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Abstract 

 

A wide variety of studies analyzed firms’ CSR disclosures through the lens of legitimacy theory. 

Arguing that CSR disclosure is a communicative tool to legitimize a company’s position in society. 

The aim of this study was to explore themes that Swedish heavy industrials disclose regarding 

CSR. To do so, this paper examined CSR reports and press releases of Swedish heavy industrials 

for 2002, 2009 and 2016, through quantitative content analysis. Our paper finds empirical evidence 

that there is a convergence of CSR disclosure among Swedish heavy industrials, in terms of content 

and quantity. Moreover, this study shows that Swedish heavy industrials use strategies in their CSR 

disclosure that deflect attention from- or lower expectations of their business practices. In addition, 

we found that Swedish heavy industrials are increasingly linking CSR practices to value creation.  

 

Keywords: CSR disclosure, Swedish industrials, legitimacy theory, value creation 
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1. Introduction 

 

The call for more sustainable economic systems seems to have grown stronger in the recent decade. 

The Paris climate agreements in 2015 being the prime example of an international political demand 

for a more sustainable future. But this demand is not solely confined to the political arena or 

environmental pressure groups. A growing demand for sustainability can also be observed in the 

capital markets. This is demonstrated by the increasing amount of sustainability indices, such as 

the DJSI (Guthrie et al.,2009). Or with big investments firms such as Blackrock stressing that ESG 

factors (Environmental, Social and Corporate governance) are increasingly important for investors 

(2019). This sentiment is echoed by Investor and Industrivärden, two large Swedish investment 

firms. Investor set a high standard for sustainability practices of firms in their investment portfolio 

(Investor AB, 2019). Further, Industrivärden insists that sustainability is a vital key in long term 

value creation (Industrivärden, 2019).Statements which  is in contrast with previously held notions 

that the sole focus of investors was bottom line performance. Nowadays, investors and legislators 

seek to hold firms accountable, as well as transparent, about their societal impact. A movement 

that is in part accomplished by initiatives such as the GRI sustainability reporting framework. This 

has led to an increasing number of firms disclosing a separate report which covers their 

environmental-social impact. 

 

The effects of corporate social responsibility (CSR) disclosures has also garnered the attention of 

the academic world. There has been extensive research on potential relations between CSR 

disclosure practices and financial performance (Hassel et al., 2005) and shareholders reactions to 

news of companies being listed on a sustainability index or other CSR-related news (Ramiah et al., 

2013). However, these areas of research neglect to analyze the actual contents and types of CSR-

information that is published by firms.  

 

Another area of research within CSR-disclosures focuses on the motives and contents of said 

disclosures. Within these studies, motives for CSR reporting are frequently discussed through a 

lens of legitimization theory and operationalized via content analysis. It is theorized that much 

voluntary CSR disclosure and projects are a part of firms trying to legitimize themselves to their 

stakeholders (Deegan, 2002). Previous research by Guthrie et al.’s (2009), on the Australian food 

and beverage industry suggests that factors such as: national context, industrial sector and a firm’s 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ofmj6v
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?c5nx0m
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?84R6Y9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4rDfxo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pAWTlF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pAWTlF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Yqgz28
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CSR profile are important factors in analyzing the content and purpose of firm’s CSR disclosure. 

Meaning that within the discussion of CSR-initiatives it is pertinent to consider the firm and its 

context. Further, research within the field of CSR- disclosure determines that time frame is also a 

relevant factor. Since, CSR- disclosure may shift to alleviate concerns regarding contemporary 

issues (Ahmed Haji, 2013). Thus, it is important to note that an analysis of CSR- related content is 

subject to a wide variety of different factors. 

 

However, research on the contents of Swedish CSR-reports is scarce. Which is noteworthy due to 

the prevailing sentiment that it is a nation with a relatively high focus on sustainable business and 

a sustainable economy. In the past 10 years, Sweden has consistently held a position in the top 10 

most sustainable countries according to the environmental performance index, produced by Yale 

university (2018 EPI Results | Environmental Performance Index, 2018). The country also has an 

outspoken commitment to the UN-sustainability goals (Regeringskansliet, 2015). 

Further, Sweden has recently made it mandatory for firms to submit a yearly sustainability report 

(Westman, 2016). Additionally, Swedish heavy-industrials (Verkstads Industrier), Sandvik, SKF, 

Atlas-Copco and ABB to name a few, have regularly been noted on the DJSI- EU index since its 

establishment in 2010. It is worth noting that either Investor or Industrivärden has had significant 

ownership influence over these heavy industrials for the past two decades (Thomson Reuters Eikon, 

2019).  

The regular listing of Swedish heavy industrials is particularly interesting considering the DJSI 

best in class approach in choosing its index constituents. Which means that of those firms that 

apply to be included on the index, the Swedish companies have been regarded as the most suitable 

of all applicants.  

However, as far as we are aware there has been no extensive analysis of the CSR disclosure of 

Swedish heavy industrials. Therefore, a study within this field would reveal insights to the content 

of Swedish industrial’s CSR-work and whether it differs significantly within the industry. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?itlT0A
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sh4Dw0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sh4Dw0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sh4Dw0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?9xE322
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?rQqn9R
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1.1 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine CSR disclosure of Swedish heavy industrial firms and 

establish the similarities and differences in their disclosure practices. This will be operationalized 

with a manual quantitative content analysis of the firm’s disclosed CSR information.  

 

1.2 Research question 

What CSR themes are disclosed by Swedish heavy industrials and does the emphasis differ?   
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2. Literature review  

2.1 The definition of CSR  

From the 1950s onwards there have been several attempts to define corporate social responsibility. 

The following section will provide a concise overview of notable contributions and highlights on 

CSR definition development. This overview is valuable because it addresses the elusiveness of the 

term CSR and tries to clarify the main thoughts on what CSR is. 

 

The first study that delved into the phenomenon of CSR is Bowen (1953), he described corporate 

social responsibility as: “The obligation of businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those 

decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values 

of our society” (p.6). Research in the sixties and seventies (Davis, 1960; McGuire, 1963; Walton, 

1967) predominantly agreed with Bowen’s definition and extended on what those policies are 

meant to be. Walton (1967) emphasized that CSR practices should be based on voluntarism and 

will include certain costs that cannot directly be linked to measurable economic returns in the 

future. What actions are considered CSR, what the goal of CSR is and, who the stakeholders are, 

remained rather ill-defined.  

 

In the seventies a wide variety of CSR definitions emerged. First attempts were made to describe 

whom should be the beneficiaries of CSR practices. Johnson (1971) introduces a stakeholder 

approach and defines a number of CSR interest groups, such as customers, employees and the 

community. Moreover, he challenges the thought that CSR doesn’t serve an economic purpose. He 

argues that CSR is about businesses carrying out social programs that will add profits to the firm 

in the long-run. However, a survey by the American Committee of Economic Development among 

business people and educators in 1970, shows that two thirds of respondents believe that businesses 

have a moral obligation to help other institutions to achieve social progress, even at the expense of 

profitability (Carroll, 1999). Which indicates a contradiction to Johnson’s (1971) belief that CSR 

practice serves a long-term profit purpose. 

 

Another study that was key in the debate on CSR is Manne & Wallich (1972). They further expand 

on the purpose of CSR. The two researchers have varying views on the subject at hand but agree 

on three components that should be included to qualify an action as CSR practice: (1) the activity 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XYQQNj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ISV6Yp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ISV6Yp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BNWnOg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dfh1JI
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should have lower marginal returns to the company than the returns from an alternative 

expenditure, (2) the activity must be purely voluntary, (3) and must be an actual corporate 

expenditure. Manne does however acknowledge that it is very difficult to separate business 

activities from CSR practice, and to distinguish what could be considered “voluntary” instead of 

an action driven by social norms. Wallich, on the other hand, argued that CSR practices could be 

partially defensible, but that proper corporate responsibility is to serve the stockholders’ interests 

(Manne and Wallich, 1972).  

  

Another attempt to add to define CSR comes from Fitch (1976), who says as follows: “Corporate 

Social Responsibility is defined as the serious attempt to solve social problems caused wholly or 

in part by the corporation” (p.38). This implies that the company shall solely focus on those social 

problems that are caused by the company. Which raises the question if practices, that aim to solve 

social issues, not necessarily caused by the company are not considered CSR. Moreover, how does 

one estimate which social problems are a direct result of company practice? Zenisek (1979) raised 

concerns about the lack of theoretical or empirical support for attempts to define CSR. He 

developed a model that provided a critical assessment of components of CSR, which could be 

deemed helpful, he however also failed to deliver a definition of CSR.  

 

Carroll (1999) describes the eighties as a decade that has done little to redefine the concept of CSR 

but rather gave way to research on the concept and develop alternative concepts such as, corporate 

social responsiveness, business ethics and stakeholder management. Drucker (1984) made a 

notable contribution to the definition development of CSR by stating that proper CSR is the 

business’ ability to turn a social problem into economic opportunity, economic benefit, human 

competence, well paid jobs and wealth (p.62). Which shares similarities with Willich’s earlier work 

that also emphasized on the economic aspect of the outcomes of CSR practices.  

 

According to Carrol (1999) very few notable contributions to the definition of CSR occurred in the 

nineties. Research was, even more than in the eighties, focused on developing alternative concepts 

and research the effect of CSR practices, such as relating CSR practice to corporate profitability. 

More recent research primarily criticizes previous attempts to define what CSR is. Henderson 

(2001) says that there’s no concrete or well-established consensus to provide a basis for the CSR 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Kl3xee
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?E8hI67
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?V8scOv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eELnM5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?LjS4um
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concept. Van Marrewijk (2003) adds to the confusion by claiming there’s no all-encompassing 

definition of CSR and saying that overlapping terminology and conceptual models complicate the 

academic debate. Sahlin- Andersson (2006) stresses that it is far from clear what CSR stands for. 

