The International Council Meeting 
also called on Amnesty International at all levels to pay more attention to 
women’s rights and on the International Secretariat and the national sections 
to direct more attention and resources to such human rights violations of 
women as came within Amnesty’s mandate for research and publication 
activities.  

The decision to pay more attention to women’s rights did thus not mean 
that Amnesty should start addressing new types of issue, such as FGM for 
instance, but that more attention should be paid to women within the existing 
organizational mandate. As noted above, however, there were some sections 
that already wanted Amnesty International to include work on Female Geni-
tal Mutilation in the mandate. This had also been mentioned in an external 
report on FGM, written by Fran Hosken, founder and editor of the Women’s 
International Network News. There it was reported that: 

Amnesty international (AI) over the years and despite many contacts with 
their international office in London has refused to concern itself with FGM or 
provide any assistance, claiming that this issue is strictly “outside their man-
date”. This despite efforts by their national groups to get the organization in-
volved (Hosken Report, 1994, p.18.). 

Swedish Amnesty was among those sections that wanted to preserve the 
existing mandate with its clear focus on prisoners of conscience, torture, the 
death penalty, fair trials, extrajudicial executions and disappearances; FGM 
was hardly discussed at all at their Annual General Meetings during the 
1980s. According to various interviews, Swedish Amnesty’s members were 
rather cut off from the rest of Amnesty International at that time. This was 
before the era of the internet and according to Cecilia, who was then an ac-
tive member, few Swedish members had much interest in reading reports on 
the new policy issues currently being discussed at the international Amnesty 
level (interview with Cecilia, 2006). Cecilia was one of the exceptions to this 
rule. Together with a small group of other Swedish Amnesty members she 
had started a “Policy Group” that kept up with the international policy dis-
cussions. In this way, she came to develop a special interest in FGM.  

Cecilia had come into contact with this question when she was searching 
for information on slavery – another policy issue that was being discussed in 
Amnesty International at the time. In her search for information Cecilia had 
contacted the United Kingdom (UK) Section, which was pushing for the 
inclusion of slavery, and FGM in Amnesty’s mandate. Thus, when the UK 
Section sent her their report on slavery, they added another on FGM, which 
aroused her interest (ibid.). She started to study external reports on FGM, 
and began to lecture on the subject to local Amnesty groups in the South of 
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Sweden, seeking to persuade them how important it was to oppose this form 
of abuse. 

Although the members whom she addressed were “appalled” by what 
they learnt, they found it difficult to understand how Amnesty could cam-
paign against this form of abuse since it occurred in the “private sphere”: 
“They didn’t know what we’d be able to do about it, and nor did I” (inter-
view with Cecilia, 2006). At this time, the conception of women’s rights was 
changing in the wider sphere to which Swedish Amnesty belonged, when in 
the early 1990s the UN declared that violence against women, including 
FGM and domestic violence, were a violation of human rights. This devel-
opment had a major impact on Amnesty International’s – and Swedish Am-
nesty’s – work on women’s rights.  

In 1993 the UN World Conference was held in Vienna, and the resulting 
declaration came to be regarded as an historical call for the elimination of all 
forms of violence against women27 (VAW). One important message formu-
lated by the Vienna Conference was that governments were expected to in-
tervene actively when women’s rights were violated. The UN Declaration on 
VAW, adopted by the UN General Assembly in December 1993, called upon 
governments to take steps to prevent, investigate and punish acts of VAW, 
whether perpetrated by individuals or by the state, and to develop preventive 
measures that would promote the protection of women against any form of 
violence.  

Representatives of Amnesty International had attended the Vienna con-
ference and supported the declaration. Amnesty’s International Council 
Meeting in 1993 affirmed the status of women’s rights as human rights, and 
welcomed the UN Declaration on VAW. The Council Meeting also decided 
to support the UN initiative to establish a UN Special Rapporteur on VAW, 
and to see that Amnesty International’s own research and demands in this 
field should be reflected in the work of this special unit (Decision 22). A 
further decision (Decision 10) was taken whereby the International Execu-
tive Committee was urged to consider including FGM among the topics in 
Amnesty’s broader study of governmental inaction, and to prepare a state-
ment on it for the 1995 UN World Conference on Women in Beijing, in 
which representatives of Amnesty International would participate. At this 
time it had also been decided that Amnesty International would run its first 
big campaign on women’s rights.  

                               
27 In particular, the World Conference on Human Rights stresses the importance of working 
towards the elimination of violence against women in public and private life, the elimination 
of all forms of sexual harassment, exploitation and trafficking in women, the elimination of 
gender bias in the administration of justice and the eradication of any conflicts which may 
arise between the rights of women and the harmful effects of certain traditional or customary 
practices, cultural prejudices and religious extremism (1993 Vienna declaration and program 
of action). 
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5.1.1 A new presentation of an old practice  

In September 1994 Amnesty International launched a campaign entitled 
“Women’s Rights are Human Rights”. The idea was to define Amnesty In-
ternational’s work on human rights abuses against women and to raise the 
profile of this field among governments, the general public, and international 
and local women’s organizations. The campaign message reaffirmed that 
women’s rights were “universal and indivisible”. Swedish Amnesty partici-
pated in this campaign, with almost 200 of the 288 Swedish groups being 
actively involved. However, although the campaign was focused on women, 
it did not represent a great challenge to current Amnesty practices. It was 
primarily the presentation of traditional practices that had altered. Although 
the campaign report referred to violations that were specific to women, the 
action cases produced for the campaign were traditional Amnesty cases. 
Lydia, who worked on women’s rights at Swedish Amnesty’s Secretariat, 
described it later in an interview as a traditional Amnesty campaign in all 
ways except that the victims were all women. This view was confirmed by 
Sara, who later came to specialize on women’s rights at the Secretariat:  

This was more or less how the campaign took shape: we would take the case 
of a woman who had been tortured, a woman who had disappeared and so it 
was a very traditional Amnesty campaign. The individuals who we were fo-
cusing on happened to be women, but I believe that there was very little 
awareness that there is a gender-based kind of violence, or that women are 
being persecuted by anyone other than the state, and that such violence also 
constitutes human rights violations (interview with Sara, campaign coordina-
tor at the Swedish Secretariat 2006).    

Sara said further that, compared with other organizations, it took a relatively 
long time before Amnesty “recognized that there are specific forms of viola-
tion that affect women” and adopted “something of a gender perspective”. 
The 1995 women’s rights campaign, as she saw it, represented a good exam-
ple of this. 

In the course of this campaign Amnesty International was also actively 
involved in the preparatory committee meetings of the UN and the Commis-
sion on the Status of Women (CSW), during which the draft of the Beijing 
Platform for Action was made, and the 1995 World Conference on Women 
in Beijing was planned. Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) had been dis-
cussed during the preparatory committee meetings, and, as noted above, 
Amnesty’s own 1993 International Council Meeting had commissioned the 
International Executive Committee to work out an enabling resolution on the 
issue for the 1995 International Council Meeting. This also meant that the 
national sections needed to decide on the position they should adopt regard-
ing Amnesty International’s eventual inclusion of work against FGM in its 
mandate. 
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5.1.2 Swedish Amnesty excludes FGM   

Swedish Amnesty’s 1995 Annual General Meeting (AGM) discussed 
whether or not they should work for the inclusion of activities against Fe-
male Genital Mutilation (FGM) in the Amnesty mandate. Cecilia, the one 
who had raised this issue in Swedish Amnesty, was one of the proponents of 
such an extension. The resolution suggesting it was first discussed in a pre-
paratory group that had also been dealing with a resolution on slavery – a 
phenomenon that had one thing in common with FGM – namely that its per-
petrators were non-state actors. The preparatory group reported to the AGM 
that the discussions about slavery and FGM had resembled one another in 
that they had both concerned the problems associated with opposing viola-
tions between individuals in the “private sphere” (tape recording of AGM, 
1995).  

The members who opposed an extension of the mandate pointed out that 
FGM was not encouraged or performed by governments; it was carried out 
by private persons. Felicia, who had been a member of Swedish Amnesty for 
many years, argued that although Amnesty could call on governments to 
legislate against FGM, the enforcement of the subsequent laws would mean 
that mothers and grandmothers would be brought to trial – which would put 
Amnesty “in a very difficult situation” (tape recordings of AGM, 1995). The 
opponents of the resolution also pointed out that there were already a num-
ber of other, local organizations working on FGM, and that it would be bet-
ter to let them handle it without any meddling from international organiza-
tions such as Amnesty. Felicia pointed out that women’s organizations and 
UN organs were already providing education about FGM in countries where 
it occurred, and that she could see no role for Amnesty in this field of work 
(ibid).  

The opponents of this line of argument stated just the opposite: local 
women’s organizations needed all the help that they could get from interna-
tional organizations such as Amnesty. The other side then pointed out that 
Amnesty’s resources were scarce. There were lots of things still to do within 
the present mandate, and it was argued that many members had joined Am-
nesty because of the mandate’s particular focus on civil and political rights. 
Moreover, it was said that Amnesty’s credibility was dependent on the cur-
rent mandate. Felicia, who had been involved in lobbying at the Secretariat 
in the 1980s, told the plenary that representatives of the foreign ministry had 
perceived Amnesty as a “spearhead” organization, and it was because of 
Amnesty’s expertise in this specific mandate that the organization had won 
the respect of various governments (tape recordings from AGM, 1995).  

There were, others however, who argued that for Amnesty to remain 
credible and maintain its prominence, the organization needed to change as 
the world changed. One member, Kim, pointed out that it was very difficult 
to explain to others why Amnesty did not concern itself with some of the 
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grave human rights abuses that the media exposed. Kim also declared that 
FGM and slavery represented just as grave attacks on the right to physical 
integrity and non-discrimination, which Amnesty – according to it organiza-
tional mandate – was supposed to protect. Thus, expanding into these new 
areas represented not a betrayal of the current mandate, but was a logical 
development for Amnesty to follow (tape recordings from AGM, 1995).  

The preparatory group had deleted some of the sections in the resolution 
on FGM. One of these had declared that Amnesty International should inves-
tigate the possibility of opposing governments that remained passive, or 
perhaps even permissive where their citizens violated each other’s rights. 
This section was mentioned again at the plenary session by Richard, a mem-
ber, who pointed out that it could mean Amnesty acting against all kinds of 
violence, including husbands abusing their wives. Eric, in the chair, reas-
sured Richard and the others present that this section had already been de-
leted by the preparatory group. At that time Swedish Amnesty’s Annual 
General Meeting was thus not ready even to discuss this idea that so chal-
lenged their traditional practices.  

It was now time for the meeting to come to a decision. In the preparatory 
group the resolution on FGM had been passed by 78 votes for and 59 
against. At the plenary session, however, it was rejected and the Swedish 
delegation to the 1995 International Council Meeting was thus given a man-
date to vote against Amnesty International concerning itself with FGM.  

5.2 Amnesty International gives more focus to 
women’s rights  
Apart from FGM, the 1995 International Council Meeting (ICM) debated a 
number of other issues relating to women’s rights. At that time many na-
tional sections were still opposed to Amnesty International paying specific 
attention to women. There was concerns that other categories such as chil-
dren would suffer from such a focus, and that it would be difficult to ap-
proach women as a special group (report from the 1995 ICM). One Asian 
section stressed that Amnesty’s mandate should embrace men, women and 
children. However, the International Secretariat (IS) strove to make women’s 
rights a “core part” of their activities and sought to develop research and 
action methods for that purpose (ibid.). One representative of the IS who was 
present at the 1995 meeting said that although children’s issues were not 
actually being ignored, “[w]ork on women is being emphasized at the mo-
ment in response to pressure from the movement” (ibid.). As already noted it 
was primarily the large English-speaking sections that were behind this pres-
sure. 
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Other sections were worried that “concentrating too many resources in 
some situations might be wasting them; and special emphasis on women 
could be counter productive if AI [Amnesty International] has nothing spe-
cial to offer” (report from the 1995 International Council Meeting). Al-
though Amnesty International had started to devote more resources to 
women’s rights, many other more experienced organizations were already 
working on women’s issues. Swedish Amnesty and one other Nordic Section 
argued that the strong emphasis on women gave the false impression that 
women’s human rights were somehow different from men’s. In much the 
same way the Asian Section felt that women’s issues had been exaggerated 
in the organization as a whole (ibid.).  

Meanwhile the English-speaking sections continued to push for the de-
velopment of women’s rights in Amnesty International. One of them had 
submitted a resolution concerning a “Movement-Wide Gender Policy” to the 
1995 ICM. They argued that there had been significant developments in the 
protection and promotion of women’s human rights both worldwide and 
within Amnesty International, but that there was room for further improve-
ments. According to this group, Amnesty International should commit itself 
to further expansion, giving priority to their work on women and conducting 
a gender analysis of the movement’s overall structure, its research and cam-
paigning activities (ibid.). The results should be used to infuse the develop-
ment of a movement-wide gender policy. The aim of this endeavor was to 
“put an end to internal disparity and lack of coherence within the movement 
and to promote equality between the sexes” (ibid.). A general discussion 
ensued during which doubts were raised as to the real usefulness – and costs 
– of a resolution of this kind. Some sections argued that the resolution “was 
trying to find a problem that did not exist”, and it was rejected by a majority: 
26 against and 16 in favor (ibid.).  

The English-speaking sections, together with a Latin American section, 
had also submitted a resolution with a view to ensuring that awareness of 
violations against women be raised and translated into concrete action and 
that resources be allocated for this purpose. The International Executive 
Committee was requested to issue an explanatory leaflet on the human rights 
of women as covered by the mandate, and to ensure that the work on the 
promotion and protection of women’s rights be carried out at all levels of the 
organization and become an integral part of Amnesty’s overall activities. It 
was agreed that governments should be urged to ratify the relevant interna-
tional and regional instruments required for the defense and protection of the 
rights of women – and for the prevention of their violations. The resolution 
also recommended that Amnesty sections and groups should collaborate with 
nongovernmental organizations working on women issues in their respective 
countries. It was adopted by consensus.  

As regards the resolution on Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), the Inter-
national Council Meeting passed an enabling resolution, “Government Inac-
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tion and FGM.” According to this decision FGM could be included in Am-
nesty’s promotional activities28. This was a compromise, implying that Am-
nesty would not intervene in cases of FGM, but would provide information 
and education on the subject, pending future decisions on the broader issue 
of general abuses by non-state actors, and governmental inaction (ibid.). 
Many section delegates recognized that there was a basic issue here, regard-
ing the “public/private divide”, and that this needed to be confronted by the 
human rights movement. While agreeing that the public/private divide was a 
problem, the sections were divided about how Amnesty International should 
respond to it. Some favored expanding Amnesty International’s activities; 
others argued that further studies were necessary. It was argued, for exam-
ple, that if Amnesty International opposed one type of non-state violence 
such as FGM while ignoring others such as domestic violence, the organiza-
tion would be acting inconsistently with itself. Amnesty’s International Ex-
ecutive Committee was instructed to continue the general study on “govern-
mental inaction” for deliberation at the 1997 ICM (report from ICM 1995). 
Regarding the meeting’s decision to include FGM in Amnesty Interna-
tional’s promotional activities, the International Executive Committee (IEC) 
was asked to ensure that the relevant material be produced, and that Amnesty 
International’s position on this issue be included in its statements to the 
World Conference on Women in Beijing. 

5.2.1 Increased cooperation with women’s organizations  

The United Nations 4th World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 
1995 provided a focal point for the women’s movement worldwide. It also 
provided an opportunity for Amnesty International29 to present its work on 
women’s rights, and to develop its links with the women’s movement – 
something that would have been unthinkable during Amnesty’s early years 
when cooperation with other organizations was forbidden. When it came to 
Amnesty International’s work on women’s rights, however, cooperation with 
other organizations was perceived as crucial, since Amnesty International 
needed to learn from the other more experienced organizations in this field 
of activities. 

                               
28 Amnesty would include the issue of female genital mutilation in its promotional work on 
human rights by: a) urging governments to ratify and implement international human rights 
treaties and to uphold other international human rights standards, that might be of relevance in 
eradicating the practice of female genital mutilation; b) making particular efforts, where 
appropriate, to include information on the relationship between the practice of female genital 
mutilation and the enjoyment of human rights in its human rights awareness work; c) cooper-
ating, where appropriate, in performing these tasks with other NGOs working on this issue. 
29 Amnesty representatives of the Intersectional Women’s Network participated together with 
representatives from national sections, the International Executive Committee and the Interna-
tional Secretariat. 
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The Beijing Conference adopted “the Platform for Action”, a comprehen-
sive plan of action for reinforcing the social, economic and political empow-
erment of women. The Platform was reaffirmed and strengthened by the 
twenty-third special session of the General Assembly in June 2000. The 
combined effects of gender and racial discrimination on the advancement of 
women and the achievement of gender equality had been considered particu-
larly in three of the critical areas identified by the Platform for Action; 
namely violence against women, women and armed conflict, and the human 
rights of women.  

Amnesty’s work on FGM represented a first step into the field of gender-
specific violations. The next step in this field was taken in 1997 when the 
International Council Meeting decided to initiate a series of pilot projects 
with a view to developing Amnesty’s work on human rights abuses perpe-
trated by “non-state actors”. At the same time that these developments were 
occurring in international Amnesty contexts, the first women’s rights group 
was founded in Swedish Amnesty.  

5.2.2 New members establish women’s rights groups  

In January 1998 a Swedish member of Amnesty, Norma, decided to launch 
an Amnesty group specializing on women’s rights. Norma had studied gen-
der theory and was interested in gender issues. She felt that Swedish Am-
nesty could usefully take up with gender-related issues, and as there was no 
such work on the go, she decided to launch a group for that purpose herself: 

I felt there was nothing like this [work on gender-related issues] in the Swed-
ish Section, so I was trying to fill the gap (interview with Norma, 2006).  

Norma contacted Elisabeth, another Amnesty member, and together they 
established a group in Gothenburg, which soon attracted four other women – 
all of whom entered Amnesty with a view to joining this particular group. 
And they were so interested in gender issues that a year later they embarked 
on PhD programs in that field. There was some discussion about what this 
group should be called. The first suggestion was the “Feminist Group”, and 
this was what they called themselves for a while. However, some other Am-
nesty members objected to the name.  

It [the name] provoked reactions among others in the same premises where 
we were to have our meetings. But then we came up with this [name] ‘the 
Women’s Rights Group’, and so it [the group] was renamed (interview with 
Norma, 2006).  

The new name “The Women’s Rights Group” gave a better idea about what 
the group were actually going to work for and opened the way for male 
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members. However, up to now (2006) the group has only had one male 
member, and for the first few years it was even referred to as “the Women’s 
Group” by other members of Swedish Amnesty. To begin with, Norma no-
ticed that some “traditional” Amnesty members questioned her group’s pres-
ence in the Section – although this never came from the Section Board or the 
Secretariat: 

It was a bit like as if they were saying: now there’s supposed to be one of 
those groups as well. It wasn’t as if everyone was behind it and cheering us 
on. There were comments like “are you really supposed to be here in this or-
ganization?” and so on, but this was something we only heard that other 
members had said. It didn’t come from the Section (interview with Norma, 
2006).  

At first the Women’s Rights Group was organized as a study circle. The 
group members were educating themselves about women’s rights issues, 
inviting speakers who could teach them about international law and 
women’s rights. By learning more about the legal aspect of their work, the 
group hoped to find out what kind of activities they would be able to pursue 
under Amnesty’s mandate. In an interview, Norma recalled how the group’s 
first years had been marked by uncertainty. They hadn’t known whom they 
were supposed to contact or what they were supposed to do. At the same 
time they were a part of Swedish Amnesty, which meant that their room for 
maneuvers was limited. There are rules about how to act in Amnesty, or as 
Norma put it “you can’t just do as you please” (interview with Norma, 
2006). Within a year they started to distribute a newsletter to interested indi-
viduals, and to a network of women’s organizations in Gothenburg, which 
they had joined. But it was rather difficult for them to get hold of Amnesty 
reports or of cases that were relevant for them:  

There were a few action cases but these often concerned politically active 
women [who] had performed the same type of political activity as a man who 
gets imprisoned, and tortured, whereas these other typical honor-related 
cases, and abuse and all these things did not appear in any action case. At 
least it was very difficult to find (interview with Norma, 2006).  

In addition to the Women’s Rights Group’s lack of action cases, there was 
also – to begin with – little interaction between the group and the rest of 
Swedish Amnesty. As the group was in Gothenburg, and as the Section’s 
office staff in Gothenburg consisted of one person, namely Sara, it became 
natural for the group to communicate with her in their search for appropriate 
material and guidelines for their work. Since knowledge about women’s 
rights and about how Amnesty members could work to promote them, was 
relatively slight in Swedish Amnesty at the time, the Women’s Rights Group 
established a line of communication with the relevant person at the Interna-
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tional Secretariat. It was then that Norma realized just how far Swedish Am-
nesty had to go to reach the level that work on women’s rights had achieved 
at the international Amnesty level:  

And I have to say that there was a very big difference between Sweden and 
the international level. Because it was just as if we were fumbling all the 
time: what should we do about this? Are we allowed to do that? So it was all 
a bit fuzzy (interview with Norma, 2006). 

The first two Amnesty reports that were directly relevant to the Women’s 
Rights Group appeared in September 1999, and concerned honor-related 
violence in Pakistan.30 These reports were the result of one of Amnesty’s 
pilot projects concerning non-state actors and it represented one of the or-
ganization’s first attempts to address human rights violations specifically 
affecting women. These pilot projects came to represent a guide for Amnesty 
International’s future assessment of human rights violations committed by 
private groups or individuals, confirming the message that states could be 
held responsible for human rights abuses perpetrated by private groups or 
individuals, if they – the states – failed to take reasonable steps to prevent or 
respond to these abuses under the doctrine of “due diligence”. The doctrine 
of “due diligence” was important to Amnesty’s work on women’s rights 
since it enabled the organization to enter the private sphere while at the same 
time being able to hold the state responsible for the abuses that went on 
there.  

5.2.3 Achievement of special group status  

The Pakistan reports were among the first of many similar Amnesty reports 
on gender-based violence. Amnesty International had given priority to 
women’s rights in it’s international action plan, and because Swedish Am-
nesty was dependent on the material produced by the International Secre-
tariat, the organization’s leadership had proposed that women’s rights should 
be a priority area even in their national action plan for 2000-2004. In con-
nection with these developments, Sean – Swedish Amnesty’s newly ap-
pointed Secretary General – learned of a group in Gothenburg that was spe-
cializing in women’s rights. At that time, competence of this kind had come 
to be perceived as an important resource in Swedish Amnesty, and Sean 
encouraged the Women’s Rights Group to apply for special-group status 

                               
30 They focused on how the government of Pakistan had failed to take adequate measures to 
protect women from violence at the hands of family or community members. It was argued 
that the state should promote women’s rights to live free from violence, and for their rights to 
be upheld. Governments should further investigate and prosecute those suspected of commit-
ting violence against women. 
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(interview with Norma, 2006). The group thus submitted an application for 
special group status to the Swedish Section Board.  

The Women’s Rights Group supported their application by reference to 
the International Council Meeting’s decision to focus on gender-based viola-
tions of women’s rights, and to the proposal from Swedish Amnesty’s Sec-
tion Board for a national action plan in which women’s rights had been de-
fined as a prioritized area of activity (the Women’s Rights Group’s applica-
tion for special group status, 2000). At the same time they pointed out that 
they had already gone a long way towards attaining some of the goals pro-
posed in the action plan, namely: to set up a special group and develop a 
network on gender-based violations; to be active and visible in the media 
during International Women’s Day; and to develop cooperation with other 
organizations (ibid.). They described their activities since the group’s found-
ing, referred to the knowledge concerning women’s rights that they had ac-
quired, and described the competence that the new members had brought 
into the group – one of these, for example, was a lawyer who specialized on 
women’s rights. The application reported that the group had 13 members of 
whom six were active. All but two members (Norma and Elisabeth) were 
new Amnesty members (ibid.).  

The Women’s Rights Group’s application was approved by the Swedish 
Section Board in January 2000. The group had also been invited to comment 
on the proposed plan of action. They argued that Swedish Amnesty should 
let a gender-perspective permeate the organization: it was important not to 
treat gender concerns separately from other activities but to adopt the way in 
which the UN had organized this sort of work. The UN was thus being indi-
cated as a model for the way this work should be organized in Swedish Am-
nesty. However, their request was not granted at this point.  

To begin with, their new formal status in Swedish Amnesty had little ef-
fect on practice among the members of the Women’s Rights Group. They 
had become entitled to some financial support from the budget, and were 
now presented in the Section’s activity plan, which meant that they had to 
report their activities to the Section Board once a year (interview with Nor-
ma, 2006). In 2000, the group was also, allowed for the first time, to demon-
strate with other organizations on 8th March, International Women’s Day. 
The year before, the Section had refused the group’s request, as they did not 
want for Amnesty to be associated with the broader message of these other 
organizations. Also, Norma was financed by the Section to take part in a 
training seminar for coordinators organized by the International Secretariat 
in London, together with the other members of the Intersectional Women’s 
Network.  

The purpose of this meeting was to discuss the forthcoming torture cam-
paign, where specific forms of torture to which women were subjected were 
to be specially focused. Representatives of the International Secretariat pro-
vided participants with guidelines about how to proceed. Norma said in an 



 115

interview that there had been a lot of talk about the concept of “due dili-
gence”, which enabled Amnesty to underline the non-acceptability of gov-
ernments remaining passive when the human rights of their citizens were 
being violated. She also noted big differences in the progress that the differ-
ent sections had achieved on this front, as well as the number of people en-
gaged in the respective sections.  

In 2001 the campaign against torture was launched, at the same time that 
Amnesty’s work on violence against women was taken further. In defining 
the frames of this campaign, Amnesty confirmed that the interpretation of 
the right to freedom from threat of torture had not encompassed violence 
against women within the family (i.e. domestic violence) or in the commu-
nity (i.e. dowry-related violence). The campaign now took a major step, not 
only in terms of Amnesty’s action on violence against women, but also in 
terms of the broader external international field of women’s human rights as 
a whole.  

Amnesty declared that acts of violence against women constituted torture 
for which the state was accountable when such acts were of the kind and the 
severity envisaged by the concept of torture according to international stan-
dards, and when the state had failed to fulfill its obligation to provide effec-
tive protection. But when the relevant member of the Swedish Women’s 
Rights Group received the campaign report and wanted to publicize it, 
Swedish Amnesty forbade her to quote one section where domestic violence 
was defined as a form of torture: “They stopped me. There was something in 
the torture convention, that made it difficult to say such things” (interview 
with Norma, 2006).    

Around this time, Swedish Amnesty’s work on women’s rights was pre-
sented on the Swedish Amnesty website, so that people outside the organiza-
tion came to hear about it. For instance a woman in Lund, Eva, had learned 
that Amnesty had a group for women’s rights and in 2001 she decided to 
become an active member as this would enable her to work with women’s 
rights issues in an international context. At a meeting for new members, Eva 
met Erin, who had also joined Amnesty with a view to working for women’s 
rights. Together they established a second Women’s Rights Group in Lund.  

Eva noticed that other Amnesty members were rather skeptical of them to 
begin with. Like the first Women’s Rights Group, they were not allowed to 
demonstrate with other organizations at first. Also, they felt that the tradi-
tional Amnesty members found it difficult to accept the gender aspect of 
their work and to see that this was an Amnesty issue: 

I think some of the members were very skeptical when we arrived, believing 
that we [sort of] wanted to work on feminist issues, and they found it difficult 
to see the Amnesty connection (interview with Eva, 2006). 
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The Women’s Rights Groups monitored and informed and educated others 
on the subject. They also took on urgent cases to do with women, and en-
gaged in any parts of Amnesty International’s campaigns that involved 
women’s rights. To begin with these groups worked independently of one 
another. There was a coordinator at the Secretariat for the section’s special 
groups, and representatives from the Women’s Rights Groups met her once a 
year, but apart from that, there was little interaction between them. A couple 
of years later two further women’s rights groups had been formed, one in 
Stockholm and one in Uppsala. 

At first, according to Norma, the biggest problem for the Women’s Rights 
Group had been that Amnesty was unsure how to tackle violations referring 
specifically to women. She said that until Amnesty identified and began to 
apply the “due diligence” concept, it had been very hard to see how they 
could tackle things like domestic violence, honor-related violence, and traf-
ficking. But in the course of Amnesty’s next global campaign “Stop Vio-
lence Against Women”, the old view changed about what the organization 
could and could not do. Consequently a lot of issues that Swedish Amnesty 
had seen as “unthinkable” for Amnesty to tackle in the mid-1990s, suddenly 
became perfectly acceptable as Amnesty issues.  

5.3 A Campaign that blends two perspectives  
In 2000, during the preparatory phase for the campaign against torture, the 
International Secretariat (IS) issued a circular to all Amnesty sections calling 
for suggestions about the next global thematic campaign to be held in 2003-
2006. The Swedish Secretariat’s activity team discussed various alternatives 
and decided that – given the resources, the interest and the knowledge within 
the Swedish Section – the death penalty would represent an appropriate 
theme (interview with a member of the activity team, 2006). This idea was 
presented to the Section Board, which endorsed it and it was then sent back 
to the IS. The latter, however, recommended to the International Executive 
Committee (IEC) that the next global thematic campaign should be to op-
pose Violence Against Women (VAW). They felt that this theme had the 
best combination of wide positive support, little concrete opposition and the 
least likelihood of being regarded as difficult for the IS teams to deliver 
(Hopgood, 2006.). It was strongly supported by, for example, the Swiss, the 
Dutch, and the US sections (ibid.). In addition, it was claimed that Amnesty 
International had a significant role to play in the VAW campaign, in that it 
tackled the subject within a framework of international law/human rights 
(ibid). This approach was different from that of most of the women’s organi-
zations that were actively opposing VAW. The IEC endorsed the proposed 
campaign, and Swedish Amnesty adapted itself to the decision. Even though 
they would have liked to work against the death penalty, they were part of an 
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international organization, which to a certain extent determined what they 
were able to do. Angelica, a member of the Section Board, explained further 
that Swedish Amnesty did not want to act differently from the rest of Am-
nesty International:  

The Swedish section is very much a part of Amnesty international, so we are 
also very much, or entirely, affected by international decisions. So there is 
seldom any possibility, or even the will for that matter, to decide that we do 
not want to work with this specifically, or now we want to work with this in-
stead, and so on. We can focus a little bit, but we still have the Integrated 
Strategic Plan and the international campaigns to conform to, so to speak (in-
terview with Angelica, 2006).    

The campaign, which was designated “Stop Violence against Women” 
(SVAW), evolved along with several other important changes in Amnesty 
International that were introduced by the 2001 International Council Meeting 
(ICM). First, the 2001 ICM exchanged the organization’s previous mandate 
(which contained a list of specific human rights abuses that were opposed by 
Amnesty) for a more flexible vision and mission. Amnesty International’s 
mission was “to undertake research and action focused on preventing grave 
abuses of the rights to physical and mental integrity, freedom of conscience 
and expression, and freedom from discrimination, within the context of its 
work to promote all human rights”. The idea was that Amnesty should 
gradually evolve to become an organization opposed to grave abuses of all 
human rights including economic, social and cultural rights. This allowed for 
the further development of its work for women’s rights. 

Second, the 2001 ICM decided to relax the “work on own country” 
(WOOC) policy, according to which Amnesty members were not permitted 
to work on national human rights concerns ”at home”. This policy had pro-
tected Amnesty groups from the government in countries where they might 
be at risk, and had freed Amnesty researchers from the suspicion of bias. As 
long as there was no national link between a researcher or volunteer on the 
one hand and a particular case on the other, governments would not be able 
to claim any interest on Amnesty’s part from engaging in the case con-
cerned, other than to protect universal values.  

