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Introduction 
 

Previous research on management fashion and the creation and diffusion of popular management 

knowledge acknowledges management consultants as central actors (Abrahamson, 1996). 

Management consultants have been depicted as creators and carriers of “new” management ideas 

that, as they become increasingly popular and disseminated, gain the status of management fashion 

(Abrahamson, 1991; Kieser, 1997).  Consultants have also been given an important role as cogs in 

chains of translation in which general management ideas are adapted to local contexts (Røvik, 2000). 

The dominating images of consultants in relation to popular management ideas have been as fashion 

producers (Abrahamson, 1996) carriers of ideas (Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002) or 

intermediaries between organizations and their environment (Engwall, 2006). 

Although these conceptualizations of consultants have been valuable in providing insights into the 

overall dynamics by which management ideas emerge and become institutionalized as management 

fashions, they say little about the dynamics and potential variation involved in the relation between 

popular management ideas and consultants. As shown by e.g. Benders, van den Berg, & van 

Bijsterveld (1998) and Whittle (2008), consultants, rather than “producing” or “carrying” ideas 

actively relate to them involving instances of both production and translation (Czarniawska & Sevon, 
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1996). Management consulting is a practice in itself, not just an intermediary, a carrier or a cog in a 

chain.  

In the current paper we thus turn attention to consultants as actors in chains of translations of 

popular management ideas. From this perspective, popular management ideas are not only 

considered as produced by consultants (although they may be enforced by them) but also viewed as 

existing in the consultancies’ environment providing them with both opportunities and limitations for 

expanding their field of activity through entrepreneurial initiatives involving the development of new 

service offers to clients. Following Benders et. al. (1998) consultants may “hitchhike” on a hype – but 

also choose not to “jump on the bandwagon” (Whittle, 2008) of a specific popular management idea.   

The aim of the paper is to contribute to our understanding of how actors in the business service 

sector relate to emerging popular management ideas, an how this can be understood in terms of 

translation. We do this by focusing on the current and rapidly growing management idea of 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). While the responsibility of the organization in relation to 

different stakeholders has been in focus in different ways for long, CSR has emerged as a popular 

management concept during the past 20 years with an explosion of different standards and 

guidelines (as well as consulting services) from the mid 1990’s and onwards (Jutterström, 2011a; 

Windell, 2006). CSR as a management idea generally comprises organizations’ responsibility in 

relation to three interrelated areas – the natural environment, the work environment and human 

rights (Jutterström & Norberg, 2011). Related concepts include sustainability, corporate citizenship, 

business ethics and corporate philanthropy (Windell, 2006). A large number of different actors have 

been, and still are, involved in the emergence of CSR as a management idea, including policy makers, 

NGOs, certification organizations, industry associations, academics and consultants (Windell, 2006). 

This makes it an idea well suited for the purpose of the current paper.  

The paper will explore two empirical questions: 

1. How has the general concept of CSR been translated into different kinds of management 

services? 

2. Who are the actors that offer consulting services framed in terms of CSR? 

The above questions deliberately imply a rather open approach to the boundaries of the consulting 

industry as we view these as fluid, constantly redefined by the services legitimately offered as 

“management services”. New management ideas may thus contribute to the redressing of these 

boundaries as they change the relevance of different actors to management. As we will see, the CSR 

idea opened up possibilities to new kinds of actors to offer management services. 
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With its focus on the creation of business services in relation to an emerging popular management 

idea, the paper is positioned in the intersection between two different streams of research. First it 

relates to research on the translation of popular management ideas into practice, where it adds the 

focus on intermediaries’ translation of the idea. Here, we see that studies of translation of ideas in 

order to transfer them further, to other actors, can bring new light on theories of translation. 

Second, it relates to recent research regarding the processes by which new service areas emerge in 

professional service firms (Anand, Gardner, & Morris, 2007; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2001, 2005) by 

paying specific attention to the role of popular management ideas in this process. This is also a 

dimension of studies of translation ofideas that not has been paid so much attention to, neither in 

studies of management consultants, nor diffusion of ideas. The study further provides an empirical 

example of a current trend in consulting of the transformation of traditional consultancies into 

‘multidisciplinary business services providers’. 

 

Management service providers and popular management ideas 
 

The relation between popular management ideas and management practice has received quite some 

research attention in the past two decade and a number of different conceptualizations of it have 

emerged (see Sturdy, 2004 for an overview). A rather common conceptualization of management 

ideas is that they are distinct elements of knowledge that can be packaged into portable things and 

carried from place to place by particular actors, especially consultants. This is illustrated, for example, 

in the normative management consulting literature that views consultants as having a specific 

knowledge (of e.g. CSR, BPR or TQM) that they bring to organizations with the intent to shape their 

practice in line with these ideas (Greiner & Metzger, 1983; Schein, 1988; Kubr, 1996; Sadler, 1998). 

The relation between consultant and client is conceptualized as a one-way sender-recipient relation, 

with the consultant as the sender and the client organization as the receiver that unpacks what the 

professional consultant delivers to them. This same objectified view of popular management ideas 

and consultants as carriers of them is also reproduced in more critical approaches.  Ernst & Kieser 

(2002), for example, criticizes consultants for being carriers of false doctrines about how 

organizations and management function, again assuming that popular management ideas are rather 

well defined, disseminated by consultants and (uncritically) implemented by their clients.  In a similar 

vein, neo-institutional theory has focused on consultants as carriers of ideas (Sahlin-Andersson & 

Engwall, 2002) contributing to the diffusion of management and organizational forms across 
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organizations and societies enforcing isomorphism in world society (e.g. DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983/1991, Kipping & Armbrüster, 2002; Kipping & Engwall, 2004; Crucini & Kipping, 2001).  

