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IMPLICATIONS OF MANAGERIAL FRAMING OF
STAKEHOLDERS IN ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTS

ABSTRACT

Corporate environmental reports are increasingly viewed as products of the managerial framing
of responsibility and stakeholders. This notion encouraged us to conduct a multiple- case study
on how stakeholders are framed in environmental reports. We show how interaction between
companies and stakeholders is described in the environmental reports of three firms operating
in different business sectors – financial, aviation, and energy – over a period of five years. We
use an inductively oriented content analysis to identify five categories of relationships being
constructed in the data: demanding, promoting, committing, donating, and preventing. We then
show how commitment and promotion dominate. We conclude by discussing the implications
of this type of managerial framing to maintaining business-as-usual approaches to corporate
environmentalism and show how the critique of environmental reports derives from
stakeholder accountability and critical approaches. We argue that managerial framing of
stakeholders in environmental reports partly explains the increased criticism among
stakeholder representatives and academics.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Researchers place stakeholder interaction at the core of tackling the challenge of sustainability
in business. Environmental sustainability is said to require societal actors to interact, to make
choices, and to resolve different perspectives on issues, options, and outcomes (Roome and
Wijen, 2006) and to empower and engage different stakeholders (Bansal, 2002; Fraser et al.,
2006). Indeed, the previous literature on business environmentalism has been dominated by
stakeholder approaches (Roome and Wijen, 2006; Sharma and Henriques, 2005; Delmas and
Toffel, 2008), but how is this reflected in corporate environmental reports?

Prior research has proved the existence of stakeholder demands for business environmentalism
(Sharma and Henriques, 2005; Elijido-Ten et al., 2010, Henriques and Sadorsky, 1999; Delmas
and Toffel, 2008; Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito, 2010, Sharma and Henriques, 2005).
More specifically, stakeholder demands for environmental reporting in particular have been
identified (Elijido-Ten et al., 2010; O’Dwyer et al., 2005a). Reporting typically uses
stakeholder-oriented language, but it is critical to know who are being mentioned as
stakeholders and how. Environmental reporting is increasingly criticized, especially regarding
the extent to which it serves stakeholder dialogue (Adams, 2002; Adams, 2004; O’Dwyer et
al., 2005b) and for the dominance of the managerial focus (Brown and Dillard, 2013; Spence,
2007; Archel et al., 2011; Dey, 2003; Brown and Fraser, 2006). Thus prior research offers us
a contradiction to study further: while extensive literature has proved the existence of
stakeholders’ environmental demands, environmental reports are dominated by managerial
approaches instead of identifying and responding to stakeholders’ environmental demands. We

explore this notion further as we study how stakeholders are framed in environmental reports
of three Finnish firms between 2007 and 2011. Findings on the influence of different business
sectors on corporate environmentalism (Banerjee et al., 2003; Gonzalez-Benito and GonzalezBenito, 2010) and especially on environmental reporting (Adams, 2002) led us to collect data
from a range of business sectors (aviation, financing and energy) with varying backgrounds
from the viewpoint of environmental demands. To determine how stakeholders were framed in
the reports, we conducted content analysis to quantify the content and to identify qualitative
similarities and differences in the data.

Our findings contribute to the discussion of managerial framing of stakeholders in
environmental reporting (Manetti, 2011; Brown and Dillard, 2006) by showing how
stakeholders are framed in environmental reports and the dominance of managerial framing of
stakeholders. We discuss the implicationsof this type of framing for maintaining business as
usual and increasing criticism of the reports.

Our paper is structured as follows: first we shortly review the literature on stakeholder
environmental demands and business sector differences. We then use Brown and Dillard’s
(2006) categorization of approaches to social and environmental reports to discuss managerial,
stakeholder accountability and critical approaches to environmental reporting. We continue by
presenting the research contexts, material and analysis. We then discuss the findings of
different stakeholder frames in the studied reports. We finally draw conclusions and discuss
the implications of managerial framing of stakeholders in environmental reports.

2 STAKEHOLDER DEMANDS AND ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTS

2.1 Stakeholders’ environmental demands

By “stakeholder”, we refer here to those actors with whom the company has two-way
interaction or an exchange of influence, following Freeman (1984) and Carroll (1993). Carroll
(1993) divided stakeholders into primary and secondary groups. Primary stakeholders have a
formal, official or contractual relationship with the firm. All other groups are classified as
secondary stakeholders. The recent literature has, however, criticised these definitions for
excluding the natural environment from the list of stakeholders, and some authors have
advanced the status of the environment as a stakeholder (see Driscoll and Starik, 2004; Carroll,
1993; Stead and Stead, 1996; Madsen and Ulhoi, 2001; Haigh and Griffiths, 2009; Onkila,
2011). In this study, we do not include the environment itself as a stakeholder. Instead we
decided to focus on human stakeholders for the clarity of the analysis and comparability with
the previous research.

Descriptive (cf. Donaldson and Preston, 1995) applications of stakeholder theory in
environmental management have made two important contributions: they have shown the
existence of multiple and conflicting stakeholder demands for corporate environmental
management, and they have revealed the business sector differences in stakeholder demands.

