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Introduction 

 

I see how Internet changes the journalisms and the circulation. And the old strengths 

that the newspaper and mainstream media have are no longer valid. Issues can be put on 

the agenda by grassroots or enthusiasts. Distribution is no longer a problem (Interview 

Zachrisson 2010, chief at the business weekly VA.se). 

 

Over the past few years, new forms of media have emerged. An increasing number of 

technologies for online communication has evolved, such as search engines, communities, 

chat rooms, wikis and blogs. These interactive online technologies are commonly named 

social media and have changed the conditions for publishing and distributing information. 

And as suggested by Zachrisson in the quote above – an increasing number of actors take part 

in news production and distribution on the Internet. Citizens, organizations, and corporations 

can contribute to the general news flow by publishing their own news. News content is, 

thereby, not only produced and distributed by traditional media, but by an increasing number 

of actors. The role of mainstream media is bound to change.  

From previous studies we know that media matters in the business life. Media are not 

passive distributors of  news, but rather they are active carriers that circulate and create 

knowledge and  models (Mazza and Alvarez 2000; Sahlin-Andersson and Engwall 2002; 

Engwall & Sahlin 2007), and thereby influence the consumption of management knowledge 

(Abrahamson and Fairchild 1999; Alvarez et al. 2005). Media, and business news media in 

particular, influence corporate practice by distributing images and ideas on how corporations 

and corporate leaders should behave (Chen & Meindl 1991; Pollock & Rindova 2003). 

Business news media have an increasingly important role as agenda-setter (Carroll & 

McCombs 2003) and “sensemaker” by ascribing meaning to and legitimizing corporate events 

and activities (e.g. Hellgren et al. 2002; Vaara and Tienari 2002). Business news have  also 

suggested to constitute a particular kind of “management knowledge” and a source of 

information for managerial decision making (Kjaer and Langer 2005). Much of this existing 

literature on how media contribute to the creation and circulation of ideas about management 

has focused on print and broadcast media. Despite the massive development of online media 

over the last years, scarce attention has been paid to how online media contribute to the 

development and dissemination of ideas about corporate behaviour and management. 
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As mentioned above, the media landscape is transforming radically. Digital technology 

changes conditions for news production, blurring the borders between producers, sources and 

consumers of news media. Online media are providing citizens, corporations and other 

organizations with new opportunities to communicate directly with their stakeholders. This 

development has opened up greater possibilities for other actors than business journalists to 

contribute in the dissemination of views and ideas about how corporations should act.  

There are several empirical examples on how online media have developed and 

circulated ideas about appropriate business behaviour – not the least when it comes to issues 

about corporate ethics and responsible management. Activist groups are increasingly using 

social media in order to create opinion and put pressure on corporations. For example, 

consumers encourage others to boycott companies on Facebook by creating groups such as 

“boycott H&M”, “Stop using chemicals in the Mexican Gulf” and “boycott BP”. Consumers 

criticise corporate behaviour at web sites such as fairshopping.se, rejta.se, and caresumer.se. 

One of the most recent examples is Greenpeace’s campaign to compel Nestlé to stop buying 

palm oil from areas of rainforest destruction. By publishing videos, showing how the 

rainforest destruction affects the orang-utans, Greenpeace forced Nestlé to sign an agreement 

promising to discontinue buying palm oil.  

These examples indicate that issues about corporate misbehaviour tend to create 

attention outside the mainstream media. In concert with the development of new digital 

technology, “offline” traditional media have lost foothold in aid for online media 

(Mediebarometern 2009). For example, Swedish print newspapers have decreased both in 

terms of reach and circulation. During the last decade, when online papers made their entry in 

the market, the circulation of dailies decreased by 12 per cent and the evening press by 19 per 

cent (TS Branschfakta 2010). As readers of print newspapers declined, readers of online 

newspapers increased, and moreover, the use of other social media such as blogs, Facebook 

and Youtube has increased in all ages over the last years (cf. Nordicom 2009; 

Mediebarometern 2009). The advance of new digital technology has, thus, shaped new 

conditions for the creation and circulation of ideas about management via and by the media. It 

is apt to assume that online media has become an increasingly important carrier of 

management knowledge.  

For these reasons, organizational scholars need to deepen their understanding of online 

media as a carrier of management knowledge. In order to do so we must open up the “black 

box” of media and examine how ideas about management are circulated in interplay between 

media and other actors on the web. To contribute with insights on how online media take part 
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in the dissemination of ideas about management, this paper builds on a case study of the 

circulation of information about an executive remuneration program that gained extensive 

attention in the media during the spring of 2009 in Sweden. We explore how prerequisites for 

circulating ideas about management change as information, views and opinions about 

corporate behaviour is produced and distributed in interplay among actors online. In this 

paper, we raise the following questions: Where are views and opinions about corporate 

behaviour being spread? Who is participating in circulating this content? And how are various 

forms of online media interplaying in disseminating information about corporate behaviour?  

