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(8)The third International CSR Communication Conference held in Ljubljana in September 2015, welcomed more than 80 
 academics and practitioners with around 60 presentations coming from all five continents. The conference once again 
 confirmed that studying communicational aspects of CSR is becoming important.


With a strong “core” of academics and researchers that are returning to this conference, which now has around 60% reten-
 tion rate among participants, we may be witnessing a graduate institutionalization of CSR communication in academic 
 community. Citing Scott (2008, p. 86)1, a community which connotes a “recognised area of institutional life” where partici-
 pants are trying to establish a common meaning and where interactions are becoming more frequent among the members 
 of this “community” than among scholars from the other fields of interest, indicates that a field of CSR communication is 
 slowly emerging. And, as it develops, it is important to see the progress that has been made so far and to reflect on the 
 directions taken in this evolution. 


A very brief overview2 of papers and presentations held at the three conferences in the last four years shows us that a 
 graduate shift of the themes is emerging, which on one hand, reflects the timeliness of the research. But on the other hand, 
 it also shows us how the agenda of CSR communication is changing. 


The contributions of 2011 conference were mainly concerned with the questions of the role of media and media outlets in 
 CSR communication, with different stakeholders such as employees and consumers, and challenging the issues of strategy 
 and management in CSR communication. This has encouraged the editors of the special issue in Corporate Communica-
 tions: An International Journal (CCIJ), to reflect upon instrumental approach and such emerging alternatives to studying 
 CSR communication as CCO and social constructionist approaches. The papers presented at 2013 conference tackled the 
 issues related to stakeholders, engagement, action, but also management, relationships and internal aspects. Again, this 
 development was discussed in the editorial of the second special issue of CCIJ, addressing stakeholder engagement and 
 relationship issues related to CSR communication. 


This years’ most often used words related to CSR communication research captured from the contributions’ titles are: re-
 porting, sustainability, challenges, stakeholder value and transparency among others.


Conference proceedings presenting these contributions are divided into eight main sections: 


(1) CSR-related theoretical and research perspectives, 
 (2) CSR reporting: disclosure and transparency issues, 


(3) The role of print and digital media in relation to perceptions of CSR, 
 (4) Strategic role of CSR communication and legitimacy issues, 
 (5) Exploring CSR disseminatuion and institutionalization,
 (6) Engaging and communicating with stakeholders, 


(7) Marketing perspectives on CSR and the importance of building reputational and client value, and 
 (8) CSR communication in different industries.


The conference committee wishes to express its gratitude to the conference keynote speakers, professors Laura J. Spence 
 and W. Timothy Coombs. We would also like to thank all presenters, discussants and participants from academia and prac-
 tice for sharing new thoughts and ideas and again contributing to the enrichment of CSR communication debate. And our 
 final thank you goes to the brilliant conference team as well as to our sponsors for their support.


_____________________________


1 Scott, W. R. (2008). Institutions and organizations: Ideas and interests. Thousand Oaks: Sage.


2 This short overview was done via identifying the words from the titles of presentations that occurred most frequently and 
 were considered relevant in terms of contents.
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Mapping the CSR Communication Field  in Europe


Abstract
 Purpose 


This paper explores the developments and current state of the CSR communication in Europe, both from theoretical and 
 practical/educational perspectives. Its aim is to map the field of CSR communication in Europe, its distinctiveness and de-
 velopment. The aim is also to explore the ways of how the field is institutionalising. 


Design/methodology/approach 


This is a descriptive exploratory research. The contributions and works of Europe-based scholars are examined. 


Findings 


The findings reveal that so far the institutionalization of CSR communication field in Europe has been guided and shaped 
 by three institutional logics: operational/transactional, constitutive and holistic. The main contribution, however, focuses 
 on exposing and critically examining these main approaches to studying CSR communication used by Europe-based schol-
 ars and their potential influence in the field. 


Originality/value 


The findings have implications for CSR communication scholars and practitioners and for further development and institu-
 tionalisation of CSR communication field. They also point to the potential influence of Europe-based researchers and to the 
 possibilities to further the European CSR communication school of thought. 


Keywords 


CSR, CSR communication, institutionalisation, Europe
 Introduction


Over a span of the past two decades, CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) discourse has proliferated as a result of a global 
 increase in societal demands for a revision of traditional business-centric approaches to managing business-society rela-
 tions and their replacement with more enlightened ones. Such demands placed the issues of CSR reporting and (in later 
 stages) CSR communication on the political agenda of the EU institutions and granted them higher visibility among man-
 agers and communication practitioners, which then resulted in a considerable rise in the amount of CSR-related messages 
 (e.g. Golob and Bartlett, 2007; Podnar, 2008; Crawford and Williams, 2011; Ihlen et al., 2011). In the early 2000s, Europe-
 an scholars (along with their North-American colleagues) started addressing and analysing this disclosure-related set of 
 changes in a more systematic way and have since then contributed greatly to the development of the CSR communication 
 field in Europe. 