The WOOC policy had been established in 1979 to ensure that all new 
sections developed in line with the fundamental principles that had charac-
terized Amnesty International since its foundation, namely impartiality, in-
dependence, objectivity and international solidarity. These principles had 
endowed the organization with credibility and it was deemed important that 
they be reflected in all the national sections. The policy had been important 
during the Cold War, since it prevented Amnesty from being perceived as a 
political or otherwise partial organization. However, in the late 1990s the 
new sections in the south wanted to be able to work on cases in their own 
countries, as did some of the larger Western sections. Thus the 2001 ICM 



 118

decided that sections should be able to conduct pilot projects on cases in 
their own countries, for possible evaluation at a later stage.  

In the course of the preparatory work for the “Stop Violence Against 
Women” (SVAW) campaign, the national sections were actually even asked 
to work on cases in their own countries. In order to be perceived as credible 
in this (for Amnesty International) new work field (by women’s organiza-
tions for instance), it was considered necessary for Amnesty International to 
get the message over that VAW occurred in all parts of the world, regardless 
of culture. Since the International Secretariat lacked the resources for inves-
tigating the VAW situation everywhere while assuming that the public and 
the media would demand such information from the national sections, these 
last were encouraged to work on cases in their own particular countries. 
Some of the staff at the Swedish Secretariat raised questions about this: vio-
lence against women, like domestic violence, was a new area for Amnesty at 
that time, and there was some uncertainty about how to address the problem.  

5.3.1 A gender perspective  

Although Amnesty International’s work on women’s rights had expanded 
during the 1990s, knowledge about such issues was still felt to be rather 
sparse in the organization. For instance, the researchers at the International 
Secretariat experienced that they lacked expertise and training required for 
dealing with VAW (Hopgood, 2006). This resulted in the International Se-
cretariat inviting external actors such as representatives of women’s organi-
zations to comment on the campaign (ibid.). 

In 2002, the International Secretariat also invited the Intersectional 
Women’s Network (IWN) to a meeting in order to get their comments on the 
campaign. This network, as noted above, had started in 1991 as a pilot pro-
ject led by the US section, had undergone considerable expansion and was 
now being serviced directly by the International Secretariat. What had once 
started as a loose, quasi-formal, semi-legitimate structure of individuals or 
contact persons in different sections, was now, in 2002, a network with the 
following characteristics: 

• 58 sections/non-sections from five global regions were now represented in 
the network; 
• all network members had been formally nominated and endorsed by their 
respective sections;  
• the network was composed of a mix of section staff or volunteer-
coordinators; a significant number were centrally located in many sections’ 
organizational structure;  
• either as staff or volunteer coordinators, they were responsible for the de-
velopment of the strategy and planning of their section’s campaigning on 
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women. A growing number of them had a direct influence on the develop-
ment of their section policies and decisions on gender and work on women. 
Some were in the board of their section; 
• they were actively involved in servicing their section and their local activist 
structures’ campaigning on women (report from the 2002 Intersectional 
Women’s Network meeting). 

The IWN agreed that it was important to encourage the sections to work on 
“own country” lines in the campaign. It was also pointed out that in order to 
be perceived as a credible actor in this new field, Amnesty would have to 
change itself. With a view to establishing a gender perspective, gender 
analyses were needed at all levels of the organization. It was assumed that 
Amnesty International would have to expose itself to “the gender lens” in 
order to acquire political authority with the women’s movement (report from 
the 2002 Intersectional Women’s Network meeting). Two representatives of 
the Swedish Women’s Rights Groups attended the 2002 IWN meeting, and 
brought its message back to Swedish Amnesty. According to one of these 
participants, however, the Secretariat did not act on this information until 
several months later.  

In December 2002 the International Secretariat sent the draft strategy for 
the campaign to the national sections. The campaign had two parts, one in-
ternal and one external. The internal campaign involved educating and 
changing the organization with a view to establishing a gender perspective 
and gender equality within it (Violence Against Women Campaign Draft 
Strategy, 2002). To achieve this, the internal campaign was to be launched at 
the 2003 International Council Meeting. The internal change was said to be 
necessary so that Amnesty International could maintain its credibility in the 
eyes of the public and its allies in this new field of work, for instance 
women’s organizations (ibid.).  

The external campaign embraced two themes: “VAW in the family” and 
“VAW in conflict and post-conflict situations.” As regards these themes, it 
was stated that five year after the Beijing Platform for Action was set up, 
many of the articles and commentaries on the work of eradicating VAW had 
suggested that the single, biggest remaining challenge concerned the en-
forcement of laws and the international obligations of the individual coun-
tries to eradicate violence against women (ibid.). Amnesty’s national sec-
tions were advised to link up with local women’s organizations and experts 
and to engage these in an external consultation process to discover what 
were the key challenges to the work of ending violence against women in 
that particular country – this external audit was to achieve a satisfactory un-
derstanding of the past and present work of the women’s movements and of 
women’s NGOs in the country concerned, and the sections were encouraged 
to present and discuss the dominating factors, processes and methodologies 
characterizing these organizations (ibid.).  
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The importance of the national sections reaching a common understand-
ing of the issues and concerns on VAW was also emphasized. Workshops on 
“gender” (how men’s and women’s roles in societies are constructed and can 
lead to the discrimination of women), for example, were seen as an essential 
step for the sections to take before starting to plan their campaigns. Accord-
ing to the International Secretariat it was important that Amnesty members 
should understand the root causes of VAW, and workshops on gender could 
help to provide such knowledge. Expertise on the subject could be sought 
from women’s organizations and from research, development and academic 
institutions offering gender programs (ibid.).  

5.3.2 The break with an old rule  

In 2003 a reference group to discuss the campaign was set up at the Swedish 
Secretariat consisting of representatives from the staff and the Women’s 
Rights Groups. Sara, who was stationed at the Gothenburg office, became 
one of the campaign coordinators. She had been an Amnesty member since 
1982, and an employee at the Secretariat stationed in Gothenburg since 
1996. Prior to the “Stop Violence Against Women Campaign” Sara had been 
responsible for the Section’s specific web site for reporting on women’s 
rights, and had been the contact person for the first Women’s Rights Group. 

Sara had thus developed an interest in women’s rights issues. When she 
learned that one of the campaign themes was domestic violence, she saw an 
opportunity for Swedish Amnesty to do some important work in this area 
(interview with Sara, 2006). Before any formal decision had been taken as to 
whether, and if so how, Swedish Amnesty should work on own country Sara 
thus started to peek at statistics on domestic violence in Sweden, which pro-
vided her with something to base her argument on.  

I started relatively early before anyone else really had done, before they had 
made any decision at all whether or not we should work on own country. I 
started to take a peek at statistics and different sources, and, well, how it 
looked like in Sweden. Then I made one of those mini drafts in order to be 
able to argue for – look this is what it looks like, we have to be able to cam-
paign on this and do something about it (interview with Sara, 2006).    

 

The Secretariat’s Deputy Director agreed with Sara that Swedish Amnesty 
would have to do some kind of work on own country. Together with Diane, 
another campaign coordinator (all in all there were three campaign coordina-
tors), Sara was asked to draw up guidelines for how the work could be done. 
As mentioned above, representatives of the Women’s Rights Groups were 
also included in this reference group, and were thus able to give their own 
views on the campaign. The reference group agreed that, for this campaign 
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to be credible, Swedish Amnesty had to show that violence against women 
did exist in all parts of the world, and consequently they could not ignore the 
situation of domestic violence in Sweden. This was their strongest argument 
in favor of an own-country campaign, and such a campaign also had support 
at the international Amnesty level.  

According to interviews with the members of the reference group, other 
Amnesty members had expressed some hesitation about a campaign on own 
country, since violence against women represented a new field of action for 
Swedish Amnesty, and because they lacked experience of campaigning 
about Sweden combined with the fact that Swedish Amnesty’s position on 
the policy against Work On Own Country (WOOC) prior to 2001, had been 
conservative. Nonetheless the reference group managed to convince the 
doubters of the necessity for a comprehensive campaign on Swedish condi-
tions, pointing out that Amnesty would not be credible in the campaign if 
they portrayed violence against women as a phenomenon that occurred in 
other countries but not in Sweden. As Sara puts it in an interview:  

The Swedish Section would never have tried to get a special permission [to 
work on own country] themselves. I don’t think that this would ever have 
happened […] because in some parts it is a conservative section that maybe 
not, well that has thought and cared for this principle a lot. But in this case it 
was something that was requested [by the International Secretariat], and there 
was an important weighing argument in favor of it [in order to be credible, 
Amnesty had to show that this was a global problem] (interview with Sara, 
2006).   

The reference group drew up guidelines for the way they proposed to work 
on own country, and these were presented to the Section Board at their 2003 
September meeting. The Board accepted the argument that it would be nec-
essary to work on own country in this campaign, but emphasized the great 
importance of checking the quality of the resulting report (minutes of the 
Section Board’s September meeting, 2003). Also, some concern was ex-
pressed about the way the Section would cooperate and refer to other organi-
zations (ibid.). The Secretary General who attended the meeting pointed out 
that the work on own country in this campaign would consist primarily of 
mapping work that had already been done over a number of years by other 
organizations and authorities. The Swedish Section should refer to known 
facts and not quote other organizations. Any cooperation with other organi-
zations should be given guidelines adapted to this campaign. The Board 
noted the great importance of establishing boundaries between Amnesty’s 
message and that of other organizations in Sweden. Also, they wondered 
who they would antagonize by entering the area of domestic violence. Sean, 
the Secretary General stated that the concept of “due diligence” which in this 
context meant the state’s obligation to prevent and punish violence against 
women – was of central importance in this campaign. After this discussion 
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the Section Board endorsed the guidelines. In an interview, Jeff, a board 
member at the time, pointed out that:   

The prime reason why we decided not to work on own country in the past 
was to earn credibility, but because we have grown so much and existed for 
so long, we already have that credibility now. Consequently we do not risk so 
much by taking a limited action on own country (interview with Jeff, 2006).  

After deciding to endorse the Swedish WOOC guidelines, the Section Board 
delegated the work on this campaign to the Secretary General, and their own 
involvement in the process of designing the campaign was thenceforth slight. 
It emerged from interviews with board members and staff that the Board was 
divided in its attitudes towards the campaign. Some members were more 
positive, while others did not regard it as a traditional Amnesty issue how-
ever, according to Angelica (who was elected to the Board when the cam-
paign was launched), such reservations were part of the ordinary unending 
discussion about resources:  

Amnesty is always talking about resources – we have to, because we’ve only 
got what we got. And somehow the discussion – or at least the argument – is 
always about how to be most efficient, how to save as much as possible and 
so on, and a question that comes up very often then is – OK, but how far are 
we supposed to stretch ourselves then? If we are to take up everything that 
feels important, we may not be able to handle anything at all in the end” (in-
terview with Angelica, 2006).   

It was Sara who had been assigned to write the campaign report on violence 
against women in Sweden. She had been given three months to do so. Apart 
from this timeframe she was given no detailed directions or guidelines re-
garding the scope of the report. Sara, who considered this to be an important 
issue, decided to write a proactive report intended to make a real difference 
in the campaign against domestic violence in Sweden. The report, in her 
view, should not only help Swedish Amnesty to hold up its head before the 
media and other external critics, but also actually to bring about change:  

Well, I wrote a report that was very comprehensive because I thought this 
was something concrete that we absolutely had to do, and in a campaign form 
that we could cope with well. I was convinced of that. I had been able pro-
duce a ten-page questions and answers [report], when journalists, put a mi-
crophone under one’s nose as it were, but this was not what I – or the 
Women’s Rights Groups – really wanted, I would say (interview with Sara, 
2006).  

When Sara presented her report to her colleagues at the Secretariat she felt 
that as if some of them seemed to have been expecting a ten-page report with 
questions and answers. The report was extensive, however, providing the 
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basis for a comprehensive campaign on violence against women in Sweden. 
Moreover it had been commented on and approved by established actors in 
this field of work. As recommended in the international campaign strategy, 
Sara had consulted external actors when formulating the campaign report. 

5.3.3 Consultations with external actors  

The International Secretariat had encouraged the national sections to estab-
lish a dialogue with such organizations and researchers as possessed exper-
tise in the field of violence against women (VAW) in their respective coun-
tries. As Sara put it:  

Amnesty didn’t know what things were like in Sweden, so we had to get the 
requisite knowledge from those who had it. On the one hand this meant the 
women’s organizations, but it also meant people who had done a lot of re-
search on the subject. So on our part it was a question of finding out what 
knowledge existed in Sweden and how we could exploit it. Are these re-
searchers and organizations prepared to provide what we need in order to run 
this campaign – knowledge, experience and so on?” (interview with Sara, 
2006).  

So, in April 2003 Swedish Amnesty mapped out all the organizations and 
individuals who were active in the VAW field in Sweden. Representatives of 
the thirteen organizations31 and six academic researchers32 thus identified 
were invited to a meeting with the campaign coordinators in November 
2003. Altogether twenty-five people attended this meeting to exchange their 
views on how Amnesty could contribute to “their” field.  

Before this meeting the campaign reference group had agreed that it was 
important not to portray violence against women as a minority problem. 
Rather they wanted to treat it as something that occurred in all groups in 
society. The academics, and organizational representatives who had been 
invited to attend agreed that this was a good idea, and were given a chance to 
present some additional issues that they felt Amnesty should also address. 
Some emphasized the importance of raising the custody issue. The campaign 
coordinators replied that custody issues were too complicated, and too far 
from the focus of the present campaign. The representatives from the 
women’s shelters emphasized the importance of discussing some of the other 

                               
31 Namely: Brottsofferjourernas riksförbund (the Association for Crime Victims) Terrafem; 
Swedish UNIFEM; Kvinnoforum (Women’s forum); Manligt Nätverk (the Male Network); 
Alla Kvinnors Hus (All Women’s House); Stödorganisationen Kvinnojourerna (the Support 
organization: Women’s on call); Fågel Fenix (the Fenix Bird); Hem och samhälle (Home and 
society); the Women’s Centre in Uppsala; ROKS; SKR; The Association for Women’s Peace.  
32 From the following disciplines: Psychology, sociology, law, political science, and a pro-
fessor holding a chair with a special focus on men’s violence against women. 
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issues that they were working on, such as pornography and prostitution. 
However, no international decisions had been taken allowing Swedish Am-
nesty to work on such issues. Several people pointed out how important it 
was to be explicit about “who” the perpetrators of the violations were – that 
is to say, men – and this was later on emphasized in the campaign.  

Regarding the special value that Amnesty could bring to this field of 
work, the invited participants felt that Amnesty’s involvement would make 
an impact by bringing a human rights perspective to bear on the subject. Sara 
remembered that the others had said that Amnesty’s human right’s perspec-
tive would make it difficult to reduce VAW to a “women’s issue”: 

I remember many of them who said they believed Amnesty would be able to 
make a contribution as we give weight to the issue. Because we have such a 
strong – or even – an exclusive human rights perspective. And the rhetoric 
and arguments of human rights weigh more heavily, and it would be difficult 
for people to reduce this to a women’s issue, which was the common experi-
ence of almost everyone at the meeting. – i.e. that this was something politi-
cally – and from any other angle – you could take lightly, because it was 
“only” a women’s issue (interview with Sara, 2006). 

Apart from the added value that the human rights perspective would bring, 
Sara got the impression that the participants at the meeting regarded Am-
nesty as “an enormous organization with infinite resources”, and one that 
would be able to spend a lot of money on drawing attention to the issues 
concerned. Accordingly they suggested some very creative and thus costly 
ideas about how the campaign could be publicized. However, compared with 
many organizations that receive funds from governments, Amnesty worked 
with a relatively small budget, and these ideas could never be realized. But 
they served to show how Amnesty was perceived by others – namely, as big 
and powerful. 

In February 2004, Sara had completed the report “Men’s violence against 
women in intimate relationships: An account of the situation in Sweden”. 
The next step consisted in contacting the International Secretariat (IS) and 
asking them to conduct a quality assurance of the report before the launch. 
The IS responded, however, that a quality assurance would only be neces-
sary if Swedish Amnesty wanted other Amnesty Sections to work with their 
report. Swedish Amnesty had no such wish, but it was nevertheless impor-
tant for Sara that the quality of her report should be ascertained by someone. 
Consequently she contacted the researchers and organizations who had been 
invited to the November meeting, the members of the Women’s Rights 
Groups, and some staff representatives to comment on the report. She re-
ceived a lot of positive response, and made some minor changes to the text. 
The report was then ready to be launched. 

At that time, no other Amnesty section had completed their “own coun-
try” investigations. Many had not even started, because it was not clear when 
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this part of the campaign was to start. When she was asked how it came 
about that Swedish Amnesty, which had been one of the strongest voices 
opposing “own country” work, was actually the first to take up this chal-
lenge, Sara answered that she thought it was due to her argument, together 
with the Women’s Rights Groups, that Swedish Amnesty would not be 
credible unless they demonstrated that this problem existed also in Sweden:  

I believe that we [herself and the Women’s Rights Groups] imposed it [on 
Swedish Amnesty]. I actually think that we imposed it by arguing that we 
wouldn’t be credible if we didn’t have the energy, and the courage, to really 
address what is going on in Sweden (interview with Sara, 2006). 

As the report was completed before the launch of the external campaign, 
Swedish Amnesty was able to choose either to open the campaign (sched-
uled to start on 8, March 2004) with the material provided by the Interna-
tional Secretariat, or with the launch of their own report. They finally agreed 
that it would be more appropriate to open with the same material as the rest 
of Amnesty International would use, and to release their report a month later.  

So far little has been said about the content of the report.33 Briefly, draw-
ing upon the ”due diligence” concept, it argued that the Swedish government 
had a responsibility to prevent and punish violence against women. The re-
port focused on the role and responsibility of municipalities, which had been 
assigned to implement the law. Here the report identified an area in which 
more resources were needed, and an important part of Swedish Amnesty’s 
criticisms was thus directed at the Swedish municipalities. Further, the report 
adopted a gender-hierarchy perspective. According to Sara, this perspective 
had been derived from international law as well as from the Swedish gender 
debate. The gender-hierarchy perspective represented the dominating view 
on violence against women in Sweden, and if Swedish Amnesty’s campaign 
was not to be perceived as outdated, it too needed to adopt this perspective 
(interview with Sara, 2006). However, this way of analyzing a human rights 
situation in a country was new in Swedish Amnesty. Traditionally, the or-
ganization had refrained from analyzing the causes of human rights viola-
tions from any specific power perspective. As the members were going to be 
involved in the campaign, and would be making statements to the media and 
other actors, it was felt to be important that they should be taught about the 

                               
33 The report used a lot of official sources, particularly criminal statistics. The report was also 
composed of resources of other organizations, and interviews with officials. It presented the 
“prevalence and seriousness of the problem that is not shown in the statistics”, myths about 
VAW, and it included a chapter on the double discrimination of women as a result of: age, 
disability, ethnic origin, sexual identity, and mental illness. The report also looked at the 
Swedish legislation, which it identified as progressive, but poorly implemented. It highlighted 
the need for help and support services for women at risk who were being subjected to vio-
lence. Finally, it examined the educational system, noting that knowledge of victims of crime 
was not included in University education, even in law schools. 
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gender hierarchy perspective so that Amnesty could “speak with one voice” 
(interviews with the campaign coordinators and representatives of the 
Women’s Rights Groups).  

5.4 Teaching Amnesty about gender hierarchy  
Considering that Violence Against Women (VAW) and work on own coun-
try were both new to Swedish Amnesty, it was thought necessary that all 
members (employees and volunteers) should be educated in these subjects, if 
the campaign were to be successful. Internal training was also regarded as an 
effective way of mobilizing the membership, both before and during the 
campaign (evaluation of the SVAW campaign, 2006). During the period 
September 2003-December 2005, 19 seminars, and/or workshops for almost 
400 participants were organized by the Secretariat. The first seminar, which 
was held in September 2003, was organized exclusively for the members of 
the Women’s Rights Groups. They had identified their primary role in the 
campaign as educators of other activists. To be able to fulfil this role, they 
needed to learn more about VAW and international law. This was the subject 
of the September 2003 seminar, to which the Secretariat had invited external 
speakers from the SVAW team at the International Secretariat, a representa-
tive of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) Committee, a former chairperson of the national 
organisation for women’s and girls’ shelters in Sweden (ROKS), and a legal 
representative to discuss the issues emphasized in the campaign. After this 
seminar, the members of the Women’s Rights Groups took on the education 
of the rest of the members. 

Following the wishes of the researchers and representatives of women’s 
organizations who had participated in the 2003 November meeting, Swedish 
Amnesty had stated explicitly that those using violence against women were 
men. The report on men’s violence against women in Sweden thus associ-
ated VAW with the gender hierarchy in society. Although this was in con-
trast to traditional Amnesty reports, which refrained from analyzing the 
eventual power structures causing human rights violations, the report’s gen-
der hierarchy perspective was barely questioned by the members (there was 
one critical article in Amnesty press in 2005). Although some members left 
Amnesty on account of this campaign, they had not – as far as Sara knew – 
motivated this on grounds of the perspective adopted. In her view, it proba-
bly had more to do with the very fact that Amnesty worked with violence 
against women at all (interview with Sara, 2006).  

The gender-hierarchy perspective had also been applied in other parts of 
Amnesty, albeit a varying degree. The great majority of the reports produced 
for this campaign stemmed from the International Secretariat (IS). Sara said 
there was one member of staff at the IS, who had worked on women’s rights 
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in Amnesty since the 1990s, and “who in many ways has paved the way for 
this campaign, and especially for the internal part of it” (interview with Sara, 
2006). This person had “obviously supplied [Amnesty with] such a perspec-
tive” (ibid.). Not only could the gender-hierarchy perspective be found else-
where in Amnesty, but Sara and the interviewed members of the Women’s 
Rights Groups also claimed that it existed in international law34 and the 
Swedish gender discourse and that their campaign drew from both these 
sources.  

The interviewed representatives of the Women’s Rights Groups and the 
campaign coordinators noted that this way of thinking about violence against 
women had not existed among the majority of Amnesty’s staff and activists 
before the campaign. According to Diane, one of the other two campaign-
coordinators, there were some staff members at that time who represented 
exactly the perspective on violence against women that the report attempted 
to challenge – namely that violence against women was a rare phenomenon, 
and that the abusers were “crazy”. In other words, they did not interpret this 
form of abuse as a structural problem. As Diane put it: 

Previously, there were many who were quite unaware not only about what 
was different about women’s rights – or rather, why it was important to focus 
on them specifically, and that we are unequal so to speak, even at this work-
place. This was simply not understood. And then, on the whole, about the 
problems concerning violence against women in Sweden, that it is a wide-
spread problem, and that there was no knowledge about it (interview with 
Diane, 2006). 

The Women’s Rights Groups and the campaign coordinators wanted to cre-
ate an understanding of VAW as something that derived from the gender-
hierarchy in society. And they wanted Amnesty’s members and staff to un-
derstand that they were part of this society. Amnesty too, was thus character-
ized by a gender-hierarchy. The education of staff and voluntary members 
was also deemed to be important, if mixed messages were to be avoided 
when activists and employees would present the report to the media, the 
municipalities and the politicians. Another thing that was deemed important 
if the campaign was to be perceived as credible, was that Amnesty should 
change itself by making a gender perspective a key aspect of the organiza-
tion. This had been suggested as early as 2000 by the first Women’s Rights 
Group, albeit with little result. Now this claim was supported by guidelines 
emanating from an international Amnesty level, which demanded all na-
tional sections to adapt in this way, if Amnesty International was to be per-
ceived as credible in this new field of work. These international guidelines 
enabled those in Swedish Amnesty who considered this to be an important 
issue, to argue in favor of change. 

                               
34 See for example the declaration about the abolishment of violence against women.  
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5.4.1 The internal gender audit  

As mentioned above, two representatives of the Swedish Women’s Rights 
Groups had participated at the 2002 Intersectional Women’s Network (IWN) 
meeting, where the need to mainstream a gender perspective within Amnesty 
International had been discussed. It was felt to be important that Amnesty 
should practice what it preached, if the organization was to be taken seri-
ously in its new field of work. Thus budget planning, decision-making proc-
esses, the organizational leadership and the language to be used in Amnesty 
International, should all reflect gender equality. As mentioned above, the 
representatives of the Women’s Rights Group had noticed that it took quite a 
time before anything happened in this area in Swedish Amnesty. In 2003, 
Linda – a member of Lund’s Women’s Rights Group – attended a board 
meeting at which budget issues were discussed. Linda noticed that little at-
tention was paid to gender equality or diversity issues in these discussions, 
and so she reported back to the Women’s Rights Group. As these issues 
were important to the group, they began to look into the way the Section 
actually handled them. They found that the Secretariat had no diversity pol-
icy, and saw that very little was being done in that area. The reason for this, 
as they understood it, was that Amnesty’s members and its staff already per-
ceived themselves as representing high values, and that the necessity of 
working with these issues as employers or staff simply had not occurred to 
them.  

The members of Lund’s Women’s Rights Group were relatively new to 
Amnesty, however, which according to Eva – one of the group’s founders – 
may have contributed to the fact that they saw Amnesty more like an organi-
zation which, like other organizations, ought to concern itself with these 
issues. Also, they had perceived Amnesty from the beginning as rather a 
conservative organization that was not open to new perspectives. In order to 
change this, Lund’s Women’s Rights Group formulated a resolution on di-
versity at the 2003 Swedish Annual General Meeting. 

In the resolution it was pointed out that if Swedish Amnesty wanted to be 
perceived as credible when it came to criticizing other actors, then their own 
internal policy regarding diversity and gender equality needed looking into. 
This was particularly important in view of the expanded mandate and the 
forthcoming women’s campaign. A diversity and gender-equality perspec-
tive had to permeate Swedish Amnesty. Consequently, the Secretariat should 
formulate plans for diversity and gender equality for the entire Section, and 
it was proposed that the Fundraising Team should draw up a strategy for 
recruiting members, which should take account of diversity, including a bal-
ance between men and women.35  

                               
35 In December 2002, membership consisted of 64% women and 36% men.   
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The Section Board commented on this resolution by stating that they were 
well aware of the importance of working to increase ethnical diversity and 
gender equality within the Section, and that measures had already been taken 
in these areas. For example, as a consequence of the 2000 Annual General 
Meeting’s adoption of the 2000-2004 action plan, which had prioritized 
women’s rights, the Secretariat had adopted a gender equality policy in 
2001. This policy concerned the organization of work, the recruitment proc-
ess, wage-setting, education and the work environment. In accordance with 
the law on gender equality, the Secretariat had also adopted a gender equal-
ity plan. The Section Board sought to develop these efforts further, by inves-
tigating gender equality questions within the membership.  

The Section Board also referred to the preparatory work for the forthcom-
ing “Stop Violence Against Women” campaign, and argued that the work on 
this campaign could increase knowledge about gender equality issues in 
general within the Section. They further hoped that some of this knowledge 
also would serve to raise the awareness of ethnic diversity. The authors of 
the resolution stressed that, in addition, Swedish Amnesty should develop a 
new member-recruitment strategy, formulated in accordance with a diversity 
and gender-equality perspective. The Section Board was critical of this pro-
posal, given the Section’s weak economy. They argued that it would be 
wrong to use the Section’s scarce resources for trying out new fund-raising 
and member-recruitment strategies (report of AGM, 2003).  

The 2003 Annual General Meeting then discussed the resolution. Accord-
ing to Angelica, chairperson of the preparatory group, the participants who 
opposed the resolution wondered whether this was really an Amnesty area: 
“Should Amnesty really concern itself with these things? Shouldn’t we put 
all our efforts into being as efficient as possible in order to save people from 
human rights violations? Isn’t that our goal?” To this, the proponents of the 
resolution answered: “Well, yes, but we are a big organization, we affect 
society regardless of what we do, so to speak, which means it’s very impor-
tant that we tackle gender equality and diversity, since we know that dis-
crimination does exist” (interview with Angelica, 2006). Many members felt 
that this resolution was a very good one, and that it was necessary to make 
sure that there was no discrimination in Amnesty. And this was especially 
important because it was a human rights issue, although it may not have 
been perceived as an Amnesty issue by everyone (ibid.). The 2003 Annual 
General Meeting finally decided to commission the Section Board as fol-
lows: 

- to integrate a diversity- and gender-equality perspective with Swedish Am-
nesty’s activities,  
- to appoint a commission to investigate practical ways of working for gen-
der equality and diversity in the Section, and   
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- to declare diversity and gender equality as a clear goal for the Section’s 
member-recruitment strategy (report of AGM, 2003). 

Consequently the Board appointed a commission consisting of five activists, 
one of whom was a member of the Section Board, and one a member of the 
staff. During the period September 2003-Mars 2005 this group was to inves-
tigate how the Section should tackle the questions of diversity and gender 
equality. Sean, the Secretary General, proposed that the group’s work could 
represent the internal gender audit that was part of the SVAW-campaign.  

In May 2004 the group submitted a proposal to the Board as to how a 
gender audit could be conducted. They started by describing the international 
directives, which stated, roughly, that each national section should report on 
its internal work on gender equality, while ascertaining that a gender per-
spective applied throughout the organization’s culture and work activities. 
On the basis of this internal audit a national Gender Action Plan (GAP) was 
to be formulated. This national GAP was to be integrated with the section’s 
strategic and operative plans, and in its budget planning. Also, staff and vol-
unteers should all be informed about GAP.  

At the Section Board’s meeting in March 2005, a representative of the 
Commission presented its report “Diversity and gender equality in the Swed-
ish Section of Amnesty International”. In order to get some ideas about the 
way the work on GAP and diversity issues in general could be organized, the 
group had contacted representatives of other national Amnesty sections. This 
had left the group with the overall impression that the other sections had just 
started working on these issues.  

Angelica, one of the members of the commission, reported that they had 
also contacted other Swedish voluntary organizations “in order to see how 
other organizations had interpreted these concepts, and how they actually 
worked on diversity and gender equality” (interview with Angelica, 2006). 
The report concluded that many Swedish voluntary organizations were in the 
course of scrutinizing their organizations to check their diversity, and this 
was one more reason why Swedish Amnesty should do the same. The Swed-
ish Red Cross and the Swedish Scout Association were two organizations 
that were quoted as being progressive on this front. The Swedish Red Cross 
had adopted a diversity policy embracing both definitions and goals, and 
applying equally to volunteers and staff. The commission took this policy as 
the model for Swedish Amnesty’s diversity policy, as presented in the report. 
Finally, an assessment of some of the research that had been done on gender 
equality and diversity in Swedish voluntary organizations was also pre-
sented.  

This research was referred to in the report, and provided the Commission 
further arguments as to why Swedish Amnesty needed to devote more re-
sources and attention to these issues. A final point made in the report was 
that all the staff had a statutory obligation to work for gender equality and 
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diversity. In voluntary organizations this law concerned employees, trainees, 
and volunteers at the workplace. It was stated that: “To work actively on 
these issues is particularly important in human rights organizations such as 
Amnesty. To be able to criticize the rest of the world while maintaining 
credibility, it is of the utmost importance that we ourselves comply with the 
principles concerned. We have to scrutinize ourselves, in order to identify 
the values and norms that govern our organization. It is important that the 
issue is perceived as the human rights issue that it is” (report of the Commis-
sion, 2005).  

Based on a questionnaire addressed to the section’s 234 work groups, of 
which 94 responded, the Commission also reported how Amnesty members 
perceived their organization in terms of diversity and gender equality. In the 
questionnaire the volunteers were presented with open questions such as “Is 
yours a group characterized by diversity as regards sex, and/or ethnical 
background?” The results established that Amnesty members were positive 
to the idea of greater diversity in the organization, but Angelica declared that 
few of them had ever reflected on such things at all, and has simply assumed 
that Amnesty was an organization where equality was the norm. There were 
also some who saw diversity as a fuzzy word, and who didn’t see why they 
should have to concern themselves with it: 

 ‘Surely we do not have to work on this?’, for example, or: ‘We have no 
problem about diversity’. The most common response was, ‘What’s diver-
sity? Explain to me, what does diversity mean?’ Why do we have to bother 
with it? What is it? (interview with Angelica, 2006). 

