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Purpose – The purpose of this research is to find out the extent and degree of the interest in 

Corporate Social Responsibility - CSR issues among consumers living in Sweden. 

Furthermore, the idea is to find out how the consumers search for this information and what 

their expectations are regarding companies’ communication about social and environmental 

responsibilities. The literature overview clearly shows the importance and benefits of CSR 

communication for companies.  

Methodology – The method used in this research was mixed method research. Two qualitative 

semi-structured interviews and one quantitative online survey were used. The reason why this 

method was used is due to the complexity and width of CSR concepts and the wish to 

understand the consumers’ point of view. By using these two methods the research can avoid 

the weaknesses of using just one method. These methods together reinforce each other, as 

well as the validity and overall quality of the research.  

Findings – Consumers in Sweden overwhelmingly want information about CSR. However, 

there are consumers in Sweden who are not aware of CSR communication from companies. 

Preferred channels of CSR communication are the Internet and the word-of-mouth and the 

CSR communication channel which is not preferred by consumers is advertisement. 

According to consumers in Sweden CSR communication should be honest and transparent 

and companies could use CSR activities as a good platform for a trusting relationship to 

consumers.  
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GLOSSARY 

Corporate Social Responsibility  A concept whereby companies integrate social and 

environmental concerns in their business operations 

and their interaction with their stakeholders on a 

voluntary basis – (European Commission, 2010 in 

Coombs & Holladay 2012, p.7) 

Using the power of business to create a better world 

(McElhaney 2009, p.31). 
 

Communication Channels    A medium used to communicate a message. 

 

Word of Mouth    Communication among consumers. 

 

Stakeholder  An individual, a group or an organization that can influence 

or can be influenced by companies’ actions. 

 

Consumer  A person or a group who is the final user of the product or 

service. 

ABBREVIATIONS 

CSR   Corporate Social Responsibility 

 

WoM   Word-of-Mouth 

 

EC   European Commission 

 …..
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the main idea behind this paper and explains the background of the topic which 

is necessary to comprehend the area of research. The chapter includes the research area of CSR and 

CSR communication followed by problem discussion, purpose and the research questions. 

“It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but 

from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not their humanity but to their self-love, 

and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages. “ 

Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith 1776, (cited in Ghauri & Cateora 2010, p. 331) 

William Ford Jr. the Chairman of Ford Motor Co. once said:"A good company 

delivers excellent products and services, and a great company does all that and strives to 

make the world a better place." The essence of CSR is very well captured in these two 

quotations above. However, this raises the question – is it possible to make profit and at the 

same time the world a better place? It sounds too good to be true. Is CSR a possible answer to 

this? 

The idea of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is not new, yet more and more 

companies over the last couple of decades are backing CSR initiatives. According to professor 

McElhaney (2009, p. 30), founder of the Center for Responsible Business at the University of 

California Berkeley, CSR is taking the world of business by a storm. McElhaney (2009, p. 30) 

explains that CSR “moved from strategically disconnected philanthropic giveaways to an 

integrated business strategy and it is connected to core business objectives providing positive 

financial returns for the company and as well as making positive social and environmental 

impact in the world.” This opinion is shared by Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p.9) who claim 

that CSR is becoming a crucially important part of overall corporate strategies. The number of 

companies all over the world that practice some form of CSR is rapidly growing. 

Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p.9) point out that more than 80 percent of the Fortune 500 

companies address CSR issues, which reflects the belief among business’ leaders that in 

today’s marketplace CSR is not only an ethical issue but an economic issue as well. In a 2007 

Economist online survey of 1,192 global executives, an estimated 55 percent reported that 

their companies gave high priority to corporate social responsibility. The number was 

projected to increase to 70 percent by 2010 demonstrating that a rapidly increasing number of 

companies across the globe are committed to CSR practice (The Economist 2007, p.3).  

This raises the question of why companies engage in CSR to this extent. There are a 

couple of reasons for doing this. First of all companies are becoming aware of that there are 

significant benefits to be drawn from CSR and that the CSR can become a part of their 

successful competitive advantage. The IBM institute for business Value made a survey of 250 

business leaders and found out that more than half, 54 percent, business leaders noticed that 

CSR activities give them an advantage over their top competitors (McElhaney 2009, p31). 
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Moreover, one interesting fact is that consumers want companies to be involved in 

CSR issues. According to an Epstein-Reeves’ (2010, p 1) survey more than 88 percent of 

consumers want companies to achieve their business goals while improving society and the 

environment and more than 83 percent of consumers think companies should support charities 

and nonprofits with financial donations.  

Another good reason for companies getting involved in CSR would be listening to the 

market and responding to what the market wants. What the market wants is reflected in the 

results of the Millennium Poll on CSR, one of the largest surveys conducted in 1999 

(Beckmann, Morsing & Reisch 2006, p.14). The results showed that over 25000 persons in 23 

different countries on different continents stated that they form their image of companies by 

focusing on their involvement in CSR (Environics 1999, referred to in Beckman et al. 2006, 

p.14). In 2000, Market Research on Opinion Research International on behalf of CSR Europe, 

interviewed consumers in 12 different countries. The results show that 70 percent think that 

company’s involvement in CSR is important when buying products or services, and one in 

five would be willing to pay more for products that are socially and environmentally 

responsible (Beckmann et al., 2006, p.14). According to the Reputation Quotient, (referred to 

in Beckmann et al., 2006, p.14) in Scandinavian countries more than 90 percent of consumers 

think that companies should be more responsible to all of their stakeholders than just to their 

shareholders. 

How important CSR is becoming is rather obvious from the fact that in 2006, the 

European Commission established a new European Alliance for Corporate Social 

Responsibility dedicated only to CSR activities and questions (Beckmann et al. 2006, p.12). 

The main goal of the Alliance, according to the European Commission’s directives, is 

“Promoting European Framework for Corporate Social Responsibility” (COM 2001 366) and 

the following communication on CSR (COM 2002 347)” (referred to in Beckmann et al., 

2006, p. 12). The European Commission’s Alliance is obliging European businesses to go 

beyond minimum legal obligations and make Europe a ‘pole of excellence’ in CSR 

(Beckmann et all 2006). Furthermore, the Alliance points out the importance of 

communicating the CSR to its stakeholders. The European Commission’s Initiative of the 

European Commission Directorate-General for enterprise has published a special guide to 

help European companies communicate their CSR initiatives. The guide to communicating 

about CSR is published on the European commission website
1
 and explains that the clear CSR 

communication can help companies get maximum benefit from CSR measures the companies 

take. 

Surveys made in Sweden in 2013 by the Swedish Trade Federation show that there is 

an overwhelmingly strong interest for CSR among managers and consumers (Svensk Handel 

2013). According to the survey one of the strongest forces behind companies’ CSR 

involvement is the desire to reinforce the company’s image, contribute to sustainability and to 

increase the number of satisfied consumers. One interesting fact is that the survey showed that 

the bigger the company is the more the company is involved in CSR issues. 

                                                        

1 http://ec.europa.eu 
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The question is no longer if companies need to get CSR initiatives but the question is how 

best to do it. It is obvious CSR issues are becoming very important not just for companies but 

for all the involved. CSR cannot be restricted to companies’ inner circles but it should be 

raised to a higher level where it would be available and visible to all its stakeholders. 

1.1 Problem Discussion 

For a company to gain benefits from CSR activities it is of crucial importance to 

inform the general public about these activities. McElhaney (2009, p.30) explains that most 

companies understand that CSR is a good business strategy; however, the majority of those 

companies have a loose collection of disparate CSR activities disconnected from their 

business goals. Bhattacharya (2009, p. 1) points out that a company developing a good CSR 

strategy must start by understanding where and how key stakeholders react to the company’s 

CSR initiatives. Bhattacharya (2009 p. 1) suggests using focus groups, surveys and other 

marketing research methods to understand the deeper psychological needs that CSR can 

answer for stakeholders. Recent research involving Procter & Gamble, General Mills and 

Timberland revealed that many stakeholders were not aware of the companies’ CSR 

initiatives or had very limited understanding of the CSR initiatives and did not find them 

personally relevant (Bhattacharya 2009). These companies learned a lesson from this research 

and they are now trying to build a stronger connection to their stakeholder by improving their 

CSR communication to create active participation and engagement in CSR initiatives 

(Bhattacharya 2009). 

Messages about corporate and social initiatives often evoke strong reactions among 

stakeholders (Morsing & Schultz, 2006, p.323). Furthermore, Morsing & Schultz (2006, 

p.323) point out that stakeholder’s expectations about CSR are a moving target and special 

attention should be paid to them. One important stakeholder group that is very skeptical to 

companies’ CSR activities are its consumers (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p. 9). Bhattacharya 

& Sen (2004, p. 10) argue that the market polls figures suggest that a positive relationship 

exists between company’s CSR activities and consumers reactions to the company and its 

products. In other words the CSR communication reinforces the bond between consumer and 

company. 

This leads to the conclusion that companies need to develop effective CSR 

communication strategies in order to awake the interest of their main stakeholders – 

consumers (Beckmann et al., 2006, p. 12). Beckmann et al. (2006, p.12) argues that 

developing a strategic CSR communication is not a straightforward communication task. 

Companies need to know what to say and how. Furthermore, they need to find appropriate 

channels and ways to communicate successfully to their stakeholders. However, stakeholders 

need first to be aware of the activities and that can happen only if the CSR communication is 

successful. According to Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p. 23) consumers’ lack of awareness 

about CSR activities is a major limiting factor in their ability to respond to these activities and 

therefore companies need to increase the awareness levels. 
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1.1.1 CSR Promotional Communication Dilemma 

In practice CSR communication is a big challenge due to the need of understanding 

stakeholders, their information needs and the advantages and disadvantages of different 

communication channels (Coombs & Holladay 2012, p.110). The central concern of CSR 

communication is termed by Coombs & Holladay (2012) as the CSR promotional 

communication dilemma. They (Coombs & Holladay 2012) also agree that without awareness 

companies cannot gain any benefit from their CSR activities. According to them there is a 

challenge which they describe as follows: 

“…too much of CSR communication can create a boomerang effect as stakeholders become 

cynical and skeptical when there is excessive self-promotion about CSR initiatives. The 

challenge is to effectively communicate the CSR initiatives without creating a backlash we 

term the CSR promotional communication dilemma.”(Coombs & Holladay 2012, p.111) 

In short the question is: How much information do stakeholders want and need, and in what 

way do they want to receive the CSR information? 

1.2 Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this paper is to research what should companies know about CSR 

communication directed to consumers and consumers’ awareness of the CSR communication. 

Furthermore, it investigates how consumers gain information about CSR activities. CSR is a 

very wide field, and this study narrows its focus particularly to CSR communication directed 

toward and affecting one stakeholder group - consumers. The research will focus on 

consumers only as one of the key stakeholder group that has a lot of influence on companies’ 

CSR activities (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004, p.9). In order to narrow down the scope of the 

research this paper will focus on Swedish consumers. As previously noted, more than 90 

percent of Scandinavian consumers think that companies should demonstrate greater social 

responsibility, which indicates that consumers in Scandinavia, which includes Sweden, are 

engaged in CSR issues. 

This paper aims to research the current situation regarding CSR communication directed 

to consumers in Sweden. In addition to the research questions there is first one strategic 

question to be considered. The strategic question was developed according to the previous 

theoretical findings. As Fisher (2010, p.36) explains, research questions are those to which is 

possible to find answers, however strategic questions cannot be directly answered. In order to 

answer strategic question the researcher needs not just knowledge and understanding but 

judgment as well (Fisher 2010). The logic of the study is that if consumers are interested in 

CSR then companies must consider what to do about that matter, so according to that there is 

an overall strategic question for this research and the question is: 

 SQ: What should companies consider when communicating CSR to consumers in 

Sweden? 
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In order to find out what should companies consider when communicating CSR to consumers 

the researcher has to first of all find out if consumers in Sweden are interested and aware of 

CSR communication? Another question is how they search this kind of information; are there 

any communication channels that they prefer or the opposite? In order to find answers to 

these questions there are two sub-research questions  

The research will firstly try to determine if consumers in Sweden are interested in CSR 

information and if they are aware of the current CSR communication from companies. 