While such a conceptualization of the relation between management ideas and consultants makes 

sense from a macro perspective, closer investigations into this relationship provide a more complex 

image of the relation, depicting consultants in a more dynamic and active role. Such studies tend to 

argue, when discussing the role of consultants in particular, that consultants – and other actors 

involved in spreading popular management ideas – are more accurately conceptualized as voices of 

ideas whose time has come (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996), contributing to their distribution but 

more in the role of what Røvik (2000) calls translators in chains of translation than carriers. A core 

argument in this view is that the spread of ideas is not a passive act where well defined and delimited 

ideas are transferred by particular carriers to isolated recipients where a particular packaged 

message is handed over, received and unpacked. Rather, it is shown how consultants and their 

clients tend to re-interpret and re-articulate popular management ideas in line with their own 

agendas (Sahlin- Andersson, 1996; Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996; Furusten, 1999; Røvik, 2000; 

Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005). Such a more active view of consultants in relation to popular 

management knowledge is also supported in the literature that has studied the consulting industry, 

where for example Clark (2004) argues, in the same way as Røvik (2000) does in his quest for a 

theory on translation, that fashions tend to be adopted selectively by consultants, or partially 

imitated as Røvik has it. This creates a more complex image of management ideas as giving 

considerable room for interpretation – Benders et al (1998) call this “interpretive viability” – which 

opens up for a more active role of consultants in relation to popular management ideas and their 

clients (Benders, et al., 1998; Whittle, 2008).  

In the current study we highlight the role of consultants as translators in chains of translation, which 

means that they do not only pass ideas on to their clients, but translate these into services they offer 

to clients, which in turn are translated into specific client solutions. Although consultants’ role in 

chains of translation is well established in the literature, this role has typically been studied in 

relation to the latter step of translation (from consulting service offer to solution in client 

organization).  Although the nature of management consulting is to act as what Meyer (1994; 1996) 

calls “others”, i.e., someone whose practice is to produce images for other organizations to follow, 

such as standards and management techniques, there is a lack of studies where the translation of 

ideas into consulting services is the empirical focus. Benders, et al’s (1998) study on the adoption of 

BPR in Dutch consulting organizations and and Whittle’s (2008) study of how consultants in a single 

firm related to the work-life balance discourse are notable exceptions.  
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In the current study we set the discourse of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in focus and explore 

how the concept of CSR is translated into various types of services by different types of 

consultancies. This means that we do not discuss consultants as fashion-setters or the prevalence of 

a particular management discourse. Our aim is to contribute to theories of translation where 

consultants tend to have been seen as intermediaries rather than as active translators of 

management ideas into services. By seeing consultants as translators of management ideas in 

general, and the concept of CSR in particular, we both contribute to the literature on how 

consultants produce their services and to theories of translation, especially by setting a practice that 

have as it purpose to transfer CSR-ideas further on to other actors, but also by seeing translation as a 

boundary spanning activity in processes of service innovation. CSR is thus an empirical example and 

not a discourse or a practice we aim to contribute to in this paper. Studies within this tradition, 

focusing on the role of consultants in spreading CSR ideas to organizations, such as Windell (2006) 

and Frostensson (2010), however, provide important empirical input to our study, that complement 

our own observations. 

 

Methodology and Data 
 

The paper is based on an empirical study of 88 consulting organizations offering CSR-services in the 

Swedish market. Given the aim of the study, we the ambition was to search broadly for all kinds of 

services offered under the label of CSR or related concepts such as sustainability or social 

responsibility. The consulting organizations were identified using the search features in the address 

and business registers Eniro and Konsultguiden (the consultancy guide) and with the help of key 

organizations such as Standards in Sweden (SiS) and CSR Sweden. When searching for and selecting 

relevant organizations we used the CSR concept as our primary search word and then elaborated our 

search with related key words such as sustainable development, social responsibility, environmental 

management and ethics. Eighty-eight where the number of service providers we found. In addition to 

studying the web sites and official documentation of all 88 organizations, 50 of them were contacted 

with a request for an interview. The selection of these 50 was based on that only 50 of the total 

number of 88 had clear announced contact information in the form of an e-mail address. An e-mail 

with a request for an interview was sent to all 50 and 22 agreed and were eventually interviewed. All 

interviews were recorded and transcribed. The study was conducted between December 2008 and 

March 2009, although information from websites was later updated in January 2010. 
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Interviews as well as the service providers’ self-presentations on the web were then content-

analyzed. This analysis was guided by the two overarching research questions regarding the services 

offered and the actors engaged in providing them. In identifying relevant services we selected all 

services that were explicitly related to the concept CSR or the related concepts listed above. The 

compilation of the services identified in interviews and on self-presentations on the web generated 

the categories of services that will be presented below.  

 The different kinds of actors involved in providing CSR services were identified based on a 

comparative classification of organizations based on variables such as size, scope of service portfolio 

(specialists vs generalists) and the stated orientation of the firm (business oriented vs. idealistic) (c.f. 

Windell, 2006)  

 

Findings - CSR services and actors  

Translations of CSR - CSR and the service portfolio 
 

Our investigation into the services offered under the label of CSR shows both how a range of more 

novel consulting services, such as awareness-building seminars and environmental footprint 

assessment has emerged around the CSR concept and how already established consulting services, 

such as advice on strategies and communication, have been re-framed and transposed to gain new 

grounds as consultants re-use competencies, practices, models and tools from other sub-fields (c.f. 

Frostenson, 2010). That a service is described in terms of CSR or sustainability therefore need not say 

much about its contents. Or rather, as expected the vagueness of the concepts of CSR and 

sustainability enable consultants from a range of knowledge disciplines and industry experiences to 

join in as more or less explicit CSR-consulting suppliers.  

As will be exemplified by the illustrated in the sections to come, there is no standardized CSR service 

portfolio, not even among firms that position themselves explicitly as “CSR-specialists”. Neither in 

terms of the types of services that are offered, nor in terms of how consultants relate to the concepts 

of CSR and sustainability.  Therefore, as generally in the consulting field, categorizing the “unique” 

consultants and their often vague, scattered and evolving service range is a challenge (c.f. Alexius, 

2007; Alexius & Pemer, forthcoming; O’Mahoney 2010). However, we have identified five broad 

categories of CSR services which can be taken as a starting point for discussion.   

A substantial part of the CSR and sustainability service portfolio is made up of various types of 

education services, offered in one way or another by most, if not all, consultancies in our sample 
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ranging from the small idealist specialists like TEM to the large CSR diversifiers like PWC. This service 

category holds a variety of offers. One is the informal breakfast seminar to which clients are invited. 