First, several stakeholder groups have been noted as being concerned with environmental
matters, albeit for different reasons (Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2009). Prior research has identified
the environmental demands set by multiple stakeholders which have influenced the

environmental practices adopted by firms. Henriques and Sadorsky (1999) identified four
groups that managers perceive as setting environmental demands: regulatory stakeholders
(government and trade associations), organizational stakeholders (customers, suppliers,
employees and shareholders), community stakeholders (community groups and environmental
organizations) and the media. This list of stakeholders has since been supported by many other
studies examining environmental demands from different stakeholder groups (Banerjee and
Bonnefous, 2011; Sharma and Henriques, 2005; Delmas and Toffel, 2004): Banerjee and
Bonnefous (2011) identified different strategies for addressing supportive stakeholders (such
as government and international institutions), obstructive stakeholders (NGOs) and passive
stakeholders (the general public). Sharma and Henriques (2005) identified the multiplicity of
withholding influences (by regulators and environmental NGOs), usage influences (by
customers) and employee influences (through involvement) were identified by managers. In
addition to these influences, others were identified from internal, regulatory and supply-chain
sources by Darnall et al. (2009), whereas Bremmers et al. (2007) found that primary
stakeholders (such as the government and customers) are more relevant than secondary
stakeholders such as environmental organisations. Delmas and Toffel (2004) identified
customers, regulators, legislators, local communities and environmental activist organizations
as influential stakeholders. Murillo-Luna et al. (2006) identified that managers attach the
greatest importance to two groups –regulatory stakeholders and corporate government
stakeholders – but that they also perceive pressure from external economic stakeholders,
internal economic stakeholders and external social stakeholders. Sprengel and Busch (2011)
found that three stakeholder groups were perceived to consistently exert the highest pressure
on corporate environmental strategies: governments, NGOs and the media / general public. In
addition, previous research has identified that less powerful stakeholders exert influence
through more powerful ones (Henriques and Sharma, 2005).

As many different stakeholder demands have been identified, research has also shown the
differences in corporate responses to those demands (Gonzalez-Benito and Gonzalez-Benito
2010; Delmas and Toffel, 2004). However, Murillo-Luna et al. (2008) noticed when a firm
responds to an environmental demand, it is responding to all groups. In other words, firms do
not respond selectively to the different stakeholder groups, but they respond to all of them in a
similar way. Sprengel and Busch’s (2011) findings support the conclusion of Murillo-Luna et
al. (2008) that the corporate response strategy does not reflect the different sources of perceived
stakeholder pressure.

Second, researchers have highlighted the importance of the business sector for environmental
demands. Researchers have noticed variations of stakeholder influence on EMS development
(Bremmers et al., 2007) and they have shown industry-based differences in managerial
perceptions of corporate environmentalism. Accordingly, they have concluded that industries
with high environmental impact have significantly greater levels of environmental orientation
and strategy focus (Banerjee et al., 2003). Supporting these findings, the work of GonzalezBenito and Gonzalez-Benito (2010) revealed that those sectors with significant actual or
potential impact on the natural environment (i.e. significant environmental impact and risk)
receive greater stakeholder environmental demands. Especially industry groups have been seen
to have an influence on reporting practices (Adams, 2002).

In sum, previous literature has identified multiple stakeholder groups that set environmental
demands for companies and differences in business responses on different business sector. The
stakeholders commonly mentioned in these studies are the government and regulators,
customers, suppliers, employees, shareholders, community or the general public,

environmental NGOs and the media. Thus, the approaches follow Henriques and Sadorsky’s
(1999) classification of regulatory stakeholders, organisational stakeholders, community
stakeholders and the media. At the same time, the identified stakeholder groups include both
the primary and secondary stakeholders classified by Carroll (1993).

2.2 Stakeholders in environmental reporting

Prior literature has addressed increasing calls for stakeholder communication and participation
in corporate environmental management (Madsen and Ulhoi, 2001; Van Marrewijk, 2003;
Reed, 2008; Oxley Green and Hunton-Clarke, 2003; Nielsen, 2001; Morsing and Schultz,
2006). Environmental reports are now a dominant channel of corporate environmental
communication. The literature has primarily treated environmental reports as channels for
companies to disseminate information about relevant social and environmental issues and thus
many studies have focused on the contents of the reports and businesses’ definitions of their
responsibility (e.g. Adams et al., 1998; Hartman et al., 2007). However, current reports are
facing increasing criticism and have been characterized by the dominance of managerial
approaches (Brown and Dillard, 2013; Spence, 2007; Archel et al., 2011; Dey, 2003; Brown
and Fraser, 2006). Business case and managerial approaches are often used as synonyms for
using reporting for business case purposes and enhancing shareholder value. Here we use the
term “managerial” by which we refer to environmental reports as an extension of
management’s toolkit for shareholder value (Brown and Fraser, 2006).

A number of studies have indicated that companies are faced with increasing pressures from
diverse stakeholder groups to address environmental concerns in their reports (Dixon et al.,

2005) and increasingly the reports are understood as a way of seeking legitimacy (see Deegan,
2002; Gray et al., 1995; Laine, 2009; Morsing and Schultz, 2006). The importance of reporting
as a means of maintaining legitimacy is connected to existing stakeholder demands (ElijidoTen et al., 2010; Dixon et al., 2005) and increasing a firm’s legitimacy (Hunter and Bansal,
2007). Milne and Patten (2002) state that under some circumstances, positive environmental
disclosures may even restore or repair an organization’s legitimacy. In addition, Morsing and
Schultz (2006) cite informing audiences, making stakeholders aware of corporate CSR efforts,
and establishing legitimacy as primary reasons for producing the reports

Brown and Fraser (2006) analysed three broad approaches to social and environmental
accounting: business case (managerial), stakeholder accountability, and critical theory. They
state that the business case (managerial) approach is currently the dominant one. This approach
refers to environmental reports as an extension of management’s toolkit for shareholder value.
According to stakeholder accountability, environmental reports should increase stakeholder
accountability and transparency. Critical theory approach highlights that the reports should
expose basic contradictions and environmental degradation. Brown and Fraser’s analysis is
summarized from the perspective of environmental reports in Table 1.

-----------------INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE-----------------------------------

In this study we use the term “managerial frame” to describe Brown and Fraser’s business case
frame. We believe that “managerial frame” is a more descriptive concept in a stakeholder
oriented study since it expresses clearly the focus in the frame concerning stakeholders: it is
focused on the management of stakeholders instead of e.g. stakeholder accountability (Brown
and Fraser, 2006).

By managerial perspective they refer to viewing social and environmental reporting from its
benefit to business and shareholders. Managerial frame proponents tend to ignore, deny or gloss
over conflicts of in interest in business society relationships (O'Dwyer, 2003). In this view
environmental reporting is also recognized as a way of managing threats to organizational
legitimacy and used by companies for demonstrating their positive impact on society. Social
and environmental accounting involves consulting with stakeholders.