Secondly what communication channels, instruments and content are most used and most 

trustworthy from a consumer’s point of view? Another issue is if there are any changes that 

according to consumers need to be done considering the CSR communication. In order to 

satisfy this purpose the main research question has been designed: 

 RQ: To what extent are consumers in Sweden interested in CSR information and how 

do they search for it? 

And the following sub-questions: 

 Are there any CSR communication channels more or less preferred by consumers in 

Sweden? 

 

 Is there anything that consumers in Sweden would like to improve in CSR 

communication directed to them? 

The sub-questions will help to collect more answers in order to gain a better understanding of 

consumers’ point of view.  

1.3 Target Group 

This paper will interest both consumers and companies in question. It will help consumers to 

gain insight and better understanding of CSR activities and its communication and it will 

assist companies in understanding consumers and their needs, thus allowing them to improve 

their CSR communication directed to consumers. 
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2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter the most important concepts and previous research that will be used in the research 

are presented. The concepts are defined in order to make the text more understandable for the reader. 

The chapter starts with some basic concepts and continues with different CSR communication theories 

with direct relevance for this research. The parts of this chapter are: definition of CSR, evolution of 

CSR, stakeholder theory and the part of the main interest - CSR communication. This short historical 

overview will help the reader to understand the consumers’ perspective on CSR. 

2.1 CSR Definitions 

CSR is nowadays used so often and in so many different contexts. However, 

according to some opinions CSR is still an unclear concept and its meaning is diffuse. One 

interesting definition was given by Votaw (1973), according to his words: “The term 

(Corporate Social Responsibility) is a brilliant one; it means something, but not always the 

same thing, to everybody.” (1973, p. 11). According to Coombs & Holladay (2012, p.4) the 

reason why it is difficult to define CSR is that CSR is not reducible to one simple concept. 

Furthermore, they (Coombs & Holladay 2012, p 4) explain that CSR actions will be 

differently defined even from country to country. 

According to McElhaney (2009, p.30) despite all the talking about CSR in the business world 

and media there is a very vague understanding of what CSR is and what it is not. As already 

mentioned CSR is a very unclear concept and it has many different definitions. Another fact 

that is contributing to this problem of a clear definition is that CSR is not a new idea its 

beginnings can be found as early as the 1950’s (Beckmann et al. 2006, p. 15). Kotler and Lee 

(2005, p.3) defined CSR broadly as a commitment to improve societal well-being through 

discretionary business practices and contribution of corporate resources. In 2008 Bill Gates 

gives a very detailed definition of the CSR that he calls a ‘creative capitalism’ that is an 

approach where governments, nonprofits and business work together to stretch the reach of 

markets forces so that people can make a profit or gain recognition doing work that eases the 

world’s inequities (referred to in McElhaney, 2009, p.30).  

The newest CSR definition by the European Commission (COM (2011) 681) is “the 

responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society” and further – “The European 

Commission encourages that enterprises "should have in place a process to integrate social, 

environmental, ethical human rights and consumer concerns into their business operations and 

core strategy in close collaboration with their stakeholders" (European Commission 2011, 

p.3). During McElhaney’s (2009, p.31) extensive work in CSR area she explains that she 

encountered many terms for CSR such as corporate responsibility, sustainable development, 

global citizenship, corporate citizenship, values-driven business, natural capitalism, spiritual 

capitalism and many more. One of the shortest and most simple definitions mentioned by 

McElhaney (2009, p.31) actually summarizes CSR very well as –“using the power of business 

to create a better world”.  

Regardless of what definition of CSR companies use their leaders should not waste 

time on defining CSR but rather do it instead (McElhaney 2009, p31). According to 
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McElhaney (2009, p. 31) companies should instead focus on more critical steps of the CSR 

development. These steps are developing and executing a CSR strategy, communicating it and 

brand it (McElhaney 2009).  

The author acknowledges that there above are many different definitions of CSR; however it 

is important to point out that CSR is a very wide concept and this research has a 

communication approach and focuses on the importance of CSR communication directed to a 

key stakeholder - the consumer.  

One of the names that frequently appear in literature on CSR is Archie B. Carroll. 

According to Carroll (1991, p.608), “corporate social responsibility involves the conduct of a 

business so that it is economically profitable, law abiding, ethical and socially supportive”. To 

be socially responsible then means that profitability and obedience to the law are foremost 

conditions when discussing the firm’s ethics and the extent to which it supports the society in 

which it exists with contributions of money, time and talent”. The foundation for the modern 

definition of CSR can be found in Carroll’s famous theory from 1991. The Carroll’s theory is 

that CSR consist of four levels of social responsibility and those are: economic, legal, ethical 

and philanthropic. Carroll’s theory is often presented in one of the famous models of CSR, so 

called, the Carroll’s CSR Pyramid. The Carroll’s CSR model has four levels indicating the 

relative importance of economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities respectively 

(Carroll, 1991). The different layers in the pyramid help stakeholders to see the different 

obligations that society expects of companies.  

 

Figur 1 - Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (Source: Carroll 1999) 

Another contribution to the CSR literature by Carroll is his work “Corporate Social 

Responsibility: The Evolution of a Definitional Construct” from 1999 where he describes in 

detail the development of CSR from its beginnings in the 1950s to the modern days of SCR 

(referred to in Beckmann et al. 2006, p.15). Carroll (1999) explains that the concept of CSR 
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changed throughout times from the 1950s when it was referred to as Social Responsibility 

since, as he explained, companies did not represent a substantial force in the social sector. 

During the 1980s alternative concepts emerged such as Corporate Social Performance, 

stakeholder theory and business ethic theory. The book finishes with today’s framework in the 

late 20
th

 century. Carroll makes the conclusion that “CSR continues to serve as a core 

construct but yields to or is transformed into alternative thematic frameworks” (Carroll, 1999, 

p.268). Beckmann et al. (2006, p.17) concludes that the progression of the stakeholder theory 

is an example of this phenomenon explained by Carrol.  

2.2 Stakeholder Theory  

Back in the 1970s it was believed that only the social responsibility that companies 

have is to make profit. This is what Milton Friedman says about it: 

"[I]n my book Capitalism and Freedom, I have called [CSR] a 'fundamentally subversive 

doctrine' in a free society, and have said that in such a society, 'there is one and only one 

social responsibility of business - to use its resources and engage in activities designed to 

increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in 

open and free competition without deception or fraud." Friedman (1970) The New York Times 

Magazine, September 13, 1970, p. 17.  

However, more contemporary opinions are that companies should go beyond profit increase 

and take bigger responsibility towards society. All companies have stakeholders who can 

benefit or get harmed by the companies’ actions. 

Stakeholder theory was introduced by Freeman in 1984. Freeman’s stakeholder ‘view 

of firm’ instrumentally defines a stakeholder as “any group of individual who can affect or is 

affected by the achievement of the firm’s objectives” (Freeman 1984, p. 46). Freeman pointed 

out not only the fact that stakeholders are important elements of corporate strategic planning 

but he also explained the positive financial implications of better relationship with 

stakeholders (Morsing & Schultz, 2006, p.138). Morsing & Schultz (2006, p.139) furthermore 

explain that in recent years stakeholder theory developed a focus on engaging stakeholders in 

value creation for companies. This is a long process that has a focus on a long-term mutual 

relationship and not just on immediate profit. The emphasis is moved from stakeholders being 

managed by companies to the interaction that companies have with their stakeholders 

(Morsing & Schultz 2006, p.139). A strong relationship to its stakeholder can become a 

source of competitive advantage (Andriof & Waddock, 2002, Post et al. 2002, Johnson-

Cramer et al., 2003). According to Andriof et al. (2002, p. 9) the relationship to stakeholders 

has to be interactive, mutually engaged and responsive which establish the very context of 

doing modern business and makes aground for transparency and accountability. 

The importance of stakeholders to companies is more than obvious according to the text 

above, but who are the stakeholders? Every company has its stakeholders who are more or 

less involved or influenced by a company’s activities. The stakeholders can benefit or get 
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harmed by a company and its actions. Different stakeholders’ groups are presented in Figure 

2. 

 

Figur 2 – Stakeholders of a firm (Source Ghauri & Cateora, 2010, p.335) 

As shown in Figure 2 the stakeholders are: management, customers/consumers, local 

community, employees, suppliers, and owners. Ghauri & Cateora (2010, p.335) defined the 

different stakeholder groups as follows. Owners of a company are the investors and they 

expect return on their investment. Employees work for the company and they have their own 

and their families to support in that way they expect wages, security and benefits. 

Management leads and instructs the employers and represents the company. Suppliers’ 

relationship to accompany is mutual and they are really important for the company since the 

company’s performance influences the suppliers’ success and vice versa. Local communities 

benefit from companies since the companies pay taxes and provide job opportunities. A 

company needs to be ‘a good citizen’ and not endanger communities by pollution, not paying 

taxes and over all bad behavior. Finally consumers who are directly involved in the actual 

paying for services or products that companies provide. This revenue is a life blood of a 

company and it keeps the business going. Companies need to understand and satisfy their 

consumers’ needs. The more a company understands and satisfies the needs of their 

consumers the more successful the company will be and it will support and serve the other 

stakeholders’ groups better (Ghauri & Cateora, 2010, p.335). Stakeholder perspective is 

increasingly gaining ground and companies all over the world are competing to exhibit good 

corporate citizenship (Beckmann 2006).  

2.3 Consumers as stakeholders 

This paper’s research focus will be on consumers as a stakeholder group. Explanation 

for this can be found in Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p.9) statement that consumers are one of 

the most important stakeholder group and they are particularly skeptical to a company’s CSR 

initiatives. They (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.9) argue that marketplace polls prove that a 

positive relationship exists between a company’s CSR actions and consumer’s reactions to 

that company and its products. In 2002 Corporate Citizenship poll conducted by Cone 

Communication found out that 84 percent of Americans say they would likely switch brands 
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to one associated with a good cause and similarly to this in 2001 another poll reveals that 79 

percent of Americans take CSR into account when deciding to buy a particular company’s 

product (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004, p. 9). However a question is why would consumers 

perform altruistic acts such as giving money to charitable organizations or even paying extra 

for environmentally responsible products? Some researches show that consumers have a 

human desire to experience a so called “warm glow” (Andreoni, 1990 referred to in 

Beckmann 2006, p. 164). Consumers can also experience a “warm glow” buying from 

companies that perform altruistic acts (Beckmann, 2006, p. 164). According to Beckmann 

(2006, p. 21) consumers are definitely the key stakeholders in the marketing exchange 

process. McElhaney (2009, p.35) points out one interesting fact and that is that consumers 

today are looking for a relationship not just transaction and that CSR can be an effective way 

to build this relationship. According to her (McElhaney, 2009, p. 35) CSR can be one of the 

most important components of your strategic communication and messaging management. To 

make the paper more transparent for the reader and show all the influence CSR has on 

consumers and vice versa the main findings concerning these issues can be found in Table 1 

below.  