One example is a breakfast seminar on the topic “What responsibility do companies have when 

human rights are violated?” that was offered by Enact on 21 May 2012 

(http://www.enact.se/en/nyheter/what-responsibility-do-companies-have-when-human-rights-are-

violated. Among the educational services we also find commercial training, shorter seminar series 

such as the 1 day seminar on the topic of “Responsibility in the supply chain” that will be offered by 

TEM on 8 November 2012 (http://www.tem.lu.se/). Consultants also offer longer educational 

programs in co-operation with higher education institutes such as f ex BTH – Blekinge Institute of 

Technology which offer a range of programs as part of the profile Applied IT and Sustainabile 

Development of Industry and Society ( www.bth.se/sustainability) and who is a partner of the small 

consultancy The Natural Step (http://www.naturalstep.org/sv/sweden/partners). Education in this 

field often aims to raise the awareness of CSR or sustainability issues such as climate change, human 

rights, environmental protection or diversity in a client organization or more generally amongst 

stakeholders or even society in general. But more specific and tailor-made courses, seminars and 

“webinars” are also offered, f ex on “sustainable healthcare” or “dealing with chemical” (see 

www.lu.se) or on “PVC and innovating for sustainability” as seen in the print screen below from The 

Natural Step Sweden (http://www.thenaturalstep.org/sv/sweden/pvc-and-innovating-sustainability-

conversations natural-step-webinar)

 

Webinar on “PVC and innovating for sustainability” by The Natural Step Sweden 

 

http://www.enact.se/en/nyheter/what-responsibility-do-companies-have-when-human-rights-are-violated�
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http://www.tem.lu.se/�
http://www.bth.se/sustainability�
http://www.lu.se/�
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A second broad service category is made up of traditional advice services. Consultants are often 

contracted as advisors to management and this classical form of consultancy service was also found 

in the CSR and sustainability sub-field in most, if not all of the consultancies in our sample. Given the 

vague and broad character of the CSR-ideas, it is not surprising to find that advice in this sub-field 

may concern anything from strategy and risk analysis to procurement, health and safety, equal 

opportunities and diversity issues (offered by firms like, Goodpoint, Sustania), strategic advice on GRI 

and G3 reporting or on SRI - social responsible investments (offered by firms like Ernst & Young) or 

PR, branding and communication (offered by firms like Halvarsson & Hallvarsson, Kreab Gavin 

Anderson – see printscreen below and Business & Brands). CSR-advice could for example also 

concern how clients can implement a specific ethical or environmental code of conduct (offered by 

firms like Halvarsson & Halvarsson and Ethos International).  

 

“Kreab Gavin Anderson advises a wide range of clients on their communications needs. Our offer includes a broad range of 

integrated services”. Sustainability and CSR being one of 23 listed areas 

(http://www.kreabgavinanderson.com/Default.aspx?tabid=141&language=en-US). 

A third category of CSR and sustainability-related services is assessments. As the market and broader 

society is demanding more information on corporate environmental, ethical and social conditions 
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and footprints, consultants such accounting and auditing firms such as ÅF, PWC, Deloitte and KPMG 

offer assessment and monitoring services and related tools (like the ÅF Energy Controller; 

www.energieffektivitet.se/en/). Consultants can assist clients in improving energy efficiency, and 

identifying environmental, social and ethical risks and consequences associated with certain 

investments. A sustainability footprint assessment (SFA) could mean a calculation of an 

organization’s resource and energy footprint across multiple locations and countries. For example, 

energy consumption and carbon emission can be analyzed on an aggregated or individual site level. 

Footprints can also be assessed of property, operations and transport fleets. Some consultancies also 

offer site monitoring to enhance health and safety. 

 

“Keep track of your energy consumption”, printscreen from ÅF consulting (http://www.energieffektivisering.se/en/) 

 

A forth broad category of CSR and sustainability services is reporting. A range of consultants (for 

example Sustania, Deloitte and KPMG) help clients produce CSR and sustainability reports to 

communicate their undertakings to their stakeholders. The CSR and sustainability reports are 

typically based on criteria of some soft regulatory framework such as GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) 

or the Global Compact principles and can be produced as separate reports or as integrated parts of 

the annual report. Below are printsceens of sustainability reports from Swedish grocery company 

and cooperation Coop (http://www.coop.se/Globala-sidor/om_coop/Miljo-och-

samhalle/Hallbarhetsredovisning/ ; www.coop.se which recently won the Swedish Sustainable 

Brands award for the second year in a row. 

http://www.coop.se/Globala-sidor/om_coop/Miljo-och-samhalle/Hallbarhetsredovisning/�
http://www.coop.se/Globala-sidor/om_coop/Miljo-och-samhalle/Hallbarhetsredovisning/�
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Sustainability report and Sustainability Brand of Coop, developed together with consultants at Halvarsson & Halvarsson. 

The text reads “Coop best at sustainability” 

 

A fifth service category consists of services aimed to a certification of CSR and sustainability variables. 

Certification of sustainable production processes, offered for instance by PWC and Ethos 

International, are on the rise as a means to gain legitimacy in the market. A certification can be 

communicated as an independent guarantee that the organization produced their products and 

services in a sustainable way, respecting clearly defined environmental, social and economic criteria. 

More precisely a certification communicates that an organization adheres to a specific CSR- or 

sustainability standard such as the criteria of GRI, a code of conduct or the recommendations from 

the national association of accountants and auditors (in Sweden called FAR-SRS, see www.far.se). In 

the printscreen below, CEO of Ethos International, Anna Lindstedth, write “we are proud to be one of 

only three companies with a license for certify sustainability reports according to the international 

standard AA1000AS (2008), the message is dated January 25 2012; see 

http://www.ethosinternational. 

As demonstrated above, CSR and sustainability are similar to other popular management ideas such 

as TQM, Lean, BPR or Work Life balance in that consultants don’t simply “jump on to” such “fashion 

bandwagons” (Whittle, 2008). Rather, and as expected, we found a great variety in how 

consultancies’ relate and respond to the CSR and sustainability ideas. General questions to be 

addressed are: Should consultants develop and offer new services or trust that their existing services 

line may be offered as solutions to CSR-related problems? Should the CSR label be used explicitly or 

be toned down? In the following sections we will describe how consultancies observed and 

interviewed in our study have handled these dilemmas in different ways.  

se/ethosinternational/parse.php?p=news.html&newsID=49). 
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       “Ethos licensed to certify sustainability reports” 

(http://www.ethosinternational.se/ethosinternational/parse.php?p=news.html&newsID=49) 

 

Who is offering CSR-consulting? 
 

