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ABSTRACT 


In this dissertation, I explore the practices created to manage business ethics and 
 corporate social responsibility in multinational corporations and the relationship 
 between them across three separate but interrelated articles. The first article 
 suggests that these practices are resident in distinct communities of practice, and 
 therefore there are boundaries in both meaning and identity that make alignment 
 between them problematic. The second article looks at the boundaries between 
 these communities by exploring the history of the professional associations in the 
 business ethics and corporate social responsibility field in the United States, as 
 well as their current articulations of knowledge and competence in their respective 
 fields. The third article is a single case study of a company that purposefully 


aligned ethics, compliance, corporate social responsibility and sustainability 
 practices and managers, and it explores both the enablers of alignment and the 
 learning stages that transformed them into a single community of practice. 


Theoretically, this work applies communities of practice, an organizational 
learning theory, within the business and society field, thereby contributing a 
helpful lens through which to explore responsible business practices and the 
practitioners that create and implement them. Leveraging this perspective, this 
research offers a theoretical explanation about why practices are not currently 
aligned and illuminates both the barriers and enablers to future alignment. 



(12)Practically, this work shows that boundaries exist between business ethics and 
corporate social responsibility practices, and calls on scholars and managers who 
seek alignment to both build intentional bridges between these communities and 
consider alternate trajectories for the evolution of these practices. Done well, 
learning across the boundaries between these communities of practice could in 
turn catalyze managers’ understanding of ethics and responsibility in business. 
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ABSTRAKT   


I denne afhandling, jeg udforske praksis skabt til at håndtere forretningsetik og 
 virksomhedernes sociale ansvar i multinationale selskaber og forholdet mellem 
 dem på tværs af tre separate, men indbyrdes forbundne artikler. Den første artikel 
 antyder, at denne praksis er bosiddende i forskellige praksisfællesskaber, og derfor 
 er der grænser i både mening og identitet, der gør tilpasning mellem dem 


problematisk. Den anden artikel ser på grænserne mellem disse samfund ved at 
 udforske historien om de faglige sammenslutninger i forretningsetik og 


virksomhedernes felt sociale ansvar i USA, såvel som deres nuværende 
 artikulationer af viden og kompetence i deres respektive områder. Den tredje 
 artikel er en enkelt casestudie af en virksomhed, der målrettet på linie etik, 


overholdelse, virksomhedernes sociale ansvar og praksis og ledere bæredygtighed, 
 og det udforsker både katalysatorer med tilpasning og læring faser, der forvandlet 
 dem til en enkelt praksisfællesskab. Teoretisk dette arbejde gælder 


praksisfællesskaber, en organisatorisk læringsteori, inden erhvervslivet og 


samfundet, hvilket bidrager en hjælpsom linse, hvorigennem at udforske ansvarlig 
forretningspraksis og praktikere, der skaber og gennemfører dem. Udnytte dette 
perspektiv, denne forskning tilbyder en teoretisk forklaring om, hvorfor praksis er 
i øjeblikket ikke justeret og belyser både de barrierer og katalysatorer til fremtidig 
tilpasning. Praktisk, viser dette arbejde, at der er grænser mellem forretningsetik 



(14)og virksomhedernes praksis samfundsansvar, og opfordrer forskere og ledere, der 
søger tilpasning til både bygge forsætlige broer mellem disse samfund og overveje 
alternative baner for udviklingen af denne praksis. Gjort det godt, læring på tværs 
af grænserne mellem disse praksisfællesskaber kunne til gengæld katalysere 
ledernes forståelse af etik og ansvarlighed i erhvervslivet.
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(17)INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION 


The past fifty years have been filled with a rich examination of the role of business 
 in society (Carroll, 1999). At the center of this work, particular emphasis has been 
 placed on the ethical dimensions of business (Crane and Matten, 2010) and a 
 company’s responsibilities to its stakeholders beyond shareholders (Freeman, et. 


al., 2010). Scholars studying these phenomena have done so both conceptually and 
 empirically, yet even with the robustness of this conversation, the fields and 


concepts related to business ethics and corporate social responsibility are still ever 
 changing and highly contested in the literature (Crane, et. al., 2008). 


At the same time, managers have developed practices, including those related to 
ethics and compliance (E&C) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) within 
their organizations. There are many reasons companies implement these practices, 
including, as suggested by Kurucz et. al. (2008) cost cutting, risk mitigation, 
legitimacy, competitive advantage and value creation.  Additionally, Treviño and 
Weaver (2003) have shown that institutional pressures including standards, 
regulation and industry norms are the primary motivation for organizations to 
implement strategies in these practice areas, but managers are the decision makers 
regarding which practices get created and implemented. In large multinational 
companies, the practices have been embedded in different parts of organization, 
with E&C practices and managers often connected to the legal function and CSR 



(18)practices and managers found more often under marketing, human resources or 
 operations. Scholars and managers have recommended aligning these practices 
 within companies (Painter-Morland, 2006, Petry, 2008, Rowe, 2006, Rudolph, 
 2006) but there is little empirical research that explores the impact of alignment, or 
 the reasons it has not yet become commonplace in United States (US) companies.  


In this dissertation, I study the practices that enact ethics and responsibility in 
 business and the people who create and implement them. The research phenomena 
 have remained the same since the beginning of this PhD, as I have sought to 


explore business ethics and corporate social responsibility not as academic 
 disciplines, but as social practices. I frame this research using two interrelated 
 research questions, informed by my theoretical and methodological approaches. 


