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Children’s Rights in Corporate 

Responsibility 
A Study of Child Construction in the Policies of Swedish Companies 

 

Natalie Engdahl 

Abstract 
This study examines the construction of children and children’s rights in the context of corporate 

responsibility. Businesses often work with children in their philanthropic work, but have not been expected to 
integrate children’s rights in their core activities. The relationship between businesses and children is therefore 
poorly understood. This study aims to develop a better understanding of this relationship by studying the 
construction of children in corporate responsibility policies and website presentations. The point of departure for the 
analysis is that children are a minority group, meaning that they share certain characteristics and face shared 
problems. 

In order to do this, CSR theories and previous CSR research is presented from a children’s rights perspective, 
which provides a theoretical framework for the empirical analysis. The analysis examines cases of current 
relationships between businesses and children. This is done by analyzing the construction of children in the corporate 
responsibility policies of six companies. In order to structure the analysis, a categorization system is used which 
defines six distinct relationships between business and children. 

The study found that the internal disagreements within the field of CSR has significant implications on 
children’s rights and their resolution is necessary for true integration of children’s rights into CSR. Further, the 
children were constructed vastly differently between the companies as well as between the categories. The 
relationship is also contingent upon the general recognition of responsibilities by a company.  
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Introduction 
 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a growing field despite its many intrinsic inconsistencies. The most 
recent introduction to the field is the concept of integrating children’s rights in businesses’ responsibilities and core 
operations. The UN Global Compact, Save the Children and UNICEF have, with the strong encouragement from the 
businesses themselves, developed a set of principles for how businesses can work with children’s rights. The 
Children’s Rights and Business Principles (CRBP) outline a wide range of areas in which businesses can respect and 
support children’s rights (2012). 

The introduction puts the field of CSR to a test as it requires the companies to take into consideration the 
perspective of a large group who are affected by everything in society, while, at the same time, this effect is rarely 
recognized and neither are the voices, rights and own perspective of this group. The internal disagreements and 
inconsistencies, both within the academic field of CSR and among the companies who implement the concept, are 
highlighted by this introduction, as it forces them to reconsidered the inconsistencies and to honestly reflect on the 
definition of CSR. 

There are many examples of how businesses engage in external activities related to children and children’s 
rights, often in the context of their corporate social responsibility, however, there is little to no examples of how 
businesses can incorporate a children’s rights perspective in the core activities and daily processes in order to ensure 
that they respect children’s rights throughout their operations. Companies have not previously been expected to 
incorporate a children’s rights perspective in this way, nor is it typically expected by organizations in society in 
general. The Children’s Rights and Business Principles is a first step to discussing how this can work. Although 
these principles set out an ambitious agenda for business to work with children’s rights, they are broad and general 
and purposefully written to be applicable to all businesses. Children as well as children’s rights are constructed as 
universal, and the principles refer to all companies and all children. This means that they still do not provide 
guidance for a specific company on how to incorporate children’s rights into their business structure.  

This study aims to develop a better understanding of the relationship between business and children. It does 
this by connecting the field of CSR with the fields of child studies and children’s rights. CSR theories and previous 
research, including some of its core assumptions and challenges, are presented and discussed from a children’s rights 
perspective. Departing from this background research, the corporate responsibility policies and website presentations 
of six Swedish companies are examined and the construction of children in these texts is analyzed. The final 
discussion looks at the construction of children and connects it to the CSR field as well as discusses the implications 
of the current relationship on future research and CSR-implementation. 

1. Background 

1.1 Development of CSR 

The main concept of CSR is the notion that companies have social responsibilities. However, it is not clear if 
this is limited to meaning that they should act responsibly in regards to the social impacts of their actions or if they 
also have the responsibility to act in ways outside of their typical operations with the purpose of benefiting society. 
Archie B. Carroll (1979) defines four aspects of corporate social responsibility; the first three responsibilities 
(economic, legal and ethical) describe the first situation where companies take responsibility for the social impact of 
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their actions, which, in this paper, will be referred to as corporate responsibility; Carroll’s fourth responsibility 
(discretionary) describes the second situation where companies have a responsibility to act in ways that benefits the 
society at large, which will be referred to as corporate social engagements. 

The notion that companies have certain responsibilities apart from their economic responsibilities is generally 
agreed upon, although this responsibility can be limited to including the legal responsibility. However, there is no 
consensus of any further definition than such (above economic responsibilities). On the one end, usually citing 
Milton Friedman (1962, 1970), the argument is that companies should only engage in profit-maximization within the 
realms of economic and legal responsibilities. Companies should not voluntarily take on responsibility for any 
further issues as this infringes on the economic rights of the shareholders, rather legislation should be used to 
regulate corporate behavior if their negative social impact is exceed what is acceptable. Others (e.g. Waddock & 
Smith, 2000) include discretionary or philanthropic donations or engagements as a core component of corporate 
social responsibility. The recently updated definition of CSR by the European Commission (2011) shows this 
inconsistency prevails. The Commission now defines CSR as “the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on 
society” (2011, p. 6) removing the voluntary component of social and environmental concerns which were a part of 
the previous definition. This suggests a move towards corporate responsibility, with a focus on corporations taking 
responsibility for their own impact rather than including discretionary activities. However, the text following the new 
definition, clearly states that the aim of the integration of social, environmental, ethical, human rights and consumers 
concerns should be maximizing shared value for shareholders, other stakeholders and society at large, which 
approaches the discretionary aspect of corporate social engagements. 

Despite the incoherence of the definition, the concept of CSR has had great success and is becoming a norm 
in the private sector. The concept has continued to develop and be implemented without an agreed-upon definition of 
it or its limitations. Several different motivations of CSR have emerged and been developed into separate theories. 
However, this is not necessarily specified and argued in a systematic manner, which has led to general confusion and 
dissonance within the field. Some attempts have been made to categorize the literature into different theories 
(Garriaga and Melé, 2004; Godfrey and Hatch, 2007). These categorizations facilitate in sorting out and comparing 
different arguments, but do not definitively structure the field. Studies have been done that show that CSR is being 
implemented even when the implementers are confused as to what the definition is (Panapanaan, Linnanen, 
Karvonen & Phan, 2000; Whitehouse, 2006). Maak (2008) even goes so far as to make the argument that the concept 
of CSR is so tortured that an entirely new concept is needed and he proposes the term corporate integrity. Although 
corporate integrity has not gained much momentum yet, the concept corporate or business citizenship has and is 
discussed in many works. Waddock and Smith (2000) support the concept as a relational approach, while Lisa 
Whitehouse (2003) argues for combining corporate citizenship and CSR. Carroll (1998) also discusses corporate 
citizenship, but refers to its “four faces” which correspond with his previously defined CSR-dimensions from 1979. 
In fact, Carroll, in the very first sentences of the article, simply equates the two concepts by stating: “Some call it 
corporate social responsibility (CSR). Others refer to it as corporate ethics. More recently, businesses’ social 
performance has been framed as ‘corporate citizenship’” (p.1). This shows that any attempt to create a new concept 
and define it is futile as someone can simply take that concept and redefine it as their previous definition of other 
concepts.  

While some have tried to define the concept of CSR, others have taken the approach to study a challenge that 
emerges, either when implementing a specific CSR theory, such as stakeholder theory (Jensen & Sandström, 2011); 
in a specific context, e.g. globalization (Frynas, 2008); or with a specific method, e.g. voluntary initiatives (Bruce, 
2000; Unerman, 2000). A common theme revolves around creating a business case for CSR-activities. Some scholars 
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have looked at how the market values CSR-activities (Bird, Hall, Momentè & Reggiani, 2007), while others have 
looked at how CSR-activities fit into businesses’ general operations and mediate between strategy and financial 
performance (Torugsa, O’Donohue & Hecker, 2011). Even within the field of connecting CSR to corporate financial 
performance (CFP), there has been a need for structure, and a recent contribution is by Perrini, Russo, Tencati and 
Vurro (2012), who propose a framework for organizing the relationship between CSR and CFP based on a 
stakeholder perspective.  

Another theme that has emerged relates to studying the implications of globalization to CSR and the CSR-
debate. Frynas (2008) criticizes the prominence that CSR has been given in the discussion on international 
development. He argues that CSR still has so many inherent problems that the positive claims on international 
development that are attributed to CSR are unjustified and can lead to devastating consequences. Lund-Thomsen 
(2008) also criticizes the positive claims attributed to CSR, although he focuses on debunking myths regarding codes 
of conduct in the context of global sourcing companies. 

Jensen and Sandström (2011) also look at the complications that arise when CSR is applied in a global 
context. However, they focus on stakeholder theory and propose improvements to make it better suited for a global 
analysis. They argue that stakeholder theory is incomplete as it is does not take into consideration the political 
dimension or include a political responsibility, which are both relevant aspects in globalization. 

The latest context or issue to be introduced to the field of corporate responsibility is children’s rights with the 
launch of the Children’s Rights and Business Principles. The context of globalization brings to light inherent 
weaknesses in the CSR field such as lack of empirical evidence documenting the effect of CSR, analytical limitations 
of CSR including the inability and unwillingness to determine the social impact of businesses, the constraining focus 
on the business case for CSR (Frynas, 2008), as well as certain unresolved governance issues (Jensen & Sandström, 
2011). The application of CSR to children’s rights (or children’s rights to CSR) brings to light these very same 
weaknesses of CSR. 

To the knowledge of the researcher, no academic study has connected the two fields conceptually. The only 
other study that has looked at the relationship between corporations and children’s rights was a study commissioned 
by Save the Children Sweden (Godbole, 2007) to look at CSR and children’s right in South Asia – more specifically 
India, Bangladesh and Nepal. Godbole, looked at the companies’ notions of CSR as well as different types of 
engagements with children and children’s right. He found that most CSR-activities that involve children have a 
welfare perspective and the only work that is argued from children’s rights is connected to child labor. 

 

1.2 The United Nations Framework 

The international framework relevant for this study originated with the UN Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948), which articulates the rights that are recognized for each and every human being including every child. 
The human rights of children were further specified in 1989 with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), which to date is the most widely ratified international convention. The CRC treats children as a group with 
shared and specific challenges and rights and by doing this it constructs the universal child with the same rights 
regardless of birthplace. Three optional protocols have been added to the CRC further specifying children’s rights in 
armed conflict, regarding sale of children and child prostitution, as well as most recently, in communications 
procedures. 
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The International Labour Organization (ILO) has developed a number of conventions and recommendations 
regarding children in the workplace. These are the C138 Minimum Age Convention (ILO, 1973) and C182 Worst 
Forms of Child Labour Convention (ILO, 1999) as well as their respective recommendations R146 (ILO, 1993) and 
R190 (ILO, 1999). Together, these outline the specific international legal framework for children as members of the 
workforce. States must define a minimum working age, not less than the age of compulsory education or 15 (ILO, 
1973, art. 2). Further, the work should not jeopardize the health, safety or morals of those working under the age of 
18 (art. 3). 

The United Nations has also been involved in specifying the responsibilities of businesses in regards to 
human rights, through a special representative and the UN Global Compact. Professor John Ruggie was appointed as 
the Special Representative of the Secretary General on the issue of human rights and transnational corporations and 
other business enterprises. He has, under his mandate, published three texts regarding businesses and human rights 
(2008, 2010, 2011). SRSG Ruggie developed the “Protect, Respect and Remedy Framework” which defines the 
states’ responsibility to protect, the business responsibility to respect and the aim to provide remedies. The main 
contribution of this framework is to distinguish between the responsibilities of business versus the state. Previously it 
had been considered that businesses have the same responsibility to protect human rights, but this responsibility was 
limited to certain rights. The new framework shows that businesses can affect, and therefore have responsibilities 
regarding, all rights, but that the responsibility to protect lies within the state and the businesses merely have a 
responsibility to respect human rights (Ruggie, 2011). The UN Global Compact (2004) developed ten general 
principles for business, which include human rights in addition to environmental issues and other business ethics. 