Consequently, the members of the Commission tried to explain what they 
meant by diversity: it could be about non-discrimination; it could be about a 
special language used when recruiting members etc. But according to the 
representative of the group quoted above, there were still many members 
who simply said, “No, it’s a fuzzy word that doesn’t mean anything. It’s a 
buzzword” (interview with Angelica, 2006). Four of five districts included in 
the Commission’s study had discussed diversity issues. The Amnesty mem-
bers were said to be frustrated that nothing happened, and that they did not 
know how to approach this area of their work. The report offered some quo-
tations from members, such as “The Board is no doubt committed to this 
work. I also believe that this commitment exists within groups. But nobody 
really knows how it should be done.” And “We want more men because they 
are so few of them. We have not really specified what we think the men will 
contribute. It simply feels as if it would be a good thing.”  

Although the report said there was a lot of interest amongst members to 
work on these issues, the results also indicated that the issues had been given 
low priority in the groups. Many of those who were included in the study 
saw diversity as an “extra” area that had little to do with other more impor-
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tant tasks. The Commission explained this by the groups’ lack of a power or 
discrimination perspective. Regarding the members’ attitude towards gender 
equality in Amnesty, Angelica commented:  

As to that [gender equality], they meant that there were no problems in Am-
nesty. And I think this idea – that you see yourselves as the good guys – is 
one of the main challenges in all voluntary organizations and in a great many 
other authorities as well – for example schools and so on. And this is why 
there are no problems: it is very difficult to see your own role clearly (inter-
view with Angelica, 2006). 

The commission group said that since there was no data on the way activists 
perceived their own possibilities in the organization, it was difficult to say 
anything about the conditions for men and women from different ethnical 
backgrounds. The report stated that despite this, Amnesty was not discon-
nected from the rest of society, and research regarding several other organi-
zations shows that problems to do with discrimination and gender inequality 
do exist. The Commission thus considered it necessary that Amnesty should 
be analyzed in terms of power and equal opportunities.  

Concerning the part of their work that dealt with the Secretariat, the Com-
mission had confined their study to the documents and action plans that dealt 
with diversity and gender equality issues.36 The reason for this was that in 
the autumn of 2004 the Section Board had decided that a consultant should 
conduct a study of the Secretariat from a gender equality perspective. The 
Commission declared that the Secretariat’s Gender Equality Plan was more 
of a policy, as it lacked the prescription of measurable goals and activities 
that a plan should include. The Gender Equality Plan had been adopted by 
the Secretariat in 2001 and, according to the report, it had not been up-dated 
since, nor was there any documentation of results or measures that had re-
sulted from the plan. This was something that needed to be dealt with, and 
the report requested that the Secretariat should begin to provide the data 
necessary for a goal-oriented, gender-equality project. The Commission had 

                               
36 A Recruitment policy in which diversity amongst the employees was a stated goal (gender 
and ethnical background were both mentioned). Gender equality policy, which contained 
general visions. Gender equality plan, which mentioned gender equality and ethnical diver-
sity, but which did not contain any measurable goals or information regarding follow-up. 
Sexual harassments, dealt with gender equality. Work environment policy, mentioned 
gender equality. Mapping & Action plan  described how work environment issues should be 
dealt with, and mentioned gender equality. Referred to an action plan with a program to take 
measures, a schedule and the responsible for every measure of the action plan respectively. 
According to the staff manager at the secretariat no such plan existed as yet. Mapping of 
wage differences the mapping is undertaken to discover possible wage differences between 
men and women. Staff report 2004 provides information about wages, new jobs etc. and 
describes the results from the annual work environment questionnaire. As no division based 
on sex had been made in this report, it gave very little information on gender equality at the 
secretariat. Diversity- and gender-equality issues were also taken up in the secretariat’s activ-
ity plan and operational plan 
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thus identified areas where volunteers needed more guidance and resources, 
and areas in which the Secretariat itself needed to improve. It was pointed 
out that Amnesty “should not only comply with existing laws, but go one 
step further and set an example for what a human rights organization ought 
to be like” (report of the Commission, 2005).  

Their investigation had resulted in a list of 22 recommendations, which 
were adopted by the Section Board. In broad outline it had been decided that 
Swedish Amnesty’s work for gender equality and diversity should be treated 
in a single goal document, which would then apply to staff and activists 
alike. The goals in this document were to be expressed in measurable terms, 
wherever possible, and be taken into consideration in the budget. It was fur-
ther decided that the Section Board should continue to include a member 
responsible for diversity and gender equality issues. The long-term goals for 
this were to be decided by the Annual General Meeting. The Section Board 
would report annually on the extent to which these goals had been fulfilled.  

Further, the Secretariat had been commissioned to draw up annual diver-
sity plans, applying to staff and activists and building on the long-term goals 
in the action plan. This last was to be evaluated (by law) every year, in time 
for the Board to consider them in their budget planning. The results of this 
evaluation were to be presented to all members. It was further decided that 
the Section Board, the Secretariat, the election committee, and those respon-
sible for recruiting trainees would be given training in diversity- and gender-
equality issues. Swedish Amnesty’s election committee should also be given 
new guidelines, taking account of gender-equality and diversity issues.  

In the Secretariat, someone should be given a specific responsibility for 
handling and supervising the work on diversity and gender equality. These 
issues should also be integrated in the training programs, and the content in 
the activists’ manual should be reviewed and complemented with such mate-
rial as would help the groups in tackling diversity and gender equality. In 
2005, Swedish Amnesty was also granted an ombudsman to handle any 
complaints about these issues. The same year, an external consultant began 
to investigate the Secretariat from the gender-equality angle. 

Thus far, we have looked at the internal campaign and the preparatory 
work for its external equivalent. The launch of Swedish Amnesty’s cam-
paign regarding men’s violence against women, and some of the perceived 
results of the campaign as a whole, will be presented in the final sections of 
this chapter below. 

5.4.2 The campaign is regarded as a success 

When the “Stop Violence Against Women” campaign was presented to 
members in the Amnesty Press in March 2004, it was pointed out that physi-
cal and psychological violence against women (VAW) was probably the 
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most widespread violation of human rights today. It was stated further that 
the overarching problem addressed by the campaign concerned the social 
structures that must be changed if human rights for women were to be real-
ized. Amnesty’s role in this field was to make it clear that VAW represented 
a violation of women’s basic human rights, and that this was something for 
which all states must be responsible. It was suggested that the campaign 
could be understood in terms of the changes in laws and norms regarding the 
protection of women that had been introduced in the 1980s and 1990s. The 
campaign aimed at implementing these new norms by giving them concrete 
form in practice. 

It was acknowledged that other organizations were already concerning 
themselves with this issue, but it was pointed out that Amnesty also had 
something to contribute, given the organization’s human rights perspective, 
its long experience of shaping opinion and campaigning, and the fact that it 
had activists all over the country (Amnesty Press, March 2004). The article 
stated further that the question was not why Amnesty should enter this area 
of activities, but why it had taken so long for the organization to acknowl-
edge this vital human rights issue (ibid). Finally it was argued that Amnesty 
members would recognize themselves in this campaign, which would consist 
of familiar activities such as traditional appeals, but also new activities such 
as making demands on local and religious leaders. It was pointed out that 
while Amnesty was intentionally taking a step into the private sphere, it was 
also drawing attention to the responsibility of the state when it comes to 
providing protection for women.  

The part of the campaign that concerned Swedish conditions became 
more important than had been expected. Swedish Amnesty’s report “Men’s 
violence against women in intimate relationships: An account of the situa-
tion in Sweden” was published on April 19, 2004. To begin with the Secre-
tariat had calculated that about 20 percent of the campaign would be devoted 
to work on the Swedish report, while the remaining 80 percent would consist 
of work on reports and cases from other countries, produced by the Interna-
tional Secretariat (Campaign evaluation report, 2006). During the first year 
of the campaign, however, the situation was the opposite. The first 2000 
copies of the report were exhausted within two months, and Swedish Am-
nesty had never before experienced such local and national interest in an 
Amnesty report (ibid.). 

The campaign attracted a lot of attention in the national and local media, 
and local Amnesty groups realized that the media were showing more inter-
est than usual in their work. Swedish Amnesty took part in a lot of local de-
bates with politicians and women running shelters, concerning the situation 
in the particular area. According to the evaluation of the campaign, 70% of 
the 146 groups interviewed (representing 76% of Swedish Amnesty’s local 
groups) had participated in the campaign, and even the groups that had not 
participated in the campaign were positive about it. The campaign also 
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achieved some political results. For instance, Amnesty representatives ar-
ranged meetings with the relevant ministers, who declared that they would 
strive to introduce a new law in Sweden to set up minimum standards for 
services and protection for women (Campaign evaluation report, 2006).  

In the course of the campaign Swedish Amnesty’s voluntary members 
had approached their own municipalities and presented them with the report. 
Sweden has 290 municipalities, and these were divided among the Section’s 
work groups. Guidelines – including a questionnaire – were prepared for 
members, suggestions were made for letters or about who to contact in a 
municipality, and so on. This was meant to ensure that the same approach 
would be adopted, and the action would be perceived as a coherent venture 
all over the country.  

The idea of involving the activists in this kind of political lobbying had 
come to Sara, the campaign coordinator relatively late, when she read the 
report “Municipalities that close their eyes to men’s violence against 
women” from the National council for Women’s Peace. An appendix to this 
report included a questionnaire that interested readers could use if they 
wanted to put pressure on local municipalities to account for their own work 
for abused women. This questionnaire led Sara to consider a new way of 
involving voluntary members in the political lobbying that were generally 
undertaken by the staff.  

So this was not planned from the beginning, and it kind of went against the 
frame that we had originally established about who would do what in the 
“own country” campaign. But I wrote a document that provided a basis for 
decision-making – like “this is how we think it can be done” – which was 
presented to the Board. And of course we should exploit our biggest resource, 
that is to say our members, our groups (interview with Sara, 2006).  

The campaign co-coordinator decided to make some modifications to the 
questionnaire, which the activists could then use when they approached the 
municipalities. One of the researchers (a sociologist) who had been invited 
to the November meeting became interested in the idea, and close coopera-
tion, in the form of e-mail contact and telephone calls, was established be-
tween her and the campaign co-coordinator. 

During an intense period I had a lot of meetings with her. And I asked that 
she would sort of, well I had a lot of discussions with her about how the 
questionnaire should be formulated, and were these questions relevant, and 
well, different interpretations of the results and so forth (interview with Sara, 
2006).  

Replies to the questions were all forwarded to the Section, and a second re-
port “Not a priority issue: A Review of the Work of Swedish Municipalities 
to Combat Men’s Violence against Women” was produced, based on re-
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sponses to the questionnaire. This report was launched on March 7, 2005, 
and three days later the Swedish government decided to appoint a commis-
sion of inquiry concerning the social services’ support for women who had 
been subjected to violence (Dir. 2005:32). In Amnesty this was perceived as 
a direct result of their campaign (campaign evaluation report, 2006). 

5.4.3 A new perspective has been introduced  

One of Amnesty’s organizational policies from the time of the Cold War 
forbade cooperation with other organizations. In those days, Amnesty could 
not risk being associated with political organizations, for example. Although 
this policy had relaxed over the years, the Women’s Rights Group in Goth-
enburg and Lund were, as we have seen, not at first allowed to march along-
side other organizations during the 8 March demonstrations. This changed 
with the SVAW campaign, when Amnesty sections were encouraged to de-
velop their own relations with women’s organizations:  

To walk for example with the women’s forum, the women’s shelters and 
things like that was little in evidence at first, because it could be perceived as 
if we were biased, sort of…And they also insisted very hard that we made 
sure we had got Amnesty’s independent perspective. That is, it was we who 
were supposed to lead the others, not the other way round. But I think there is 
more humility now, sort of. […] It is much easier to demonstrate with other 
organizations (interview with Eva, 2006). 

The SVAW campaign resulted in Swedish Amnesty establishing relations 
with organizations, such as the women’s shelters, with which they had not 
had contact before. Further, on Swedish Amnesty’s initiative, a dormant 
network to which Amnesty had not belonged when it was active, was now 
revived to allow for cooperation on the issue of violence against women. 
This network included organizations such as the Human Rights Fund, 
UNIFEM, the Swedish church and the Women’s shelters. Swedish Amnesty, 
which before the campaign had limited knowledge only of domestic vio-
lence, was asked a couple of years later to participate at seminars where 
these issues were discussed, to give lectures to the authorities on their view 
of the problem, and to function as a body to which proposed measures were 
referred for consideration (interview with Sara, 2006).  

Further, as mentioned above, the staff and activists who worked specifi-
cally with women’s rights had noticed before the campaign that many other 
Amnesty members lacked a gender-hierarchy perspective when they ap-
proached this new type of work. Sara saw this as reflecting Amnesty’s char-
acter as a “mini copy” of society, whereby the same type of myths and ideas 
surrounding the complex of problems about VAW and gender equality ex-
isted in both worlds. In the course of the campaign, both the campaign coor-
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dinators and the members of the Women’s Rights Groups who were inter-
viewed even said they thought that Swedish Amnesty (some even said Am-
nesty International as a whole), had been undergoing an internal change. 
They could see that people’s understanding of VAW and other women’s 
rights issues had increased as a consequence of the campaign:  

So I think that positive, important and absolutely necessary things have hap-
pened to many people within Amnesty at all levels. And this is one of those 
things, it is difficult to measure it but it is a very important effect of a cam-
paign. I think that a big human rights organization like Amnesty has some-
how taken on board a change, a gender perspective, an understanding of gen-
der-based violations and that violence against women is a human rights issue 
(interview with Sara, 2006). 

As a result of this change, issues that had been difficult to regard as Amnesty 
issues before the campaign – such as the right to abortion – suddenly became 
perceived as relevant for the organization to take on. Another activity de-
scribed as something that Swedish Amnesty never would have considered 
before the campaign was a project called “Unequal” (or “Snedställt” in 
Swedish) that originated in 2005. “Unequal” was started on the initiative of a 
local Amnesty group, and was aimed at educating children in elementary 
schools about gender, power, and gender-based violations in young people’s 
lives. 

Unequal – that there could be room for such a project under Amnesty’s um-
brella – that is a direct consequence of the campaign. Such a project would 
not Amnesty have run before this campaign, definitely not (interview with 
Sara, 2006). 

Thus the new perspective that had been introduced in Swedish Amnesty 
opened the way for new kinds of practices and new ways of interpreting 
problems. As well as these internal changes, Swedish Amnesty’s “own coun-
try” work had also been acknowledged by the International Secretariat (IS). 
The two reports produced in the course of the campaign, in particular the 
second one on municipalities, and the way that activists had been involved in 
working on them was something quite new and innovative in Amnesty Inter-
national. Consequently, the IS adopted Swedish Amnesty’s campaign as a 
model that spread to other national sections. According to Sara, the attention 
that the Swedish reports attracted at the international Amnesty level was 
partly due to the fact that Swedish Amnesty was early in presenting its work 
to the rest of the movement, and partly because they had succeeded in identi-
fying a group, i.e. municipalities, that had not been one of Amnesty Interna-
tional’s traditional targets – something that in turn had been encouraged in 
the campaign. And, most importantly the Swedish Section had succeeded in 
engaging the activists in a new and very effective way.  
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Consequently, the Swedish campaign was conspicuous in many interna-
tional Amnesty forums where the campaign was discussed. And Sara, who 
had written the two reports, was invited to several meetings and courses to 
present the work of the Swedish Section. She participated in a course for the 
east European sections, for example, and had been to Dubai, and to Russia, 
while the Swedish Section had also been asked to present their work at an 
International Council Meeting. In 2006 the Norwegian, Finnish and Belgian 
sections had all conducted investigations of the municipalities in their coun-
tries, modeled on Swedish Amnesty’s campaign. 

5.5 Summary  
In this chapter I have described how the idea of women’s rights has been 
interpreted, transformed into practice and organized in Swedish Amnesty. 
The idea entered Swedish Amnesty via decisions reached at Amnesty’s In-
ternational Council Meetings. These decisions in turn were interrelated with 
broader changes in society, such as the development of women’s rights in 
the UN. At first Swedish Amnesty had opposed the idea that Amnesty Inter-
national should work specifically for women’s rights. The majority of the 
Swedish members wanted to keep Amnesty’s mandate as it was. Gradually 
this changed, e.g. as a result of the arrival of new members in the organiza-
tion, who were particularly interested in working for women’s rights. Swed-
ish Amnesty was thus encouraged to develop its work on this idea by exter-
nal factors (general social developments), by its own parent organization 
(Amnesty International) and by its own members.  

Amnesty’s inclusion of women’s rights occurred one step at a time. To 
start with, it took many years before the first decisions to devote more atten-
tion to women’s rights – which had been made by Amnesty’s International 
Council Meeting – had any effect on Swedish Amnesty’s practice. And it 
took even longer before issues that involved major challenges to the tradi-
tional definition of the organization’s concerns – such as Female Genital 
Mutilation and domestic violence – came to be included in Amnesty’s man-
date. The first version of women’s rights that was accepted into Swedish 
Amnesty did not represent any major challenge to current practices. It was a 
campaign in which a new label (women’s rights) had been attached to a tra-
ditional practice. When this campaign was over, Swedish Amnesty’s activi-
ties connected with women’s rights dropped off for a year or two. This 
changed with the entry of new members who, together with a couple of ear-
lier members interested in gender issues, established a couple of women’s 
rights groups in the organization.  

The practices of these groups were not immediately perceived by some of 
the other members as belonging to Swedish Amnesty’s area of concern. In 
other words, their practice was not immediately defined as a natural element 
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in the organization. Correspondingly, the Women’s Rights Groups repre-
sented their own goals and interests in relation to those of “traditional” Am-
nesty, and were thus included in their own national and international 
women’s networks. Their practice and ideas for organizing were influenced 
both by Swedish Amnesty’s prevailing organizational context, and by ideas 
about gender stemming from women’s organizations in general, from gender 
research and from the UN.  

The status of the Women’s Rights Groups’ in Swedish Amnesty changed 
when Amnesty’s International Council Meeting decided that the organiza-
tion should give priority to work concerned with women’s rights. As a con-
sequence of this prioritizing, Amnesty International – including Swedish 
Amnesty – launched a campaign concerned with violence against women. 
This campaign engaged Swedish Amnesty as a whole. The members who 
regarded women’s rights as important as an Amnesty concern, the Women’s 
Rights Groups, for example, were now enabled to explore change within the 
organization.  

In the course of this campaign, traditional Amnesty rules were challenged 
and changed, and relations were established with new types of organization. 
A gender perspective was being emphasized in Swedish Amnesty, and the 
organization engaged in an “own country” campaign upon which other or-
ganizations and researchers had been invited to comment. This campaign 
was inspired by traditional Amnesty practices, international law, the prac-
tices of women’s organizations, and the Swedish debate on gender hierarchy. 
In order to get the members to interpret the campaign in gender-hierarchy 
terms, an internal educational process was launched.  

The campaign attracted a lot of external attention, and the members felt 
positive about it. Evaluations of the campaign indicated that the members 
saw this issue as being relevant and an important subject for Amnesty to 
explore. The members who had already represented the idea of women’s 
rights in the organization before the campaign concluded that a gender per-
spective had been successfully introduced into the organization as a result of 
their campaign. Further, practices and issues that prior to the campaign 
would have been perceived as unthinkable as subjects to Amnesty’s atten-
tion, were now defined as viable Amnesty concerns.  
 



 140



 141

6 Rights for homosexuals  

As in the case of women’s rights, the idea that Swedish Amnesty should 
work with rights for homosexual was a challenge to prevailing organiza-
tional definitions of problems, practices and relevant environments. The 
meaning ascribed to the concept of prisoners of conscience was challenged, 
as was the organization’s focus on the public sphere. Compared with the idea 
of women’s rights, which had been debated and defined by the United Na-
tions (UN) before being embraced by Swedish Amnesty, the idea of homo-
sexual rights had less normative support in the wider field of human rights. 
There were no UN conventions in place, or declarations dealing explicitly 
with this idea when it was introduced into Swedish Amnesty. There were 
thus no international norms from which Amnesty members could draw au-
thority if they were to decide to enter this field of work. This meant an addi-
tional challenge for those who considered rights for homosexuals to be an 
important idea, and one that they wanted Amnesty International – including 
Swedish Amnesty – to adopt. The present chapter is structured as a chrono-
logical narrative in which I describe how Swedish Amnesty came to regard 
the idea of homosexual rights as a relevant subject for their attention. The 
narrative also describes the evolution of the practice that resulted from this 
idea in Swedish Amnesty up to 2006, by which time it had come to be seen 
as a natural part of what the organization was all about. The real names of 
the individuals who were important to this development, and who are men-
tioned in the text, have been replaced by pseudonyms.  

6.1 The idea is included in a modest version  
The Lesbian and Gay movement emerged towards the end of the 1960s37 in 
association with the great media attention that the 1969 Stonewall riots38 in 
                               
37 In Sweden, the breakthrough for gay and lesbian rights came in the 1970s. In 1973, the 
Riksdag declared that in Swedish society “the cohabitation of two individuals of the same sex 
is a fully acceptable way of life” (LU 1973:20). In 1979 the classification of homosexuality as 
a disease in the public health statistics was removed, and discriminatory legislation defining 
the legal age of consent was changed.  
38 The Stonewall riots were a series of violent conflicts between New York City police offi-
cers and groups of gay and transgender people that began in the early morning of June 28, 
1969, and lasted several days.   
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New York had attracted. In the 1970s a number of new gay pride and gay 
rights organizations were founded for the purpose of identity building, and 
for striving after homosexual equality (Armstrong, 2005). In 1978, the Inter-
national Gay Association (IGA) was established as an international network 
of national and local groups and organizations dedicated to achieving equal 
rights for homosexuals (from 1986 known as the International Lesbian and 
Gay Association (ILGA)). ILGA surveyed the way the rights of homosexu-
als were developing in international organizations, such as Amnesty Interna-
tional. Some of the ILGA activists were also members of Amnesty Interna-
tional, working for Amnesty’s mandate to be extended to include protection 
of homosexuals’ rights in their respective national Amnesty sections.  

In 1974 Danish Amnesty asked the International Council Meeting (ICM) 
whether Amnesty International should not be concerned with the rights of 
sexual minorities. The ICM suggested that a study be made, and was pre-
sented the following year with a report describing Amnesty International’s 
attitude towards the adoption as prisoners of conscience of individuals ar-
rested on account of their homosexuality. At the 1977 ICM resolutions deal-
ing with sexual orientation were discussed, but there were no changes in 
policy. Two years later, the 1979 ICM recognized that imprisonment on a 
basis of sexual orientation should be regarded as a human rights violation, 
and decided that those imprisoned for advocating homosexual equality 
should be regarded as prisoners of conscience. In 1982 the ICM reaffirmed 
its 1979 decision and recommended the cessation of “medical” treatment of 
people in detention - against their will - for the purpose of altering their sex-
ual orientation.  

Swedish Amnesty’s 1982 Annual General Meeting also decided that those 
imprisoned for advocating homosexual equality should be regarded as pris-
oners of conscience, and declared that the imprisonment of homosexuals 
exclusively on account of their sexuality must be regarded as a violation of 
such individuals’ fundamental rights. This declaration reflected the decision 
of the 1979 International Council Meeting. However, neither the interna-
tional decision nor Swedish Amnesty’s confirmation of it said anything 
about whether Amnesty International should take up the case of those im-
prisoned on account of their homosexuality.  

This question was raised instead at a later stage by Simon, who had been 
a Swedish Amnesty member for many years and who was also engaged in 
the Swedish homosexual, bisexual and transgender movement (HBT). The 
reason why Simon had waited before suggesting that people who were im-
prisoned on account of their homosexual orientation should be considered as 
prisoners of conscience, was “because I thought that Amnesty was a conser-
vative, reactionary organization, and that it would take Amnesty a hundred 
years before they would be able to discuss this issue. The organization is 
good for other purposes, but it was like a good, good lady, or a good father – 
rather blind to that issue” (interview with Simon, 2005). 
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In the early 1980s, however, Simon attended a meeting of the Interna-
tional Lesbian and Gay Association (ILGA) where he learned from another 
meeting-participant - a member of Dutch Amnesty, “the most liberal of all 
the sections”- that the Dutch, Danish, US, and Canadian sections were all 
discussing the possible extension of Amnesty’s mandate to include working 
for individuals imprisoned on account of their homosexuality. Compared 
with these other sections he saw Swedish Amnesty as lagging far behind, 
and this drove him to raise the issue with the organization:  

Then I asked myself – how come these sections are so far ahead of the Swed-
ish Section? And that was when I decided to raise the issue (interview with 
Simon, 2005). 

Simon called attention to this issue in Swedish Amnesty in the early 1980s, 
asking for the opinion of local Amnesty groups via an internal magazine of 
which he was the editor. He then began to submit resolutions to the Swedish 
Annual General Meetings, urging Swedish Amnesty to campaign for includ-
ing people who had been imprisoned on grounds of their homosexuality in 
Amnesty’s mandate at the International Council Meetings.  

Like the rest of Amnesty International, Swedish Amnesty had difficulty in 
agreeing whether people imprisoned for their homosexual identity should be 
included in - or excluded from - their mandate. According to Lena, Swedish 
Amnesty’s then Secretary General, many of the members in favor of includ-
ing this group belonged to the new generation of Amnesty members, 
whereas many of the ”old” members preferred to keep things as they were 
(interview with Lena, 2005). The debate divided Swedish Amnesty into two, 
roughly equal sized camps – with the result that the Annual General Meet-
ings voted in favor of inclusion one year and against it the next (ibid.).  

In the early years of this debate Simon felt that he was almost alone in 
advocating the question in Swedish Amnesty. He had the support of two 
other Amnesty members “both of whom were heterosexuals. I knew there 
were other homosexuals at the meetings, but they never stood up and spoke 
in favor of the issue. So I asked myself “why do I have to talk with my bro-
ken Swedish [he was originally from another country]? Why don’t you stand 
up? In the end some others appeared who supported the issue, but for the 
first few years I must say it was rather lonely” (interview with Simon, 2005). 
In the 1980s the debate in Swedish Amnesty about the possible inclusion 
among the “prisoners of conscience” of people imprisoned on account of 
their homosexuality was also drawn into international Amnesty’s debate on 
the same subject. 
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6.2 Struggles over how the idea should be defined  
In 1985 the International Council Meeting authorized a study of people who 
were imprisoned on the account of their sexual identity and on account of 
their sexual acts, which was to be discussed at the 1987 International Coun-
cil Meeting. The national sections had to determine what position they 
would represent at this meeting. Thus, in 1986, the question as to whether or 
not Amnesty should adopt individuals imprisoned on account of their homo-
sexuality was discussed in Swedish Amnesty. According to a document that 
provided a basis for the debate on this issue, the issues that had been raised 
during that year concerned I, whether or not the issue fitted the terms of their 
existing mandate; II, if working for homosexuals meant that Amnesty had to 
work for other sexual minorities as well; III, other points.  

The first subject of debate was whether the word “sex” in Amnesty’s 
mandate – which stated that Amnesty worked toward the release of persons 
imprisoned “by reason of their political, religious or other conscientiously 
held beliefs or by reason of their ethnic origin, sex, color or language…” - 
could be interpreted as referring to sexual identity. On the one hand, the 
proponents of change argued that it could be so interpreted, since nobody 
had ever been imprisoned solely for being a man or a woman. On the other 
hand, the opponents of the change argued that the word “sex” referred to 
man/woman and nothing else, adding that Amnesty International defended 
political rights and should steer clear of other areas. However, the propo-
nents of the change argued that the imprisonment of homosexuals could be 
equated with the imprisonment of religious persons, who represented a group 
for whom Amnesty was already working (should Amnesty adopt homosexu-
als? May, 1986).  

Furthermore, the question of delineation raises the further question as to 
whether or not it was possible to draw a line between homosexuals as a 
group, and other sexual minorities “If we decide to adopt homosexuals, then 
what will we do about the others, for example transvestites, sadomasochists, 
flashers? And, does Amnesty International have sufficient knowledge to 
judge whether a relation is voluntary or whether the parties are adults? The 
proponents argued that homosexuals could be distinguished as a special 
group, where – just as among for heterosexuals – it is a case of love between 
two adults. The opponents argued, however, that “if we work for homosexu-
als, then we also have to take care of the others, otherwise we are not being 
impartial.” (Ibid.). 

Finally, the other questions had “a more practical, or moral character”. On 
the one hand, the arguments advanced by the proponents were (1,) Consider-
ing that a person, who has fought for the right to enter upon homosexual 
relations is supported by Amnesty International, then why should not a per-
son who has used this right be given the same privilege? (2,) We do not take 
up a moralistic attitude about the skin color or opinions of our prisoners of 
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conscience and should not adopt such an attitude regarding to their sexual 
orientation either. (3,) Many countries have discriminatory penal laws 
against homosexuals (something that Amnesty should oppose). The argu-
ments on the other side were: (1,) We have enough work as it is. (2,) There 
are other organizations that can work for homosexuals. (3,) Some sections 
would not agree to working for homosexuals. (4,) The issue would split the 
movement (ibid.). 

Given the above-mentioned arguments, the document to be debated sug-
gested that Swedish Amnesty should also discuss the following questions: 
“Are we capable of working for a new category of people – do we have the 
time and financial resources? The question of adopting homosexuals is being 
driven by the large Western sections. There are sections in Asia and Africa, 
however, which feel it would be impossible to make their members work for 
something as controversial as this issue would be. Should we in the West 
impose our values about what is right and wrong on other cultures? Is it 
cowardice that contributes to the fact that many people in our own Section 
do not want Amnesty International to adopt homosexuals – a fear of losing 
the support of their environment? Maybe people’s personal aversions pro-
vide the grounds for their negative positions?” (Ibid). 

When the time came for the 1986 Swedish Annual General Meeting to 
make a decision on this issue, there had thus already been a lot of discussion 
about it in the organization. Despite many opposing votes, the result was 160 
for and 144 against – approximately 450 members attended at the meeting, 
which means that many participants refrained from voting – the 1986 Annual 
General Meeting decided that the Swedish delegation should demand that 
Amnesty International adopt individuals who had been imprisoned exclu-
sively on grounds of their sexuality.  

6.2.1 Amnesty International is subjected to lobbying  

That same year, Amnesty’s International Secretariat (IS) issued a memoran-
dum on the question of homosexuality, which amongst other things informed 
the national sections that “the International Gay Association (IGA), has de-
cided to start a campaign to lobby AI [Amnesty International]” (AI and Ho-
mosexuality, 1986). The motivation for this lobbying, according to a later 
Amnesty-report, was that the organizations and groups that were members of 
ILGA “deem it important for the advancement of their aims to obtain AI’s 
support.” (The Mandate Review Committee’s final report, 1991, p. 51). In an 
interview Simon described the events as follows:  

In ILGA we had a so-called ILGA-Amnesty campaign, aimed at getting Am-
nesty to expand the mandate to include the homosexual issue. We wrote let-
ters to all the sections asking for their thoughts and attitudes on the issue. We 
also wrote repeatedly to the International Secretariat but they only replied 
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once – and the reason why they replied was that we had put Amnesty’s logo 
on the letterhead together with ILGA’s, something that we were not allowed 
to do (interview with Simon, 2005). 

ILGA thus issued questionnaires to the International Secretariat and the na-
tional sections asking for their position on the issue. Further, during the 
1980s ILGA representatives attended Amnesty’s International Council Meet-
ings (ICM) distributing information about homosexuals’ rights, and advocat-
ing that Amnesty should start working for individuals imprisoned on account 
of their homosexuality. As Simon explained: “At our ILGA meetings we 
reported how far we had got on the issue. And if we heard that Amnesty was 
to have a meeting, we were supposed to try to influence them by attending 
and distribute information, or flyers or something, to remind them that this 
was an important issue.” This was confirmed by George, a Swedish Amnesty 
member who attended the ICMs during that period: “There was a lobbying-
group of around 5 to 10 people, who pushed hard for this issue, attending at 
every International Council Meeting that we had during the 1980s” (inter-
view with George, 2004). 