Urša Golob


University of Ljubljana



1. CSR-RELATED THEORETICAL AND RESEARCH  PERSPECTIVES


Abstract
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(10)One can observe that several attempts at defining the role and the ‘place’ of communication within the process and (stra-
 tegic) models of CSR exist in the broader research field of CSR. In general, this type of scholarly contributions focus on (1) 
 a company’s communication about the particularities of the implementation of its past and present CSR-related activities 
 or (2) on the use of communication strategies for aligning a variety of stakeholders’ expectations so that a company could 
 gain stakeholders’ support for its CSR programmes (e.g. Maignan et al., 2005; O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2008; Maon et al., 
 2009; Du et al., 2010). 


By contrast, the scholars, who focus more exclusively on the communication aspects of CSR, are becoming less interested 
 in exploring how to fit communication within the process of CSR. In fact, they move towards the idea that CSR itself should 
 be understood primarily as a communication process (Schoeneborn and Trittin, 2013). As such, CSR communication refers 
 to “the ways that corporations communicate in and about” the process of implementing their CSR (Ihlen et al., 2011, p. 


8) as well as to “an arena where social standards and expectations for /CSR/ are constantly articulated, negotiated and 
 developed” (Christensen and Cheney, 2011, p. 494). The focus thus spans from communication as a means of transferring 
 information and gaining visibility to building dialogue with stakeholders and their involvement in the co-creation of CSR 
 meanings. 


By including the constitutive perspective to this rather broad conceptual spectrum of CSR communication, considerable 
 attention is given to the idea of CSR communication being able to inspire CSR action (Cornelissen et al., 2015) and not only 
 vice versa. This, in turn, raises questions about (1) the ways different actors - academic community being one of them - add 
 to the construction of CSR meanings by participating in discussions on CSR communication and (2) the ways their active 
 participation in the construction of meanings affects the institutionalisation of CSR communication. 


Emerging (organisational) fields can be seen as “sites of struggle in which dominant groups emerge and, with that emer-
 gence, dominant meanings become embedded” (Archel et al., 2011). The process of questioning the role of academia in the 
 development of an evolving field, such as the field of CSR communication, leads us not only to the analysis of the academic 
 community as a whole and in relation to other arenas where CSR meanings evolve, but also to the inspection of struggles 
 over the understanding of CSR communication within the academic arena itself. Our field level study is thus set to identify 
 the main research streams (i.e. institutional logics) of European-based CSR communication studies and thereby assess the 
 current state and character of academic contributions on CSR communication in Europe.


Studying CSR Communication within the Institutional Framework 


An institutional perspective, recently often used to discuss CSR-related phenomena (Brammer et al., 2012) seems to be an 
 appropriate frame for thinking about how CSR communication has become established in the European context. Institu-
 tional perspective suggests that decisions and discourses about CSR communication are not purely instrumental but are 


“framed vis-à-vis a broader social context” (Jackson and Apostolakou, 2010, p. 374).  


A new field, such as CSR or CSR communication, evolves around new institutional arrangements that give more satisfactory 
 responses to certain problems. Once responses are examined and compared, participants engage in theorisation to insti-
 tutionalise solutions. Institutional construction can be either “demand-sided” where there is a demand for solving certain 
 problems (e.g., societal expectations of businesses to address certain issues in society) and institutions are crafted from 
 the scratch by those who are challenged because no other solutions are available at that point, or it can be “supply-sided” 


where certain type of actors (e.g., scientists, professionals) have the ability to “devise and promote new schemas, rules, 
 models, routines, and artefacts” (Scott, 2008, p. 104) to solve the problems. Our aim is to explore the supply-sided perspec-
 tives, focusing on the academic community.


To provide the context for examining the emergence and construction of CSR communication field in Europe, we would 
 like to focus mainly on the cultural-cognitive aspects as sources for “shaping and interpreting individual and organisational 
 activities” (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008, p. 103). These include institutional logics defined by Friedland and Alford (1991, 
 p. 248) as “a set of material practices and symbolic constructions which constitutes its organising principles and which 
 is available to organisations and individuals to elaborate”. Thornton and Ocasio (1999) propose different mechanisms by 
 which institutional logics can shape organising at the field level. One relevant for the purpose of our examination is that the 


“meaning, appropriateness, and legitimacy … are shaped by the rules of the prevailing institutional logics” (Thornton and 
 Ocasio, 1999, p. 806). The second is related to the issues that are relevant in terms of CSR communication and that shape 
 the cognition of social actors and organisations. And thirdly, “the assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules that comprise 
 institutional logics determine what answers and solutions are available and appropriate” for CSR communication practice 
 (Thornton and Ocasio, 1999, p. 806).