The Children’s Rights and Business Principles (2012) were developed based on this previously existing 
framework. The purpose was not to create additional regulations or guidelines, but rather clarify how businesses can 
work with children’s rights in a set of principles. The principles articulate ten areas in which businesses can work 
with children’s rights. Each area is divided into ‘respect’ and ‘support’ distinguishing between what companies are 
required to do from what they can do on a voluntary basis to support children’s rights. The areas are policy 
commitment; in the workplace through child labor; in the workplace through decent work for young workers and 
caregivers; in the workplace through safety and protection in all business activities and facilities; in the marketplace 
through safety of products and services; in the marketplace through advertisement; in the community through 
environment and land acquisition; in the community through security arrangements; in the community through 
emergencies; in the community through reinforcing government and community efforts. 

2. Aim of Study 

The aim of this study is to understand how companies construct their relationships with children in policies 
and website presentations. It does this by analyzing child construction in the CSR-policies and website presentations 
of six Swedish companies. The texts are seen as a part of companies’ construction of themselves and their 
relationships with others. The first question asked is: Which children are present in the policies? Following this and 
departing from the relevance of social construction in relationships, the next questions asked is: How are they 
constructed? Here the analysis looks at if the construction in general is the vulnerable and weak children who can be 
found in the philanthropic CSR-framework or if they are constructed as capable from a children’s rights perspective. 
The difference between constructing vulnerable children within philanthropic CSR-activities and constructing 
children as core participants in business operations, such as employees or customers, with capabilities lies at the 
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heart of this question. The final question compares the different constructions of children by asking: Do the 
constructions differ within or between companies? Together, these questions ask the question of how children and 
the relationships between them and businesses are constructed in company policies and websites. 

3. Definitions 

Child– person under the age of 18 years (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). 

Children’s rights – the human rights of the child; refers to the notion that every child is its own individual and 
has rights of its own; this is contrasted with the concept of children’s needs which are defined by someone else and 
are not recognized as rights which each child is entitled to have respected; ‘children’s rights’ is often used to refer to 
the rights articulated in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) (Godbole, 2007). 

Child labor – the inclusion of children in the work force, which is not in compliance with international 
conventions; as defined by ILO. 

Young worker – a person who is under the age of 18, but whose employment follows local laws and 
international conventions. 

Corporate Responsibility (CR) – corporations recognizing their impact on people and society and taking 
responsibility for these affects by minimizing negative impact. 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) – corporations’ responsibility for their impact on society, including 
actions with the purpose of benefiting society. 

Corporate Social Engagement (CSE) – actions taken by a corporation with the aim of increasing its positive 
impact on people and society. 

Business – a for-profit enterprise, interchangeable with firm, company or corporation in this paper. 

4. Theoretical Framework 

4.1 Theories of CSR 

As stated earlier, there is no agreed-upon definition of CSR of what responsibilities businesses have in 
addition to their financial responsibility. While there is no common definition, the concept has been researched and 
discussed to a great extent where one can see that different schools within the overall framework of CSR have 
developed. In order to analyze the implication on children’s rights of the theories of CSR, it is necessary to look at 
the different schools of CSR separately. 

Godfrey and Hatch (2007) identified five categories of CSR-theories that can be used to analyze the different 
CSR-definitions from a children’s rights perspective. At the one end of the discussion, usually quoting Friedman 
(1970), the corporation has no responsibilities other than profit-maximization (Friedman, 1962; Godfrey & Hatch, 
2007) and on the other end a corporation is considered a citizen and are obligated to contribute to societal well-being 
(Godfrey & Hatch, 2007). 
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Shareholder Capitalism 

At the one end of the spectrum is Shareholder Capitalism, in which businesses have no responsibilities other 
than profit-maximization (Friedman, 1962, 1970; Godfrey & Hatch, 2007). Shareholders’ property rights over the 
company’s profits are protected to the extent that managers cannot use them for non-profit-seeking activities such as 
social philanthropy. Companies can engage in social activities if it is clearly beneficial for the survival of the 
business (e.g. community investments in small community by a large employer). This theoretical perspective does 
not allow for companies to voluntarily limit their negative effects on society if these activities cost resources, rather it 
relies on legislation and regulation to define such measures. As children can be affected negatively by businesses in 
many ways without owning the company1, this take does not allow for this affect to be mitigated without clear 
shareholder approval or legal regulations. This theory relies on government regulating negative externalities of 
corporations, which is often inadequate in regards to children’s rights. Further, it does not allow for consideration to 
be taken in multinational companies operating in emerging markets where human rights protection is limited and 
legislation not enforced. 

Cause-Related Marketing 

The next group is cause-related marketing (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007), which argues that companies can 
support a specific cause, often financially, if it encourages customers to engage in revenue-producing transaction 
with the firm (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). Although, the recipient organization of the activity, or the cause, might 
be working to promote children’s rights either directly or indirectly, this is not the motivation of the activity. The 
purpose is to increase profit by attracting customers or motivating a higher price and to receive marketing value for 
the brand. The amount given to the organization is agreed upon between the two parties and often the company 
spends more money on marketing the initiative than the amount donated to the cause (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988). 
If ‘children’s rights’ is the recipient cause of this activity, it is a marketing tool for the corporation and could have 
more of a positive effect for the corporation than for the cause. Cause-related marketing runs the risk of replacing 
private donation with corporate donations through consumer behaviors (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007). If the amount 
given to the cause is less than perceived by the consumer, or less than they would have given otherwise, the cause 
loses resources from the activity. This is of course a problem for all causes and not specific to children, however 
children are often the beneficiaries of donations as it is in many ways an easily marketable cause and further, since 
children are rarely themselves involved in the organizations they do not participate in the decision of entering into 
the partnership with the corporation. 

Strategic Philanthropy 

The middle group is Strategic Philanthropy and it provides a broader and thus less clear motivation for and 
scope of activities. Companies can engage in social activities if they reinforce other strategic objectives. This can be 
from building loyalty, trust or brand equity (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007) or by “improving the competitive context” 
(Porter & Kramer, 2002, p. 58). This approach is broad and lacks a clear description of activities; therefore the 
implications can be many and varied. If the activity aims to create a positive image of the company to customers as 
well as employees in order to build loyalty, the company can engage in philanthropic donations. These donations are 
commonly given to causes involving children regardless of the company’s own core operations and if it is closely 

                                                             
1 Although children theoretically can be shareholders, this would primarily be done through their parents, and most 

children do not possess the financial means to assert considerable shareholder influence over the company. This is particularly 
true for the children who might be affected in the most negative ways by the corporation such as in the supply chain. 
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connected to children or not. Children are typically a non-controversial recipient group (compare to homeless adults, 
male ex-convicts, hiv/aids-infected adults) as they are perceived as innocent and people typically do not object to 
these donations but rather feel positively about them. In these cases, the motivation has little to do with responsibility 
for own actions or is guided by children’s rights or a recognition that children may face different obstacles to the 
realization of their rights and therefore need targeted attention, but rather is concerned with marketability of the 
cause and how it is perceived by the adults (although sometimes young workers or customers) who engage with the 
company.  

In the case of activities that strategically aim to improve the competitive context, these might provide clearer 
benefits for children’s rights, but only if their interests align with the business’. An activity could be that a company 
collaborates with schools to promote or improve the education in a field within which they need skilled laborers 
(Porter & Kramer, 2002). This could have a positive impact on children’s rights as they gain access to more, 
different, or improved education as well as presumably better opportunities in the future; as long as this is done 
without excluding the child from other education, but rather is a part of the child’s usual education programme and 
simply improves it or is optional for the child. This program can be targeting children who typically would not seek 
or have access to that field which would also improve diversity and reduce the discrimination within certain fields. 
Activities such as these allow the company to work within an area they are closely connected to, which, if the 
program is done well, increases positive impact the company has on its field compared to unrelated philanthropic 
giving, even though it is motivated as a strategic benefit for the company and not as a responsibility. If the strategic 
interest conflicts with children’s rights, any activity arising from this motivation would violate, or at least negatively 
impact, children’s rights.  

The benefit of this approach is that the business can engage in social issues without being given broad 
responsibilities for social issues in which they lack knowledge or connection to. Godfrey and Hatch (2007) criticize 
this approach saying that there might be pressing social needs that do not lie within the firm’s strategic objective 
suggesting that it is a problem that these issues are not address by the firm. However, if these issues are problems due 
to the actions of the business, regulations or increased external pressure would make the issues part of the firm’s 
strategy. If the issues are unrelated to the business it is difficult to understand why the firm should be the actor 
addressing them and under which mandate they could. The firm lacks a democratic mandate and legitimacy and does 
not represent the greater society and assigning it responsibilities for problems unrelated to its realm of influence 
would create a democratic deficit in these issues.2 

Stakeholder Management 

The fourth group, Stakeholder Management, develops the notion that a firm has responsibilities to all its 
stakeholders and not simply its shareholders. Managers are required to balance the demands of all stakeholders, 
which may compromise profitability. The firm’s obligations are limited to its specific areas of expertise and/or direct 
influence (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007). The scope of the firm’s responsibilities is broad, similar to strategic 
philanthropy; the difference is that motivation is articulated as responsibilities to stakeholders rather than strategic 
objectives. The implications for children’s rights depend on the process of identification and management of 
stakeholders, which will be explored further later. 

                                                             
2 As well as violate the property rights of the firm’s owners. If it is not in the firm’s interest, then their resources are 

dedicated to work that is mandated to the government. If it is the responsibilities of the firm, other measures should be taken to 
make sure it does lie within the firm’s strategic interest and clarify the direct responsibility of the firm for the issues. 
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Business Citizenship 

The final group, at the other end of the spectrum, is Business Citizenship. The firm is recognized as a citizen in a 
larger community and have an obligation to contribute to broad social welfare, e.g. through policies, technology, 
philanthropy (Godfrey & Hatch, 2007). It places a great responsibility on firms to contribute broadly to society 
without providing restrictions on or a structure for this involvement. The implication is that private firms become 
increasingly involved in social issues without having a mandate from or accountability to those affected. In the first 
three groups, the firms are accountable to their owners and in the fourth group to their stakeholders. If the firms work 
in the interest of society in a broader way, it becomes unclear as to who can hold the firm accountable for their 
actions creating a democratic deficit in these social issues. Godfrey and Hatch (2007) mean that special interest 
groups and media rather than democracy take on this role. This could increase accountability for children’s rights, as 
there are often several children’s rights groups and the issue has media value, but the structure does not guarantee for 
protection of children’s rights. Many governments are still struggling with their responsibilities regarding children’s 
rights, Sweden being an example of this (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2011), but they have clearer 
responsibilities and structures of improving on this issue. Further, similar to Frynas’ (2008) argument, when firms 
enter the debate they change the very same debate, meaning that if firms are involved in the debate about social 
issues beyond their scope of direct involvement these debates will shift which may have detrimental consequences. 

 

This is only one categorization of the field of CSR-literature and the theories covered, as well as the discussion of 
their effects, are far from exhaustive. However, it shows that the implications for children’s rights vary with the 
different motivations underlying the CSR-strategy. As neither the academic field nor the practicing businesses are 
clear or in agreement on the motivations of CSR, it adds to the difficulties in understanding the relationship between 
businesses and children’s rights. It must be kept in mind that each company in each specific setting has a different 
relationship to children and operates from a unique motivational perspective and context. Therefore, although the 
issue can be discussed in general terms, it is inherently impossible to make general conclusions about the 
relationship. 

4.2 Stakeholder Perspective 

The notion of stakeholders is prominent in several academic theories as well as in many different versions of the 
implementation among companies and therefore deserves extra attention. The term ‘stakeholder perspective’ is used 
to distinguish between the general use of ‘stakeholder’ and stakeholder theory. Stakeholder theory is a specific 
theory within the field of CSR, which will be discussed more in detail. However, the concept of stakeholders is 
found throughout the CSR-literature, as well as in the implementation of CSR among companies, without adhering 
specifically to stakeholder theory. 

The idea of stakeholders has emerged as a dominant theme in various CSR theories and literature (Clarkson, 
1995; Agle, Donaldson, Freeman, Jensen, Mitchell & Wood, 2010, and many more), although the exact definition 
and nature of the relationship to the company varies greatly. There have been efforts at defining different levels of 
stakeholders (Waddock & Smith, 2000) as well as the legitimacy of their claims. Regardless of the incoherence 
within the stakeholder concept, it is used as a framework for implementing CSR both conceptually and from the 
perspectives of the companies (Whitehouse, 2006). Stakeholder theory provides a framework for specifying 
businesses’ different relationships to various stakeholders, through which it is possible to articulate businesses’ 
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responsibility towards these groups based on a conception of corporate responsibility. This framework opens up for 
the inclusion children and the specification of businesses’ various relationships with different groups of children.  