 

However, there has been an extensive increase of CSR reporting, reporting frameworks and 

research related to CSR disclosure practices (Deloitte, 2016; Vartiak, 2016). Triple Bottom Line 

(TBL) reporting evolved to a prominent disclosure practice. Elkington (1998), expands on the term 

TBL that he coined in 1994. TBL adds to single bottom line reporting, where solely profits are 

measured and reported. Elkington (1998) outlined the three P’s, profit, people and planet, which 

expands reporting practice with environmental and social disclosures. 

 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is one of the first widely recognized and adopted reporting 

frameworks that allows for standardized TBL reporting (Pedersen, 2015). In 2017, 63 out of the 

100 largest firms, and 75% for the Global Fortune 250 companies reported applying the GRI 

framework (Blasco and King, 2017). GRI aims to improve the quality and comparability of CSR 

reporting. The framework is either integrated in a company annual report or published in a different 

report completely dedicated to CSR disclosure. In 2016 the GRI introduced the GRI standards, 

which are the first global standards for CSR reporting, moving towards a more restricted and 

mandatory style of CSR disclosure (GRI Standards Download Homepage, 2018)  

  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zI4J3d
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EMVNnr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kcGYqg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?blxgGu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?blxgGu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?blxgGu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lAsHNl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IyQwPw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GKTKO6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GKTKO6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GKTKO6
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3. Theoretical framework 

3.1 Legitimacy theory  

According to Deegan (2002) legitimacy theory has its theoretical roots in the organizational field. 

In this field, the theory is used to analyze the motives behind how organizations interact with 

society. Further, the theory depends on the existence of a social contract between the firm and 

society (Deegan, 2002). Mathews (1995) claims that the terms of the social contract are contingent 

on the firm providing a net positive to society. O’Donovan (2002) further argues, that without the 

approval of society, or if a significant breach of the social contract was to occur, the existence of a 

firm would be an impossible feat. 

 

Legitimacy theory lends an essential tool in interpreting the interactions of a firm with society 

(Dowling and Pfeffer 1975). From this perspective the firm is bound by what is considered 

acceptable by society or run the risk of appearing illegitimate. A continued public perception of 

illegitimacy could jeopardize the continued existence of the firm. Further, as the norms of society 

shifts over time, so will the perception of acceptable corporate practice (Mathews, 1995). Which 

implies that firms may have to justify past actions to remain legitimate in the present.  

 

It is also important to note, that a firm’s legitimacy does not exist in a vacuum, that one action will 

neither completely erode its legitimacy or render an illegitimate organization legitimate (Suchman 

1995). Rather, legitimacy is determined by the sum of a firm’s actions. Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) 

further explain that an action’s legitimacy is not always overt. For, society may regard some legal 

actions as illegitimate and vice versa. 

 

Entities may choose to engage in legitimization seeking activities, when there is a significant 

discrepancy between firm-behavior and socially acceptable behavior; a so-called legitimacy gap 

(Deegan, 2002). These legitimacy gaps, if left unattended can eventually lead to the firm being 

considered entirely illegitimate. According to Patten (1992) firms use CSR disclosure as a tool to 

bridge these legitimacy gaps. Thus, it can be reasoned that firms engage in CSR work due to 

external pressures from society (Patten, 1991). 

 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6Aq38H
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eSS7dJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aGifXi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?E5c7UB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?WWe4b1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?g5ql20
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GnQMUt
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Similar to the definition of CSR being an inconclusive and complex discussion. There are 

dissenting opinions of why companies disclose CSR information. However, the legitimization 

theory is the prevailing theory which is utilized in the CSR literature to analyses the disclosure of 

CSR and the reason for it (Guthrie et al., 2009). Where legitimacy theory provides researchers with 

a reliable framework to conduct an analysis of firm’s CSR disclosures. According to O’Donovan, 

(2002) instances of legitimacy reaffirming behavior, can be examined by looking at the increase of 

CSR disclosure as a reaction to public sentiment.  

 

Thus, the firm tries to mitigate the damage to its legitimacy by increasing disclosure or other 

methods of public information (Deegan et al., 2002). Therefore, the act of engaging in CSR related 

work or informing about those actions can be seen as attempts of legitimizing the firm to the rest 

of society, in part ensuring its future existence (Castelo Branco and Lima Rodrigues, 2006; Patten, 

1992; Reverte, 2009).  

3.2 Industry effect on CSR practice  

Several studies aimed to examine if a company’s industry affects its CSR disclosure practice. 

Roberts (1992) looked at industry effects on CSR disclosure by creating two sample groups, he 

labeled one of the groups as high-profile industry and the other as low-profile. Companies in the 

high-profile group are active in more politically risky, competition heavy or consumer visible 

industries, whereas companies in the low-profile group are less exposed. Guthrie et al (2009) and 

Campbell, Craven & Shrives (2003) use a similar approach. Guthrie et al (2009), divides the 

Australian food and beverage industry into three sub-industry groups varying in risk profile. 

Campbell Craven & Shrives (2003) look at the negative by-products as result of industries core 

activities and make a division based on an industries sinfulness. The assumption of these studies is 

that according to legitimacy theory companies active in more CSR sensitive industries have to close 

a bigger legitimacy gap (Guthrie, 2009). Meaning that these companies have to make a bigger 

effort in legitimizing their function in society. 

 

 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ExHOGW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6oK0v5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?6oK0v5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2TMQAf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2TMQAf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XSkuGv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?T0Uo1c
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Roberts (1992) and Guthrie (2009) found supporting evidence that corporations with a high profile 

are more likely to disclose CSR activities. Whereas, Campbell, Craven & Shrives (2003) findings 

were partially inconsistent with legitimacy theory. Their results showed that numerous sinful 

companies, that were hypothesized to have relatively more CSR content actually disclosed less. 

 

This study aims to contribute to previous literature by examining whether disclosure similarities or 

differences can be found for one specific industry that is considered to have a relatively high-

profile. This is in line with suggestions for further research by previous studies (Guthrie et al, 2009; 

Gray et al., 2001) and similar to Guthrie et al (2009) approach who also looked at CSR disclosure 

in one specific industry in Australia.  

  

The industry chosen in this paper is the heavy industrials in Sweden. As noted earlier in this paper 

Sweden stresses sustainable development (2018 EPI Results | Environmental Performance Index, 

2018), which according to legitimization theory, should imply that the societal pressure for proper 

CSR practices and ethical business is relatively high. The external pressure on heavy industrials is 

likely to focus on similar aspects of the core business in this sector. Therefore, one could expect a 

certain convergence of CSR disclosure. This leads to the following proposition that contributes to 

main research question: 

  

Proposition 1: Swedish companies active in the heavy industrials sector will use similar CSR 

disclosure to legitimize their business.  

3.3 Legitimization strategies  

As discussed in an earlier section CSR practice is a product of a firm's legitimizing behavior. 

According to Guthrie et al (2009) there are a variety of techniques and strategies that firms might 

use to improve or maintain legitimacy. They refer to strategies suggested by Gray, Kouhy and 

Lavers (Gray et al., 1995) and Dowling and Pfeffer (1975). 

 

Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) analyzed a variety of organizational behaviors through empirical 

research and summarized how firms seek legitimacy. They suggest three techniques or strategies 

that are widely used by organizations to legitimize their role in society: (1) Organizations which 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FoECCx
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?h9G9Ux
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value, product or operations are at variance with what is deemed desirable by society, will make 

an effort to change their business so that it conforms with the wishes of society. (2) Organizations 

could attempt to change the values of society. (3) Organizations might seek legitimization through 

a form of co-optation, meaning that they will collaborate or seek support from influential 

individuals or groups that have a legitimate status.  

 

In later research by Gray et al (1995) the use of strategies to legitimize is expanded. Gray et al 

(1995) presents four legitimization strategies that are employed by companies to gain or maintain 

legitimacy in the societal arena. (1) An organization tries to inform its stakeholders about the efforts 

of the company to adhere to societal rules and norms. (2) An organization attempts to change the 

values and norms of its stakeholder without changing company practice. (3) An organization may 

use emotive symbols as decoy to misdirect the attention of critical stakeholders. (4) An 

organization seeks to alter the expectations of its performance. The first and third strategy  are quite 

comparable to Dowling and Pfeffer’s (1995) first and third strategy. Where Gray’s second and 

fourth strategy expand on Dowling and Pfeffer’s second strategy and aim to make it more precise.  

 

As noted earlier, companies with a high-profile in society are expected to have more CSR 

disclosure to address a potential legitimacy gap. According to Guthrie (2009) high-profile 

companies would therefore also have incentive to employ more legitimization strategies. Although, 

some research has shown that high-profile companies in the same industry does not necessitate 

identical legitimacy needs in all sensitive areas (Campbell, 2003; Wanderley et al., 2008). The 

results of these studies are corroborated by Jenkins and Yakovleva (2006) study of CSR disclosures 

within the mining industry. The study finds evidence that the CSR reports are developing similar 

stylistic traits. However, the results are not universal for the entire industry. Thus, indicating a 

variability in legitimization practices despite belonging to the same industry.  

 

We argue that companies, active in the Swedish heavy industrial sector, are high-profile companies 

for a number of reasons. Firstly, the industrial sector contributes significantly to Swedish gross 

domestic product (Sveriges BNP, 2016) and therefore draws a lot of attention from the political 

arena, labor unions, media and investors. Secondly, the industrial sector is the second largest 

polluter when it comes to carbon emissions in Sweden (Utsläpp av växthusgaser i Sverige, 2017). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8JHhdF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?G3Sq4v
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4oQUli
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4oQUli
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4oQUli
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8TNAqG
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Thirdly, the occupational gender gap in the industrial sector is relatively large compared to other 

sectors (Global Gender Gap Report, 2017). Fourthly, Swedish heavy industrials are a big consumer 

of energy (electricity and heating) (Energimyndigheten, 2016) Lastly, the heavy industrials sector 

is known to cope with safety concerns due to a relatively high number of work related accidents 

(Eurostat, 2018).  

 

Guthrie et al (2009) uses Gray’s strategies to estimate what kind of strategies high-profile 

companies use to disclose CSR information related to sensitive issues. Guthrie et al (2009) 

empirical results suggest that strategy 2 and 4 of (Gray et al., 1995) studies will specifically be 

employed by high-profile companies. Therefore, we expect Swedish heavy industrials to make 

relatively more use of these strategies when reporting on environmental and energy challenges, 

gender equality and employee health and safety issues. This leads to the following proposition. 