Scott (2008, p. 186) notes that there are multiple frameworks differentiated around specialised arenas such as political, fi-
nancial, (anti)consumerist and so on, which are all governed by their own different logic that shape heterogeneity, stability 
and change in the actors working at the meso levels within these arenas (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008). One such level is the 
notion of (organisational) field that connotes the “recognized area of institutional life” where the common meaning system 
is being established together with the interactions among participants that are more frequent with one another than “with 



(11)actors outside of the field” (Scott, 2008, p. 86). Hence, the field “is a level of analysis; it is a place where institutional logics 
 get played out …” (Thornton and Ocasio, 2008, p. 119). 


According to Scott (2008, p. 187) institutional logics vary in their contents (the nature of beliefs and assumptions), penetra-
 tion or vertical depth (general societal understandings vs. specific understandings of how a particular area works), as well 
 as in their horizontal linkage and exclusiveness or the extent they are being contested. They also vary in terms of level on 
 which they are formed. They may, for example, emerge within the field by competing institution-building projects or ac-
 tors, or alternatively, they may be shaped by higher-order logics (e.g., political, economic etc.; Thornton and Ocasio, 2008).


Continuing with our observation of CSR communication field in Europe we can trace several macro level arenas where 
 institutional logics emerge (e.g. business and political systems, transnational associations, different stakeholders, such as 
 non-governmental organisations, and society as a whole). Our attempt, however, is to turn the attention towards a field 
 level perspective and examine how some of the actors within the field – carriers and promoters such as academics – are 
 shaping CSR communication in Europe. 


The Role of Academic Society in Constructing the CSR Communication Field in Europe
 Research Purpose and Design


If the macro level institutional construction mainly serves as a framework that orders reality, provides meaning to actions 
 taken by social actors, and gives a sense of direction for future development of the field (Thornton and Ocasio, 1999), the 
 actors involved in the field level institutional construction, on the other hand, act as “an intermediate unit” between micro 
 level (individuals and individual organisations) and macro level actors (societal and trans-societal networks) (Scott 2008, 
 p. 191) and produce sources that structure the decision making as well as practices of CSR communication. In practice this 
 means that the ongoing confrontation of different institutional logics and their ‘struggle’ over defining the purpose, the 
 character and the preferred model of CSR communication detected at the macro level (e.g. Jackson and Apostolakou, 2010) 
 also takes place at the field level conversations about CSR communication. This shifts our attention to the constitution of 
 CSR communication as a research field and the role of academic community, which, as noted by Siltaoja (2009) in his discus-
 sion on discursive construction of CSR, embodies one of the main contributors in the process of creating a shared meaning 
 of CSR and CSR communication. The vital role of academic community in shaping social reality seems tightly connected to 
 its knowledge-generating, reflective and integrative nature. Namely, the process of generating new theoretical and empiri-
 cal knowledge regarding the concept of CSR communication depends on scholars’ ability to detect the main characteristics 
 of macro, meso and micro level processes of institutionalising CSR communication (Schultz and Wehmeier, 2010), to criti-
 cally reflect upon them and explain how these levels intersect to drive the institutionalisation.


Because we place our focus on the academic contributions as an important source of institutionalisation, our field level 
 analysis aims to identify (1) main types, sources, and numbers of academic contributions based on the thematic scope, and 
 (2) research streams (i.e. institutional logics) in the European studies on CSR communication on the basis of examining their 
 discursive (content) orientation as a main indicator defining a particular logic. Our insight into the nature of contemporary 
 European studies on CSR communication is grounded on a systematic literature review. 


Recently a few similar attempts of mapping academic contributions on the topic of CSR communication have been made 
 (e.g. May, 2011; Nielsen and Thomsen, 2012; Golob et al., 2013), but none of them put the focus entirely on the European 
 context, although studies show that significant differences exist between the state and the underpinnings of CSR in Eu-
 rope, North-America and Asia (see Welford, 2005; Matten and Moon, 2008). With the intention of placing the emphasis on 
 the latter our sample is composed of those studies on CSR communication, which can be considered as a product of Euro-
 pean scholars. Accordingly, academic papers were included into our sample if at least the first author of a particular study 
 was identified as a member of a European-based institution/university. A total of 103 papers were collected by performing 
 an examination of relevant marketing and management online databases (SAGE, ScienceDirect, Proquest, and EBSCO) and 
 using a standard keywords search (keywords used: corporate social responsibility/CSR communication, communicating 
 CSR, CSR disclosure, CSR advertising, and CSR reporting). After an initial inspection 91 papers were selected for further 
 content analysis. The majority of papers excluded from the final sample addressed the topic of CSR reporting with the 
 emphasis on (the structure of) accountability standards, not communication processes per se.


