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ABSTRACT 

 
Problem                Corporate social responsibility is said to result in strategic and 

reputational benefits, however, broadcasting it publicly has been proven 

to be a delicate matter. While stakeholders expect companies to engage 

in CSR, they do not appreciate if companies communicate their CSR-

activities too loudly. Prior research instead suggests that communicating 

too extensively could cause skepticism from stakeholders. 

 

Purpose                This thesis is set to investigate how companies view and handle the 

challenge of communicating their good deeds, in the specific context of 

cross-sector collaborations, and how companies balance the need to 

increase awareness of their social engagements with the risk of inducing 

skepticism. 

 

Method                 Primary data has been collected from semi-structured interviews within 

six case companies from different industries. 

 

Conclusion           Our results show that skepticism per se was not perceived as a problem – 

one reason could be that most companies chose to avoid communicating 

extensively. While all companies argued for the importance of doing 

rather than talking, controversial companies in particular expressed an 

aversion towards bragging about their collaborations. A difference 

between controversial and neutral industries could be seen in the way 

they valued communication. Having the right level of communication, 

demonstrating authenticity by linking cross-sector collaborations to 

company characteristics, together with the choice of partners and 

communicating “through” NPOs was seen as important aspects that 

could help companies to find the balance. 

 

Keywords            Cross-sector collaboration (CSC), Communication, Corporate social 

responsibility (CSR), Stakeholder skepticism, Authenticity, Non-profit 

organization (NPO) 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

“Do good and let others do the talking” is an old dictum you can read carved in small letters 

on the top of the lid of the Fountain of Tureen if you ever find yourself wandering the streets 

of Rome. Even though this philosophical statement has been dated to 1622, many would 

agree, at least within the field of research for corporate social responsibility (CSR), that this is 

still a subject for discussion at present-day. The debate around the topic has tended to shift 

from whether or not to engage in CSR-activities to a clearer focus on how to do it (e.g. Smith, 

2003; Mirvis & Googins, 2006) and more importantly how to communicate CSR more 

effectively to stakeholders (Du et al., 2010). In a perfect world, companies would spend less 

money on advertisements of their good deeds and more on their actual contribution to society, 

leaving others in charge of spreading the word of their engagements (Yoon et al., 2006). 

However, it is clear that companies operate in the absence of ideal conditions and 

stakeholders do not necessarily notice companies’ CSR-engagements if they do not stress 

their contributions publicly. It is also suggested that customers are left in the dark when it 

comes to companies’ social engagements and claim that they just do not know whether 

companies are socially and environmentally responsible or not (Sen et al., 2009), which 

further highlights the need to inform interest groups about companies’ CSR-activities. 

 

The importance of communicating one’s CSR-activities in the right way is put forward by 

many scholars (Morsing & Schultz, 2006; Du et al., 2010; Rekom et al., 2014; Colleoni, 

2013) and previous research points to potential business benefits for companies who succeed 

with their CSR-communication (Maignan et al., 1999). Among other benefits, communication 

of CSR-activities can help organizations differentiate themselves from competitors as a 

company that is more proper, desirable and appropriate (Shumate & O’Connor, 2010) and 

contribute to an enhanced reputation (Morsing, et al., 2008). 

 

While communicating CSR is considered important for enhancing one’s reputation, there is 

not yet a coherent picture of how companies best can communicate their CSR-activities and 

gain the potential benefits (Du et al., 2010). If companies do not manage to communicate 

their CSR-efforts successfully, it could instead lead to undesired negative evaluations from 

stakeholders (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Du et al., 2010; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). A 

Danish study by Morsing et al. (2008) points to a paradox inherent in communicating CSR: 
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while the public expects companies to engage in CSR, they do not appreciate if companies 

communicate their CSR-activities too loudly. Communicating one’s engagements extensively 

might lead to skepticism, where stakeholders question the actual motives behind companies’ 