Stakeholder Theory 

Although the notion of stakeholders had emerged long before, Freeman popularized stakeholder theory in 1984 
(Carroll, 1999) and has since, continued to work on and define stakeholder theory. Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, 
Parmar and de Colle (2010) explains that stakeholder theory came to be when ‘the integration thesis’ – the notion 
that business and ethics are inextricably linked as well as linked to human beings – was connected to ‘the 
responsibility principle’ – that “most people, most of the time, want to and do, accept responsibility for the effects of 
their actions on others.” (Freeman et al., 2010, p. 8). Stakeholder theory is therefore based on the idea that people 
want to take responsibility for their effect on others and that this links business, ethics and human beings together. 
However inclusive and holistic this approach may seem, it assumes awareness of the implications of business 
operations, which may, in fact, not be so straightforward. A person, or business, cannot take responsibility for its 
effects on others without recognizing that effect. This is one area where stakeholder theory has experienced 
problems, as the effect of businesses on society and social issues is not widely recognized. Frynas (2008) argues that 
most social forces are assumed to be beyond the control of the corporations, therefore the company cannot be said to 
have an affect on society and social issues. If this effect is not recognized, responsibility cannot be taken. 
Recognition of this effect becomes further complicated with globalization. Jensen and Sandström (2011) discuss the 
added challenges that globalization poses for stakeholder theory, including the need to acknowledge new power 
relations as well as new dimensions of responsibility.  

These discussions are of great relevance to the discussion on business responsibilities towards children. As 
children are rarely recognized as stakeholders, and when they are, they are rarely given a voice, the effect of business 
operations on children may be even more difficult to acknowledge and take responsibility for, especially within the 
context of globalization. As stated in the introduction of the Children’s Rights and Business Principles, “[i]t is 
inevitable that business, whether small or large, will interact with and have an effect on the lives of children both 
directly and indirectly.” (2012, p.2). Further, the effect businesses, and other actors, have on children “can be long-
lasting and even irreversible.” (p.3). It has also been discussed that the effects of businesses on children are 
irremediable (Wachenfeld, 2012) making it even more important for businesses to foresee, prevent and take 
responsibility for their effects on children, however difficult this may be. 

Stakeholder Legitimacy 

The question that follows is then, who is a legitimate stakeholder. Many scholars and actors have suggested different 
definitions of stakeholders. Just as the definition of CSR has implications for the relationship between businesses and 
children’s rights, so does the definition of a stakeholder affect whether or not children can be considered 
stakeholders and, if so, how many of the various relationships between businesses and children can be recognized. 
Freeman’s definition is the most commonly cited: 

A stakeholder in an organization is (by definition) any group or individual who can affect 
or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives. (Freeman, 1984, as 
cited in Freeman et al. 2010, p. 207) 

It is clear that the children can be considered stakeholders with this definition as they can either be considered 
to affect the business – employees, customers – or be affected by the business – family members, consumers, society, 
and others. Others define stakeholders as those who have invested their capital in the company, e.g. shareholders, 
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employees and customers (Waddock and Smith, 2000). This definition excludes children from being considered 
stakeholders in many ways as they may be significantly affected without having invested capital. 

Freeman et al. (2010) also note that stakeholder theory, for most businesses today, means taking into 
consideration the interests of customers, employees, suppliers, communities, and financiers. However, there is great 
concern, both among professionals in the field (Whitehouse, 2006) and scholars (Waddock & Smith, 2000) about 
what this means for managers and if these groups can be considered of equal importance or be given equal influence. 
Even though Freeman et al. (2010) clearly state that acknowledging a group a stakeholder does not necessitate given 
them a place in the board room but rather that managers must take into consideration how to create value for them, 
many still debate the legitimacy of the stakeholders and their claims. 

Santana (2012), in a recent article on stakeholder legitimacy, argues that what is relevant is if the stakeholder 
is perceived as legitimate by the manager. The manager’s perception of legitimacy is socially constructed and takes 
place within a larger societal perception of the stakeholder’s organizational legitimacy. This theory provides a 
framework for understanding how stakeholder legitimacy changes over time and varies across cultures. Santana 
(2012) argues that the manager will only perceive the stakeholder as legitimate if he or she perceives it to be a 
legitimate entity with a legitimate claim who is behaving in a legitimate way. This framework is very interesting and 
useful when looking at children as stakeholders. Santana’s argument can also be articulated that a group or person 
cannot be perceived as a legitimate stakeholder if they are not perceived to be a legitimate entity, have a legitimate 
claim or behave in a legitimate way. As children have not been recognized to fulfill the first two of these criteria, 
they have not been perceived as legitimate stakeholders. The only way in which they have been perceived as a 
legitimate stakeholder is in the child labor debate. There they are a legitimate entity – as they have been proven to be 
a part of the labor force which is widely considered a legitimate stakeholder group, as well as have a legitimate claim 
– the articulated rights to develop safely and receive an education which are violated by child labor, and even if it 
could be argued that they behave against their interest in that they continue to work, it is not perceived as their choice 
to do so their behavior is still legitimate. Other than that, children have most often neither been seen as a legitimate 
entity nor been allowed to articulate a claim. Therefore, managers, and the broader society, have not had the chance 
to evaluate the legitimacy of children as stakeholders. Various NGOs have been representatives for children’s claims, 
but in that context it is the NGO and not the children themselves who are the stakeholder. However, the articulation 
of the Children’s Rights and Business Principles, by three widely recognized organizations, opens for the possibility 
to alter this perception into one where children can be seen as legitimate stakeholders3. 

Stakeholder Dialogue 

Yet another aspect of stakeholder theory that has been debated greatly is the role of stakeholder dialogue. The 
discussion here only looks at a narrow aspect of this debate, which relates directly to children. Waddock and Smith 
(2000) provide a definition of the firm as a corporate citizen that is based on its relationships and where its primary 
stakeholders constitute the company. The primary stakeholders are owners, employees, customers, and suppliers, 
whereas the secondary stakeholders are communities and governments. A positive relationship between a company 
and its stakeholders involves respecting each of these groups and allowing for them to voice their claims when 
appropriate. However, one the most prominent guidelines for stakeholder engagement – the Account Ability 1000 
Stakeholder Engagement Standard (AA1000SES) explicitly marginalizes children in engagement. AccountAbility 

                                                             
3 This does not mean that children, as a whole group of every person on earth below the age of 18, is one entity, but rather 

that they can be recognized as legitimate subgroup of a broader entity such as a workforce or consumer group, with a legitimate 
claim of their own. 
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and Utopies (2007) discuss the emergence of stakeholder panels in corporate governance and simply acknowledge 
that “many stakeholder groups (such as consumers, not to mention children and future generations) are difficult to 
include within formally representative organizations” (p. 30) and explain that NGOs or other organizations voice 
their interests for them. However, it could be possible to engage directly with children and in many situations highly 
appropriate and beneficial, but without further discussion on the limitations of using NGOs, it is difficult to identify 
when direct contact is necessary and how such engagement should be carried out. Similarly, different companies 
have different opportunities for engaging with consumers. While telecommunications companies, such as Tele2 and 
Millicom, have direct access to communication with consumers, as well as customers, a production company such as 
Korsnäs, does not have access to its final consumers. The distinction between consumers and customers is important 
in order to identify which groups to engage with. 

4.3 Child Construction 

Philippe Ariés first articulated the idea of childhood construction in 1962. He argued that childhood is relative and 
specific to a certain time and place meaning that it is not universal and simply determined by biology, but rather 
constructed in a specific cultural setting. James and James (2004) have further developed a structure for studying 
childhood construction. They also argue that childhood is culturally specific and that there are many different factors, 
such as political and social, that together construct childhood and through it influence children’s own experiences of 
childhood. Society as a whole collectively constructs childhood in varying articulations and representations of 
children. A recent study that has looked at this examines the construction of children in the climate change debate 
(Skoglund & Börjesson, submitted). They look at how different age groups are constructed differently, as formable 
or as offenders, in the debate.  

James, Jenks and Prout (1998 as cited in James & James, 2004) identified two different perspectives in 
childhood studies, each with underlying models. One such model is called the ‘minority group’ model, which views 
children as a minority group vis-à-vis adults. Children are a group with common capabilities and concerns. Although 
all children are unique and have individual abilities and difficulties, they share certain characteristics such as lack of 
political, economic and social rights and young age. These commonalities among children, which are the 
characteristics that separate them from adults, are the focus and the perspective of this study. Taking a children’s 
perspective, here, means regarding children as a minority group, different from adults in some important ways, and 
studying what these differences are as well as the construction of these differences. Taking a children’s rights 
perspective, means, even more specifically, to focus on the rights of children rather than the needs of children. This 
involves recognizing that children have rights in their own beings at this moment in time in contrast to discussing the 
needs of children in their development to become ‘good’ adult citizens.  

 

5. Method 

5.1 Methodology 

This study departs from a constructionist ontological and epistemological claim. Reality and the world does not exist 
independently of those in it, on the contrary, people construct reality together on a daily basis (Bergstöm & Boréus, 
2000), which becomes especially clear regarding the topic of study – relationships. The study is concerned with the 
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relationship between business and children. Relationships such as this are constructed primarily by the parties in the 
relationship but also by other structures around the relationship. The study mainly focuses on the businesses’ 
construction of this relationship but brings in the perspective of other contributions to the constructions which 
business need to relate to such as legal frameworks and international guidelines. It does not include children’s 
understanding of or construction of said relationship; it limits the scope to the businesses’ perspective. The relevance 
of looking at policies and website presentations arises from the epistemological claim that language is a constructing 
lens of reality (Bergström & Boréus, 2000). The texts produced by a company, such as policies or website self-
presentations contribute to the companies construction of itself and its relationships. These texts and the language 
and formulations in them influence what the company is and how it relates to others. The company is understood as 
the many components it comprises, which means that the texts influence how the people who make up the company, 
such as employees, view themselves, their role in the company and their relationships to others through the company. 
The purpose is to understand the companies’ relationships to children today by analyzing their construction of them. 
Text analysis of policies is a relevant method as texts reflect discourses and relationships and can be used to study 
relationships between people (Bergström & Boréus, 2000).  

Text analysis requires both an understanding of what a text is as well as an idea of how to approach the text. 
Bergström and Boréus (2000) provide structures for both. First they describe how a text has two aspects, both the 
content aspect and the interpersonal aspect. The content aspect refers to how the author uses the language to express 
his or her perception of reality. The interpersonal aspect refers to how language is used in relationship between 
people, such as through expressing an opinion or asking a question. These aspects are closely interconnected and one 
cannot be studied without consideration for the other, but it is useful to discuss which aspect is the focus of a study. 
In this case it is the content aspect that is the primary focus, it is the author’s – the company’s – perception of its 
relationship with children that is the main interest for this study. The texts are the official and public presentations of 
the companies on their websites. It is unknown if there is one single author or numerous ones as well as how the 
process of editing the texts is structured, but this is not relevant for the study. The study focuses on the companies’ 
self-presentation on the website, where this is the main quality of the texts – that they together comprise the pubic 
portrait of each company’s responsibilities. There can therefore be several authors of the text, or senders of the 
message, however there are also several intended receivers of the message, such as employees, investor, NGOs, 
regulators, media and more. As stated, this study focuses on the content aspect of the text and does not focus on how 
the texts are used in the relationships between the senders and receivers, although it is kept in mind that the texts are 
a part of these relationships and produced with that purpose.  