This (Brown and Fraser, 2006) approach to framing stakeholders has been the major source of
criticism for environmental reports. Researchers have observed the presence of managerial
social and environmental reporting motivations (Spence, 2007) and the managerial nature of
the language used (Archer et al., 2011; Dey, 2003; Owen, 2008). Archer (2011) points out the
managerial nature of CSR language, because it simultaneously aims to increase shareholder
value while thwarting an attempt by civil society to redefine corporate power (Archel et al.,
2011). Dey (2003) argues that based on the evidence of current corporate social reporting
practices, it is often managers and shareholders who stand to gain the most and reports are
criticized for their managerialism. Owen (2008) states that the managerial focus has dominated
research approaches as well. The particular emphasis has been on studies investigating
organizational determinants and managerial motivations underpinning reporting initiatives.
Furthermore, Manetti (2011) studied stakeholder engagement in sustainability reporting and

showed that in a clear majority of cases they express a stakeholder management approach rather
than a stakeholder engagement approach. In the majority of the cases, stakeholder engagement
objectives were to promote a positive company image. The principal aim in engaging
stakeholders was to involve stakeholders in company management in order to mitigate their
requests, but without delegating any decisional power to them.

The stakeholder accountability approach (Brown and Fraser, 2006) assumes that various
stakeholders have rights to information which must be acknowledged for decision-making
purposes and to protect against potential abuses of corporate power. The potential for conflicts
of interest are assumed. Stakeholder accountability theorists criticize SER for its poor quality.
According to this view, stakeholders must meaningfully participate in organizational decisions
and reporting.

From the stakeholder accountability perspective, prior studies have identified various
stakeholder groups setting demands for environmental reports (Spence, 2009; Huang and
Kung, 2010; O’Dwyer et al., 2005). Spence (2009) identified investors and employees as
overwhelmingly being the most important audiences targeted by social and environmental
reporting managers, whereas Huang and Kung (2010) found three groups of stakeholders that
greatly influence managerial choices of environmental disclosure strategies: external
stakeholders (government, debtors, consumers), internal stakeholders (shareholders,
employees) and intermediate stakeholders (environmental NGOs and accounting firms). They
also showed that the level of environmental disclosures is significantly affected by demands of
stakeholder groups. A study by O’Dwyer et al. (2005a) presented evidence of a widespread
demand for mandated and externally verified sustainability reporting from social and
environmental NGOs. This demand is primarily driven by the desire to gain knowledge of

companies’ commitment to responsible business practices, but it is also influenced, albeit to a
lesser extent, by the perceived ability of sustainability reporting to put increased NGO pressure
on companies. Furthermore, Deegan and Blomquist

(2006) reported on the positive

contribution of NGO initiatives in improving the quality of environmental reporting. In
addition, previous research has identified differences in environmental reporting for different
stakeholders. Sotorrio and Sanchez (2010) noticed reporting being more complete for
worldwide stakeholders than for domestic ones. They also found that there are no significant
differences in the types of information reported, as it is most commonly general information
concerning corporate policies, goals and actions. In addition, Brown and Deegan (1998) found
a positive association between levels of environmental disclosure and media coverage of
various industries’ environmental aspects.

However, the lack of stakeholder accountability has been a major source of criticism of
environmental reporting. It has been questioned to what extent social and environmental
reporting serves as a means of engaging in dialogue with stakeholders (Spence, 2009; Perrini
and Tencati, 2006). Spence (2009) argues that reporting serves mainly as a vehicle that
organizations can use to communicate with themselves, because he noticed that managers
responsible for social and environmental reporting experienced investors and employees to be
their most important target audiences. The criticism also stresses the need for increased
transparency. Huang and Kung (2010) state that firms which provide transparent environmental
disclosure satisfy the demands of different stakeholders groups. Adams (2002) raised an
important point about the relationship between reporting and stakeholder dialogue: to ensure
the completeness of reporting, there should be a two-way dialogue with stakeholders. Because
examples of dialogue were missing in her data, it is difficult to see how reports can ever reflect
all issues of importance to key stakeholder groups if there is no dialogue. Adams (2004)

highlights the need for stakeholder interaction as the basis for environmental reports: the
different goals of companies and their stakeholders mean that reports cannot be complete unless
stakeholders are consulted. Instead, companies have been perceived as resistant to stakeholder
interaction in reporting or complete and credible corporate social disclosure (O’Dwyer et al.,
2005b). Dixon et al. (2005) suggest more standardized ways of reporting to ensure adoption of
the generally accepted rules and principles concerning reporting, including stakeholder
involvement in the companies’ policies towards environmental matters.

Furthermore, problems with reporting practices have included, for instance, failure to report
environmental costs and lack of transparency (Raiborn et al., 2011), lack of standardized
practices (Dixon et al., 2005), and lack of credibility and sufficiency (O’Dwyer et al., 2005a;
Tilt, 1994) and lack of accountability (Cooper and Owen, 2007). More specifically, O’Dwyer
et al. (2005a) showed that current sustainability reports are viewed negatively with regard to
their credibility and sufficiency, as well as the opportunities provided for engagement,
particularly among environmental NGOs. In terms of the lack of credibility of environmental
reports, Cerin (2002a, 2002b) sees them more as public relations products than as effective
methodologies to control and manage corporate performance. Tregidga and Milne (2006)
raised concerns about how corporate environmental reporting serves to construct corporate
responses to sustainable development and legitimate organizations.

The critical theory (Brown and Fraser 2006) approach is sceptical about the potential for real
accountability in the absences of radical change in capitalist society. They focus on imbalances
of power and resources and argue that most efforts in this area will do nothing but prop up
inequitable and alienating societal structures. These theorists believe that environmental
reports should focus on highlighting rather than downplaying social conflicts and struggles.