CSR-activities (Du et al., 2010) and start to wonder: if a company is inherently good, why do 

they need to scream about their good deeds? One apparent risk with communicating CSR-

activities too extensively is therefore to create the perception that one is doing CSR in order 

to gain benefits such as increased reputation, sales or other egoistic-driven motives (Yoon et 

al., 2006), and thereby create skepticism. Due to this complexity, it is not surprising that 

scholars now highlight the need for a deeper understanding of how companies can 

communicate CSR efficiently to stakeholders (Du et al., 2010). It has also been suggested that 

CSR-engagements require more sophisticated communication strategies due to ever-changing 

stakeholder expectations (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). 

 

Although CSR-communication is argued to be complex in itself, it can be particularly 

complex when it comes to certain activities. One such activity, which is an increasingly 

common way to attend to CSR-related problems (Googins & Rochlin, 2000; Kiron et al., 

2015) and one of the more visible forms of CSR (Battisti, 2009), is a collaboration between a 

company and a non-profit organization (NPO). A partnership between a company and an 

NPO (here referred to as a cross-sector collaboration) holds certain characteristics that 

differentiate it from other, only company driven, CSR-activities in relation to CSR-

communication. In cross-sector collaborations the non-profit actor can, apart from the 

company itself, also participate in communicating the CSR-activity. Research suggests that 

communication coming from the NPO can have positive effects on the company’s credibility, 

but at the same time it implies a loss of control (Du et al., 2010). The company is said to 

benefit from the association with the non-profit actor, who can help certify and endorse their 

business resulting in an increased approval from stakeholders, giving them a license to 

operate (Herlin, 2015).  

 

1.1 Research purpose 

Prior research put forward a paradox inherent in communicating CSR: in order to increase 

awareness of their CSR-engagements and gain reputational benefits, companies need to 

communicate their CSR-activities, but doing so implies a risk that stakeholders will become 

skeptical of the motives behind their engagements (Morsing et al., 2008; Du et al., 2010; 
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Elving, 2013; Pirsch et al., 2007). We intend to study this challenge in the specific context of 

cross-sector collaborations, as they are different from other CSR-activities within interesting 

aspects related to CSR-communication. An NPO can for example be seen as an external actor 

with the opportunity to participate in the communication. Thereby, the aim of our study lies in 

investigating how companies view and handle the proposed challenge to increase awareness 

of their cross-sector collaborations among external stakeholders, which can lead to enhanced 

reputation, but still avoid inducing skepticism that instead may result in negative reputational 

effects (Yoon et al., 2006; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). In this thesis, we will thereby 

address the call for more studies focusing on how companies can communicate their cross-

sector collaborations in an adequate way (Du et al., 2010), by exploring the following 

question: How do companies balance the need to communicate their cross-sector 

collaborations with the risk of inducing skepticism? Our study could thereby contribute with 

valuable insights for companies aiming at communicating cross-sector collaborations 

effectively by finding best practices, as well as expand the theoretical basis for CSR-

communication to point at the particularities inherent in communicating cross-sector 

collaborations, as opposed to other corporate CSR-initiatives. 

 

1.2 Thesis disposition 

This thesis proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 will present a theoretical framework highlighting 

key concepts and themes connected to corporate CSR-communication. Chapter 3 will state a 

description of our methodological choices such as thoughts around sample selection, how 

data was collected as well as potential limitations of our study. Chapter 4 will present 

empirical findings originating from interviews, illustrating how our case companies perceived 

their CSC-communication and how they handle challenges related to their communication. 