 

Proposition 2: The use of strategies that focus on changing public perception, deflect attention and 

/ or changing external expectation by Swedish heavy industrials is relatively higher than the use of 

other strategies.  

3.4 Ownership effects & CSR paradigms 

As briefly mentioned in the CSR definition section, there is a discrepancy on the definition of 

corporate social responsibility. This discrepancy is largely explained by the underlying 

disagreement on the societal role of organizations. Manne & Wallich (1972) is a prime example of 

this disagreement. Manne, in addition to Bowen et al. (1953); Schwartz and Saiia, (2012); Strand 

and Freeman, (2015), defends one side of the spectrum that organizational practices should aim to 

fulfill the needs of all stakeholders, whereas Wallich seems to agree with Friedman (1970) in 

claiming that the sole purpose of the organization is to serve its shareholder.  

 

This debate has affected corporate behavior related to CSR activity and disclosure. Jose and Lee 

(2007) distinguish two phases of CSR disclosure practices, where the first phase is characterized 

by law-obedience behavior. In this phase corporate CSR disclosure was shown to be more reactive 

to external pressure. Companies disclosed CSR on a mandatory basis and activity had to be 

legitimized through cost considerations, CSR was perceived as an expense without an observable 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?acESCJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EezbDU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IRMV0Z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?P6rZG0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?P6rZG0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?P6rZG0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HHLARC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HHLARC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mWU5Nf
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connection to profit. A view that supports Walton’s (1967) perception of CSR, arguing that it has 

no direct link to profit creation. In the second phase, CSR activity and disclosure are considered to 

be compatible with profit optimization. CSR and reporting about CSR are no longer a cost, but 

rather a means to create competitive advantages. This notion of CSR is in line with Johnson (1971), 

who argued that CSR practice will eventually increase the long-term profits of a firm. Jose and Lee 

(2007) argue that in this phase stakeholders believe that there is a market premium for companies 

with corporate social responsibility action and disclosure. CSR has turned into a value creating 

phenomena. 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, Swedish investors seem to acknowledge the value creating aspect 

of corporate social responsibility and sustainable practice. For instance, (Industrivärden, 2019; 

Investor AB, 2019) are increasingly emphasizing the importance of CSR and its potential for value 

creation. These investment companies own a significant share of the Swedish Industrial sector. 

This paper argues, based on previous outlined legitimacy theory, that Swedish heavy industrials 

will recognize and comply with pressure of major shareholders for CSR practice and disclosure. 

Closing this legitimacy gap should be reflected in heavy industrials’ business activities and the 

contents of their CSR disclosure.  

 

Prado-Lorenzo et al. (2009), obtained supporting evidence that the influence exerted by majors 

shareholders have a significant effect on a firm’s CSR report. In line with legitimacy theory, they 

argue that CSR reporting is used as a mechanism through which a firm provides information that 

suits the interests of important shareholders. Furthermore, Prado-Lorenzo et al., (2009) argue that 

a firm will most likely adopt decisions that maximize its own economic, environmental and social 

behavior, when one of its main shareholders is concerned about the long-term survival of the firm, 

whilst maintaining his or her own reputation. A scenario that is apparent for Swedish heavy 

industrials, as mentioned before, Swedish heavy industries ownership structure is characterized by 

having dominant shareholders that care about (or at least claim to care about) their sustainable 

reputation (Industrivärden, 2019; Investor AB, 2019).  

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?h1DTpx
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?h1DTpx
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8uizPX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8uizPX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8uizPX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?241XQY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?XiQqYW
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The combination of a shift towards CSR disclosure that emphasizes the value creating aspect of 

CSR, and the increasing demand interest of shareholders in a firm’s CSR reporting could both 

impact the CSR reporting of Swedish heavy industrials. This leads to the following proposition: 

  

Proposition 3: Swedish heavy industrials CSR disclosure shows an increased focus on value 

creation. 
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4. Methods 

4.1 Content analysis  

This paper has used a manual content analysis to test the three previously formulated propositions 

to answer the research question. Content analysis is a broadly recognized method in business 

studies and has been used by numerous studies examining CSR disclosure (Deegan, 2002; 

Gamerschlag et al., 2011; Gray et al., 1995; Guthrie et al., 2009; Zeghal and Ahmed A., 1990). In 

this study a deductive approach to content analysis is chosen. This entails that the coding of content 

is done with the guidance of a checklist of pre-defined categories. The specifics of the coding 

schematics are described below. Using a longitudinal approach of content analysis allows us to 

discover potential trends and patterns in CSR disclosure, which is necessary to address the time 

element included in proposition one.  

 

To increase the validity of our content analysis, predefined content and unit of analysis are required. 

As these precautions alleviate some of the inherent concerns of using a manual content analysis, 

such as inconsistent coding practices. Gray et al. (1995) report about a debate on the unit of 

analysis. The most common practices for unit of analysis for written content are either coding 

words, sentences or pages. Adler and Milne (1999) argue that most of the confusion is caused by a 

constant mixing of the unit of analysis in the coding and the measuring process of content analysis. 

Meaning that some papers use sentences as the unit of analysis when coding the content, but when 

the papers quantify the coded text, they use word count or page count. This paper used the Adler 

and Milne (1999) suggestions for unit of analysis and uses sentences for the coding process. 

Sentences are deemed to be most suitable for deriving context and are therefore more reliable than 

words or pages. Once the content is coded it will be quantified. Hackston and Milne (1996) argue 

that the measurement error between quantifying techniques are negligible. Meaning that it makes 

little difference if wordcount, sentence count, paragraph count or page count is used. As a matter 

of consistency this paper has used sentence count as a quantification method.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?EXQOjm
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n3pXsu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?R3O7Zr
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The majority of previous studies have limited their analysis to contents disclosed in company’s 

annual reports (Guthrie et al., 2009). However, exclusively analyzing annual reports has its 

limitations, Frost (2001) argues that companies are increasingly using other media to communicate 

about CSR issues and practices. Zeghal and Ahmed (1990) present similar findings when 

researching the communication channels used by corporations. Therefore, we have decided to 

change the scope of content and conduct an analysis on purely voluntary sources of CSR disclosure. 

Which includes press releases and CSR-reports, this allows for more insights and detailed 

information about CSR disclosure.  

 

This paper reports on the source of CSR disclosure, as it valuable to analyze what is disclosed in 

press releases or in a CSR reports. However, our methods make no distinction on the location of 

CSR disclosure within a specific source. For example, CSR content disclosed in the section 

foreword from the CEO is weighted equally to CSR content disclosed in the section corporate 

governance.  

 

The resource intensive nature of content analysis does impose some limitations on the scope of this 

study. In terms of the number of firms included and the time period of the study. These limitations 

will be further explained in coming sections.  Further, as noted by Krippendorff  (1980) the choice 

of using content analysis is naturally associated with some consequences in terms of validity and 

reliability. Due to researchers, naturally, inferring meaning and implications to the content which 

is coded. If precautions are not taken, this could impede the reliability of the study. To ensure the 

reliability of the content analysis, both researchers worked together on the coding process until 

coherence was established. From there on the content was coded individually, with the use of the 

coding schematic. After the coding process, uncertainties about specific codes were resolved 

through a thorough discussion on the matter.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yEhl23
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Logl5Y
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4.2 Methodological considerations for propositions 1 & 3 

 

Proposition 1: Swedish companies active in the heavy industrials sector will disclose similar CSR 

content to legitimize their business  

 

Proposition 3: Swedish heavy industrials CSR disclosure shows an increased focus on value 

creation. 

 

The first proposition asks for a comparison between the companies in the dataset. We have done a 

systematic comparison of predefined themes/ categories. This enhances the replicability of this 

study and is common practice in this field (Adler and Milne, 1999; Gray et al., 1995; Guthrie and 

Parker, 1990; Hackston and Milne, 1996). To capture the similarities or differences in CSR 

disclosure among companies in the dataset, a longitudinal approach is needed. This implies that for 

each of the selected years (see timeframe) disclosed CSR themes have to be coded and quantified. 

Hackston and Milne’s (1996) approach will be used to identify and quantify the CSR themes. They 

created a detailed coding schematic that draws from an earlier survey conducted by (Ernst and 

Ernst, 1978). An interrogation instrument, checklist, and decision rules were created. This paper 

slightly adjusted (Hackston and Milne, 1996) interrogation instrument to make it suitable for the 

analysis. The interrogation instrument is shown below in figure 1, the instrument shows the name 

of the company, location of the content, amount of disclosure and the theme of disclosure. Coding 

the content into different themes is especially useful to answer proposition 1, because this 

proposition asks for a comparison of content. The checklist and decision rules are exact copies of 

(Hackston and Milne, 1996) and are included in the Appendix. The checklist contains all themes 

that are considered CSR disclosure, (1) environment, (2) energy, (3) products/consumers, (4) 

community, (5) employee/human resources, (6) general/other. These themes are divided into 

subcategories to provide for a more detailed coding schematic. The decisions rules were developed 

to serve as guidance in case of uncertainty about the coding. Further, the decisions rules helped in 

ensuring a consistent intra-coder process. The three coding tools were used for each year included 

in the content analysis. This allowed the researchers to systematically summarize CSR disclosure 

of all companies included in the dataset for the entire timeframe. 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?P7FD9h
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?P7FD9h
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?e0lr35
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?e0lr35
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?e0lr35
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xMXRqF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xMXRqF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mBBhTp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iaBzg7
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To systematically make the distinction between value creation and cost justification to answer 

proposition 3, all themes that are coded for proposition 1 are re-assessed. They are labelled 

monetary, non-monetary or declarative disclosures and characterized as either, good news, bad 

news or neutral news.  Monetary code contains an exact monetary element, for instance “300,000 

SEK was donated to charity”. Non-Monetary code contains a value element not expressed in an 

exact number, for instance: “A large donation was made to charity”. Declarative code did not 

contain monetary elements, for instance “this program reduced environmental pollution”. 