These questions ask: 


1. How do the managers that enact E&C and CSR practices understand the 
 relationship between them? 


2. What are the enablers and barriers to aligning E&C and CSR practices? 


I decided to pursue a PhD specifically because I wanted to explore the intersection 
 of business ethics and CSR in practice. As a long time E&C practitioner with an 
 MBA focused on CSR, I was struggling to reconcile conceptual relevance with 
 practical relevance based on what I was seeing in the US multinational 


environment. Few of my professional colleagues from E&C or CSR had a good 



(19)understanding of this divide, not to mention how it might be effectively bridged. 


When I was also unable to find coherent explanations in the academic literature 
 that fit all of these pieces together, I decided I would explore the questions myself.  


This research uses communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), an organizational 
 learning theory, as the lens through which to explore E&C and CSR practices and 
 the meaning given to them by the managers that create and implement them. 


Grounded on a social construction epistemology, communities of practice theory 
 suggests that learning is a social phenomenon, and through social engagement we 
 negotiate the meaning and the identities that inform our work (Brown, 1998, 
 Brown et. al., 1989). That learning is then made more transferable to others by 
 turning it into practices such as language, routines and tacit knowledge, and those 
 practices become resident in the communities of practice in which they are created 
 (Wenger, 1998). 


As is reflected in greater detail in the methods section in this frame document, my 
research questions and my theoretical lens led me to qualitative research that seeks 
to describe the organizational practices and their meaning from the perspective of 
the people who create them. In both the first and third articles, I use qualitative 
interviews to describe managers’ perspectives on meaning and alignment of E&C 
and CSR practices in US-based multinational companies (Seidman, 2006). The 



(20)second article uses comparative analysis and traces the evolution of communities 
 of practice around E&C and CSR in the US through historical and present day 
 artifacts from their relevant professional associations. The third article is written as 
 a single case study of a high tech manufacturer that integrated its E&C, CSR and 
 sustainability practices.  


This research contributes to the business and society literature by suggesting that 
 communities of practice is a helpful lens through which to explore responsible 
 business practices as socially negotiated, contextual and dynamic. Additionally, 
 this dissertation proposes that the E&C and CSR communities of practice in the 
 US both promote and inhibit learning. Article 1 looks at why E&C and CSR 
 practices are not aligned and concludes that differences in meaning and identity 
 signal disparate communities of practice. Article 2 then explores the evolution of 
 those communities more purposefully to better understand the boundaries in 
 knowledge and competence between them that create barriers to alignment. And 
 finally, in Article 3 the enablers of alignment are explored through a case study of 
 a company that brought its disparate practices together over a period of two years. 


Leveraging my theoretical lens, this research sits at the intersection of several 
communities of practice that often struggle to overlap or align their scholarship 
and knowledge. As will be reflected later in this dissertation, the boundaries 



(21)between practices reflect the outer edge of what is known to the community that 
 created them, making those boundaries the precise place to stimulate 


transformational learning that can change both the manager and the practice. 


However, boundaries also demarcate what and who are welcome within, and what 
 and who stands outside of the community, and, therefore, they also have the ability 
 to stymie learning and prevent insiders and outsiders from collaborating (Carlile, 
 2004, Wenger, 1998). There are several boundaries explored in this dissertation. 


The primary boundary examined in this research, as indicated, is the one between 
 business ethics and CSR practices. Weaver and Treviño’s observation from almost 
 two decades ago is still relevant, suggesting, “questions remain about the 


relationship among social responsibility, corporate reputation, corporate 


citizenship, corporate philanthropy, and corporate crime, and what any or all of 
 these have to do with business ethics” (1999). This research explores whether the 
 conceptual relevance assumed between business ethics and corporate social 
 responsibility in the academic literature is reflected the same way in business 
 practice. This boundary is explored in all three articles, specifically as it relates to 
 the alignment of E&C and CSR practice in the US. 


Additionally, this dissertation seeks to span boundaries in the academic literature. 


Scholarly conversations do not always relate their findings to those in other 



(22)disciplines or literatures, reflecting the boundaries in the academic communities of 
 practice surrounding their work. My research suggests that applying a 


communities of practice perspective from the organization and practice-based 
 learning literatures within the business and society literature offers a helpful lens 
 through which to view responsible business practices and practitioners. To that 
 end, I am supported by Heugens and Scherer (2010), who suggest that, while 
 separated by the ‘tribal organization of academia” in terms of current research, 
 journals, conferences and other means of collaboration, business ethics and 
 organizational theory are interrelated perspectives on how we organize human 
 social behavior and their boundaries should be more purposefully crossed. 


Additionally, in the conclusions section, I offer a critique of communities of 
 practice theory when viewed through the lens of this research. This boundary 
 spanning is visualized in Figure 1. 


This dissertation is structured as follows. First, I will explain the theoretical 
 perspective taken in this research and how it informs the question of aligning 
 business ethics and CSR practices. Second, I will discuss the methodological 
 approach to the research. Third, I will summarize each of the three research 
 articles submitted as part of my dissertation by providing an abstract summary. 


Then I will offer several conclusions that emerge from my research when viewed 
as a body of work. Additionally, I will share the practical implications of this 



(23)research. Finally, I will offer the limitations of this research and ideas for future 
 study. 


THEORETICAL APPROACH 


Hahn et. al. (2015a) have called on scholars to look beyond institutional theory 
and resource-based theory of the firm to analyze the business and society field, 
adding that much of the current research prioritizes economic impacts over social 
and environmental ones. I answer this call by leveraging a theory at the 



(24)intersection of organizational and practice theories of learning, called communities 
 of practice, to explore the concepts of business ethics and CSR in multinational 
 companies. 


Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility Practices as Socially 
 Constructed 


This research takes as its basic premise the epistemological frame that our reality 
 as human beings is a social construction (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). This 
 perspective rejects the idea of knowledge being concrete and having a knowable 
 existence separate from people (Cooper and Burrell, 1988, Parker, 1992). Instead 
 it believes that knowing is a dynamic and negotiated social process where the 
 knower and the known are inextricably linked. In other words, we create our own 
 reality by constituting its meaning through social engagement and then reifying it 
 through practices, norms and other forms of ‘knowledge’.  


From this view, we can extrapolate that business ethics and CSR are socially 
created constructs used to conceptualize and enact normativity at the intersection 
of business and society (Parker, 1998) and reject the singular notion that they 
constitute objective truths or realities to be achieved or created. Instead, these 
concepts embody human social constructions of good and bad and right and wrong 
as it relates to business aspirations and actions. This approach does not wholly 



(25)reject concrete measures of ethical culture or the impact of CSR practices on 
 performance because they symbolize the reification of meaning within a 


community. Exploring this meaning via the managers who create and negotiate it 
 thereby provides a useful perspective on the way normativity has been constructed 
 through business ethics and CSR practices. 


The conceptualization of business ethics and CSR as socially constructed also 
 allows us to effectively step beyond the normative / empirical divide in the 
 business and society literature (Donaldson and Preston, 1995, Treviño and 
 Weaver, 2003) by conflating the two approaches. According to Parker, “…if we 
 accept this social construction of morality, rather than insist on some form of 
 trans-historical foundation for ‘Ethics’, then this effectively presses upon us a 
 suspension of our judgment, an attempt to go (for now) beyond finger-pointing 
 about good and evil in the interests of a thicker description of everyday conduct” 


(1998: S29). As suggested in the conclusions section of this dissertation, the 
emergence of this approach through the literature on business ethics as practice 
(Clegg et. al., 2007, Painter-Morland, 2008) offers a distinct alternative to the 
modernist approaches taken in both descriptive and instrumental research to date. 



(26)Business Ethics and Social Responsibility Practices as Histories of Learning 
 The exploration of practice has occurred in many fields, including strategy, 
 accounting, marketing and institutional theory (Ahrens & Chapman, 2007, 
 Jarzabkowski, 2004, Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, Skålén & Hackley, 2011, 
 Whittington, 1996, Whittington, 2011). Practice-based theorizing embodies 
 multiple approaches linked by a definition of practices as, “embodied, materially 
 mediated arrays of human activity centrally organized around shared practical 
 understanding” (Schatzki, 2001: 11). Many fields have participated in the practice-
 turn, including knowledge management, education and health care, and there is an 
 emergent discussion in the business and society literature under the business ethics 
 as practice approach (Clegg et. al., 2007, Painter-Morland, 2008). Whittington 
 posits that, “Somewhere in between the poles {of structure and agency}…there 
 are actors doing their best with what they have. Their practical spirit deserves 
 respect. Practice theorists do not sneer” (2011: 183).  


In this dissertation, I leverage the practice-turn via its application to learning 
theory, in line with Whittington’s conclusion that practice-based theorizing is ripe 
for cross disciplinary application and learning (2011). Situated learning is the 
anchor of this practice approach because it views learning as socially contextual 
and experiential (Fox, 1997, Gherardi, 2000, Lave & Wenger, 1991), unlike 
theories that prioritize cognitive learning. From this perspective, knowing and 



(27)doing are inherently interconnected, and “practice is both a production of the 
 world and the result of that practice” (Gherardi, 2000:215). Additionally, practice-
 based learning also suggests that how we know and understand the world is the 
 result of not simply the acquisition of explicit knowledge, but also the learning 
 that comes through social engagement and tacit communication (Brown & 


Duguid, 1991).  


Leveraging a practice-based learning lens to explore questions in the field of 
 business and society offers a helpful alternate perspective to the outsized 


instrumental approaches to studying responsible business practices that have been 
 taken to date. Kahler (1999) reminds us that ethics and morality are deeply social 
 concepts that articulate how human beings choose to be together in terms of both 
 explicit and tacit, as well as codified and voluntary, norms. However, within the 
 business and society literature to date, practices have been discussed and 


understood more as black box concepts that are have a singular meaning and can 
be objectively measured through quantitative empirics (see for example Godfrey, 
2005 and Treviño, 1986). This research suggests that the practices themselves 
contain a rich story of the evolution of the meaning that we give to business ethics 
and CSR when we leverage this perspective. 



(28)Specifically, this research uses a middle-level theory between structure and agency 
 (Blaikie, 2009, Denzin, 1970, Merton, 1967) and suggests that communities of 
 practice develop around a group of people purposefully engaged in common work, 
 and together they negotiate how the work gets done and what that work means, 
 with that meaning being made more explicit through the creation of practices to 
 transfer learning to other members (Roberts, 2006, Wenger, 1998). As Wenger 
 explains, “practices are thus the property of a kind of community created over time 
 by the sustained pursuit of a shared enterprise” (1998: 45). While communities of 
 practice were originally conceptualized to be emergent and organic (Lave & 


Wenger, 1991), more recently they have also been explored as purposeful learning 
 collectives to be cultivated and facilitated both within and between organizations 
 (Wenger et. al., 2002). This approach has an eye toward more effective knowledge 
 management strategies and increased organizational value and performance 


(Roberts, 2006, Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2003), which creates some paradox to the 
 socially constructed and negotiated nature embedded in the meaning of 


communities of practice, a critique that has not gone unnoticed (Contu and 
Willmott 2000, 2003; Cox, 2005, Davenport and Hall 2002). Cox in particular is 
critical of the use of community of practice as a managerial tool, challenging that 
Wenger and his colleagues changed the basic definition in order to shift to this 
instrumental perspective, stating, “Now the definition is of a group that are 



(29)somehow interested in the same thing, not closely tied together in accomplishing a 
 common enterprise” (Cox, 2005: 534). 