  

The role of media as carrier of management ideas and knowledge   

Obviously, ideas about corporate behaviour and management cannot spread themselves. 

Instead, various intermediaries – or “carriers” (Sahlin-Andersson and Engwall 2002) – have 

been identified as key actors that develop and disseminate management ideas and models. The 

concept carrier is not to be interpreted as a passive process; rooted in research showing that 

management ideas are always translated – changed in some way – as they circulate 

(Czarniawska and Sevón 1996; 2005), the concept stresses that management ideas and models 

are actively circulated and transformed. 

Studies of the circulation of management knowledge have in particular focused on the 

role of certain carriers of management knowledge – such as consultants, business schools, 

media, and corporations. Over the last few years, more attention has been directed particularly 

to the role of media as an influential carrier of management ideas (Mazza & Alvarez 2000; 

Engwall et al 2004; Special issue “The role of the mass media in the consumption of 

management knowledge” in Scandinavian Journal of Management (2005); Buhr et al. 

forthcoming). Since business media have expanded significantly over the last few decades and 

business journalism has become a specialized news genre (e.g. Duval 2005; Grafström 2006), 

media have gained a prominent position in the corporate world (e.g. Kjaer and Slaatta 2007).  

Several studies have demonstrated how media influence the creation and adoption of 

management ideas. For example, information about matrix management in the professional 

media proved to have impact on organizations adoption of matrix management (Burns and 

Wholey 1993), and in the popularization of  the idea CSR (corporate social responsibility) 

business news media played an important role (Windell 2006; Buhr and Grafström 2007; 

Grafström and Windell forthcoming). Media also participate in setting the corporate agenda, 

highlight what is considered to be important, as well as make sense to and legitimize certain 

corporate behavior. Hirsch (1986) shows how the institutionalization of “hostile takeovers” 
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was influenced by how the phenomenon was linguistically framed in the business press. 

Several studies also show how media take part in creating images of as well as expectations 

on corporate leaders (Chen & Meindl 1991; Hayward et al. 2004; Petrelius Karlberg 2007).   

Together with media other actors such as expert groups, nongovernmental, and 

governmental organizations are involved in disseminating opinions about corporations as well 

as management ideas. Therefore, a broad spectrum of actors needs to be included in studies of 

the circulation of management knowledge (Sahlin-Andersson and Engwall 2002, Walgenbach 

& Beck 2002, Engwall et al. forthcoming). Media also play a distinctive role as carrier by 

being an arena where a multitude of actors can get themselves heard. Engwall and Sahlin 

(2007) stress that carriers interrelate, and in the case of media this becomes particularly 

evident as media build their news content largely on what other actors want to spread. 

Therefore, media carry and mediate management ideas and other content of a broad range of 

actors. In other words, business news media can be understood as an arena where a diversity 

of actors takes part in the formation of opinions and ideas about corporate behaviour. This is 

in particular evident in online media, where other groups of actors and organizations than 

journalists and ”pure” journalistic organizations take part in publishing information about 

corporate behaviour. It is thus important to highlight the role of online media as well as those 

who participate in the landscape of online media in carrying ideas about corporations.  

 

Method 

Research concerning online media and management knowledge circulation is scarce. 

Therefore, this study aims to develop new insights that can contribute as a point of departure 

for future research within this field. Management ideas and knowledge are not always 

complete concepts, recipes or models, but may also for example be normative opinions and 

views on how corporations ought to act. In this paper, we are not exploring the development 

of a clear-cut management model, but rather the spread of normative discussions about how 

executive remuneration programs should be decided upon and designed. In order to contribute 

with insights on how ideas about management are distributed in a changing media landscape, 

we chose a corporate issue that over the years has gained significant media attention among 

several actors – executive remuneration programs. In other words, we searched for a corporate 

issue that is widely debated in the mainstream media as well as in the online media.  

The paper builds on a case study of the information flow around the Swedish pension 

company AMF and its remuneration programs to the management team and in particular to 

the former CEO. As the issue became public, it quickly turned into a widely circulated news 
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story. During a few weeks, about 250 online newspaper articles and a corresponding number 

of blog posts reported on the issue in Sweden. Many of the articles were widely discussed in 

comments published by the readers, as well as comments in connection to the blog posts. The 

case study builds on three data sources: 1) content analysis of news articles from a sample of 

Swedish online newspapers; 2) content analysis of blog posts from the Swedish blogosphere; 

and 3) interviews with representatives of media organisations as well as the main actors 

around which the news story derived – the pensions company AMF and The Swedish Trade 

Union Confederation.  