Mapping the Types, Numbers and Sources of Academic Contributions on CSR Communication


Since scholars from various academic disciplines have taken interest in the communication aspect of CSR phenomenon, 
the body of research on CSR communication is often labeled as “heterogenous” (Shoeneborn and Trittin, 2013, p. 195). Our 
data analysis supports this notion by showing that European authors have published their papers on CSR communication 
in 39 different publication sources, ranging from marketing, public relations and management journals to journals of or-
ganisation studies and accounting. Yet, only a quarter of these journals (25.6 per cent) contain more than one CSR commu-
nication-related paper. In fact, 58.3 per cent of all papers have been published in a total of six journals. Two of these leading



(12)publication sources – Journal of Business Ethics and Corporate Communications: An International Journal – seem to be by 
 far the most targeted by the European authors (see Table 1), as both of them together contain more than one-third (38.5 
 per cent) of all papers from our dataset. These observations are consistent with findings presented by Golob et al. (2013) 
 in their overall literature review of CSR communication papers. By taking this into consideration, we can arguably confirm 
 that both European and Non-European authors contribute to the current fragmentation of the CSR communication field. 


Further analysis reveals that the ranking order of leading publication sources can also serve as an indicator for identifying 
 main conceptual frameworks on which authors build the understanding of CSR communication. Among European authors 
 the issue of CSR communication is most frequently examined within the framework of corporate communication (30 per 
 cent), followed by management (27 per cent) and marketing frameworks (19 per cent) (see Figure 1). This can be of rel-
 evance when assessing the nature of CSR and CSR communication studies, as the literature shows that a choice of a specific 
 conceptual framework can influence the thematic focus of studies (Lockett et al., 2006; May, 2011; Nielsen and Thomsen, 
 2012). For example, Nielsen and Thomsen (2012) report that papers adopting a corporate communication or a manage-
 ment approach to CSR communication primarily deal with CSR communication strategies and strategies of stakeholder 
 engagement as well as their influence on corporate reputation. On the other hand, the studies embedded within the mar-
 keting communication framework focus on CSR communication effects in relation to consumer attitudes and behaviour.


TABLE 1: LEADING PUBLICATION SOURCES OF CSR COMMUNICATION STUDIES


Note: The next journal in the ranking only contains one study.



(13)FIGURE 1: DISTRIBUTION OF CSR COMMUNICATION STUDIES ACCORDING TO THEIR CONCEPTUAL ORIGIN/FRAMEWORK OF INVESTI-
 GATION


Apart from their academic contributions published in a wide range of journals, the active role of European scholars in con-
 structing the CSR communication field is evident from their participation in organising special issues on CSR communica-
 tion. To date, they have served both as editors and co-editors of five special issues on this topic; in three of them CSR com-
 munication acts as a central issue, in the remaining two the connection to CSR communication is rather implicit (see Table 
 2). First CSR communication-related special issue was published in Journal of Marketing Communications in 2008. Despite 
 that, the highest level of involvement of European authors in the making of such special issues with respect to their content 
 can be detected in both issues, which appeared in Corporate Communications: An International Journal as a tribute to the 
 first and second international CSR Communication Conference (held in 2011 and 2013, respectively). 


These particular issues have also been the source of some progressive papers in terms of their dedication to: (1) exposing 
 a need for adopting a constructivist approach to CSR communication (Schoeneborn and Trittin, 2013), (2) outlining new 


‘social media’/interactivity challenges for CSR communication (e.g. Colleoni, 2013) and (3) providing an overview of the 
 development and the characteristics of CSR communication as a research field (e.g. Golob et al., 2013; Elving et al., 2015). 


Special issues published in Journal of Business Ethics in 2013 and in Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 
 Management in 2010 addressed the topic of CSR communication in a more implicit way as they were primarily focused on 
 new media as facilitators of new forms of interaction between responsible business and its audiences and on emerging 
 discourses on CSR, respectively. 


Generally speaking, special issues have added to the visibility of the concept of CSR communication and inspired much 
anticipated, albeit subtle, increase in the number of CSR communication studies, which can be noted if we compare the 
period after the publication of a first special issue to the period of early and mid 2000s. Still, the annual rise in volume of 
European-based CSR communication studies has remained relatively slow and inconsistent for more than a decade (see 
Figure 2), which suggests that the issue of CSR communication has yet to gain a more prominent place in the mindset of a 
broader pool of European scholars from business and communication disciplines and from different European countries.



(14)FIGURE 2: NUMBER OF CSR COMMUNICATION STUDIES BY YEAR OF PUBLICATION


Papers included in our sample originate from 18 different European countries, the indicator being the origin of the first 
 author of selected papers. Further, scholars from Denmark and United Kingdom (see Figure 3), whose studies together 
 account for 30.8 per cent of all European-based CSR communication studies, appear to be in the forefront of the Euro-
 pean academic debate on CSR communication. This might, in some ways, be a result of Denmark (e.g. Morsing et al. 2007; 


Gjølberg, 2010; Nielsen and Frederiksen, 2015) and United Kingdom (e.g. Moon, 2005; Jackson and Apostolakou, 2010; 