Borgström and Boréus (2000) also present different approaches for how to interpret the texts. Specifically 
they describe four strategies; one that relates the text to the interpreter, one that focuses on the sender of the text, one 
that focuses on the receiver of the text, and one that is concerned with the surrounding discourse of the text. This 
study uses the first strategy where the text is related to the interpreter of the text, the researcher. The main point of 
departure is pre-understanding, where a new meaning of the text is created with each new reader, as every person’s 
pre-understanding is unique. Thus it does not focus on analyzing what the sender meant with its text or how the 
primary receivers perceived it, but rather what the text means within this new reading. A specific method of 
analyzing a text from this perspective is to apply tools or a perspective that were not relevant for the primary sender 
or receiver. In this case it means applying a children’s rights perspective. Although the texts might mention 
children’s rights in a specific context, this was not the main perspective in their production. Further, the notion of 
children’s rights being incorporated into core business operations had not been developed at the time of production 
of the texts. Applying a children’s rights perspective therefore creates a new meaning of the texts and this meaning is 
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the focus if the study as compared to the meaning the senders intended or the meaning the receivers gave it. The 
focus of the texts is not to construct a relationship with children, but the texts still do and this construction is the 
main interest of this study. 

This study is inspired by discourse analysis, inspired as opposed to follows since there are many schools 
within discourse analysis and distinguishing between them is not the focus of this study. The study takes the 
definition of discourse and context from Bergström and Boréus (2000). A discourse, according to them, is a set of 
stories in a specific social setting as well as the formal and informal rules regulating what can and cannot be said in 
the setting. The main discourses here are thus ‘corporate social responsibility’ and ‘children’s rights’. The setting is 
the official and public policies and website presentations, which can also be described as the genre of the texts 
(Bergström & Boréus, 2000). The context refers to the broader world of events, practices and technologies. A 
relevant technology in this context is the Internet and websites. This includes both the accessibility of 
communication to a wide group of stakeholders, meaning that the presentations are produced with this wide audience 
in mind. Transparency is now a norm and companies are increasingly expected to publish internal policies on their 
websites. Further, the technology allows for expedient revision of these texts. Some texts require board approval for 
revision, but the technology allows for immediate changes, making the texts more responsive to external events and 
changes in expectations. 

This study is also interested with the discourse ‘children’s rights. A discourse can be studied in many ways, 
one of which is by linking it to a specific context (Börjesson & Palmblad, 2007). The discourse studied is ‘children’ 
and ‘children’s rights’ in the specific context of businesses and corporate responsibility. The discourse and its 
context, as well as the combination of the two, have been defined by other actors previously, and is therefore not the 
researcher’s own discourses (Börjesson & Palmblad, 2007). Although both ‘children’s rights’ and ‘corporate 
responsibility’ are well established and therefore do not require researchers’ support (Börjesson & Palmblad, 2007) 
this is not true for the combined discourse. The integration of children’s rights into corporate responsibility is such a 
novel concept that it is not a well-defined and well-established discourse. Further, it has never previously been 
systematically studied which allows for a significant contribution to the understanding of the contextualized 
discourse with this study. 

5.2 Material 

Selection of data 

The material used in the study is the texts comprising the corporate responsibility articulations by the six companies. 
The companies were chosen as they all belong to the corporate group and the researcher collaborated with a non-
profit organization, Playing for Change, within the same group for the purpose of this study. Further, these 
companies have all expressed a desire to work with the incorporation of children’s rights in their responsibilities. As 
they are all vastly different companies, the combination presented an interesting collection of policies for the study. 
The companies are: Invest AB Kinnevik (Kinnevik) – an investment company based in Sweden; Tele2 – a 
telecommunications company operating primarily in Sweden, Russia, and parts of Eastern Europe and Central Asia; 
MTG or Modern Times Group – a media company consisting primarily of television channels and radio stations, 
operating mostly in Europe but also, since recently, in Ghana; Metro International S.A. (Metro) – a worldwide 
newspaper company delivering free newspapers in metropolitan areas; Millicom International Cellular S.A. 
(Millicom) – a telecommunications company operating in emerging markets in Africa and Latin America; and 
Korsnäs – a production company in the silviculture industry primarily producing packaging materials. Kinnevik is 
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the sole or a main owner in all the other companies. Although Kinnevik also invests in many other companies, these 
are its main holdings and together these six companies are referred to as the Kinnevik group in this study. The full 
list of material studied is presented and numbered in Annex 1. In the analysis of the policies, they are referred to 
according to the numbering presented in the annex. 

The company group has, through the CEO of Kinnevik, expressed a commitment to work with the Children’s 
Rights and Business Principles (Sjöström, 2012, April 3). Their commitment makes the group relevant for this study. 
These companies do want to take the new step within their CSR work and integrate a children’s rights perspective 
into their core business operations, as the CRBP calls for. The purpose for the study is to understand the relationship 
of businesses and children today within the context of the introduction of this perspective by the CRBP. Therefore it 
becomes relevant to examine these companies specifically as they are committed to take this step. Further, they have 
a focus on children in their CSR-work through their founding of the non-profit Playing for Change (PfC). The 
organization supports social entrepreneurs who work in various ways to promote and support the rights of children. 
PfC’s support program includes close cooperation with the companies in the group through which employees of the 
companies provide business guidance and the companies provide support through their core operations where 
possible. Thus the companies have already connected their CSR-work related to children to their business operations 
and expressed a commitment to integrating a children’s rights perspective into their core operations. Further, as these 
companies are six separate companies in very different industries, while belonging to the same group, the differences 
and similarities of their constructions of and relationships with children might provide interesting insights. 

Policies relating to corporate responsibility were collected from the official websites of these companies. The 
exact websites and dates of collection are presented in annex 1. Each company defines their responsibility differently 
and presents the information differently. Therefore the collection for each company varies greatly from the others. 
The texts studied include the presentation of the company’s corporate responsibility work in different sections on its 
website as well as separate policies also available on the website. When the website or policy makes a reference to 
other information publically available, such as a report, this text has been consulted and that particular section has 
been included in the analysis.  

The material used is therefore naturally occurring, meaning it was produced without the researcher’s 
involvement allowing for an independent (of the researcher) discourse construction (Börjesson & Palmblad, 2007). 
This also means that the material can be changed or updated during the study without the researcher’s knowledge. In 
cases where such an update was noticed and deemed relevant for the study, the new version was included in the 
study. This case is noted in the presentation of the material in the annex as well as in the text as it is relevant for the 
analysis. In cases where the update did not affect the construction of the children, it was left outside the study and the 
original text was used for the analysis. Further, most of the companies present the material in Swedish as well as in 
English; however, since not all material is available in Swedish and this paper is written in English, only the English 
versions of the presentations were analyzed. 

The fact that the material is naturally occurring also means that the intended audience is not the researcher 
and the intended context is not the study. Each company and each section of the text may have a different intended 
audience. Kinnevik, as an example, is an investment company with its base in Sweden and the typical visitor of its 
website can be assumed to be a Swedish investor or person interested in investments. In contrast, Tele2 is a 
telecommunications company and most of its customers are private citizens who might be interested in the 
responsibility of their service provider. MTG explicitly states that it uses its website to communicate with external 
stakeholders (policy 48). However, this study will not speculate in detail over the intended audience, as it cannot be 
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determined for each part for each company. Instead, it is assumed that, as the material used is all publically available 
on the websites, the possible audience is both any person interested as well as any internal stakeholder (e.g. 
employees, shareholders). Further, as stated earlier, this study focuses on the content aspect of these texts rather than 
the interpersonal aspect. 

In addition, a company is not a static entity, but is rather constantly organizing and defining itself and its 
website is a part of that organization. These texts are therefore a part of the process of defining the company and it is 
not only the construction of children that is analyzed but also the construction of the relationship between the 
companies and these children, specifically the responsibility constructed. As the intended audiences may be different 
– from the introductory page of the website to the specific code of conduct document required to be followed by all 
employees – the construction of the children may be different in the different policies depending on the specific 
aspect of the company that is expected to be appreciated by that audience. 

There is a vast range of material relating to a company’s construction of children and its relationship to 
children that are not studied in this paper. Primarily, the actual implementation processes of these policies were 
completely omitted. No attempt was made to study if these policies are adhered to or how those working with them 
perceive them. There were no interviews conducted with representatives of the companies or with the actual children 
who have a relationship with these companies. The study was instead merely concerned with the public presentations 
on the websites. Part of the reason for this was a time constraint; it was not possible to gather more material on the 
companies within the course of a master’s thesis. Focusing on one or two companies more exclusively could have 
solved this problem. However, part of the reason was that is was not relevant at this stage. This is the first study 
examining this relationship, and it was considered interesting and relevant enough to gain an initial, potentially less 
in-depth, understanding of a larger number of companies in varying sectors.  

Treatment of data 

The study focuses on empirical data consisting of the corporate responsibility policies and website presentations of 
six companies. Children are viewed as a minority group, but the object of the study is specifically the companies’ 
construction of children in their policies. Based on an examination of previous research and CSR literature as well as 
an initial reading of the material, it became clear that the analysis needed to depart from a company’s different 
relationships to different groups of children. This perspective follows the combination of the stakeholder perspective 
as well as a children’s rights perspective as it highlights children in already defined stakeholder relationships. For 
this purpose, a categorization model was developed, which will be presented in more detail later. Although, children 
is considered a minority group on its own, it is a very large group with which companies have several different 
relationships. By recognizing these different relationships, it is possible to study if the companies construct different 
‘children’ for different relationships 

The discourses studied are large discourses, which exist in society at large and not simply in a specific 
context. It is therefore not solely constructed by the participants of a specific situation, but rather allows the 
researcher to define its parameters for the study (Börjesson & Palmblad, 2007). Although the companies might use 
similar terminology, such as “employees” or “customers”, these categories of children are defined and identified by 
the researcher. The instances of construction are therefore not limited to those identified by the companies, meaning 
instances where children are explicitly mentioned as customers, but are rather identified as relating to that group of 
children by the researcher, which includes an explicit mention, an implicit referral, or a complete omission of 
children. 
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When processing the material, the entire collection of policies for all companies was examined specifically 
for one group of children, such as children as employees. Each instance where this group was identified was marked 
and copied down, in verbatim, on a sheet structured company by company. Once the group was identified and copied 
from all policies, the construction of said group was analyzed for each company. The constructions were then 
compared and analyzed. The process was then repeated for each of the groups. It is possible that the same text, even 
the same sentence or words, were identified as constructing several groups of children. An example of this is when a 
company discussed the importance of helping their employees find a balance in life; this constructs both the child 
who is an employee as well as the child who is the family member of an employee. A double analysis such as this is 
not considered a problem as both groups of children are in deed constructed and the same text is therefore relevant 
from two different perspectives.  

 

5.3 Categorization 

A categorization system was developed following the logic of stakeholder relations and the idea that companies have 
many different types of relationships and therefore responsibilities to different groups of children. Categorizing 
“children” into subgroups will allow for a clearer and more specific analysis and the identification and comparison of 
different constructions of children by the same company. Further, the logic of such a categorization is consistent with 
existing academic literature as well as CSR in practice. Much of the literature in the field of corporate responsibility 
categorizes the company’s overall responsibility into responsibilities or relationships with different stakeholder 
groups (Whitehouse, 2006; Garriaga & Melé, 2004; Waddock & Smith, 2000). Many companies in their policies also 
use the language of “stakeholders” without specifying an adherence to a specific CSR theory (Whitehouse 2006; 
policies 21, 49, 94).  

Some literature as well as the CRBP (2012) has identified different areas where companies come in contact 
with children and what can be done within these areas. The CRBP acknowledges that children are “key stakeholders 
of business” (2012, p.2) and lists examples of such relationships. It states that children have are stakeholders “as 
consumers, family members of employees, young workers, and as future employees and business leaders” as well as 
being “key members of the community and environments in which business operates.” (2012, p. 2). However, this 
differentiation of relationships is not discussed further nor is it utilized to discuss and understand the business’ 
responsibilities to children. Following the logic of differentiated relationships and stakeholder groups, a method of 
categorizing “children” into six groups according to different relationships with the business has been developed for 
this study.  

These categories are not intended to be extensive, but rather general categories that can apply to most 
businesses. Just as stakeholder groups are different for each company depending on their own field and structure, 
there might be different subgroups of ‘children’ and each company must define their own relationships with children. 
However, for the purpose of this study, these five more general subgroups will be used. These groups are children 
with whom the companies have a relationship regardless of whether or not they explicitly acknowledge this 
relationship. What is identified and studied is how the companies construct these children and their relationships with 
them. 

The first group is Children as Employees. This group refers to the relationship between companies and any 
person under the age of 18 whom they have employed, including both young workers and child labor. Restrictions 
for employment of children are provided in the ILO Minimum Age Convention (1973) and the ILO Worst Form of 
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Child Labour Convention (1999). Legal employment of children, i.e. young workers, is in accordance with these 
restrictions as well as relevant national law. 