Regardless of its more performative evolution in recent years, communities of 
 practice theory and research shows that it is still hard to achieve learning across 
 disparate communities, with a particular emphasis on professional and 


occupational communities. Oborn and Dawson suggest it involves members 


‘learning to talk’ in order to overcome discontinuities in knowledge (2010: 843). 


To that end, it has been suggested that communities of practice could be effective 
 at aligning ‘fragmented practice” within organizations (Roberts, 2006: 625). 


However, communities of practice approach has also been critiqued for its lack of 
 attention both conceptually and empirically to the role of power, trust and conflict, 
 all of which imply that communities are, beyond simply negotiated, often 


contested and reflective of other social contexts (Contu & Willmott, 2003, 
 Roberts, 2006). 


Communities of practice span from community to individual identity, and focus 
primarily on the practice and meaning that are created between them (see Figure 
2). As it is the primary focus of this dissertation, practice in this research is taken 
to mean “doing, but not just doing in and of itself. It is doing in a historical and 
social context that gives structure and meaning to what we do…{and} includes 



(30)both the explicit and the tacit….It includes language, tools, documents…{and} 


implicit relations, tacit conventions, subtle cues…and shared world views” 


(Wenger, 1998: 47). Practices represent, therefore, both ‘the production and 
 reproduction of specific ways of engaging with the world” (ibid: 13). In essence, 
 engaging in practice and creating practices in relationship with those focused on 
 the same work is how we learn. 


The meaning given to these practices is embedded in both the community of 
 practice surrounding the relevant work, as well as the experience and identity of 
 the managers creating and implementing them (Wenger, 2000). It follows then that 
 these practices are also artifacts of the meaning the company and these managers 
 give to business ethics and CSR, and by following the evolution of those practices, 
 we can also see an evolution of learning. Practices are therefore histories of shared 
 learning (Wenger, 1998), helping to drive home the negotiated nature of business 
 ethics and CSR norms and their dynamics over time. 


Additionally, practices are constantly changing through the participation of 
 community members and their attempts to make meaning more concrete and 
 transferable through the creation of standards, routines, language and tools. 


However, as practice and meaning becomes reified within a community, the 
community also develops a “world view”, according to Brown and Duguid, that 



(31)offers an understanding of how their work “relates to other communities and their 
 practices” (1998: 96). As such, by looking for shared or disparate meaning and 
 practice across communities, we better understand the boundaries that may 
 prevent or encourage alignment (Bechky, 2003). 


Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility Practices as Boundaries 
 While most people are resident in, and learn from, multiple communities of 


practice, the ability to join new communities is not always easy. Boundaries result 



(32)when there is a significant amount of learning required in order to become a full 
 participant in another community, and are “discontinuities between those who 
 have been participating and those who have not” (Wenger, 1998: 103). Those 
 outside or seeking to join the community can feel daunted by participation because 
 there is so much to learn to be considered a competent, legitimate member (Brown 


& Duguid, 1998). Additionally, the community itself may construct boundaries in 
 the form of certifications, rites of passage or other less formal milestones to 


demonstrate that new participants have acquired the meaning and practices 
 community members view as required for full participation.  


Communities may also have overlaps, or areas of common learning that make 
 shared participation in multiple communities an easier task and negate boundaries 
 as a significant challenge to new participation (Wenger, 2000). Through the 


communities of practice lens, we cannot separate what we know from who we are 
 and what we do, therefore, the idea of alignment between practices and creating an 
 overlap can be interpreted as a new way of belonging to a community. Alignment 
 requires “broader discourses’ than a single community may have (Wenger, 1998: 


187), and must be complemented by both engagement between the communities 
and the imagination to understand the perspective of the members of the other 
community. With engagement and imagination occurring, alignment then “bridges 
time and space to form broader enterprises so that participants become connected 



(33)through the coordination of their energies, actions, and practices” (Wenger, 1998: 


179). However, engaging across disparate communities of practice to bridge 
 boundaries in practices and meaning is not a straightforward endeavor. 


Viewing E&C and CSR practices as resident in communities of practitioners who 
 steward their meaning therefore becomes a helpful way of contemplating whether 
 there are boundaries in knowledge that need to be bridged in order to understand 
 their alignment or lack thereof. Transferring knowledge across boundaries is well 
 documented as being a difficult undertaking (Carlile 2002, 2004). There are both 
 conceptual and empirical studies have attempted to understand and describe what 
 it takes to span the boundaries, with many focused specifically on boundary 
 spanning between different professional and occupational communities (Oborn & 


Dawson, 2010, Roberts, 2006). Additionally, if the eventual aspiration of the 
 scholars and practitioners calling for the alignment of E&C and CSR practices is 
 their full integration, finding the boundaries between them takes on even more 
 importance, as the transformation of practices or the emergence of a single 


community of practice is also noted as something ’rarely achieved” (Akkerman & 


Bakker, 2011: 148). And yet, Wenger reminds us that, “Many long-lived 
communities of practice have their origin in an attempt to bring two practices 
together” (1998: 115).  



(34)In summary, this exploration of the boundaries between E&C and CSR focuses on 
 the meaning of practices and the identities that managers develop from creating, 
 maintaining and evolving them and whether there are overlaps or discontinuities. 


To accomplish this task, this research not only required a theoretical lens that 
 supports the focus on manager meaning, but also a methodological approach that 
 did so as well. In the next section, those methods will be discussed further. 


RESEARCH METHODS 


Hahn et. al. also called for the business and society field to seek new methods, 


“including qualitative and subjective ones” (2015a: 6). This dissertation employs 
 interviewing as qualitative research (Seidman, 2006), with a goal of “hearing the 
 meaning of what interviewees are telling” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012: 14-15). Thus 
 my empirical work draws heavily on an abductive approach in order to focus on 
 the people engaged in the work and the artifacts that they create in order to guide 
 our understanding of its meaning (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, Blaikie, 2009). 