The major source of environmental reporting criticism derived from this approach is the lack
of reporting on conflicts. The aim of reports often seems to be to steer public attention into
more positive directions and therefore away from actual problems; thus, people may perceive
a discrepancy between reports and what the company is actually doing (Cerin, 2002b). Hedberg
and von Malmborg (2003) continue by questioning the reliability of reports that focus more on
showing that a company is good while omitting the negative. They discovered that CSR reports
offer more help for internal stakeholders than external stakeholders. Owen et al. (2001) focused
on corporate power in reporting and concluded that social and ethical reporting fails to address
the crucial dimension of corporate power.

3 MATERIAL AND METHODS

3.1 Multiple case study

In this study, we followed a case study approach that is characterized by concern with the
complexity and particular nature of the case in question (Stake, 1995). We applied the approach
by constructing descriptions and understanding of three different cases, addressing
stakeholders in the environmental reports of three different firms within the timeframe of 20072011. Our aim was to gain better understanding of this changing business practice without an
intent of developing new managerial tools (see Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). As we focus
on three cases, we call this a multiple case study (Yin, 2002), a form of research that is often
undertaken for the purpose of comparing cases included in the study (Bryman and Bell, 2007).

We found companies in the energy, aviation and financing sectors to be interesting for this
study because of the different starting points they represent for this issue. There are major
differences in the environmental demands met in these businesses. The ownership structure of
the organisations makes them interesting for studying a business practice that is said to be
dominated by the aim of shareholder value maximation (Brown and Fraser 2006). Furthermore
they all have received national prizes for the good quality of their reports.

All three companies whose reporting we studied are Finnish firms. Tapiola operates in the
financial sector. Its operations include banking, financing, and insurance services. As a
cooperative, it is owned by its customers, so it has no need to ”enhance shareholder value”.
Prior research has provided evidence of how these different types of ownership structures,
especially local ownership, may support pursuing sustainability and challenging the “economic
theory of the firm” (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2007). Tapiola clearly aims at being a pioneer in
corporate responsibility in Finnish financial business and it has received national awards for its
pioneering reporting efforts in the financial sector. Tapiola has had no major public conflicts
about environmental issues and so has a rather neutral reputation. In other words, Tapiola has
not received any significant criticism or attention for irresponsibility. Although in many cases
financial companies have been excluded from reporting studies for not having severe
environmental impacts (Roberts, 1991; Schadewitz and Niskala, 2010), responsibility
questions related to financing have started to increase attention lately, especially due to the
financial firms’ power in investment decisions (Coupland, 2006; Douglas et al. 2004).

Unlike the financial company, with a neutral reputation and facing no environmental demands,
both the aviation and energy firm need to meet more environmental requirements. Additionally,
they are both more than 50% state owned. Finnair operates in a business sector that is facing

significant environmental challenges at the moment (Lynes and Andrachuk, 2008), and its
environmental management and reporting practices are increasingly receiving attention
(Cowper-Smith and de Grosbois, 2011; Mak and Chan, 2006; Lynes and Dredge, 2006). Public
awareness of aviation's environmental impacts has grown, and increasing fuel prices are
pushing the aviation industry toward less fuel-consuming solutions. The biggest shareholder
of the company is the State of Finland (56% of shares), with other shareholders including
insurance companies, other companies, and private individuals. Finnair has not, however, been
the target of major criticism from NGOs. Finnair has received some NGO attention regarding
the climate change impacts of the aviation industry (e.g. WWF). In addition, Finnair has been
accused of greenwashing by Greenpeace (Valkama, 2008). On a global scale, however, the
aviation industry’s role in air pollution has been noted by NGOs in public discussion (e.g.
Greenpeace, 2013; Friends of the Earth, 2002).

Fortum operates in the energy sector and is naturally related with heavy environmental impacts
(e.g. Finnveden et al., 2003). The biggest shareholder of the company is the State of Finland
(51% of shares). Other shareholders include insurance companies, other companies, and
private individuals. Fortum is continuously the target of public criticism campaigns by NGOs,
especially from Greenpeace regarding the company’s relation to nuclear power (see e.g.
Greenpeace, 2011, 2010, 2007).

3.2 Public environmental reports as research material

The material for our analysis was drawn from responsibility/sustainability reports of the three
firms from 2007–2011. The types of reports varied between environmental reports,
sustainability reports, corporate social responsibility reports, annual reports and web-based

annual reports (see Table 2). In each report, sections dealing with environmental issues were
analysed.

Tapiola has published separate corporate social responsibility reports for 2007, 2008 and 2009.
The length of these reports varies from 40 to 60 pages. In 2010, Tapiola published an annual
report which was 60 pages in length. The section on responsible business was 28 pages long
and included sections on environmental responsibility. In 2011, the form of reporting changed
again and Tapiola published a condensed, web-based annual report which was only 33 pages
long; corporate social responsibility issues, including environmental issues, were covered in
only 8 pages.

Finnair has published an environmental report for 2007 and corporate social responsibility
reports for 2008, 2009 and 2010. The length of the reports varies from 14 to 62 pages with
environmental sections being 14-16 pages in length. In 2011, they published a sustainability
report of 84 pages with a different structure: there is no separate section for environmental
issues. For this research, we have analysed the environmental sections of 2007-2010 and those
chapters of the 2011 report that consist of environmental information.

Fortum published a corporate social responsibility report as a part of its annual reports in 20072009. The length of these reports varied between about 60 and nearly 200 pages. The length of
the CSR information in these varied from 11 to 14 pages. In 2010 and 2011, Fortum published
a stand-alone corporate social responsibility report. The length of these varied between about
70 and 120 pages.

The title and length of each studied report is described in Table 2. As we focused on analyzing
the environmental sections in these reports, their length is mentioned separately.