The second group is Children as Family. This group refers to children whose parents, siblings or other 
supporting family members are employed by the company. Businesses have an indirect yet strong influence on these 
children’s’ lives through their labor policies and employee benefits and support.  

The third group is Children as Consumers. This group refers both to the children who themselves are the 
companies customers as well as the children who are the consumers although someone else, such as a parent or 
caregiver, is the direct customer. The distinction between the customer and the consumer in this context highlights 
the fact that the company might not have a direct contact with the consumer but rather the customer. 

The fourth group is Children as Society. This group refers to children as members of the society in which the 
company operates. The society can be a local or regional society, a nation, or, as in the case with any multinational 
company, multiple local communities and nations as well as a regional or global society. Businesses have an effect 
on the societies in which they operate. The effect on society might have a different impact on children’s lives than on 
the lives of adults. Consistent with considering children a minority group, children have little, if any, influence on the 
society in which they live. This means that even if the company consults with the society in some form, the 
children’s voices are probably not heard and their interests might not be taken into consideration. 

The fifth group is Children as Affected. This group refers to children who are affected by the company’s 
activities more directly than in category four and without being consumers of the products. This might include 
children who are physical neighbors of the company’s operations. It could also include children that the company 
interacts with through focus groups. 

The sixth group is Other Children. This category is included with the realization that this categorization has 
not been tested or evaluated and might fail to identify certain relationships between the company and children. The 
category is therefore included in order to allow for identification of such groups during the analysis of the policies. 
The main group that was identified was children in business relations; it was first believed that these children could 
be analyzed within the other groups, but as the research progressed it became clear that children in business 
relationships are constructed differently than those in direct relation with the company. 

At first, the sixth group was Children as Future referring to children as a symbol for or representative of the 
future society. However, as the groups were identified in the policies and their constructions were analyzed, it proved 
more interesting and relevant to discuss the construction of children as the future in connection with the children of 
today, e.g. when children were talked about as the future as a motivation for engaging with them in CSR-activities, 
this was analyzed as a part of the construction of children as CSR-recipients.  

The purpose of the groups is to allow for a systematic analysis of the data. By structuring the data according 
to the groups described above, the study can identify and analyze several differing constructions of children by the 
companies. These categories, although inspired from previous research and the companies’ policies, are created and 
defined by the researcher.  
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6. Ethical Considerations 

There are a number of ethical aspects that I, as a researcher, had to consider while conducting this research. Firstly, 
the ethical guidelines for research. The Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, retrieved 2012) produces 
ethical guidelines for conducting research within social sciences. The main issues are the research principle 
(‘forskningskravet’ in Swedish) and the principle to protect individuals (‘individskyddskravet’ in Swedish). The first 
one relates to the duty to conduct research if it is of interest to society and the second is the duty to protect 
individuals from undue psychological or physical harm. These principles are often put against each other when 
individuals are the subjects of the research and conducting the research may result in undue harm for the participants. 
In this study the subjects are corporation, not individuals, and the few individuals involved, such as CEOs or 
managers responsible for CSR, cannot be expected to endure severe psychological or physical harm due to the 
research as it does not focus on them as individuals in any manner. Further, all companies were informed that the 
research was being conducted and based on publically available material on their websites and no company objected 
to the research, although formal consent was not requested. 

Secondly, I needed to understand my relationship with the companies studied. I came in contact with the 
organization Playing for Change (PfC) at the early stages of my research. They were founded by, and work closely 
with, the companies studied in this paper. The companies have expressed an interest in working with the Children’s 
Rights and Business Principles and already work with children’s rights in their philanthropic CSR through PfC as 
well as other organizations. Therefore, the companies were interesting to study in this context. Further, they are in 
vastly different industries, while still being connected to the same investment group, which contributed to their 
relevance for this study as it is interesting to see how similar their constructions of children are and specifically 
where they differ. However, as I have worked closely with PfC and have had the pleasure of conducting this research 
at their offices (which are located in the offices of Metro and MTG) I have developed a personal relationship to PfC 
and through that to the companies, which could bias my research. However, as the companies have not yet adopted 
the principles, this study does not test the adherence by the companies by rather simply examines the construction 
without a preconceived notion of what that construction ought to be. I feel that I have been able to be as objective as 
is possible towards the companies with conducting the research and analysis. Further, the material used was collected 
from the websites of the companies and is therefore publically available information, for that reason there is no 
ethical dilemma in presenting the material or identifying which company produced it. 

Policy Analysis 
This section presents and analyses the data. The material – the policies and website presentations of the six 
companies – is presented and analyzed within each category of children. The reference to a specific policy is made in 
parentheses in the text, e.g. “A certain policy discusses children in this way (00).” The numbers refer to the numbers 
attached to each policy in the annex. 
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1. Children as Employees 

Are they there? 

Children are only explicitly mentioned as possible employees in Millicom and Tele2’s policies. The other companies 
do not explicitly discuss the possibility of having employees below the age of 18 years or any specific and unique 
needs they might have. It becomes especially clear in this category, that the children are being constructed in a 
specific context and the context sets the structure and if it is possible to construct children in it. The first theme 
considered in this section is the children who are employed and work, but are not constructed as employees in these 
policies. There are a few instances where young workers are recognized and where child labor is discussed, which is 
the second theme examined in this section. The third relates to the more general construction of employees and their 
rights in the companies’ internal policies. 

How are they constructed? 

The notion that the children are constructed within a context and how that context limits the construction of children 
is particularly evident in MTG’s description of its responsibilities. MTG does not define “Production Responsibility” 
as one of their areas of responsibility. They therefore do not acknowledge their responsibility of the actual 
production process that they engage in, but only take responsibility for what they air under “Broadcasting 
Responsibility”. Through this, MTG acknowledges responsibilities to the young viewers, but cannot acknowledge its 
responsibilities to young people who are involved as actors or participants in its TV or radio productions. In the 
description of the broadcasting responsibility to protect minors in MTG’s Modern Responsibility Report 2010 (89), 
MTG shows photographs taken while shooting a promotional slot about protecting minors referring to them as 
“young stars” (89). Perhaps due to the fear of child labor, or the conception that child labor is distant, the companies 
do not discuss the fact that they do work with children under both the ages of 15 and 18 years. By not acknowledging 
this relationship, they cannot take responsibility for it. These children are not constructed as workers or employees 
with rights who are allowed to work in the entertainment industry following certain regulations.4 Most of the 
companies have children in promotional photographs on their websites without recognizing these relationships and 
therefore constructing these children as objects rather than individuals who are performing a job and have certain 
rights. The alternative analysis is that the children are constructed as equal to adults and therefore do not need to be 
highlighted. However, as children under 15 are legally only allowed to work under specific circumstances and this 
does not apply to adults, this construction seems unlikely. 

Although most of the companies do not recognize young workers as members of their workforce, their overall 
employee policies affect even young workers and are a part of constructing children. Tele2 and Millicom are the only 

                                                             
4 The children described here could be included in the fifth category of children – children as affected – if they are 

participants in a reality TV-show, a game-show or a focus group and thus not employed by MTG; or in category seven-a – in 
business relations – if MTG has used an external marketing agency to produce its promotional slot. The exact categorization of 
the children – as employed or as affected – is not as significant as their absence and the lack of responsibility expressed for them. 
The aspect of these missing children, especially for MTG, will be discussed again in category 6 – children in business relations – 
when MTG purchases movies or TV productions, or music, from suppliers who clearly do employ children. 
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companies that explicitly recognize the possibility or employing young workers by stating that children below the 
minimum working age, minimum leaving school age or the age of 15 shall not be employed and that employees 
under the age of 18 shall not “be engaged in hazardous or heavy work or in night shifts”(37) as according to the ILO 
and UNICEF. However, neither of these companies recognize that young workers might need other special 
considerations e.g. in regards to grievance procedures or labor unions as suggested in the CRBP (2012). All of the 
companies state age as one of the grounds on which an employee has the right to not be discriminated based on and 
several of the companies recognize that anti-discrimination and equal opportunities employment spans from the 
advertising of the vacant job, through recruitment, professional training, promotions, to termination or redundancy. 
However most of the companies do not describe any proactive engagements or specific activities addressing these 
discriminatory grounds. They mention anti-discrimination in their policies, which they are expected, and in some 
ways legally required to do. Sometimes they motivate it by mentioning human rights; sometimes they support their 
diversity statement by stating that it is necessary for business growth, however, none of the companies discuss what 
diversity is for them, what unique challenges they face and what steps they are taking to work with this issue. MTG 
highlights their problem of female managers (77) and have a support network for women in leadership positions, and 
some companies report their female-male ratio, but no company discusses other diversity challenges. By not making 
the issues their own, they are constructing them as legal requirements rather than something that is integrated in their 
business operations and strategic development.  

Young workers could be constructed as a similarly marginalized group and could be supported by a network 
for young workers or first-time employees. Although several of the companies recognize having interns, they do not 
construct them as a group who may need targeted support in recognizing their rights.  Tele2 includes “interns” in the 
definition of employees in its code of conduct (37) and is the only company to explicitly do so. Korsnäs describes 
how it welcomes students from primary and secondary schools to learn about working life, without calling them 
interns or stating any specific measures taken to ensure the rights of these pupils or if they educate them on their 
rights as workers as a part of the experience or what is learned about working life (150). 

Finally, several of the companies recognize that the protection provided by labor laws varies in operating 
countries which is an important aspect of ensuring non-discrimination based on nationality or country of origin for 
young as well as adult workers and their families. Kinnevik itself articulates this consideration for its listed holding 
in the following statement:  

In cases where portfolio companies are active in growth countries with inadequate 
protection of human rights, it is particularly important that the companies promote human 
rights to increase the standard in the company in question. (5). 

 This sentiment is reflected in most of the other companies and constructs a view of workers and people being 
equal regardless of the country and local legislation. However, there are variations in these constructions and the 
companies do not always acknowledge that the inadequacies of human rights protection might be context specific. 
MTG, for example, constructs a specific interpretation of this situation in the following statement: 

[A]ll staff in Ghana will be treated according to MTG standards; they will receive 
competitive salaries for that country and enjoy terms of employment similar to those 
working at any of our other offices worldwide. So on this level, human rights problems in 
new operational countries should not affect our employees in the office environment. 
(80).  

This constructs the worker as equal everywhere with the same obstacles to protection of human rights. It does 
not include the notion that, although the workers and the rights are equal across countries, the inadequacies of and 
obstacles to protection of these rights may vary. Metro includes “HIV-positive/AIDS status” as a ground on which 
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discrimination is not allowed (129) which is not explicitly mentioned in the internal policies of the other companies 
and is not a common obstacle in Sweden but may be a considerable obstacle in other countries. A recognition of the 
local context construct all workers everywhere having the right to be free from harassment and discrimination on 
irrelevant grounds, irrespective of what these grounds may be in a local context, not that they have the right to 
treatment relevant to headquarter office culture.  

Summary 

Children as not constructed as employees despite having that relationship to several of the companies. This is a 
category in which children are capable and a legitimate entity with a legitimate claim – they do work for the 
companies and their work situation is different from adults and might need special consideration in some settings. 
However, the companies do still not recognize them and legitimate stakeholders. Acknowledging children here 
would empower them; it would say that they play a role in the core business of a company. Even recognizing 
children as interns, making a clear statement on how the special rights of a young intern, as compared to an adult 
employee, are respected would give these children an articulated claim towards the company. This entire policy 
might not be a part of the website presentation – although it could be beneficial for children looking for internships 
to know – but a construction where they and their rights are acknowledged in the general construction of the 
company’s responsibilities to their workers would create a very different construction of the relationship between 
companies and children in their workforce that might empower these children and their rights. 

2. Children as Family 

Are they there? 