This approach is also consistent with the communities of practice theoretical lens 
 adopted in this research and its epistemological roots. 


Interviewing as Qualitative Research 


Interviewing as qualitative research is grounded primarily in a social 


constructionist epistemology, and makes use of “responsive interviewing,” which 



(35)is a dynamic process in which the interviewer responds to the ideas and interests 
 of their interviewee as the conversation unfolds (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). It 


leverages a semi-structured question design with the goal of exploring meaning in 
 order to understand or explain the research phenomena, in this case E&C and CSR 
 practices. Additionally, it seeks interviews that detail the perspective of the 


participant in order to provide thick descriptions of that meaning (Geertz, 1973). 


As Seidman explains, “In-depth interviewing’s strength is that through it we can 
 come to understand the details of people’s experience from their point of view. We 
 can see how their individual experience interacts with powerful social and 


organizational forces that pervade the context in which they live and work, and we 
 can discover the interconnections among people who live and work in a shared 
 context” (2006: 130). Blaikie describes the role of the researcher to “dialogue 
 between data and theory” (2009: 156), and also cautions that it requires an 


iterative process that sees the researcher deeply involved in, and then withdrawn 
from, the phenomena and its social context. Studies related to cross functional and 
workplace learning support the choice of qualitative interviewing and the focus on 
describing meaning from the participants’ perspective (Boud & Middleton, 2003, 
Hall-Andersen & Broberg, 2014). Additionally, this approach is consistent with 
the extensive use of qualitative interview methods in practice-based research writ 
large (for example, see Hendry et. al., 2010, Jarzabkowski & Fenton, 2006, 



(36)Molloy & Whittington, 2005). It has been applied specifically in the learning 
 practice context as well, including Hotho et. al.’s study of practices in 


multinational organizations (2014) and Akkerman et. al.’s study of the emergence 
 of communities of practice (2008), both of which leveraged participant interview 
 and case study strategies. 


Articles 1 and 3 both leverage interviews as the primary source of meaning that 
 drives the research findings and implications. Most of these interviews were 
 recorded and transcribed in order to preserve the participants’ own voice in the 
 research. For those not recorded, extensive notes were taken during the 


conversations, including verbatim sentences and phrases, and the notes were 
summarized immediately following the interviews. While Article 2 was informed 
by several background interviews with leaders in E&C and CSR professional 
associations, it is a comparative analysis that describes the trajectory of the E&C 
and CSR communities of practice in the US using a model of evolution. The data 
analyzed in the article is derived from the professional associations that represent 
the face of their community to both their own members and those outside of the 
community. In this way, the information can be viewed as artifacts of meaning 
related to historical events, conference proceedings, job descriptions and skill sets 
that have been reified by their professional associations. Table 1 provides an 
overview of the data collection process for each research setting. 



(37)Table 1: Overview of the data collection process 


Article  Method  Form(s) of Data  Collection 


Date 
 1: Aligning 


Business Ethics and 
 Corporate Social 
 Responsibility 
 Practices 


Qualitative 
 interviewing;  


Thematic 
 analysis; 


Thick 
 description 


24 Phone Interviews 
 (21 E&C and CSR 
 managers, 3 association 
 managers; interviews were 
 transcribed for analysis) 


Summer 2012-
 Summer 2013 


2: Professional 
 Associations as 
 Communities of 
 Practice: Exploring 
 the Boundaries 
 between Ethics and 
 Compliance and 
 Corporate Social 
 Responsibility 


Comparative 
 thematic 
 analysis 


3 Phone Interviews 
 (Association managers 
 were interviewed for 
 Article 1 and their 
 transcripts provided 
 background for Article 2) 
 2 2015 Conference 


Agendas from Professional 
 Associations 


2 Professional Association 
 Reports on Skills Sets and 
 Job Descriptions 


Historical background and 
 current practice material 
 from 3 professional 
 associations and 1 


membership organization 
 websites. 


Corroborating information 
 on historical timelines from 
 practitioner and scholarly 
 publications and materials 


Fall 2015 


3: Aligning 
 Responsible 


Business Practices: 


A Case Study  


Qualitative 
 interviewing; 


Thematic 
 analysis; 


Thick 


description;  


(Presented as a) 
 case study 


13 In Person Interviews 
 (Company leaders working 
 on CSR, E&C and 


Sustainability integration; 


all interviews were 
 transcribed for analysis 
 Company Documents 
 Public Information 


Summer 2013 



(38)While specific treatment of the material is explained in the methods section for 
 each piece of research, thematic analysis (Blaikie, 2009, Seidman, 2006) was used 
 across all research data to surface the key concepts and ideas. Coding was 


completed both according to pre-existing categories from communities of practice 
 theory and the interview guide, as well as from emergent concepts that arose 
 during the interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, Saldaña, 2009), in line with the 
 abductive nature of the research. In Article 1, 18 of the 24 interviews with 


managers were recorded and transcribed, and then two rounds of coding followed 
 on the full set of interviews, leveraging the qualitative software program 


HyperResearch. The themes ultimately mapped to key concepts within 


communities of practice, including practice, meaning, identity and alignment. In 
 Article 3, all 13 interviews with the case company managers and leaders were 
 recorded and transcribed, and then were coded through an abductive process that 
 sought to identify the enablers of alignment detailed within the interview 


transcripts. Thematic analysis resulted in the identification of three distinct 


learning stages within the case company over two years, ultimately leading to both 
 alignment and the emergence of a single community of practice. 