Who are the consultants translating the popular CSR idea and can we identify a pattern as to what 

type of actor is offering what types of services? When analyzing our Swedish sample of CSR 

consultants, two main categories of providers were identified. A first group of CSR consultancies have 

taken on a specialist CSR profile. They relate explicitly to the CSR concept and use the CSR-label for 

their entire service portfolios. As described below, two sub categories were identified among the 

specialists: the idealist specialists and the business oriented specialists. The second group of 

consultancies, the diversifiers, do not specialize in CSR services, but as described below they are CSR-

consultants in the sense that they offer services under this label as a complement to and minor part 

of a broader, often functionally focused service portfolio.   

 

Idealist specialists 

Both categories of specialists commercialize CSR - they sell CSR services to clients. The main 

difference between the two specialist categories is seen in their approaches to the plurality and 

complexity of drivers, as expressed in organizational values and goals. Characteristic for the idealist 



12 
 

specialist consultants, as reflected in their self-presentations on websites and in interviews, is their 

clear aim to prioritize social and altruistic values over economic profits. As exemplified by the self-

presentations below (translated from Swedish by the authors), the idealist specialist’s activities are 

primarily driven by a wish to further sustainable development for all and a commitment to 

knowledge development and dissemination in the broader CSR-field: 

  “We show the way to an ecologically sustainable society” (Eco Centre, www.ekocentrum.se)  

“The purpose of The Natural Step is to create awareness, commitment and expertise for 

sustainable development” (The Natural Step, www.thenaturalstep.org./sv/sweden)1

Many of the idealist specialists offer education as a means to realize their ideals. They offer courses 

aimed at raising the awareness and involvement in the community on environmental and CSR-

related issues. Courses are typically aimed at a broad audience; emphasis is on contributing to a 

more sustainable society by creating insights not only among business leaders and managers, but on 

a broad scale including shop floor employees and the general public. The core of the idealist 

specialist service portfolio is thus awareness building learning events of various kinds.  

  

 “Eco Centre is the learning platform… Environmental Education in the form of itinerant 

lectures in the exhibition is aimed at both businesses, administrations, students and the 

public” (Eco Centre, www.ekocentrum.se) 

”Since 1989 we have inspired decision makers, entrepreneurs and academics to make the 

world more sustainable and at the same time we have developed and disseminated a 

science-based framework which currently has several millions of active users worldwide. 

Welcome to become a change agent, you too!” (The Natural Step, 

www.thenaturalstep.org/sv/sweden)   

“TEM offers open training courses on our own premises, training tailored to customers’ 

needs, lectures and workshops. Our courses are very popular and in demand, both by 

private companies and public organizations. Whether you need an hour of inspiration for 

the management team or a three-day training, we can offer our assistance at 

competitive prices” (TEM, www.tem.lu.se) 

Idealist specialists like TEM, Eco Centre and The Natural Step all draw on their own active research in 

their courses. TEM, for instance, offers courses and related services in their main areas of expertise 

which are energy and climate change, social responsibility and environmental laws, regulations and 

                                                           
 

http://www.thenaturalstep.org/sv/sweden�


13 
 

permits. Courses are also offered on more specific topics such as chemicals management and 

sustainable healthcare (www.tem.lu.se).  

Another characteristic of the idealist specialists which differentiated them from the business 

oriented specialists (see below) concerns their organizational traits. CSR and sustainability practices 

have come to blur the boundaries between various institutional fields and practices and have united 

a variety of stakeholders in this development (see f ex Windell, 2006; Jutterström, 2006). As 

explained by one of our interviewees who wished to remain anonymous said: 

 “CSR can be a very sensitive area. It is still controversial whether companies are 

welcome to join in this area of social responsibility. We have had this debate going for a 

while now… it is still a controversial field for some.”2

Possibly relating to this anxiety we found that while the business oriented specialists typically draw 

on the ideal typical traits of the market and private firm, the idealist specialists could be described as 

organizational hybrids in the sense that they take on ideal typical traits from not only the private 

company but also the political organization and the association (Brunsson 1991; 1994).  

 

For example, in terms of purpose, the idealist specialist organizations Ekocentrum, The Natural step 

and TEM are nonprofit organizations (rather than for profit) and TEM is even a foundation (at Lund 

University). Employees of the Natural Step openly describe its nonprofit orientation as a strategy 

which they believe enables client companies to trust The Natural step and to listen to its advice.   

In terms of target groups and relation to these, the idealist specialists resemble ideal typical public 

agencies or associations more than private firms in the sense that they make active efforts to turn to 

audiences beyond the traditional crowd of client managers. TEM Foundation at Lund University for 

example describe itself in the following words: “We are an interdisciplinary link between universities 

and society” (www.tem.lu.se). The idealist specialists are often connected to both civil society and 

academia and present themselves as a “meeting place”, “exhibitions”, “learning platform” or 

“networking hub” – words that connotate as much to citizens and members (as to clients) and which 

suggest a relation ideal of a more long lasting type than is characteristic for the private firm. For 

some, such networking opportunities could even be considered their main “service”, alongside 

education.  

Several of the idealist specialist consultants interviewed have a background in the nonprofit sector 

and view CSR as a concern and professional field linked to human rights organizations and other 
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NGOs active in the environmental movement and the trade union movement. As suggested by one of 

our interviewees from an idealist specialist consultancy, many consultants are activists at heart: 

“I think many who work on these issues are a bit of activists themselves. They could just 

as well have been working for Greenpeace or another similar NGO. But it may be that 

you have a background, perhaps in terms of education, that makes consulting work 

well.”3

In line with previous studies (see f ex Windell, 2006 on “world saviors”) our material reveals that 

idealist specialists among the CSR consultants associate their work to a personal commitment, a 

compassionate mission. To continue along these lines, some consultants also take active part in 

round table discussions and committees aiming to develop CSR-standards and other related 

regulations (see also Boström & Tamm Hallström, 2010). These findings indicate that idealist 

specialists directly or indirectly refer to and make use of their organizational hybridity (organizational 

traits such as a non profit purpose), as a differential resource for authority, credibility and attention. 

Perhaps elaborating with organizational traits in such a fashion could even be analyzed in terms of 

service innovation? 