 

Content analysis of news articles in Swedish online media 

The content analysis builds on articles from a sample of the most visited web sites of Swedish 

national dailies, business press, evening press – DN.se, SvD.se, Di.se, E24.se, VA.se, 

Affarsvarlden.se, Aftonbladet.se, and Expressen.se (Table 1).  Unique visitors, as presented in 

Table 1, is the number of readers that visited the news site (only counted the first time if 

visited the site several times) during one week in March, 2010.    

 

Table 1. Sample of news web sites and unique visitors, one week in March, 2010. 

News web sites Unique visitors 
General news   
DN.se 1259387
SvD.se 788505
Business news   
Di.se 806783
e24.se 660459
va.se 56913
afv.se 89516
Evening paper news   
Aftonbladet.se 4884626
expressen.se 2020752
 

 

Using the media monitoring and analysis company Infopaq’s Media Agent, articles that 

contained the words pension and Elmehagen were collected. Online news is characterized by 

immediacy, interactivity, and liquidity– features which make traditional content analysis 

methods problematic (cf. Karlsson & Strömbäck 2009). Many articles appeared for example 

several times in the database since minor changes resulted in a new published version (new 

article). In each such case, we analyzed the last published article, i.e. the last version of the 
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article. All articles were coded according to a set scheme including: date, source, headline, 

type of article (news article, chronicle, leading article or polemical article), main actor 

(someone who is allowed to express himself/herself in the article), references made to other 

news sources (other articles or blogs) and the number of comments, as well as blog links 

made by readers. In total, 256 articles were analyzed.  

 

Content analysis of blog posts in the Swedish blogosphere 

Using Infopaq’s Media Agent, all blog posts in the Swedish blogosphere containing the words 

Elmehagen and pension were collected. Similar to the web articles, all blog posts were coded 

according to a set scheme including: date, source, headline, references made to other news 

sources (web articles, blogs, or other web sites) and the number of comments by blog readers. 

In total, 249 blogs posts from 171 blogs were coded. The database included also the corporate 

blog of the pension company AMF.  

 

Interviews  

Interviews were conducted with representatives of media organisations as well as other main 

actors found in the news content – The Swedish Trade Union Confederation and the pensions 

company, AMF. The interviews with media representatives had the purpose of developing our 

knowledge about online journalism and how journalists are interacting with readers on news 

sites. Interviews were conducted with national dailies, business newspapers, magazines and 

online newspapers. In addition we interviewed representatives from the communication 

departments at AMF and the Swedish Trade Union Confederation. As this being an 

explorative study, the interview questions were open and derived around a few themes. All 

the interviews were recorded and transcribed. In total 15 interviews were conducted. 

 

The circulation of a news story on the web  

During March and April, 2009, one of the more well-covered media stories in Swedish media 

concerned remuneration programs for the executive management at the pension company 

AMF. AMF is owned by The Swedish Trade Union Confederation and the Confederation of 

Swedish Enterprises. It has more than 3.8 million pension savers as customers and 

administrates about 335 billion SEK. In media’s focus during this period was particularly the 

pension agreement to the former CEO, Christer Elmehagen, who during his 10 years as CEO 

earned more than 100 million SEK. As this information reached the media, it quickly became 

a top news story and engaged a broad range of actors. The media story about AMF’s bonus 
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payments to the management team and in particular the pension agreement to the former 

CEO, began 14th of March, 2009. It was the business daily Di.se (print version, Dagens 

Industri) that published the first article.  As the news story developed in the media over the 

coming weeks, the story line changed. The focus turned from the irresponsible behavior of 

AMF to the lack of moral of the former CEO, and finally the story focused on how the 

agreement in the first place could be approved by one of AMF’s board members –the 

chairman of The Swedish Trade Union Confederation – Wanja Lundby-Wedin. 

During the coming six weeks, the news flow was extensive. Beside news articles and 

blog posts, almost 9.000 comments were made by readers on the news sites (see Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Web articles, blog posts, and reader comments about Elmehagen’s pension agreement, 

March and April, 2009. 

 

The news story that developed around Elmehagen’s pension agreement can be divided into 

five phases (see Figure 2), during which the news story shifted. However, the phases are 

intertwined and sometimes overlapping.  
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Figure 2. Online articles about Elmehagen’s pension agreement, March and April, 2009.  