Interviewing as qualitative research includes a number of techniques that I 
employed in my studies. Articles 1 and 3 heavily leverage the interviewees own 
words to support each of the findings. Called thick description (Geertz, 1973), this 



(39)approach provides rich depth and focuses on the meaning made of work by those 
 creating and enacting it. This method has been used extensively in situated 


learning and communities of practice research, especially with cross disciplinary 
 work teams (see for example Orr, 1996 and Akkerman et. al., 2008). Bechky 
 specifically recommended its use with occupational communities, saying, “Thick 
 descriptions are needed to embody this construct and improve our theorizing,” 


especially when communities and practices stretch beyond organizational 


boundaries (2006: 1764). While not generalizable, thick description helps others to 
 understand the phenomena in order to research or apply that detailed experience to 
 their own endeavors (Blaikie, 2009). 


Also consistent with the interviewing methodology, Article 3 is written as a single 
 case study of TechCo that was written through interviews with 13 leaders involved 
 or impacted by the reorganization of the company’s E&C, CSR and sustainability 
 practices under a single department. While employing thick description using the 
 words of the participants, the overall intent of the research is to explain how and 
 why the reorganization happened, to draw some broad conclusions about the 


results and their meaning for TechCo as an organization and to consider whether it 
 symbolizes change in the field at large (Blaikie, 2009, Gluckmann, 1961, Rubin & 


Rubin, 2012). Yin (2003) describes case studies as a research strategy and not a 



(40)methodology, and Stake concurs, saying it is a “choice of what is to be studied” 


(2005: 443).  


While it does not employ interviewing or thick description, Article 2 emerged 
 from interviews with 3 professional association leaders, which were used as 
 background for scoping this work. This article first provides an historical 
 comparison of the E&C and CSR communities in the US by viewing their 


evolution through the five stage model created by Wenger, et. al. (2002), drawing 
 off artifacts from their professional communities. Websites, association reports on 
 the role of the Chief Ethics and Compliance Officer and the Chief Responsibility 
 Officer and conference agendas were all analyzed for key themes related to 


knowledge, experience and competence. Comparison of these themes allows for a 
 clear description of the boundaries that have arisen between these communities of 
 practice and provides some guidance on the future trajectory of their practices. 


Placing the Researcher in the Research 


In practice-based research, the researcher is engaged with the phenomena being 
 studied. The goal, to paraphrase Geertz, is for the researcher to tell his or her 
 version of their participants’ understanding of the work and its meaning (1973). 


Self-reflection through the research process, therefore, becomes an essential 
methodological tool to avoid substituting the researcher’s meaning for that of the 



(41)participants (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, Whittington, 2011). To support that work, I 
 kept a research diary through the field work and analysis phases of my research, in 
 which I captured and reflected on my own experience and worked through the 
 themes in, and my struggles with, the research as they emerged. 


Brokering between Research and Practice 


While I have been clear about the research phenomena from the beginning of my 
 PhD studies, the theoretical lenses through which I have considered them have 
 changed dramatically. The current social constructionist perspective does not even 
 hint at the earliest conceptualizations of my research, which were squarely 


modernist and objective and included a planned quantitative analysis of the impact 
 of aligning E&C and CSR practices on organizational performance.  


However, my introduction to post-Enlightenment philosophers and the 
 epistemological conceptualization of reality as a social construction had a 
 profound effect on me as both a researcher and as a practitioner. When one 


understands business ethics and CSR practices as socially situated, negotiated and 
communicated, it offers a diversity of meaning and perspectives that go beyond 
finding the ‘right’ answer and searching for an objective truth, and instead seeks to 
describe the lived experience of those engaged in the work. This perspective was 
the opposite of the prescriptive and morally concrete one that had framed much of 



(42)my professional career, leading this learning transformation to become an identity 
 transformation for me as well. I experienced grief, shame and outrage in the early 
 stages of my research as I struggled to reconcile my actualization of business 
 ethics in practice with this emergent philosophical understanding that left much 
 more room for debate, conflict and growth of perspective. Reading Painter-
 Morland’s (2008) well argued critique of current E&C practices as lacking an 
 ethical foundation left me unmoored for weeks. I also felt chastised reading Clegg 
 et. al. who channeled Bauman and counseled, “A considered ethic is one that is 
 never convinced of its own ethicality and is practised in a way that ‘is always 
 haunted by the suspicion that it is not moral enough’” (Bauman, 1993: 80, Clegg 
 et. al., 2007: 117). 


For the first two years of my PhD work, I maintained my role as Director of Ethics 
at KPMG LLP in the US, but over time I struggled to be in both worlds at once. I 
wanted more critical distance as a researcher, and yet I also wanted to ensure that 
my work was deeply informed by, and relevant to, business practice. For example, 
in May 2012, as I was amidst my field work for what would become my first 
article, I reminded myself in my research journal, “Watch your desire to close the 
questions too soon and the need/desire for certainty. It’s ok not to know and it’s ok 
to say you don’t know.” However, later that month, I cautioned myself to “come 
back to basics and have a conversation about what ethics really means in the 



(43)business community, not theoretically.” Walking both sides of the 
 research/practice boundary was becoming increasingly difficult.  


I also started to clearly see many of the boundaries in this field that had heretofore 
 been invisible because I lacked the depth of understanding needed to recognize 
 them as such. I struggled to understand them and I struggled to respond to them. 


For example, in March 2013 I noted in my research journal, “For a group of 
 people- philosophers, empiricists, practitioners- focused on the same end- 
 businesses doing the right thing- there are LOTS of boundaries, camps, temper 
 tantrums and ignoring of each other. Feels a bit like 6th grade again.” In the 
 language of my communities of practice lens, bridging these communities in an 
 attempt to find shared meaning led me to feel the extremes of empowerment 
 (Wenger, 1998) and marginalization (Tanggaard, 2007) that are well documented 
 in the literature as challenges for community brokers. 