Disclosures were coded as good news when they showed elements that indicated value creation, 

for instance: “Increased water management initiatives have led to cost savings of 200 million 

SEK”. Neutral news contains no elements that hint on value creation/ destruction or cost 

justification. Bad news shows elements of cost justification or value destruction, for instance: “An 

increased cost of carbon emission by 250 SEK per tonne CO2 impacts operating profit by 120-150 

million SEK.   

 

Value creation could mean a lot of things. From increasing profits for a company to taking action 

that creates benefits for nature, or society. This paper looks at value creation with a connection to 

company performance. For instance, a cost reduction that increases profits or recruiting a labor 

force that enhances a company’s competitive advantage. Therefore, labelling is done according to 

this notion of value creation.  
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Figure 1 Interrogation Instrument 
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4.3 Methodological considerations for proposition 2 

 

Proposition 2: The use of strategies that focus on changing public perception, deflect attention and 

/ or changing external expectation by Swedish heavy industrials is relatively higher than the use of 

other strategies.  

 

As noted in the theory section, according to Gray et al (1995) it is possible to categories a firm’s 

CSR disclosures in to four different strategies. To answer the question posed in proposition 2, the 

firm’s CSR information will be coded in to one of Gray’s mutually exclusive strategies. This 

process requires the authors to infer some meaning in to the disclosures of the company, which 

could potentially be affected by personal bias. To minimize the possibility of bias having adverse 

effects for the research, decision rules that were originally developed by Guthrie et al (2009) have 

been adopted for this study. These rules are presented with examples bellow. Further, each 

disclosure will be categorized by the sentence following the CSR information. As this helps 

contextualize the disclosure. 

 

Strategy 1: An organization tries to inform its stakeholders about the efforts of the company to 

adhere to societal rules and norms.  

 

Strategy 1 requires a firm to de facto demonstrate a change in practice. Thus, any disclosure which 

refers to improved environmental performance needs to be supported with an example of practical 

application, as illustrated below.   

 

" For instance, Atlas Copco has developed new efficient LED light towers for use in construction 

and mining sites. The use of LED light provides a longer lifespan and the ability to generate greater 

and wider illumination while consuming less power compared to conventional products. Atlas 

Copco’s award-winning LED light towers are capable of illuminating a 5 000 sq. m area, using 

four lamps of 350 Watts each, resulting in dramatic reductions in fuel consumption of up to 75 %."  

(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2018, p. 41) 

  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nGE4g0


20 

 

Strategy 2: An organization attempts to change the values and norms of its stakeholder without 

changing company practice. 

 

When a firm makes a claim of improved CSR-performance, but it is not followed by any example 

of change in practice: it is categorized as strategy 2.  Presented below is an example from a press 

release from Sandvik, where no information is supplied concerning how or why the firm is more 

sustainable than previously.  

 

"This type of recognition illustrates Sandvik's success in becoming one of the top 15 % of 

companies for sustainability within the machinery and electrical equipment industry. Furthermore, 

that Sandvik also achieved a score within 30% of the best-performing company in their industry. 

The aforementioned achievement is mandatory for a company to qualify as one of the eighteen 

Sustainability Yearbook Members on the 2015 RobecoSAM list"  

(Sandvik press releases, 2015) 

 

Strategy 3: An organization may use emotive symbols as decoy to misdirect the attention of critical 

stakeholders. 

 

This strategy refers to instances when a firm tries to avert attention from pressing issues. Such as 

large charity donations or other altruistic activities in benefit of the environment. While 

simultaneously contributing to environmental issues.  

 

“All in all, since the start of the initiative, close to 2 million people have received access to clean 

drinking water through Water for All.”  

(Atlas Copco 2016 sustainability report 2016 p.52) 

 

Strategy 4: An organization seeks to alter the expectations of its performance. 

 

In some instances, firms may find it preferable to diminish the expectations of firm CSR 

performance. In this instance the firm ABB, attempts to manage expectations of current gender and 

human rights performance.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FkxDMU
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"Some of the new measures require the implementation of plans and processes that cannot be 

applied retroactively. Thus, we are unable to report on human rights and gender but will do so in 

our 2018 report."  

(ABB sustainability report 2016, p.8) 

4.4 Data selection 

As mentioned in the introduction, several of the large Swedish heavy industrials included on the 

DJSI EU index, have had long standing influence from large Swedish investment funds. Thus, we 

have used the holdings of these investments, which they have either directly or via any of their 

subsidiaries, to determine which firms are to be included in this study. The firm selection which 

has constituted this study are firms in which either industrivärden or investor has significant 

influence. This sets the number of firms to five out of nine companies, which could be categorized 

as heavy industrials according to Eikon (2019). This is a fair representation of the total population. 

In the overview below, information about the firm’s sub industry and main shareholders will be 

presented.  

 

Company Name Significant owner Sub-industry 

ATLAS COPCO  Investor AB (Wallenberg) Industrial Engineering 

SANDVIK Industrivärden Industrial Engineering 

SKF  FAM AB (Wallenberg) Industrial Engineering 

ABB LTD N (OME) Investor AB (Wallenberg) Industrial Engineering 

SSAB  Industrivärden 

Industrial Metals and 

Mining 
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4.5 Time period for the study 

The time period of this study included the years 2002, 2009 and 2016. The time frame enabled the 

study to cover times of low CSR-awareness and high CSR awareness and discover any potential 

intra-year differences. This longitudinal approach is warranted in part due to the nature of 

proposition 1 & 2. Which both require time-series data to either confirm or falsify them.  

 

Previous research has established that CSR awareness can be proxied via media attention. In 

utilizing the Swedish media database Retriever Research, it is possible to determine that a usage of 

the terms “CSR” or hållbart företagande in Swedish newspapers. The search shows that from the 

early 2000s any articles containing the keywords are negligible (number of articles <100). 

However, in 2004 there is an explosion in term usage which is almost exponential till the 2010s. 

This trend of term usage is also observed by Grafström and Windell (2011) in a UK-context. Thus, 

the time-frame is likely suitable in capturing the theoretical paradigms where CSR is either 

considered value destructive or creating.  

 

This period of time is also suitable due to it coinciding with the UN-sustainability goals. Which 

today are cited by both Investor and Industrivärden as important for shaping their sustainability 

strategies. The goals were introduced in the early 2000s as a discussion point and had continual 

development instances until it’s finalization in 2015. We will use this time frame to dictate what 

years to include in our study, as it covers a period of time with low CSR usage and its peaks. This 

is permissible due to the descriptive nature of this study. For, this study does not seek to determine 

“when” or “why” but rather to isolate “what” if anything has changed in CSR disclosure of the 

studied firms. There may be concerns about the inclusions of CSR content produced in the year 

2009, due to potential disturbing effects of the financial crises on CSR disclosure. However, several 

papers (Balabanis et al., 1998; Mia and Al Mamun, 2011), showed that the impact of the financial 

crises on CSR disclosure is insignificant. Therefore, this paper does not foresee disturbing concerns 

for the inclusion of 2009.  

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?JZEtRG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jHDPhf
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4.6 Data gathering 

Foremost information is gathered from the firm’s sustainability reports which are found on each 

individual firm’s website. When gathering data from company websites we follow a workflow 

presented by Guthrie et al (2009). Where posts regarding press releases or sustainability reports are 

analyzed only if they link to the firm’s own URL (website). Further website posts concerning the 

publishing of the annual report are excluded from the website analysis. This further helps in 

separating the collected data from mandated and voluntary CSR disclosure. As is common practice 

within CSR-disclosure research after the data has been coded, descriptive statistics will be 

presented in the form of graphs and tables. The secondary data used in this study is publicly 

available data obtained from the companies themselves. Thus, no ethical considerations need to be 

made in areas such as anonymity or confidentiality. 
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5. Results & Discussion 

5.1 Comparison of the firm’s CSR disclosure 

This section explores the first proposition raised in the theoretical section of this paper, namely that 

Swedish companies active in the heavy industrials sector will use similar CSR disclosure to 

legitimize their business. The analysis starts with a first glance on how much the companies 

disclose and what the main themes of disclosure are. From there relevant similarities and 

differences in disclosure practices will be discussed on a more detailed level.  

 

 

Figure 2 Total Disclosure 

5.1.1 Total disclosure 

Figure 2 shows the total disclosures for the companies in our dataset. From this figure, three notable 

observations can be made. Firstly, four out of five companies disclosed CSR content in 2002, SSAB 

being the exception. Of those four, ABB is the only one that has a significant output of CSR 

disclosure in terms of quantity in 2002. The second observation is that in 2009 all companies have 

a significantly larger amount of disclosure compared to 2002, with ABB being the exception. This 

dip in disclosure quantity for ABB can be explained by the firm only issuing a GRI report and no 

additional voluntary CSR report in that year. A third observation is that in 2016, ABB, SSAB and 

SKF continued the general trend observed between 2002 and 2009 and increased the amount of 



25 

 

CSR disclosures. On the contrary, Atlas Copco and Sandvik do not disclose significantly more 

CSR information compared to 2009. We found that this is explained through the total amount of 

pages used for CSR reports of the different companies. ABB, SSAB and SKF added substance to 

their reports, hence the amount of disclosures increased. Appendix 3 shows that the majority of 

disclosures are found in CSR reports and only a small percentage are taken from press releases. 

However, the amount of press releases that contain CSR disclosure has increased from 2002 till 

2016.  

 

This first overview fits the notion, as argued in previous sections, that there’s an increased interest 

for CSR practices and therefore CSR disclosure. In addition to this, the increased disclosure could 

also be a function of increased shareholder demand for ethical business practice. Indicating that, as 

time has progressed expectations from these influential shareholders necessitates an increase in 

CSR disclosure.  

5.1.2 Disclosures per theme 

In the following section, we have explored notable findings on similarities, differences and trends 

of Swedish Heavy industrials CSR disclosure per theme. As explained in the method section, this 

study used a predefined coding schematic to analyze the themes that Swedish heavy industrials 

address in their CSR disclosure. Table 1, which shows disclosure of themes for all years combined, 

and appendices 3 till 5 are used to display the results of this section.  