 

 

Business oriented specialists 

The business oriented CSR specialists are defined by their emphasis on or in many cases, 

prioritization of business, as seen in the self-presentations below: 

“Natlikan have a positive business case for improving results in the environment… 

Through analysis of the economic benefits and the right tools our customers can work 

result-oriented and structures environment with environmental and sustainability issues” 

(Natlikan, www.natlikan.se) 

“We help our customers take a strategic and pragmatic view of sustainability issues” 

(Sustania, www.sustania.se)  

“We assist in the efforts to create business value and enhance its reputation by 

developing strategies and systems to proactively manage corporate responsibility” (Enact, 

www.enact.se) 

Although the business oriented specialists clearly differ from the idealists in that idealists claim to 

prioritize social values before profits, many business oriented specialists draw on the popular “win 
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win”-discourse of possibilities of balancing or aligning potentially conflicting values and goals, rather 

than assuming a hierarchy of values: 

“Our services are based on the assumption that healthy people, healthy environment and 

a healthy organization increase the confidence for our customers and strengthen their 

brand and profitability” (Good Point, www.goodpoint.se). 

 “We help our clients integrate environmental, social and governance factors into the 

investment process” (Ethix SRI Advisors,www.ethix.se). 

“Our passion is to combine sustainability and profitability” (Respect, www.respect.se)  

“Our main task is to unite and inspire companies to CSR activities to strengthen their 

relationships with the outside world, their growth and long-term profitability” (CSR 

Sweden, www.csrsweden.se).  

Business oriented specialists often describe themselves as important cogs in a long time sustainable 

perspective. But in essence, they do not typically engage in CSR for the good cause and long term 

sustainability only. They are in it to increase clients’ business success – and their own, also in the 

short run. Like one of our interviewees put it: 

“If you attempt to do something else, if you try to save the world without making money 

– then you can go and work for an NGO instead. There is nothing wrong with that when 

you run a company you do it to make money”4

Business oriented specialists (such as Good Point and Sustania) are defined by their commercial focus 

where the business idea is to provide services – usually advisory services – that relate directly to CSR 

or related concepts such as sustainability. Informants from this category of CSR-service providers 

carefully point out that CSR and its related concepts are universal but most of all economically viable 

for their clients. 

 

As a clarifying illustration, while both idealist specialists and business oriented specialists stress that 

clients need to re-use their resources in order to become more sustainable, an idealist like The 

Natural Step presents a view where consultancy business is a means to make the whole 

community/world sustainable while business oriented specialists and diversifiers (described in the 

next section) on the other hand highlight business as an end in its own right. In this latter stance, the 

consultants may for example emphasize how companies will not be able to do business in the future 

because resources are scarce and costly.  
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In terms of services offered, a few of the business oriented specialists, like GES Investment Services 

and ETIX SRI advisor have chosen to focus on specific services (assistance and advice on sustainable 

and responsible investment decisions) and a specific client category (institutional investors). 

However, the vast majority of the business oriented specialists aspire to offer a “one stop shop” for a 

collection of CSR services. These providers may be distinguished from the idealists as offering a 

broader range of services, including but not mainly focusing educating and influencing attitudes. The 

business oriented specialists rather promote themselves through a range of services that spans 

various disciplinary boundaries, but are all still explicitly related to CSR and its different facets.  

When looking closer at the service portfolios of the business oriented specialists (see table below) it 

becomes clear that the field is in an experimental state. Like for instance, Goodpoint that explicity 

emphasizes the company’s diversity of services and roles on its website: 

“Goodpoint consultants work in a variety of roles depending on the task at hand. For 

example, we can work as a strategic advisor and business partner, change manager, 

evaluator, project manager, trainer, environmental manager, quality manager, health 

coach, expert or auditor” 

(Goodpoint, http://www.goodpoint.se/english/index.html) 

When opening the specialists’ service portfolios the content is not standardized. As seen in table 1 

above, increasing client’s business success (and their own) can be achieved in various ways, for 

example by cost savings from energy efficiency or by communications boosting brand awareness. We 

found business oriented specialists’ service portfolios extending over the entire service spectrum. 

Specialist portfolios may include services ranging from environmental impact assessment to legal 

advice to change management services related to the implementation of CSR. Compared to the 

idealist specialists who use the CSR label explicitly and who “live and breathe” CSR and aim to 

become narrowly associated with the concepts, the business oriented specialists tend to avoid 

putting all eggs in one basket.  

 

Sustania 
(www.sustania.se) 

• Environment process & quality 
• Health & safety in the workplace 
• CSR for vigorous, proactive organizations 
• Measurements 
• Education 
• E-services 
• International services (sub-contractors in Asia 

help out with investigations/inquiries) 

http://www.goodpoint.se/english/index.html�
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Goodpoint 
(www.goodpoint.se) 

• Strategy & Organization 
• Performance Management 
• Health, Safety and Environment 
• Procurement 
• Social Responsibility 
• Sustainability communications 
• Education 

 

Respect 
(www.respect.se) 

• Sustainable development 
• Business development 
• Communication 
• Key issues 
• Review and verification 
• Climate neutral events and products 
• Climate estimates 
• Carbon offsetting 
• Climate Strategy 
• Education 

Natlikan Sustainability solutions 
(www.natlikan.se) 

• Sustainability reporting 
• Climate 
• Environmental legal advice  
• Education 

 
TABLE 1 – Examples of service portfolios of business oriented CSR specialists 

The wide span of specialized CSR services as depicted in table 1 above was also reflected in the 

employees’ backgrounds in the business oriented specialist firms which were typically relatively small 

and employed up to 30 employees (not including subcontractors and professional networks). 

Competencies that were highlighted in the business oriented specialist firms ranged from 

management and economics, public relations and communications, to toxicology and other biological 

and ecological expertise, political science, law and more. As a business oriented CSR specialist, being 

specialized does not mean you offer the same services as other CSR specialists. There are (still) a 

myriad of ways to draw on the ambiguous concepts of CSR and sustainability – even for so called 

“specialists”.  

 

CSR diversifiers 

We call the second main category of CSR-consultants identified in the study the CSR diversifiers. As 

stated previously, the organizations in this category of suppliers do not specialize in CSR services, but 

rather offer such services (or services under this label) as a complement to and minor part of a 

broader, often functionally focused service portfolio.   