Family members of employees and specifically children are mentioned in all of the companies’ policies, although to 
varying degrees. It ranges from including parental status as a ground on which one shall not be discriminated against, 
to Korsnäs’ funds providing children of employees with educational scholarships, a summer camp and more. Further, 
children are significantly affected by all policies regarding employees, i.e. their parents or caregivers, as this is a 
clear and unique relationship between businesses and children. All of the companies mention diversity and gender 
equality to some extent. Making sure that all people in a society have equal opportunity to work is a part of 
respecting the rights of the child to not be discriminated against based on their parent’s “national, ethnic or social 
origin” (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, art. 2). Although this aspect of equal opportunity employment 
is not explicitly mentioned in the policies, it is an important aspect of children as family members of employees and 
is examined. Proactive measures in this regard are a part of respecting the same right for children in future 
generations. 

How are they constructed? 

The first theme of how children as family appear in the policies is related to parental discrimination. Although all of 
the companies mention this aspect of discrimination, they articulate it in vastly different manners. Kinnevik mentions 
“maternity status” (14) as a ground of discrimination, whereas Tele2 uses “parental status” (ref. 225), Metro 
mentions “pregnancy” (125) while neither MTG, Korsnäs nor Millicom highlight this ground in any way but do 
include a version of “or discrimination based on any other ground protected by law” (77, 147, 142). Metro’s use of 
“pregnancy” specifies only one aspect of parental status, which limits the right to non-discrimination to women and 
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during a specific time period. The child is not recognized once it is born or if it is adopted. Kinnevik’s use of 
“maternity status”, while including children after birth, suggests that it is only the mother who could be discriminated 
against or who deserve special consideration. By using “parental status”, Tele2 opens for consideration of family 
structures where there is no mother as well as acknowledging that fathers have responsibilities to their children, 
which may cause problems in the workplace, and that they have the right to not be discriminated against as well. 
Some of the companies recognize that certain worker’s rights, including right to parental leave, might not be 
enforced in the countries where they operate, but state that the companies shall respect these rights even in cases 
where local law does not require it (117), constructing a universal child-parent/employee-business relationship. 

Metro (117) and MTG (73) explicitly state their responsibility to support their staff in balancing “obligations 
to the workplace as well as towards their families” (117). Neither company specifies children in this aspect but rather 
refers to home and family lives. The following statement from MTG clearly shows these articulations:  

We strive to be flexible employers, making it possible for all employees, especially those 
with special needs or family members to care for, to successfully combine their personal 
and professional lives. (77).  

Although MTG once also mentions “to raise a family” which implies children, this more general use of family 
and domestic responsibilities respects the responsibility a parent has to his or her child without disregarding the 
responsibilities a person might have to others in their personal life. 

Korsnäs is unique in its approach to its employees and their families. Korsnäs’ sites of production, its mills, 
are located in or outside smaller towns. The implication of this is that the employees typically have to move when 
they begin working for Korsnäs and Korsnäs is a dominating presence in the community. Due to this, Korsnäs has a 
history of providing extra services for its employees and their families such as education, health care and recreational 
activities which it continues to do today. This is presented as a positive voluntary commitment by Korsnäs with 
formulations such as:  

Korsnäs’ ambitions span many areas when it comes to contributing to a richer life for our 
employees. As an employer, it is natural for us to work with preventive healthcare of 
various types. Through foundations and funds, we also help promote stimulating and 
meaningful leisure activities. For example, we support sporting activities, non-profit 
associations and cultural activities. We provide opportunities for families to take 
vacations on attractive terms. And we work to stimulate young people’s thirst for 
knowledge and en entrepreneurial spirit. That benefits everyone. (150). 

Korsnäs in this way extends its social relationship from merely including current employees to their families, 
including adult age family members, as well as retired employees. They provide numerous social activities and 
benefits for the all employees and their families, however, it is not motivated by the significant impact that Korsnäs 
has on these individuals’ lives and their desire to take responsibility for that impact, but rather as a bonus to make 
employees happy and willing to move to the mills. 

Several of the companies acknowledge that they can educate about and promote a value to their employees, 
which they might bring home and act according to in their personal life. For most of the companies, this is limited to 
environmental responsibilities. MTG uses so called “green action lists” to promote environmentally friendly 
behavior at the workplace and with the hope that what they “do in the office [their] employees will take home to 
practice, and hopefully spread the message by leading by example.” (85). There is little recognition of how the 
companies engage with employees on social values and when it is done, it is more often referred to as “raising 
awareness” without linking it to changing behaviors or bringing the value home. Millicom and MTG both explicitly 
include their employees as a channel for raising awareness on social issues, without specifying an effect on the 
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employees. A clear example of this is found in MTG’s text on their responsibility to the community: “We hope to 
create a snowball effect in both social and environmental issues. We encourage positive environmental behavior 
among our employees.” (81) The explicit aim to promote environmental behavior in a context where both social and 
environmental issues are mentioned, adds to the construction of social issues and social values as something less 
defined and less agreed-upon. 

Summary 

Children as family members of employees are recognized by all companies but constructed in different ways. The 

responsibility for antidiscrimination is in some cases inconsistent, Metro being the clearest example. They only 

explicitly name pregnancy as a ground for discrimination while stating that all workers everywhere have right to 

parental leave regardless of local laws. The contradiction between two policies of the same company suggest that the 

author, audiences and processes involved in writing the policies differ and that the texts may have been produced at 

different times. The area of anti-discrimination is in many ways regulated by law, and simply falls within core legal 

responsibilities. Even Korsnäs’ expanded support through social activities for family members can be accepted in 

Friedman’s shareholder capitalism, as they are a large employer in smaller communities. The policies regarding a 

work-life balance fall more within the perspectives of stakeholder management, or possibly strategic philanthropy 

while the notion of promoting environmental values that employees bring home and pass on would fall under 

business citizenship.  

MTG also shows different constructions of their responsibility for children in this group. They do not 

highlight parental rights as a ground for discrimination, which would fall under legal responsibilities. However, they 

do highlight children in the policy on work-life balance for employees, which could be considered ethical 

responsibilities under stakeholder management. Finally they also highlight the parental quality of employees when 

they promote environmental values, which is a discretionary responsibility within the perspective of business 

citizenship. Although they highlight children in ethical and discretionary responsibilities, they do not within legal. 

The focus on discretionary or philanthropic responsibilities, corporate social engagements, might lead to a neglect of 

certain legal or economic responsibilities, corporate responsibility. This shows that importance of distinguishing 

between the two and making sure that those aspects that are promoted in discretionary responsibilities are also 

respected in legal and ethical policies. 

3. Children as Consumers 

Are they there? 

Children are present as customers and/or consumers in most of the companies. Kinnevik has no direct child 
customers although its holdings have both child customers and child consumers. Korsnäs has no direct child 
customers, as it is a business-to-business company although it has children as final consumers or users of its 
products. Tele2 has primarily child consumers as several of its services require adult customers, such as postpaid 
mobile services, fixed broadband and fixed telephony, although it is clear that children as well as adults are the 
consumers of these services. Millicom only provides prepaid mobile services making it more likely that the 
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consumer is also the customer, including children both as consumers and customers. MTG also has child consumers 
although no child customers; this is however not highlighted in its policies. Metro does distinguish between its 
customers – its advertisers, and its consumers – its readers, identifying them as two separate stakeholder groups. 
Although it does not highlight children as a part of its reader base, it does have child readers and acknowledges that 
it has “young” readers (95) which can be interpreted an including children as well as young adults or being restricted 
to either one. 

How are they constructed? 

Tele2 and Millicom construct children in a similar manner and their operations are alike. They are both 
telecommunications companies who acknowledge their impact in bridging the digital divide as they work in 
emerging markets. Neither of them highlights children in this area. However, they both highlight children as they 
state that children need protection from “inappropriate content” (37, 136). They explicitly talk about how children 
need to be protected – Tele2 even talks about “young adults” (37) needing this protection – and how they educate the 
parents and offer services for the parents to protect their children. As they talk about children needing protection, 
without highlighting the empowerment benefits of bridging the digital divide specifically for children or 
acknowledging that they can educate the children as well as their parents, they are constructing a vulnerable and 
incompetent child. Millicom talks about three areas of responsible use: child protection – including avoiding 
addictive behaviors, driver safety, and considerate use (136). It is only in the area of child protection that they do not 
engage in raising public awareness or educating the user. They explicitly state that it is the parents’ and users’ 
responsibility to ensure protection while only educating parents (136). The Internet may well contain content that can 
be considered unsuitable for children; however, it also presents an innovative educational opportunity, especially 
through mobile services in harder to reach areas, as well as access to the political debate, which children otherwise 
are excluded from.  By not acknowledging these potentials for empowerment, which are both considered two 
important rights for children – right to education (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, art. 28 & 29) and 
right to form and express own views (art. 12), but rather focusing on the child who needs protection from adults, they 
construct a child without capabilities and competence.  

MTG also constructs a child who needs protection from unsuitable content and gives the parents tools to 
protect their children. One aspect of this is whether or not the child is acknowledged as a stakeholder or not. Metro 
considers their readers a stakeholder group and acknowledges that they have young readers which directly, although 
not explicitly, includes children in the stakeholder group (94). Tele2 (21), Millicom (135) and MTG (49), on the 
other hand, define their stakeholder group as “customers” excluding “consumers”. For MTG this becomes 
particularly confusing as they have several different services each with different customer-consumer groups. By not 
distinguishing between the two, the companies only acknowledge their responsibility to their customer, which may 
contribute to the view of the child only through their parents. If, instead, the companies, like Metro, acknowledge 
that their consumers also have rights, which may or may not be the same as their customers’, they could identify 
more areas of children’s rights and possibilities for children’s empowerment. This would also more clearly motivate 
stakeholder dialogue with the child consumers, which would allow the children to voice their opinions as well as 
provide the companies with insights from their consumers. 

Summary 

This category shows both the significance of how a company defines its responsibilities in general, as in customers 
or consumers, and the construction of children only as vulnerable or also as capable. A company has a specific 
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relationship to its customers and a different one to its consumers. The customer is the relationship in which the 
money changes hand and should primarily be considered a transactional relationship regarding the value given in 
relation to the price of the product or service. The responsibilities regarding the consumer involve the content of the 
product or service and can include one customer or consumer’s ability to restrict the use of another. Both 
responsibilities fall under legal, economic, ethical and discretionary as well as being found within all five categories. 
It is merely a distinction of two different relationships and the specific levels of responsibilities or opportunities for 
social engagements depend on the motivations of the company in question. 

The construction of children as vulnerable and not capable consumers adds to the general construction of 

children needing protection. Protection against harms is necessary for safe development, which is a fundamental 

right of children (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, art. 6). However, the protection is not motivated 

through a children’s rights perspective, but rather simply because they are weak and vulnerable. Framing the 

protection through rights would strengthen children’s rights while still providing adequate protection. The 

construction of the incapable child is especially clear when Millicom does not address educating children even in 

their policy on responsible use and addictive behavior among children. Children are highlighted as consumers, but 

not as consumers worth educating. Parents are given all the capabilities in this responsibility. Not only does this 

contribute to a distorted construction of children, but it also reduces the potential impact of the policy as in many 

cases, it would be highly beneficial to educate both the child and the parents. 

4. Children as Society 

Are they there? 

Although all companies discuss their relationship with society to some extent and although children are members of 
these societies as well as in a unique situation – being without certain citizen rights of adults, the companies do not 
explicitly discuss their relationship with children in the societies in which they operate. They construct a relationship 
towards society following three themes, the first being their core operations’ contributions to society; secondly, their 
way of doing business; and finally philanthropic contributions. 

How are they constructed? 

Tele2, Millicom and Metro all explicitly discuss the effects of their core business operations on society. Metro 
acknowledges its role in forming public opinions (92) while the others promote their role in bridging the digital 
divide (17, 23 & 134). As mentioned earlier, they do not highlight children in this regard despite the effect on them 
might be different than on adults. In some instances, the companies discuss interacting with local communities or 
governments in order to ensure respect in their operations, but no company discusses the lack of children’s voices or 
perspectives in many governments or how to ensure that their perspective in incorporated. Korsnäs engages with the 
indigenous Sami population in the north of Sweden to ensure that the special needs and rights of this minority group 
are considered (150), but similar consideration for children is not articulated by any of the companies. 

Further, the companies all have an effect on the societies in which they operate through their business ethics, 
which most of them recognize. They all have clear policies against corruption and commit to complying with local 
legislation, which both contribute to a positive effect on society, as well as commit to going beyond local legislation 
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when it proves inadequate. Although this does not explicitly target children, it does impact them as members of 
society. However, they discuss this from the perspective of business ethics without strong recognition for the impact 
they can have on society through corruptive behaviors.  