 

Phase 1: AMF´s pension agreement is revealed 

In the beginning of the news story, the company AMF was in focus. Dagens Industri 

uncovered that high bonuses had been paid to AMF’s management team even though the 

company had performed a negative return of 6 per cent in 2008. At the same time, the 

customers’ pensions were written down by 8 per cent. Thus, the bonus payments were done 

despite financial deficits during the year and reduction of the customers’ pensions. In the 

media, the company AMF received negative headlines on all major news sites – such as 

“Lower AMF-pensions – but executives get bonuses”, “AMF back out on bonuses”, “AMF 

management team in crisis meeting”, and “Poor year gave executive bonus”. The news story 

focused on the company AMF and its questionable behavior. Questions that were raised in the 

articles concerned whether or not it was fair of AMF to pay bonus to the top management in a 

time when the customers’ pensions were reduced by 8 per cent.  

 

Phase 2: Elmehagen’s salary and pension are disclosed   

The media attention and the focus in the story line shifted from the company AMF to the 

former CEO, Christer Elmehagen. First, media reported that he, together with the deputy CEO 

of AMF, Ingvar Skeberg, had transferred his own pension capital in order to avoid that it 

would be written down by 8 per cent. In other words, Elmehagen and Skeberg were accused 

in the media for immoral behavior, as they secured their own pension capital based on 
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information that still was unknown to their customers – the pension savers. Due to this 

maneuver, Skeberg was forced to resign from his position already a couple of days after the 

17th of March. However, the story about Elmehagen had only begun.  

A few days later, the general daily Svenska Dagbladet uncovered that Elmehagen had 

been approved a salary, bonus and pension of a total of 104 million SEK for 10 year’s work. 

Instead of the company name AMF appearing in the headlines, the headlines now included the 

former CEO, for example: “Former CEO costs AMF 104 million SEK”; “He costs AMF 104 

million SEK”, and “Retired CEO costs 104 million SEK”. Not only had the articles almost 

identical headlines, but they largely also presented the news story in a similar manner. Thus, 

there was a lack of different interpretations. The same story about what had happened was 

found in all articles.  

At this point, the web articles were increasingly often complemented with chronicles 

and analyses done by the journalists covering the scandal. For example, Fredrik Braconier, 

business journalist at SvD.se, published a chronicle with the headline “The immorality shines 

in neon light from AMF” in which he states that AMF took advantage of its customers and 

that the board of directors has an undoubted responsibility for immoderate pension 

agreements (SvD.se 2009.03.20). Pontus Schultz, the editor-in-chief, at the time, of the 

business weekly Veckans Affärer and VA.se, wrote a chronicle urging the top management 

team at AMF to: “Wake up – You’re destroying for all of us!” (VA.se 2009.03.19).   

 

Phase 3: The president of the Swedish Trade Union Confederation has approved the pension 

agreement 

The news flow increased, once again, when it was revealed who had been involved in the 

approval of the lucrative agreement. One of the board members was Wanja Lundby-Wedin, 

the president of the Swedish Trade Union Confederation. As a representative for Swedish 

labor, she had frequently criticized advantageous executive remuneration programs. Her 

involvement in making the decision about the pension agreement created attention in the 

media, and once again the focus shifted – this time from Elmehagen’s pension agreement to 

Lundby-Wedin’s involvement. The information resulted in an increasing number of articles – 

and headlines – now with Lundby-Wedin as the main character: “The AMF scandal puts 

Lundby-Wedin under pressure”, “LO [The Swedish Trade Union Confederation] is now fully 

undressed”, and “Lundby-Wedin to DN: ‘I’m so sorry for this’”. Thereby, the investigative 

efforts by the journalists also shifted from AMF and Elmehagen to The Swedish Trade Union 

Confederation and Lundby-Wedin. The business web site, E24.se, published for example an 
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article about Lundby-Wedin’s own remuneration from her engagement as board member in 

several boards. The headline was “Profitable jobs on the side give the LO-boss gilt edge” 

(E24.se 2009.03.23). During this phase, the competence and the judgment of Lundby-Wedin 

was questioned. It was argued that she, as a representative for the Swedish Trade Union 

Confederation, should have known better than approving the pension agreement of 

Elmehagen. In our interview with Linder, who is in charge of communication at the Swedish 

Trade Union Confederation, she stresses that the general public expects their representatives 

to be more moral than other actors in the society, such as corporations, which according to 

Linder partly explains the massive criticism against Lundby-Wedin (Interview Linder 2010).     

 

Phase 4: Elmehagen is requested to refund parts of pensions 

A few days later in the end of March, the number of articles peaked when a report –ordered 

by AMF – about Elmehagen’s pension agreement was presented by auditors from Ernst & 

Young. Directly after the publication of the report, many of the articles focused on 

summarizing its content with headlines such as: ““Elmehagen received too much” and “The 

AMF scandal: Christer Elmehagen was paid from double agreements”. Based on the 

information in the report, Lundby-Wedin demanded Elmehagen to pay back parts of his 

pension. During the coming days, the news articles discussed whether or not Elmehagen 

should refund his pension. After this peak of news articles, the news story once again focused 

on Wanja Lundby-Wedin and voices were raised that she should resign from her post.  