Chapter 5 will focus on comparing theoretical arguments with findings derived from the 

empirical data collected from our case companies. In the final chapter we will conclude and 

summarize our answer to the posed research question. Lastly, managerial implications, 

academic contributions as well as suggestions for future research will be presented.   
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter starts with an introduction to CSR to set the scene. Next, stakeholder skepticism 

will be presented as a key issue when communicating CSR-activities, where the level of 

communication and communicated motives will be put forward as factors that can affect 

stakeholder skepticism. The belongingness to a specific industry is also argued to have an 

effect on stakeholder skepticism and will therefore be presented next. Following, authenticity 

will be highlighted as a possible way to avoid stakeholder skepticism. Thereafter, 

communication in the specific context of cross-sector collaborations (CSC) will be presented, 

since CSCs hold certain characteristics that deviate from other CSR-activities. The chapter 

will end with a summary and visualization (figure 2) illustrating our view of how the different 

concepts are linked together. 

 

2.1 Setting the scene 

Although corporate social responsibility (CSR) has a long history there is still no consensus 

among industry participants, academics or other interest groups on one coherent definition 

(Sheehy, 2015). Some scholars refer to CSR as an organization’s responsibility to protect and 

improve society’s welfare while the business’s economic liability and business interest still 

remain vital. Within this view, it is suggested that companies ought to consider aspects of 

protecting the society from issues such as unsafe products or polluting the environment and 

that they need to improve societal welfare and create positive benefits for society. The view 

of CSR as something companies do beyond their obligations was later added to the general 

definition (Carroll, 2015). Fairness and goodness are said to be at the heart of CSR-activities, 

where quotations such as “doing well by doing good” are commonly used (e.g Chernev & 

Blair, 2015). In line with this (e.g. Carroll, 1979; Carroll, 2015), we take the broader view of 

CSR as the activities companies do beyond the purely economic and legal requirements, 

where CSR relates to the ethical and altruistic categories of activities that aim to improve 

society, also expected and desired by stakeholders. 

 

Nowadays, CSR is often equated with transparency and accountability, and the public expects 

companies to not only engage in CSR but also to explicitly communicate their CSR-activities 

(Elving et al., 2015; Christensen et al., 2011). CSR-activities are often used and promoted 
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with the purpose of addressing social concerns among stakeholders and consumers, 

enhancing the corporate image or reputation as well as creating a good relationship with 

stakeholders (Yoon et al., 2006). The act of voluntarily disclosing information around 

environmental, social and governance performance has also steadily increased among 

organizations (Du & Vieira, 2012; Gray, 2006; KPMG, 2011). Some of the channels used by 

companies to communicate their message are different kinds of sustainability and social 

reports, CSR-advertising as well as online sources such as corporate websites and social 

media platforms. 

 

2.2 Stakeholder skepticism - the challenge of CSR-communication 

Together with the increased use of the internet, ethical expectations and stakeholder 

awareness of companies’ operations has grown dramatically (Colleoni et al., 2011; Colleoni, 

2013). Nowadays, stakeholders have the opportunity to be more active in company 

evaluations through the use of social media and are no longer only receivers of passive 

communication (Dellarocas, 2003). Companies can engage in CSR-activities with the intent 

to generate positive effects for society as well as to support their corporate strategic goals. 

Research suggest that companies need to be aware of the fact that stakeholders are attributing 

different types of motives to CSR-engagements, and if companies do not manage to 

communicate the right type of motives, it could lead to stakeholder skepticism instead of “a 

reservoir of goodwill” (Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013, p.1836). Furthermore, skeptical 

consumers today hold the tendency to share their doubts, to warn others or to simply confirm 

their concerns (Herr et al., 1991). 

 

Skepticism can be defined as a tendency to disbelieve, doubt and to question (e.g. Forehand 

& Grier, 2003; Pirsch et al., 2007). Forehand and Grier (2003) present skepticism not only as 

an enduring trait but also as a situational and temporary state, originating from distrust of an 

actor’s motivations. Consequently, even though the dispositions and reasons behind 

stakeholders’ doubts may vary, skepticism can be caused by situational factors as a cognitive 

response (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013), and companies may 

thereby have the opportunity to change the mind of skeptical people (Mohr et al., 1998) if 

they are presented with sufficient proof. Decreased stakeholder skepticism will then instead 

increase the overall effectiveness of corporate CSR-communication (Du & Vieira, 2012; 