Focus on Participant Meaning 


At the heart of this research is an attempt to paint a picture of practice that is 
 recognizable to those who participate in its creation and give it meaning 


(Alvesson, 2011, Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Throughout the interviews for Articles 1 
and 3, especially as themes began to emerge from the earliest conversations, I 
often asked my interviewees for their reflections and feedback with questions such 



(44)as, “Does this make sense to you?” “What else do you see that I’m missing?” “Do 
 you see yourself and your experience in these findings?” Their responses were 
 then used to further refine my reflections and understandings. This emergent, 
 iterative process of sharing with those involved is essential to the goal of eliciting 
 their meaning of the work and not simply reifying my own (Alvesson & 


Sköldberg, 2009). 


Especially important in this process has been reflecting on and trying to account 
 for my own embedded perspective, not only as a researcher but also as an E&C 
 professional with over a decade of experience in learning, making meaning of, and 
 participating in, practice. I was able to bring personal ‘knowing’ to the research, 
 but that could also become concrete and determinative. My iterative conversation 
 with the practitioners in my study has been the key to reflecting a more inclusive 
 picture, grounded in their meaning and learning. 


Additionally, I was acutely aware that my ability to ‘speak’ to E&C professionals 
was a benefit to my research. My language and the types of questions I asked gave 
me significant credibility with these practitioners – there was less of a need for 
introducing the research as they extended ready trust. To draw from my theoretical 
perspective, I was a competent member of their community of practice and there 
were no obvious boundaries that separated us. I was not seen as a researcher, but 



(45)as an ally and an insider. The benefit of this privileged role is that most shared 
 freely and deeply in their interviews, offering rich details about their experiences 
 and perspectives. But there are drawbacks to that privilege as well, most acutely 
 whether or not I achieved the analytical distance needed to reflect openly and 
 honestly on this work. This awareness contributed my decision to leave my role in 
 practice beginning in January 2013 so that I had enough space to be reflective and 
 to ensure the integrity of my data.  


There is also a question about my ability to achieve the same degree of credibility 
 and openness from the CSR practitioners that were interviewed. To compensate, I 
 spent more time before and at the beginning of the interview preparing and 


providing context, and I consciously shared reflections and opinions during the 
conversation. This achieved its intended result. Many of the participants quickly 
understood that I was not just there to ‘take’ but also to ‘give’; in some instances, I 
could pinpoint the conversation shift in terms of content and tone. For example, 
with one CSR practitioner, I mentioned and then shared an article that directly 
addressed a challenge she was facing in her work. With another, I passed on a job 
posting for an opening on her team to several friends and colleagues that had the 
requisite skill set. In this way, I was able to signal my understanding of their 
context and the meaning they made of their work, and invite more open, dynamic 
interviews.  



(46)ARTICLE OVERVIEW 


The three articles that comprise this dissertation have been written to answer my 
 research questions and are therefore closely interrelated. They also all have their 
 beginning in my first round of field work. In 2012, I interviewed E&C and CSR 
 managers in multinational companies to understand not only the core practices that 
 they were negotiating and implementing in their work, but also the meaning and 
 identity that resulted from that work. Several of those interviews were with leaders 
 from E&C and CSR professional associations, and those became the preparatory 
 work for Article 2. This second article specifically focuses on the reified practices 
 within communities of practice, often stewarded by professional associations, 
 which create boundaries to participation and boundaries to alignment with other 
 communities.  


As part of my first round of field work, I was also struck by the unusual alignment 
 of practices that one particular manager described in his company. This led to a 
 second round of field work, when I interviewed the relevant managers at ‘TechCo’ 


to explore the meaning they were making of this alignment process and how their 
communities of practice were changing as a result of this learning. This research 
resulted in Article 3. These relationships are visualized in Figure 3 and a summary 
of each of the research articles is to follow. Collectively, these articles explain the 
relationship between E&C and CSR practices, as well as the barriers and enablers 



(47)to alignment, from the perspective of the managers that create and implement 
 them. 


Article 1: Aligning Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility 
 Practices 


Scholars have called for the alignment of E&C and CSR practices in multinational 
companies. However, corporate practices remain separate, as documented in the 
business and society literature. This article explores why E&C and CSR practices 
have not been aligned, informed by an alternate theory called communities of 
practice.  Thematic analysis of interviews with senior managers suggests that E&C 
and CSR practices have different meaning and purpose, and demonstrates that 
managers who create and implement them identify themselves as belonging to 
different work related communities. Theoretically, this research also offers a 
useful lens through which to view responsible business practices as socially 
negotiated, contextual and dynamic. Practically, it calls on those seeking 



(48)alignment to build bridges between these communities and their practices by 
 leveraging areas of shared meaning and creating opportunities for engagement.  


Article 2: Professional Associations as Communities of Practice: Exploring 
 the Boundaries between Ethics and Compliance and Corporate Social 
 Responsibility 


For a decade, scholars and practitioners have noted the disconnection between 
 E&C and CSR practices in US corporations and called for their alignment. There 
 is scant literature on why this lack of alignment persists. This article applies 


communities of practice theory to illuminate the separate learning trajectories that 
 the E&C and CSR fields in the US have taken over the past twenty five years, 
 anchored by their respective professional associations. This article provides an 
 important perspective on the role that communities of practice play in reifying the 
 knowledge and competencies within E&C and CSR, and the boundaries to 


collaboration that exist between their managers and practices. It also calls attention 
to the fact that alignment is not the only alternate trajectory that these practices 
and their communities may take in the future, and five distinct evolutionary paths 
are explored. 