 

Phase 5: Lundby-Wedin is acquitted and Elmehagen´s moral judgment continues to be 

contested 

The news flow continued in April, however, less frequently. These final articles continued to 

discuss the involvement of Lundby-Wedin in the pension agreement and whether or not she 

would resign. However, on the 7th of April the Swedish Trade Union Confederation 

announced that Lundby-Wedin was going to remain on her post. After the announcement, the 

focus on Lundby-Wedin in the media gradually disappeared.  The last articles continued to 

discuss Elmehagen’s moral responsibilities. Elmehagen himself participated in interviews in 

order to give his view on what had happened. Moreover, in the later articles, AMF demanded 

Elmehagen to re-pay parts of the money he had received. The story continued until late June 

when Elmehagen and AMF reached a settlement after Elmehagen had agreed to refund 2.6 

million SEK.  
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Consumer participation in news production 

The news story was not only covered by the online news sites, but it quickly became well-

discussed in the Swedish blogosphere. As shown in Figure 3, the number of blog posts over 

the period highly correlates with the online newspaper articles. 30 % of the total amount of 

analyzed blog posts contains at least one reference to another web site, which is most often an 

online newspaper. As much as 25 % of these references are made to news sites, among which 

the three most referenced are DN.se, SvD.se, and Aftonbladet.se. References to the 

blogosphere in general are also frequently included.  

 

 

 
Figure 3. Online articles and blog posts about Elmehagen’s pension agreement, March and April, 

2009.  

 

The majority of the blogs were run by citizens – a few of them represented a political party. 

The blog posts criticized the high amounts that AMF had paid in bonuses to the management 

team, and in particular Elmehagen’s pension. Similar to the media coverage, the bloggers later 

on directed their criticism towards Lundby-Wedin, who as a spokesperson for the Swedish 

workers had taken part in approving the pension agreement. The shift in focus from AMF and 

Elmehagen to the Swedish Trade Union Confederation reflected largely the mainstream media 

online, as presented above.  
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One of the first blog posts about AMF and the high bonuses was on a blog run by 

“Steve”. He complains about the immorality in the society, and the headline says “the term 

‘rapacious society” has gained quite a new meaning” (14/3). Other headlines with the same 

message are “Bonus party – come and grab!”; “Corruption – worse in good times than in 

times of crises“, “Christer Elmehagen is worth at least ten times more than me”, and “A little 

more to live from – for Christer Elmehagen”. When the spotlight shifted to Lundby-Wedin 

typical headlines were “The Swedish Trade Union Confederation steals workers’ pension 

money and gives millions to the CEO”; “The Swedish Trade Union Confederation’s double 

standard of morality concerning bonuses”; “Social democratic elites behind generous 

pensions”, and “The representatives of the working-class movement lead life as upper class”. 

Online newspapers allow, and increasingly often invite, readers to participate on their 

websites to comment articles and link between blog posts and news articles. Literature on 

blogging demonstrates that mainstream media and bloggers in this way have engaged in a 

symbiotic relationship: “reporters [are] sourcing story ideas from bloggers and bloggers in 

turn [are] referencing and linking to the news stories reporters write” (Kline 2005, p. 244). By 

inviting readers to participate in producing content on the news sites – through article 

comments and blog links – they thereby contribute to circulate the news story outside the 

mainstream media.   

As we already have shown above with blog posts from the blogosphere, high 

remuneration programs are engaging and several readers wanted to express their opinion in 

relation to the articles online. Most of the articles on the news sites have at least one 

comment. It is difficult to account for the exact numbers of comments on articles, since most 

newspapers filter and delete inappropriate comments. According to our interviewees all 

comments that are discriminating or contain personal attacks are deleted from the news sites. 

And, the policies regarding reader comments differ most likely between the studied 

newspapers. For example, Expressen.se outnumbers the other news sites with its comments, 

even though Expressen.se has less traffic than for example Aftonbladet.se. On average, 53 

comments were written by readers per article about Elmehagen’s pension agreement.    

Already two days after AMF’s bonus agreement had become public, Aftonbladet.se 

published an article with the headline “Public outcry after the new bonus scandal at AMF – 

the readers of Aftonbladet.se demand more action” (15/3). In the article, comments from 

readers are included, as well as quotes from interviews with representatives from AMF. This 

is an example of how journalists are creating stories out of the comments written by the 

readers. When the media storm was at its best around Lundy-Wedin, SvD.se published an 
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article mostly based on reader comments with the headline “The readers: We don’t accept the 

explanation”. Aftonbladet.se also published an article based on readers’ opinions under the 

headline “The readers’ verdict: Resign from The Swedish Trade Union Confederation” (5/4). 