Yoon et al., 2006). 
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To reap the benefits of CSR-activities it is important to communicate the company 

engagement, however, communicating CSR also implies a risk of inducing skepticism among 

stakeholders, something that can prevent the desired benefits (Du et al., 2010). Below, three 

factors argued to affect stakeholder skepticism will be presented. Firstly, the level of 

communication around CSR-activities has emerged as a well-debated phenomenon that may 

affect skepticism. As an example, Brown and Dacin (1997) raised the question “(...) if a 

company focuses too intently on communicating CSR associations, is it possible that 

consumers may believe that the company is trying to hide something?” (p. 81). Secondly, 

stakeholders are likely to doubt companies if they suspect that there are egoistic-driven, self-

serving motives behind their CSR-activities (Du et al., 2010; Fein & Hilton, 1994; Skarmeas 

& Leonidou, 2013). Thirdly, the industry that a company belongs to is argued to affect 

stakeholder reactions and the potential for successful CSR-communication, since 

controversial industries face lower trust levels with higher risk of inducing skepticism (Du & 

Vieira, 2012; Godfrey et al., 2009). In sum, previous research highlights three factors that are 

connected to stakeholder skepticism: the level of communication, stakeholders’ perception of 

corporate motives as well as the belongingness to a specific industry.   

2.2.1 Level of communication 

Although the importance of communicating CSR is highlighted by scholars, communicating 

CSR-activities may also entail a risk of upsetting stakeholders. Studies have suggested that 

companies should avoid communicating too conspicuously around CSR-activities (Morsing 

& Schultz, 2006) and that stakeholders might find it inappropriate for companies to 

communicate how good they are (Morsing & Schultz, 2006; Christensen & Cheney, 2000). 

Sen et al., (2009) further point at the risks with communicating too loudly, and argue that 

“CSR-communication should be factual and low-key” (p.205). 

 

Stakeholders thereby seem to prefer less communication and some companies also seem to 

favor a lower level of CSR-communication.  Battisti’s case study (2009) demonstrates 

tendencies, in practice, of managers possessing a strong belief that acting is more relevant 

than talking about CSR-engagements. CSR-activities were preferred to be kept anonymous 

due to the moral beliefs of the managers, as they did not want to link their CSR-engagement 

with their business goals since they believed that the meaning of “doing something good” (p. 
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102) gets lost as a result. A common expression highlighted in the study was thereby: “we 

don’t want to talk about it, we just do it” (p.102).  

 

The level of communication of one’s CSR-engagements is argued by several scholars to be 

connected to what motives stakeholders attribute to firms’ CSR-engagements. If companies 

promote their activities too much, there is a risk that stakeholders start to question the motives 

behind their CSR-engagement (Du et al., 2010; Elving, 2013; Pirsch et al., 2007). Thus, 

although stakeholders claim that they want to learn more about companies’ good deeds, they 

quickly become suspicious and leery of the CSR-objectives if the activities are too 

aggressively communicated (Du et al., 2010).  

2.2.2 Motives 

One challenge connected to stakeholder skepticism is thereby to minimize the risk of a 

backlash effect that CSR-communication may foster if stakeholders start to become 

suspicious of the actual corporate motives (Du et al., 2010). If stakeholders are seeing firm-

serving (e.g. striving for profit or improving image) instead of public-serving (genuine 

concern for the issue in question or for the public good) reasons behind the company’s 

engagement in CSR-activities, it could lead to skepticism, which in turn can result in an even 

more negative image than without any CSR-activity (Yoon et al., 2006). 