5. Children as Affected 

Are they there? 

Children are, just as adults, affected by these companies’ operations and sometimes in a unique way that differs from 
the effect on adults. Each company affects individuals in many different ways and all effects cannot be accounted for 
in policies or texts presenting the entire company’s responsibilities. It is therefore not surprising that children are 
rarely explicitly mentioned as being affected or that the companies’ responsibilities for such effects are omitted. For 
the analysis two main themes were examined. The first is the general promotion of ‘good behavior’ among 
employees, which addresses all the situations where each specific effect cannot be discussed. The second concerns 
instances where a specific effect is articulated or the responsibility for such an effect regardless of whether or not 
children are explicitly mentioned. 

How are they constructed? 

The first theme is present in all companies, often in the internal code of conduct. Millicom requires all employees to 
“treat colleagues, employees and others with whom you interact with respect and dignity.” (142). This only refers to 
person-to-person interactions, but constructs a broad ethical responsibility of the company and its employees towards 
any person they interact with. Metro applies it to its business actions as well, although with a business motivation: 

Metro is committed to doing business to the highest possible ethical standards. Open 
communication and good internal control systems do not only produce our characteristic 
dynamic corporate culture; they also help us to identify improvement potentials and new 
business opportunities. (121) 

The guideline is that all business should be highly ethical which includes a responsibility for actions outside 
of the scope of person-to-person interaction, which constructs a responsibility for every aspect of business 
operations. Although it is motivated by a business case and although it does not explicitly mention children affected 
by Metro, it constructs an implicit responsibility for such an effect. As it does not highlight other groups affected, it 
is not an omission of children. 

There are many examples of children being affected by business covered by these texts, such as through focus 
groups (50 & 95), environmentally in near community (38, 113, 115, 135 & 141), or external effects of CSR-
activities including work opportunities that are lost when employees volunteer unskilled labor (175). However, two 
groups of effects will be looked at more closely.  

Firstly, the responsibility of external effects of the product or service delivered. This is very clear in the case 
of telephone services, and both Tele2 and Millicom discuss electromagnetic fields (32) or radio frequency fields 
(137). It includes both the effects on the user as well as the effects on people in the surrounding area and explicitly 
mentions the potentially different impact on children than adults (41, 137). Although the responsibility to some 
extent remains unclear, they both construct children as being affected differently than adults without reducing the 
rights of children. Millicom even takes responsibility for the nuisance users might cause others while using their 
phones and educate customers on responsible use (135). Again, this does not explicitly discuss children as affected, 
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but it sets a standard of responsibility for the effect of the product or service on the surroundings and not just on the 
customer, which can be compared to Metro and MTG. These companies explicitly discuss their responsibility 
regarding the content they produce towards their customers (47 & 91), however, neither discuss a responsibility for 
those who make up the product – those written about for Metro or those broadcasted for MTG, or those otherwise 
affected by the product, including through norm construction – children of viewers of a show with sexist content. 

Another group of children affected by these companies are those in their marketing or those affected by their 
marketing. MTG (56), Millicom (135) and Korsnäs (150) use images of children to a great extent in their 
presentations of responsibility. This is most evident in the case of Korsnäs as they fail to recognize the rights of 
children today and rarely highlight children at all in the text, while every large photo in the brochure “In Balance 
with Society” (150) is of a child or young-looking person. There is even a photo of a worker (p.12) who appears very 
young although Korsnäs does not discuss young workers in the text. The use of children in a visual presentation, 
especially where there is no connection to children in the related text, constructs the child as an accessory to the 
company; it is merely a visual symbol of something else. In the case of Korsnäs this could be connected to the 
general construction of children as a symbol of the future in the presentation of its sustainable business. 

Summary 

Each specific effect caused by each specific relationship between businesses and children cannot be described in 

general policies, but companies rather focus on general business ethics and a few obvious effects. This category 

again highlights the significance of the overall construction of a company’s responsibilities, as well as the relevance 

of highlighting children in certain contexts. Where a company constructs a strong ethical responsibility in all 

business operations, there is no need to explicitly highlight each individual effect on children; the relationship 

between children and a business is constructed the same as any other relationship between the business and groups, 

and the company takes a clear ethical responsibility for the effects of all. However, there are some relationships 

where the effect on children is different than the effect on adults, e.g. when children are used in marketing. This 

effect would fall within a company’s ethical responsibility as it is not necessarily regulated by legislation and might 

actually go against economic interests. It becomes obvious that if a company cannot identify or chooses to not 

acknowledge its impact on an issue, it cannot take responsibility for this effect. This remains a core limitation of 

CSR especially with regards to less apparent, but still significant effects on social issues. Companies are again more 

inclined to recognize an environmental effect, including the radiation from phones and base stations and fail to 

acknowledge the social effects, such as writing about or broadcasting a person and their family. In the few cases 

where a social effect is acknowledged, such as responsible use, children are not constructed as capable or receptive 

of education. 

5a. Children as CSR-recipients 

Are they there? 

As all of these companies have in common that they support Playing for Change, they are all involved in 
philanthropic CSR-activities, or CSE-activities, with children as the recipients. However, they construct the children 
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who receive this CSR-giving, including those who are recipients of Playing for Change’s work, in vastly different 
ways. They have different constructions of children in their purpose of the CSR-activities – the ‘why’ – and in the 
description of the CSR-activities – the ‘what’. 

How are they constructed? 

Kinnevik does not mention children in its description of Playing for Change (PfC), but rather focuses on the 
entrepreneurial aspect of the organization’s work. As there is no recognition of children as the recipients, despite the 
fact that PfC exclusively works for children’s rights, and the work is motivated by a desire to “work for a better 
world” (12), the children are implicitly constructed as the only/main focus to achieve this “better world”. Korsnäs 
motivates its CSR-activities with a discussion on the knowledge and understanding needed to preserve the common 
heritage in the future, and therefore the need to educate the next generation (150). The CSR-work, although 
specifically targeting children today, is therefore motivated without any mention of the rights or situation of children 
today. The children of today are merely tools to achieve sustainability in the future. Tele2 states that their social 
activities have “children as primary focus” (26) without providing a reason – a ‘why’ – for this focus. The children 
are seen as motivation enough; it is clear and without need for explicit mention that they should be in the focus of 
social activities – that they need or deserve it. In contrast, Metro does not single our children in its CSR activities – 
not in the ‘why’ or the ‘what’ – instead it states that it aims to “support the local communities of which [they] are a 
part” (91) and maximize “impact on society” (92) as well as recognizing the impact they have on public opinion and 
the accompanying responsibility. MTG uses a similar motivation of CSR-activities including having a positive 
impact on society and being responsible towards communities as well as discussing the influence it has as one of the 
leading broadcasters in Europe.  

However, MTG also motivates its work by talking about “supporting causes close to [their] hearts such as less 
fortunate children and the environment". MTG constructs three different CSR-recipients. Firstly, it is the “less 
fortunate”, “vulnerable”, and “underprivileged” child that is “a cause close to [their] hearts”. This child has no rights, 
but great needs. The “less fortunate” implies a relative disadvantage although it is not clear compared to whom. 
Regardless of which, these children are in an especially vulnerable situation and need the CSR-activities of MTG. 
The second child is in the actual description of MTG’s main CSR-activities: MTG United for Peace (MUfP) (87) and 
PfC (88). MUfP “help children from all walks of life” by teaching tolerance and respect as tools to deal with conflict 
and challenge in the future and a special connection is made with peace and the Nobel Peace Prize. In one sentence, 
the work refers to everyone as “everyone has conflicts in their lives” (87) and in the next, MTG’s CSR-activities are 
aimed at helping the “less fortunate” children. The construction of the CSR-recipient children is inconsistent and at 
the same time both distant and different (than the unspecified privileged and more fortunate children) as well as any 
and every child. The third construction is the future adult as both MUfP and PfC are said to “give children the skills 
and optimism that can lead them successfully into adulthood and towards a better future.” (82).  

Metro and Tele2, on the other hand, construct children as capable and empowered through their CSR-
activities. Tele2 describes Doris as an adult, who faced many of the same problems girls around her face today, but 
she has the courage to work for their education and the CSR-activity is simply that Tele2 supports her in this work. 
Even the girls that Doris works with are empowered in the description as they together “learn about courage, hope 
and that even small steps can change the future.” (26). Metro works with children and adults alike in its CSR-work 
and specifies that children all around the world –“in Northern and Southern hemispheres alike” and in “developed 
and developing countries alike” (120) – face barriers to play. This explicitly constructs the recipient of the CSR-
activity as any and every child anywhere. Further, Metro is also involved in CSR-activities in which adults are the 
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recipients (119). By acknowledging that adults too need help, the child-recipient is not constructed as the one 
vulnerable group. Finally, Metro actively empowers children through their global issue “Kids’ Metro” (106). Metro 
has several global editions, which highlight a theme relevant to the entire global readers base, such as breast cancer 
or the environment. As one of these themes is children, Metro again constructs a childhood that is similar across the 
world highlighting that children face certain issues which adults do not, while showing that they are not the only 
relevant group to look at or cause to raise awareness about. This issue also gives the children a space to make their 
voices and opinions heard. 

Summary 

Despite all having a CSR-relationship with children through the same organization, Playing for Change, each 

company constructs these children differently and sometimes inconsistently within the same company. The children 

are non-existent, vulnerable and helpless, or capable needing support. The CSR-program might be focused and 

developed from a children’s rights perspective but the general construction on the website may only be of the 

vulnerable child as is the case with MTG. This could either stem from the company believing it has different 

audiences and that a construction of helping the vulnerable child is a better presentation of the company on a 

website, or that the company itself does not fully comprehend the children’s rights perspective and perceives its 

engagements as helping a vulnerable child while the organizations focus on respecting rights and supporting 

capabilities. This problem arises from most of the strands of CSR theories. It can either be more marketable towards 

customers – cause-related marketing – or towards employees – strategic philanthropy or stakeholder management – 

or be an example of a business citizen who engages in social activities outside its realm where it both lacks a 

connection to the area and expertise of the issue. The constructions of this category show that corporate social 

engagements are not without complications and that there might be limitations to the business citizen approach. 

6. Other Children 

Who are they? 

A clear relationship between a company and children, which was not covered in the initial categories, is children in 
the company’s supply chain or other business relations. The reason was not that the relationship was not recognized, 
but rather that the children in the supply chain are also employees, family, consumers, society, affected and future. 
However, it became clear that the specific relationship to children in the supply chain is a unique relationship and 
these children are at times constructed very differently than those in the company’s own operations as described in 
the policies. The companies vary greatly in their recognition of this group of children, from Millicom’s strong focus 
on child labor in their supply chain policies to Korsnäs who does not explicitly mention these children or any social 
issue related to their supply chain. The relevant questions here are related to the articulation of the company’s 
responsibility for children in their supply chain or business relations, i.e. whether or not the children are constructed 
as part of the company’s own responsibility or excluded. 
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How are they constructed? 

Kinnevik’s main “supply chain” or business relations is their investments and holdings. As these relationships are the 
main part of Kinnevik’s operations, they also constitute a significant aspect of its corporate responsibility, which is 
recognized by their prominence in Kinnevik’s corporate responsibility discussion (204-206). Further, human rights 
related issues are given a significant amount of attention/space in the discussion. Children’s rights are not singled 
out, which places children’s rights abuses as a part of human rights abuses in general without giving these children 
special status. However, Kinnevik explicitly states the need to evaluate the unique human rights situation for each 
possible investment and thus taking into consideration the specific context of each case and although this does not 
highlight children, it includes them (205). The children are there, but constructed as a part of the wider situation and 
context-specific. Overall, Kinnevik highlights ethical and human rights related factors to a high extent in discussions 
about investments, both as they are selected and in the continued work, as well as in selection criteria for suppliers 
and vendors. A new investment must first develop a Code of Conduct, which should include human rights related 
issues and later develop an environmental policy (206).  