Vertigans, 2015) often being referred to as those countries which pull ahead of other members of different European re-
 gions, both with regard to public policies on CSR and actual business behaviour. At the same time, they are continuously 
 portrayed as two rather contrasting examples of implementing CSR, considering the VoC perspective (see varieties of capi-
 talism theory; Hall and Soskice, 2001). Denmark, as a representative of CMEs (coordinated market economies), is argued to 
 be characterised by its ‘welfare-state’ based understanding of business-society relations, meaning that business activities 
 are strongly entwined with the society’s well-being. Society’s involvement in CSR-related activities of the corporate world 
 is thus institutionalised; in fact, the majority of CSR directives are state prescribed and, as a result, mandatory for Danish 
 companies (Nielsen and Frederiksen, 2015). In contrast, the United Kingdom – a representative of LMEs (liberal market 
 economies) – favours a voluntary approach to CSR. As indicated by Jackson and Apostolakou (2010), this does not hinder 
 the implementation of CSR practices on the part of British companies; however, it encourages them to communicate about 
 CSR in a more explicit way.


Since, as illustrated above, noticeable differences as well as similarities exist among different European countries with 
 regard to the implementation of CSR, scholars have been able to identify (usually) four mainstream CSR models that have 
 emerged and now co-exist in the European context. These CSR models, at least for the most part, coincide with the political, 
 economic and cultural heritage of different European regions. Further, they show us how a particular cluster of European 
 countries approaches to CSR regulation and implementation, CSR reporting and CSR communication (e.g. Tixier, 2003; 


Lenssen and Vorobey, 2005; Birth et al., 2008; Matten and Moon, 2008; Argandoña and Hoivik, 2009). Following this idea, 
we decided to inspect the distribution of European-based CSR communication studies not only according to their country 
of origin but also according to its approach to CSR (communication). Our analysis reveals that European authors who come 
from countries which employ a Nordic, Anglo-Saxon or Latin CSR model have contributed a rather equal share to the total 
number of European-based studies on CSR communication (see Figure 4). Authors from Central and Eastern European 
countries (e.g. Germany, Belgium, Austria, Poland, and Slovenia), which have adopted their own approach to CSR (Argando-
ña and Hoivik, 2009), are lagging somewhat behind. This could be related to scholarly observations on how governments 
as well as business entities in these countries still struggle with developing and/or following CSR standards (Habisch et al., 
2005; Argandoña and Hoivik, 2009; Idowu et al., 2015).



(15)FIGURE 3: NUMBER OF CSR COMMUNICATION STUDIES BY EUROPEAN COUNTRIES


FIGURE 4: DISTRIBUTION OF CSR COMMUNICATION STUDIES BY MAINSTREAM MODELS OF CSR IN EUROPE


Note: Norway, Sweden, Finland, Denmark – Nordic/Scandinavian model; United Kingdom, Ireland – Anglo-Saxon model; Italy, Spain, Por-
tugal, Greece, France – Latin/Mediterranean model; Slovenia, Poland, Belgium, Germany, The Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria – Central 
and Eastern European model (for classification see Lenssen and Vorobey, 2005; Midttun et al., 2006; Argandoña and Hoivik, 2009).



(16)Exploring Discursive Orientations of Contributions in the CSR Communication Field


By turning our attention to the content of European-based CSR communication studies, we can arguably identify what we 
 refer to as three ‘camps of thought’ or three institutional logics on CSR communication and its role in modern organisations. 


Our literature review upholds the observation made by Nielsen and Thomsen (2012), who reveal that so far discourse on 
 CSR communication has been largely governed by operational and transactional logic of business-society relations. On the 
 other hand, constructivism, together with a CCO (i.e. communication constitutes organisations) perspective, has served 
 as a basis for a set of alternative discussions on CSR communication. Most recently, an idea of following a third model, a 
 holistic approach, has been employed by a rather small group of European authors (e.g. Seele and Lock, 2014; Elving et al., 
 2015) as an attempt of bridging the gap between instrumental-strategic and constructivist interpretations of the nature of 
 CSR communication. 


Contemporary definitions of CSR seem to fully embrace the idea of business and society being mutually dependent (e.g. 


Wood, 1991; Wood and Logsdon, 2008; Athanasopoulou and Selsky, 2015), meaning that corporate actions should be re-
 evaluated in relation to the social context. Nevertheless, an extensive amount of studies on CSR phenomenon has adopted 
 an instrumental approach to evaluating its value for companies, disregarding its social value at the same time (Garriga 
 and Melé, 2004). This business-centric approach, which focuses on the operational use of CSR as a managerial tool and the 
 measurement of CSR outputs in terms of profits and corporate reputation (Windsor, 2006; Secchi, 2007) has also provided a 
 resource for discussion on the supporting role of communication in relation to CSR behaviour. Authors somewhat modified 
 this narrow approach to studying CSR by exposing the value of embedding CSR within a corporate strategy (e.g. Werther 
 and Chandler, 2005; McWilliams et al., 2006; Bhattacharyya, 2010) and by recognising the importance of employing a rela-
 tional, rather than an instrumental stakeholder approach to CSR (Kakabadse, 2005; Secchi, 2007).