------------------------INSERT TABLE 2 HERE---------------------------------------------

3.3 Content analysis

In our data analysis, we applied the principles of content analysis both qualitatively (for
identifying themes in the research material) and quantitatively (for analyzing occurrences of
the identified themes in the data) (Bryman and Bell, 2007; Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2004). Content
analysis is often characterized by a concern with the content of a text and frequencies within
the text (e.g. number of words and expressions) instead of meaning and structure (Eriksson and
Kovalainen, 2008); it is interested in establishing categories and counting the number of
instances that fall within each category (Silverman, 2006). Prior literature has noted the
challenges of simply quantifying the content in accounting research (Hasseldine et al., 2005;
Uberman, 1999; Steenkamp and Northcott, 2007) and this is not our aim here: instead we focus
on qualifying the meanings in our categories and on quantifying those categories to show how
stakeholders are framed in environmental reports. We started the logic of content analysis
inductively, without theoretical assumptions steering our analysis. This is how the analysis
process proceeded: first, we read through each report to identify those sections in which
environmental issues were discussed. We then continued the analysis with the help of the
ATLAS.ti qualitative analysis program. We were interested in the meanings given to
stakeholders in relation to environmental responsibility in the reports. In dialogue with the
reports, we created the following question to support our coding process (and to identify

stakeholder frames). To find the different meanings, we coded each section discussing
environmental issues according to the following questions:
•

Which stakeholder is mentioned?

•

Who is described as acting (e.g. company, stakeholder or a cooperation between these)?

•

What action is described?

•

What is described as the target of the action (referring to different types of issues)?

The reliability of the coding was confirmed by constant interaction between the researchers.
We first agreed on the principles of coding. Then we checked all the unclear sections and made
the final coding decisions jointly. We then analysed the coded sentences according to
differences and similarities in descriptions and based on those formed five different frames for
stakeholders in environmental reports: promotion, commitment, demanding, donating and
preventing. We compared our findings with Brown and Fraser’s (2006) categories of business
case, stakeholder accountability and critical perspectives and observed that managerial frame
dominates the reports.

We analysed a total of 510 descriptions of stakeholder interaction in the reports. We identified
ten main stakeholder groups mentioned in the reports: customers, suppliers and business
partners, employees, local community and society, the business sector, authorities,
international guidelines, NGOs, external auditors and the media. In the reports, these
stakeholder groups consist of more detailed actors (e.g. the names of NGO organizations) to
general stakeholder class (authorities, NGOs, employees, etc).

4 RESULTS: TYPES OF STAKEHOLDER FRAMING IN ENVIRONMENTAL
REPORTS

4.1 Different types of stakeholder frames

Based on our analysis, we formed five frames for stakeholders in environmental reports:
promotion, commitment, demanding, donating and preventing. The content of each frame is
described in Table 3.

The table also describes how managerial framing dominates the

stakeholder frames in environmental reports and how stakeholder accountability and critical
approaches are clearly a minority. Furthermore, managerial framing is expressed through many
stakeholder frames: in promotion it’s used to build a good reputation; in demanding and
commitment and donations, it’s used to construct legitimacy for corporate actions. All of these
ways the frames are used refer to win-win situations and stakeholder management approaches
as suggested in Brown and Fraser’s (2006) managerial approach.

Promotion: stakeholders as recipients of pro-environmental influence of business

Within this frame an actor is described as promoting environmental responsibility among other
actors or in society. It refers to an actor’s positive contribution to environmental responsibility
among other actors, using terms such as advance, advise, guide, offer and educate. Promotion
is used to describe the company advancing environmental responsibility among mentioned
stakeholders (e.g. by educating). When it is used in this way, this frame becomes a type of
managerial framing of stakeholders in environmental reports: it focuses mainly on stakeholder
management and the building of a responsible reputation for the company. These terms express

the positive contributions the companies make. In the studied reports, these terms were used
137 times. In contrast, there were only a few expression of stakeholders’ positive contribution
to the organization (46 times). Also the expressions, in which the company and stakeholders
were described as advancing environmentalism in society in cooperation, were dominated by
expressing promotion. Promotion in cooperation with stakeholders was expressed 56 times.
Thus, within promotion, stakeholders were framed in two managerial frames and in one on
stakeholder accountability:
1. Managerial frame: As recipients of pro-environmental influence of business and the
company is constructed as an actor with the ability and expertise needed in society to
promote environmental responsibility (137 times)
2. Managerial frame: Co-contributors for pro-environmentalism in society (56 times)
3. Stakeholder accountability: Advancers of environmentalism in the company (46 times).
This frame admits the existence of stakeholder influence on business.

Commitment: sources of legitimacy

Within this frame an actor is described as committing to the environmental criteria or principles
set by another actor. This frame consists of terms expressing an undertaking of external
definitions of environmental responsibility such as sign, participate, join, apply, and commit.
It describes how the company follows criteria set by a stakeholder, in many cases an NGO.
Commitment is used to describe the undertaking of external definitions of environmental
responsibility (such as join and sign). The terms that express a company’s commitment were
used 152 times in the reports studied. However, it is notable here that the implementation of
the commitment was not described in the reports. Instead, only commitment was expressed. In
addition to that, companies were described as committing to cooperation with some other actors

8 times. This frame thus becomes the second type of managerial framing of stakeholders in
environmental reports: it focuses on stakeholders as sources of legitimacy. Stakeholders are
framed as sources of legitimacy for corporate environmental action, for either individual or
joint commitment. Finally, there were four instances where a stakeholder was mentioned as
being committed to environmentalism, thus framing stakeholders as a way to reinforce
corporate legitimacy.

Demanding: stakeholders as executors of corporate environmental responsibility and targets
of corporate demands

Within this frame an actor is described as demanding environmental responsibility from other
actors or in the society. As the main difference to the first frame, within this frame direct
expressions entailing power are used: this consists of expressions such as require, set criteria,
expect, assess, and audit. It refers to one actor using its power over another’s environmental
action, and thus it has a more negative tone than the first frame. However, it is remarkable here
to notice that hardly any stakeholder demands were mentioned in the reports, although, as we
discuss in chapter 2.1, prior literature on corporate environmentalism has proved the existence
of multiple, different stakeholder demands. Stakeholder demands were mentioned only 32
times. Instead, companies were described as setting environmental demands for the
stakeholders, but not as frequently as companies were described as promoting
environmentalism. Corporate demands were expressed 38 times. Thus the stakeholders are
framed in the reports not only as demanders of corporate environmental responsibility but also
as executors of corporate environmental responsibility and targets of corporate demands
instead of as parties setting demands for the companies. In these cases, the stakeholder frames
are twofold: first, there is the managerial frame that again expresses stakeholders as sources of

legitimacy for corporate environmental actions, since the company demands them to act.
Second, there are traces of a critical stakeholder frame, because the demands of stakeholders
on the company are identified.