(49)Article 3: Aligning Responsible Business Practices: A Case Study  


This article offers an in-depth case study of a global high tech manufacturer that 
 aligned its ethics, compliance, corporate social responsibility and sustainability 
 practices. Few large companies organize their responsible business practices this 
 way, despite conceptual relevance and calls to manage them comprehensively. 


Through a communities of practice theoretical lens, these practices are recognized 
 as being resident in different professional learning communities, and therefore 
 intentional effort was needed to bridge these communities to achieve alignment. 


The findings call attention to the important role played by employees who broker 
 understanding between internal communities and practices, and the boundary 
 objects used to create shared meaning and engagement. They also highlight that 
 conceptual or organizational relevance between practices is not enough to create 
 alignment. This study describes the dynamics of alignment and suggests that cross 
 community knowledge sharing may include a learning stage that indicates the 
 emergence of a single community of practice. 


RESEARCH CONCLUSIONS 


This research explores the relationship between business ethics and CSR as 
enacted in practice. I offer three overarching conclusions for the business and 
society literature that emanate from my research when viewed as a body of work, 
broadly responding to my research questions. Guided by my primary research 



(50)question, I sought to understand how the managers that enact business ethics and 
 corporate social responsibility practices understand the relationship between them 
 and I draw two conclusions in this dissertation. First, E&C and CSR practices 
 fulfill different purposes and result in distinct professional identities, signaling that 
 they are resident in separate communities of practice. Second, the meaning of 
 those practices is dynamic and changes over time. My search for both the barriers 
 and enablers to the alignment of business ethics and corporate social responsibility 
 practices also led to the conclusion that the boundaries between these communities 
 of practice can be both barriers to and catalysts for shared meaning. These 


conclusions are explained in detail in the section to follow. Additionally, I offer a 
 final contribution to the communities of practice literature that emerged from this 
 research to conclude the section, namely that the theory provides space for 


negotiation and socially contextual knowing at the level of individual learning, but 
 it does not robustly explain conflict, paradox or disagreement at the community 
 level. 


Conclusion 1: E&C and CSR practices fulfill different purposes and result in 
 distinct professional identities, signaling that they are resident in separate 
 communities of practice. 


This research found that E&C and CSR practices fulfill different purposes and 
result in distinct professional identities according to the managers that create and 



(51)implement them, which signals that they are resident in separate communities of 
 practice. While this theme is explored in all three research articles, Article 1 has 
 the identification of multiple communities of practice in responsible business as 
 its central finding. This finding begins with a divergence in purpose and identity, 
 as E&C managers described their work relative to risk and the prevention of 
 misconduct, while CSR managers chose words related to impact. For example, 
 one E&C manager said, “We want to help people make good choices and that’s to 
 reduce the risk that our company faces,” while a CSR manager described the goal 
 of the profession as, “enhancing the value of the enterprise and the communities. 


It’s that shared value notion.” 


The managers also expressed a pragmatic awareness of the lack of alignment 
 between E&C and CSR practices, with most describing an informal relationship 
 within their own companies. Additionally, few of them described any pressing 
 reason why this relationship should change. One manager described it this way: 


“People can get hung up on the location of these things. Right? So I try not to 
 care too much where corporate responsibility or diversity, where things sit. I 
 think it’s about whether or not it’s an organization that regardless of where 
 things sit, you can bring together these groups to have a good working 


relationship….It doesn’t matter that Ethics reports up to a different side of the 
organization than CR does, and I think people sometimes feel that unless 



(52)everything’s under one umbrella, like Corporate Responsibility maybe is actually 
 reporting to Ethics, maybe Diversity should report in to Corporate Responsibility. 


It’s not about that. It’s about being able to navigate the organization in order for 
 those silos to be able to work together.”   


Articles 2 and 3 then leverage the presence of multiple communities of practice as 
 a starting assumption in the research. Article 2 describes the reification of 


meaning and practice that occurs at the wider community level via professional 
 associations and efforts to professionalize E&C and CSR writ large. By studying 
 the artifacts around knowledge and competence, this research demonstrates that 
 the boundaries between E&C and CSR practices and their communities are 
 significant in the US. Article 3 describes the purposeful brokering across these 
 communities and the dynamics of the alignment between E&C, CSR and 
 emergent sustainability practices and managers that occurred in a high tech 
 manufacturing company over a two year period. 


By acknowledging the multiple communities of practice relevant to business ethics 
 and CSR practices in multinational companies, this research contributes to both 
 the conceptual and practical conversation about the relationship between them. 


While there is evidence of a relationship in practice, there is also significant reason 
to see them as fundamentally separate sets of practices that may not easily relate or 



(53)align in some organizations. In particular, scholars should take care to understand 
 this divergence and account for it when scoping empirical research. The 


assumption that business ethics and CSR are interchangeable may be empirically 
 questionable based on this research. At a minimum, more research is needed to 
 understand how these practices may or may not intersect in the future. 


Conclusion 2: The meaning given to business ethics and corporate social 
 responsibility practices is dynamic and evolves over time through social 
 engagement. 


While the meaning of business ethics and CSR practices is reified in their 


respective communities of practice through practices and professionalization, that 
 meaning is also dynamic and evolves over time. We see the evolution of meaning 
 given to practices in the research. In Article 1, for example, E&C managers 


discuss the evolution of areas like supply chain transparency once considered 
voluntary and scoped under the CSR program becoming regulated and moving 
into the compliance realm. Additionally, CSR managers talk explicitly about the 
evolution of their practices away from philanthropic efforts and toward business 
model innovation. These changes demonstrate that they are recreating the meaning 
of their work and the norms associated with it over time. 
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