Our data analysis shows that a high similarity exists between the above mentioned developments of studying CSR and the 
 evolution of European academic debates on CSR communication. As in the case of international contributions on the topic 
 of CSR, the predominant part of European authors has adopted an instrumental-strategic approach to investigating CSR 
 communication. Their contributions account for more than three quarters (79.1 per cent) of all papers from our sample. 


This group of authors strives to assess corporate efforts related to communicating CSR. Their rhetoric is thus concentrated 
 either on CSR communication as a tool for increasing the visibility of CSR practices, enhancing brand/corporate reputation 
 and achieving profit-related goals, or on managerial strategies and models for effective CSR communication. Adopting 
 a Habermasian perspective, Elving et al. (2015, p. 120) argue that such studies try to institutionalise CSR communication 
 as a form of “instrumental/strategic” action and imply that CSR-related disclosure is used merely “as a medium of self-
 presentation”. More specifically, European authors, who focus on CSR communication as a tool of marketing or corporate 
 communications, orient their research around the characteristics of channels used for delivering CSR messages and their 
 content. Their goal is to provide answers to questions about ‘what’ is being communicated and ‘how’. Special attention, as 
 previously pointed out by Golob et al. (2013), is given to the characteristics and challenges of CSR communication within 
 the online environment. This thematic focus, as indicated by our data analysis, is most prominent among authors originat-
 ing from a group of countries with a Latin model of CSR, especially Spain and Portugal (e.g. Capriotti and Moreno, 2007; 


Chaves et al., 2011; Castelo Branco et al., 2014). Moreover, studies with their focus on the ‘form of delivery’ of CSR messages 
 also frequently expose CSR communication as a vogue advertising topic (Mögele and Tropp; 2010; Perks et al., 2013; Lau-
 ritsen and Perks; 2015). 


Such explicit forms of CSR communication are questioned by another stream of authors, who argue that companies can 
 employ different strategies when communicating about CSR. Two main typologies of such strategies appear in the Europe-
 an-based literature. The first one inspects the approaches to CSR communication on the implicit-explicit continuum (e.g. 


Tixier, 2003; Morsing et al., 2008; Ligethi and Oravecz; 2009). The second one categorises the same approaches on the basis 
 of the level of stakeholder engagement in the process of CSR communication employed by a certain company. Stakehold-
 ers’ role in CSR communication, from this perspective, can range from stakeholders being passive receivers of information 
 to being actively involved in the co-creation of CSR meanings (Morsing and Schultz, 2006). By pointing out that companies 
 across Europe take on different approaches to communicating CSR, we could argue that they are not so much confronted 
 with a Hobson’s choice whether to communicate about their CSR or not, but rather with a dilemma regarding the extent 
 and the dialogical potential of their communication. If the value of implicit CSR communication strategies is, at least for 
 the most part, more thoroughly explored by Scandinavian authors (e.g. Morsing and Schultz, 2006; Morsing et al., 2008), 
 no such region-specific observation can be made with regard to studies on explicit CSR communication. However, this 
 could serve as an indicator of the ‘invasion’ of explicit CSR communication practices, traditionally favoured by Anglo-Saxon 
 countries, into other parts of Europe (Jackson and Apostolakou, 2010).


A strong stakeholder orientation could also be recognised as a common denominator of studies dealing with strategic 
approaches to CSR communication.  Generally, such studies emphasize that the main goal of CSR communication from 
a corporate point of view is to align expectations of multiple stakeholder groups and gain their trust in order to optimise 
CSR-related profits (Chaudhri, 2014, p. 3). The focus in European studies, however, is put mainly on investigating consum-
ers’ expectations regarding CSR communication (e.g. Colleoni, 2013; Bögel, 2015; Lauritsen and Perks, 2015). According to 
our data analysis, mixed findings on consumers’ expectations regarding the preferred style of CSR communication can be 
identified within the European context, ranging from their preference of implicit to explicit ways of communication. Mors-



(17)ing et al. (2008), for example, report that Danish consumers put companies in a conflicting situation, by expecting to be 
 well informed, but not appreciating if companies resort to (overly) explicit forms of communicating about CSR. In contrast, 
 Bögel (2015) shows that German consumers with a higher involvement in CSR activities expect to receive detailed and 
 explicit CSR-related information from companies. Either way, the emphasis in this type of studies appears to be on organ-
 isational reactions to stakeholders’ expectations and demands, not on their proactive role in constructing CSR meanings. 


Moreover, these studies might concentrate on different communication strategies, but only a few of them explicitly address 
 the value of CSR communication as a strategic instrument which, if aligned with the overall corporate strategy (e.g. Podnar, 
 2008; Nielsen and Thomsen, 2009), can help offset stakeholder scepticism towards CSR-related messages (Chaudhri, 2014).