Donations: Stakeholders as targets of corporate philanthropy

Within this frame an actor is simply described as donating money for the other actor. This
frame consists of terms expressing philanthropic action and financial support. These
expressions were used 25 times in the studied reports. Thus stakeholders are framed as targets
of corporate philanthropy. Surprisingly, we also twice identified expressions in which a
stakeholder is described as donating money to a stakeholder. In these cases both the recipient
and the donor are outside of the organization. The stakeholders are managerially framed to
increase corporate legitimacy by showing its positive societal contribution, in extreme cases
even so far that a stakeholder donates to stakeholder.

Prevention: stakeholders as hindrances to corporate environmental responsibility

Within this frame stakeholders are described as hindering or making it more difficult to
implement environmental responsibility. Preventing consists of terms expressing external
restrictions of implementation (e.g. certain environmental improvements or changes).
Stakeholders were described, for example, in the following ways: not wanting information on
sustainability or restricting possibilities for sustainability. Thus stakeholders are framed as
hindrances of corporate environmentalism. These expressions were used 10 times in the
reports. This is the second stakeholder frame in which one can identify traces of critical framing

of stakeholders, because conflicts in the promotion of environmentalism are identified.
However, it is notable that the frame represents stakeholders as preventing the company’s
goodwill, thus putting the company in a positive light. In this sense, this frame can be
interpreted as partly managerial, too.

Table 3 describes the stakeholder frames in environmental reports, their content, and
managerial, stakeholder accountability or critical focus as well as their amounts in the reports
and the textual examples.

------------------INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE----------------------------------------------------

4.2 Development within the studied timeframe

We identified changes that took place within the studied timeframe in the reporting of two of
the studied organizations: Tapiola’s focus changed from promotion to commitment and
Finnair’s focus moved from commitment to donating and finally promotion. Fortum
maintained promotion and commitment to sustainability within the studied timeframe. Below
we will describe these changes in detail. Not every mention in the reports is discussed here;
instead we focus on the noteworthy changes in the categories.

In Tapiola’s reports within the studied timeframe, there occurred a clear shift from expressing
promotion of environmental responsibility to expressing commitment to external definitions of
sustainability. All the reports were dominated by managerial frames for stakeholder
descriptions of Tapiola’s action (promotion and setting demands, which described Tapiola as
a powerful actor and definer of responsibility). Stakeholder demands were very limited.

However, the change showed a tendency towards identifying more external definitions of
sustainability. Such a tendency indicates the start of a change from a managerial focus to
stakeholder accountability (Brown and Fraser, 2006).

In the 2007 report, the focus was on describing how Tapiola promotes environmentalism by
increasing environmental safety among customers and raises environmental consciousness
among customers, employees and in society (mentioned in 20 of 42 descriptions). In addition,
Tapiola was described as promoting sustainability cooperation with NGOs, society and
suppliers (5/42). Commitment to international guidelines and NGO initiatives was only
mentioned five times. In the 2008 report, stakeholders were mentioned 14 times. Thus the
amount decreased from 42 times to only 14 times in a single year. The focus was on promoting
environmental responsibility among customers and employees (4/14), demanding
sustainability from suppliers and employees (4/14), and committing to international guidelines
and external instructions (3/14). Moreover, two descriptions of cooperation for the sake of
environmental consciousness were provided: with business sector actors (1) and an NGO (1).
In the 2009 report, the amount of mentions of stakeholders increased to 38 times. Here again
the focus was on describing how Tapiola promotes environmentalism by increasing
environmental safety among customers, providing e-services, and education of employees
(13/38). In addition were mentioned committing to international guidelines (2), business sector
commitments (2), societal discussion (1) and NGO initiatives (2). Moreover, six descriptions
of cooperation for the sake of environmental consciousness were provided: the business sector
(1), NGOs (3), society (1) and customers (1).

In the 2010 report, the focus changed from promotion to commitment. Tapiola’s undertaking
of external definitions of sustainability were described most often (11/27 times) with

commitment to environmental protection, UN principles for responsible investments, ICC
business charter, Green office and climate commitment, and energy efficiency being reported.
Also included in the report were Tapiola’s promotion of environmental responsibility (8 times)
and setting environmental demands (6 times). In addition, cooperation for financing wind
power with business sector actors and environmental projects with an NGO were reported. In
the 2011 report, the form of reporting changed and there was a drastic reduction of mentions
of stakeholders (13 times). The trend noticed in the 2010 report continued: the descriptions
were dominated by Tapiola’s commitment to external definitions of sustainability (6/13) with
commitments to the business sector’s climate commitment, UN principles for responsible
investments, ICC business charter, Green office and climate counter being reported. Tapiola’s
promotion of e-services was only mentioned twice.

In Finnair’s reports, a clear change took place from commitment to donating and finally
promotion. All the reports were, however, dominated by managerial stakeholder frames. With
Finnair, we found that during the studied timeframe, Finnair’s reporting concentrated on
describing its commitment to standards and agreements. However, there was a shift to present
other sustainability actions of the firm as well: donations were widely described in 2010, while
promotion as an activity was also presented more and more in later years. Like Tapiola, Finnair
comes across as a powerful actor and promoter of sustainability among its stakeholders;
however, throughout the studied timeframe, a tendency towards identifying external definitions
of sustainability can be identified. This tendency indicates the start of a change from managerial
frame to stakeholder accountability (Brown and Fraser, 2006).