According to the 1986 circular, the ILGA bulletin 6/85 had encouraged 
members to approach the Amnesty sections in their home countries and to 
ask them the following questions: “What was the exact outcome of the Hel-
sinki [1985] ICM? What were the arguments used? How did the section it-
self vote? Why? How did other sections vote?” (AI and Homosexuality, 
1986). The International Secretariat suggested that sections could answer 
these questions from ILGA-related groups by giving them copies of the ICM 
report and referring them to Decision 12 (that Amnesty should initiate a 
study regarding the imprisonment of persons on the sole grounds of their 
homosexuality), and explaining that no further details about the discussion or 
the voting were available (ibid.).  

One person had been appointed by the International Secretariat to collect 
all possible information on the nature and scope of homosexual prisoners 
throughout the world. The resulting report was distributed to the sections 
early in 1987, so they could use it as a basis for formulating their position to 
the 1987 International Council Meeting. Although Swedish Amnesty had 
already established its position in 1986, the opponents of the change were 
now given a second chance to reject the issue.   

6.2.2 The meaning struggle continues  

The report on persons imprisoned because of their sexual orientation had 
been distributed to the national sections for consideration in 1987. The report 
did not include many cases – which, according to Simon led the opponents 
of the issue in Swedish Amnesty to argue that “there are no homosexual 
prisoners”. Consequently, one of the proponents’ original arguments, namely 
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that there were a great many homosexual prisoners that Amnesty would be 
able to adopt if the mandate were expanded, had been dealt with.  

The opponents argued that the issue was not grounded in international 
norms, whereas the proponents argued that although there were no interna-
tional norms to which Amnesty could refer regarding persons imprisoned on 
account of their homosexuality, Amnesty had in the past been a “pioneer 
group, and should so continue to be” (interview with Simon, 2005). Amnesty 
had led public opinion, in its campaign against the death penalty for in-
stance, even in the absence of international norms in that particular field.  

The other arguments concerned Amnesty’s attempts to become a multi-
cultural movement, and the problems that this involved for the sections in 
countries where homosexuality was regarded as criminal. Further, Amnesty 
International had originally been active in the public sphere and had focused 
its work on defending the right to freedom of expression and opinion. Work-
ing with people imprisoned on account of their homosexuality would mean 
entering the private sphere, which some members opposed. Another recur-
ring theme was that the issue was threatening to “split” Amnesty. Simon 
recalled one Swedish Annual General Meeting when another Swedish Am-
nesty member had stood up in his defense “in front of a couple of hundred 
people and said that it wasn’t Simon who was splitting Amnesty. The issue 
had been dividing the movement for years, and other sections were having to 
cope with it as well” (interview with Simon, 2005). Amnesty members had 
held different views on various issues in the past, but the conflict surround-
ing the question of homosexual rights was described, in interviews, as un-
precedented.   

The issues for debate at the 1987 meeting, according to the informants, 
were the same as at all the meetings in the 1980s when this issue was dis-
cussed. The only new element was the report that had not found any case of 
a person being imprisoned solely on account of homosexual acts. That year 
the Swedish Annual General Meeting chose to annul the decision that they 
had made the year before, deciding instead (by 188 votes for and 123 
against) to commission the Board to work for a change, such that Amnesty 
International would not adopt persons who had been imprisoned exclusively 
on account of their homosexuality (report from the Swedish Annual General 
Meeting, 1986).  

The Swedish delegation thus represented an opposing position at the 1987 
International Council Meeting (ICM), at which the Dutch Section had sub-
mitted a resolution calling for the adoption as prisoners of conscience of 
persons who had been “imprisoned solely for acts in private between con-
senting adults” (report from the ICM, 1987). The resolution was not passed, 
but the issue was widely debated and finally assigned to the newly estab-
lished Mandate Review Committee, which had been commissioned to inves-
tigate “the implications of the inclusion within the Amnesty mandate of per-
sons imprisoned because of their homosexual identity, orientation or con-
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duct, with particular emphasis on the issue of multiculturalism in the world 
and within Amnesty” (ibid.). The Mandate Review Committee was to pre-
sent their final report to the 1991 ICM, together with new resolutions on the 
issue.  

Two years before this ICM took place, the 1989 Swedish Annual General 
Meeting discussed yet another resolution proposing that Amnesty should 
adopt as prisoners of conscience persons who had been imprisoned on ac-
count of their homosexuality. At this point Simon stated that ILGA had 
managed to track down a person who fitted this category of prisoners, and 
who could be used as counter-evidence in the discussion: 

…we finally found a woman who had interviewed a Russian homosexual 
prisoner and he was willing to be photographed, which is very rare. And we 
gave this article to Amnesty but unfortunately they didn’t use it. We used it, 
however, as evidence against the argument that there were no homosexual 
prisoners. And I think that this proof led many people to change their opinion 
(interview with Simon, 2005). 

This “evidence” could thus be used to prove that there actually were people 
in the world who were imprisoned for their homosexuality, and the propo-
nents argued that more such cases could be found if Amnesty decided to 
work for this group. In 1989, the Mandate Review Committee had also dis-
tributed an interim report, which discussed amongst other things39 the impor-
tance of considering Amnesty’s scarce resources in relation to this issue. It 
was argued that Amnesty had to adopt clear priorities in its work, and 
“[w]orking for homosexuals would require considerable research resources 
which would be diverted from AI’s [Amnesty International’s] main work” 
(interim report of the Mandate Review Committee, 1989). According to 
Simon, this concern was also expressed in Swedish Amnesty: 

Then the next argument came: there are too many prisoners - there are mil-
lions and how can Amnesty adopt a million prisoners? Then I said – you 
don’t have to adopt a million, just one or two or three as symbols for that 
category (interview with Simon, 2005). 

The question of effectiveness concerned not only Amnesty International’s 
scarce resources but also how the ambiance within the organization would be 

                               
39 It also stated that the issue of homosexuality illustrated the cultural differences between 
Amnesty Sections. One strong argument against an including of the issue was that working 
explicitly for homosexual prisoners would be “extremely detrimental for AI’s development 
and multiculturalism”  and consequently that Amnesty “would stop being a truly international 
movement”. It was pointed out that “in some parts of the world this issue is a taboo subject 
which cannot be discussed. There are a number of religious convictions that will be a hin-
drance to us in the section’s mission if this resolution is adopted.” Further, some sections 
stated that the proposed expansion “would mean the imposition of Western values on other 
cultures.” 
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affected by a decision to adopt or reject homosexual prisoners. The Mandate 
Review Committee (MRC), which at this time was assessing the various 
views within the Amnesty movement, emphasized “the question of effec-
tiveness inside the movement. A change of policy might strongly affect the 
harmony within the movement. On the other hand, those in favor of change 
will argue that this harmony will be harmed by not adopting the proposed 
changes” (interim report of the Mandate Review Committee, 1989, emphasis 
in the original).  

Further, the Committee had identified a potential problem of external ef-
fectiveness; “…which is partly conditioned by AI’s image. Both those who 
favor change and those opposed to it consider AI’s image of importance to 
its effectiveness. Those against change argue that this effectiveness will be 
harmed, because AI’s credibility in some countries and with some govern-
ments will be undermined. Those in favor of change say that AI is being 
inconsistent by refusing to work for the release of one specific category of 
(non-violent) detainees, thereby harming its credibility and its effectiveness” 
(ibid). 

There were also those within Swedish Amnesty who feared that Amnesty 
would lose credibility if they started to present themselves as working on 
this issue. According to the Simon “someone in the Swedish section said that 
if we start to adopt homosexuals then we will not be able to raise any more 
money. People will stop giving us contributions because they are so homo-
phobic” (interview with Simon, 2005). Simon stated, however, that this ar-
gument was contradicted by new members who joined Swedish Amnesty 
and demanded that the organization should work for the adoption of homo-
sexual prisoners:  

The argument that we wouldn’t be able to raise any more funds and to de-
velop into a strong organization disappeared when young people joined the 
organization and declared that - if we don’t take up this issue, then there are 
many other human rights organizations like “Don’t touch my friend”, that we 
can turn to (interview with Simon, 2005). 

After having discussing this issue, the 1989 Swedish Annual General Meet-
ing decided, by 164 votes to 89, to commission the Board to work for Am-
nesty International’s future adoption of individuals imprisoned on account of 
their homosexuality. However, two years later, the Mandate Review Com-
mittee’s final report including an enabling resolution on the issue was pre-
sented to the 1991 Swedish Annual General Meeting and the debate re-
opened. 
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6.2.4 The struggle is settled by an expert committee  

Harry, one of the Section Board members, presented the Mandate Review 
Committee’s report to the 1991 Annual General Meeting. Harry explained 
that discussions at the international level had been partly concerned with 
whether or not Amnesty should refer to homosexuals as a specific group, or 
to sexual orientation in a broader sense. As he saw it, this had not been a 
controversial issue in Swedish Amnesty: “...we have agreed that the discus-
sion ought to concern the persecution of homosexuals, because “homosexu-
als” is not just a question of homosexuality but also a way of living and a 
lifestyle. And we should not go into the other areas” (tape recording from the 
Swedish Annual General Meeting, 1991).  

Harry went on to describe the policy that Amnesty International currently 
represented as regards homosexuals.40 He then explained that those in Am-
nesty who wanted to extend the mandate had argued for the inclusion of such 
individuals as had been imprisoned on account of their homosexual identity, 
orientation or acts. Harry went on to describe the arguments for and against 
the proposed expansion: 

Those who have suggested that we should limit this work to adopting those 
who have advocated homosexual equality, thus not entering these other areas, 
have pointed out that Amnesty works in the public or political sphere. We 
work for people’s right to freedom of opinion. If we enter these [other] areas, 
it would mean going into the private sphere and to engaging ourselves in 
people’s right to a private life. In other words we would be entering a differ-
ent field of work, and the importance of maintaining this boundary – that we 
work for the right to freedom of opinion has thus been emphasized.  

In response, the other camp has claimed that this is an artificial division. 
On the one hand defense of [your] homosexuality, or your right to homo-
sexuality, has been considered a case for Amnesty. On the other hand, people 
who have been imprisoned for expressing their homosexuality in action have 
not been considered to be Amnesty cases. So this is an artificial division. 
This has been one line of argument.  

Another question that has been discussed is whether sexuality is some-
thing that lies deep down in every country’s culture and in peoples’ opinions, 
and that in many countries the right to homosexuality (even in our country, 
albeit more in others) is an extremely sensitive issue. This would probably 
mean that if we entered a country and took up the treatment of homosexuals, 
this would impede our work for the many political prisoners among our 
cases. We would not get any respect, as it were, regarding the work for which 
we have nevertheless built up the power that backs our demands. Part of our 
strength is that we support ourselves on the international documents and 

                               
40 This is to say: (1,) to adopt persons known to be in prison for advocating homosexual 
equality. (2,) To adopt prisoners when charges of homosexuality have been used as a pretext, 
and the real reason for their imprisonment is the expression of their political, religious or 
other conscientiously held beliefs. (3,) To recommend the cessation of all medical treatment 
employed with the aim of modifying the homosexual orientation of any individual, while in 
detention, without his or her agreement.  
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norms, but in this case we have no clear mandate in the current international 
agreements, and cannot therefore expand it.  

Against this it has been stated that Amnesty not rely exclusively on inter-
national agreements, but that we should also be able to take the lead and 
stand up for something when it is justified. We should thus be able to fight 
for something, provided we ourselves consider it is right, even if there may 
not be an international consensus, […] not only regarding this issue but also 
regarding other issues. The death penalty is one example where we should of 
course be able to go beyond international norms - there is broad agreement 
within the organization about this. But if we decide to go beyond what gov-
ernments themselves have agreed on, then we must have a broad consensus 
within the organization in order to get power behind our demands. Then we 
cannot be internally divided (tape recording from the 1991 AGM). 

The arguments were thus the same that had characterized the debate over the 
last years. They concerned the private/public sphere, the lack of international 
norms on this area, Amnesty’s effectiveness, and the cultural problems that 
this issue entailed. The Mandate Review Committee had concluded that en-
tering into a work area as controversial as the present one would demand a 
high degree of internal consensus. Considering that the organization was 
widely divided when it came to this issue they recommended a formulation 
that represented “a minimum level, which is so to speak acceptable for all to 
live with even though there will be those who are unsatisfied with it” (tape 
recording from 1991 AGM). 

The Swedish Section Board supported the Mandate Review Committee’s 
suggestion namely that: “The interpretation of the mandate should be ex-
tended so that ‘advocacy of homosexual equality’ would also cover expres-
sion of homosexual orientation” (1991 Final report of the Mandate Review 
Committee). In practice this meant that if a person was imprisoned for being 
a homosexual, Amnesty would not intervene, but if a person was imprisoned 
for expressing his or her homosexuality, Amnesty would intervene. The 
Committee admitted that this was a modest proposal “but it comes closest to 
meeting the demands of multiculturalism, as expressed in the divergent 
views within the movement as well as outside” (ibid.). Harry explained the 
reasoning behind the Mandate Review Committee’s proposal:  

They [the Mandate Review Committee] recommend an extension in the way 
the concept of advocacy should be interpreted. They want to stick with the 
idea that our field of work concerns people’s right to profess their homosexu-
ality, but they want to make an extended interpretation of the concept. They 
give some examples of what this could mean, for example, if the police make 
a raid against a facility where homosexuals meet, and they [the homosexuals] 
are arrested and imprisoned because they are there. Another example con-
cerns people who have been imprisoned on account of the clothes they wear, 
which proclaims their homosexual belongingness, or because they walk hand 
in hand. So the interpretation can be extended. They say, however, that this 
extended interpretation does not mean that we will concern ourselves with 
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people who have been imprisoned specifically because of their sexual acts 
(tape recording, AGM 1991).  

After this presentation, Frank, a member of the Mandate Review Committee 
(MRC), who had been Swedish Amnesty’s Chairperson when he was elected 
into the MRC, explained to the Swedish Annual General Meeting how the 
committee’s work on this issue had been organized, and the reasoning be-
hind the resulting proposal. Frank reminded the meeting that the Commit-
tee’s terms of reference had been to review all parts of Amnesty’s mandate 
in the light of the organization’s international membership and development. 
In his view, these guidelines were particularly important in relation to the 
issue of homosexuality and the possible extension of the mandate for that 
area (ibid.). 

The Mandate Review Committee had an internationally composition. Be-
sides Frank, it had one representative each from the Dutch, Canadian, Greek, 
Chilean, Indian, and the Kuwaiti sections. It was thus a “miniature Amnesty-
movement, which sat for the purpose of discussing what we could accom-
plish concerning the issue of homosexuality. We soon established that we 
represented the whole range of viewpoints, from those who wanted to in-
clude this issue without reservations, to those who wanted to reject any ex-
tension of the mandate concerning homosexuals” (ibid.). 

Many third-world sections had expressed very strong reservations against 
an extension of the mandate, even declaring that they would be questioned at 
home and be forced to shut down their activities if Amnesty were to present 
itself as working for homosexuals:  

Given this, we obviously wanted to see if it was possible to find a solution 
that would allow us, in a responsible way, to extend the mandate and to in-
clude more cases as they arise, while at the same time avoiding a possible 
split in the movement because of this issue (ibid.). 

In response to the modest proposal of the Mandate Review Committee and 
the Swedish Section Board, Christina – who attended the meeting – declared 
that in her view and that of her Amnesty group, it was obvious that Amnesty 
should start working for people who had been imprisoned on account of their 
homosexuality. Christina gave two reasons for this. First “there are no other 
international mandates to defend them.” Rather than regarding the lack of 
international norms for homosexual rights as a hindrance for their work, 
Christina argued that Amnesty ought to step up its efforts for this group be-
cause there was nobody else to protect them. Second “homosexuals as a 
group should enjoy the same conditions as heterosexuals for living their own 
lives. This view is shared by many, amongst others by my group [number 
and location of the group]. When we raised this issue there was no discus-
sion. It is obvious that we must extend the mandate to protect homosexuals 
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explicitly” (ibid.). Christina was supported by Beatrice, the next speaker, 
who referred to the decision of the Annual General Meeting in 1989, which 
had gone further than the present proposal. She continued: 

Although the Board suggests that the mandate should be extended, they have 
not followed the decisions taken two years ago, because they were much 
broader. That resolution said that we should work to interpret the mandate as 
comprising anyone who has been imprisoned on account of their homosexu-
ality and to commission the Section Board to see that Amnesty in future will 
adopt anyone who has been imprisoned on account of their homosexuality. 
The present proposal implies hardly any change at all. I am rather disap-
pointed (ibid.). 

In response to this, Harry admitted that there was a two-year-old decision of 
the Swedish Annual General Meeting, which the Board had regarded as go-
ing further than the proposal of the Mandate Review Committee. He went on 
to recall the difficulties that the Mandate Review Committee had experi-
enced in reaching a consensus on this issue in a four-year-long process, and 
that he had also faced fierce resistance himself from the African sections on 
this issue. Thus, he felt that although it was “unfortunate” that the Board was 
now supporting a proposal representing “one step back” in relation to the 
decisions taken in 1989, the Mandate Review Committee’s solution did rep-
resent one step forward in relation to Amnesty International’s present man-
date and was more “pragmatic” than Swedish Amnesty’s old position. And 
Swedish Amnesty’s tradition of loyalty to principles could be challenged in 
this case by reference to the value of “multiculturalism”: 

In this movement, we try to talk about multiculturalism, and it is in this spirit 
that I believe that the Mandate Review Committee has tried to reach a com-
promise. If we want to follow principles this is not a good solution, but if we 
want a pragmatic solution that can perhaps change the response that this issue 
has attracted, then the Mandate Review Committee’s proposal is good and 
the Board stands by it (ibid). 

The value of multiculturalism thus legitimized the Section Board’s deviation 
from the former decision, and was presented as an argument in favor of the 
Mandate Review Committee’s proposal. In response to this, Andrew – also 
present at the meeting – argued that the Board’s “so-called expansion, is no 
expansion at all”. The examples of “new” cases, which Amnesty would be 
able to work on were, in his view, already Amnesty cases. Andrew also iden-
tified an inconsistency, in that Amnesty would be able to work for those who 
had been imprisoned for expressing their homosexuality in public places, but 
not those who had been arrested in their homes, which was a grave violation 
of the right to personal integrity. Although Andrew agreed that Amnesty 
should be regarded as a multicultural organization, he pointed out that hu-
man rights were universal, and that Amnesty should not accept any cultural 
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motivation for violating them. He drew a parallel with the many cultures that 
make a clear distinction between men and women – something that Amnesty 
should not accept:  

They say that in addition to those who advocate the rights of homosexuals, it 
will be possible to adopt people who walk around dressed as homosexuals on 
the streets, and who are imprisoned while using public facilities. In my view 
such cases are already Amnesty cases. And in my view there is an inconsis-
tency here. Why would we be able to adopt those who are imprisoned in pub-
lic places or those who are dressed in a certain way, but not those who have 
been imprisoned in the most humiliating way, namely that the police make a 
house search, and arrest them in their homes? I find this to be inconsistent 
and non-acceptable. It is a violation of one of the most fundamental human 
rights, namely the right to personal integrity. As to what Harry says, yes we 
are a multicultural organization, that is important, but human rights – and this 
must be clear to us – apply regardless of culture. And there are cultures that 
oppress human rights, and there are many cultures that make a clear distinc-
tion between men and women, and I don’t think we should accept this. I thus 
propose that we declare loud and clear that we adopt homosexual prisoners 
(ibid.). 

After this contribution to the debate, it had become time for the Swedish 
Annual General Meeting to vote on the proposal of the Mandate Review 
Committee and the Section Board. If the Meeting chose to reject the pro-
posal, then the old decision from 1989 would automatically apply. It was a 
very close vote (98 for and 94 against), but the Mandate Review Commit-
tee’s proposal was approved by the Meeting, which thus decided to commis-
sion the Section Board to work to get the meaning ascribed to the wording in 
the prevailing mandate, namely ”advocacy for the equal treatment of homo-
sexuals”, extended to mean that Amnesty would support people who had 
expressed their homosexuality. The Section’s position at the 1991 Interna-
tional Council Meeting thus represented a step back from their decision in 
1989.  

6.3 The adoption of an extended version of 
homosexual rights  
The 1991 International Council Meeting was held at a hotel in Yokohama. 
Many important decisions were going to be discussed at this meeting. Some 
concerned the discussion presented in the introductory chapter of the present 
book, namely whether or not Amnesty International should preserve its ex-
plicit “prisoner-orientation,” or whether they should start presenting their 
organization as human-rights-oriented. As noted above the International 
Council Meeting chose the second alternative. The other major issue for 
debate concerned Amnesty’s work for homosexuals. On the day when the 
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delegates were to deal with this issue, representatives of the International 
Lesbian and Gay Association had gathered in the hotel lobby. George, a 
Swedish Amnesty member who was present at the meeting, remembers the 
day as follows: 

On the day when we were to debate this issue, someone had hired Japanese 
students to hand out flyers outside the assembly-room. They carried boards 
spelling out accusations of homophobia, and a lack of support for all human 
rights, directed at those who intended to oppose the extension. […] This was 
taken so seriously by our African and Muslim delegates that some of them 
turned on their heels and tried to return to their rooms. And we had to stop 
them, explaining that European Amnesty wasn’t behind this, it was private 
lobbying, so please let’s go on with the discussions. But the incident was on 
the verge of creating serious problems for us (interview with George, 2004). 

Well inside the meeting room the Mandate Review Committee’s recommen-
dations were being discussed. According to the Committee’s final report the 
meeting would have to “choose between leaving matters unchanged or to 
move on to the ‘next logical step,’” i.e. to extend Amnesty’s concern to in-
clude manifestations of homosexual orientation. As an alternative to this 
modest change, some of the Western sections had submitted resolutions pro-
posing that persons imprisoned for homosexual acts would be regarded as 
prisoners of conscience. With a view to reaching an agreement that would 
enable them to work for such prisoners in Amnesty’s name, they called rep-
resentatives of the opposing sections to a special meeting. Together they 
managed to produce a new resolution proposing that the International Coun-
cil should decide to “consider for adoption as prisoners of conscience per-
sons who are imprisoned solely because of their homosexuality, including 
the practice of homosexual acts in private between consenting adults” (ICM 
report, 1991). 

The new resolution thus meant that the meaning ascribed to the prisoners 
of conscience concept would be extended to include persons imprisoned on 
account of their homosexuality. Hence, the wording of the statutes would be 
preserved – Amnesty would not formally describe itself as an organization 
working on behalf of homosexual prisoners – but the “prisoners of con-
science” concept would be reinterpreted to include this group, which in turn 
would allow for new activities. The new suggestion was then presented to 
the meeting, Lena, Swedish Amnesty’s then Secretary General has said that 
when the Chairperson asked the meeting if anyone opposed it “the silence 
and the tension in the room were so strong that you could have cut the air 
with a knife” (interview with Lena, 2005). But as the silence remained un-
broken, the delegates were able at last, after ten years of debating, to breathe 
out. George said later – “we call this decision the wonder of Yokohama” 
(interview with George, 2004). 
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This decision was more radical than the Mandate Review Committee’s 
proposal. It meant that Amnesty International would start working for per-
sons imprisoned on account of homosexual acts. Although some sections had 
been pushing hard for this group of prisoners, the wonder of Yokohama has 
generally been explained as the result of external pressure. As George put it, 
the change occurred “…because we had been exposed to very effective and - 
I have to admit - skillfully performed lobbying on the part of the homosexu-
als’ organizations. Their international cooperation was very well organized”. 
Or as ILGA-Europe described it in a 1998 report, the “[major] successes of 
ILGA’s lobbying on the international level include […] the decision of Am-
nesty International to adopt persons imprisoned solely on the grounds of 
their sexual orientation as prisoners of conscience” (ILGA-Europe report, 
199841).  

Unlike Amnesty’s traditional fields of work – which all members were 
expected to concern themselves with at that time – the report of the Mandate 
Review Committee had made it clear that the rights of homosexuals would 
not be acted upon by the membership as a whole, since parts of the move-
ment held strong opposing views on the subject. Amnesty members who 
deemed this issue to be important could work on it, but it was optional.  

Activities concerned with homosexual issues were thus not integrated 
with Amnesty International’s prevailing practices. Activists and staff who 
regarded this issue as important created networks and groups or committees 
focusing on homosexual issues. The first such committee had been estab-
lished in the US section as early as 1990, and was followed by a group in 
Denmark (1992) and one in the United Kingdom (1994) (Conference report, 
AIMLGC, 1997). Simon, who had pushed for Swedish Amnesty to vote for 
the inclusion of homosexual prisoners in their mandate, became active in 
another organization after the 1991 International Council Meeting. And dur-
ing the early 1990s Swedish Amnesty made no effort to start working for 
homosexual prisoners. Meanwhile, the issue was being further debated at the 
international Amnesty level. The Amnesty members who had started to work 
for the homosexuals’ cause were disappointed at the low priority given to 
this issue by Amnesty International. Consequently, some sections submitted 
resolutions to the International Council Meeting in 1995, calling for “in-
creased research and campaigning on violations against homosexuals”. Ul-
timately this resulted in a growing number of reports and new campaign 
material to call attention to such abuses and protest against them. It was later 
established that this decision (no. 22 of the 1995 International Council Meet-
ing) encouraged a great many new members to become involved in Am-
nesty’s activities (Report to AI’s LGBT network, 2002). 

                               
41 See: http://www.steff.suite.dk/report.htm 
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6.3.1 New members establish a group for homosexual rights 

In 1996, three men who had not previously been active in Amnesty but who 
had acquired some experience of international work on homosexual issues as 
activists in the Swedish lesbian/gay movement decided to look into the pos-
sibility of working for rights for homosexuals from a base in Swedish Am-
nesty. Mark, one of the three, said in an interview that, as far as he could see, 
there was little interest in international issues in RFSL or the other Swedish 
homosexual organizations, whereas he had heard that Amnesty offered an 
opportunity to engage in homosexual rights in an international context. An-
other factor that made the organization attractive to them, according to Rob, 
another of the three was that they would be able to work on homosexual 
rights “in Amnesty’s name” (interview with Rob, 2005). The organization 
would give weight to their demands. 

In November 1996 they met Sally who was Swedish Amnesty’s informa-
tion secretary and coordinator for the Section’s special groups, together with 
one of her colleagues at the Secretariat. At that time Swedish Amnesty had 
not yet started to engage actively in homosexual rights. The men felt that 
their suggestion to do so was warmly received (interviews with Mark and 
Rob, 2005), however, according to Sally, their suggestion for focusing ex-
clusively on homosexual rights did trigger a certain amount of discussions in 
the Section (interview with Sally, 2005).  

At that time it was not very common in Swedish Amnesty for an Amnesty 
group to select the prisoners or cases with which they wanted to work. Tradi-
tionally Amnesty groups were attended cases by the International Secretariat 
in London, and it was deemed important that all types of issues included in 
Amnesty’s mandate were taken care of. However, Swedish Amnesty did 
already have some special groups focusing on issues for special fields such 
as children or health and medical care. The members of these groups pos-
sessed special competence in their respective work fields, and they func-
tioned as support groups for the Section Board on matters concerning these 
areas of work. When Rob was asked why his group was organized as a spe-
cial group, he replied that homosexual issues were “special” in relation to 
traditional Amnesty work, thus also requiring special competence (interview 
with Rob, 2005).  

Although the men’s request to focus on a particular part of the mandate 
was somewhat controversial in Swedish Amnesty, it was accepted by the 
Secretariat. The men’s initiative gave Swedish Amnesty an opportunity to 
launch their work on homosexual rights. In any case it was not necessary to 
make any formal decision concerning the group’s establishment at this point. 
It would begin as an informal group in the organization. Thus at this point, 
the question did not concern the possibility for the men to work on homo-
sexual rights within Swedish Amnesty, but rather the way such work should 
be organized. As Richard, an employee at the Secretariat, put it: “given that 
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there was a decision from an International Council Meeting [which stated 
that this work was included in Amnesty’s mandate] there was no point dis-
cussing the issue further” (interview with Richard, 2005). It was agreed that 
the men should start up slowly, by learning about Amnesty and the way the 
organization worked.  

Mark explained in an interview that the aim of these meetings was to “so-
cialize us”. As the group consisted exclusively of members with no experi-
ence as active Amnesty members, they were ignorant about the organizations 
procedures and rules, including how they were supposed to function as a 
group, who they should be in contact with, and so on. In discussion with 
their contact person they learned what they were “allowed and forbidden to 
do [within Amnesty]” (interview with Mark, 2005).  

Sally became their contact person. She met with the group four times dur-
ing the spring of 1997, and helped get their work started by providing infor-
mation about Amnesty and about the organization’s policy on working with 
homosexual rights. One of the points being stressed by the Secretariat at the 
time was “that the group also had to be open to lesbians” (interview with 
Sally, 2005). Thus, it was assumed from the start that this was a group for 
homosexual activists.  

Some of the members of the group for lesbian and gay concerns had pre-
viously been active in the Swedish Federation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 
and Transgender Rights (RFSL), and they continued to co-operate with this 
organization even as members of Amnesty. Two members of the group had 
keys to RFSL’s facilities, which were located more centrally than Am-
nesty’s. All their meetings were thus held there. Furthermore as representa-
tives of Amnesty the group participated in demonstrations organized by 
RFSL, as well as marching and distributing information about the status of 
homosexuals’ rights in the world during the annual Stockholm Pride festival. 
They were careful, however, to distinguish Amnesty’s message from the 
broader message of the other organizations for homosexual issues (as stated 
in interviews).  

6.3.2 Inclusion in an international network  

During the group’s socialization period, they also began to work on the re-
ports and campaigning materials that concerned violations of homosexuals’ 
rights in different countries. Thus they discovered that besides belonging to a 
national section, they were also part of a broader network comprising the 
groups and committees working on the rights of homosexuals in Amnesty 
International. Thus, in the course of its first six months the group’s dialogue 
with the Swedish Secretariat gradually grew less, and instead they started to 
communicate direct with groups and networks in other Amnesty sections 
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corresponding to themselves, and with their handling officer at the Interna-
tional Secretariat, who provided them with case material.  

Their work consisted on one hand of letter-writing, urgent actions, and the 
distribution of information based on the material they received from the In-
ternational Secretariat, and, on the other of their own monitoring of the situa-
tion for sexual minorities in different countries. The cases that the group 
worked on were primarily concerned with violence and other assaults against 
homosexuals, and only in exceptional cases with people who had been im-
prisoned on account of their sexuality.  

Mark said, in an interview, that he remembered one occasion during an 
education-day at the Secretariat when one of the old activists – “there are 
rather a lot of them in Amnesty – asked how many imprisoned homosexual 
we had. That is, how many cases of prisoners we had and we had hardly any. 
Such cases are very rare. And he was wondering about that because, he said, 
the argument presented by the proponents of the homosexual issue [in the 
1980s] had been that there were hundreds…a great many imprisoned homo-
sexuals. Although this may not be totally inaccurate, it was perhaps a bit 
exaggerated” (interview with Mark, 2005).   

The lack of cases on prisoners, however, could have been connected with 
the low priority that homosexuality still enjoyed in Amnesty International. 
There was no member of staff officially designated to work on lesbian and 
gay issues at the International Secretariat in 1997, although two members of 
the staff did concern themselves with these issues in addition to their other 
work (Conference Report, 1997 AIMLGC). The other groups for homosex-
ual issues in Amnesty International had complained that the International 
Secretariat did not provide them with material to work on (Love is a basic 
human right, Amnesty Press no 4, 1997).  