 

Table 1 Disclosure per Theme (aggregated for all years) 
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General Disclosure 

The majority of the CSR disclosures for each of the companies were classified as general (Table 

1). The quotes below exemplify what sort of disclosures were coded as general disclosures.  

 

“Sandvik has an Environment, Health and Safety (EHS) policy for the entire group” 

(Sandvik sustainability report 2016, p.33) 

 

“The group’s overall objective is to attain long-term, sustainable profitability”  

(SKF sustainability report 2009, p.123) 

 

Both disclosures indicate the company is focusing on- or acting in favor of sustainability, the 

environment or health and safety, elements that are commonly related to CSR. However, these 

quotes do not disclose details about what the companies specifically tried to accomplish, nor do 

they disclose a detailed plan or strategy. 

 

Over the years the general disclosures gained an increasing share of total disclosure for each of the 

companies (Appendix 5). Indicating that, even though, most companies increased their CSR 

disclosures over the years, the majority of these additional disclosures do not focus on a specific 

theme but remain rather desultory. Hence, our results suggest that the increased demand for ethical 

business practice by several stakeholders and society in general, is partially answered by Swedish 

Heavy industrials legitimizing their business with increased generic CSR disclosures. A 

phenomenon that fits the earlier described confusion and lack of clarity of what CSR is (Carrol, 

1999). It seems that due to lacking definition of CSR, companies merely disclose information that 

scrapes the surface of elements that vaguely relate to corporate social responsibility.  

 

Environment  

The environmental disclosures of the Swedish Heavy industrials are almost exclusively addressing 

how they deal with pollution (Appendix 4). The quote below gives an indication of the 

environmental disclosures that were found and labelled accordingly.  

 

“In 2009, the CO2 emissions from transport decreased by 11% in relation to cost of sales”  
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(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2009, p.108) 

 

Our results suggest that the content of the environmental disclosure shows similarities among the 

Swedish heavy industrials, because they predominantly focus on pollution. However, when 

examining the share of environmental disclosures as part of total disclosure, one can observe mixed 

results for the companies (Table 1). More than 20% of total disclosures is labelled environmental 

for SSAB and ABB, where this percentage is significantly lower for the other companies. 

Indicating that, in contrast to the other three companies, SSAB and ABB are more concerned with 

legitimizing the environmental impact of their business practices. Worth mentioning is that the 

spike of environmental disclosures for ABB in 2002 could mainly be explained by their 

involvement in an asbestos scandal. A large number of press releases are addressing how the 

company plans to deal with this issue. An observation that supports the idea that companies use 

CSR disclosure to close a legitimacy gap. In this case, the legitimacy gap being the involvement in 

a big scandal with a negative impact on the environment.  

 

Be that as it may, over the years, the relative amount of environmental disclosures by all companies 

are gradually declining (Appendix 5). Which is an interesting finding that contrasts the increasing 

societal interest for the environment, exemplified through events such as the Paris Climate 

Agreement, the European Emission Trading System, or the DJSI. Patten (1992) and Mathews 

(1995) argued that in this situation, companies would try to close this legitimacy gap by disclosing 

more about the environment, our results suggest the opposite happened. 

 

Energy 

The narrative for energy disclosures is rather similar to that of environmental disclosures. The 

topics that the companies address related to energy are fairly similar among heavy industrials.  

 

“SSAB has set energy savings target to reduce the use of purchased energy by 300 GWh by the end 

of 2019”  

(SSAB sustainability report 2016, p.20) 
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“We use about 12 megawatt hours (MWh) per employee for non-manufacturing and 32 MWh per 

employee for manufacturing, compared to 15 and 38 MWh respectively three years ago” 

(ABB sustainability report 2002, p.37) 

 

These quotes are adequate representations of what was coded as energy disclosure in this study. 

The Swedish heavy industrials are mainly concerned with disclosing that they have reduced their 

energy usage in comparison to the past years, or that they are setting targets to reduce energy usage 

in the future. As argued in the theory section Swedish heavy industrials are big consumers of energy 

(Energimyndigheten, 2016). Therefore, from a legitimacy theory perspective it follows that the 

companies are reporting about energy savings.  

 

Product- Consumers 

This theme covers all disclosures that address product development, product quality and product 

safety. Our study shows that Swedish heavy industrials mainly focus on the impact of product 

development on responsible business practices when they’re disclosing information related to the 

theme product- consumers (Appendix 4). The following quotes give a proper indication of the 

disclosures we found.  

 

“Being shown in Europe for the first time at the expo will be SKF’s newly developed spherical 

roller bearings for wind turbine main shafts, these heavy-duty bearings provide exceptional radial 

and axial robustness and outstanding reliability for sustainable energy production.” 

(SKF press releases, 2016)  

 

“Atlas Copco consistently develops products with improved energy efficiency and reduced 

emissions.” 

(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2016, p.41) 

 

Swedish heavy industrials seem to use their product development efforts as a way to legitimize 

their business. Claiming that their newly developed products or services are good for energy 

savings, emission reduction, economic benefits or society in general. The intra company 

differences of the relative amount of disclosures devoted to product- consumer is negligible, Atlas 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tUDH8C
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Copco being the exception (Table 1). Disclosing information on product- consumers was the main 

focus for Atlas Copco’s in 2002, however over the years they shifted their attention to other CSR 

themes.  

 

Health and Safety 

The health and safety disclosures of the Swedish heavy industrials are mainly descriptive or stress 

the importance of health and safety. The majority of the disclosures are related to injuries and 

fatalities on the work floor and on training days aiming to decrease these incidents.  

 

“Workplace health and safety, as measured by the number of work-related accidents, improved 

slightly in 2002.” 

(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2002, p.5) 

 

The similarity in content for this theme is very high, which is not surprising because the companies 

are all dealing with very similar risks and challenges on their working sites, such as working heavy 

machinery and chemicals. A notable observation in frequency of disclosure for this theme is that it 

was the main focus for SKF in 2002 (Appendix 5), for the other years they disclosed similar 

amounts as their peers.  

 

Employee  

This theme contains a wide variety of disclosures that are related to the company’s employees, the 

subgroups of this theme can be found in appendix 4. When comparing the content disclosed and 

the frequency of disclosure within this theme, some notable observations can be made (appendix 

4). Firstly, disclosing information regarding the employment of minorities and women seems a 

prime focus for all of the companies. The quotes below indicate what was found in the reports.  

 

“Diversity and inclusion are integral parts of a modern society and, for Sandvik, a strong 

competitive advantage”  

(Sandvik sustainability report 2016, p.132) 
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Appendix 5 suggests that there’s an increasing trend for the companies to disclose about 

employment of minorities and women. Being that each of the companies discloses more about this 

subject in 2016 than in 2002. When disclosing information on employment of minorities and 

women, the companies mainly focus on addressing and showing the diversity in nationalities 

working for the company. In case they disclose statistics on female employment they usually limit 

the numbers to the corporate part of the company, excluding production sites. Reasons for this type 

of disclosure could be the challenging character of employment of female workers on production 

sites. Therefore, it may be easier to legitimize their employment practices on a corporate level or 

by showing the number of nationalities employed. The heavy industrials seem to cherry pick 

employment statistics, where the real story could arguably be found by paying attention to what 

was not disclosed.  

 

A second subgroup that receives prime attention by all the companies is employee training 

(Appendix 4), this type of disclosure also increased over time for most of the companies.  

The content of disclosures about this theme were relatively comparable among the companies. All 

companies disclose that they educate their personnel on the company’s code of conduct, health and 

safety and corruption. Moreover, most companies disclosed about different training programs for 

blue-collar and white-collar workers. The quotes below illustrate what was found in the company 

disclosures.  

 

“The White-Collar Productivity (WCP) program is one of the company’s seven 1,000-day 

programs aimed at making ABB more efficient, agile and customer focus.” 

(ABB sustainability report 2016, p.36) 

 

“Separate training package has been developed for blue-collar employees to ensure understanding 

of the topics covered in the training” 

(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2016, p.50) 

 

The third subgroup that received notable attention from all the companies is employee profiles. In 

this type of disclosure, the companies disclose information regarding the build-up of their labor 

force. All companies disclose almost identical content in this subgroup, partially explained because 
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of the fact that this subgroup is rather limited. The companies mainly describe the number of 

employees they have, in which geographies they work and the importance of recruitment and link 

these elements to socio-economic benefits or other forms of value creation 

 

“With over forty thousand employees globally, and more than one third in Central/Eastern Europe, 

Latin America, Asia, the Middle East and Africa, SKF invests strategically in these regions in terms 

of technology, capacity and helping people to progress.” 

(SKF sustainability report 2009, p.133) 

 

Linking employee profiles to value creation seems a common trend for the Swedish heavy 

industrials. Reasons for this could be that the companies try to legitimize their activity in different 

geographies, claiming that their presence creates jobs or other benefits for local communities.  

 

Other subgroups that were disclosed to a lesser extent by the Swedish heavy industrials are industry 

relations and employee morale. However, the relative amount of disclosures for these groups differ 

among the companies. Atlas Copco and ABB disclose relatively more about industry relations, 

where Sandvik and SKF and SSAB focus on employee morale. The difference may be explained 

by firm specific pressure for CSR disclosure or other strategic incentives.  

 

Community  

The results of our analysis show that most companies address the theme community by disclosing 

information about sponsorships, scholarships, donations to philanthropic organizations or other 

ways of giving to society without expecting any monetary return. The following quotes 

demonstrates what was found.  

 

“In both Iowa and in Alabama, SSAB’s employees participate in contributing to ongoing projects 

in their local communities. The voluntary participation and donations from the employees are 

matched by contributions from SSAB” 

(SSAB sustainability report 2009, p.29) 
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“SKF arranges an SKF community Day at the SKF Sports Club every second month, where 

children take part in various playful and interactive activities that stimulate their individual 

development, creativity and social interaction” 

(SKF sustainability report 2009, p.137)  

 

Appendix 4 shows that the absolute community disclosures increase over the years for most of the 

companies. However, relatively to total disclosure, the theme community seems to become less 

important over the years (Appendix 5). The disclosures in this theme arguably show the most direct 

efforts of the Swedish heavy industrials in legitimizing their business. Showing that their presence 

is a net good for the community.  