Tabel 1 - Main findings concerning consumers and CSR (in Suzanne Beckmann, Consumers 

Perception of and Responses to CSR, 2006) 

Main findings Source 

Consumers are aware of and interested in CSR and say 

that CSR is a purchase criterion 

Creyer & Ross, 1997 

Handelman & Arnold, 1999 

Lewis, 2003 

CSR increases positive attitude towards the company 

and/or the brand 

Brown & Dacin, 1997 

Lichenstein, Drumwright & Braig, 2004 

Murray & Vogel, 1997 

CSR functions as “insurance policy” in crisis situations: 

the importance of pro-active CSR commitment 

Dawer & Pillutla, 2000 

Dean, 2004 

Klein & Dawar, 2004 

Ricks, 2005 

Werther & Chandler, 2005 

Consumers asses the fit between CSR initiatives and the 

company’s reputation and the past behavior, and use the 

timing of initiatives as informational cue 

Becker-Olsen, Cudmore & Hill, 2006 

Dean, 2004 

Ricks, 2005 

CSR activities have positive spill-over effect to strategic 

alliance (sponsorship, co-branding, not-for profit) 

Cornwell & Smith, 2001 

Lafferty & Goldsmith, 2005 

Ross, Patterson & Stutts, 1992 

Consumers’ attitudes are more affected by unethical 

behavior than by pro-CSR behavior 

Elliot & Freeman, 2001 

Folkes & Kamis, 1999 

Lack of knowledge, awareness and/or concern – and very 

little knowledge about what companies are CSR 

committed or not 

Auger et al., 2003 

Belk, Devinney & Eckhardt, 2005 

Boulstridge & Carrigan, 2000 

Carrigan & Attalla, 2001 

Consumers’ support of the CSR domain chosen by the 

company matters  

Lichenstein, Drumwright & Braig, 2004 

Sen & Bhattacharaya, 2001 

Trade-off effect in favor of traditional decision criteria 

(“Old habits die hard”) 

Andreau et al., 2004, 2005 

Beckmann, Christensen & Christensen, 

2001 

Bouldsridge & Carrigan, 2000 

Carrigan & Attalla, 2001 
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Mohr, Webb & Harris, 2001 

Product category and/or price play a role Elliot & Freeman, 2001 

Mohr & Webb, 2005 

Strahilevitz, 1999 

Strahilevitz & Myers, 1998 

Little willingness to pay more: the effect of personal cost-

benefit analyses 

Creyer & Ross, 1997 

Osterhus, 1997 

Skepticism and cynicism concerning corporate CSR 

(communication) 

Mohr, Webb, & Harris, 2001 

Sen & Bhattacharaya, 2001 

Swaen & Vanhamme, 2004 

Consumers distinguish between personal and social 

consequences of ethical/unethical company behavior 

Batton, 1999 

Pitts, Wong & Whalen, 1991 

Pro CSR consumers do exist, but profiling them is 

difficult 

Auger et al., 2003 

Hustad & Pessmier, 1973 

Mohr, Webb & Harris, 2001 

Roberts, 1995, 1996 

National and cultural differences do exist Andreu et al., 2004, 2005 

Maignan & Ferrell, 2003 

 

2.4 CSR Communication Channels 

According to Coombs & Holladay (2012, p. 116), when selecting a CSR 

communication channel it is of crucial importance to ensure that the message reaches the 

wanted target. One fact that is very interesting for this research is, as Coombs & Holladay 

(2012, p.112) explain, that stakeholders find it problematic when companies spend a lot of 

money on CSR promotion such as advertising. This makes consumers especially skeptical to 

CSR promotion such as advertising. There are controlled and uncontrolled media which 

indicates if a company has a control over a message (Coombs & Holladay 2012, p. 120). 

Some examples of controlled channels are companies’ websites and official CSR reports and 

etc. and uncontrolled channels are news releases, social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.),WoM 

and etc.  

One extremely interesting fact for this particular research is that a negative correlation 

between controllability and credibility exists and that the more controllable the channel it is 

perceived as the less credible and vice versa (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen 2011, p.5). They (Du et 

al. 2011, p.5) enhance the importance of the use of third party endorsements in order to 

increase the credibility of CSR message. Furthermore, according to Bhattacharya and Sen 

(2004, p.20) consumers tend to talk positively about the socially responsible company to 

people they know, their friends, family, and colleagues and in this way the positive WoM is 

spread. According to Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p.20) “positive WoM is often a key 

behavioral outcome of an individual’s identification with an organization”. Coombs & 

Holladay (2012, p.121) point out that the Internet provides a unique place for uncontrolled 

CSR promotion. For example, the famous chain of coffee shops Starbucks has started its own 

Internet forums as means of informing and engaging stakeholders with their CSR. Social 

media and social networking are ideal vehicles for CSR promotional communication 

(Coombs & Holladay, p.127). Many companies nowadays create a Facebook fan page or 

Twitter account for example and different stakeholders can like them and follow them from 
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their pages, these stakeholders have their own social networks connected to other 

stakeholders’ network so it is not hard to imagine how easily a CSR message can spread here. 

The advantages of uncontrolled channels according to Coombs & Holladay (2012, p.117) are: 

it saves money since companies do not have to pay for it, company does not appear as an 

active promoter and finally the company gains CSR credibility through the third parties. 

However the biggest disadvantage of uncontrolled channels is that the CSR messages may be 

ignored and these channels can frame the information freely as it wishes (Coombs & Holladay 

2012, p. 117). According to their words:”…companies do not have control over if or how the 

CSR message echoes over the Internet.” (Coombs & Holladay 2012, p. 117)  

However, according to Coombs & Holladay (2012, p. 121) channels controlled by 

companies do not have to be expensive. They (Coombs & Holladay 2012, p. 121) give the 

example of Intel CSR website called CSR@Intel where Intel’s employees write their blogs. 

Another great example is the company’s MillerCoors CSR website where stakeholders are 

asked to get involved and to leave suggestions on CSR initiatives (Coombs & Holladay 2012, 

p.122). Many companies use annual CSR reports to summarize their CSR efforts. Coombs & 

Holladay (2012, p. 129) explain there are two well-known structured reporting frameworks: 

the Global Reporting Initiative and ISO 26000. Another structured reporting framework was 

issued in Europe by the EC in 2011 which was already mentioned above and it will be 

discussed in detail later in this paper.  

2.5 Designing the Conceptual Framework  

Based on the theoretical descriptions of the key concepts above, a conceptual 

framework was created and will be presented in this section. The conceptual framework is 

designed in order to provide an understandable picture how the key concepts of CSR are 

related to each other. As already explained above since the CSR concepts are too wide this 

framework will focus only on the CSR concepts important for this research. Firstly, there is a 

CSR activity initiated by a company. This activity needs to be carefully described in a 

message which is further communicated to different stakeholders. The message is 

communicated through different communication channels. The channels can be company’s 

own such as the CSR reports, websites, blogs etc. and independent such media coverage, 

WoM, social media, etc. In order to gain any communication outcomes companies need to 

catch stakeholders’ interest and subsequently stakeholders’ awareness of CSR 

communication. The outcomes of CSR communication valuable for company are 

stakeholders’ awareness, loyalty, trust, purchase etc. and for consumers are awareness, 

purchase, well-being, loyalty, advocacy etc. Without stakeholders’ interest and awareness 

none of these outcomes are possible. The concepts that have the main focus in the research 

questions are marked in the red rectangles.   
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Figur 3 – Conceptual Framework (Own) 

2.6 Framework of CSR Communication to consumer 

The purpose of this section is to guide the reader and explain how all the concepts 

mentioned above are interrelated and work together in practice. Numerous facts mentioned 

above explain why it is an imperative for companies to develop a good strategic 

communication. In order to gain the consumers’ awareness and positive attitude companies 

need to pay great attention to CSR communication and develop a strategy that would make 

sure that information about their CSR activities would reach wanted audience. However, 

developing a good strategic CSR communication is not an easy task. The European 

Commission’s guide to communicating about CSR, mentioned above, is providing guidelines 

and ideas in order to help companies in this complicated task. These are the issues that the 

guide helps companies with: 

 Why should you communicate about your CSR? 

 What can communication do for your business? 

Company  CSR 
Activity 

Different types of 
CSR activities 

Company to 
Consumers 

CSR Communication 

Message 

Communication 
Channels 

Company’s Channels 

Independent 
Channels 

Communication 
Outcomes  

Company – pruchase, 
loyalty, satified 

customers, profit etc  

Consumer – 
Awareness, purchase, 

attitude, loyalty, 
well-being etc.  
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 What is effective communication? 

 Who are you talking to? 

 What should you be talking about? 

 Who is talking about you? 

 The “How to” Guide to Effective Communications 

(EC, A guide to communicating about CSR, p. 2) 

The guide suggests that all companies regardless of their size should let people know 

about the companies’ values and the products and services they bring to the market. 

Furthermore, the guide explains what can communication do for your business and these are 

the benefits of a successful CSR communication: 

 Higher levels of consumer satisfaction and loyalty 

 Improved company, brand and product reputation 

 More motivated and productive employees 

 Better relationships with the local community and public authorities and 

 Increased cost savings.  

(EC, A guide to communicating about CSR, p. 4) 

Another question that the guide answers and that is of great importance for this research is – 

What is effective communication? The guide explains that “effective communication consists 

of transmitting information to a target group such as your customers, consumers or suppliers 

that is relevant to both company’s and the target group’s goals.” Moreover, the guide explains 

that the choice of the best communication channel depends on the people you want to reach, 

your own capabilities, your resources and the subject you want to talk about. In short the 

guide points out that effective communication requires whatever it takes to make sure that 

your target audience really “gets the message” (EC,A guide to communicating about CSR, p. 

5). According to the guide the answer to question- who is talking about you? –is everyone. 

Due to that reason the guide points out the power of word-of-mouth and its effects. The guide 

explains that there are many ways of communicating to a target audience that is why 

companies should know what they want to say and why. According to the guide brochures are 

more appropriate for business-partners than for journalist, information packs are more fitting 

for journalists than consumers and packaging or products labels are more suitable for 

consumers than employees (EC, A guide to communicating about CSR, p. 9). 

Arnone et al. (2011, p. 697) claim there is a preferred communication channel when it 

comes to CSR communication and that is the Internet. Their research showed the Internet is 

privileged as a communication tool among companies all over the world (Arnone et al. 2011). 

According to Arnone et al. (2011, p. 697) the Internet offers numerous advantages such as the 
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disclosure of more information at a lower cost and in a more reduced time, a vaster target 

audience, etc.  

Understanding consumers’ reactions to CSR companies can be used in developing 

good CSR communication strategies. Firstly, companies have to be seen CSR form 

consumer’s perspective and secondly understand not only external outcomes such as purchase 

and loyalty but internal outcomes as well such as consumers’ awareness and attitudes to the 

company in question (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004, p.9).  

In Figure 4 below, Bhattacharya & Sen’s (2004, p.12) model of a detailed CSR framework 

and articulation of– when, how and why CSR works, is presented. As shown in Figure 3 the 

inputs are CSR activities taken by one company. They (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.13) 

reduce the numerous CSR activities into six broad domains: community support, diversity, 

employee support, environment, etc. Companies are facing one key challenge and that is to do 

CSR activities in a consumer-centric manner, in other words to identify what consumers 

consider to be CSR-related activities and ascertain the amount of resources devoted to these 

activities (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.13).  

As shown in Figure 3 the internal outcomes of CSR activities are: awareness, 

attribution, attitude, attachment, consumer well-being and awareness and attitude towards 

specific cause. According to Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p.14) consumers’ awareness of 

companies’ CSR activities is a key perquisite to their reactions to these activities. They 

(Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.14) are pointing out that the current levels of general CSR 

awareness are rather low and that is a big problem for companies looking for positive benefits 

of engaging in CSR activities. Furthermore, they (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.14) found that 

consumers have favorable attitudes towards companies that engage in CSR activities and that 

consumers identify themselves with certain companies when they are strong supporters of the 

companies’ CSR initiatives.  

One interesting finding, for this study, from Bhattacharya & Sen‘s (2004, p.16) 

research shows that companies’ CSR activities can affect consumers’ general sense of well-

being. Furthermore, the research showed that awareness is likely to increase if companies put 

a lot of effort in advertising and promotion behind a specific cause. External outcomes can 

have an influence on company by consumers’ purchase, loyalty etc. Moreover their research 

showed that consumers’ behavior can be influenced by CSR activities. There is a positive link 

between CSR and purchase according to their research and companies that are perceived as 

socially responsible seem to enjoy a loyal following among their consumers (Bhattacharya & 

Sen 2004, pp.14-21).  

Another interesting finding for this study and its research questions is consumers’ 

willingness to talk positively about socially responsible companies and by that spread a 

positive word of mouth (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.20). The findings of their (Bhattacharya 

& Sen 2004) research show that special attention should be paid not only to CSR formulation 

and implementation but as well to measurement of the market returns of CSR initiatives. They 

claim that there is a need for better measurement models of CSR that captures and estimates 

the effects of CSR activities on its stakeholders. The most important finding for this paper is 

that consumers’ lack of awareness about CSR activities is a major limiting factor in their 

ability to respond to these activities hence companies’ have to pay special attention to 

increase the awareness levels (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.23).  
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Figur 4 – CSR Framework (source: Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004, p. 12) 

The report – What Board Members Should Know About Communicating CSR by Du, 

Bhattacharya & Sen (2011) discusses what to communicate and where and the major facts 

that affect the effectiveness of CSR communication. As already pointed out above, creating 

stakeholder awareness is crucial for gaining the strategic benefits of any CSR initiatives. Du 

et al. (2011, p. 9) explain that CSR communication strategy needs to address the questions of 

the message content, message channel, internal and external factors that influence the 

effectives of CSR campaign. Their (Du et al. 2011, p.9) detailed conceptual framework of 

CSR communication is shown in Figure 5.  
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Figur 5– A Framework of CSR Communication (source: Du, Bhattacharya & Sen 2011, p. 2) 

The framework presented in Figure 4 presents a wider concept of CSR including all most 

important steps of a CSR activity, which is important for understanding an overall picture of 

how CSR works. The framework presented in Figure 5 is a more focused framework of CSR 

communication, which is very important for this research since CSR communication is the 

main focus of the research.  