When the members of the Swedish group for lesbian and gay concerns 
had joined Amnesty, they were already in possession of an international 
network handling homosexuals’ issues, which provided them with informa-
tion on the status of homosexuals around the world (ibid.). One of their first 
major self-initiated projects focused on the decriminalization of homosexual-
ity in Cyprus. The European Council had demanded from Cyprus to de-
criminalize homosexuality – something that proved difficult to realize since 
there were strong religious groups in the country that opposed it. Nonethe-
less in 1997, some Cypriot politicians had started to back the change, and 
this had been brought to the attention of the group for lesbian and gay con-
cerns. They reacted by asking Swedish Amnesty’s Secretariat to urge the 
International Secretariat to make a public statement in favor of the decrimi-
nalization.  

The Swedish Secretariat contacted the International Secretariat, but noth-
ing happened. The group then contacted Amnesty International’s other 
groups dealing with homosexual issues (fourteen of them at the time), which 
contacted their respective section, which in their turn contacted the Interna-
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tional Secretariat. At the same time, the Swedish group for lesbian and gay 
concerns was keeping the International Secretariat informed about the devel-
opments in Cyprus with the help of daily press clippings. In the end the In-
ternational Secretariat gave in to the pressure and issued a statement regard-
ing Amnesty International’s support for the decriminalization of sexual acts 
between consenting adults in Cyprus (ibid.).  

Mark declared in an interview that the biggest problem for their activities 
was that the International Council Meetings and the International Secretariat 
did not share their priorities as “Homosexual, Bisexual and Transgender 
(HBT) activists”. Moreover as the Cyprus case had shown, he found dia-
logue with the International Secretariat difficult as the latter seldom re-
sponded either to his requests or to the information that he and the group 
sent to them: 

In my view, one problem between Amnesty and this special group [the Group 
for Lesbian and Gay concerns] is connected with the part played by the Inter-
national Secretariat and with the decisions made by the International Council 
Meeting. Amnesty has limited resources, and it’s necessary to prioritize cer-
tain countries and issues. But this priority-setting I think, represents an obsta-
cle for a group like the HBT group. If you are actively engaged in HBT is-
sues your priorities are different (interview with Mark, 2005). 

On the other hand, also according to Mark, Swedish Amnesty had been very 
cooperative and supportive. This view was shared by Rob, the other found-
ing member of the group for lesbian and gay concerns, who added that their 
group was also regarded in a positive light by lesbian/gay organizations: 
“We got positive feedback from all directions. They [the members of Am-
nesty and RFSL] thought it was a good thing that Amnesty had taken up this 
issue, and they thought that it was good too, that Sweden had a homosexu-
als’ group in Amnesty. It is, sort of, a sign of modernity.” Amnesty’s work 
on this issue thus reflected “modernity” and development. And Swedish 
Amnesty’s Secretariat on their part, apparently regarded the group for les-
bian and gay concerns in an equally positive light (according to their inter-
views and statements).  

6.3.3 Little interaction with the rest of Swedish Amnesty  

In May 1997, the group for lesbian and gay concerns participated in Swedish 
Amnesty’s Annual General Meeting where they gave a brief presentation of 
their work. During the same year, the group also took part in information 
meetings for the Gothenburg district and in Amnesty’s co-ordination group 
for South America, while the Amnesty Press published an article about their 
activities. In the article Rob had been quoted as follows: “Amnesty needs us 
[…] They do not know how to respond to these questions [when confronted 
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by external stakeholders such as. the media], they need a group that is inter-
ested in working for homosexuals’ rights...[a group that] they can turn to. 
We have both the knowledge to answer these questions and the knowledge 
to work with them!” (Love is a basic human right, Amnesty Press, no 4, 
1997). 

Apart from these scattered presentations and occasional meetings at inter-
nal courses, the group’s contact throughout the 1990s with the other mem-
bers of the Swedish section was limited, however. “We may have had some 
contact with a country coordinator or some group that worked for Latin 
America. We met the other special groups on different courses and so on and 
we had contact with the Secretariat and with the Press Secretary – for exam-
ple if something happened, or if there was some kind of urgent action or a 
report had been launched. Occasionally we went out giving lectures about 
our work” (interview with Mark, 2005).   

As noted above, the group for lesbian and gay concerns had more contact 
with the other groups and committees in Amnesty International who were 
working on lesbian and gay issues, and in July 1997 Rob took part in an 
informal meeting known as the 1st: International Conference of Amnesty 
International Members for Lesbian and Gay Concerns (AIMLG), which in-
cluded representatives from Amnesty networks and groups concerned with 
homosexual rights from eight countries.42  

One important issue discussed at this conference concerned the low prior-
ity given to homosexuals’ rights in Amnesty International. It was decided to 
initiate internal lobbying in the sections to support three resolutions on the 
right of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender persons (conference report, 1st 
International Conference of AIMLGC, 1997). Further it was declared that 
the demands raised by the network should be taken seriously by Amnesty 
International only after “a truly international network of groups working 
together had been established” (ibid.). Thus, one participant proposed that 
the many members of the network who had good contacts with other non-
governmental organizations, could seek to develop such relations in a fruitful 
way. It was further emphasized that attempts should made by the eight 
groups attending the meeting to liaise with other sections and to find out 
whether they had any experience of or interest in working with homosexual 
issues. Further, since Amnesty’s policies were the fruit of its members and 
the national sections, it seemed fitting that networks should be formed within 
the groups’ respective home sections as a way of encouraging interest and 
membership in their networks (ibid.).  

                               
42 Representatives from the following countries participated: Denmark, Germany, Sweden, 
Switzerland, United Kingdom, USA, France and the Netherlands. (Conference report, 1st 
International Conference of Amnesty International Members for Lesbian & Gay Concerns 
(AIMLGC) ”Love is a basic human right” Cologne, Germany, July 4th, 1997 
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With reference to this discussion, a representative of the International Se-
cretariat who had attended the conference urged the network not to “create a 
parallel universe by liaising with other countries in [your] capacity as 
AIMLGC’s, but rather use the International Secretariat more effectively […] 
unless it is carried out carefully, decentralization can cause disintegra-
tion”(ibid.).  

A couple of months later Amnesty International’s 1997 International 
Council Meeting (ICM) decided, “after much membership advocacy” that 
“greater visibility” (Report to AI’s LGBT network, 2002) should be given - 
in research and in action - to human rights violations on the basis of sexual 
orientation and it should be ensured that these concerns were integrated 
wherever possible into Amnesty International’s campaigns (Decision 25). 
The ICM further authorized an intersectional meeting of networks of Am-
nesty members for lesbian and gay concerns (Decision 19) in order to 
strengthen Amnesty International’s organizational response to human rights 
violations based on sexual identity. At that time, the Swedish group for les-
bian and gay concerns consisted of five active members.  

6.3.4 The Group is granted special group status 

In September 1997 the Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns decided, in 
agreement with the Secretariat, that the time had come to apply to the Sec-
tion Board for formal special group status. The application was formulated 
by Krista, a member of the Secretariat, who was responsible at the time for 
the Sections’ campaign activities. In arguing the case Krista referred to con-
tinuity (Amnesty International had been long working on homosexual is-
sues), past decisions, the present plan of action, compatibility with existing 
structures and values and the importance of organizational development. The 
application ran as follows:  
 

Proposal to grant the Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns 
special group status 
  
Background 
Amnesty has long worked for those who have been imprisoned 
because of their work for homosexuals’ rights. Since 1991, we 
also work actively for the right of being homosexual without 
being imprisoned, or harassed on account of that. One of the 
goals that were established in the Ljubljana Action Plan (LAP) 
[the framework for Amnesty International activities adopted in 
1995 by the International Council Meeting] was to develop the 
special competences that existed within the movement. Each 
individual should be given an opportunity to use their skills and 
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experiences, and contribute with these, thereby developing 
Amnesty’s work, and increase our knowledge. 

To date there are several special groups within the Swedish 
section, such as the Children-group, the Union-group, the 
Health Care-group, the Lawyer-group, the Translation-group, 
and the Policy-group.  
 
The Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns 
The Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns has expressed a wish 
to become a special group. The group was founded in Novem-
ber 1996 and consists of a core of five, very active members, 
who meet on a monthly basis. The group’s activity has primar-
ily consisted of: 
• work with Amnesty-cases and urgent actions 
• information collection that has been distributed to both the 
Swedish section and the IS [International Secretariat] 
• participation at festivals and other public arrangements 
where rights for homosexuals have been acknowledged. 
 
Ever since the group became active, it has contributed to Am-
nesty’s activity in many ways. It has established a network by 
which it is provided information concerning homosexuals’ 
rights, and the violations that take place. It has also provided 
the IS with information, which has resulted in an action. The 
group participated at the [Pride]-festival in Stockholm this 
summer, where it contributed by distributing knowledge about 
Amnesty’s work for homosexuals’ rights. During the festival, 
the group also made their first fundraising and thus laid the 
foundation for their own budget.  

By giving the Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns the 
status of special group we will emphasize the work for homo-
sexual rights. The Section is thus given an opportunity to de-
velop a special competence within a fundamental part of the 
mandate, at the same time as the group will be able to continue 
their work with distributing knowledge concerning their special 
area, both within, and outside the movement.  

The group’s area of responsibility ought to be to participate 
in Amnesty’s work and contribute with their special compe-
tence. The activities that are planned should be coordinated 
with the Sections other activities and be performed in accor-
dance with the Section’s statutes and action plan. Each year, the 
group should deliver an annual report. When the members of 
the group take part of internal Amnesty-material, or other forms 
of confidential material, they shall comply with the security 
rules. The special group’s members should be paying members 



 164

of the Swedish section of Amnesty International. The group 
should appoint a contact person, who amongst other things is 
responsible for that notes from meetings are taken and distrib-
uted to an appointed handling officer at the Secretariat. The 
group should also establish a members’ list.  
 
Recommended decision  
The Board is recommended to decide that the Group for Les-
bian and Gay Concerns should be a special group within the 
Swedish section.” 

This application was considered by the Section Board at their meeting on 27-
28 September 1997, when it was decided to grant the Group for Lesbian and 
Gay Concerns status as a special group (minutes of the Section Board’s 
meeting, 27-28 September 1997). Thus, after ten months during which the 
group had learned about Amnesty and had worked within and presented 
itself to the other members, it was formally recognized as a “special group” 
within the organization. This change in status did not affect the group’s ac-
tivities very much, however. They already operated as a special group, and 
the decision had merely confirmed current practice.  

This practice continued during 1998, and apart from increasing their 
number of members from five to six, no major changes were made during 
the year. In 1999, however, two of the group’s members received financial 
support from the Swedish section to go to London to attend Amnesty Inter-
national’s first formal meeting between representatives from the sections that 
were working on homosexuals’ rights. 

6.4 Gradual achievement of a higher priority  
Unlike the informal 1997 conference in Cologne, the “1st Intersectional 
Meeting of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender [LGBT] Networks,” 
that took place in London, on 26-29 March 1999, was a formal event – a 
consequence of the 1997 International Council Meeting’s decision to support 
an intersectional meeting of Amnesty members concerned with lesbian and 
gay matters, and to draw more attention in both research and action to hu-
man rights violations based on sexual identity. Rob, who attended this meet-
ing, reported that: “We discussed the mandate and what strategies we should 
use, and how we should work – a lot of things like that were discussed, to 
see if we could turn ourselves into a kind of organization within Amnesty” 
(interview with Rob, 2005).  

The report from the meeting stated that although their work had achieved 
a certain amount – for instance the release of a homosexual prisoner of con-
science, the dropping of charges against a human rights defender, and the 



 165

creation of a forum for lesbian and gay human rights defenders – Amnesty 
International still had a long way to go before reaching their goal, namely to 
integrate their work on lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) issues 
in the rest of the movements’ activities. “An array of factors has prevented 
the LGBT groups and networks from being seen as a truly integrated part of 
the movement. Similarly, campaigning for lesbian and gay human rights is 
still widely seen as a fringe activity of concern only to a special interest 
group within the movement. Its relevance to AI’s key objectives (such as 
protection of human rights defenders, campaigning against identity-based 
abuse or promotion of universality) is not fully recognized” (conference 
report, 1999). 

The intersectional meeting had been convened as a forum where these 
challenges could begin to be addressed. The meeting recognized that Am-
nesty International’s four-year Integrated Strategic Plan (ISP) was of crucial 
importance in defining the priority to be given to LGBT issues. The dele-
gates fully supported the need for the explicit inclusion of LGBT issues in 
the ISP and the importance of preserving the reference (in the draft ISP) to 
the inclusion of sexual minorities as part of identity-based discrimination 
and the prioritization of identity-based work. The meeting felt that these 
proposed reforms recognized important changes in the human rights envi-
ronment and that it was crucial that Amnesty should reflect these changes in 
its own work. The Network had established a team to undertake the lobbying 
necessary to support the ISP process, and this team – together with represen-
tatives of the International Secretariat – would also be working on the or-
ganization of the fringe meeting on LGBT issues at the 1999 International 
Council Meeting.  

Further, those attending the meeting made a fundamental acknowledge-
ment, namely that “we are human rights activists and this means that we will 
place renewed focus on working closely with other Amnesty structures and 
more general human rights issues as an integral part of our activism”. It was 
also noted, however, that the ILGBT Network was a facet of one of the most 
vibrant social movements in the world. It was recognized that, in their home 
countries, the members of the ILGBT Network were involved in their own 
LGBT communities and in other national and international LGBT move-
ments. This provided Amnesty International with an unparalleled opportu-
nity “to show its solidarity with a highly committed, yet severely marginal-
ized, group of human rights defenders” (conference report, 1999). 

As a result of the ILGBT Network’s effort to draw more attention to their 
own issues in the Integrated Strategic Plan, the 1999 International Council 
Meeting designated human rights violations as abuses based on personal 
identity, and abuses against LGBT people as a “growth area” for Amnesty 
International’s strategic activities over the next four years. One of the main 
results of this decision was the specific focus on identity-based discrimina-
tion as grounds for torture.  
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In 2001 Amnesty International launched a major campaign on torture, to 
which the report on “Crimes of hate - conspiracy of silence” belonged. This 
report was described as a milestone in Amnesty International’s work on vio-
lations against LGBT people (information pack to AI’s ILGBT network, 
2002). In line with the 1999 decision, one of the key issues focused in the 
campaign was the link between torture and discrimination, with reference to 
LGBT people, children, women and members of ethnic minorities. The re-
port analyzed the particular risks facing LGBT people and recommended a 
number of crucial measures that governments should take to protect the right 
of LGBT people to be protected from torture or ill-treatment.  

Further, the 2001 International Council Meeting (ICM) redefined Am-
nesty International’s mandate. Originally, Amnesty International’s Statute 
had presented the organization’s mandate in the form of a list of issues for 
which the organization worked. This list was now replaced by a vision and a 
mission, the second of which emphasized the question of discrimination. 
Amnesty International’s new Statute described the organization’s mission as 
being “to undertake research and action focused on preventing and ending 
grave abuses of the rights to physical and mental integrity, freedom of con-
science and expression, and freedom from discrimination, within the context 
of its work to promote all human rights” [emphasis added]. Ending human 
rights abuses against LGBT people could thus be described as constituting a 
vital part of fulfilling Amnesty International’s new mission. A further step 
towards the integration of LGBT campaigning into the mainstream came 
with the production of a new edition of Amnesty International’s Campaign-
ing Manual, which included a chapter on LGBT campaigning (information 
pack to AI’s ILGBT network, 2002). 

6.4.1 The proponents of homosexuals’ rights leave Amnesty  

Despite the developments in Amnesty International’s work on homosexual 
issues, Swedish Amnesty’s Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns still felt 
that their issues were given low priority compared to other work areas. This 
opinion was reinforced in 2002, during Amnesty International’s major coun-
try campaign on Russia. Although it was widely recognized in homosexual 
circles that the situation for homosexuals in Russia was difficult, the cam-
paign program had not included any activities for this group (interview with 
Mark, 2005).  

The members of the Swedish Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns wrote 
repeatedly to the International Secretariat about this, but received no answer. 
They then turned to the Swedish Secretariat and the Swedish Section Board, 
who agreed that homosexual, bisexual and transgender (HBT43) issues ought 

                               
43 Which is the label used in the Swedish debate on these issues. 
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to be included in the campaign. Consequently they wrote a letter to the In-
ternational Secretariat demanding an explanation of the exclusion of these 
issues. However, the answer they received was seen as unsatisfactory (inter-
view with Todd, former member of the Section Board, 2007). Simon, who 
had remained a passive member of Amnesty up to the Russian campaign, 
reported that “the International Secretariat said we’d waited so long for 
something to happen in Russia, so why not let us organize the campaign as 
we wanted” (interview with Simon, 2005).  

The experience of the Russian campaign led Mark, the only remaining of 
the Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns, to terminate his membership of 
Amnesty. His action was a protest directed at the International Secretariat, 
and was not due to anything that Swedish Amnesty had done: “I don’t feel 
that we’ve had any problems with the Swedish section. They did what they 
could” (interview with Mark, 2005). Rather, he explained his motives for 
quitting the organization as due to the low priority that Homosexuals, Bi-
sexuals and Transgender (HBT) issues had been given by Amnesty Interna-
tional since the group was founded and to the lack of response from the In-
ternational Secretariat over the years:  

That’s rather a big weakness in Amnesty’s structure – they are not always 
that good at taking up what comes from below. In my view it is a problem, 
and that is what made me leave Amnesty. It is seldom that you get a response 
from the International Secretariat if you send them your own material. And 
this became too much for me, so I quit in 2002 (interview with Mark, 2005). 

Simon commented in an interview that “there was a lot of bitterness in ho-
mosexual circles towards Amnesty, in particular concerning the Russian 
campaign”. His own disappointment about Amnesty International neglecting 
to recognize the situation for homosexuals in Russia, drove him to leave the 
organization: 

I love Amnesty, but I’m angry with it. And after the Russian campaign, then 
we said – now it’s time to leave Amnesty. We cannot work in an organization 
that is homophobic [his perception]. It isn’t OK that an organization is won-
derful for men but not for women, or wonderful for adults but forgets about 
the children - it just isn’t OK. You don’t want to be a member of such an or-
ganization (interview with Simon, 2005). 

As well as this passive member, the group for homosexuals’ issues had lost 
all its members by the beginning of 2002. A couple of months went by, and 
as summer came to an end the chairperson of Swedish Amnesty’s Lawyer 
Group, who personally saw HBT issues as an important field of work for 
Amnesty, notified Todd – a friend and member at the time of the Section 
Board – that the Pride festival was approaching, and that if nobody did any-
thing about it, Amnesty would not be represented there this year. 
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It had “become a tradition for Swedish Amnesty to manifest the human 
rights of homosexuals by participating in the Pride-parade on the streets of 
Stockholm” (Amnesty news, 2002). At the time of the preparations for Pride 
2002 “the activity of Amnesty’s Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns was 
unfortunately at a standstill”. The Lawyers’ Group thus took the initiative 
and gathered about ten people, who paraded under Amnesty’s banner. After 
the Pride parade, Todd – who had a personal interest in HBT rights and who 
was also the Board’s coordinator for the Section’s special groups, decided to 
try to restart the group for homosexuals’ concerns.  

6.4.2 A group for HBT rights is established by new members 

Todd began by approaching Kim, a woman whom he knew from outside 
Amnesty, and who was interested in HBT issues. Kim already had experi-
ence as a queer feminist activist in another organization and she agreed to 
restart the group together with Todd. They proceeded by contacting other 
people, outside Swedish Amnesty whom they knew to have an interest in 
working on HBT issues. Most of these people had experience as activists in 
the Swedish HBT movement, but they lacked experience of Amnesty. Todd 
thus saw it as his job to see to that the group’s work evolved in an Amnesty 
kind of way, by which he meant with a “human-rights perspective” (inter-
view with Todd, 2007). 

Drawing on the label used in the Swedish debate on these issues, they de-
cided to call themselves the group for Homo Bisexuals and Transgender 
Rights, i.e. the HBT group. Another reason for this change of name was that 
they wanted to distinguish themselves from the Group for Lesbian and Gay 
Concerns that had originally called themselves and been referred to as – “the 
Homo group”. It was important for the new group to emphasize that they 
were open for anyone with an interest in HBT rights, regardless of their per-
sonal sexuality (interview with Todd, 2007).  

As opposed to the old group for homosexual issues – which had focused 
on the decriminalization of homosexuality and, consequently, indirectly on 
people imprisoned on account of their sexuality – the HBT group was pri-
marily concerned with the discrimination of HBT individuals (ibid.). This 
shift in focus reflected the trends in this field of work within Amnesty as a 
whole. As noted above, work against discrimination had become an impor-
tant part of Amnesty International’s new mission in 2001, and this issue was 
particularly prominent in connection with HBT individuals. In addition, the 
group worked for homosexual asylum-seekers – something that the earlier 
Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns had aspired to do when they began.  

As well as these changes in practice, the HBT group also followed the 
earlier group by lecturing and presenting their work to internal and external 
audiences. In 2004, HBT concerns received extra attention within Amnesty 
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in connection with the “Stop Violence Against Women” campaign. Unlike 
the Women’s Rights Groups, however, the HBT group had never expressed 
any interest in working for HBT rights in Sweden. Their work concerned 
violations of HBT rights in other countries.  

The HBT group deliberately organized their activity as a flat structure. 
They decided not to have a chairperson or a board, but to have a “convener”. 
Todd had also been the Section Board’s representative on the Board of the 
Amnesty Business Group (ABG) (see Chapter 4). When asked if he had ever 
considered using ABG as a model for organizing, he replied “Maybe, but in 
that case it was rather a model for what we should not do. I do not mean that 
ABG was an inferior model – sure, it was a bit chaotic in the beginning, but 
that is not what I mean. Rather, it was the fact that our respective activities 
were so different. Compared with ABG we had a very small budget, and 
didn’t have the same external activity. There was no need for us to be as 
formalized [as ABG]” (interview with Todd, 2007). 

Also, unlike the earlier group for lesbian and gay concerns the HBT group 
did not participate at any of the international LGBT network meetings. In 
practical terms the LGBT network had become a mailing-list, through which 
the various groups could distribute or request information concerning HBT 
issues. They had limited but good contact with the rest of the Section, and 
particularly good cooperation with the Secretariat. Moreover, they also co-
operated with other organizations such as RFSL and the Red Cross (the latter 
in relation to work with asylum-seekers).  

Further, the HBT group’s attitude towards Amnesty International was 
more positive than the former Group for Lesbian and Gay Concerns had 
been. Todd noted, for example, that the “Stop Violence Against Women” 
campaign had given appropriate space to HBT issues. The founding member 
of the HBT group made a small comment, namely that the International Se-
cretariat only had one half-time position designated to LGBT concerns, but 
apart from that, he had no serious complaints. Similarly, according to Todd, 
internal lobbying was not an intensely debated issue in Amnesty Interna-
tional’s LGBT network in 2005. He commented that “in association with 
resolutions to International Council Meetings we are encouraged to lobby 
our sections, but it is not that big an issue within the network”. He had fur-
ther noted that the attitudes towards Amnesty in HBT contexts had changed 
since the group first started. “It seems to me we are regarded more positively 
now [2007] than in the beginning. There was a lot of old resentment towards 
Amnesty in the beginning, but it seems to me that this has changed now.” In 
2007, the HBT group had been asked to hold seminars during the Pride fes-
tival, and their work had met with appreciation from actors in the wider 
Swedish HBT movement.  
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6.5 Summary  
In this Chapter I have described how the idea of rights for homosexuals has 
been interpreted, transformed into practice and organized in Swedish Am-
nesty. The inclusion of this idea in the organization was interrelated to the 
emergence of the homosexual, bisexual and transgender movement, which 
promoted the idea of homosexual equality. The first version of this idea to be 
accepted into Amnesty International, and eventually into Swedish Amnesty, 
was a modest one representing very little challenge at all to prevailing prac-
tices. The idea was included as an expanded interpretation of a prevailing 
practice. Unlike the idea of women’s rights, which was first adopted as a 
new legitimizing label attached to a prevailing practice, the idea of homo-
sexual rights had no effect at first on Amnesty’s current labels. It was more 
controversial than women’s rights, and could not be broadcast in the same 
way, owing to the cultural differences between Amnesty sections.  

In order to give more power to their issue in the human rights field, the 
homosexuals’ organizations – coordinated by the International Lesbian and 
Gay Association – lobbied Amnesty International and its national sections 
for almost a decade. ILGA tried to persuade Amnesty International to in-
clude a version of their idea that would mean changes in both organizational 
presentation and practice, which in turn would give the idea more weight in 
society as a whole. Some of those who were active in ILGA were also Am-
nesty members who were pushing for the development of the idea in the 
organization as a whole. Throughout the 1980s there was thus both an inter-
nal struggle and a struggle between Amnesty and other organizations about 
the way Amnesty should define this idea.  

When an extended interpretation of the idea was finally adopted by Am-
nesty International in 1991, it took another five years before this had any 
effect on Swedish Amnesty’s practice. As in the case of the other two ideas, 
it was new members who transformed the idea of rights for homosexuals 
into practice in Swedish Amnesty. They had experience from the Swedish 
homosexual bisexual and transgender (HBT) movement, and they were or-
ganized in a special group in Swedish Amnesty. This group was included in 
a network that comprised all the groups in Amnesty International that 
worked for homosexuals’ rights. This network conducted internal lobbying 
to get more attention for their idea. Finally, the meaning ascribed to the idea 
in the organization changed from a focus on prisoners to a focus on dis-
crimination. 

Compared with the other two ideas, homosexuals’ rights had been given 
low priority in Amnesty International, and when the Swedish Group for Les-
bian and Gay Concerns failed in their efforts to get more attention for this 
issue they left Amnesty. However, when this group was dissolved, it did not 
take long before a new group was established. In Swedish Amnesty it had 
come to be regarded as important to have a group concerned with homo-
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sexuals’ rights. With one exception, the members of the new group were also 
new to Amnesty, coming instead from connections with the Swedish Homo-
sexual, Bisexual and Transgender movement.  
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7 Translation is an entrepreneurial process  

It has traditionally been assumed in organizational-institutional research that 
organizations change when new ideas that have been defined as just, good 
and rational begin to spread in their environment. However, diffusion studies 
have generally ignored what happens when an idea about a new practice 
enters into a new organizational context. Here, the institutionalization of 
ideas in organizations has thus generally been left unspecified.  

In the discussion of theory in Chapter 2 I suggested that the institutionali-
zation of ideas in a new organizational context can be conceived as a process 
of translation. The translation concept implies that people actively translate 
ideas to fit their own context and/or interests. It is during this process of 
translation that ideas which used to be defined as outside an organization’s 
area of interest become redefined as appropriate organizational practices. 
The aim of the present study is to augment our understanding of this process.  

The empirical chapters above have described how Swedish Amnesty has 
interpreted and transformed three ideas, new to the organization, into organ-
izational practice. The three ideas concerned women’s rights, homosexuals’ 
rights and corporate responsibility for human rights respectively. These ideas 
all represented a challenge to prevailing definitions of organizational prob-
lems, of solutions, of target groups and of the organization’s environment. 
Starting from these empirical narratives, the present chapter analyzes the 
way in which challenging ideas are institutionalized in individual organiza-
tions. 

7.1 Translation is driven by institutional entrepreneurs  
Organizational-institutional theory has traditionally sought to explain the 
process whereby an idea relating to a new practice is institutionalized in 
individual organizations as something driven either by coercive, mimetic and 
normative field forces (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) or by the particular 
organization’s desire for an appropriate identity in relation to other organiza-
tions in its field (e.g. Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sevón, 1996; Czarniawska 
and Sevón, 2005; Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 2003). Thus, to generalize, 
the idea about a new practice has been seen either as being forced on organi-
zations from outside, or as being picked up by organizations because they 



 174

find it appropriate, given “who” they conceive themselves as being or aspir-
ing to become.  

As an alternative to these two approaches, the present study implies that 
the institutionalization of an idea in an organization can also be driven by 
individual organization members who have a personal interest in the idea as 
such and who see the organization as an instrument for promoting its devel-
opment in society. Drawing on DiMaggio (1988) I have conceptualized these 
actors as institutional entrepreneurs. An institutional entrepreneur is some-
one “with sufficient resources (who see in institutions) an opportunity to 
realize interests that they value highly” (DiMaggio, 1988, p. 14). DiMaggio 
has assigned institutional entrepreneurship primarily to actors working at an 
organization field level, whereas I apply this concept here also to individuals 
who pursue change in local organizations but with a view to accomplishing 
social change in a broader perspective. 

Thus, the institutionalization of the three ideas studied here in connection 
with Swedish Amnesty was driven by individual organization members, who 
called attention to the ideas within the organization and who purposively 
drove the process whereby the ideas were transformed into organizational 
practice. These actors were closely connected with the ideas concerned. In 
other words, they were not driven by self-interest or personal gain. Rather, 
their interests were molded by the ideas themselves. In the shape of volun-
tary labor, networks, financial means and so on they commanded their own 
resources, which meant they could transform the ideas into practice. The 
opportunity to do so in Amnesty gave them a chance to realize interests that 
they personally valued highly.  

Earlier studies have shown that institutional entrepreneurs are usually in-
dividuals situated at the borders and the interstices of several social networks 
or fields (Campbell, 2004; Morrill, 2006; Aldrich, 1999), or people who – 
when they shift from one organizational context to another – take ideas 
about practices from one affiliation to the next (Grafström, 2006). Accord-
ingly, I found that many of the institutional entrepreneurs in Swedish Am-
nesty were members of some other organization working with the idea that 
they were now promoting in Amnesty, or had experience of the fields from 
which their ideas had originally been disembedded.  

For instance, those who joined Swedish Amnesty to launch the Amnesty 
Business Group came from the business world and were especially interested 
in the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights. They hoped to pro-
mote the development of this idea in society by tackling it in Amnesty’s 
name. They brought resources with them in the shape of their own labor, 
networks in the business world, financial resources from the business com-
panies that they were aiming to influence, and so on. Further, the one who 
pushed the idea that people imprisoned on account of their homosexual iden-
tity should be defined by Amnesty as prisoners of conscience was an Am-
nesty member who was also actively engaged in the Homosexual Bisexual 
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and Transgender movement (HBT). He recognized the importance of the 
idea of homosexuals’ rights and he wanted Amnesty to support it so as to 
enhance its status in the world at large. People who joined Swedish Amnesty 
at a later stage and who made sure that the idea was translated into practice 
all had experience from the Swedish HBT movement. Finally, the group of 
institutional entrepreneurs who drove the development of support for 
women’s rights in Swedish Amnesty included a member of Swedish Am-
nesty’s Secretariat with a particular interest in this idea and many years’ 
experience of working for it, and new members – many of them with experi-
ence in the wider women’s movement – who joined Swedish Amnesty spe-
cifically to transform the idea into practice.  

All these people thus saw an opportunity to work on their ideas specifi-
cally in Amnesty. Amnesty is a prominent organization in our society, and it 
empowers the causes that it adopts. The institutional entrepreneurs who 
drove the development of my three lines of inquiry did so because of their 
interest in the ideas involved – not, primarily, because they deemed it impor-
tant for Amnesty to acquire a more modern or appropriate identity. This 
should not be misinterpreted as meaning that their actions were free of insti-
tutional influences. Rather, it means they were shaped in part by organiza-
tional contexts other than that of Amnesty.  

Moreover, their ability to pursue change was both constrained and em-
powered by Swedish Amnesty’s greater institutional context and hierarchy, 
i.e. policies adopted by Amnesty International. In other words I found that 
the institutionalization of my three subjects of inquiry was enabled by the 
multiple interaction between institutional entrepreneurs, hierarchy and socie-
tal developments. These elements were intertwined, and nurtured one an-
other, in the institutionalization process.  