As an illustration, the Swedish Ernst & Young division presents its “Climate change and sustainable 

development” offer under the heading of “specialist services” on the same level as services 
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concerning “French Business Network”. But looking closer at their “specialist” offerings it is clear that 

CSR and sustainability it is not a speciality of E&Y in the same way as compared to their advisory, 

insurance, tax, and transaction lines. Rather, E&Y has translated and transposed their traditional 

services under the label of CSR and sustainability. Among the E&Y “climate change and sustainability 

development services” we find “strategic advice”, “global reporting initiative”, “environmental 

auditing” and “risk analysis” (www.ey.com/SE). 

 

 

Although expanding at different rates and to different degrees into the CSR-area, diversifiers could 

generally be identified as companies which refer to their entire skills base when pitching their “CSR-

offers” to clients. This stance is illustrated below by a selection of diversifier firms’ self-presentations: 

“Deloitte can assist your business with environmental and sustainability reporting… Our 

specialists will assist in the accounting issues and identify environmental, social and 

ethical risks associated with acquisitions and divestitures” (Deloitte, www.deloitte.se) 

“Our climate change and sustainability services team is grounded in our core skills in 

assurances, tax, transactions and advice. In addition to that we have the specific 

knowledge to help you understand business and regulatory threats and opportunities, to 

explore and execute commercial transactions, to monitor performance and assure public 

disclosures and progress” (Ernst & Young, www.ey.com/SE) 

Our study indicates that a specialized, well-defined service portfolio for CSR is less common among 

more traditional management consultants (such as Accenture and BCG) and technology consultants 

(with ÅF as a prime exception). Diversifiers were also found among the large auditing and 

communication consulting firms such as PWC, Ernst & Young, Deloitte and Halvarsson & Halvarsson. 



19 
 

Just like Frostensson (2010) we found diversifiers translating or transposing (ibid) CSR in such a way 

as to match and be able to draw on their existing service portfolios. On a general note, and in line 

with similar findings reported by Frostenson (2010), we conclude that the consultants who have 

diversified into the sub-field of CSR and sustainability consulting tend to offer about the same types 

services as they did previously and still do in other sub-fields. Communications consultants offer CSR 

communication services, Strategy consultants offer CSR strategy services, technical consultants offer 

technical inquiries and measurements in the CSR area etc. That is, CSR and sustainability are 

translated and packaged to fit with consultancies’ existing knowledge and experience. 

For some, CSR has become just another sales argument for the same old services. It’s risk 

management with a CSR twist or branding with a CSR twist. Along these lines, one of our specialist 

informants even likened diversifier CSR-services to ”the Emperor’s new clothes” because of the fact 

that such services generally do not add substantially to what the diversifiers had previously been 

offering. This response allows diversifiers to be “money makers” (Windell, 2006) who “cash in” 

(Whittle, 2008) in relation to the CSR and sustainability trend with only slight changes to the contents 

of their service portfolios.  

The diversifiers seem to wish to keep a distance to the CSR and sustainability concepts in case the 

popularity of the concept would wane and they would be forced to adjust their tools and service 

offers to the changing fashion. Their connection to the CSR core framework is thus typically quite 

vague to allow for more freedom for individual consultants (c.f. Alexius, 2007). In this case CSR-

services are often offered as complements to their actual specialties.  It seems, so far, diversifiers 

more or less present what they already offer in CSR-terms. This could be described as a re-labeling of 

traditional services (such as change management or auditing for instance).  

In cases where a more elaborate and specific CSR service portfolio is created by a CSR diversifier, this 

may follow from a key recruitment of a recognized CSR specialist with an established network and 

credibility in the expert area. This was for instance seen in ÅF, one of the largest consulting 

engineering organizations in Sweden, which in 2009 took the initiative to promote and position their 

existing services in CSR and sustainability discourse. Key to this process was the creation of a new 

coordinator role for “environmental and CSR services”. The recruitment of Alice Bah Kuhnke, a well-

known media person with a strong record in the nonprofit sector was communicated in the following 

words in a press release from April 2009: 

“…ÅF is one of the leading technical consulting firms on climate change but we can get 

better at coordinating, packaging and communicating our expertise to customers” (ÅF, 

www.afconsult.com) 
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Individuals such as Alice Bah Kuhnke become a hub to which additional CSR-experts can join to 

develop a specialized section. In the ÅF case, following the recruitment of Bah Kuhnke, the firm has 

stepped up and successfully advertised itself as the “Green advisor”. 

All in all, we found that the CSR concept has generated a comprehensive range of services, perhaps 

one of the broadest service output volumes that has been generated inspired by a recent popular 

management idea? Similar to other popular management ideas, CSR and sustainability demonstrate 

exceptional “generative capacity”. Few management ideas have created a platform for professionals 

from as many disciplines – managers, engineers, communicators, lawyers and others – and 

generated such a broad set of different types of services.  

 

Discussion & Conclusions 
 

Management Consultants is a common object for discussion in previous research on the creation and 

dissemination of popular management ideas. Together with the business press and business schools 

they are depicted as the key creators and disseminators of management ideas (e.g. Furusten; 1999; 

Kipping & Engwall, 2002a) or builders of management fashions (Abrahamson, 1991). Previous 

research has shown how especially the large, global management consulting firms have played 

important roles in packaging and promoting popular management ideas such as BPR (Werr, 

Stjernberg, & Docherty, 1997) and TQM (Cole, 1994). Other studies have argued for the role of 

consultants as disseminators and “translators” of these ideas to fit different client realities (Røvik, 

2000; Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002). The image of the management consultant in relation to 

popular management ideas dominating in previous research is one of a creator and carrier of 

management ideas.  

In the current paper we questioned such a focus of management consultants as creators of 

management fashions. Firstly, such a view often implicitly assumes large (global) consultancies with 

the power to establish “fashion”. Second it is based on a potentially naïve view of the client as a 

gullible victim of consulting ideas just waiting for consultants to offer their new services (Czarniawska 

& Joerges, 1996; Sturdy, Werr, & Buono, 2009; Whittle, 2008). In the current chapter we have 

instead focused on the role of consultants in “chains of translations” (Røvik, 2000) of management 

ideas. Our interest has been in a specific and previously rather neglected step in these chains – 

namely consultants’ translations of popular management ideas into concrete business services. 