Similarly, Di.se did a web survey among their readers, and based on the results, which stated 

that 93 % of the respondents thought Lundby-Wedin should resign, the article “The readers of 

Di.se – ‘Resign Wanja Lundby-Wedin” (25/3) was published. VA.se made a web survey 

asking the readers what they thought about the greed in top managements (19/3).  

In addition to reader comments and web surveys, most of the analyzed online media 

sites offer bloggers to link their posts to specific articles. This means that a blogger who for 

example has written a comment about Lundby-Wedin’s role in the pension drama, easily can 

market his or her blog post in direct connection to an article with the same theme on a news 

site. The analyses and comments by journalists – often appearing on a roll list on the right 

hand side of a web article – now share this space with the blogosphere. At the most, 98 blog 

posts were linked to one single article (DN.se 2009.04.04), mainly about the decreasing 

opinion for the Social Democratic Party, which was partly explained by the Lundby-Wedin’s 

crisis of confidence due to the affairs of Elmehagen and AMF. On an average, 15 blog links 

were attached to published articles about Elmehagen and his pension agreement. It is, 

however, important to notice that not all articles allow blog links. Through these blog links, 

the blogosphere and the mainstream media strengthen their connections and become 

interwoven not only regarding content, but also directly through links from the newspaper 

web sites to blogs.  

 

AMF and The Swedish Trade Union Confederation circulating the news story  

The social web offers not only private individuals, but also organizations possibilities to 

participate in producing and publishing news content. The two organizations that were key 

players in the drama about Elmehagen’s pension agreement, AMF and The Swedish Trade 

Union Confederation, contributed to the development of the news story by for example 

answering journalists’ questions and by press releases. Both of them, however, also used 

social media channels in order to reach out directly to their target groups. AMF posted text 

and videos on its corporate blog and The Swedish Trade Union Confederation made a video 

that was published on the homepage and later also uploaded on Youtube. 

AMF’s corporate blog was started already in 2005 and is used to inform visitors about 

issues related to pensions. Ingela Jerat, responsible for digital media at AMF, explains that 

AMF used different channels to reach out to their customers during the news story, and one 
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important communication channel was the blog. Normally, one of AMF’s pension experts is 

responsible for writing on the blog. During the course of the news story, she was supported by 

the communication manager, who also wrote blog posts. In addition, three videos were made 

– two with the CEO, Ingrid Bonde, and a third with a representative from the customer 

support. Both of the videos were published on AMF’s homepage and on YouTube. In the 

video clips, CEO Ingrid Bonde tries to explain what has happened and why the pension savers 

should remain loyal to AMF. In one of the video clips Bonde states:  

 

I understand that several of you are upset. But do remember that we have had the best return on 

investment during the last 10 to 20 years. […] AMF is a well-managed company with fantastic 

values and I’m proud to manage this company. Let’s see upon this that has occurred as single 

episode that as part of history and let’s look forward. (Ingrid Bonde, youtube.com, 2009) 

 

The number of blog visitors boomed during the period when the news story was 

circulated. AMF wrote seven blog posts during this period trying to explain AMF’s view on 

the pension agreements and seeking to encounter criticism and frustration from pension 

savers. Several readers made comments on the blog. Some of them expressed frustration over 

AMF’s behavior, Elmehagen, as well as Lundby-Wedin. Two examples were: 

Alright, you can do what you want, but sorry, I will never ever invest my pension in 

your funds again. And several others agree with med. We will never be able to trust you 

again.[…] (published by “Nicke”, 2009.03.23).  

Wanja [Lundby-Wedin] is stupid. She felt fooled, but she is incompetent - she cannot 

read an annual report. […] She is a crook that has cheated ordinary pension savers. 

Yesterday, I applied to move all of my pension capital from AMF to Länsförsäkringar. 

No more AMF!! (published by “Göran”, 2009.03.24).  