In organizational institutional theory the environment is often treated as 
an entity external to the organization. By regarding actors as active transla-
tors, we alert ourselves to the processes whereby actors are able to a certain 
extent to construct an environment favorable to their aims (cf. Callon, 1986; 
Latour, 1983). I found that the institutional entrepreneurs played an active 
part in taking the wider societal developments and centrally adopted policies 
that could promote their cause and making them part of their own organiza-
tion’s environment.  

7.1.1 Defining a new relevant environment  

The environment is not a monolithic, singular and fixed entity detached 
from, and external to, the organization (Weick, 1995). Rather, organizational 
members are very much the creators of their own environment (ibid.). Al-
though societal developments, policies adopted by the parent organization 
and so on, exist independently of individual actors, they may not become 



 176

part of an organizational environment without the presence of actors who 
articulate them and point the attention of other members in their direction.  

In their efforts to gain acceptance for the ideas that they represent, institu-
tional entrepreneurs refer directly to such norms and other organizations as 
can be used to convince other organization members of the appropriate na-
ture of their ideas in the organizational context. They refer to societal devel-
opments, to apparently successful organizations that have begun to adopt the 
ideas, to new expectations and policies adopted by their parent organization, 
and so on. Thus institutional entrepreneurs use the logic of appropriateness 
(that is to say the logic according to which an actor’s actions are based on a 
matching between their conception of self identity, situation and rules 
(March and Olsen, 1989)) strategically, to legitimize their arguments.  

For instance, the institutional entrepreneurs who promoted the idea of 
corporate responsibility for human rights in Amnesty referred to the UN and 
to other Amnesty sections that were working on this idea, pointing out that 
Swedish Amnesty was lagging behind the others and needed to act fast to 
catch up and maintain its relevance. They argued in favor for the establish-
ment of an Amnesty Business Group, indicating that such a group would 
make Amnesty a more modern and progressive organization. Further, the 
institutional entrepreneurs who promoted the development of women’s rights 
in Swedish Amnesty referred to the way this idea had been defined and or-
ganized by the UN, declaring that Amnesty should work for issues related to 
violence against women, and should encourage a gender perspective in the 
organization generally. Finally, the institutional entrepreneurs who worked 
for homosexuals’ rights referred to Amnesty’s historical character as a pio-
neer group, arguing that Amnesty could and should maintain this identity by 
working for people imprisoned on account of their homosexuality. At first, 
unlike the institutional entrepreneurs promoting the other two ideas, this 
group had no model to which they could refer, apart from Amnesty itself.  

If norm-based support for the idea that the institutional entrepreneurs rep-
resent is weak in their organization’s wider institutional context – as was the 
case at first regarding the idea of homosexual rights in Amnesty – there can 
be another solution, whereby the entrepreneurs are empowered by a lobbying 
set-up which subjects the organization to demands for change from outside 
while simultaneously pushing for change from the inside. This was the role 
that the International Lesbian and Gay Association took on when they lob-
bied the Amnesty organization, persuading it to define people imprisoned for 
their homosexuality as prisoners of conscience. As noted by Suchman 
(1995), lobbying allows less powerful institutional actors to take an active 
part in shaping their institutional environment and, ultimately, acquiring 
cognitive legitimacy.  

In my study I found that as well as getting support from ideas and/or ac-
tors in the wider institutional environment, the institutional entrepreneurs in 
Swedish Amnesty were also dependent on policies adopted by Amnesty 
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International if they were to be able to transform their ideas into practice. I 
also found that in order to get a foothold in an organization some ideas are 
more dependent than others on the support of hierarchy. To a large extent the 
development of homosexuals’ rights and women’s rights in Swedish Am-
nesty was both restricted and enabled by international policy decisions. The 
meaning ascribed to these ideas in Swedish Amnesty became more inclusive 
with time, while also being defined to a great extent by international policy 
decisions. The institutional entrepreneurs were supported, but also ham-
pered, by hierarchy. In the case of women’s rights, the possibility of refer-
ring to the high priority that Amnesty International had given to this idea 
empowered the institutional entrepreneurs to push for its development in the 
Swedish organization. On the other hand, the institutional entrepreneurs who 
promoted rights for homosexuals in Swedish Amnesty were held back by the 
low priority that this idea enjoyed in their parent organization.  

The institutional entrepreneurs concerned with the idea of corporate re-
sponsibility for human rights were less dependent on such hierarchical back-
ing. These actors had powerful support from the current debate on corporate 
social responsibility, or CSR, and they succeeded in engaging business com-
panies to assist the development of this practice both financially and by way 
of publicity. This group thus became less dependent on either Amnesty In-
ternational or Swedish Amnesty.  

Institutional entrepreneurs thus take an active part in creating an environ-
ment for their organizations. They support themselves on ideas currently 
popular in society, and they engage other organizations in the environment 
to back up their particular cause. It is this process that generates the very 
stuff of the organization’s constraints and opportunities (Weick, 1995). The 
institutional entrepreneurs seek to construct an environment for their organi-
zation in which their own ideas become appropriate instruments. However, 
this does not mean that institutional entrepreneurs are free to define either 
their organization’s environment or the ideas that they represent as they 
themselves see fit. The present study has revealed that translation is a con-
tested process, involving actors with a variety of interests and approaches to 
the way organizational environments and new ideas should be defined. 

7.2 Editing conflicts  
According to previous research the translation of ideas is both restrained and 
enabled by a set of taken-for-granted editing rules that are implicit in charac-
ter – rules that actors follow even though nobody compels them to do so 
(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). “Editing” ranges from activities aimed at inscrib-
ing the idea into the organizational context, to the making of specific plans 
of action enabling the idea to be transformed into practice. The editing rules 
stipulate that an idea should be translated in relation to the situation where it 
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is to apply and to the prescriptions given by the wider institutional context 
(Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 2003). The practices 
that result from editing are thus assumed to be a blend of elements drawn 
from the wider institutional context and from the organizational context into 
which the idea is translated. The argument that editing rules are taken-for-
granted also implies that explicit social control is unnecessary for the 
achievement of this balance. 

However, I found that editing was a political process involving a variety 
of interests and conflicting meanings about how a specific idea should be 
translated. Organizations are not unitary wholes – even though much organ-
izational institutional literature, with its emphasis on taken-for-granted cog-
nitive scripts, would have us think so. The people in an organization have 
different occupational backgrounds and multiple loyalties, as well as repre-
senting different interests and values (Selznick, 1957). This, in turn, may 
lead them to interpret ideas and practices in various – and sometimes con-
flicting – ways (cf. Zilber, 2002). Moreover, social structures cause organ-
izational subgroups to perceive things differently, which in turn could lead 
them to apply conflicting editing rules when they define ideas and practices 
(cf. Salzer, 1994).  

In addition to the factors mentioned above, that open the way for a variety 
of translations, the present study has also shown that the way in which new 
and older members translate ideas can also differ. In the course of an organi-
zation’s history, some of its practices and structures become “infuse[d] with 
value beyond the technical requirements of the task at hand” (Selznick, 
1957, p. 17, emphasis in the original). Members who have been with the 
organization for a long time may come to value certain elements for them-
selves and not just as a means for reaching organizational goals (ibid.). 
However, as has been demonstrated above, new entrants to the organization 
will find it easier to view these practices and structures from a new angle and 
to question them.  

People who joined Swedish Amnesty with a view to concerning them-
selves with the new ideas were more influenced by the way these ideas had 
been defined in the organization’s wider social context and by their own 
experiences from previous affiliations, than they were by Swedish Am-
nesty’s prevailing practices and structures. Periodically this led to conflict 
between the agents or supporters of prevailing organizational practices on 
the one hand and the institutional entrepreneurs with their new and challeng-
ing recipe for the way the ideas should be translated into practice on the 
other. Thus, whereas the agents of prevailing practices wanted to translate 
the ideas in a manner conducive to the status quo, the institutional entrepre-
neurs wanted the ideas to be translated in such a way as to open the way for 
change.  

Conflict arose when one of the two groups translated an idea in a way that 
ignored the wishes of the other one. Roughly speaking, there were two trans-
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lating strategies that could generate conflict: (1) when an idea is assimilated 
by an organization to such an extent that the prescriptions attaching to it 
from its institutional environment are ignored; (2) when an idea colonizes 
the organization to such an extent that it is edited in without any adjustment 
to prevailing organizational practices and structures. I will elaborate on these 
two translating strategies in the sections below. 

7.2.1 The idea is assimilated by the organization  

Previous research has shown that ideas about practices and organizing that 
are transferred into new organizational settings can be adjusted to prevailing 
practices and organizing models so as not to appear contradictory (Rotten-
burg, 1996). From Sahlin-Andersson (1996) we learn that the translation of 
an idea may be restricted by local tradition, or “the history of the local set-
ting may restrict the translating” (p. 86). The present study has shown that an 
idea’s adjustment to an organizational context which it is entering can be 
taken to extremes, in that it becomes completely assimilated into prevailing 
practices.  

The idea may be adopted, for instance, as a new legitimizing label for an 
ongoing activity, as was the case with Amnesty’s initial translation of 
women’s rights. The institutional entrepreneurs in Amnesty had packaged 
this idea in accordance with the way it had been translated by the UN in 
various declarations and conventions. The declarations addressed new types 
of human rights violations defined under the umbrella concept of violence 
against women. The UN’s organizing of women’s rights issues including 
gender issues also provided a model for how this idea should be organized in 
Swedish Amnesty – at least according to the institutional entrepreneurs. 
Whereas some people wanted Amnesty to translate the idea of women’s 
rights in accordance with this package, others did not even want the organi-
zation to make a special category of women victims at all. Because of these 
conflicting demands, Amnesty’s first translation of women’s rights led to 
very little change in practice. Traditional Amnesty activities were presented 
under the new label of “women’s rights”.  

The case of homosexual rights differed from that of women’s rights in 
that it was an idea initially lacking any normative support in the organiza-
tion’s broader institutional context. The institutional entrepreneurs had pack-
aged this idea with the help of a lobbying organization that wanted Amnesty 
to define people imprisoned on account of their homosexuality as prisoners 
of conscience. The institutional entrepreneurs who promoted this idea in 
Amnesty urged the organization to accept the lobbying organization’s trans-
lation of the idea as its own. At the same time, however, the idea had been 
labeled as a potential risk to the organization – as something that would 
“split it up” – and some sections were thus strongly opposed to the idea that 
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Amnesty should work with rights for homosexuals at all. These conflicting 
demands were met temporarily by translating the idea as something with 
which the organization was already concerned. Amnesty was already work-
ing for people who had been imprisoned for expressing their opinions when 
it was decided that people imprisoned for advocating homosexual equality 
should be regarded as prisoners of conscience. Thus, neither the label – how 
the practice was presented – nor the practice itself changed as a result of this 
initial translation of the idea.  

Finally, Amnesty’s first translation of corporate responsibility for human 
rights did not open the way for any real changes in practice. When the idea 
was first raised in the organization it was proposed that Amnesty should be 
able to use methods such as the boycotting of business companies. However, 
this proposal was thought to be too challenging towards prevailing practices, 
and the guidelines on “company approaches” merely allowed Amnesty 
members to contact a new target group with their traditional demands.  

To sum up, all three ideas were first assimilated by the organization. They 
were translated via existing practices and concepts. Thus, editing does not 
automatically imply an adjustment to institutional recipes about the way a 
particular idea should be translated. Rather, organizational members may try 
to protect the organization from external influences by excluding certain 
meanings from ideas that are too challenging to prevailing practices, values, 
interests or opinions (cf. Brunsson and Olsen, 1993). People who are firmly 
embedded in prevailing organizational practices, values, norms and so on 
may find it easier to agree on small changes – in the shape of limited transla-
tions – than big ones (cf. Lindblom, 1959).  

However, as we have seen an idea on a new practice often comes with a 
package of norms for how it should be translated. And even a decision to 
introduce one modest version of an idea may be enough to trigger sugges-
tions to include additional versions of it in the organizational activity (cf. 
Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson, 2000). In this way ideas may also grow, 
triggering further change by converting the former agents of prevailing or-
ganizational practices into institutional entrepreneurs who promote the de-
velopment of ideas in the organization. If organizational members accept the 
argument that their organization should take up the ideas, they may begin to 
favor a translation of them that approaches that of the package offered by the 
institutional entrepreneurs and the wider institutional context. The institu-
tional entrepreneurs in turn will point out the discrepancy between their or-
ganization’s translation of the idea and the way this idea is defined in the 
environment, and then push for further change.  
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7.2.2 The idea colonizes the organization  

Another extreme scenario that can trigger conflict occurs when actors ignore 
the traditions and prevailing practices of an organizational context into 
which they want to translate an idea – that is, when they break the rule of 
context. In such cases the idea can be said to colonize the organization, 
rather than adjusting to it (cf. Power, 1997). For instance, the actors translat-
ing the idea may do so by describing their practice in a language that is new 
to the organization. They may use a terminology drawn from the business 
world to describe a practice in a voluntary organization. Or they may intro-
duce new ideas about how their practice should be evaluated and how goals 
should be achieved, starting to compare their own practice with those of 
organizations’ traditionally alien to the current case. Here we can say that 
colonizing forces are at work.  

Editing is more likely – for good or ill – to lead to colonization if the per-
son transforming an idea into practice is new to an organization and conse-
quently unfamiliar with its traditions. People arrive in their new organiza-
tional contexts complete with ideas about appropriate practices and ways of 
organizing from their previous affiliations (cf. Grafström, 2006). Until they 
have learnt what is (in)appropriate to the organization they have joined, their 
previous experiences and assumptions about “how things should be done” 
probably provide them with editing rules or frames for translating ideas in 
their new context as well. Although “social control is mostly self-applied” as 
Sahlin-Andersson (1996, p. 85) has noted, not all members in an organiza-
tion share the same frame of reference and may thus – more or less uninten-
tionally – fail to follow the norms that dominate in any specific social con-
text.  

Thus, some of the institutional entrepreneurs who were new to Swedish 
Amnesty translated the various ideas exclusively in terms of prescriptions 
belonging to the wider institutional context and the habits that they brought 
with them into the organization; those concerned with homosexual rights 
came from a background in the Swedish HBT movement; some of those 
concerned with women’s rights were gender scholars with a background in 
the wider women’s movement; and finally, many of those who transformed 
the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights into practice in Swedish 
Amnesty, came from a background in business.  

To begin with these people were unfamiliar with Amnesty’s norms and 
values or rules, and they translated their ideas in terms of their particular 
frame of reference that they had brought with them into the organization. 
The resulting practices were sometimes perceived as inappropriate to the 
context of the focal organization, so much so that they led to conflicts. The 
institutional entrepreneurs concerned with women’s rights organized them-
selves in a group that they first named the “Feminist group”. This name was 
felt to be inappropriate to Amnesty, and other members commented on it 
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unfavorably. The label “the Homo group” was similarly deemed inappropri-
ate to Amnesty. These rather inappropriate translations were nothing, how-
ever, compared to the furor that met the business people’s translation of cor-
porate responsibility for human rights in Swedish Amnesty.  

At first the great majority of the institutional entrepreneurs who translated 
the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights into the Amnesty Busi-
ness Group (ABG) came from a background in business. The leader of the 
group strove intentionally to apply editing rules borrowed from the business 
world when the idea was being transferred to Swedish Amnesty. The Group 
was metaphorically labeled “the Company”, and efforts were made to get it 
to function “more like a company and less like an NGO”. Thus, when the 
institutional entrepreneurs in ABG envisaged the idea in concrete form, they 
defined an environment which they called the “human rights market”, in 
which competitors and clients – or “partner-companies” – were both active. 
ABG aimed to become the first choice for the business companies on this 
market. Ideas about accountability for performance and efficiency were also 
introduced as guiding principles for the Group. Professionalism, results and 
action capability were all valued above activism, democracy and obedience 
to rules. This “editing” occurred without any consultation with the rest of 
Swedish Amnesty. The Amnesty Business Group had its own budget, fi-
nanced by the partner companies, and at any rate at first was relatively 
autonomous in relation to its parent organization. 

Thus, the institutional entrepreneurs concerned with corporate responsi-
bility for human rights edited their idea on the basis of the frame of reference 
they had acquired in the business world. Amnesty Business Group was mod-
eled on the ideal image of a company, which in turn is modeled on the ideal 
image of an actor, i.e. an entity which exhibits clear boundaries, hierarchy, 
rationality and self-interest (cf. Meyer et al. 1987). The demand for rational-
ity calls for the rational justification of past actions, hence the principle of 
accountability for performance. Actors are expected to account for their ac-
tions with the help of the pre-set objectives; and they are expected to be effi-
cient and to achieve their objectives at minimal cost (Thompson, 1967; 
Ahrne, 1994). This was the model that gave the editing rules guiding the 
emergence of the Amnesty Business Group. However, parts of the resulting 
activity were in direct conflict with the values that dominated in Swedish 
Amnesty, and they triggered conflicts. 

7.3 Managing the editing conflict 
As we have seen, individuals in organizations translate ideas in various and 
sometimes conflicting ways, due to their own historical trajectories and/or 
their attachment to a particular organizational subgroup. This implies in turn 
that implicit editing rules are an insufficient means for achieving a shared 
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translation of an idea in an organization. Nonetheless, I found that while a 
variety of interpretations of the ideas emerged in the course of the editing 
process, homogenizing forces were also at work during the process and that 
these guided the various translations along a particular path. Rather than 
being restricted by implicit editing rules, however, these homogenizing 
processes were characterized by explicit social controls and were intended to 
engender coordinated action and to reflect an image of the organization as a 
coherent unit in relation to its environment.  

In contemporary society there are powerful expectations on organizations 
to behave as actors, although not all the characteristics of the actor/company 
model are expected of all types of organization. But, in general, an organiza-
tion is expected to enjoy independence and sovereignty, to act rationally and 
to have autonomous goals, independent resources and clear boundaries 
(Meyer et al. 1987). With a view to communicating this image to external 
audiences, organizational leaders strive to make their organization “speak 
with one voice” – which, as we have seen, was a recurrent phrase among 
Swedish Amnesty’s Section Board members. If an organization is to appear 
as a single coherent actor, it is important that its members translate ideas into 
talk and practice in a similar way. The organization needs to demonstrate 
that it is in control of its actions, rather than just letting organizational sub-
groups “drift away in their own directions” (cf. Sahlin-Andersson, 1994). 
Consequently, some translations of ideas and practices – usually those pro-
moted by leaders – become hegemonic. Thus, if you want to remain a mem-
ber in the organization and to be able, for instance, to use its name in pro-
moting a particular idea, you will have to accept these translations as your 
own.  

For instance, when the Section Board felt that the Amnesty Business 
Group was starting to develop in a different direction compared with the rest 
of Swedish Amnesty, they composed cooperative agreements and statutes 
defining the Group’s organization and its work procedures. Henceforth the 
Amnesty Business Group was obliged to produce an annual activity plan and 
a budget for the approval of the Section Board. Further, the Group’s external 
statements and other material required the endorsement of Swedish Am-
nesty’s Secretary General before publication. In this way the Board was able 
to maintain some control over the way the idea of corporate responsibility 
for human rights was being translated in the organization. The institutional 
entrepreneurs who transformed the idea of women’s rights into practice in 
Swedish Amnesty were also subject to restrictions imposed by Swedish Am-
nesty’s Section Board and by head office. For instance, at an early stage they 
were forbidden to march with other organizations, because of the risk that 
Amnesty’s message might be mixed up with other organizations’ messages. 
Also, what they said in front of external audiences in Amnesty’s name had to 
be consistent with the organization’s official translation of women’s rights. 
The same applied to the institutional entrepreneurs who transformed homo-
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sexual rights into practice. In other words, if the institutional entrepreneurs 
wanted to be able to tackle these subjects under Amnesty’s name, they were 
to align their translations with the principles of Amnesty’s authoritative cen-
tre, i.e. the Section Board. 

Leaders often try to replace a number of varying translations by some-
thing more homogeneous, as a way of holding an organization together (cf. 
Salzer, 1994). So long as social interaction is possible, the people in an or-
ganization can usually reach a shared translation of ideas and practices (Sal-
zer, 1994; Garsten, 1994). Thus an important task for leaders is to ensure 
that there are what Røvik (2007) calls “arenas for talk”, where meanings can 
be communicated. In the present study we could see that various efforts were 
being made to get the organization members to translate the ideas in a ho-
mogeneous way. For example, the dominating translations of a particular 
idea were taught at training seminars. Here, the act of teaching can be re-
garded as a form of ideological control – that is to say, “control that takes 
place by influencing ideologies held by organizational actors, shaping their 
ideas about what reality is like, how it should be and how to achieve the 
desired state” (Czarniawska and Joerges, 1996, p. 30). Communicating to 
others the way in which a particular idea or practice should be perceived, 
makes it more likely that people will translate it in a common way.  

For instance, in the course of the “Stop Violence Against Women” cam-
paign, Swedish Amnesty members attended training seminars where they 
were taught to translate violence against women in a certain way, i.e. from a 
gender perspective. And the institutional entrepreneurs who joined Amnesty 
to concern themselves with anyone of the three ideas of my inquiry, all at-
tended training courses or had a representative from the Section Board su-
pervising their work, so that their practices would not deviate too much from 
the traditional practices and procedures. Handbooks, the Amnesty mandate, 
policies, budgets, activity plans and so on all represent other means used to 
homogenize translations in an organization. These tools are used as a way of 
controlling and coordinating people’s translations by guiding their interpre-
tations of an idea along a certain path (cf. Salzer, 1994). 

In Swedish Amnesty it is the Section Board that has the formal overarch-
ing responsibility for keeping the organization together between its Annual 
General Meetings. The Section Board and the Secretary General are author-
ized to speak for all Swedish Amnesty members; they thus represent the 
organization’s authoritative centre. However, complex organizations gener-
ally have more than one center (ibid.). For instance, in order to remain part 
of Amnesty International, Swedish Amnesty has to adjust its translations of 
specific ideas to a certain extent to international policies, and to participate 
in Amnesty International’s global campaigns. Thus for Swedish Amnesty as 
a unit, the parent organization – Amnesty International – is the center to 
which it has to adjust to in order to maintain its status as a national Amnesty 
section.  
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Thus editing is not only guided by implicit editing rules: it is also a proc-
ess that expresses a power relationship. It is a process whereby the center 
seeks to impose its own definition of reality on others. During this process, 
translations are homogenized, which enables coordinated action and open 
the way for the institutionalization of ideas. Also, eventual conflicts can be 
temporarily resolved during this process. For this to be accomplished, the 
conflicting demands of the institutional entrepreneurs and the agents of pre-
vailing practices both had to be met. This was accomplished by way of two 
interrelated processes: creolization and loose coupling.  

7.3.1 Creolization  

As we have seen, attempts to assimilate an idea into the organization and, 
consequently, to ignore the way it has been packaged, and attempts to colo-
nize the organization by translating the idea without regard to prevailing 
organizational practices and procedures, both led to conflict. It was possible 
to handle these conflicts by blending elements from prevailing practices with 
elements drawn from practices in other contexts. By blending elements from 
new and old practices, the resulting practice is more likely to gain accep-
tance in both the field to which the practice is directed and in the organiza-
tional context in which it has been inscribed.  

Drawing on Hannerz (1996) I have conceptualized this blending process 
as creolization. Hannerz (1996) describes creolization as a process in which 
flows of meanings and meaningful forms (or ideas if you prefer) from previ-
ously separate and quite different traditions and contexts, interact and mix 
together. In such processes creole-type cultures emerge, in which the various 
contributing historical sources are differentially visible and active.  

Thus, in interaction with representatives from Swedish Amnesty’s Section 
Board, the institutional entrepreneurs who represented the idea of corporate 
responsibility for human rights re-edited the Amnesty Business Group’s 
practice and organizing form so that it became more consistent with the 
practices, procedures and norms that had traditionally dominated in Swedish 
Amnesty. The result was a blend of several ideas such as accountability for 
performance and democratic procedures, activism and professionalism, 
autonomy and rule-following, and so on. Moreover, the labels used in the 
Group were re-negotiated and came to include elements from the business 
world and from Amnesty. For instance, the Group’s leader was given the 
title of Executive Secretary, which could be understood in the business 
world (familiar with the Executive label) and in Amnesty (which called its 
professional leader Secretary General). 

This creolization process evolved in the context of a center-periphery re-
lationship, whereby the Section Board – controlling Amnesty’s name – rep-
resented the center with which the Amnesty Business Group – as the periph-



 186

ery – had need to comply if it wanted to be able to use this name. On the 
same lines, Hannerz (1996) stresses that there is a standard culture – the 
metropolises of the Western world – which represents more resources and 
social power than peripheral cultures such as developing countries. Thus, 
there is a flow of ideas, music, fashion, movies and so on flowing from the 
center towards the periphery. However the cultural process of creolization is 
not only a matter of a constant pressure from the center toward the periph-
ery: there is a more creative interplay (ibid.). There is also a flow from the 
periphery to the center and, over time, old centers may become peripheries 
and vice versa.  

For instance, Amnesty Business Group’s institutional entrepreneurs had 
defined an environment according to which Amnesty needed to change its 
working methods and language so as to become accepted by, and understood 
in, the business world. Thus, in a sense, companies represented a type of 
center to which Amnesty needed to adjust in order to advance its own aims. 
And when it was decided that Amnesty should work with issues concerning 
violence against women, the institutional entrepreneurs who represented the 
idea of women’s rights defined an environment in which women’s organiza-
tions and researchers became actors whose approval Amnesty needed. For 
instance, it was regarded as necessary for Amnesty to mainstream a gender 
perspective in its organization in order to be accepted as a legitimate player 
in the field. Another center was thus constructed. However, at the same time 
that Amnesty adjusted its language, its perspective and its organizing to es-
tablished actors in the field of violence against women, the organization 
maintained its own human rights perspective – or blended it with the gender 
hierarchy perspective. In line with this, the feminist group changed its name 
to the Women’s Rights Group, which was a more acceptable label in Am-
nesty.  

Finally, in the case of rights for homosexuals, the International Lesbian 
and Gay Association (ILGA) can be regarded as a temporary center to which 
Amnesty needed to adjust, if it wanted to put a stop to ILGA’s lobbying. 
However, after making this adjustment, Amnesty did not define a specific 
environment for its work on rights for homosexuals that differed from its 
activities on other issues. No changes in working methods or forms of orga-
nizing were thought to be necessary in this field. Nevertheless, a new lan-
guage was introduced in Amnesty, including such terms as Homosexual, 
Bisexual and Transgender HBT-rights, and identity-based human rights vio-
lations. Ultimately, the idea of rights for homosexuals – which to begin with 
had been translated via already institutionalized concepts and practices such 
as the prisoner of conscience concept and the work for such prisoners – was 
translated to include work against discrimination, which implied an adjust-
ment to Amnesty’s wider institutional context.  

To sum up, creolization results in a blend between elements of practices 
originating in previously separate contexts. The resulting creolized practice 
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has a better chance of being understood and accepted in both contexts than 
practices resulting from either assimilation or colonization processes. Possi-
ble earlier editing conflicts triggered by assimilation or colonization strate-
gies can thus be mitigated in the course of the creolization. In this sense, 
creolization can be understood as a kind of compromise process. The 
blended practice is a compromise between different wills and ideas. The use 
of the word compromise also suggests that it is difficult to establish a clear 
center and a clear periphery in this process – centers are floating and they 
shift with time (cf. Salzer, 1994). It used to be Amnesty and other estab-
lished human rights organizations that represented the center, and set the 
standard for human rights activities. However, the periphery in the human 
rights field – in the form, for instance, of the HBT movement, the women’s 
movement, and business companies – has begun to talk back to the center. 
New centers have evolved with time, and this development is reflected in 
both Amnesty International and Swedish Amnesty. The institutional entre-
preneurs who are concerned with my three ideas of inquiry have created 
their own international networks in the organization. These networks have 
been growing steadily, and it is difficult to think of them as mere peripheries 
in relation to a traditional core.  

7.3.2 Loose coupling 

As noted above, editing includes the process of inscribing an idea into the 
organizational context. One way of handling the conflicts that may arise 
when a challenging idea about a new practice enters an organization, is to 
organize it separately from the prevailing practices. In other words, conflicts 
can be managed by decoupling the idea, so that it won’t disturb or threaten 
other activities (Brunsson, 1989). Sahlin-Andersson (1996, p. 86) suggests 
that in such cases one can expect the new practice “not to be edited as much 
in the local setting, but to remain decontextualized”. As we have seen, this 
was not what happened in Amnesty.  

All three ideas were organized separately from prevailing practices, but 
were adjusted at the same time to fit the context into which they entered. 
Thus, they were not decoupled from the rest of the activities in the sense of 
there being no responsiveness between the subunits concerned with these 
ideas and the rest of the organization. Rather, it was a case of their being 
loosely coupled to the rest of the organization (Weick and Orton, 1990). 
They responded to their parent organization and were thus to a certain extent 
linked to it, while at the same time continuing as distinct units with their own 
boundaries. Creolization and loose coupling were thus interrelated processes, 
which can both be regarded as strategies for handling the conflicting de-
mands arising during the editing process.  
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On the one hand, creolization rendered the practice recognizable within 
the organization, as well as enabling the organization to appear as a coherent 
unit in relation to its environment. On the other hand, loose coupling allowed 
the practice to develop in the organization without representing too great a 
challenge to prevailing practices. The new practices into which the ideas had 
been translated did not replace, or even disturb, the old practices. Loose cou-
pling enabled old and new practices and goals to live side by side in the or-
ganization, which in turn made the ideas seem less of a challenge.  

The conflicts that had marked the translation process at first were thus 
partly dealt with by loose coupling – over time, and among organizational 
units. In the case of women’s rights, there was one limited period when the 
entire organization was mobilized to work on this idea, namely during the 
“Stop Violence Against Women” campaign. Then, when this campaign was 
over, those who did not traditionally work on this cause could go back to 
their former activities. This is what organizational theorists refer to as “se-
quential attention to goals” (Cyert and March, 1963). The inclusion in the 
organization of the idea of women’s rights meant that a new goal was being 
adopted, namely – to reduce the violation of women’s human rights. This 
goal was included alongside other organizational goals such as abolishing 
the death penalty and freeing prisoners of conscience throughout the world. 
In order to resolve conflict between organizational goals, organizations often 
attend to different goals at different times. The “Stop Violence Against 
Women” campaign was an example of this.  

Also, the ideas were initially organized in specialized groups. This en-
abled change and stability to coexist within the organization. As we have 
seen, the actors representing the new practices also represented interests that 
differed from the traditional Amnesty goals. They were able to focus on their 
ideas and to adjust somewhat to their specific environments, while other 
members attended to the more traditional issues.  

Organizing of ideas in loosely coupled units does not mean that the result-
ing practices are peripheral, in relation to the organization’s “core activities” 
for example. It would be difficult to establish today, exactly what Amnesty’s 
core activities consist of. Furthermore, the notion of a practice being loosely 
coupled suggests a certain mutual responsiveness between a subunit and the 
rest of an organization. As we have noted, an organization’s center can mul-
tiply or diversify over time. Ideas from peripheral practices can gradually 
leak into other activities. This was particularly evident in the case of 
women’s rights, when ideas on gender became part of the organization’s 
mainstream thinking. Center-periphery relations in organizations change 
over time. 
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7.4 Institutionalization as incremental process 
In this chapter I have described the institutionalization of ideas as an incre-
mental process whereby the practice into which an idea has been translated 
and the meaning ascribed to it both change over time. This process is driven 
by institutional entrepreneurs whose interests are shaped by the ideas con-
cerned and who see an opportunity for furthering their development in soci-
ety by promoting them in an influential organization. The entrepreneurs’ 
engagement in the institutionalization process is deliberate and purposive. 
Institutional entrepreneurs are usually new members who have joined the 
organization for the purpose of working on some idea that they particularly 
foster. The institutionalization of this idea in the organization is enabled by 
the mutual interplay between the entrepreneurs themselves, the organiza-
tional hierarchy and developments in society. 