First question is what to communicate to consumers? According to Du et al. (2011, p.3) 

the message needs to be clear and focus on an activity that fits the company’s business. For 

example, a cosmetics company fights breast cancer or a food company supports 

environmental initiatives. Furthermore companies should focus not on the input in social 

cause but on its output, that is to say the societal impact and benefits that have occurred. CSR 

communication messages should be focused on facts and by that avoid the impression of 

bragging (Sen et al., 2009 referred to in Du et al. 2011, p.4). Second question is where to 

communicate to consumers? Companies can communicate their CSR activities through 

official documents such as annual CSR reports, press releases and special sections on their 

official web sites. More than this, companies can also use TV commercials, magazines or 

billboards’ advertisements and product packaging (Du et al. 2011, p.5). Communication 

channels that are not in control of companies are also known as external communicators of 

CSR. External communicators are media, consumers, monitoring groups, consumers’ social 

networks and consumers’ blogs/forums. According to Du et al. (2011, p.7) one powerful 

stakeholder group - consumers- can serve as an informal yet effective communication 

channel. The power of consumers’ word-of–mouth has been greatly increased by a variety of 

media such as blogs, social networks and other social media platforms. CSR positioning is a 

very important issue and by CSR positioning is meant the extent that company uses its CSR 

activities to position itself in the minds of consumers (Du et al., 2007). According to Du et al. 

(2011, p.9) the positioning can significantly amplify the effectiveness of CSR communication.  
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Another significant contribution to the research about CSR communication is a work by 

Mette Morsing and Majken Schultz – Corporate Social Responsibility Communication: 

stakeholder information, response and involvement strategies – published in the Business 

Ethics in 2006. Morsing and Schultz (2006, p.323) argue that companies want to 

communicate that they are ethical and socially responsible and in order to achieve wanted 

results they need to involve stakeholders in this process. They (Morsing & Schultz 2006, 

p.323) point out the importance of engaging stakeholders in long-term value creation and in 

order to achieve this, companies need to develop their CSR communication from a classical 

monolog to more mutual and dialog-based stakeholder relationship. According to Morsing & 

Schultz (2006, p.325) there are three types of CSR communication strategies: the stakeholder 

information strategy, the stakeholder response strategy and the stakeholder involvement 

strategy. They (Morsing & Schultz 2006) argue that one-way communication model on CSR 

used in the stakeholder information strategy is not enough and they suggest that companies 

should develop a sophisticated two-way communication process. In their opinion one-way 

communication model is defined as a propaganda model and whether the message is true or 

not does not play a major role. This model may benefit for example a movie or a sport event 

promotion, however for the effective CSR communication is inappropriate (Morsing & 

Schultz 2006, p.327).  

In the case of communicating ethics and CSR companies need to stand behind and 

really mean what they say. In the stakeholder information strategy (one-way communication) 

communication is viewed as ‘telling not listening’ (Gruning & Hunt 1984; p.23). As Morsing 

& Schultz (2006, p.327) explain a company using this strategy believes that they just need to 

inform the general public efficiently about their CSR activities. Their main task is to ensure a 

coherent message that is conveyed in an appealing way for stakeholders. Companies using 

this strategy do not consider that external stakeholders for example consumers should endorse 

CSR initiatives. The stakeholder response strategy as Morsing & Shultz (2006, p. 327) 

explain is based on two-way asymmetric communication model. In this model communication 

flows to and from the public, however the company does not change as a result of the public 

relations rather the company tries to change public attitudes and opinions. Although this kind 

of communication is perceived as a two-way model where stakeholders are providing 

feedback Morsing & Schultz (2006, p.328) stress that this model is still rather sender 

orientated. In other words this strategy is based on stakeholders’ responsiveness rather than 

their pro-active engagement in CSR communication process. This strategy’s disadvantage is 

that stakeholders are too passive and companies run a risk of only hearing its own voice being 

reflected back. Stakeholder involvement strategy is based on two-way symmetric model 

which means that assumes a dialogue with its stakeholders (Morsing & Schultz 2006, p.335). 

Companies should not just influence but seek to be influenced by stakeholders and according 

to that change when necessary. By involving in dialogue with stakeholders companies do not 

only fulfill their stakeholders’ expectation they also influence those expectations. This 

strategy should be developed in a way that integrates not only company members CSR 

concerns but also external stakeholders’ concerns. This communication model allows 

stakeholders to be deeply involved in order to develop and promote positive support to 

companies image (Morsing & Schultz 2006, p.336).  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the chosen methods for this research. It starts with the description of the 

research approach and research methods which are followed by reflections on the researched 

literature. The chapter continues with the motivations for the chosen methods and finishes with 

reflections on the reliability and validity of the chosen methods and their meaning for this research. 

3.1 Choice of topic 

The topic was selected due to the fact that the author has extreme interest regarding 

the subject of CSR. Author’s previous working experience with several humanitarian 

organizations such as UNICEF, UNHCR, Save the Children and etc. inspired her interest in 

humanitarian and philanthropic activities. Nonetheless, the philanthropic and humanitarian 

work of persons such as Bill Gates and Oprah Winfrey show how rich and influential people 

can work together to make this world a better place. Engaging in CSR activities is one of the 

ways for companies all over the world to the same. If, as the research shows, consumers 

overwhelmingly want companies to be socially responsible, it is an opportunity for companies 

to fulfill the wishes of their consumers and try to work against inequities, child labor, 

pollution and etc. In return companies would gain the very valuable consumer’s loyalty. It is 

an incredible a ‘win win’ situation in which the author, maybe naively, really believes in.  

3.2 Research approach  

Deductive and inductive research approaches are the two most commonly used. The 

reason can be found in the fact that these two research approaches represent the most common 

view of the nature of the relationships between theory and research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 

p.11). This research uses a deductive approach using the approach steps as described in 

Bryman & Bell (2011, p.11) and showed in Figure 6.  
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Figur 6 – Deductive research approach (source: Bryman & Bell 2011, p. 11) 

When using deductive approach the researcher first, on the basis what is already known, 

deduces a hypothesis and after that collects the necessary data to subject the hypothesis to 

empirical scrutiny (Bryman&Bell 2011, p.11). The researcher starts with a theory or 

hypothesis and from there moves to analyzing the collected data. For example, the researcher 

can hypothesize that Swedes generally support CSR activities and would like to be more 

informed about it. From there the researcher moves to researching literature and data 

collection. After the data collection the next step is interpretation of the findings. The findings 

can confirm or reject the deduced hypothesis. The last step is to feed back the findings into 

the researched theory and the revision of the theory. With the inductive approach theory is the 

outcome of research in other words the process of induction involves drawing generalizable 

inference out of observations (Bryman&Bell 2011). To make it simpler, deduction goes from 

theory to observations and findings and with induction the connection is reversed and it goes 

from observations and findings to theory (Bryman & Bell 2001, p.13).  

However it is not uncommon that both inductive and deductive approaches are used in the 

same research. According to Bryman & Bell (2011, p.11) the last step of the deductive 

process moves in the opposite direction from deduction and it is inductive in nature. The 

researcher infers the assumptions of the findings for the theory that indicated the whole 

research. Fisher (2010, p. 300) explains that the deductive approach is evaluating theory and 

drawing a conclusion based on the logics of deduction. If the researcher finds that his or hers 

deductions were correct then the induction is applied (Fisher 2010, p. 300) and induction is 

the process of drawing general conclusions from specific and detailed findings.  

3.3 Research Methods 

Research projects can be conducted through qualitative and quantitative method. The 

distinction between these two methods is ambiguous according to Bryman & Bell (2011, 

p.26). However, the distinction simplified is that between these two methods is the fact that 

the quantitative research method employs measurement and the qualitative does not. 

Furthermore, they (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.27) explain that quantitative research method is 

constructed as a research strategy that emphasizes quantification in the collection and analysis 

of data and conversely qualitative research method is constructed as a research strategy that 

emphasizes the words rather than quantification in the collection and analysis of data. 

However, both of these methods have their strengths and weaknesses and in order to avoid the 

weaknesses and use the strengths is to combine these two methods (Bryman & Bell 2011, 

p.633). Due to this reason the author decided that this research will use the combination of the 

methods so called the mixed methods research.  
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3.3.1 Mixed method research 

According to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 630) the mixed research method is becoming 

an increasingly used and accepted approach in business research. They (Bryman&Bell 2011, 

p.630) point out that “these research methods are perceived as autonomous and that a research 

method from one research strategy is viewed capable of being pressed into the service of 

another.” Furthermore, Bryman & Bell (2011, p.636) explain that the approach of mixed 

research methods is a good choice when the researcher cannot rely on a qualitative nor 

quantitative method alone. This is one of the main reasons why this paper uses mixed method 

research. The choice of a mixed research method was partially determined due to the poor 

response of the companies that were contacted for interview and partially due to the 

complicated concept of CSR communication that cannot be researched by one method only. 

Another reason was that the research’ focus were consumers and one way to collect data 

about consumers’ attitudes and opinions is a survey. Mixed method research was a good 

choice for this paper because it enables a better insight about CSR communication in theory 

and practice and how the communication is perceived by consumers.  

3.3.2 Literature Review 

Reviewing the existing literature according to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 91) 

demonstrates what is already written and known, explains relevant concepts and theories and 

possibly reveals any theoretical gaps that can serve as the focus of research. Another use of 

literature review is developing an argument which would be a platform and a guide for your 

research. This research is about CSR with a focus on CSR communication directed to one of 

the key stakeholders – consumers. Theoretical foundation and the definitions of the key 

concepts such as CSR, CSR communication, stakeholders, communication channels etc are to 

be found in the chapter 2. The finial part of the chapter 2, the subchapter 2.6 gives an 

overview how these concepts are related and work together in practice. The literature used 

was written by well-known authors that frequently appear in the majority of books and 

articles on CSR communication.  

There are several reasons why this literature was chosen for this research. Firstly, as 

mentioned, above, it gives a very good overview of how the key concepts work together and 

presents the already known researches. Secondly it reveals some theoretical gaps which 

possibly can inspire further research. Finally, which is very important for this research, gives 

an overview of the practical recommendations how CSR communication needs to be 

executed. Another reason why this particular literature was chosen is because it has similar 

focus as this research and it focuses specifically on CSR communication and consumers. The 

literature research began by searching the scientific databases provided by the university. The 

databases used in this research were Google Scholar, Emerald, the official websites of CSR 

Europe and the European Commission – Documentation Centre. The articles were searched 

for by using the following keywords: CSR, CSR communication, CSR communication and 

consumers, CSR communication channels etc.  
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3.3.3 Secondary and primary data collection 

Two main sources of data can be used in a research: secondary and primary data 

collection. Secondary data collection initiated this research. In order to understand overall 

picture of CSR communication numerous well-known CSR websites, reports, blogs and 

forums were visited and analyzed. Furthermore, the author went through a great many 

existing researches and surveys on CSR communication and consumers. This was done in 

order to understand how CSR communication works in reality and to find out what consumers 

expect from this communication. These researches and surveys have also helped to design the 

researches questions and the questions for the online survey. Three of the surveys have 

provided a great inspiration and foundation on which the segmentation of the demographic 

group and the online survey questions were based. These surveys will be discussed later in the 

text.  

Primary data were collected through the two interviews and an online survey, which are 

described below.  