Although not contesting the view of consultants as carriers and fashion-builders, we argue that they 
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also play the role as “consumers” of management ideas, translating them into actions in the 

organizations they belong to. This focus acknowledges that to most consultancies, popular 

management ideas such as CSR are not something they actively create, but something they are 

confronted with as both a possibility and potential threat they need to relate to.  

Studies of how management consultancies develop new service lines (management ideas) indicate 

that the introduction of a new management service may be a strategic process driven by the creative 

thinking of consultants, but often it is a process driven by client demands (Furusten, 1999; Anand, et 

al., 2007), not seldom inspired by emerging popular management ideas (Benders, et al., 1998). While 

a number of studies have focused on the internal dynamics of how consultancies establish new 

service offerings (Anand, et al., 2007; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2001, 2005), and how they deal with 

popular management knowledge in this context (Benders, et al., 1998; Whittle, 2008), less is known 

as to the diversity of translations and relevant actors that are triggered by a popular management 

idea. This has been the focus of the current paper.  

Based on the broad study of how CSR was translated into specific business services in Sweden we 

wish to add to existing research on popular management ideas in five different ways. First, our study 

indicates that the relation between popular management ideas, consultants and other management 

service providers is more complex than depicted by previous research. Few consultants are directly 

involved in the creation or passive dissemination of CSR. Rather, we find a broad range of active 

translations in which organizations in different ways relate their services to the overall ideas of CSR. 

These translations of course also contribute to the development of the idea, but in a rather 

evolutionary and often marginal way. Translations of CSR in our study ranged from the creation of 

entirely new service lines to the relabeling of existing services in relation to CSR ideas and concepts. 

This is also remarked by Røvik (2002) in his argumentation about forms of translation, however our 

study also indicates that different kinds of translations were made by the different kinds of actors 

identified. The idealistic specialists mainly translated CSR into educational services, whereas the 

business oriented specialists engaged in considerably more diversified translations, with a focus on 

consulting services in a wide range of areas offering a CSR “one stop shop”. The diversifiers were, 

again, somewhat more limited in their translations, linking them more closely to their established 

service portfolio, often in advice or monitoring.  

These differences, we argue, may be understood in relation to the different actors’ interests and 

motivations for connecting with CSR, were CSR offers two rather different points of entry. As argued 

by Frostensson (2010), CSR is anchored in two potentially opposing “master ideas” (Czarniawska & 
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Joerges, 1996) – in this case that of “goodness”, emphasizing the interests of society at large and that 

of “efficiency” emphasizing the interests of the single firm. 

One way of understanding the observed differences in translations, and especially the idealist 

specialists’ focus on educational services, may be in relation to the tensions between these two 

master ideas. Idealists took a strategy of “separation” in relation to this potential conflict between 

master ideas, clearly anchoring their services in the master idea of “goodness”.  This makes 

“education” a legitimate service, but may also make it difficult to engage in more operative services 

such as advice, as this may bring the tensions between the master ideas of “goodness” and 

“efficiency” to the fore. What is good for society (less pollution, higher wages and better working 

conditions in developing countries) might not be good for a single organization that may lose 

competitiveness through such initiatives. The “idealist specialists’” focus on educational services may 

thus be a strategy to avoid the inherent conflict between the two master ideas underlying CSR.  

The business oriented specialist and diversifiers instead of a strategy of separation emphasize 

“integration” by downplaying the potential tensions between the two master ideas. The approach 

taken is a “win-win” approach where CSR initiatives are positioned as a vehicle to efficiency and 

business success (rather than in potential conflict with it). This makes it less problematic to engage in 

more concrete and operative services, including advisory services, which is a common translation of 

CSR among business oriented specialists and diversifiers.  

This thus indicates that consultants are actively involved in processes of translating general 

management ideas into concrete services offering opportunities for new business or, in the case of 

the idealist specialists, influence (see also Benders, et al., 1998); Whittle 2008). The kinds of 

translations made may however differ depending on the interests and position of the translator. This 

has been shown in relation to the translation of management ideas into organizational change 

(Czarniawska & Sevon, 1996; Rogberg & Werr, 2000), but to a lesser extent in relation to consultants’ 

translation of management ideas into different business services.  

Second, our study indicates that consultants relate to popular management ideas in a reflective way, 

where advantages and disadvantages of linking services to CSR are weighed against each other (see 

also Benders, et al., 1998; Whittle, 2008). Service providers acknowledged that CSR opens up new 

service opportunities, but they are also aware that a close association with the concept may be risky 

as its popularity may fall.  While most previous research has focused on the large management 

consultancies and emphasized their role as creators and prime promoters of management fashion, 

our study indicates that in relation to CSR, small, often newly founded consultancies were the most 

active ones in linking their services to CSR. The large consultancies, in our study labeled the 
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“diversifiers”, were less explicit with regard to what services they had to offer in relation to CSR. This 

indicates that management ideas, such as CSR offer an entrepreneurial opportunity to both 

established and potential actors in the management service field. Thus, the scope for entrepreneurial 

translations were quite large, although all categories tend to use general formulations in presenting 

their services. 

Third, our study broadens the understanding of the different ways in which actors in the business 

advice industry may translate popular management ideas into business services. While previous 

research has focused on advisory services (e.g. Kipping & Engwall, 2002b) and inspirational guru 

presentations (Clark & Salaman, 1996; Jackson, 2002), the current study reveals a considerably 

broader range of services, including training, certification and surveillance, awareness building, and 

of course, advisory services. Especially interesting in this context were the different certification, 

surveillance and communication services that emerged, creating a whole new set of actors engaged 

in these kinds of activities (Jutterström, 2011b). CSR services were not only about helping 

organizations become more sustainable, but to a large extent related to communicating and assuring 

this increased sustainability to the organization’s stakeholders. This indicates new kinds of pressures 

in an increasingly mediatized society (Pallas & Fredriksson, 2011) in which management ideas don’t 

only create new implementation challenges (e.g. improving working conditions in Asian factories) but 

also new communication challenges (making sure that everybody knows – and believes – that this is 

the case).  