Institutional entrepreneurs draw strength from the general debate in soci-
ety and from the normative support that their idea enjoys from the wider 
institutional context. If their idea lacks normative support in the relevant 
environment, they may be backed instead by a lobbying organization, which 
subjects the organization to external demands for change while they them-
selves simultaneously urge for change from within. Institutional entrepre-
neurs can also draw strength from hierarchy, or policies adopted by their 
own organization’s parent organization. Some ideas are more dependent on 
hierarchical support than others when it comes to gaining a foothold in an 
organization. Institutional entrepreneurs who represent ideas enjoying pow-
erful support in the contemporary debate and who manage to engage external 
actors’ support for transforming their idea into practice, will be less depend-
ent on hierarchical endorsement than those lacking such backing from out-
side.  

Further, I have described institutionalization as an incremental process 
and have stressed the importance of studying the way ideas are translated in 
an organization over time. A longitudinal approach enables us to see that 
today’s practice is the result of historical translations. We also become aware 
that institutionalization is a continuous process, with no clear beginning or 
end. An institutionalized practice is not cast in stone. Rather, it changes in-
crementally over time. Even so, there seems to be a common pattern in the 
way challenging ideas are first translated into an organization.  

Ideas that are packaged in a challenging way are translated into an organi-
zation in piecemeal – mildly challenging – versions that imply hardly any 
change in organizational practice. Thus, at first, ideas are edited in such a 
way that they become assimilated into the organizational context that they 
have entered. However, this pattern of gradual change can be broken by in-
stitutional entrepreneurs who are unfamiliar with the ways of their new or-
ganizational context, and who translate ideas into practice according to the 
editing rules they have brought with them from their previous affiliations. 



 190

This may mean that ideas are edited in a way that is inconsistent with the 
values and norms of the organizational context into which the resulting prac-
tice is being introduced. Thus, rather than being assimilated into the organi-
zation, the idea may itself colonize a specific part of the organization.  

This study has shown how editing that leads to assimilation or coloniza-
tion will generate conflict and raise the demand for further translations. 
When editing results in assimilation, the institutional entrepreneurs will push 
for further change, when it results in colonization, individuals acting as 
agents of prevailing organizational practices and norms, will demand that the 
practice be made consistent with these. I identified two interrelated editing 
strategies that were able to mitigate these conflicts: creolization and loose 
coupling.  

Creolization involves blending, and means that an idea is edited both in 
relation to its new organizational context and to the prescriptions provided 
by the wider institutional context. In this way the practice increases its 
chances of being accepted in both these contexts. A creolized practice thus 
contains a blend of elements from new and old contexts. But although such a 
practice will have a better chance of gaining acceptance in its new organiza-
tional context than practices emanating from assimilation or colonization 
strategies, it may still be perceived as something that should not replace – or 
absorb – resources from prevailing activities. In order to handle the conflicts 
that such perceived threats may arouse, the new practices are loosely cou-
pled to other familiar organizational activities.  

In this chapter I have described editing as a political process involving a 
variety of interests. The institutional entrepreneurs represented the new 
ideas, and they had to struggle with agents of prevailing organizational prac-
tices who wanted to preserve the status quo. Thus heterogeneous translations 
of the ideas were produced in the course of the editing process. At the same 
time homogenizing forces were at work, guiding the translation along a par-
ticular path. But, these forces did not appear in the shape of implicit editing 
rules. The conflicts characterizing the process required a more explicit 
means of social control such as teaching, surveillance and formal rules. The 
editing process evolved in a center-periphery relationship whereby some 
editors – the authoritative centers – were listened to more keenly than others.  

In studying the institutionalization of ideas it is thus necessary to take ac-
count of the power aspects of translation. Power relations in center-
peripheral structures result from, and give shape to, translation. Editing rules 
and pre-packaged ideas are exported from the center to the periphery. But, at 
the same time, we have seen that the periphery talks back to the center. And, 
in the course of time, new centers may evolve in the organization. Those at 
the periphery are by no means passive adopters of ideas and predefined prac-
tices. They continue to translate and negotiate with the center about how 
their practice should be organized and interpreted. And so the institutionali-
zation process rolls on. 
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8 Emerging identities and interests 

In the last chapter I described how ideas can be transformed into organiza-
tional practices when new members, or institutional entrepreneurs, join the 
organization for the specific purpose of working for the development of 
these there. Institutional entrepreneurs present change proposals and engage 
in new practices, which are then defined as being appropriate or inappropri-
ate subjects for the organization’s activities. The present chapter analyzes the 
outcome of this translation process.  

The main argument put forward in the sections below is that actors learn 
both “who” they are, and what they want, in the course of the translation 
process. In other words, identity and interests both emerge as the result of 
translation. This view is contrary to the common claim that organizational 
identities and interests are something relatively fixed and stable, that either 
enables or hinders organizational change. The present study has shown that 
identities and interests emerge during the processes in which appropriate 
organizational practices and organizing forms are negotiated. If a particular 
activity and a particular structure are defined as, for instance an appropriate 
Amnesty practice and an Amnesty group, then these become part of the very 
character of the organization. In other words, they become part of the organ-
izational identity, which is here conceptualized as an emerging boundary 
defining the organization as a coherent actor in relation to the surrounding 
world. 

8.1 Identity as an emerging boundary  
In Chapter 7 it was suggested that contemporary organizations are expected 
to exhibit the same features that signify the individual actor, namely: inde-
pendence, sovereignty, rationality and autonomy (Meyer et al. 1987; 
Czarniawska 1994). In much the same way as individual actors, organiza-
tions are expected to define their own activity relatively independently of 
others opinions, to act in a coherent and rational manner, to have resources 
of their own that enable them to do so, and to have a clear boundary between 
themselves and their wider social context. This boundary can be regarded as 
the identity that defines what the organization is all about in relation to other 
actors in their environment (cf. Garsten and Salzer-Mörling, 2004). The or-
ganizational identity is thus not inherent in the organization, nor is it a re-
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flection of a “true” self. Rather, it emerges when organization members as-
cribe meaning to their actions (ibid.). If a new idea or practice is defined as a 
natural part of the organization, or as something that belongs beyond its con-
fines, then the organizational identity is either changed or reproduced. Thus, 
the outcome of an organization’s translation of ideas – ideas that challenge 
prevailing assumptions about what it should be all about – into organiza-
tional practices, is that the organizational identity changes.  

Much research on translation hitherto has suggested that it is an organiza-
tion’s current self-identification and its desire to achieve the characteristic 
features of a modern identity – i.e. self-respect, efficiency, autonomy and 
flexibility – that induces it to adopt ideas on new practices in the first place 
(e.g. Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994; Sevón, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson and 
Sevón, 2003). Organizational identity is thus described as something that 
simultaneously guides action (cf. Albert and Whetten, 1985; March and Ol-
sen, 1989; Dutton and Dukerich, 1991), and changes, as organizations select 
and translate ideas into new practices (e.g. Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 
2003). It has been suggested that an organization’s attempt to change its 
identity is driven by the logic of appropriateness, according to which an or-
ganization strives to act appropriately, given “who” it conceives itself as 
being like – to what organization field(s) it sees itself as belonging – and 
how it defines a particular situation (March and Olsen, 1989). It has been 
observed that organizations, in order to become appropriate, compare them-
selves with seemingly modern and successful others in their field (“Who am 
I?” “What situation is this?”), and then imitate the perceived action and 
achievements of those others (“What does someone like me do in a situation 
like this?”) (Sevón, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson and Sevón, 2003). Thus, with 
this view the single organization is understood to change its identity by imi-
tating the practices of those organizations in its field that appear to have an 
appropriate identity.  

As an alternative to this view of identity change, the present study points 
out that the organizational identity may also change due to the mobility of 
individuals between different organizational contexts. It was not in imitation 
of appropriate others, or because of a desire for a more modern identity, that 
led Swedish Amnesty to change “who” they were by engaging in new prac-
tices. Rather, the organizational identity changed when individual organiza-
tion members – here conceptualized as institutional entrepreneurs – made 
suggestions for change and engaged in new practices that challenged the 
prevailing definition of what the organization was all about. In this study the 
institutional entrepreneurs were either members with a variety of affiliations 
and/or new members bearing with them ideas about practices from their 
previous affiliations, which enabled them to look beyond the organization’s 
current span of attention as defined by the organizational structure. 

Although they may have been guided by a logic of appropriateness in the 
context of their specific work fields – i.e. regarding women’s rights, corpo-
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rate responsibility for human rights and the rights of homosexuals – the insti-
tutional entrepreneurs’ actions were also – in the context of Swedish Am-
nesty – guided by the logic of consequentiality, which means that their ac-
tions were guided by their interests and their calculation of future gains. 
Their interests were shaped by the ideas that they represented in the organi-
zation. And they were driven more by the desired outcome – i.e. that these 
ideas would acquire more influence in society if they were borne by a 
prominent organization – than by a desire for the organization itself to ac-
quire an appropriate identity.  

As noted in Chapter 7, the present study has shown how institutional en-
trepreneurs apply the logic of appropriateness to convince other organization 
members that their ideas are relevant to the organization. The institutional 
entrepreneurs refer specifically to such prevailing organizational activities, 
other organizations and norms in society as may convince people that their 
ideas are appropriate to their own organization. They refer to inconsistencies 
in prevailing organizational practices, developments in society, apparently 
successful organizations that have begun to work along the lines proposed, 
new expectations and policies adopted by their parent organization, and so 
on. They thus exploit the logic of appropriateness strategically, to reinforce 
and legitimize their arguments (cf. Callon, 1986).  

The institutional entrepreneurs thus presented suggestions for change and 
engaged in new practices in the organization. These suggestions and new 
practices were then defined as being appropriate or inappropriate for adop-
tion by the organization. In other words, they were defined as something that 
should be either included in or excluded from, the organizational identity. 
Hence, organizational identity can be said to evolve in a process whereby 
certain ideas and practices are included in the organizational self-definition, 
while others are excluded from it.  

This implies that, rather than being an antecedent to action, identity is 
something that emerges as organizational members begin to engage in new 
practices and to ascribe a specific meaning to them, either as something that 
belongs to the organization or as an organizational anomaly.  

8.2 Identity and difference is negotiated in social 
interactions  
This study has described how identity emerges as new ideas and practices 
are either included in or excluded from an organization. During this process 
a new boundary is drawn between the organization and its environment. In 
other words, the organization members’ conception and presentation of 
“who” they are as an organization, changes in the course of translation. In 
this process, other organizations concerned with the ideas are defined as 
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resembling or not resembling the translating organization. In one case, insti-
tutional entrepreneurs try to define their own organization as resembling 
others concerned with the same ideas, thus implying that the ideas are ap-
propriate for their own organization to adopt. In another case, the agents of 
prevailing practices may define the other organizations as different from 
their own stressing that this distinction should be maintained by actively 
excluding the ideas from their own organization.  

Identity and difference can thus be situated at the two extremes of the in-
clusion-exclusion dimension (Czarniawska, 2002). It is obviously easier to 
get an idea included in an organization’s activities when the other organiza-
tions working with the same idea are defined as similar to one’s own, than 
when they are defined as being quite different. Some kind of distinction is 
always made between an organization and any other actors – even those with 
whom the organization easily identifies. As Calhoun (1994; p. 9-10) put it: 
“We know of no people without names, no languages or cultures in which 
some manner of distinctions between self and other, we and they are not 
made.  

However, if this difference is defined as total, in the sense that there are 
no similarities between the two organizations concerned, then it is most 
unlikely that a practice in which one of the organizations is engaged will be 
adopted by the other. Although organizational identity-formation is, to a 
certain extent, about identifying an organization relative to a particular group 
of organizations, it is often even more a question of defining “the Other” – 
i.e. “who” the organization is different from (e.g. Barth, 1969; Davis, 2000; 
Czarniawska, 2002). “To construct an identity, to know who you are, you 
need to know who you are not,” says Featherstone (1992, p. 286). In the 
present study, we have seen how individual actors in Swedish Amnesty 
sought intentionally to control this process of defining the organization’s 
“others” – the similar and the different.  

As discussed in Chapter 7, the institutional entrepreneurs who joined 
Swedish Amnesty to concern themselves with the new ideas found them-
selves struggling with agents of the organization’s prevailing practices about 
how these ideas should be defined and transformed into practice. On the one 
hand, the institutional entrepreneurs wanted the ideas to be translated in the 
same sort of way that actors such as the UN, business companies (when it 
came to how the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights should be 
organized), women’s organizations and gender researchers and organizations 
concerned with homosexual issues had all translated them. Thus, they 
wanted Swedish Amnesty to align itself more closely with these external 
ideals and to change its own identity by including meanings, practices and 
principles for organizing that represented something new and challenging in 
relation to the status quo.  

On the other hand, the agents of the prevailing organizational practices 
wanted to translate the ideas in such a way as to maintain the status quo. 



 195

They defined the other organizations concerned with the ideas as being dif-
ferent from Amnesty. According to the agents of prevailing practices these 
other organizations were active in another environment or were character-
ized by different principles from those prevailing in Amnesty. By emphasiz-
ing a difference between Amnesty and these other organizations, they strove 
to maintain the prevailing organizational identity.  

To being with, all three ideas were translated into the organization in a 
manner that did little to challenge the prevailing definition of what the or-
ganization was all about. The ideas were either rejected by the organization, 
or they were assimilated in the sense that they were translated via prevailing 
practices and concepts. Thus, to a great extent the prevailing organizational 
identity was maintained. Morgan (1986) describes this strategy as “egocen-
tric”, in the sense that it expresses an attempt on the part of organization 
members to lock themselves into a narrow definition of themselves and their 
world (see also Salzer-Mörling, 1998). Examples in this study have shown 
us how organizations sometimes attempt to resist change by proclaiming the 
importance of staying faithful to tradition and maintaining their current fo-
cused realm of activities, thus emphasizing the difference between them-
selves and any new actors – concerned with new activities – in their field. To 
begin with the agents of prevailing practices in Swedish Amnesty were in 
the majority, and they resisted the institutional entrepreneurs’ proposals. 
They strove to protect the definition of themselves from these new influ-
ences by excluding certain meanings from the ideas that challenged prevail-
ing practices too much.  

However, since all organizations are embedded in a wider social context 
of other organizations and rules, they are not always free to define their own 
identity as they see fit (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Brunsson and Olsen, 
1993). For instance, as a member of an international organization, Swedish 
Amnesty has to adjust to a certain extent to the policies adopted by its parent 
organization. And Amnesty International adopted policies that made it pos-
sible for all Amnesty members who so wished to introduce practices con-
nected with the new ideas. As noted in Chapter 7, the translation of new 
ideas in an organization, together with the organizational identity evolving 
from such activities, proceeds via a center-periphery relationship in which 
the center provides direction for the activities of the periphery. Thus Swed-
ish Amnesty’s borders were extended by its parent organization. It became 
possible for new members to join the organization and to launch activities 
concerned with the new ideas, because there was an international policy that 
allowed them to do so. 

By launching practices connected with the new ideas in the organization 
(although to begin with they were only mildly challenging in relation to pre-
vailing practices) the organization gradually came to be partly identified 
with those actors who it first had been distinguished from. In other words 
“the Others” who initially had been defined as different from the focal or-
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ganization gradually came to be redefined as organizations that it – to a cer-
tain extent – wanted to resemble.  

Identities are defined in interaction with others, and once an organization 
has entered a new field of work it will begin to interact with new types of 
organization upon whose approval it depends. In this context Davis and 
Harré (1991) talk about positioning, while Gergen (1994) refer to a net of 
relationships. By demonstrating “who” they are and what they do to the 
world around them, organizations position themselves vis-à-vis the others in 
their field(s), who can choose to accept or to reject them. When an organiza-
tion enters a completely new field, the outcome of any positioning will be 
less certain than it would be within a long-established net of relationships. 
Entering a new field of work means that an organization changes its net of 
relationships. Thus it may have to adjust its practices and its way of organiz-
ing to make them understandable to the new audience (cf. Czarniawska, 
2000).  

At least, this notion enables institutional entrepreneurs who are pushing 
for change in an organization to win influence for their demands. As shown 
in the present study, they will be able to persuade people that the organiza-
tion needs to adjust its practices and structures, so that the established actors 
in the field will perceive it as credible. We have seen above how this was 
done when Swedish Amnesty entered the fields of women’s rights and cor-
porate responsibility for human rights. In the case of rights for homosexuals, 
Swedish Amnesty did not actually enter a new field, in the sense of starting 
to interact with new types of actors (it still addressed its demands to states), 
so no major adjustments in practices, organizing or, consequently, in identity 
had to be made in the course of this translation process.  

At the same time that identity is based on interaction, it is also trying to 
give an impression of individuality, i.e. of being independent of other peo-
ple’s reactions (Czarniawska, 1994). Thus, although Amnesty adjusted its 
practices and organizing to win the acceptance of business companies and 
women’s organizations, a clear distinction between these organizations and 
Amnesty itself was still maintained. And in interviews my interlocutors em-
phasized that these other organizations could not tell Amnesty what to do: it 
was pointed out that Amnesty was independent of external influence. Thus 
organizational identity emerges from interaction with actors who are either 
internal or external to the organization. But because a modern identity pre-
scription includes values of independence and autonomy, it can be important 
not to acknowledge the influence of external actors in this process – espe-
cially for an organization such as Amnesty, which emphasizes its independ-
ence vis-à-vis the outside world.  
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8.3 Multiple identities emerge from translation  
When organizations decide to differentiate their overall activity, they often 
do so by way of specialization. They establish specialized units or depart-
ments to deal with the new practices, and these may come to define them-
selves as different from the rest of the organization. In line with this, the 
present study has shown that in addition to the changing boundary between 
Swedish Amnesty and the surrounding world, new boundaries also emerged 
within the organization as the new ideas were transformed into practice by 
specialized groups who defined themselves in relatively different terms from 
the rest of the organization.  

This study has shown that organizational subgroups who represent their 
own specific goals in relation to other organizational goals, and who interact 
with parts of their environment that are different from those with which the 
rest of the organization interacts, will also develop their own identities. Be-
cause part of their identity will be derived from the actors and ideas in their 
specific field of action they will define themselves and their practice as 
somewhat different from the rest of the organization. In this context Weick 
(1995, p. 20) suggests that “[t]o shift among interactions is to shift among 
definitions of self”, and Sevón (1996, p. 58) points out that “[s]elf-
identification varies with reference group, and choice of reference group 
depends on the salient context at the moment”.  

The new groups or identities that emerged in the course of the translation 
process were only loosely coupled to existing practices. This represented a 
way of handling the conflicting demands for continuity and change. Tradi-
tional Amnesty groups were able to go on with their work as before, and to 
some extent maintain their identities, at the same time that groups concerned 
with new practices were being established in the organization. The demand 
that contemporary actors should appear to be coherent units, prevented the 
new groups from developing in their own directions. They were not decoup-
led from the organization; they remained loosely coupled, deriving parts of 
their identity from the fields in which they were active and the other part 
from the organization to which they belonged.  

The new identities that emerged in the course of the translation process 
were expressed in a language that was drawn partly from the respective 
fields of action of the specialized groups. Previous research has emphasized 
that our choice of language – in the shape of concepts, labels, metaphors and 
so on – for describing a particular activity is important to the way this activ-
ity is understood (see e.g. Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Czarniawska-
Joerges, 1992; 1994). Actors construct themselves and their environment 
with the help of language. Thus, the new terminology that was drawn from 
the business world, the women’s rights field/gender research and the Homo-
sexual Bisexual and Transgender (HBT) rights field and that was used to 
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describe the practices of the specialized groups represented the building 
blocks of the multiple identities emerging in the organization. 

For instance, the idea of corporate responsibility for human rights had 
been organized in the Amnesty Business Group that – during an initial phase 
– even referred to themselves as “the Company” that was active on a “human 
rights market”. The Amnesty Business Group identified itself as different 
from Swedish Amnesty. The Group’s goal was different from that of their 
parent organization, and it had members with a business background who – 
as opposed to more traditional Amnesty members – interacted with business 
companies. From the Amnesty Business Group’s perspective, Swedish Am-
nesty was defined to begin with as the different “Other,” and vice versa. It 
took a couple of years for this perceived difference to be bridged. The 
boundary between the Group and the rest of the organization was main-
tained, but they gradually adjusted their practice to fit into Swedish Am-
nesty’s organizational context as well as fitting into the business context in 
which they were active. Thus the Group eventually came to derive part of its 
identity from its parent organization as well.  

Further, the idea of women’s rights had been organized in specialized 
groups that attracted new members interested in gender and women’s rights 
issues. As in the case of the Amnesty Business Group, the Women’s Rights 
Groups maintained their own goals in relation to the rest of Swedish Am-
nesty, and defined themselves as being distinct from their parent organiza-
tion. Although they derived part of their identity from their belongingness to 
Amnesty, they also derived part of it from the actors and norms in their own 
field of action. They were the “Women’s Rights Groups”, rather than a tradi-
tional Amnesty group. Prior to the “Stop Violence Against Women” cam-
paign, the Women’s Rights Groups defined their parent organization as 
rather conservative, and consequently rather cut off from new ideas. As in 
the case of the Amnesty Business Group, the Women’s Rights Groups were 
not allowed to do as they pleased, but were bound by Swedish Amnesty’s 
rules. However, in the course of the “Stop Violence Against Women” cam-
paign some of these rules were relaxed and Swedish Amnesty’s boundary 
vis-à-vis the outside world and the boundaries inside the organization both 
changed. The Women’s Rights Groups no longer defined Swedish Amnesty 
as “the Other”, but saw it as an organization that had successfully introduced 
a general gender perspective into its activities.  

Finally, the idea of rights for homosexuals was also organized in a special 
group. This group also defined itself as being different from the rest of their 
parent organization. The members of the first group talked about themselves 
as Homosexual Bisexual and Transgender (HBT) activists, rather than tradi-
tional Amnesty activists. They introduced a HBT terminology in the organi-
zation, and they cooperated with other organizations working on homosexual 
issues. The group’s definition of Amnesty International in general as “the 
Other” emerged very clearly when the idea of rights for homosexuals, de-
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spite repeated calls for more attention, was still being given low priority 
relative to other Amnesty issues. Because of this, the members of the first 
group broke with the organization. However, it did not take long before the 
group was re-established, with new members. And as the idea of rights for 
homosexuals gradually acquired more influence in Amnesty International, 
Swedish Amnesty’s new HBT-group stopped defining Amnesty as “the 
Other”, but – just like the groups concerned with the other two ideas – de-
rived part of their identity from their parent organization and another part 
from the actors in their own field of action.  

Thus, neither the borders between the organization and its environment 
nor the various boundaries within the organization itself are fixed or stable. 
They change over time, as the organization, or subgroups within it, engage in 
activities that are ascribed another meaning. Specialized groups define iden-
tities of their own in relation to the rest of their organization. They have their 
own reference groups, and goals, and their own language for describing their 
practices. At the same time, however, they derive part of their identity from 
their parent organization, and this differentiates them from other actors in 
their respective fields of action. Thus, new identities that emerge in the 
course of a translation process are not decoupled from the rest of the organi-
zation. Since every organization is expected to present itself as a coherent 
actor vis-à-vis the rest of the world, organizational leaders try to see to that 
different units do not develop in a way that differs too much from the rest of 
the organization. In order for an organization to appear as a coherent unit 
identity formation within organizations thus also becomes a process that 
expresses a power relationship. If a particular group wants to stay part of its 
current organization, it may have to start to identify with those norms and 
ideas that are promoted by the organization’s authoritative center. 

8.4 Interests emerge from translation  
As we have seen, the translation of the three ideas in my inquiry was inter-
est-driven by institutional entrepreneurs who were closely connected with 
the ideas they represented. In this I differ from the view represented by La-
tour (1986) and Callon (1986), by claiming that actors need not necessarily 
be driven by self-interest or personal gain. Rather, their interest can also be 
shaped by the ideas that they themselves represent. At the same time, it 
should be emphasized that actors’ interests are not clearly defined nor given 
once and for all. Regarding interests as institutionally embedded means re-
garding actors as being shaped in interaction with others, in a social context 
of ideas and rules. Thus, I see actors as learning “who” they are, and what 
they want, in interaction with others (cf. March and Olsen, 1976; Jacobsson, 
1992).  
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When the institutional entrepreneurs launched their translation in Swedish 
Amnesty, they did not know exactly how they wanted their ideas to be de-
fined and transformed into practice. Rather they discovered what they were 
able to do, and consequently what they wanted to achieve, in the course of 
their interaction with other organization members and external actors who 
were working with the same ideas. Their interests altered as they interacted 
with others – either with representatives of the organization where they were 
active themselves, or with representatives of established actors in their re-
spective fields. And when in the course of time these other actors changed 
their view about the way the ideas should be translated, so too did the institu-
tional entrepreneurs in Swedish Amnesty – and vice-versa. Thus, interests 
are not stable or static: they emerge in interaction with others.  

For instance, the institutional entrepreneurs who translated the idea of 
corporate responsibility for human rights into practice, learned what they 
wanted to achieve by interacting with business companies, Amnesty’s other 
business groups, and representatives of the rest of Swedish Amnesty. On the 
one hand, the companies nursed certain expectations about Amnesty’s con-
tribution to their own activities, and this in turn helped to shape the way the 
Amnesty Business Group translated its own practice. On the other hand, the 
agents of traditional Amnesty practices taught the Group what it was allowed 
or forbidden to do as part of Swedish Amnesty. Based on this information 
the Group’s members learned what they were able to accomplish in Am-
nesty, and consequently what they wanted.  

Along a similar line, the institutional entrepreneurs who translated the 
idea of women’s rights into practice also discovered what they were able to 
do, and thus what they hoped to achieve, in interaction with the agents of 
traditional practices and with Amnesty International’s other women’s rights 
groups, as well as by following Amnesty International’s policy debate on the 
subject of their idea. Agents of current practices informed them about the 
rules prevailing in Swedish Amnesty, and thus what they – as an Amnesty 
group – were allowed to do. By interacting with Amnesty International’s 
other women’s rights groups, they found out how the idea had been trans-
lated by others, and thus how they themselves could handle the idea in their 
organization. At the same time international policy decisions about Amnesty 
sections paying more attention to women’s rights, empowered them vis-à-vis 
the other members of Swedish Amnesty.  

The Women’s Rights Groups were also influenced by the more general 
gender debate in society, and the activities of other organizations such as the 
UN that are involved in women’s rights. By studying the other organizations 
in the field they found out how they wanted Swedish Amnesty to organize its 
work on women’s rights. And in the course of the “Stop Violence Against 
Women” campaign, Swedish Amnesty as a unit learned – in interaction with 
Amnesty International and with women’s organization’s and researchers in 
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general – how they could translate the idea of violence against women into 
practice and exactly what they wanted to achieve in this area.  

Finally, the institutional entrepreneurs who transformed the idea of rights 
for homosexuals into practice also learned what they themselves were able to 
do, and thus what they wanted to achieve together with Amnesty Interna-
tional’s other groups for homosexual rights and the agents of prevailing Am-
nesty practice. When they discovered that their idea was given low priority 
in the organization, they tried to do something about it, and when this failed 
they decided to leave the organization. The new group of institutional entre-
preneurs who started up the second HBT Group found themselves in a dif-
ferent situation. By this time the idea of homosexual rights was enjoying 
more influence in Amnesty International, which meant that the Group could 
concentrate on other things than just internal lobbying.  

8.5 Identities and Interests emerge in incremental 
processes  
In this chapter I have argued that organizational identities, like organiza-
tional interests, are not antecedents of action. Rather are they something that 
emerges in the translation process. I have conceptualized organizational 
identity as an emerging boundary that determines which practices, ideas and 
actors belong inside the organization and which belong outside. Both identi-
ties and interests emerge in the processes where appropriate organizational 
practices and organizing forms are negotiated. By defining a certain activity 
and structure – as, for instance, an appropriate Amnesty practice and Am-
nesty group – these become part of the organizational identity. However, the 
identity is not given. Rather it changes continuously as people come up with 
new proposals for change, and engage in new practices that are defined as 
being inside or outside the organization’s area of concern. The organiza-
tional identity thus emerges from interactions and negotiations between ac-
tors.  

This study has shown that the mobility of individuals between different 
organizational contexts opens the way for identity change. The organiza-
tional identity changed when individual organization members, here concep-
tualized as institutional entrepreneurs, presented proposals and engaged in 
new practices that challenged the prevailing definition of what the organiza-
tion should be all about. The institutional entrepreneurs were members with 
several affiliations, and/or new members bringing with them ideas about new 
practices enabling them to extend the organization’s prevailing attention 
span. Together with other members and external actors, they defined a new 
environment for the organization, and transformed the ideas that they 
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brought with them into practices – some of which were eventually defined as 
part of the organizational identity.  

Thus, identity is not inherent in an organization; rather, it is something 
that emerges by way of interaction between actors, against the background 
of a social context. Identity is relational in that a conception of “who” we are 
is negotiated and shaped in relation to “who” they – that is, the outside world 
– are. Identity-formation is about distinguishing between the organization 
and other actors in its environment, and defining the organization as – to a 
certain extent – resembling some of these others. The present study has 
shown that there was a struggle between those institutional entrepreneurs 
who attempted to define the actors (who were concerned with their ideas) as 
ideals to which the organization ought to become more similar, and the 
agents of prevailing practices who sought to maintain a distance and a dif-
ference between the organization and these others. Thus, the institutional 
entrepreneurs promoted the inclusion of the new practices, while the agents 
of the old practices supported their exclusion.  

By translating a new idea into their own organization – albeit in a modest 
version – organizations from which the focal organization was distanced 
from at first, could gradually become “objects”, with which it could to a 
certain extent identify. In the process of defining ideas about new practices 
as something that should be either excluded from or included in the organ-
izational identity, difference was either externalized (“the others who work 
with this idea are different from us”), or incorporated (“they are in fact simi-
lar to us”). As we have seen, the interplay between identity and difference is 
continuous: organizations that used to be defined as completely different 
from the focal organization were gradually redefined as objects that it ought 
to become more similar to and vice versa.  

Neither the boundary between the organization and its environment, nor 
the organization’s internal boundaries, are fixed and stable. They change 
over time as the organization as a whole, and/or organizational subgroups, 
begin to identify with new types of organization and to engage in activities 
that are ascribed a new meaning. As noted in this present study, specialized 
groups define their own identities in relation to the rest of their organization. 
They have their own reference groups, and their own goals and language to 
describe their practice and their own way of being “particular”. Thus, part of 
their identity is defined by the distinction between themselves and their par-
ent organization. At the same time, however, they also derive parts of their 
identity from their parent organization. This, in turn, differentiates the 
groups from other actors in their respective fields of action.  

Thus multiple identities that emerge in the course of translation are not 
decoupled from, but are loosely coupled with the rest of the organization. 
Because organizations are subject to demands to present themselves as co-
herent actors vis-à-vis the rest of the world, organizational leaders will take 
measures to prevent various subunits from drifting away in their own direc-
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tions. Consequently, subgroups derive one part of their identity definition 
from the particular field in which they are active, while the other part is de-
rived from the organizational context to which they belong.  

Although the view of identity as an emerging boundary directs attention 
to that identity is more instable than has traditionally been assumed (e.g. 
Albert and Whetten, 1985; Dutton and Dukerich, 1991), I found that strong 
elements of continuity and tradition do persist in practices and organizational 
self-presentations. Whereas organizational-institutional scholars have em-
phasized that organizations seek to acquire the features of a modern identity 
such as self-respect, efficiency, autonomy, and flexibility, I found that pre-
scriptions for pre-modern identities that include reverence for the past, dig-
nity, particularity and faithfulness to tradition are still important elements in 
contemporary definitions of identity (see also Czarniawska, 2000).  