In recent years, as indicated by our findings, European authors have responded to the criticism of the limitations of instru-
 mental approach to CSR communication with shifting their focus from operational to performative (i.e. constitutional) role 
 of CSR communication (Christensen et al., 2013; Schoeneborn and Trittin, 2013). This shift builds on the idea that the insti-
 tutionalisation of “a language of CSR in Europe” has provided European companies with the opportunity to act in a more 
 socially responsible way (Matten and Moon 2005, p. 335). CSR communication, in this case, is perceived as the imperative 
 for CSR actions, meaning that organisational talk about CSR has the power of instigating, shaping, directing and redirect-
 ing organisational CSR-related practices (Christensen et al., 2013). As such, “CSR is not a preexisting, out there idea, but one 
 that is constructed /…/ through communication” (Chaudhri, 2014, p. 5) and should on this account be inspected as a social 
 and communicative process. Authors, who adopt a constructivist approach to CSR communication, are said to offer a fresh 
 and alternative, often contrasting, view on the role of CSR communication if compared to a more established operational/


transactional camp (Nielsen and Thomsen, 2012; Elving et al., 2015). As a result, studies with a constructivist background 
 make up less than one-fifth (15.4 per cent) of our sample. In Europe, the idea of communication being a cornerstone of or-
 ganisational reality seems to be the most accepted among the Scandinavian scholars, who take centre stage in the current 
 constructivist debate on CSR and CSR communication. 


In comparison with instrumental-strategic studies on CSR communication, this group of scholarly contributions replaces 
 the business-centric view on CSR communication with the idea of a plurality of voices which act as co-creators of CSR 
 meanings. Chaudhri (2014), for example, highlights the importance of stakeholders’ involvement in the dialogical (two-
 way) process of CSR communication. CSR meanings, he states, are being constantly negotiated and not merely transferred 
 from business entities to their audiences. Hence, the attention is no longer given solely to the content of CSR messages, 
 but to the social context/reality and its constituents as well. Further, the role of stakeholder management in relation to 
 CSR-related activities is not only informative but also relational. The goal is to encourage stakeholders to become actively 
 engaged in a dialogue with a company (Brennan et al., 2013). Central line of discussion in these studies evolves around the 
 following concepts: dialogue and (dynamic) interaction (e.g. Brennan et al., 2013; Schultz et al., 2013), networks (Schultz et 
 al., 2013), co-construction of meaning (e.g. Shoneborn and Trittin, 2013), CSR as a polyphonic construct (e.g. Castelló et al., 
 2013), deliberation (e.g. Seele and Lock, 2014), and sense-making (Schultz and Wehmeier, 2010). The rhetoric of ‘the need 
 for stakeholder engagement’, which is expected to be found in this type of European-based studies, is reinforced by the 
 findings concerning the deliberative character of new communication technologies. However, Seele and Lock (2014) argue 
 that only a limited set of online tools actually allows a deliberative discourse to develop (e.g. blogs, social media). 


Further analysis of the above-mentioned shift from operational/transactional logic, which still guides a good amount of 
 discussions in the CSR communication field and communication-related solutions employed by CSR practitioners, to con-
 structivist logic shows that the developments in the field reflect the shift captured in Quazi and O’Brien’s two-dimensional 
 model of CSR. This means that scholars are gradually starting to think about CSR in terms of ‘wide responsibility’ and focus 
 their attention on long-term benefits of CSR communication, such as (1) maintaining good relationships with stakeholders 
 that can serve as a basis for including stakeholders in the process of co-creation of CSR meanings or (2) aligning corporate 
 actions with corporate-speak on the long run, and not only on profit maximisation achieved by communication activities 
 that usually accompany CSR campaigns (see Quazi and O’Brien, 2000, p. 4). 


The third conceptual camp of CSR communication studies combines both approaches to studying CSR communication 
 and tries to critically reflect upon the professed incompatibility between the operational and constructivist approach. For 
 instance, it challenges the belief that CSR communication-action gap can only result in consumer scepticism and argues 
 that such issue could also lead to improvements in the organisational reality, provided that the performative role of CSR 
 communication is taken into account (Elving et al., 2015). Such studies try to institutionalize CSR communication as a 
 multidimensional process, which includes rather than excludes different roles of communication in the CSR context (e.g. 


informational, strategic, engaging and performative role) and recognizes the value of each of them. What is more, their 
 holistic/integrative nature also promises to address the gap between academic calls for seizing the interactive potential of 
 new communication technologies and business ‘reality’ (Chaudhri, 2014). Since this perspective, at least in the European 
 context, is still at an emerging stage, not more than 5.5 per cent of all studies in our sample can be described as holistic.