3.3.4 Semi-structured interviews 

The qualitative method used in this paper was two semi-structured written interviews 

with two CSR consulting companies. The idea behind these interviews was to understand how 

CSR communication works in practice and what the challenges that companies and CSR 

consultants face are. The semi-structured interviews were planed and designed specifically to 

research and find out some suggestions for the overall strategic question of the research. Since 

they daily work with CSR issues they possess wide knowledge not just in theory but what is 

more important especially for this paper in practice as well. The idea of contacting a specific 

company about CSR issues was rejected due to several reasons. First no company was willing 

to give an interview, several companies were contacted, second interviewing one company 

would possibly give too narrow picture of CSR communication since CSR communication 

strategy is specific for each company and in that case the answers can be too subjective. For 

this paper a wider insight in CSR communication was necessary since it can vary in practice 

from a case to a case. Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 467) point out that the term semi-structured 

interviews cover a wide range of instances and describe it as an interview where the 

interviewer has a list on a fairly specific topic but the interviewee has a great deal of freedom 

how to reply. The questions are more general in their frame than questions found in a 

structured interview. Furthermore, they (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.467) explain that the 

questions in semi-structured interview all the same questions from the list will be asked and 

similar wording will be used from interviewee to interviewee.  

For this paper two semi-structured written interviews were conducted. The reason why the 

interviews were in written form was due to the time limitation and the distance of the 

interviewees. The reason why the interviews were semi-structured instead of unstructured was 

that the concept of CSR as mentioned earlier in the paper is very wide and the semi-structured 

interview would keep better focus on CSR communication and not drift away into other of 

CSR concepts. Two CSR consulting companies were interviewed. The reason why consulting 
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companies were contacted was that they have a wider insight how CSR communication works 

than one specific company as mentioned above. One of the interviews was written in English 

and the other one in Swedish. The first interviewee was a communication manager in CSR 

Europe, the European leading business network for CSR according to their website
2
. They are 

located in Brussels, Belgium. The second one is a CSR strategic consultant in the ÅF Group, 

a leader in technical consulting according to their website
3
. The ÅF group is located in 

Stockholm, Sweden. Both interviewees were asked nine open questions on topic of CSR 

communication. The questions were slightly adapted to each interviewee due to the difference 

in the CSR consulting services they offer. The questions are to be found in Appendix A. The 

first written interview was sent to CSR Europe on the 9
th

 of April and received back on 22
nd

 

of April and the second was send to the ÅF Group on the 14
th

 of April and received back on 

28
th

 of April. Both of the interviewees have chosen to be anonymous and accented that their 

answers do not officially represent stands of their companies but they solely speak from their 

own professional experience.  

3.3.5 Online Social Survey  

The main focus of the online survey is to understand the consumers’ point of view 

about CSR communication. This understanding would help companies to understand 

consumers’ needs and preferences of CSR communication and subsequently improve 

companies’ CSR communication directed to them. According to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 

661) there is a considerable increase in the number of surveys conducted and administrated 

online. The main advantages of using online surveys are the possibility of obtaining a huge 

number of quantitative data; they are rather fast, very accessible and cheap. Of course there 

are disadvantages with this kind of methods as there is with any other method and these are 

limited number of questions and lack of personal interface with the respondents. Furthermore, 

they (Bryman & Bell 2011, pp. 661-663) explain that there are two kinds of online surveys, 

the one administrated by email and the one administrated via the Web.  

The survey used in this research was created in Google Drive and administrated via 

the Web and it is to be found in Appendix B. Even though the research targets Swedes the 

survey was written in English for several reasons. First reason was that Sweden today is a 

multinational society and not all the people living in Sweden speak Swedish however they do 

shop and pay taxes in Sweden. The questions in the survey were inspired and based on the 

previous researches and surveys on CSR communication. These researches are: the Swedish 

Trade Federation research – The Responsible Company, conducted in Sweden 2013, the Cone 

Communications’ research – Consumers Demand More Than CSR “Purpose”, conducted in 

the US 2012 and the APCO Worldwide research – Communicating CSR: Talking to People 

Who Listen, conducted worldwide 2004. The researches and surveys conducted in Sweden 

show that people living in Sweden are very interested in CSR information and would like to 

                                                        

2 http://www.csreurope.org/about-us 
3
 http://www.afconsult.com/en/About-us/Company-Information 
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have more information about it. Due to that reason the demographic segmented group is 

people living in Sweden. The questions were constructed in order to make both qualitative 

and quantitative data collection possible. In order to make this possible the survey questions 

were both close-ended and open-ended. According to Bryman & Bell (2011, pp. 248-250) 

open-ended questions provide qualitative data and the close-ended quantitative data. However 

even the close-ended questions had a choice of ‘Other’ option. First four questions were 

close-ended and they are regarding the demographic profile of the respondent. Four of the 

questions were multiple choice questions. One question was the ‘Likert scale’ question with a 

verbal scale for rating from - Strongly agree to – Strongly disagree. According to Fisher 

(2011, p. 214) the Likert scale is commonly used to ask people about their opinions and 

attitudes. Two last questions were open-ended and the respondents could write unlimited long 

text. However, as mentioned above all the questions except the first two had option of - 

‘Other’ where the respondent can write freely whatever they want.  

The pilot survey was posted on Facebook on the 22
nd

 of April, the following day on the 

23
rd

 of April it was emailed to 17 different persons and finally on the 25
th

 of April it was 

handed out to friends, colleagues and neighbors. However, after receiving approximately 62 

responses the pilot survey was revised according to the supervisor’s and peers’ comments. 

The final survey was posted on Facebook and send out via e-mail to friends and colleagues on 

the 2
nd

 of May. The link to the survey was posted on the authors Facebook wall, on the 

Mälardalen University’s Facebook wall, on the Mälardalen University International 

Committee’s Facebook wall, the link to the survey was sent via email and handed out as a 

hard copy to friends and colleagues in order to reach more respondents. The respondents were 

encouraged to publish the link on their Facebook’s walls and to send the link forward to their 

friends. 

3.3.6 Operationalization of Questions and Concepts 

The detailed description and operationalization of the 17 questions in the final online 

survey and the concepts used to design the questionnaire are to be found in the Table 2 below. 

 

Table 2 – The detailed description and operationalization of the key concepts and their 

purpose.  

Q.No. Concept Question Purpose 

1 

Demographic 

Information 

Gander 
To describe the demographic 

characteristics of the sample 

population. 

2 Age 

3 Education level 

4 Do you live in Sweden 

5 
Consumers’ interest in 

CSR information 

Do you deliberately 

shop products or 

services that are 

produced in an 

environmental, 

ethical and 

To measure the extent of consumers’ 

interest in CSR information, in order 

to answer RQ 1 
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ecological way? For 

example marked 

with - KRAV, 

FairTrade, Svanen, 

Bra Miljöval etc. 

6 

To which degree 

should companies 

inform consumers 

about their social 

and environmental 

activities? 

7 Consumers’ awareness 

Do you know that 

companies in 

Sweden regularly 

communicate about 

their social and 

environmental 

activities on their 

websites, in their 

CSR reports, 

companies' CSR 

blogs etc.? 

To measure the consumers’ awareness 

of CSR communication, in order to 

answer the RQ1 

8 

Consumers interest in 

CSR information 

Do you think that 

companies in 

Sweden inform 

consumers enough 

about their social 

and environmental 

responsibility 

(CSR)? 

To measure consumers’ interest in 

CSR information, in order to answer 

RQ1 9 

Do you search for 

information about 

CSR - companies' 

social and 

environmental 

responsibility? 

10 

Would you like to 

have more 

information about 

companies' social 

and environmental 

responsibility and 

activities? 

11 
CSR Communication 

channels 

When I search for 

the information 

about social, ethical 

and environmental 

responsibility I 

To see what CSR communication 

channels are used and preferred by 

consumers, in order to answer RQ2 
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usually use these 

sources. You can 

choose 1-3 options! 

12 

When I search for 

the information 

about social, ethical 

and environmental 

responsibility these 

are the sources I 

TRUST THE 

MOST. You can 

choose 1-3 options! 

13 

When I search for 

the information 

about social, ethical 

and environmental 

responsibility these 

are the sources I 

TRUST THE 

LEAST. You can 

choose 1-3 options! 

14 

Consumers’ attitudes 

involvement and 

awareness. 

Evaluate the 

following statements 

about companies' 

social and 

environmental 

responsibility 

according to your 

opinion! 

In question nr. 14 the Likert scale was 

used in order to measure consumers’ 

attitudes. To see if there is anything 

consumers would like to improve 

about CSR, in order to make 

suggestion for SQ1. 

15 

What kind of 

information would 

help you as a 

consumer to choose 

product or services 

produced in an 

ethical, 

environmental or 

ecological way? You 

can choose 1-3 

options. 

16 

Name three 

companies in 

Sweden that in your 

opinion are very 

good in 

communicating their 

CSR - social and 

environmental 



 27  

responsibility. Please 

explain why! 

17 

Name three 

companies in 

Sweden that you feel 

that you have a 

trusting relationship 

to when it comes to 

social, ethical and 

environmental 

responsibility. Please 

explain why! 

3.3.7 Sample 

The population from which the segment will be taken is the population of Sweden that has 

access to the Internet. The reason why Sweden was chosen is firstly practical since the author 

lives in Sweden and thesis were written at a Swedish university, second is that Sweden has 

the fourth highest usage rate of the Internet in the world (Global Internet Usage, 2012) and 

finally according to researches mentioned above Swedes are very interested in the CSR 

issues. According to the website
4
 there are about 8,500000 Internet users in Sweden which 

makes Sweden number four in the world. According to the Swedish Trade Federation 

research (Svensk Handel, 2013, p.19) more than half of the Swedish population consider that 

they have too little information about CSR and would like to have more specific information 

about it. The segmented group for the research are the people who live in Sweden and also 

would like to have more information about CSR.  

However in order to specify a group for the research there were some limitations of 

the sampling technique used. The online survey was deliberately sent and published to people 

in Sweden that are particularly keen on CSR issues. Those include consumers in Sweden 

working for different humanitarian organization, consumers working for different CSR 

consulting companies and researches and students at the Swedish university of agricultural 

science. This sampling technique makes the sample group quite specific group particularly 

interested in CSR issue in comparison to the average consumer in Sweden.  

3.3.8 Sample size 

As an online consumer survey was used in this research as a method for data collection, 

insuring an adequate sample size was of interest.  This was done by using the formula given 

                                                        

4 "Internet users per 100 inhabitants 2001-2011", International 
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below as a guideline to get an estimation of appropriate sample size for the study. Since this 

study uses non-probability sampling the formula is used as a guideline for sample size 

calculation. As Fisher (2010, pp.222-226) explains sampling error varies positively with a 

sample size. Therefore, the size of sample depends on the level of sampling error to be 

tolerated. To eliminate possible counting error when counted manually the author used the 

online sample size calculator on the website
5
 for calculating the sample size for this survey. 

The formula used in the calculator according to the website is:  

 
ss =  

Z 
2 
* (p) * (1-p)  

 

c 
2
  

Where: 

Z = Z value (e.g. 1.96 for 95% confidence level)  

p = percentage picking a choice, expressed as decimal  

(.5 used for sample size needed) 

c = confidence interval, expressed as decimal  

(e.g., .04 = ±4) 

The level of confidence used in formula is 95% - Z, a sampling error no greater than +/-8.5%, 

and an assumption of 85% of confidence interval (also called margin of error) - c. The 

estimated minimum sample size for this research was 133. 

3.4 Reliability and Validity 

As Bryman & Bell (2011, p.157) explain that even though the terms reliability and 

validity seem to be almost like synonyms there are quite significant differences in the 

meanings of these terms. Reliability is the consistency of a measure of a concept. According 

to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 158) there are three key factors involved when we consider if a 

measure is reliable. The first one is stability; asking whether or not a measure is stable over 

the time. The second is internal reliability that considers that the indicators that make up the 

scale are consistent. And the third inter-observer consistency that considers the issues of 

reliability when a great deal of subjectivity is involved (Bryman & Bell 2011, p.158). If these 

three factors are taken into consideration regarding this research it can be said that the biggest 

issue about the reliability of this research is measuring the attitudes towards CSR. Attitudes 

are easily changed and they depend on many factors like mood, time, the formation of the 

questions in a survey etc. Fisher (2010, p. 215) explains that attitudes are too complex to 

measure since they are subject to a constant change. Another issue would be possibly 

subjectivity since the author already has an attitude towards CSR issues and the questions in 

the interviews and the survey are unconsciously formed according to that. Due to this reason 

                                                        

5 www.surveysystem.com/sscalc.htm 
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some questions may be found as leading. However, the questions as mentioned above were 

designed and based on the three credible surveys and due to this reason the issue of 

subjectivity and leading questions was minimal. When it comes to measure of communication 

channels use these factors are not an issue.  