In the 2007 report, there was a focus on describing Finnair’s commitment to sustainability by
reducing emissions and fulfilling the criteria of multiple international guidelines and
agreements (5/16). In addition, the report described Finnair’s actions of promoting
sustainability among stakeholders. The main focus was on stressing possibilities offered by
Finnair for its customers to reduce the environmental impacts of travelling (promoting
sustainability among customers was mentioned four times). However, the report also reminds
stakeholders of their own responsibility for their actions (3). In the 2008 report, the focus was
on Finnair’s commitments to sustainability (17/29), mainly commitments to international
guidelines (9) but also suppliers and the business sector. The issues mentioned were
certifications, declarations and principles, and sustainability projects. The report also described
Finnair’s actions in cooperation with stakeholders in promoting sustainability (3) and
committing to sustainability (3). The actions described included developing practices and
reporting related to the environment. In the 2009 report, the main focus of action was clearly
on Finnair’s commitment to sustainability by implementing environmental management
systems, international guidelines, environmental permits and legislation. While Finnair
remained the actor in most of the cases, other stakeholders were mentioned as actors more often
than before (13/28 times): customers (4 times), the business sector (2 times), suppliers (2 times)
and authorities (once). Society, suppliers and authorities were mentioned as demanding
sustainability from Finnair. The issues in the report that were demanded relate to sustainability
reporting and emission reductions.

In the 2010 report, emphasis shifted from commitment to donating money for NGOs.
Environmental and social NGOs were the most mentioned groups (10/26 times), including
WWF, Turtle Watch, The Finnish Association for Nature Conservation, and Earth, Sea & Sky.
Finnair still stressed its own commitment to sustainability and mentioned international

guidelines (4/26), NGO environmental events such as Earth Hour (2 times), and an agreement
with suppliers (1). Finnair promoted sustainability among customers (1), the business sector
(1) and stakeholders in general (1). Finnair did not specify what groups they include in
“stakeholders in general”. Finnair mentioned customers, authorities and legislation demanding
sustainability (3), but legislation (1) also prevents Finnair from achieving sustainability.

In 2011, Finnair updated its report design by changing the structure. The report no longer
included a separate environmental section, and environmental issues were discussed
throughout the report by themes. The style of the writing was more informal than before and
environmental issues were presented more non-specifically. The focus on reporting stakeholder
action also shifted from stressing Finnair’s commitment to GRI, ISO14001, environmental
permits, energy efficiency targets, etc. (18/81) to Finnair’s promotion of sustainability among
customers, suppliers, authorities, the business sector and stakeholders in general (19/81).

In Fortum’s reports, there was no clear change in descriptions of the stakeholder relationship
within the studied timeframe. All the reports were dominated by descriptions of Fortum’s
actions, especially promotion and commitment, and thus managerial stakeholder frames.
Stakeholder demands were very limited, and they only started to emerge in more recent reports.
This trend indicates the start of a change from managerial focus to stakeholder accountability
and critical approaches (Brown and Fraser, 2006).

However, also in Fortum’s case, changes show a tendency towards identifying more external
definitions of sustainability.

In the 2007 report, stakeholders were mentioned 16 times and were comprised of customers,
employees, society, the business sector, international guidelines and NGOs. Fortum
highlighted the ways it promotes sustainability among customers, employees and society
(7/16). Also, Fortum described its commitment to different international agreements or
guidelines fairly often (5/16). In 2008, mentions of stakeholders almost doubled to 28. The
mentioned stakeholders included customers, suppliers, employees, society, the business sector,
international guidelines and NGOs. Also that year, the focus of Fortum’s reporting was on its
commitment to (10/28) and promotion of (13/28) sustainability. In the 2009 report, the amount
of stakeholder mentions decreased to the level of the first report (15 mentions). The mentioned
stakeholders here were only suppliers, society, the business sector and international guidelines.
The reporting style also changed a bit by shifting the focus of Fortum’s actions to stakeholders
as well. Fortum mostly described its commitment to business sector agreements and to
international guidelines (6/15). In this report, equal emphasis (3/15) was placed on Fortum’s
promotion of sustainability and suppliers’ efforts to promote Fortum’s sustainability work.

In 2010 and 2011, Fortum’s report was a stand-alone corporate social responsibility report,
which caused a significant change in the amount of stakeholder reporting mentions. In 2010,
stakeholders were mentioned extensively (81 times), including groups of customers, suppliers,
authorities, employees, society, the business sector, international guidelines, NGOs and
external auditors. External auditors were only mentioned in this 2010 report. Fortum’s
promotion of (22/81) and commitment to (21/81) sustainability received the most focus, but
other areas were mentioned as well. In the 2011 report, the amount of stakeholders mentions
(46) decreased from 2010 but remained higher than the first three reports. Customers, suppliers,
authorities, employees, local community and society, the business sector, international

guidelines and NGOs were mentioned. Once more, most of the reporting related to Fortum
committing to (20/46) and promoting (15/46) sustainability work.

4.3 Comparison between companies

Based on our analysis, we identified both similarities and some differences between the three
companies in stakeholder frames in environmental reports. The amount of stakeholder frames
in each company are represented in Tables 4a, 4b and 4c. Promotion and commitment
dominated all the reports. Descriptions of cooperation with stakeholders or stakeholder
demands were in a minority in all of the reports. A change toward identification of stakeholder
demands seemed to be taking place in the latest reports of Finnair and Fortum: in the 2011
report, Fortum reported environmental demands from society and authorities four times and
Finnair reported environmental demands from customers and authorities ten times. Within the
studied timeframe, Tapiola instead maintained the approach of the company setting
environmental demands on stakeholders. In several reports, they provided descriptions of
environmental demands that they set for customers, suppliers and employees.