In order to examine the identified institutional logics on CSR communication within the broader institutional framework, 
we tied our classification to the categories of theoretical approaches to studying communication in institutional theory, de-
veloped by Cornelissen et al. (2015). The authors analyse how the process of communication is addressed and understood 
in studies from a variety of research fields, such as linguistics, discourse or media studies that employ the ideas of institu-
tional theory. They argue that within the institutional framework communication is generally observed as a: (1) conduit, (2) 



(18)By comparing these categories  to the three institutional logics, which guide the European academic debate on CSR com-
 munication, we notice that the characteristics of the operational/transactional approach to studying CSR communication 
 accord with a conduit model of communication. In both cases the language and communication are perceived “as a means 
 to encode, transfer, and decode cognitive contents between communication actors”. Basically, the communication is per-
 ceived as a process in which “semantic or pragmatic outcomes are already largely prefigured and predetermined by actors 
 initiating the communication” (Cornelissen et al., 2015, p. 12). According to this perspective, CSR communication is used as 
 a means to achieve business goals in a highly business-centric and thus asymmetrical context.


The constructivist logic, on the other hand, falls somewhere between the category of performative approach to communi-
 cation and the model of communicative institutionalism. The former represents an upgrade of perceiving communication 
 strictly in transactional terms and recognises that institutions are not preexistent structures, but arise in the process of con-
 tinual production and reproduction of meanings, where communication plays a central role. Nonetheless, in studies which 
 apply a performative approach to CSR communication and deal with CSR discourses, frames or rhetorical construction “acts 
 of a speaker are usually privileged over those of a listener” (Cornelissen et al., 2015, p. 13). In such cases, for example, the 
 need to establish a dialogical exchange between a company and a wider network of its stakeholders is clearly recognised, 
 but the emphasis remains on a company as the ‘initiator’ of such exchange and on stakeholders as actors/listeners who are 


‘given’ the opportunity to participate in the creation of CSR meanings (e.g. Christensen et al., 2013; Schmeltz, 2014; Seele 
 and Lock, 2014). The model of communicative institutionalism, however, tries to represent the emergence of institutions as 
 a collaborative effort of actors involved in a communication process, which all act as interprets, producers, and reproducers 
 of meanings (e.g. Schoeneborn and Trittin, 2013). As both communicative institutionalism and constitutive approach to 
 CSR communication are inherently connected to and inspired by the CCO perspective, the constitutive role of communica-
 tion here is even more pronounced than in the case of performative models of communication (Schoeneborn and Trittin, 
 2013; Cornelissen et al., 2015; Ocasio et al., 2015). But the question remains how can such approaches gain more attention 
 from scholars in the field of CSR communication. It seems that the first step would be to adopt the concept of dispersive 
 CSR along with the idea of the need for the inclusive co-creation of CSR meanings (Ludescher et al., 2012). Finally, the ho-
 listic approach to studying CSR communication, as already mentioned, tries to bridge the gap between individual (generic) 
 approaches to analysing communication within the institutional framework and bring to view that these aproaches can be 
 carried out simultaneusly but in “different forms and for different purposes” (Elving et al, 2015, 124).


TABLE 2: THE INSTITUTIONAL LOGICS ON CSR COMMUNICATION WITHIN THE BROADER INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK



(19)Conclusions


CSR communication has become an important notion inside a wider CSR field, both in practice and research. In Europe, 
 CSR might have had a rather long tradition, however it was mostly practiced in an implicit way. The CSR term as we know 
 it today in Europe was introduced into the lexicon not so long ago together with the forces that made CSR much more 
 explicit (Strand et al., 2014). The explicitness has brought into the forefront the importance of communication processes in 
 CSR, both from the perspective of sharing information and establishing dialogues. 


Our analysis of academic contributions as one of the most influential sources on the “supply-side” (Scott, 2008) exposed 
 three institutional logics that structure and frame the decision making, practices of and developments in CSR commu-
 nication in Europe: operational/transactional, constructivist, and holistic. As a result of the current predominance of the 
 operational logic, the CSR communication is explored primarily through the prism of profit maximisation, transactions with 
 stakeholders and a set of guidelines for using specific channels and strategies of CSR communication, which, if applied ap-
 propriately, supposedly translate into benefits for companies. The remaining approaches offer alternative ways of thinking 
 about communication in relation to CSR that are centred around and powered by concepts, such as participation, social 
 construction of meaning and network society. These approaches also carry the potential to inspire innovative and transfor-
 mative CSR communication practices that would go beyond the scope of the traditional marketing communication tools 
 and towards new forms of participation with stakeholders, following perhaps the lessons provided by the latest trends in 
 the area of the participatory digital democracy.


To conclude, the study offers a starting point for further research on CSR communication within the institutional frame-
 work. The developed categorisation of institutional logics that shape the CSR communication field in Europe would benefit 
 greatly from further inspection either within a global research field of CSR communication or within other arenas (e.g. 


supranational organisations, professional associations), where institutional construction of CSR and CSR communication 
 takes place.
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