Bryman & Bell (2011, p.159) define validity as the issue of whether or not a measure 

or a concept really measures that concept the author planned to measure. Furthermore, 

Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 159) argue that validity is one of the most important factors in a 

research and they continue by explaining that validity is a measure of how well the study's 

conclusions are grounded in the material collected. To insure that this research will measure 

the wanted concepts the mixed method research approach was used. Combination of 

qualitative and quantitative method, the interviews and the online survey made it sure that the 

research will measure the wanted concepts. The qualitative interviews gave the relevant 

information that was later used to design the survey questions. The research validity is further 

reinforced by conducting an online survey directed to consumers. Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 

628) argue that mixed method contributes a great deal to the validity of the research. They 

(Bryman & Bell 2011, p. 628) explain that by using the mixed method the researcher can 

avoid one method weaknesses and instead let the two methods reinforce each other.  

3.5 Ethical considerations 

One important issue to be taken into account when conducting a research is the one of 

ethical consideration (Fisher 2010, p. 72). Throughout this research a special attention was 

paid to objectivity and honesty when stating the methods, presenting the results and drawing 

the conclusions. Ethical consideration was as well taken into account when the primary data 

was collected, conducting the semi-structured interviews and the on line survey. As already 

mentioned above both interviewees wanted to be anonymous and that is respected by the 

author. All the respondents of the survey were informed that they will be strictly anonymous 

and that their answers will be solely used for the research purpose. The text about this was at 

the beginning of the on line survey and it is to be found in the Appendix B.  

3.6 Limitations of the research 

One of the biggest limitations for this research was negative response from contacted 

companies in Sweden. Many companies were contacted in order to get some information, a 

case study or an interview however many companies responded they do not have time or 

some of them did not respond at all. An ideal way to research about CSR communication 

would be to have a willing company that would present their work with CSR issues from the 

initial phase of planning the CSR activity, communicating the activity to consumer and finally 

at the end measure the response of consumers to the communication. Since the responses and 

time limitation made this impossible the author found other ways to research the chosen topic. 

Another limitation was the disadvantages of an online survey. Firstly according to Bryman & 

Bell (2011, p. 661) the response rates to an online survey are usually not so high. The first 

online survey that had about 62 responses needed to be revised and it was canceled. Posting 

the revised survey again on the author’s Facebook wall visible to the same group of people 
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could have decreased the response rate even more. Due to this reason the author had to find 

additional ways to gain more responses which are described in 3.3.5 section.  

3.7 Data analysis 

Data collected in this research are qualitative data from two semi-structured interviews 

and quantitative data collected via an online survey. According to Bryman & Bell (2011, 

p.571) qualitative data are not straightforward to analyze because there are no clear-cut rules 

about how qualitative data analysis should be carried out. However, the data from the 

interviews will be analyzed using analytic induction as a strategy of analysis. Bryman & Bell 

(2011) explain that the analytic induction is one of the most frequent approaches. According 

to their explanation “…analytic induction starts with a rough definition of research 

question(s), proceeds to a hypothetical explanation and then continues onto the collection of 

data. If a case that is inconsistent with the hypothesis is encountered the analyst either 

redefines the hypothesis or reformulates the hypothesis and proceeds with further data 

collection.”(Bryman&Bell 2011, p.575) 

Quantitative data were collected via an online survey and analyzed using descriptive 

statistical analysis. According to Fisher (2010, p.226) “the descriptive statistics is concerned 

with generalizing from a sample.” The online survey was designed using the software 

application in Google Drive. The survey was created as a stand-alone web page and it was 

administrated online by Google’s Wizard software. According to Bryman & Bell (2011, pp. 

661-667) the process of collecting and analyzing data has been radically simplified lately by 

using online surveys and that is why they are growing in popularity and have great potential. 

The respondents were invited to visit the webpage and complete the survey. All the answers 

were automatically registered into the Google Drive database. When the wanted number of 

answers was collected the survey was closed by the author for the further responding. The 

Google’s “Analyze data” wizard was used in order to create the descriptive statistics and 

graphical representations presented later in the text. 
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4 RESULTS 

The results from the research will be presented in this section. First results from the two 

written interviews will be presented since they were planned to reinforce the overall insight if 

what is important about CSR communication in practice. The results of the online survey will 

be presented after. These results will give an insight in CSR communication from consumers’ 

point of view.  

4.1 Interviews 

As already mentioned above both interviewees wanted to remain anonymous and 

pointed out they do not answer from the companies’ perspective but they answer from their 

professional experience as CSR consultants.  

CSR Europe consultant agreed that CSR communication is a very important part of the 

picture. However, both consultants from CSR Europe and the ÅF Group pointed out that there 

are important issues to be considered before the communication starts. The most important 

part is that companies really understand how they influence society and how society 

influences the companies. Companies firstly need to understand expectations of the external 

stakeholders and the CSR communication has to be based on that understanding. Without this 

understanding CSR communication will not be effective.  

CSR Europe offers a special service called – CSR Europe stakeholder dialog service, the link 

is to be found on their website
6
. According to CSR Europe consultant stakeholder dialog has 

been identified as one of the key means of materiality analysis – indentifying the most 

important issues for the company. Stakeholder dialogs are used for improving internal 

systems and external relations. The ÅF consultant thinks that is very important to engage 

stakeholders in a dialog because all parties need to work together to create value. However, 

the ÅF consultant pointed out that they cannot answer for the consumers account since they 

are strictly B2B business and they do not have any private customers. 

In order to create stakeholders’ awareness CSR Europe consultant points out that the 

companies need to use multiple channels, repeat message and be coherent and consistent with 

simple messages and objectives. Another issue that is important according to the ÅF 

consultant is to make stakeholders aware that your company creates a real value for every 

stakeholder by contributing to sustainable development and not just touting a CSR message.  

When it comes to communication channels the CSR Europe consultant points out that online 

communication is more effective and that is mainly due to the reason that the online 

communication is instant and measurable. The ÅF Group consultant accents that CSR issues 

should use the same communication channels like all other communication coming out from a 

company so that the CSR message does not seem as an advocacy group. When it comes to 

preferred communication channels the ÅF Group consultant explains that it depends on the 

                                                        

6 http://www.csreurope.org/stakeholder-dialogue 
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stakeholder group. Investors trust CSR reports and CSR specialized websites for example but 

consumers mainly trust WoM, blogs etc.  

According to CSR Europe consultant the common problem for companies regarding CSR 

communication is credibility and delivering a unified message when a company is spread over 

many markets. The ÅF Group consultant personal experience shows that companies often 

internally analyze what is the most important CSR issue while consumers and other external 

stakeholders have totally other ideas about that.  

To the question of whether there are some companies that are great examples of successful 

CSR communication, the CSR Europe consultant answered that these are their corporate 

members and they can be found on the following link - www.csreurope.org/corporate-

members. The ÅF group consultant argues that that depends on what is meant by successful 

CSR communication. If we are talking about a solid CSR engagement as a foundation that is 

reflected in correct and straight communication then those companies are among others: Atlas 

Copco, GE, Coop, ICA, H&M, Lantmännen etc. However, the ÅF consultant points out that 

there are companies that communicate very well but they do not have a solid work behind it. 

The ÅF consultant chooses not to name these companies.  

Regarding the development and the future of CSR communication the CSR Europe consultant 

points out that the future development will be decided by reporting standards and the recent 

approval of European Parliament on the Directive on non-financial disclosure. Furthermore, 

she thinks that is really important that consumers and other stakeholders are placing more 

demands on companies to live up to their expectations. In the future CSR will not be separate 

but an integrated objective for all sustainable companies. The ÅF Group consultant shares this 

opinion and points out that CSR communication will be more integrated and not isolated 

communication as it is today. The ÅF Group consultant hopes as well that we will not talk 

about CSR communication but that CSR communication will be equally important for all 

operations as overall communication. According to the ÅF Group consultant a good example 

of this is the company Lantmännen’s communication which “certainly has a ‘CSR touch’ but 

which is ‘ordinary, business-driven’ communication”.  

4.2 Online Social Survey 

The survey was closed on 15
th

 of May and 147 responses were collected. Three 

respondents did not live in Sweden and their responses were not counted. Since the response 

rate was higher than sample size demanded the margin of error decreased and it was 

calculated again using the margin of error online calculator on the same website mentioned 

above. The 144 responses improved the margin of error to no more than +/-5.99.  

4.2.1 Demographic data 

Of 144 respondents, 54% were female and 46% male. 11% of respondents were age 

15-25, 61%, the biggest group of respondents were in the age 26-35, 22% in the age 35-45 
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and 6% age 46-75. Majority of the respondents, 64% went to college/university longer than 3 

years and 34% went to college/university less than 3 years.  

4.2.2 Respondents about CSR/CSR communication 

Only most relevant results will be discussed here. The rest of the results together with 

the charts are to be found in Appendix D.  

To question number 5, 52% of respondents answered that they often deliberately buy 

product/services that are produced in an environmental ethical and ecological way and 40% 

sometimes, 6% rarely and 2% never.  

 

Often 75 (52%) 

Sometimes 58 (40%) 

Rarely 8 (6%) 

Never 3 (2%) 

I do not know 0 (0%) 

Other 0 (0%) 

4.2.2.1 Interest for CSR information and awareness of CSR communication 

70% of respondents think that companies should inform consumers about CSR in detail 

and 25% think that companies should inform but just minimally so it does not seem as they 

brag about it, 3% think that companies do not have to inform consumers the rest do not have 

an opinion about this.  

To question number 7, 80% of respondents answered that they know that companies 

regularly inform the general public about their CSR activities; however, 59% of those do not 

often read this kind of information. 19% did not know that this kind of information was 

available.  
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Yes, I often read this kind of information. 30 (21%) 

Yes, but I do not often read this kind of information. 85 (59%) 

No, I did not know that this kind of information is available. 27 (19%) 

I am not interested in this kind of information.  1 (1%) 

Other 1 (1%) 

 

68% think that there is not enough information about CSR and 13% that there is. 78% 

search for CSR information but only 16% search often and 62% not so often.  

Whole 84% of respondents would like to have more information about CSR, 13% do not want 

more information and 2% do not need at all this kind of information.  

 

Yes 119 (84%) 

No 18 (13%) 

No, I do not need this kind of information. 3 (2%) 

Other 2 (1%) 
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4.2.2.2 CSR Communication channels 

When respondents search for CSR information 25% of them use WoM - people they 

know, friends, colleagues and family, 24% use companies’ websites and 16% use media 

coverage. When it comes to preferred communication channels and communication channels 

they find most credible the biggest percentages are following: 32% trust people they know, 

17% trust media coverage and 15% trust companies’ websites.  

Answers to question number 12: 

Companies' websites 42 (15%) 

Companies' official CSR reports 14 (5%) 

Products' packages and labels 27 (9%) 

Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.) 5 (2%) 

Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.) 50 (17%) 

Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.) 10 (3%) 

Independent blogs, forums etc. 36 (13%) 

People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  92 (32%) 

I do not search for this kind of information. 8 (3%) 

Other 3 (1%) 

Least credible communication channel according to 48% of respondents is advertising, 

22% find social media least credible. Interestingly enough 8% find companies’ websites least 

credible.  

Answers to question number 13: 

Companies' websites 17 (8%) 

Companies' official CSR reports 5 (2%) 

Products' packages and labels 5 (2%) 

Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.) 109 (48%) 

Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.) 13 (6%) 
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Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.) 49 (22%) 

Independent blogs, forums etc. 17 (8%) 

People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  3 (1%) 

I do not search for this kind of information. 8 (4%) 

Other 0 (0%) 

4.2.2.3 What can be improved about CSR according to consumers 

Statement in the question 14, about CSR that was evaluated as highest according to 

respondents was - Companies should behave and act responsibly towards society and 

environment so they can establish a trusting relationship to their customers- 83% strongly 

agree and 20% agree with this statement.  