By using social media, AMF also gained positive or at least neutral coverage, in mainstream 

media. One of the main Swedish TV channels, TV4, made an interview with the AMF expert 

who was blogging on the pension blog. Jerat explains that the same evening as the interview 

was broadcast, the number of blog visitors was all-time-high. Corporate blogging during a 

crisis situation was thus seen as something extraordinary with high news value for mainstream 

media. Even though AMF could reach out to their target group via its blog, it was not until 

TV4 made a news feature about the blog that it radically increased its visitor number and 

reached out to Swedes in general.  
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The Swedish Trade Union Confederation did not have a blog equivalent to the corporate 

blog of AMF. However, in the middle of the media storm – when it was impossible for The 

Swedish Trade Union Confederation and Lundby-Wedin to reach out via mainstream media, 

since they largely only focused on speculating about her resignation – they decided to make a 

video in which the president could tell her story. The video clip showed a regretful but 

confident Lundby-Wedin and was published on the homepage of The Swedish Trade Union 

Confederation. The target group was members of the labor union. Quickly, however, it was 

picked up and discussed in mainstream media. The communication manager Marie Linder 

stresses that the video therefore made it possible for The Swedish Trade Union Confederation 

to reach out with their story not only directly via their homepage (to members and other 

visitors to the homepage), but via mainstream media to the broader masses. Kristina 

Mårtensson, one of the managers involved in handling the crisis, confirms this and explains 

further that they were rather surprised by the extreme impact the video had – both among the 

members of The Swedish Trade Union Confederation and among mainstream media. Similar 

to AMF, the initiatives of The Swedish Trade Union Confederation to use new 

communication techniques were noticed and discussed by mainstream media.  

 

Conclusions and discussion 

By exploring how information about a Swedish corporate scandal was developed on the web 

during a few weeks in the spring of 2009, the study opens up for a discussion on how the 

changing media landscape influences our understanding of media as a carrier of management 

knowledge. In particular, the study highlights what actors are taking part in disseminating 

information online and what channels are being used.  

The many turnabouts in the news story about the pension agreement of Elmehagen 

engaged not only journalists and the involved organizations, but also to a large extent the 

general public. The main news story in online newspapers was followed up and reinforced in 

blog posts and by reader comments. The user-generated-content was sometimes transformed 

into news articles written by journalists. Similarly, results from surveys among readers were 

packaged into articles presenting the view of the users. In these ways, journalists could use 

input from the users in order to strengthen and develop their own media story about the 

pension agreement of Elmehagen. The content generated by online media users a few times 

also complemented, and even contested, the dominating media presentation of Elmehagen. 

For example, the two organizations playing the principal parts in the news story 

communicated their alternative stories through blog posts and videos – thereby taking the 
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opportunity to cut across the dominating focus of online newspapers. As these organizations’ 

own stories were picked up by the media, they in turn had an impact on and became a part of 

the main media story. The news story of Elmehagen’s pension agreement was thereby created 

and circulated in interplay among mainstream media and various actors online.   

Based on the empirical results presented above, three key conclusions are developed 

and further discussed:  First of all, it is demonstrated that online media are pluralistic and can 

be understood as diversified network of actors that together shape and carry news stories. 

Second, mainstream media are still the main hub around which news stories are developed 

and circulated. Third, mainstream media can however be bypassed by organizations that wish 

to reach out directly to their target groups.  

 

Online media - a network of carriers 

Media are often conceptualized and analyzed as one single actor. The results from this study 

challenge this notion and demonstrate that online news production rather involves a network 

of carriers. Online media cannot be represented by one clearly defined actor group, but must 

instead be analyzed from the perspective that a diversity of actors engage in news production 

and dialogue online. Against this background, online media become an arena for a multitude 

of actors to meet, discuss, and build on one another’s arguments. As already previous studies 

have concluded, that carriers “collaborate, compete and run parallel with one another” 

(Engwall & Sahlin 2007: 271), this study reminds us that Internet is one of the key platforms 

today that enables such interrelations and interactions to occur.  

The network perspective on management knowledge creation and circulation online 

brings with it blurred actor roles. Users (i.e. readers of online newspapers) become sources 

and producers, and the producers (i.e. journalists) might in turn become both sources (to 

example bloggers) and users (of user-generated-content). This implies that ideas about how 

corporations should act and behave are developed in interplay among several actor groups that 

use the possibilities online to take part in conversations. The involvement of a multitude of 

actors that together develop news about corporations does not equal a plurality of news 

stories. Contesting news frames or images of what has happened and whether or not this is 

right or wrong were rare. Instead, one common news frame of the news story dominated 

among the many news producers.  

 

Mainstream media dominating carrier online   
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Even though several actor groups take part in formulating news stories online, not all of them 

have equal possibilities to set the agenda and reach out to readers. Our study shows that 

among all these news producers, mainstream media are still the most prevalent carriers. 

Online newspapers dominated the news flow about AMF’s executive remuneration program. 

First, the reader comments on online articles outnumbered the comments on blog post. The 

reader comments were written as a reaction to the newspaper article and, thus, the online 

newspaper became a forum for the general public to express their views, opinions and 

feelings. The reader comments were almost 9.000, which can be compared with the 250 blog 

posts. Second, about one third of the blog posts contained references to online news articles. 