5.1.3 Reflections on proposition 1  

As discussed in the previous section, the data in our sample shows that despite belonging to the 

same industry, the theme emphasis of a firm's disclosures will differ from their industry peers. For 

instance, ABB and SSAB have a distinct focus on environmental disclosures as opposed to the 

energy centric disclosures of Atlas Copco, Sandvik and SKF. However, this observation does not 

indicate whether these differences in theme emphasis are increasing or decreasing over time. To 

see whether such a change in emphasis has occurred, we have calculated the standard deviation of 

the relative disclosure frequency in each theme. The standard deviation measures the difference of 

a set of numbers to the mean. Therefore, an increase or decrease in the standard means that the 

variance in amount of disclosures per theme have increased or decreased.  

 

Table 2 Standard Deviations 
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In Table 2 it is possible to observe a decrease in standard deviation for 6 out of 7 themes from 2002 

to 2016. This is a clear indicator that CSR-disclosure practices are converging for most themes. 

However, there is one outlier, which is the theme product consumer that has a standard deviation 

that increased between 2009 and 2016. 

 

In previous research, industrial association has been recognized as a predictor of themes in CSR 

disclosure (Campbell, 2003; Gray et al., 1995; Jenkins and Yakovleva, 2006). Arguing that firms 

in the same industry are likely to have similar actions which needs to be legitimized to society. The 

aforementioned studies further find that while convergence occurs it is not necessarily a uniform 

effect. These effects are reflected in the case of heavy industrials included in this study. The 

decrease in variance per theme is indicative of firms converging on disclosures which serve to 

legitimize themselves in society. Thus, as time has progressed the pressures for these firms to 

legitimize themselves in certain areas are increasingly similar. Further, the outlier in product 

consumer is also in line with previous research indicating that there are still themes which are not 

entirely homogenized across the industry. The adoption of GRI standards may further serve to 

explain some of the convergence in theme disclosure. However, it is worth noting that the reports 

included in this study varies in length, style and types of disclosure. Providing it to be an 

unsatisfactory sole explanation of convergence. In summary, even though it seems that companies 

pick their own areas of main concerns, over the years the disclosures converge for a majority of 

themes.  

5.2 Comparison of disclosure strategies 

To add to the completion of the picture of how Swedish heavy industrials disclose CSR-

information, we have explored whether these companies employ similar legitimization strategies. 

To accomplish this, disclosures within three previously identified high-profile issues have been 

coded according to different strategic categories. This process included all the years covered in the 

study. For the heavy industrials industry these were disclosures regarding: 

1. Health and Safety 

2. Employment of minorities and women  

3. Environmental impact  
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These themes have been categorized in 4 of the mutually exclusive categories of strategies 

developed by Gray et al (1994):  

1. Informing stakeholders about a change in the firm’s CSR performance 

2. Altering stakeholder perception of the firm’s CSR performance  

3. Displacing the attention of stakeholders from the issue at hand 

4. Changing stakeholder expectations of the firm’s CSR performance 

5.2.1 Strategies used in conjunction with health and safety disclosures 

The health and safety of employees in the heavy industrials sector is considered a high profile 

question due to the relatively high degree of workplace injuries within the sector (Eurostat, 2018). 

Therefore, according to previous research, firms in the Swedish heavy industrials sector, should be 

more prone to use legitimation strategies 2-4.  

 

Table 3 Health and Safety 

 

In table 3, the previously collected disclosures regarding health and safety have been coded 

according to the different strategies. In table 3 it is possible to observe that the majority of 

disclosures (<50%) belong to strategy 2, altering the perception of CSR performance. Indicating 

that Swedish heavy industrials are more likely to try and alter stakeholder perception of health and 

safety practices within their company. Rather than disclosing information supplemented with de 

facto evidence of an actual change in company practice. Within this data set, strategy 2 disclosures 

are regularly occurring in the following context: Firm A acknowledges and praises the importance 

of health and safety. However, the disclosure is not accompanied by any evidence of how the claim 

relates to company practice. Examples of these types of disclosures are presented below.  

 

“Health and safety impacts are also critical in the provision of all SKF products and services the 

impacts are taken into consideration when developing new products.” 

(SKF sustainability report 2009, p.119) 

Health and Safety

Strategy Type Sandvik Atlas Copco SSAB ABB SKF Sandvik

Attlas 

Copco SSAB ABB SKF

1 Informing about change 17 12 15 36 25 37% 40% 44% 47% 43%

2 Altering perception 29 18 19 40 33 63% 60% 56% 53% 57%

3 Displacing attention 0 0 0 0 0 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

4 Changing expectations 0 0 0 0 0 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Total 46 30 34 76 58 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Relative FrequencyFrequency

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?c4sIBN
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“ABB employees and contractors in manufacturing, construction and service activities, encounter 

hazards and risks that must be identified, prevented or controlled.” 

(ABB sustainability report 2002, p.24) 

 

However, it is worth noting that the only other category of strategies used was strategy 1. Which 

required disclosure to be accompanied by proof of actual change. This is commonly disclosed in 

terms of reducing injury rates within the firm the following is an example form Sandvik’s 

environmental report (2016):  

 

"The target for 2016 was to achieve a Lost time injury frequency rate (LTIFR) of 1.7, at the most. 

At year-end we reported a LTIFR for the Group of 1.7, which means that we reached the target."  

(Sandvik environmental report 2016, p.31) 

 

Thus, for the disclosure theme health and safety it is possible to observe that the disclosure is 

conducive to proposition 2. Swedish heavy industrial firms have a tendency to legitimize their 

activities via the usage of disclosures which aim to change the perception of the firm (Strategy 2).  

5.2.2 Strategies utilized in disclosures regarding the employment of minorities or women 

The heavy industrials sector has traditionally struggled with a large discrepancy in the ratio 

between male and female employees (Global Gender Gap Report, 2017). It was therefore earlier 

theorized, that this would be a high-profile question which would warrant the usage of strategies 2 

or 4. 

 

Table 4 Employment of Minorities and Women 

 

 

Employment of minorities or women

Strategy Type Sandvik Atlas Copco SSAB ABB SKF Sandvik

Attlas 

Copco SSAB ABB SKF

1 Informing about change 0 10 6 8 5 0% 31% 38% 36% 33%

2 Altering perception 10 19 8 13 10 100% 59% 50% 59% 67%

3 Displacing attention 0 0 0 0 0 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

4 Changing expectations 0 3 2 1 0 0% 9% 13% 5% 0%

Total 10 32 16 22 16 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Frequency Relative Frequency

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Etxzdc
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The data in table 4, shows that the Swedish heavy industrial mostly utilize strategy 2. An interesting 

observation is the 100% usage of strategy 2 employed by Sandvik. The majority of these 

disclosures for all firms refer to the importance of equality to the cooperation. However, they are 

not supported by evidence of working with equality. Indicating that due to the lack of progress or 

actual priority in this high-profile issue, the firm legitimizes itself via strategy 2.  

 

The following example are indicative of strategies categorized as type 2 disclosures:  

 

"A fundamental belief at Atlas Copco is that diversity inspires innovation and gives insights that 

help to create a better understanding of customers’ needs"  

(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2016, p.46) 

 

Within disclosures relevant to the employment of minorities and women it is further possible to 

observe, as opposed to the previous disclosure theme, the occurrence of firms trying to alter the 

expectations of stakeholders (strategy 4):  

 

"There is a majority of male employees, with 18% of the total workforce and 10% of managers 

being female. This proportion has been fairly consistent over a number of years, and is common  

for industrial companies in the engineering sector"(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2002 p.16)  

 

In this case Atlas Copco uses market conditions as an explanation of skewed gender ratios. This in 

turn functions as a way of lowering the expectations a stakeholder could reasonably have of gender 

balance in the firm’s workforce. Within this theme of disclosure there are also occurrences of firms 

utilizing disclosure strategy 1. In many cases these disclosures refer to the success of new 

recruitment practices or equal opportunity programs. The following is a typical example: 

 

"In the Industrial Technique business area in Hungary, conscious efforts to improve working 

conditions and office hours for women resulted in a workforce with more than 50% female  

employees." 

(Atlas Copco Sustainability report 2016, p.46) 
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Compared to the previously discussed disclosure theme of “Health and Safety”, disclosures 

regarding “Employment of minorities or women” utilizes a more diverse set of strategies. However, 

the most used themes were still predicted by proposition 2. That in high profile issues firms are 

more likely to utilize strategies 2-4 to legitimize their practices.  

5.2.3 Strategies used in association with environmental disclosures 

The heavy industrials sector in Sweden is responsible for 17203 thousand tons of Co2 equivalent 

gases. Making it the second largest polluter in Sweden (Utsläpp av växthusgaser i Sverige, 2017). 

Data that was previously coded in the two different categories pollution and energy has been 

aggregated into a unified category referring specifically to disclosures referring to environmental 

practices.  

 

Table 5 Emissions 

 

In table 5, it is possible to observe a departure from the previously discussed themes. The most 

commonly used strategy is strategy 1. Where firms have primarily chosen to disclose information 

about their improved environmental performance or actual work. The following example is a 

typical disclosure coded as strategy 1 in this category:  

 

“Action has been taken at Sandviken to reduce both NOx and CO₂ by switching furnaces from oil 

or other fuels to Liquid Natural Gas, significantly reducing the NOx and reducing CO₂ by up to 

30%. NOx emissions decreased during the year and amounted to 328 tonnes (330).” 

(Sandvik sustainability report 2016, p.34) 

 

It is worth noting that in the case of environmental disclosures even incremental improvements in 

environmental performance have been coded as strategy 1. For instance, companies disclosing 

minimal improvements in C02 emissions (improvement < 1%) over the past 10 years.  