Forth, we could observe how these translations were made in very different disciplinary areas 

ranging from management to biology, engineering, law, and environmental sciences. CSR services 

were offered by all kinds of actors in the management advice industry, including management 

consultancies, PR consultancies, technical consultancies, auditors, etc.  (See also Frostensson, 2010). 

This illustrates how CSR, as a management idea, offers a vehicle for turning specialist issues into 

(top)management issues. Working conditions in an Asian subsidiary or environmental consequences 

of an investment decision are no longer a local (engineering or HR) Issue, but the idea of CSR 

promotes them to a strategic issue by emphasizing severe reputation, legal and other effects of not 

attending to and controlling these issues. Thus, they become top management issues requiring top 

management advice. The broad and diverse range of CSR services offered by especially the “business 

driven specialists”, indicates that a wide variety of specialties are currently trying to establish their 

competence as managerial and strategic. Time will show which of these will actually succeed.   

Popular management ideas may thus be appropriated by actors from a wide range of fields beyond 

management. For many actors, CSR has become a potential conduit into the realm of management, 
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which implies that management concepts are actively involved in redefining the boundaries of the 

field of management and management services and which actors are relevant players in this field.  

Fifth, the current study points at the variety of different kinds of actors offering services under the 

CSR label. While previous research has emphasized consultants and academia (especially business 

schools) as the two main kinds of actors involved in the production of services related to popular 

management ideas (Kipping & Engwall, 2002a) the current study shows that in relation to CSR a 

broader set of different kinds of actors was attracted, including NGOs and research institutions 

(above labeled idealist specialists) with partly different agendas than the typical and narrow 

managerial agendas underlying most popular management ideas (Furusten, 1999; Huczynski, 1993). 

These actors were directly anchored in the master idea of “goodness” rather than that of 

“efficiency”, which was reflected not only in the types of services they offered by also in their 

organizational setup and form. In an effort to support and gain legitimacy for their agenda of 

“goodness” they borrowed organizational characteristics from other sectors more directly associated 

with an altruistic agenda, creating what Brunsson, (1994) labels hybrid organizations. Among the 

“idealist specialist” actors several characteristics of the civil sector were borrowed – such as an 

explicit focus on being a “non-profit” organization, citizen oriented, public forming and the 

organizational form of the foundation.  While such hybrid organizations may contribute to the 

legitimacy of actors involved in CSR, they may also create problems of their own for those working in 

them, being confronted with the tensions between different sector logics (Brunsson, 1994). Further 

research may thus look at the operations in these hybrid organizations delivering CSR services.  

Taken together, what emerges is an image of CSR as a popular management idea with, what might 

be called a very strong “generative capacity”. Looking at the different services into which CSR was 

translated and the wide variety of different actors involved in these translations it may be argued 

that CSR is a somewhat unique management idea. The question thus remains to what extent these 

findings may be generalizable to other management concepts. Determining this is an important task 

for further research; however, as a starting point for such a discussion we will end this paper with 

some reflections regarding the specific characteristics of CSR as a management concept, which may 

also serve as a starting point for further discussions of what might drive the generative capacity of 

popular management ideas. Three aspects will be highlighted in this context – The idea that the 

realization of business value from CSR is derived from its visibility to external stakeholders, the 

multidisciplinary character of the concept and finally the anchoring of CSR in a two different master 

ideas – that of “goodness” and that of “efficiency” (Frostensson, 2010) .  
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First, as CSR is claimed to create business value through the increased image and goodwill of the 

organization among customers, investors, potential employees and other external stakeholders, the 

question of trustworthy communication is central. A fairer treatment of workers in China or a more 

environmental friendly production has no business value if customers, investors or potential 

employees, don’t know about and believe in it. Making CSR initiatives visible and credible is a task, 

which opens up a need for supposedly independent actors that provide such communication through 

different kinds of management systems, investigations, surveillance and certifications services as 

these external actors are viewed as more objective and thus reliable. While this is not unique to CSR 

– guaranteeing quality to e.g. potential customers is a central aspect in the field of TQM for example 

– it is certainly more pronounced in CSR as the number and variety of potential stakeholders is larger.  

Second, CSR, more than many other management ideas, has a multidisciplinary character with its 

wide range from sustainable working conditions to environmental aspects. But again, while CSR may 

be more multidisciplinary than many other management ideas, it is not unique. The comparison with 

TQM is again close, as this concept beyond the management discipline involved e.g. mathematics, 

computer science, psychology, etc.  

Finally, as argued by Frostensson (2010) and illustrated by the existence of both idealistic and more 

business oriented actors in the CSR field, CSR relates to two central master ideas – one of “goodness” 

and of “efficiency”. This anchoring in an idea of general “goodness,” with its focus on societal values 

in addition to managerial values, gives the concept a potentially idealistic flavor that may help 

explain the rather broad attraction of the concept to different kinds of actors beyond those pursuing 

a narrow managerialist agenda, such as academic players and actors in the civic society. However, at 

the same time the foundation of CSR in opposing master ideas may also create unique tensions as 

these ideas collide. We have argued that some actors avoid this by keeping a distance to the other 

master idea (idealist specialists) while other try to synthesize them (e.g. business oriented 

specialists). These are ways of dealing with this tension on a strategic level, but the current study 

provides no insights as to how these tensions play out and are dealt with on an operational level. 

This, we suggest, is a fruitful area for further research.   

Taken together, the current study points at a complex and dynamic relationship between 

management ideas and providers of different kinds of management services. The study has directed 

attention to consultants’ translations of popular management ideas into business services, thus 

highlighting a previously neglected part of the chain of translation of management ideas (Røvik, 

2000). We have identified different translations of management concepts available to consultants’ 

and other business service providers’, but also how specific characteristics of a management concept 
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may open up for and preclude certain entrepreneurial activities as well as the involvement of certain 

actors, thereby recasting the boundaries of management advice services. This also marks the 

importance of studies of what it is that trigger various forms of translation, a dimension of 

translation of ideas into action not paid so much attention to this far in the literature. Given our 

focus on only one management concept – CSR - these final issues could be discussed only 

indicatively. More systematic and comparative research is needed to elaborate these findings and 

ensure their generalizability outside the functional context of CSR and the geographical context of 

Sweden. We thus hope that the current study of the example of CSR will encourage further work on 

the complex relationship between popular management concepts and the providers of management 

services in relation to other management ideas as well as in other geographical contexts.  
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