Bloggers are thereby writing blog posts as a reaction to or based on information from online 

news articles. Third, quite a few blog posts, as well as news articles, were based on reader 

comments. In other words, the comments of readers on previous articles or posts became 

sources for new articles and blog posts.  

These findings demonstrate that online newspapers provided key platforms for creation 

and distribution of corporate news. But also that the mainstream media online increasingly 

often build their news content on comments and articles written by users, and that the users 

themselves are reinforcing the key role of mainstream media by commenting, linking and 

referencing the news content.  

 

New possibilities for organizations to become carriers  

Even though news stories to a large extent are developed by and through the mainstream 

media – media’s role as gatekeeper of information is significantly weakened online. Our 

findings demonstrate how organizations can bypass mainstream media in order to reach out to 

their target group, which is also supported in previous studies (e.g. Karlsson 2008). As shown 

in the case of Elmehagen’s pension agreement, when the dominating media story diverges 

from the involved actors’ ideas of what has occurred – Internet is providing possibilities for 

these actors to raise their voices without the involvement of mainstream media. In this case, 

AMF used its corporate blog (about pensions) in order to reach out to their customers, the 

pension savers. Both AMF and the Swedish Trade Union Confederation launched short videos 

on their homepage/blog in order tell their own stories about the situation. Through these 

communication activities online, both organizations were able not only to reach out to their 

stakeholders, but also to make mainstream media interested in their messages. For example, 

the use of AMF’s corporate blog was paid attention to by one of the main TV channels in 
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Sweden and the published video by the Swedish Trade Union Confederation was spread by 

many of the largest media outlets.  

Against this background, corporations and other organizations that were previously 

bound to reach out to the broader audience via the mainstream media are now able to 

influence news agendas by publishing their own information through available channels. 

Previous research has pointed to the fact that not only media are producers of news, but also 

other actors provide content to this production process (cf. Grafström et al. 2006).  Our study 

supports this idea of organizations other than media being news producers, and shows that this 

is reinforced in news production and distribution online.  

 

Future research 

This explorative study on circulation of a news story on the web opens up for several themes 

of future research about the development of media and the changing conditions for creation 

and circulation of management knowledge. The transformation of media awakens us to a 

number of new questions. First, this study points to the need to raise questions about what is 

considered to be management ideas and management knowledge. Management knowledge is 

not only clear-cut management models on how to act and behave, but can also consist of 

normative ideas and opinions on what a corporation should do and not. In this study, it is 

evident that news content in online newspapers as well as blog posts and reader comments 

contain normative arguments on how corporations should handle executive remuneration 

programs. In future research it would be of relevance to explore whether or not these kinds of 

news stories have more long-term impact on how executive remuneration programs are 

formulated and dealt with. In other words, do news stories like the one examined in this study 

have any consequences on management practices?  

The present study supports the notion that the number of news producers is mounting 

online. Future research should therefore strive to include other relevant news producers 

beyond mainstream media. Whereas the web is reaching around the globe, news production 

processes are often very locally rooted. That was also the case with the news flow about the 

executive remuneration studied in this paper. At the same time, the development of the web 

suggests that issues of international character might spread worldwide easier than before. 

Future research should therefore pay attention both to the various actors that create, circulate, 

and consume management knowledge online, and to the context in which these activities are 

undertaken. Do online media open up for management ideas and knowledge to be developed 

and spread more easily on a global arena?  
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Despite the augmentation of various news providers online, the findings of this study 

demonstrate that online mainstream media is still a central hub for creating and circulating 

news. However, online “mainstream” media clearly differ from offline “mainstream” media.  

As print and broadcast media have stepped out on Internet, they also significantly change. 

Online journalism has developed and is characterized by its own routines and logics (e.g. 

Karlsson 2007, Deuze 2008). Hence, mainstream media still play a significant role for 

management knowledge consumption, but today’s online journalists are changing their 

working routines of producing and distributing news. For example, the new norms for 

newsworthiness are emerging and increasingly often readers are invited to participate both in 

creation and circulation of news. In future research it is of relevance to explore how the 

development of online journalism creates new conditions for the development and distribution 

of management knowledge. 

Finally, along with the dynamic character of Internet comes methodological concerns 

(cf. Karlsson & Strömbäck 2009). What used to be clearly delimitated and fixed output is now 

a variable in flux (e.g. Puijk, 2008: 38). Publishing possibilities on the web is basically 

endless, and researchers have described the news context on the web as liquid (Deuze 2008). 

In other words, in comparison to for example a print newspaper article, news stories online 

lack a clear start and end. Instead, the news flow is more or less constantly changed and 

broadened as for example articles are updated and news articles and blogs link to each other. 

Together a diversity of news producers is creating an infinite flow of news. Future research 

needs to develop methods suitable for studying and making sense of such floating and 

diversified news content.  
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