 

Emissions 

Strategy Type Sandvik Atlas Copco SSAB ABB SKF Sandvik

Attlas 

Copco SSAB ABB SKF

1 Informing about change 41 56 120 127 95 54% 61% 64% 61% 51%

2 Altering perception 30 31 44 73 72 39% 34% 23% 35% 39%

3 Displacing attention 2 1 4 2 2 3% 1% 2% 1% 1%

4 Changing expectations 3 4 20 5 16 4% 4% 11% 2% 9%

Total 76 92 188 207 185 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Frequency
Relative Frequency

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?oSKWV0
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In Table 5 there are outliers in terms of strategy usage. Where SKF and SSAB stand out as frequent 

users of strategy 4. The two steel makers commonly refer to new legislation and past environmental 

indiscretions, to adjust stakeholder expectations of future environmental performance. This is 

coded as strategy 4 since the disclosure adjusts the expectations of environmental performance.  

 

"Many SKF factories have disposed of various wastes at approved landfills. Because of stricter 

laws and regulations – some with retroactive effect – concerning landfill disposal, a few SKF 

companies are currently involved in clean-up of old landfills, most of which have not been used for 

many years.”  

(SKF sustainability report 2002, p.75) 

 

The usage of strategy 3 (displacing attention from an issues) is used seldomly. When it is used it’s 

been used to promote a charity project. In this case Atlas Copco discloses information about their 

“water for all” charity project.  

 

“All in all, since the start of the initiative, close to 2 million people have received access to clean 

drinking water through Water for All.”  

(Atlas Copco 2016 sustainability report 2016 p.52) 

 

In this case the usage of this strategy 3 disclosure serves to distract from the issue at hand i.e. 

pollution of the environment. In the aim to establish legitimacy for the organization without 

disclosing information about the company’s day to day practice.  

 

In this disclosure themes there is a departure from the previously repeated pattern of a dominant 

strategy 2-4 focus. Here our results deviate from earlier research and our proposition. This finding 

could be the result of national differences or company specific differences. Guthrie et al (2009) 

conducted their research in Australia, where our study focused on companies with headquarters in 

Sweden. Environmental legislation or other country specific factors might have pressured the 

Swedish heavy industrials to make actual reductions in their environmental footprint. Which in 

turn made the companies report about actual changes made in relation to environmental pollution.  
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5.2.4 Reflections on Proposition 2  

In previous research by Guthrie et al (2001) it was found that high profile firms would be more 

likely to apply strategies 2-4 to legitimize their business practices in high profile areas. This result 

is replicated in the disclosures belonging to the categories of the employment of minorities or 

women and employee health and safety for Swedish heavy industrials. Indicating that in these areas 

the firms legitimize their practices without informing about actual change in practice. Further, it is 

possible to note a complete absence of strategy 3 and 4 in disclosures regarding health and safety. 

The lack of certain strategies within high-profile issues, is also an occurring feature of previous 

research (Guthrie et al 2001). In our third category, disclosures regarding environmental 

performance had a more diverse usage of strategies. This difference in strategy utilization indicates 

that there are firm specific factors are at play. Such as environmental issues being a relatively more 

high-profile question for Sandvik and SKF. This reasoning is in line with O’Donovans (2002) 

findings, that CSR disclosure within the same high-profile industry will differ due to homogenous 

legitimization needs. In addition to legitimizing themselves to society at large it is possible to 

theorize that the firms in this sample are inclined to use legitimization strategies due to the pressures 

presented by large majority shareholders. This notion would support claims made by Prado-

Lorenzo et al. (2009) regarding how firms will tailor their disclosures towards majority shareholder 

preferences.  

5.3 A shift towards value creation  

This section explores the third proposition raised in the theoretical section of this paper, namely 

whether the CSR disclosures of Swedish heavy industrials show an increased focus on value 

creation. To test this proposition, the disclosures of all companies in the dataset were labelled 

Declarative, Monetary and Non-Monetary and categorized as either good, neutral or bad as 

explained in the method section of this paper. The data is displayed for each of the three years 

analyzed in this paper, to address the time aspect contained in proposition 3. 

 

Table 6 Type of Disclosure (absolute) 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MYNcxN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iMObJC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iMObJC
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Table 6 depicts the absolute numbers of coded CSR disclosure contained in CSR reports and press 

releases for all the companies in our dataset. A first observation is that the absolute amount of 

disclosure rapidly increases from 2002 till 2016, which was already shown whilst exploring 

proposition 1. Secondly, the examined firms disclose significantly more declarative content than 

monetary or non-monetary content in their CSR reports and press releases. This indicates that the 

overall emphasis of Swedish Heavy industrials CSR disclosure doesn’t lie in providing information 

containing elements that have a direct connection to monetary value. A third observation is that the 

divisions between good, neutral and bad news differs for the declarative, monetary, non-monetary 

disclosures. Most declarative disclosures are reported in a neutral manner, but the monetary and 

non-monetary disclosures predominantly contain good news. Moreover, the companies in our data 

set tend to disclose more good news than bad news in all three coding groups. Indicating this type 

of disclosure often contains elements of value creation. 

 

Table 7 Type of Disclosure (relative) 

 

The percentages in table 7 shows a relative representation of the results presented in the previous 

table. Here the numbers are adjusted for the total amount of disclosure per year. From table 7, there 

is evidence that Swedish Heavy industrials have increasingly reported about value creating 

elements of CSR. For each group the amount of good news, which entails value creation elements, 

have increased from 2002 till 2016. Where bad news disclosure, which entail elements of cost 

justification or value destruction, has decreased over the years for monetary disclosure and 

remained unchanged for non-monetary disclosure. For declarative disclosure the amount of bad 

news has slightly increased over the years but less than the amount of good news. 

 

Especially the four percent increase of declarative good news catches the attention. The data in 

table 7 indicates that Swedish Heavy industrials have increasingly reported on the value elements 

of CSR to conform to pressure of major shareholders, as was theorized earlier in this paper. The 

following example of declarative good news taken a CSR report supports this notion.  
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“Having a diverse mix of people, one that reflects our markets to as great an extent as possible, is 

a competitive advantage.”  

(Sandvik sustainability report 2016, p.31) 

 

This disclosure is a representation of the increased focus on CSR value creation by linking certain 

CSR activity such as having a diverse mix of people or being included in the FTSE4good have a 

causal relation to having a competitive advantage or assuring profitability for the company.. 

Moreover, the increase of 1,4% of monetary good news and 1,1% of non-monetary good news are 

solid support for proposition 3, as disclosures coded into these two groups both have a direct 

positive relationship to monetary value creation. The following shows examples of what has been 

found in an increasing manner in the CSR reports and press releases of Swedish Heavy industrials. 

 

“The use of chemicals could be reduced, leading to savings of approximately USD 20.000 per 

year” 

(SSAB Sustainability Report 2009, p.33) 

 

“In 2009, the amount of waste in relation to cost of sales decreased 4%” 

(Atlas Copco sustainability report 2009, p.108) 

 

Disclosures like these clearly hint on the (monetary) value creating aspects of CSR activities, by 

relating chemicals reduction and waste reductions to cost savings. Arguing that sustainability 

efforts are good for business and profits. 

5.3.1 Reflections on proposition 3 

The results in this paper find supportive evidence indicating that Swedish Heavy industrials CSR 

disclosures have an increased focus on value creation. It indicates that the results found by Prado-

Lorenzo et al. (2009), showing that the influence exerted by majors shareholders have a significant 

effect on a firm’s CSR report, holds for the Swedish Heavy industrials industry.  

 

Furthermore, our findings are in line with Deegan’s (2002) and Patten’s (1991) findings related to 

legitimacy theory. Deegan (2002) argued that entities may choose to engage in legitimization 

seeking activities to close legitimacy gaps and Patten (1991) noted that entities try to close these 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2rkFFh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2rkFFh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2rkFFh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2rkFFh
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ruXnEH
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gaps through their CSR disclosures. The major shareholders of the firms in our dataset have 

communicated their increased appetite for sustainable practice (Industrivärden, 2019; Investor AB, 

2019) as they believe it generates long-term value. Simultaneously, the Swedish heavy industrials 

have significantly increased their CSR disclosures and are increasingly reporting about the value 

creation related to CSR. Which could be perceived as efforts to link ethical business and 

sustainability practices with increased company performance. 

 

Lastly, the results show a trend between 2002 and 2016 that is similar to the one theorized by Jose 

and Lee (2007), suggesting there has been a paradigm shift in CSR reporting. Where CSR reporting 

used to be focused on cost justification and has shifted to an increased focus on value creation.  

  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ilFQDw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ilFQDw
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OlgCUF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OlgCUF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OlgCUF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OlgCUF
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6. Conclusion  

 

The impetus of this study originated from the increased pressure of society for firms to take a 

certain degree of responsibility for their actions. However, as noted in the introduction there has 

been a lack of research on how Swedish heavy industrial firms handle this pressure. Hence, the 

purpose of this study became to examine CSR disclosure of Swedish heavy industrial firms and 

establish the similarities and differences in their disclosure practice. This purpose in turn lead to 

the following research question: What CSR themes are disclosed by Swedish heavy industrials and 

does the emphasis differ? To properly answer this question the study aimed to falsify or confirm 

three propositions: 

 

1. Swedish companies active in the heavy industrials sector will use similar CSR disclosure 

to legitimize their business 

2. The use of strategies that focus on changing public perception, deflect attention and / or 

changing external expectation by Swedish heavy industrials is relatively higher than the 

use of other strategies.  

3. Swedish heavy industrials CSR disclosure shows an increased focus on value creation. 

 

The findings for proposition 1 confirm the proposition. The CSR disclosures of Swedish heavy 

industrials contained similar content and are approaching a convergence in relative frequencies. 

However, it is worth noting that the data was not completely homogenous, which indicates that 

legitimacy needs are not uniform and sometimes firm specific. These results are similar to results 

found in previous research by Gray et al (2001).  

 

Proposition 2 presented diverse findings. Disclosures related to the themes, health and safety and 

the recruitment of minorities and women primarily utilized strategies to either alter the perception 

or expectations of shareholders. These results are in line with previous research by Guthrie et al., 

(2009). A notable departure was found in the strategies used for disclosures related to 

environmental impact. Our results demonstrated that Swedish heavy industrial firms are more 

prone to use strategies related to proving actual change within the firm. Which is a departure from 

previous research and suggests that national specific factors cause a different legitimization 

environment.  