------------------INSERT TABLES 4a, 4b and 4c ABOUT HERE------------------------

The reports were primarily dominated by descriptions of the companies promoting
sustainability among stakeholders or committing to sustainability. However, within the studied
years we found differences in changes of organizational reporting. In Tapiola’s approach, the
change was from promotion to expressing commitment. In addition, Tapiola was the only
company that significantly reported setting environmental demands for certain stakeholder
groups (primarily suppliers and employees). Fortum’s reports concentrated on describing the

company as promoting environmental sustainability among stakeholders and committing to
environmental sustainability. Within the studied timeframe, no remarkable changes happened.
Finnair’s approach was first dominated by descriptions of its commitment to stakeholder-based
approaches to sustainability, but in the 2010 report the focus changed to donations. Finally, in
the last report studied, the company was prominently described as promoting environmental
sustainability among stakeholders.

5 CONCLUSIONS

In line with previous authors, our study indicates that the dominant ways of framing
stakeholders in environmental reports are managerially oriented. We extend on these frames
by further categorizing the frames used in managerial stakeholder framing. We identified five
types of frames for stakeholders in environmental reports: promoting, commitment, donating,
demanding, and preventing. The dominant ways of managerial framing are promotion and
commitment, through which stakeholders are primarily framed as sources of legitimacy and as
ways for companies to demonstrate the companies’ positive impact on society (cf. Brown and
Fraser, 2006). Furthermore, stakeholders are not identified as setting environmental demands
for companies, but in this type of managerial framing they are typically seen as recipients or
targets of corporate pro-environmental influence. However, prior research has shown a variety
of stakeholder demands on corporate environmental practices (Gonzalez-Benito and GonzalezBenito, 2010; Delmas and Toffel, 2004; Delmas and Toffel, 2008; Henriques and Sadorsky,
1999; Henriques and Sharma, 2005) and especially on environmental reports (Dixon et al.,
2005; Elijido-Ten et al., 2010; Morsing and Schultz, 2006).

We suggest that this type of managerial framing of stakeholders leads to three considerable
implications: maintaining business as usual, similarities between reporting in different firms
and explanations for increasing criticism of environmental reporting.

First, environmental reports seem to express no radical changes but rather focus on maintaining
business as usual. This claim is supported by two of our findings: there were no remarkable
changes in the ways stakeholders were framed during the studied period and the aim in the
reports was to construct a powerful position for the company in promoting environmentalism
among stakeholders. Furthermore, conflicts were not reported. All of this leads to a promotion
of corporate power, not stakeholder influence. Thus this implication highlights the need for
change in the focus on environmental reports: instead of stressing the positive contribution to
society, the companies could report on changes that were actually implemented and explain the
disagreement concerning their environmental decisions and how the situation was solved. Such
a shift means that companies we would move towards the critical theory approach (Brown and
Fraser, 2006), which would mean reporting conflict situations and highlighting radical changes.

Second, the results of the study showed that environmental reports shared a similar dominance
of framing stakeholders through promotion and commitment, although the companies studied
operate in very different business sectors, are of very different ownership structure and meet
very different environmental demands. Previous literature has confirmed differences in the
environmental demands of separate business sectors (Banerjee et al., 2003; Gonzalez-Benito
and Gonzalez-Benito, 2010). Furthermore, the ownership structure of Tapiola is that of a
cooperative. It is owned by its customers, and therefore it has no need to “satisfy shareholder
interests”. However, Tapiola’s reports are also dominated by managerial stakeholder frames.
In addition, Fortum and Finnair are to a great extent owned by the state of Finland. Thus, we

conclude that the managerial framing of stakeholders has become institutionalized in the
language used in reporting and leads to similarities in the reporting practice of very different
companies. Environmental practices seem to cross boundaries of business sectors and
ownership structures. However, the environmental issues faced in different business sectors
vary significantly. The question now becomes if the goal should be context and case-specific
reporting practices rather than standardized ones (Dixon et al., 2005).

Third, we argue that this type of managerial stakeholder framing partially explains the
increasing criticism of environmental reports, especially those derived from the stakeholder
accountability approach (Brown and Fraser, 2006). As we have previously noted, the value of
environmental reports in stakeholder dialogue has been questioned (Spence, 2009; O’Dwyer et
al., 2005a). Based on our results, we call for a rethinking of the content of environmental
reports from the stakeholder perspective. As the reports are dominated by framing stakeholders
as recipients of pro-environmental contribution (promotion) and as sources of legitimacy
(commitment), we believe that this is one of the main reasons that criticism of reports is
increasing. If this approach continues to dominate, further criticism will result. We must ask if
these companies are generally accepted in society as promoters of sustainability.

Our worry is that environmental reports, at least as they were found in our research material,
require significant corporate resources but there is very little use for the reports among
stakeholders. Therefore, based on our results, we suggest that corporate managers, especially
the ones responsible for environmental reports, consider the following questions when starting
to plan their future environmental reports (or the whole reporting process):
•

For whom are they writing the report?

•

What types of environmental expectations might these groups have concerning
environmental management (both explicit and implicit)?

•

With whom have they had conflicts? How can we show concrete improvement and
changes concerning their expectations?

Based on these questions, we would encourage them to aim at more issue- and stakeholderspecific reports (with identification of stakeholder demands, actions taken by the company, and
so on explicitly mentioned in the report) instead of the more general, institutionalized form of
reporting. This style of environmental reporting would call for stakeholder participation in
planning and writing the report, and it might lead to more convincing and useful ways of
reporting than merely expending resources.

Our study is limited in two ways. First, we only studied three Finnish companies from three
business sectors. Second, we only studied the content of the environmental reports, not the
perceptions of different stakeholder groups in relation to the environmental reports. As we deal
with questions of addressing stakeholders in environmental reporting from the viewpoint of
stakeholder engagement, it would be especially important for future studies to focus on
stakeholder perceptions of environmental reports, and thus to collect qualitative interview data
or focus group studies about their views on specific cases. This, we believe, would also lead to
improvements in environmental reporting practices and increased applicability of the
information reported. In addition, we would suggest applying this type of study to the content
of environmental reporting in other countries in order to learn whether the same problems are
faced in different cultures.
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