For instance, I found that people who have been members of an organiza-
tion for a long time tend to emphasize the importance of particularity and 
tradition, as opposed to being flexible and adjusting to changes in the envi-
ronment. Because contemporary society is characterized by both pre-modern 
and modern values, contemporary organizational identities include elements 
of both these sources. In other words, just as organizations are subjected to 
the demand to be modern and capable of change, they are also subjected to 
demands about avoiding opportunism and remaining faithful to tradition. 
Identities are shaped by these two conflicting demands. 
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9 Amnesty in translation: some final 
reflections  

This book began with a puzzling observation: Swedish Amnesty, an organi-
zation established with a view to working for the release of prisoners of con-
science, has expanded its mandate over four decades to include practices on 
ideas as diverse as women’s rights, homosexuals’ rights, and corporate re-
sponsibility for human rights. When these ideas were first introduced in 
Swedish Amnesty they challenged prevailing assumptions about what the 
organization should be all about. As a student of organizations this transition 
made me curious. How were such ideas translated from once being consid-
ered organizational anomalies into organizational practices? What drove this 
translation? What was the outcome for the translating organization? These 
questions were addressed in the foregoing Chapters 7 and 8. In this chapter, I 
will present the study’s contributions to the theoretical discussion on organ-
izational change in general and on the translation of ideas in particular. 
Drawing on these contributions, I end the book with a thematic outline for 
future research.  

9.1 Institutional entrepreneurs drive translation  
In the introductory chapter of this book it was pointed out that much of the 
current research on organizations has emphasized that organizational prac-
tices are difficult to change. There is an entire research tradition in organiza-
tional theory devoted to the theme “resistance to change”, which directs at-
tention to the sources of inertia residing within organizations (e.g. Hannan 
and Freeman, 1989; Argyris, 1990). For instance, the organization’s collec-
tive resources represent one source of inertia, which sets a limit for what an 
organization can do and how things can be done (Hannan and Freeman, 
1989; Ahrne and Papakostas, 2002). Because resources have been accumu-
lated for a specific purpose, changes in organizational practice could imply 
that some resources – for instance organization-specific knowledge – are 
wasted. An organization’s name has been said to represent another hindrance 
to change. The argument is that people will expect a well-known organiza-
tion to be engaged in certain activities, and a deviation from these activities 
may imply a loss of legitimacy.  
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It has also been pointed out that the organizational structure itself – i.e., 
its rules, decision-making processes and its authority structure – is a source 
of inertia (Hannan and Freeman, 1989; Ahrne and Papakostas, 2002). The 
organization’s activity is defined in rules, which render some organizational 
practices appropriate, and others out of place. Moreover, due to the bounded 
rationality of organizations (March and Simon, 1958), they may be incapable 
of perceiving ideas about new practices or a need for change. The organiza-
tional structure directs the members’ attention to some parts of the environ-
ment at the expense of others. Finally, members of the organization may be 
unwilling to change because they have joined the organization to engage in 
its current activities and because they identify with its prevailing ideology 
(Ahrne and Papakostas, 2002).  

This study has shown that these forces of inertia reside in an organization, 
albeit in tandem with forces driving change. Contemporary organizations are 
subjected to the conflicting demands to reflect both stability and change. 
Although organizations risk loosing legitimacy if they deviate too much 
from their original practice, they also risk loosing legitimacy if they fail to 
present themselves in accordance with ideas about new practices that have 
been defined as rational, just and good in their wider social context (e.g. 
Brunsson and Olsen, 1993). The lessons we can therefore take with us from 
this study, and which will be discussed in the sections below, concern how 
organizations handle these conflicting demands – how they translate ideas 
that challenge status quo into organizational practices, at the same time as a 
certain amount of stability in organizational activities are maintained.  

To begin, this study has shown that organizational practices may very 
well change without a waste of old resources. The institutionalization of the 
three ideas in my inquiry: women’s rights, homosexuals’ rights and corpo-
rate responsibility for human rights was primarily driven by new members, 
here conceptualized as institutional entrepreneurs, who carried with them 
their own resources in the form of voluntary labor, knowledge, networks, 
financial resources, and so on, that were used to transform the ideas into 
practice. For these actors, the most important organizational resource they 
wanted was access to the organization’s name. They had a personal interest 
in the ideas as such and saw the organization itself as an instrument to fur-
ther their development in society.  

At the same time as the institutional entrepreneurs pushed for change, 
agents of the organization’s prevailing practices tried to maintain the status 
quo. These conflicting demands could partly be handled by letting the insti-
tutional entrepreneurs transform their ideas into practices, while “old” mem-
bers reproduced and preserved the more traditional practices. Thus, the new 
practices did not replace the existing ones, but were organized separately 
from prevailing activities. Consequently, old resources were not wasted and 
the organization could demonstrate both continuity and change in relation to 
external and internal constituents.  
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To continue, the institutional entrepreneurs were able to think outside the 
organizational structure of rules and procedures. As has been shown in this 
study, new members entering an organization bring attention to ideas about 
new practices, and are able to look at prevailing practices from a new angle. 
The world view of new members is influenced more by the experiences they 
carry with them from previous affiliations than by their new organizational 
context, enabling them to introduce new ideas on both practice and organiza-
tion. In addition, people are commonly members of several organizations 
and therefore have multiple loyalties. A person who has a vested interest in a 
specific idea that (s)he has acquired in one organizational setting may also 
try to pursue this interest in another organization, and may consequently be 
able to question old organizational practices. Thus, in line with previous 
studies on institutional entrepreneurship, the institutional entrepreneurs in 
this study were either situated on the boarders and interstices of several so-
cial networks or fields (Campbell, 2004; Morrill, 2006; Aldrich, 1999), and 
were people who – when they moved between different organizational con-
texts – carried with them ideas about practices that had been acquired from 
their historical affiliation(s) (Grafström, 2006).  

To sum up, institutional entrepreneurs command their own resources in 
the shape of labor, networks in the relevant field of activity, competence and 
so on which means that they can transform ideas – that are new to a specific 
organizational context – into practice without representing too much of a 
threat to prevailing activities. These actors are also able to attend to parts of 
the environment falling outside the organization’s prevailing span of atten-
tion. In their efforts to gain acceptance for the ideas that they represent, insti-
tutional entrepreneurs refer directly to such norms and other organizations as 
can be used to convince other organization members of the appropriate na-
ture of their ideas in the organizational context. In doing so they draw 
strength from the normative support that the idea enjoys from the wider in-
stitutional context.  

If norm-based support for the idea that the institutional entrepreneurs rep-
resent is weak in their organization’s environment this study has shown that 
there can be another solution, whereby the entrepreneurs are empowered by 
a lobbying set-up which subjects the organization to demands for change 
from outside while simultaneously pushing for change from the inside. Thus, 
institutional entrepreneurs do not work in isolation from the environment 
when transforming an idea into practice in a local organization. Instead, this 
process is enabled by the mutual interplay between the entrepreneurs them-
selves, the organizational hierarchy and developments in society, which will 
be further elaborated on in the sections that follow. In the first section below, 
I discuss how this study contributes to our understanding of the process in 
which ideas are edited to fit the particular organizational context into which 
they enter.  
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9.2 Editing is shaped by power relationships   
According to previous research the translation of ideas about new practices 
is both restrained and enabled by a set of taken-for-granted and implicit edit-
ing rules (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). “Editing” ranges from activities aimed 
at inscribing the idea into the organizational context in which it has entered, 
to the making of specific plans of action enabling the idea to be transformed 
into practice. Current theories on editing are based on empirical studies of 
Swedish public sector reforms that were launched smoothly and met little 
resistance (see Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson, 2000), which may explain 
why editing has generally been described as a harmonious process guided by 
implicit social control in the form of editing rules that actors follow even 
though nobody compels them to do so.  

In contrast to this consensus-based view on organizational life, I found 
that when it comes to ideas about new practices, perceived as challenging in 
relation to prevailing assumptions as to what a particular organization should 
be concerned with, editing is a political process characterized by heteroge-
neous translations, conflict and explicit social control. Organizations are not 
unitary wholes, but comprise people with various historical life trajectories 
and affiliations, who are organized in different subgroups or departments, 
and who represent different interests and values (cf. Selznick, 1957). These 
factors contribute in making organization members experience things differ-
ently, which may lead them to apply conflicting editing rules when attempt-
ing to define ideas and transform them into practice. I also found that there 
are differences between how new and old members respectively translate 
ideas. Members who have been with the organization for a long time may 
come to value certain practices and rules in their own right, not just as means 
for reaching organizational goals (cf. Selznick, 1957). However, as has been 
shown in this study, new members entering the organization will find it eas-
ier to look at these practices and structures from a new perspective and call 
them into question.  

The institutional entrepreneurs wanting the ideas of women’s rights, ho-
mosexuals’ rights and corporate responsibility for human rights to be defined 
and translated into practice (in accordance with the prescriptions provided by 
the organization’s wider institutional context) struggled with agents of pre-
vailing organizational practices, who wanted to translate the ideas in a man-
ner that represented as little change as possible in relation to the status quo. 
Thus, heterogeneous translations were produced in the course of the editing 
process. Conflicts arose when either one of these two groups translated the 
ideas in a way that ignored the desires of the other group. I identified four 
different editing strategies through which ideas can be defined and trans-
formed into organizational practice, namely assimilation, colonization, creo-
lization and loose coupling.  
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On one end of the continuum, ideas are assimilated into the organization, 
meaning that they, for instance, are adopted as a new label that is put on an 
already ongoing practice. On the other end of the continuum, ideas are edited 
in a way that renders them inconsistent with the organizational context in 
which they are inscribed. Institutional entrepreneurs who are unfamiliar with 
the new organizational context in which they have entered may translate 
ideas into practice based on the editing rules they have brought with them 
from previous affiliations. Hence, the idea may be edited based on a termi-
nology, organizing principles, reference groups, and so on, that are in con-
flict with the dominating editing rules of the organizational context in which 
the idea is inscribed. Thus, as opposed to being assimilated into the organi-
zation, the idea may instead colonize the organization.  

This study has shown that editing resulting in either assimilation or colo-
nization generates conflicts and raises demands for new translations. When 
editing results in assimilation, the institutional entrepreneurs will push for 
further change; and when editing results in colonization, individuals who act 
as agents of prevailing organizational practices will push for the new prac-
tice being made consistent with these. I found that there were two interre-
lated editing strategies able to mitigate these conflicts, namely creolization 
and loose coupling. Creolization means blending, and implies that the idea is 
edited both relative to the organizational context in which it has entered, and 
to those prescriptions given by the wider institutional context. In this way, 
the idea increases its chances of gaining acceptance in both of these contexts. 
Thus, a creolized practice contains a blend of elements from new and old 
contexts.  

However, although the resulting practice will increase its chances of gain-
ing acceptance in its new organizational context, it may still be perceived as 
something that should not absorb resources from prevailing practices. In 
order to handle the conflicts that such perceived threats may trigger, new 
practices are only loosely coupled from prevailing practices. In this study, 
the new ideas were organized in specialized groups and campaigns with a 
time limit that enabled the maintenance of old practices. Both loose coupling 
and creolization enabled stability and change to reside side by side in the 
organization.  

I have described editing as a political process involving various interests. 
The institutional entrepreneurs represented the new ideas and they struggled 
with agents of prevailing organizational practices who wanted to preserve 
things as they were. Thus, heterogeneous translations of the ideas were pro-
duced in the course of the editing process. At the same time there were ho-
mogenizing forces at work guiding the translation down a certain path. There 
are strong expectations on contemporary organizations to appear as coherent 
actors who are in control of their actions. Organizational leaders will thus try 
to coordinate and homogenize other members’ translations. In order to 
achieve this, implicit editing rules are not enough, but a more explicit social 
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control, such as teaching, surveillance and formal rules, is required. This 
study has shown that editing unfolds in a center-periphery relationship where 
some editors, namely the authoritative centers – which are in control of the 
organization’s name – are more keenly listened to than any others.  

By implication, current theories on editing must open up for an analysis 
of struggle and power relationships. There is a need to take the power as-
pects of translation into account in the study of institutionalization of ideas 
(cf. Røvik, 2007). Power relations in center-peripheral structures both result 
from and give shape to translation. In organizations, those who are in control 
of the organization’s strategic resources, the authoritative center, often con-
sciously try to homogenize and integrate the various translations made by 
other members. Because it is important for organizations to appear as coher-
ent actors and “speak with one voice”, there is also a desire in the center to 
exchange heterogeneous translations with homogenization. Editing thus be-
comes a process in which the center tries to impel its reality definition on 
others. In this process, translations are homogenized, enabling coordinated 
action and opening up for the institutionalization of ideas.  

Thus, there is an export of editing rules and ready-packaged ideas from 
the center (in this case the Section Board) to the periphery (e.g. organiza-
tional subgroups). At the same time, however, we have seen that the periph-
ery can by no means be understood as a passive adopter of ideas or prede-
fined practices. Instead, the periphery both interprets these messages and 
talks back to the center. They continue to translate and negotiate with the 
center over how their practice should be organized and interpreted. The cen-
ter can provide direction for the editing process, but it cannot determine the 
outcome of this process (cf. Salzer, 1994).  

9.3 Identities and interests emerge from translation  
According to current research on translation, the focal organization’s choice 
of ideas on new practices has been described as being guided by a logic of 
appropriateness. According to this logic, the point of departure for judging 
what constitutes appropriate organizational practices is the identity of the 
organization in question (March and Olsen, 1989). The organization’s iden-
tity, in turn, is formed in relation to and in comparison with other organiza-
tions of its field. Appropriate practices are understood as being defined and 
adopted in a process in which the focal organization’s conception of identity 
is matched with a conception of the situation in which it finds itself (what 
does someone like me do in a situation like this?). The logic of appropriate-
ness has been contrasted with the logic of consequentiality, according to 
which actors act guided by their interests and their calculations of future 
gains. It is often suggested that the logic of consequentiality is used to le-
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gitimize actions that, in practice, are guided by identity and rules of appro-
priateness (e.g. Czarniawska and Sevón, 1996). 

However, in this study, I found that the relationship between these two 
action logics can also be the reverse. As mentioned earlier, the institutionali-
zation of new ideas is enabled by the mutual interplay between institutional 
entrepreneurs, hierarchy and societal developments. However, neither cen-
trally adopted policies (e.g., policies adopted by a parent organization) nor 
societal developments need to become part of the focal organization’s envi-
ronment in the absence of institutional entrepreneurs who make other mem-
bers direct their attention to them. As we have seen, interest-driven institu-
tional entrepreneurs use the logic of appropriateness to convince other or-
ganization members that their ideas are relevant for the organization. In their 
strivings to gain acceptance for their ideas, institutional entrepreneurs ac-
tively refer to those norms and to other organizations that can be used to 
convince others that their ideas are appropriate for the organization in ques-
tion. They refer to societal developments, apparently successful organiza-
tions which have begun to work with the ideas, new expectations and poli-
cies adopted by their parent organization, and so on. The logic of appropri-
ateness is thus used strategically to legitimize their arguments.  

The institutional entrepreneurs were tightly coupled to the ideas they rep-
resented. Thus, as opposed to the perspective represented by Latour (1986) 
and Callon (1986), actors need not be driven by self-interests or personal 
gains, but their interests can also be formed by the ideas they represent 
themselves. At the same time, I have emphasized that actors’ interests are 
neither clearly defined nor given once and for all. Instead, this study has 
shown that actors learn what they want in interaction with others. The insti-
tutional entrepreneurs did not know exactly how they wanted their ideas to 
be defined and transformed into practice when they initiated their translation 
in Swedish Amnesty (cf. March and Olsen, 1976; Jacobsson, 1992). Rather, 
they learned what they were able to do and, consequently, what they wanted 
to achieve in interaction with other organization members and external ac-
tors concerned with the ideas. To conclude, interests are neither stable nor 
static but emerge in interaction with others.  

The same is true for identities. Actors learn both what they want and who 
they are in interaction with others. This study showed that identity is not 
inherent in an organization, but emerges in interaction with others. More-
over, identity is relational in the sense that a conception of “who” we are is 
negotiated and formed in relation to “who” they are – that is the outside 
world. Organizational identity can thus be conceptualized as an emerging 
boundary which defines what practices, ideas and actors belong inside and 
outside the organization, respectively. Identity emerges in the processes in 
which appropriate organizational practices and organizing forms are negoti-
ated. By defining a certain activity and structure as, for instance an appropri-
ate Amnesty practice and Amnesty group, these become part of what the 
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organization is all about, i.e., they become part of the organizational identity. 
Hence, organizational identity is not a given phenomenon, but changes con-
tinuously as people put forth new change proposals and engage in new prac-
tices that are defined as either inside or outside the organization’s area of 
concern.  

Moreover, identity is not defined in isolation from other actors in the en-
vironment. This study has shown that other actors are involved in the defini-
tion of the organizational identity. When an organization enters into a new 
field, its identity as a legitimate player in that field is dependent on that the 
field’s established actors accept it as such. This means that the focal organi-
zation’s practices and form must be recognizable and conceived as appropri-
ate by the field’s established actors. Consequently, the organization may 
need to adjust some of its practices and organizing principles so that they 
conform to those dominating in the field. In this study, we could see how 
this was done when Swedish Amnesty entered into the fields concerned with 
women’s rights and corporate responsibility for human rights. Ideas such as 
accountability for performance, professionalism and gender hierarchy be-
came part of “who” Swedish Amnesty was in this process. In the case of 
homosexual rights, Swedish Amnesty did not enter into a new work field in 
the sense that it began to interact with new types of actors – it still addressed 
its demands to states – and consequently, no major adjustments in practices 
and organizing were made in the course of this translation process.  

Finally, the conflicting demands for stability and change, and for differen-
tiation and the ability to convey the image of the organization as one coher-
ent actor, resulted in the emergence of multiple identities. When organiza-
tions decide to differentiate their overall activity they often do so by way of 
specialization. And, as could be seen in this study, specialized groups define 
their own boundaries in relation to the rest of the organization. They have 
their own reference groups, and their own goals and language to describe 
their practice that to a certain extent differ from the rest of the organization. 
Thus, part of their identity is defined by making a distinction between them-
selves and their parent organization. At the same time, however, they also 
derive part of their identity from their parent organization. This, in turn, dif-
ferentiates the groups from other actors in their respective fields of activity 
and enables the organization as a whole to appear as a coherent actor.  

Thus, new identities emerging in the course of the translation process are 
not decoupled from the rest of the organization. Because organizations are 
subjected to demands to exhibit themselves as coherent actors in relation to 
their surrounding world, it becomes important to the organizational leaders 
to prevent different sub-units from developing in a direction different from 
the rest of the organization. Organizational subgroups are thus themselves 
subjected to demands – emanating from the organization’s authoritative cen-
ter – of being recognizable also in the organizational context to which they 
belong. Consequently, some elements from this context will become in-
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cluded in the groups’ respective identity definition. Identity formation in 
organizations is thus also characterized by intra-organizational power rela-
tionships (cf. Salzer, 1994). 

9.4 Institutionalization occurs in incremental processes 
In the introductory chapter it was pointed out that we only know a little 
about how ideas behave in organizations over long time periods. Often 
changes in organizations have been described as shallow. Much of the previ-
ous research on change points to ideas on new practices never penetrating 
the organization’s façade, but merely as being transformed into talk, such as 
a new presentation of the organization (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Brunsson; 
1989; Brunsson and Olsen, 1993). For instance, it is commonly observed 
that new concepts are adopted as labels that are used to present an already 
ongoing practice. Theoretically this type of renovation of the organizational 
façade is referred to as decoupling between talk and practice, or between the 
organization’s periphery and its core activities (Brunsson, 1989; Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977). Decoupling enables organizations to convey an image that 
they are progressive and modern and, at the same time, continue their activi-
ties as before.  

In this study we could, at an initial stage, see the same tendency towards 
decoupling. The first decisions to include the three ideas in my inquiry in 
Swedish Amnesty had for some years little or no effect on practice. In other 
words, decisions were decoupled from practice. However, over time, deci-
sions and practices were recoupled as new members – institutional entrepre-
neurs – entered the organization with the specific purpose to work with these 
ideas. As we have seen, the institutional entrepreneurs carried with them 
their own resources, enabling the ideas to be transformed into practice.  

Moreover, although the ideas were translated into the organization in 
piecemeal versions, which at an initial stage were only mildly challenging in 
relation to the prevailing activity, these pieces of new meanings eventually 
added up to practices representing important changes in relation to historical 
practices. Hence, ideas which at an initial stage are edited in a way that as-
similates them into the organizational context may over time transform into 
practices that represent something with a transformative impact, as for in-
stance, was the case with the idea of women’s rights. This study thus sup-
ports the notion of institutional (and organizational) change as an incre-
mental process (e.g. Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson, 2006; Grafström, 2006). 
As pointed out by Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson (2006, p. 382), “incremental-
ism does not imply that the transformations generated be only minor adapta-
tions [but they may be] highly consequential and [have a] transformative 
impact of re-ordering processes”.  
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One reason for this gradual but accelerating change may be that many 
concepts, such as those of my inquiry – women’s rights, corporate responsi-
bility for human rights, and homosexual rights – can be expected to arrive in 
a focal organization packaged with an entire set of beliefs, norms and prac-
tices. Even a decision to introduce one modest version of such an idea may 
be enough to trigger the suggestions of others (cf. Brunsson and Sahlin-
Andersson, 2000). In this way, the ideas may also expand and reinforce fur-
ther change by converting former agents of prevailing organizational prac-
tices into institutional entrepreneurs who promote the development of the 
idea in the organization. If organizational members accept the argument that 
their organization should work with the ideas, they may begin to promote a 
translation of them that approaches the package offered by the institutional 
entrepreneurs and the wider institutional context. The institutional entrepre-
neurs, in turn, might point to the discrepancy between their organization’s 
translation of the idea and the way this idea is defined in the environment, 
and push for further change.  

Although ideas may have a transformative impact on the organizations in 
which they enter, I have also stressed that there are strong elements of conti-
nuity in change processes. Ideas on new practices are organized in loosely 
coupled units and/or engage the entire organization only during a limited 
time period – as was the case with the “Stop Violence Against Women” 
campaign – something that organizational researchers refer to as sequential 
attention to goals (Cyert and March, 1963). The importance of conveying an 
image of the organization as a coherent actor exhibiting a certain degree of 
continuity in its practice, hampers too radical changes.  

In the introductory chapter, I stressed the importance of studying idea 
translation over time and this conviction has been strengthened in the course 
of this study. The time frame set by the researcher also decides the kind of 
changes that (s)he will be able to observe. As we have seen, it takes time 
before ideas have effects on practices. If I would have adopted a shorter time 
perspective, I would either have concluded that change occurred rapidly (if I 
had focused on the “Stop Violence Against Women” campaign, the estab-
lishment of the Amnesty Business Group, and the new group for Homosex-
ual Bisexual and Transgender rights), or, if I had gone back in time and ig-
nored the present, that the inclusion of new ideas would have resulted in 
decoupling. By adopting a longitudinal approach of idea translation in a lo-
cal organization, I was able to see institutionalization as an incremental 
process in which the practices of today are results of historical translations. I 
became attentive to institutionalization being a continuous process without a 
clear beginning and end. An institutionalized practice is not fixed in stone, 
but changes incrementally over time, and if we want to learn more about 
these processes it is imperative that they be studied over time.  

Finally, although this study was conducted in a particular context – 
namely that of a voluntary organization, Swedish Amnesty – my findings 
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may have a more general relevance. It is commonly assumed that voluntary 
organizations are more open than other types of organizations in the sense 
that it is easier to acquire membership in a voluntary organization than, for 
instance, in a business company. Further, it may be relatively easier for indi-
vidual members to initiate change in voluntary organizations than in other 
types of organization. Members of a voluntary organization – such as Swed-
ish Amnesty – are invited to present change proposals and engage in all the 
organization’s activities. However, this does not mean that individual mem-
bers are able to act as they see fit. This study has shown that even in volun-
tary organizations people are not allowed to translate ideas exclusively in 
accordance with their own desire. There are rules to follow also in this type 
of organization. Along a similar line, members are not permitted to start up a 
new activity in the absence of a policy that allows them to do so. It is the 
access to the organization’s resources – in this study, primarily the organiza-
tion’s name – that calls for and legitimizes a regulation of affiliation (Ahrne, 
1996). As we have seen in this study, rules enable the volunteer organization 
to appear as a coherent actor who “speaks with one voice” in relation to ex-
ternal constituents.  

To conclude, there may be some difference between the room for maneu-
vers in translating ideas in voluntary organizations compared with other 
types of organizations. However, all organizations are more or less open to 
external influences, and therefore this difference should not be overempha-
sized. For instance, the three ideas in my inquiry – women’s rights, corporate 
responsibility for human rights and the rights of homosexuals – have also – 
in various versions and to varying degrees – been translated by business 
companies and by governmental organizations. And it can be assumed that 
these organizations have been subjected to internal and external demands 
and expectations to take on these issues in a similar way as experienced by 
Amnesty in this study.  

9.5 Themes for future research 
In this chapter, I have discussed how this study contributes to our under-
standing of organizational change, in general, and to the institutionalization 
of challenging ideas in local organizations, in particular. Although I will 
leave this study with a deeper understanding of these processes, I will also 
take with me a number of new questions that have emerged in the course of 
the research process. Some of them I group into broader themes which are 
possible pathways for future research, both on idea translation and on the 
role of institutional entrepreneurs in such processes in organizations in gen-
eral, and in international voluntary organizations in particular.  
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9.5.1 Longitudinal studies of idea translation  

If we want to further our understanding about institutional change we need 
to devote more attention to the role of agency in such processes. Previous 
research has commonly described the institutionalization of ideas in local 
organizations as being driven either by identity or by external field forces. 
However, I found that this process was driven by institutional entrepreneurs 
who had a personal interest in the ideas and who saw the organization as an 
instrument to further their development in society. The institutional entre-
preneurs were either new organization members and, consequently, more 
shaped by their historical affiliations than by the organizational context in 
which they had entered, or they were “old” members having multiple organ-
izational affiliations who reproduced the ideas they had acquired in one or-
ganizational setting in another context. Because of their location in the inter-
stices of several organizational contexts and/or their newness in the organi-
zation, the institutional entrepreneurs were thus able to question prevailing 
organizational structures and call for change.  

Thus, by focusing on the historical life trajectories of the individuals who 
drive the translation of ideas, this study opens up for an understanding of 
agency that fits with the basic assumption in organizational institutional the-
ory where actors are regarded as culturally embedded. The institutional en-
trepreneurs in this study were embedded albeit in a different context than the 
one in which they pursued change. However, this study focuses on transla-
tion processes in one single organization and consequently needs to be com-
plemented with future studies using similar research designs, although in 
other types of organizations, before we can establish its general relevance. It 
thus becomes important to investigate how the ideas of women’s rights, ho-
mosexual rights, and corporate responsibility for human rights have been 
translated over time in business companies and public sector organizations. 
These types of organizations have naturally also been challenged to include 
such ideas albeit in different versions and to varying degrees.  

Will we detect the same kind of incremental change patterns in these or-
ganizations as we have seen in Swedish Amnesty? Will the translation proc-
esses in these types of organizations also be characterized by struggle and 
conflict? Will we see the same kind of editing strategies of assimilation, 
colonization, creolization and loose coupling? Will individual institutional 
entrepreneurs also play a key role for the institutionalization of challenging 
ideas in business companies and public sector organizations? There are stud-
ies pointing to an affirmative answer for the latter (see, for instance, 
Göthberg, 2007). Moreover, in my own study, I found that the Amnesty 
Business Group’s first project manager left her employment at Amnesty for 
a position responsible for corporate social responsibility at a business com-
pany. In an interview, she stated that working with this issue in a business 
company would enable her to accomplish something important in this field. 
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Thus, it was the same notion of the organization as an instrument that could 
be used to promote a certain idea, which attracted this actor to this new or-
ganizational setting. Perhaps ideas on new practices are institutionalized in 
local organizations, as people whose interests are shaped by them move 
around between different types of organizations and pursue their develop-
ment wherever they enter. At any rate, we need to devote more attention to 
the historical life trajectories of the actors who have been important for the 
development of a specific idea within an organization.  

I therefore agree with previous research emphasizing that the role of indi-
vidual mobility in creating change requires further scrutiny (Grafström, 
2006). In contemporary society, both individuals and organizations have 
become more mobile. For instance, individuals change their place of em-
ployment more rapidly than before in history and many companies interna-
tionalize and establish themselves in many countries. How does individual 
and organizational mobility influence the institutionalization of ideas in dif-
ferent contexts?  

9.5.2 INGOs and idea translation 

As well as conducting longitudinal studies of how the three ideas of 
women’s rights, the rights of homosexuals and corporate responsibility for 
human rights have been translated in other types of organizations, such as 
business companies and governmental organizations, it is also important to 
explore how other national Amnesty sections have translated these ideas. As 
an International Non-governmental Organization (INGO) operating at the 
global level, Amnesty International has been identified as one of the organi-
zations that set the agenda for organizations such as states and business 
companies (Boli and Thomas, 1999). INGOs have been identified as playing 
a key role in forming the interests, purposes, values and identities of such 
actors (ibid.).  

Briefly, Boli and Thomas (1999) argue that the world constitutes a singu-
lar polity by which they mean that it has been conceptualized as a unitary 
social system, increasingly integrated by networks of exchange, competition 
and cooperation. The world polity is said to be constituted by a distinct cul-
ture – a set of fundamental principles and models, which define the nature 
and purposes of social actors and action. The world culture, in turn, is under-
stood to be embedded in organizations operating at the global level, most of 
which are INGOs. Boli and Thomas (ibid.) thus argue that we can see how 
INGOs shape the frames that orient other actors, including states, by study-
ing INGO promotion of world-cultural principles in which they are centrally 
involved in developing. However, they devote less attention to how the in-
terests, purposes and identities of INGOs themselves are formed. These au-
thors suggest that INGOs do not look to states, IGOs, or other governmental 
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units for direction or guidance but construct their own rules and manage 
their sphere of activity with essentially no external interference. They “oper-
ate with virtually complete autonomy” (ibid. 1999, p. 268).  

In contrast to this view, this study pointed to that – much like other or-
ganizations – the practices of a voluntary organization are shaped in interac-
tion with other organizations and rules in its wider social context. A well 
known voluntary organization, such as Amnesty International, is subjected to 
demands and expectations from external actors aiming to incorporate new 
purposes and goals in its activity in a similar way as the organization itself 
puts demands on, for instance, states to comply with its expectations. More-
over, as we have seen, new organization members acting as institutional 
entrepreneurs may push for their (institutionally derived) interests to be real-
ized in the organization. Thus, if we want to learn more about global govern-
ance and the role of INGOs in this process, we should not exclusively focus 
on how this group of organizations acts toward influencing states, but also 
how they themselves are influenced by ideas and internal and external ac-
tors.  

In this study, the focus has been on Swedish Amnesty’s translation of 
three new ideas – women’s rights, the rights of homosexuals, and corporate 
responsibility for human rights – that represented a challenge to prevailing 
assumptions about the original foundation of the organization. As we have 
seen, external actors and rules contributed to shaping the emerging practices 
from these ideas. At the same time new organization members took the role 
of institutional entrepreneurs, who played a key role for their institutionaliza-
tion. Would we find the same change pattern also in other national Amnesty 
sections? Who and what gave shape to the other sections’ translation of the 
three ideas? Do non-Western sections of Amnesty even work with all three 
ideas of my inquiry or do they focus on other things?  

In the course of my study, I found indications that the more international-
ized Amnesty International became, as represented by national sections in 
many parts of the world, the more nationally focused some of these sections 
appeared to become. For instance, in Amnesty International, the rule that 
forbade work on one’s own country was gradually dissolved as newly 
founded national sections in developing countries began to push for an abil-
ity to work with prevailing problems in one’s own local context. Are INGOs, 
just as many multinational business companies, “glocalized” in character? 
Are they carriers of world culture or of multi-cultures? These questions are 
important to address if we want to learn more about the workings of world 
culture and global governance. And they can be answered by studies de-
signed after the one presented in this book. 
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