44 

 

The results of Proposition 3 indicate that heavy industrials are increasingly emphasizing the value 

creating aspects of CSR work. This is possibly explained by an increased interest of the company’s 

main shareholders for CSR, a result that reflects earlier research by Prado Lorenzo et al (2009).  

 

From the results of the propositions it is possible to reach the following answer to our research 

question: Swedish industrials display some unique differences in how they disclose and where their 

emphasis lies. However, the overarching trend shows that these firms are largely disclosing similar 

information, using similar legitimization strategies, and that individual differences in emphasis are 

shrinking.  

 

It is important to note some of the limitations of the study’s result. The study has a limited selection 

of companies; therefore, a larger sample would enhance the overall validity of this study’s result. 

The time period of the study is confined to three years which leaves questions on how CSR 

disclosure looks in between the years 2002-2009 and 2009-2016. These intervals limit the ability 

of the dataset to accurately represent a trend in the CSR disclosures of these firms. Due to this time-

period not capturing possible variations in the “gap years”. Moreover, this study used a quantitative 

method of content analysis, which limited our ability to find underlying nuances in the disclosures.  

 

Despite these limitations the study offers contribution to the research field of CSR disclosures. The 

study offers initial insight on how Swedish heavy industrials disclose CSR information. In addition 

to this the study offers valuable insights of what Swedish heavy industrials perceives as CSR, which 

contributes to the discussion of what firms define as CSR as presented in the literature review.  

Further, it is one of the few studies in the field which offers a longitudinal content analysis of CSR 

disclosures. This study further presents supporting evidence to previous research by Guthrie et al., 

(2009) and Roberts (1992) on increased CSR disclosure efforts of high-profile companies. Showing 

that, despite some differences, firms within the same industry are largely disclosing similar 

information and using similar strategies to legitimize their existence and actions.  Further support 

is given to the notion of the association between CSR and value creation presented by Josh and Lee 

(2007).  The findings of this study also have practical implications for stakeholders and industry 

practitioners. Since the results of this study can assist in understanding the motivation behind 

certain CSR disclosure and where the emphasis of the message lies.  
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7. Suggestions for future research  

 

Since the results of this study are limited to the companies and time-period of this research (2002, 

2009 & 2016) different time periods and companies within the Swedish context. Further, future 

research could explore different sources of CSR disclosures such as social media or capital market 

days.  In addition to this, the divergent results from this study, comparative to previous research, 

warrants a more extensive international comparison between firms in different institutional 

contexts. 
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9. Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Checklist of categories of social disclosure 

The following is a taxonomy of the types of corporate social disclosure that form the substance of the content analysis of annual 

reports. The list is intended to represent an exhaustive itemization of information with social importance. Adaptations to the original 

list used by Ng (1985) are shown in italics. 

 

Environment 

(1) Environmental pollution 

● pollution control in the conduct of the business operations; capital, operating and 

● research and development expenditures for pollution abatement; 

● statements indicating that the company’s operations are non-polluting or that they 

● are in compliance with pollution laws and regulations; 

● statements indicating that pollution from operations has been or will be reduced; 

● prevention or repair of damage to the environment resulting from processing or 

● natural resources, e.g. land reclamation or reforestation; 

● conservation of natural resources, e.g. recycling glass, metals, oil, water and paper; 

● using recycled materials; 

● efficiently using materials resources in the manufacturing process; 

● supporting anti-litter campaigns; 

● receiving an award relating to the company’s environmental programs or 

● policies; 

● preventing waste. 

(2) Aesthetics 

● designing facilities harmonious with the environment; 

● contributions in terms of cash or art/sculptures to beautify the environment; 

● restoring historical buildings/structures. 

(3) Other 

● undertaking environmental impact studies to monitor the company’s impact on the 

● environment; 

● wildlife conservation; 

● protection of the environment, e.g. pest control. 

Energy 

● conservation of energy in the conduct of business operations; 

● using energy more efficiently during the manufacturing process; 
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● utilizing waste materials for energy production; 

● disclosing energy savings resulting from product recycling; 

● discussing the company’s efforts to reduce energy consumption; 

● disclosing increased energy efficiency of products; 

● research aimed at improving energy efficiency of products; 

● receiving an award for an energy conservation programme; 

● voicing the company’s concern about the energy shortage; 

● disclosing the company’s energy policies. 

Employee health and safety 

● reducing or eliminating pollutants, irritants, or hazards in the work environment; 

● promoting employee safety and physical or mental health; 

● disclosing accident statistics; 

● complying with health and safety standards and regulations; 

● receiving a safety award; 

● establishing a safety department/committee/policy; 

● conducting research to improve work safety; 

● providing low cost health care for employees. 

Employee other 

(1) Employment of minorities or women 

● recruiting or employing racial minorities and/or women; 

● disclosing percentage or number of minority and/or women employees in the 

● workforce and/or in the various managerial levels; 

● establishing goals for minority representation in the workforce; 

● programme for the advancement or minorities in the workplace; 

● employment of other special interest groups, e.g. the handicapped, ex-convicts or former drug addicts; 

● disclosures about internal advancement statistics. 

(2) Employee training 

● training employees through in-house programmes; 

● giving financial assistance to employees in educational institutions or continuing 

● education courses; 

● establishment of trainee centers. 

(3) Employee assistance/benefits 

● providing assistance or guidance to employees who are in the process of retiring or 

● who have been made redundant; 

● providing staff accommodation/staff home ownership schemes; 
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● providing recreational activities/facilities. 

(4) Employee remuneration 

● providing amount and/or percentage figures for salaries, wages, PAYE taxes, superannuation; 

● any policies/objectives/reasons for the company’s remuneration package/schemes. 

(5) Employee profiles 

● providing the number of employees in the company and/or at each branch/ subsidiary; 

● providing the occupations/managerial levels involved; 

● providing the disposition of staff – where the staff are stationed, and the number involved; 

● providing statistics on the number of staff, the length of service in the company and their age groups; 

● providing per employee statistics, e.g. assets per employee and sales per employee; 

● providing information on the qualifications of employees recruited. 

(6) Employee share purchase schemes 

● providing information on the existence of or amount and value of shares offered to employees under a share purchase 

scheme or pension program; 

● providing any other profit-sharing schemes. 

(7) Employee morale 

● providing information on the company/management’s relationships with the employees in an effort to improve job 

satisfaction and employee motivation; 

● providing information on the stability of the workers’ jobs and the company’s future; 

● providing information on the availability of a separate employee report; 

● providing information about any awards for effective communication with 

● employees; 

● providing information about communication with employees on management styles 

● and management programmes which may directly affect the employees. 

(8) Industrial relations 

● reporting on the company’s relationship with trade unions and/or workers; 

● reporting on any strikes, industrial actions/activities and the resultant losses in 

● terms of time and productivity; 

● providing information on how industrial action was reduced/negotiated. 

(9) Other 

● improvements to the general working conditions – both in the factories and for the office staff; 

● information on the re-organization of the company/discussions/branches which affect the staff in any way; 
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● the closing down of any part of the organization, the resultant redundancies created, and any relocation/retraining efforts 

made by the company to retain staff; 

● information and statistics on employee turnover; 

● information about support for day-care, maternity and paternity leave. 

Products 

(1) Product development 

● information on developments related to the company’s products, including its 

● packaging, e.g. making containers reusable; 

● the amount/percentage figures of research and development expenditure and/or its benefits; 

● information on any research projects set up by the company to improve its product in any way. 

(2) Product safety 

● disclosing that products meet applicable safety standards; 

● making products safer for consumers; 

● conducting safety research on the company’s products; 

● disclosing improved or more sanitary procedures in the processing and preparation of 

● products; 

● information on the safety of the firm’s product. 

(3) Product quality 

● information on the quality of the firm’s products as reflected in prizes/awards received; 

● verifiable information that the quality of the firm’s product has increased (e.g. ISO9000).  

Community involvement 

● donations of cash, products or employee services to support established community activities, events, organizations, 

education and the arts; 

● summer or part-time employment of students; 

● sponsoring public health projects; 

● aiding medical research; 

● sponsoring educational conferences, seminars or art exhibits; 

● funding scholarship programmes or activities; 

● other special community related activities, e.g. opening the company’s facilities to the 

● public; 

● supporting national pride/government sponsored campaigns; 

● supporting the development or local industries or community programs and activities. 

Others 
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(1) Corporate objectives/policies: general disclosure of corporate objectives/policies relating to the social responsibility of the 

company to the various segments of society. 

(2) Other: disclosing/reporting to groups in society other than shareholders and employees, e.g. consumers; any other information 

that relates to the social responsibility of the company. 

Appendix 2: Decision rules for social disclosures 

1. Discussion of directors’ activities are not to be included as a discussion on employees. 

2. All sponsorship activity is to be included no matter how much it is advertising. 

3. All disclosures must be specifically stated, they cannot be implied. 

4. Good/neutral/bad classifications to be determined from perspective of the stakeholder group involved. 

5. If any sentence has more than one possible classification, the sentence should be classified as to the activity most 

emphasized in the sentence. 

6. Tables (monetary and non-monetary) which provide information which is on the checklist should be interpreted as one 

line equals one sentence and classified accordingly. 

7. Innovations in products or services should not be included unless they are beyond what is necessary to compete in the 

marketplace or attract business. 

8. Any discussion of the pension funds or employee share schemes would be classified as good news unless it was clearly 

to the contrary, e.g. that the scheme had been scrapped. 

9. Any disclosure which is repeated shall be recorded as a CSD sentence each time it is discussed. 

10. Discussions relating to the quality of goods and services will not be a CSD unless it contains notice of a verifiable change 

in quality, e.g. accreditation to the International Standards Organization ISO 9000 quality series standard. 

Appendix 3: Disclosures per medium  
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Appendix 4: Absolute disclosure trend per theme  
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Appendix 5: Relative disclosure trend per theme 
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