This can be contrasted with the construction in Metro’s policies. Metro’s focus is environmental 
responsibility. It does state that suppliers are” responsible leaders in their fields” (100), however it does not specify 
which type of responsibility this refers to. The phrase is repeated in the description of Metro’s environmental 
responsibility, but not in their social responsibility suggesting this is the main focus. As Metro’s main suppliers are 
paper producers, it is clear that the suppliers’ environmental responsibility is a high priority. However, the absence of 
any explicit social or ethical consideration in the selection of suppliers indicates that Metro does not recognize or 
construct own responsibility for the social and ethical impact of its suppliers. Certain aspects of these considerations 
are highlighted in the description of Metros’ selection of NGO-partners (117). These are related to the cause of the 
organization being relevant in the local context and the results of the partner being recognized and documented. The 
social and ethical consideration is only made in the social-relationships and still not in regards to internal social 
issues such as treatment of employees and the like. Korsnäs similarly limits its considerations in selections to 
environmental concerns and, even more clearly, neglects to consider social aspects in the selection of any business 
relationships. One of few instances where Korsnäs explicitly discusses its supply chain or business relations is in 
discussing the “close to a hundred contracting firms” (150), who manage the forest areas. The considerations here are 
made in regards to their environmentally related training and not to ethical considerations such as the conditions of 
the workers.  

Tele2 and Millicom present two different approaches to responsibility regarding supplier. Tele2 equates 
suppliers with its own operations, as it requires suppliers to sign Tele2’s own Code of Conduct (37). This suggests 
that it sees its role to children affected by its suppliers in the same way that it sees children affected by its own 
operations. The children constructed in the code of conduct, e.g. the minors needing protection from unwanted 
content, are constructed in the same manner whether they have a relationship with the supplier or Tele2. In contrast, 
Millicom articulates specific requirements of responsibility for its supply chain, which differ in many ways from its 
own responsibilities. In its Supplier Code of Conduct (SCoC) (141), Millicom describes many issues that suppliers 
are required to take into consideration, which are not highlighted in Millicom’s internal Code of Ethics (CoE) (142), 
for example human rights violations such as corporal punishment and inhumane treatment. The SCoC further 
prohibits against discrimination based on “health status, especially HIV status” (141), which is not highlighted in the 
CoE. This could be seen as Millicom assigning more extensive responsibilities to an external party, i.e. raising the 
bar when another party is the implementer. However, this can also be seen as recognizing that certain violations are 
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more likely to occur in the supply chain than in own operations, therefore presenting a need to highlight them in 
regards to the supply chain but not internal code of conduct. The internalization of responsibility of the actions in the 
supply chain is articulated in regards to child labor.  

Millicom articulates its own responsibility with regards to child labor in a position paper on the topic (138), 
which often refers to supply chain management, integrating the responsibility to children in the supply chain into 
Millicom’s own responsibility. Further, it is clearly stated that Millicom only intends to work with partners who take 
responsibility in regards to child labor, constructing child labor as the most important aspect of supplier selection. 
However, in regards to human rights in general, the responsibility expressed in the SCoC is more extensive than that 
in the CoE. Human rights is a core motivation for the requirements in the SCoC, e.g. as a reason to prohibit 
harassment at the workplace, whereas the reason stated in the CoE is that harassment can “interfere with an 
employee’s work performance” (142). Human rights are not constructed as the primary reason for responsibility in 
the internal policies while they are given that prominence in the code regarding suppliers.  

As the opposite of this, MTG removes rights in its supplier code. Until recently5, MTG stated in its policy that 
it expects suppliers not to “employ anyone under the legal working age” (63), which excluded the recognition of all 
children employed in the entertainment industry such as child actors or artists. However, this was updated in the 
more newly released principles where MTG, at the end of a paragraph prohibiting child labor states “MTG 
acknowledges and agrees that the above principle does not apply to the use of ‘child actors’ in the film industry 
provided their working hours comply with local laws.” (64). Here, MTG simply removes the age limit on 
employment of children without referring to any guidelines as to how to respect these children’s rights, but rather 
only highlighting limits on working hours suggesting this is the only relevant consideration. There is no mention of 
the standard of a safe and non-hazardous working environment that does not jeopardize the child’s physical or moral 
development or exclude them from education. Further, there is no mention of special considerations that need to be 
taken that may differ for a child actor compared to adults. This exception does not include child singers or other 
performers. The child actor, although recognized, is constructed as having no rights or no need for special 
consideration other than working hours. MTG similarly removes rights when, at the end of a paragraph on minimum 
wages, it states that “internships are often offered on a ‘no salary/wage basis’” (64) and that the minimum wage 
principle does not apply to interns. Again, there is no acknowledgement that other responsibilities still apply, such as 
anti-harassment or working hours, or that there are special considerations needed to respect the rights of these 
individuals. 

Summary 

In this category it becomes especially clear that social responsibilities are different for each company depending on 

the structure of their business operations. The structure and importance of a company’s business relationships 

determines the company’s responsibilities of the impacts of these relationships, which further determines the context 

for the construction of these children and the company’s specific relationship with them. When a company’s core 

business is its relations, like Kinnevik’s, its responsibilities follow the same pattern. Other companies might be very 

close to a main supplier, such as Metro, or a main customer, such as Korsnäs. Although the structure of the core 

business influences the related responsibilities, it is also clear that there is a choice involved in how to construct the 

responsibility of this relationship. A company can either equate its responsibility for a supplier’s impact with its own, 
                                                             
5 After this study commenced and after the initial data collections in February and March, MTG updated its code for 

suppliers, from the previous Supplier Code of Conduct (63) to the new Supplier Conduct Principles (64). 
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as Tele2 does, or highlight the most relevant impacts of the supplier, as Millicom does. A company’s responsibility 

for suppliers tends to reflect other aspects of its own responsibilities as well. Both Metro and Korsnäs focus on their 

own environmental responsibilities to a great extent and these are also the qualities highlighted in their responsibility 

for their suppliers.  

A company’s sense of responsibility for their business relationships in many ways shows their general 

motivations for CSR. The general trend is that a company is held accountable for actions committed by business 

partners further up in their supply chain and a trend is emerging where companies are also held ethically responsibly 

for their customers. At this moment, theses companies take an explicit responsibility for social impacts of their 

business relationships to varying degrees. However, it is possible that they will all need to expand their responsibility 

in this area to match the growing expectations. Regardless of the type of responsibility or the motivation for CSR, if 

the expectations follow this trend, the responsibility of a supplier or customers’ impact will correspondingly need to 

follow the trend. 

Discussion 

1. Categories 

Children are constructed differently in the different categories as well as within a single company’s policies. They 
follow both the general constructions of a company’s responsibilities in that area as well as norms relevant to that 
category.  

Children are not constructed as potential employees despite being a legitimate entity with a legitimate claim. 

This is a category in which acknowledging children could empower them in relationship to adults and would require 

specific considerations by the company, which might contribute to the lack of recognition. 

The category of children as family members is one of the categories where children are the most explicitly 

recognized although all aspects of this relationship are not taken into consideration. Each company has this 

relationship with children although they recognize it to varying degrees. This relationship includes both explicit 

recognition of parental rights and responsibilities, which even varies within a company, and ethical treatment of 

employees in general. 

The construction of children as consumers depends heavily on the acknowledgement of consumers in general, 

which is not done by most companies. In the cases where children are explicitly identified as consumers, they are 

constructed as needing protection and never as being capable or empowered. 

Children who are affected by companies are identified to varying degrees and mostly as affected by 

environmental issues. There are several areas where children clearly are affected by the companies without being 

acknowledged at all. Although much of these effects are covered by general principles of business ethics, there are 

areas such as marketing where children have a legitimate claim on their own as they are affected differently than 

other groups. 
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The main group not covered by the initial categorization is children in business relationships. During the 

analysis it became clear that the relationship between companies and children in their business relationships is a 

unique relationship and involves a specific construction of children. 

The constructions are not consistent within each group or within each company. Therefore there is no obvious 

hierarchy between these groups of children. In general, the children are constructed more explicitly in categories 

where they are constructed as weak, vulnerable or in need, such as within child labor, children of employees, 

consumers needing protection, vulnerable CSR-recipients, as well as the same categories within business 

relationships. The group of children as CSR-recipients is the category where children are the most explicitly 

mentioned, however this is mostly in a construction of a week child. 

2. Construction of Children 

Firstly, the construction of children takes place within a wider framework of construction of relationships and 
responsibilities. As has been shown, when a company does not acknowledge a relationship with or an impact on 
children, any construction of children and their needs or rights is omitted. Further, it becomes clear that the 
construction of a category is connected to the recognition of effect on that category. In cases where it is clear and 
well established (and has been brought to public attention) that a business affects children, such as in child labor or 
protection of unwanted content, the children are explicitly constructed. However, in areas where it has not been as 
widely discussed, as children as consumers, or in areas that empower children, such as in bridging the digital divide, 
the children are not explicitly constructed. 

The construction of children must also bee seen in the context of companies constructing themselves. As the 
companies construct their relationships with the children, they’re constructing themselves: 1) children are vulnerable 
and less fortunate => company helps them in their difficult life => company is a kind and generous organization => 
those working for or associated with the company are kind and generous; 2) children have rights and are capable => 
company must respect rights and listen to children and incorporate their perspective => if the company does this, 
they are neutral, fulfilling their obligations by respecting children’s rights => if they do not, they’re violators of 
children’s rights => risk for company and people associated with it to be seen as mean towards with little to gain in 
positive image. The policies and text on the website are parts of a company’s communication with several different 
groups, such as employees, shareholders or customers, which affect and restrict the construction of children. 
Instances where a business case is used to motivate respecting human rights are better understood in the context of 
communicating with shareholders rather than with employees.  

There is a general difficulty in distinguishing between children today, and their rights, and children as the raw 
material of future adults. In some cases, children were explicitly constructed as the adults of tomorrow, while in 
other cases the right to develop of children today is interconnected with the forming of tomorrow’s adults. This is 
clear in instances of right to education and in the context of child labor where it was sometimes constructed as 
children’s right to develop and sometimes as a necessary condition of sustainable development. 

 



37 (47) 

2. CSR Theories and Implementations 

The overall construction of children in these policies shows that the concept of integrating a children’s rights 
perspective in core and everyday activities, as is the ambition of the CRBP, still has far to go. Very few of the 
constructions of children departed from a perspective of children’s rights rather than needs or them as future adults. 
Children’s rights were only included in texts regarding external philanthropy and child labor, despite children being 
identified in several internal policies as well. Although this study does not claim that these companies are 
representative for the private sector as a whole or that the analysis applies to other companies, it is unlikely that other 
companies have come much further at integrating this perspective. The notion of integrating a child rights 
perspective is so new and unfamiliar to most. It is difficult for adults to take a child perspective in general, and 
possibly even more difficult in the private sector where it has not previously been expected. However, the analysis 
shows that the children are present in the policies and core business activities, which suggests that it is possible to 
integrate a children’s rights perspective into to companies.  

Corporate social responsibility includes both being responsible for the effect of one’s actions as well as 
having responsibility to act in a way that benefits society as a whole. Much of the focus, relating to children, has 
been on the second part through philanthropic activities and not so much on taking responsibility for the impacts of 
one’s actions. If the discussion instead refocused on to the first part, the criticisms of both shareholder capitalism and 
corporate citizenship would be mitigated as companies do not spend other’s money unrelated to their mandate, while 
still increasing value for stakeholder nor do they shift the social development agenda from their own perspective. 
This suggests separating Corporate Responsibility from Corporate Social Engagement to make clear what is taking 
responsibility for the effects of one’s own actions and what is discretionary contribution to society as a whole. 

3. Future Research 

Throughout the texts it was clear that a company’s negative impact on the environment is more clearly 
defined and established than its impact on society and the construction of responsibility thus followed. Further 
research could look more deeply at the differences between the construction of environmental and social 
responsibilities. 

This research had clear limitations in that it was limited to policies and other texts. For further discussions on 
integrating a children’s rights perspective into core operations it will be necessary to understand how the people 
involved in a company perceive both CSR in general as well as children’s rights in the context. Additionally, 
research is needed on the implementation of CSR-policies from a children’s rights perspective to complement this 
analysis of the policies. This study did not look at the children’s construction of their relationship with companies, 
but rather focused on the businesses’ perspective. A future study analyzing children’s construction or perception of 
this relationship would be highly relevant. 
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