Q 14 - Companies should behave and act responsibly towards society and environment so they can 

establish a trusting relationship to their customers. [Evaluate the following statements about 

companies' social and environmental responsibility according to your opinion!] 

Strongly agree 118 (83%) 

Agree 20 (14%) 

Uncertain 3 (2%) 

Disagree 1 (1%) 

Strongly disagree 0 (0%) 

 

The statement that was evaluated lowest was - Companies should support social and 

environmental activities chosen by their consumers – only 25% strongly agree with this 

statement and 28% are uncertain.  

Question number 15 - What kind of information would help you as a consumer to 

choose product or services produced in an ethical, environmental or ecological way? – no 

option was highly preferred and opinions were very equally divided, 24% wanted 

better/clearer information about CSR on companies’ websites, 23% wanted more impartial 

blogs about CSR, 22% wanted better/clearer information on products packages and 21% 

better/clearer signs on products packages.  

Answers to question number 15: 
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Better/clearer information about products or services on companies' websites 83 (24%) 

Better/clearer information signs in stores/boutiques 36 (10%) 

Better/clearer signs on products' packages 74 (21%) 

Better/clearer information on products' packages 79 (22%) 

Impartial websites or blogs that give you more information about the products/services 81 (23%) 

Other 0 (0%) 

 

When asked to name three companies that in their opinion are good in communicating 

CSR the most frequently mentioned companies were: IKEA, H&M, ICA, Polar och Pyret, the 

Body Shop, KRAV etc. The last question gave very similar answers. Respondents were 

mainly mentioning big companies in Sweden that they had positive experience with.  
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This research was based on the idea that CSR is becoming a more and more important 

part of companies’ overall strategies. Companies that invest in CSR are going to be able to 

generate favorable benefits such as stakeholders’ loyalty, investments, purchase, etc (Du, 

Bhattacharya & Sen 2011, p.9). However, it is not enough just to do CSR; companies need to 

communicate about it because stakeholders want to hear about it. … 

Firstly a discussion and suggestions from the two interviews will be presented since it 

mainly considers the overall strategic question - What should companies consider when 

communicating CSR to consumers in Sweden? As mentioned above, strategic questions 

cannot be answered. Having that in mind the following text is the most relevant suggestions 

for companies to consider when communicating CSR to consumers. 

From the beginning when planning to take a CSR initiative, as both interviews suggest, 

companies need to be very serious and honest about CSR issues. Before communicating CSR 

companies should really do it in practice and not just use CSR communication as an advocacy 

of their ‘goodness’. CSR communication built on honesty and trust simply cannot fail. 

According to CSR Europe consultant one of the most important issue when deciding about 

CSR activity companies need to understand consumers’ expectations and choose CSR activity 

according to that. This agrees with the results of the survey which show that – 83% of 

respondents think that companies should involve in CSR activities in order to establish a 

trusting relationship with consumers. Both interviewees think that engaging in a dialog with 

stakeholders is of crucial importance. To conclude suggestions for the strategic question – 

companies should be honest and transparent; a CSR message should be clear and easy to 

understand. Communication channels should be carefully chosen accordingly to a CSR 

message and targeted audience. Companies should engage in a dialog about CSR with 

consumers which would give them useful feedback and finally companies should try to build 

a relationship on honesty and trust. 

One of the most important goals of CSR communication is creating consumers’ 

awareness. As mentioned a couple of times above, the lack of awareness is the major limiting 

factor when gaining benefits from CSR activities (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.23). That is 

why this was considered as the main research question for this research. According to CSR 

Europe consultant in order to create consumers’ awareness companies need to use multiple 

communication channels, use a simple transparent message about CSR activities and repeat 

and repeat the message. The results in the survey confirm this - 70% of respondents agree 

strongly with the statement that - Companies should be honest and transparent about their 

social and environmental activities when they communicate to consumers in order for 

consumers to understand what they are talking about. Consumers in Sweden are aware of the 

companies CSR communication – 80% knew that companies are regularly communicating 

about this, however 59% do not often read this kind of information and 19% did not know at 

all that this kind of information was available. So the consumers’ awareness in Sweden is 

high but there is still room for improvement.  
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The results of the survey show that when it comes to CSR communication awareness 

size does matter and that respondents mainly mentioned, as examples of companies who are 

really good in communicating their CSR, biggest companies in Sweden such as IKEA, H&M, 

ICA etc. This is confirming the results of the Swedish Trade Federation‘s (Svensk Handel) 

survey (2013, p.3), according to which the bigger the company the more they work with CSR 

issues and subsequently their CSR communication is more frequent.  

The preferred channels of communication are, according to interviews and the survey, 

the WoM, media coverage and the Internet. The ÅF Group consultant points out that this is 

true when it comes to consumers, however when it comes to private companies, investors etc 

they trust more official CSR reports and CSR specialized websites. However the results of the 

survey show that 17% of consumers in Sweden trust media coverage which is second highest 

after the WoM. The WoM is trusted by 32% of respondents, which reinforces the theories 

mentioned above. According to Bhattacharya & Sen (2004, p.9) companies must encourage 

the employees’ and consumers’ WoM which are very important CSR communication 

resources. As they explain: … today, the power of consumer WoM has been greatly 

magnified given the popularity and scope of social media platforms such as blogs and social 

networks” (Bhattacharya & Sen 2004, p.9). 

The least preferred communication channel is overwhelmingly advertising, whole 48% 

of respondents trust this channel the least. This confirms the theories mentioned above by 

Coombs & Holladay (2012, p.112) that consumers find it problematic when companies are 

spending a great deal of money on CSR advertising instead on CSR activity itself. 

Furthermore it confirms the theory of negative correlation between controllability and 

credibility which claims that the more controllable the channel it is perceived as the less 

credible and vice versa (Du et al. 2011, p. 9). The WoM does not have any control from the 

companies and it is obviously much preferred and the advertising is fully controlled by 

companies and it is not found credible by consumers in Sweden. However, one interesting 

thing is that the results of the survey show that the second least preferred communication 

channel to 22% of consumers in Sweden is social media such as Facebook, Twitter etc. The 

reason for this could be some cultural differences between countries. However, this cannot be 

supported by any theory yet and influence of the cultural differences on CSR communication 

needs to be researched further.  

The following discussion is an attempt to give the answers to the research question: 

 RQ: To what extent are consumers in Sweden interested in CSR information and how 

do they search for it? 

The logic is if the consumers in Sweden want more information about CSR, companies 

have to consider want to do about it. Following answers and discussion could provide 

excellent guidance about communicating CSR to consumers for companies in Sweden. A big 

majority of consumers in Sweden would like to have more information about companies’ 

CSR. 84% of respondents answered positively to this question. 69% think that there is not 
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enough information about CSR. Consumers in Sweden are aware of CSR communication to a 

large extent. 80% of respondents are aware that companies regularly communicate about their 

CSR activities. This means that companies in Sweden need to communicate CSR to 

consumers and they need a strategic approach to it. However, as mentioned above only 21% 

of those often read this kind of information and whole 59% do not. Only 16% of respondents 

search often for information about CSR. So consumers overwhelmingly want to have more 

information but they do not search for it so often. This agrees with the theory of CSR 

communicational dilemma (Coombs & Holladay 2012, p.111). Companies in Sweden should 

seriously consider this when communicating CSR to consumers. For companies in Sweden, as 

everywhere else, is important to understand their consumers’ needs and wants. The questions 

in the online survey were specifically designed to give a better understanding of these needs 

and wants. The following question gave some answers that could help companies to develop a 

better strategic CSR communication to consumers.  

  What channels/instruments are consumers using when searching/reading about 

companies CSR? 

 

Communication channels most frequently used are: WoM – People I know – 25%, 

Companies’ websites – 24% and Media coverage – 16%.  

 

  Which channels/instruments are the most credible according to consumers? 

Most credible communication channels according to consumers are: WoM – People I 

know – 32%, Media coverage 17% and Companies’ websites 15%. 

  Is there anything that consumers would like to improve in CSR communication 

directed to them?  

 

According to the respondents of the survey the consumers in Sweden would like to have 

more information about CSR. Furthermore, when asked to evaluate a statement about 

companies’ social and environmental responsibilities, the statement - Companies should 

behave and act responsibly towards society and environment so they can establish a trusting 

relationship to their consumers – got 83% ‘strongly agree’ responses. The second statement 

that got 70% of ‘strongly agree’ responses was - Companies should be honest and transparent 

about their social and environmental activities when they communicate to consumers in order 

for consumers to understand what they are talking about. A conclusion that can be drawn 

from this online survey study is that consumers want more information from companies even 

if they do not search for it so often they want this information to be available for them. 

Companies should approach CSR seriously and thoroughly because the responsible behavior 

could establish a trusting relationship to consumers. As suggested by CSR Europe consultant 

and the result of the survey show, the companies CSR message to consumers should be 

coherent and transparent in order for consumers to understand it and appreciate it. The 

findings from this on-line survey, while limited, support these generalizations. The answers 
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both from the interviews together with the answers from the online survey can be used as a 

guidance to companies in Sweden about what consumers want and need from CSR 

information. They can be of a great help to companies throughout the whole process of 

developing a CSR activity. From deciding about the CSR activity to forming a message about 

it, choosing a communication channel and finally evaluating the responses from consumers.  
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6 FUTURE RESEARCH 

During this research a few ideas came up considering future research about CSR and 

CSR communication. The ideas came up during the research of the CSR literature for quite 

some time when the author noticed that there are some fields that haven’t been researched 

enough. One of the most interesting fields is the cultural differences when it comes to CSR 

communication and preferred communication channels. There are many differences in ways 

we communicate in different cultures and what trust and credibility means to consumers. How 

companies in Sweden compare to the US design of CSR message, how they communicate 

their ‘goodness’ to consumers and what channels do they use? What is considered as bragging 

in Sweden and the US, how one say - I am the best in being good and can you say it, what 

about American greatness and Swedish shyness? And of course how are these messages 

perceived by different groups of consumers. Furthermore, inspired by the results of the survey 

another idea is to research the skepticism of consumers towards CSR communication 

controlled by companies. It would be very interesting to conduct a deeper research of the 

negative correlation between credibility and controllability of CSR communication channels. 

Why consumers do not trust CSR advertising? Why consumers want more information but 

they do not read it very often? These research topics would contribute to a better 

understanding of what consumers want to hear from companies. This understanding could be 

a good foundation for a trusting relationship on which consumer’s loyalty can be built.  
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APPENDIX A 

The interview in English 

Questions for the written interview with CSR Europe: 

1. Do you think that CSR communication is one of the key issues of a successful CSR 

implementation? Please explain why? 

2. You offer – Stakeholder dialog - as one of your services. How important is a dialogue with 

stakeholders? Do you suggest two-way dialogue? What is the best way to engage stakeholders 

in a dialogue? 

3. In your opinion which is the best way to create stakeholders’ awareness? 

4. Are there any communication channels that are more effective than others? Please explain 

why and how?  

5. Are there any communication channels that are preferred by stakeholders? Are there 

channels that stakeholders trust more than companies’ websites, reports etc., such as, blogs, 

word-of –mouth etc because that they are objective? Please explain 

6. What is the most common problem for companies regarding CSR communication? Please 

explain 

7. In your opinion is there any company in particular that is a great example of successful 

CSR communication and why? 

8. How do you see the future and the evolution of CSR communication?  

All the answers will be used for the purpose of research in my master thesis only. Thank you 

very much!  

Diana Bohlin  

9
th

 of April, Järfälla Sweden 

 

The interview in Swedish  

Frågor för intervjun med ÅF: 

 

Hur viktigt är det med hållbarhet för företag behöver vi inte upprepa mer, men enligt vissa 

studier är att kunna kommunicera tillräckligt och på rätt sätt om sina hållbarhetsaktiviteter till 

kunderna ett de viktigaste stegen i ett framgångsrikt genomförande av hållbarhetsstrategi.  

 

1. Tror du att hållbarhetskommunikation är en av de viktigaste frågorna för en framgångsrik 

hållbarhets utveckling? Förklara varför? 
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2. Enligt dig, vilket är det bästa sättet att skapa aktörernas medvetenhet av 

hållbarhetsaktiviteter? 

 

3. Hur mäter ni kundernas medvetenhet? Hur vet man att meddelandet har nått publiken? 

Vilka metoder ska företag använda sig av? 

 

4. Är det viktigt att engagera alla aktörer i mitt fall konsumenter? Hur viktig är dialog med 

aktörer? Vissa studier föreslår tvåvägs dialog. Vad är det bästa sättet att engagera intressenter 

i en dialog? 

 

5. Vilka är de vanligaste problemen för företag när det handlar om hållbarhetskommunikation 

mot kunderna? Förklara varför? 

 

6. Finns det vissa kommunikationskanaler som är mer effektiva än andra? Förklara vilka, 

varför och hur? 

 

7. Finns det kommunikationskanaler som kunderna litar på mer? Finns det kanaler som 

intressenter litar på mer än företagens webbplatser, rapporter osv., till exempel, bloggar, 

’word - of - mouth’ osv eftersom de är mer objektiva? Förklara? 

 

8. Enligt din åsikt finns det något företag i synnerhet som är ett bra exempel på framgångsrik 

hållbarhetskommunikation och varför? 

 

9. Hur ser du på framtiden och utvecklingen av hållbarhetskommunikation? 

 

Härmed bekräftar jag att alla svar enbart kommer att användas i forskningssyfte i mitt 

examensarbete. Tack så mycket! 

 

Diana Bohlin 

 

2014-04-14 ,  

Järfälla Sverige 
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APPENDIX B 

Online social survey 

The responses to this survey will be used for research purposes only. Your individual 

responses to the questions will be kept strictly confidential. The results of this research will be 

anonymous and you will NOT be identifiable in any published results. 

Information you provide during this research will NOT be used for marketing. Neither will I 

sell or pass on your information to any third party. 

Companies' social and environmental responsibility CSR and consumers - CSR 

Communication 

1. You are:  

o Female  

o Male  

2. Your age  

o 15-25  

o 26-35  

o 36-45  

o 46-75  

3. Education Level  

o Under secondary school level  

o College/University less than 3 years  

o College/University more than 3 years  

o Other:  

4. Do you live in Sweden?  

o Yes  

o No  

o Other:  

5. Do you deliberately shop products or services that are produced in an environmental, ethical 

and ecological way? For example marked with - KRAV, FairTrade, Svanen, Bra Miljöval etc.  

o Often  

o Sometimes  

o Rarely  

o Never  

o I do not know  
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o Other:  

6. To which degree should companies inform consumers about their social and environmental 

activities?  

o Companies should inform consumers about their social and 
environmental (CSR) activities in detail.  

o Companies should inform consumers but only minimally so it does not 
seem as they brag about it.  

o Companies do not have to inform consumers about their social and 
environmental (CSR) activities.  

o I do not have an opinion about this.  

o Other:  

7. Do you know that companies in Sweden regularly communicate about their social and 

environmental activities on their websites, in their CSR reports, companies' CSR blogs etc.?  

o Yes, I often read this kind of information .  

o Yes, but I do not often read this kind of information.  

o No, I did not know that this kind of information is available.  

o I am not interested in this kind of information.  

o Other:  

8. Do you think that companies in Sweden inform consumers enough about their social and 

environmental responsibility (CSR)?  

o No, there is not enough information.  

o Yes, there is plenty of information about this.  

o I do not know.  

o Other:  

9. Do you search for information about CSR - companies' social and environmental 

responsibility?  

o Yes, often.  

o Yes, but not so often.  

o No, I am not interested in this kind of information.  

o Other:  

10. Would you like to have more information about companies' social and environmental 

responsibility and activities?  

o Yes  

o No  

o No, I do not need this kind of information.  

o Other:  
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11. When I search for the information about social, ethical and environmental responsibility I 

usually use these sources. You can choose 1-3 options!  

o Companies' websites  

o Companies' official CSR reports  

o Products' packages and labels  

o Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.)  

o Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.)  

o Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.)  

o Independent blogs, forums etc.  

o People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  

o I do not search for this kind of information.  

o Other:  

12. When I search for the information about social, ethical and environmental responsibility these 

are the sources I TRUST THE MOST. You can choose 1-3 options!  

o Companies' websites  

o Companies' official CSR reports  

o Products' packages and labels  

o Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.)  

o Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.)  

o Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.)  

o Independent blogs, forums etc.  

o People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  

o I do not search for this kind of information.  

o Other:  

13. When I search for the information about social, ethical and environmental responsibility these 

are sources I TRUST THE LEAST. You can choose 1-3 options!  

o Companies' websites  

o Companies' official CSR reports  

o Products' packages and labels  

o Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.)  

o Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.)  

o Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.)  

o Independent blogs, forums etc.  

o People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  

o I do not search for this kind of information.  
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o Other:  

14. Evaluate the following statements about companies' social and environmental responsibility 

according to your opinion!  

 

Strongly 

agree 
Agree Uncertain Disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Companies 

should be 

honest and 

transparent 

about their 

social and 

environmental 

activities when 

they 

communicate 

to consumers 

in order for 

consumers to 

understand 

what they are 

talking about. 

     

Consumers 

should be 

involved in 

companies' 

decisions about 

their social and 

environmental 

responsibility. 

     

Companies 

should have an 

open dialog 

with their 

consumers 

about social 

and 

environmental 

responsibilities. 
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Strongly 

agree 
Agree Uncertain Disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Companies 

should support 

social and 

environmental 

activities 

chosen by their 

consumers. 

     

Companies 

should behave 

and act 

responsibly 

towards society 

and 

environment so 

they can 

establish a 

trusting 

relationship to 

their 

consumers. 

     

15. What kind of information would help you as a consumer to choose product or services 

produced in an ethical, environmental or ecological way? You can choose 1-3 options.  

o Better/clearer information about products or services on companies' 
websites  

o Better/clearer information signs in stores/boutiques  

o Better/clearer signs on products' packages  

o Better/clearer information on products' packages  

o Impartial websites or blogs that give you more information about the 
products/services  

o Other:  

16. Name three companies in Sweden that in your opinion are very good in communicating their 

CSR - social and environmental responsibility. Please explain why!  
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17. Name three companies in Sweden that you feel that you have a trusting relationship to when it 

comes to social, ethical and environmental responsibility. Please explain why!  

 

Never submit passwords through Google Forms. 100%: You made it. 

Powered by  

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.  

Report Abuse - Terms of Servic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/197odW3N72qbn4DNVMYAEj4uzs3Ljnif6NyC3gztiXpk/reportabuse?source=https://docs.google.com/forms/d/197odW3N72qbn4DNVMYAEj4uzs3Ljnif6NyC3gztiXpk/viewform
http://www.google.com/accounts/TOS
http://drive.google.com/?usp=form_footer
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APPENDIX C 

144 responses 

Summary 

You are: 

 

Female 78 54% 

Male 66 46% 

Your age 

 

15-25 16 11% 

26-35 88 61% 

36-45 32 22% 

46-75 8 6% 

Education Level 
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Under secondary school level  3 2% 

College/University less than 3 years 48 34% 

College/University more than 3 years 91 64% 

Other 1 
 

Do you deliberately shop products or services that are produced in an environmental, ethical 

and ecological way? For example marked with - KRAV, FairTrade, Svanen, Bra Miljöval etc. 

 

Often 75 52% 

Sometimes 58 40% 

Rarely 8 6% 

Never 3 2% 

I do not know 0 0% 

Other 0 0% 

To which degree should companies inform consumers about their social and environmental 

activities? 

 

Companies should inform consumers about their social and environmental (CSR) 

activities in detail. 
101 70% 

Companies should inform consumers but only minimally so it does not seem as they 36 25% 
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brag about it. 

Companies do not have to inform consumers about their social and environmental 

(CSR) activities. 
4 3% 

I do not have an opinion about this. 1 1% 

Other 2 1% 

Do you know that companies in Sweden regularly communicate about their social and 

environmental activities on their websites, in their CSR reports, companies' CSR blogs etc.? 

 

Yes, I often read this kind of information . 30 21% 

Yes, but I do not often read this kind of information. 85 59% 

No, I did not know that this kind of information is available. 27 19% 

I am not interested in this kind of information.  1 1% 

Other 1 1% 

Do you think that companies in Sweden inform consumers enough about their social and 

environmental responsibility (CSR)? 

 

No, there is not enough information. 98 68% 

Yes, there is plenty of information about this. 19 13% 

I do not know. 26 18% 
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Other 1 1% 

Do you search for information about CSR - companies' social and environmental 

responsibility? 

 

Yes, often. 23 16% 

Yes, but not so often. 89 62% 

No, I am not interested in this kind of information. 23 16% 

Other 8 6% 

Would you like to have more information about companies' social and environmental 

responsibility and activities? 

 

Yes 119 84% 

No 18 13% 

No, I do not need this kind of information. 3 2% 

Other 2 1% 

When I search for the information about social, ethical and environmental responsibility I 

usually use these sources. You can choose 1-3 options! 

 

Companies' websites 92 24% 
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Companies' official CSR reports 8 2% 

Products' packages and labels 45 12% 

Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.) 10 3% 

Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.) 62 16% 

Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.) 29 7% 

Independent blogs, forums etc. 34 9% 

People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  96 25% 

I do not search for this kind of information. 8 2% 

Other 3 1% 

When I search for the information about social, ethical and environmental responsibility 

these are the sources I TRUST THE MOST. You can choose 1-3 options! 

 

Companies' websites 42 15% 

Companies' official CSR reports 14 5% 

Products' packages and labels 27 9% 

Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.) 5 2% 

Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.) 50 17% 

Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.) 10 3% 

Independent blogs, forums etc. 36 13% 

People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  92 32% 

I do not search for this kind of information. 8 3% 

Other 3 1% 

When I search for the information about social, ethical and environmental responsibility 

these are sources I TRUST THE LEAST. You can choose 1-3 options! 

 



 60  

Companies' websites 17 8% 

Companies' official CSR reports 5 2% 

Products' packages and labels 5 2% 

Advertising (TV, radio, the Internet, billboards etc.) 109 48% 

Media coverage (TV news, radio, daily papers etc.) 13 6% 

Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.) 49 22% 

Independent blogs, forums etc. 17 8% 

People I know - friends, colleagues and family.  3 1% 

I do not search for this kind of information. 8 4% 

Other 0 0% 

Companies should be honest and transparent about their social and environmental activities 

when they communicate to consumers in order for consumers to understand what they are 

talking about. [Evaluate the following statements about companies' social and environmental 

responsibility according to your opinion!] 

 

Strongly agree 100 70% 

Agree 36 25% 

Uncertain 6 4% 

Disagree 0 0% 

Strongly disagree 0 0% 

Consumers should be involved in companies' decisions about their social and environmental 

responsibility. [Evaluate the following statements about companies' social and environmental 

responsibility according to your opinion!] 

 

Strongly agree 45 32% 

Agree 59 42% 

Uncertain 22 16% 
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Disagree 13 9% 

Strongly disagree 2 1% 

Companies should have an open dialog with their consumers about social and environmental 

responsibilities. [Evaluate the following statements about companies' social and 

environmental responsibility according to your opinion!] 

 

Strongly agree 54 39% 

Agree 65 47% 

Uncertain 17 12% 

Disagree 2 1% 

Strongly disagree 1 1% 

Companies should support social and environmental activities chosen by their consumers. 

[Evaluate the following statements about companies' social and environmental responsibility 

according to your opinion!] 

 

Strongly agree 35 25% 

Agree 50 36% 

Uncertain 38 28% 

Disagree 9 7% 

Strongly disagree 6 4% 

Companies should behave and act responsibly towards society and environment so they can 

establish a trusting relationship to their consumers. [Evaluate the following statements about 

companies' social and environmental responsibility according to your opinion!] 

 

Strongly agree 118 83% 

Agree 20 14% 

Uncertain 3 2% 
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Disagree 1 1% 

Strongly disagree 0 0% 

What kind of information would help you as a consumer to choose product or services 

produced in an ethical, environmental or ecological way? You can choose 1-3 options. 

 

Better/clearer information about products or services on companies' websites 83 24% 

Better/clearer information signs in stores/boutiques 36 10% 

Better/clearer signs on products' packages 74 21% 

Better/clearer information on products' packages 79 22% 

Impartial websites or blogs that give you more information about the 

products/services 
81 23% 

Other 0 0% 
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