 

Although skepticism of firms’ motives can arise as an effect of a too high level of 

communication, studies also highlight that companies can avoid skepticism by being open 

with the true motives behind their engagements. Stakeholder skepticism is thereby not only 

related to stakeholders’ beliefs that a company’s motive is firm-serving per se, but rather the 

fact that a firm is deceptive and not being forthright about their true motives (Forehand & 

Grier, 2003). Consumers tend to understand that companies’ may have multiple motives and 

thereby recognize companies’ use of CSR-engagements as a means to reach certain business 

objectives (Ellen et al., 2006). Thereby, companies that do not acknowledge their CSR-

initiatives as beneficial for both society and for their business could meet doubts (Du et al., 

2010). 

2.2.3 Controversial industries 

Reputation is often discussed in relation to CSR, and scholars highlight the importance of 

communicating CSR for maintaining and enhancing a company’s reputation (Basu & 
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Palazzo, 2008; Morsing et al, 2008; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015; Elving, 2013). The definition 

of reputation is contested and debated, but many agree with the notion that it is a perception 

of future potential to create value, based on the firm’s past behavior (Gardberg & Fombrun, 

2002; Rindova et al., 2005). Certain industries face challenges due to a controversial 

reputation, often industries marked by social taboos and moral debates as they are considered 

sinful in their nature. Du and Vieira (2012) explain that industries can be perceived as 

controversial for mainly two reasons. Firstly, due to the product they produce or distribute 

such as tobacco, alcohol, gaming, and adult entertainment. Secondly, due to the way the 

industry goes about in trying to reach their business objectives, for example through unethical 

or corrupt ways to conduct business that violates social expectations or stakeholder interests. 

Research has found that companies operating in industries with the characteristics of being 

controversial can suffer from a dampened effect on their CSR-activities, where they struggle 

with higher stakeholder skepticism and lower trust compared to more neutral industries (Du 

& Vieira, 2012; Godfrey et al, 2009). 

 

According to Yoon et al. (2006), many companies with a bad reputation try to change their 

negative image by communicating and emphasizing their social and environmental 

engagements – but with varied results. Du and Vieria’s (2012) study of oil companies and 

their cross-sector collaborations indicates that the companies must desert the mentality of 

treating “CSR as a public relations strategy” (p.414). It was instead suggested that such 

companies need a more long-term and proactive approach to CSR that goes beyond simple 

financial donations. In a similar manner, Yoon et al.’s (2006) study of companies with a bad 

reputation suggested that companies should allocate more money to CSR contributions and 

minimize marketing expenses related to their CSR-activities. By this maneuver, the motives 

behind the CSR-activity will be perceived as more sincere, however with the risk of leaving 

stakeholders uninformed about the social and environmental engagements. 

 

2.3 Authenticity – the antidote to skepticism 

While communicating CSR-activities seems to be important for leveraging the positive 

benefits that companies could gain from their CSR-engagements (Du et al., 2010), it is also 

connected to the risk of inducing stakeholder skepticism when the level of communication is 

too high, resulting in skepticism of the companies’ motives. How do companies manage to 
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increase awareness about their CSR-activities but minimize the risk of inducing skepticism?

  

Studies indicate that one important factor for minimizing negative stakeholder evaluation is 

authenticity. Authenticity can generally be defined as “being true to oneself”, in other words, 

that one’s behaviors and actions are aligned with one’s core values, and beliefs. In the context 

of CSR, studies show that stakeholders are involved in validating the authenticity claims 

made by firms (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015), and that they are more likely to perceive the 

company’s CSR-engagements as authentic if the activities are connected to the company’s 

characteristics (Rekom et al., 2014). When a firm’s CSR-activities are connected to its core 

purpose, values and beliefs and at the same time socially connected to the context in which 

the firms operates, the potential for being perceived as authentic increases (Mazutis & 

Slawinski, 2015). 

 

Firms could also increase the chances of avoiding skepticism if they communicate the true 

motives behind their CSR-engagements, e.g. recognizing that there are both firm-serving and 

public-serving motives behind the CSR-activities (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Porter & Kramer, 

2006). Thus, skepticism not only relates to what motives the company has for engaging in 

CSR-activities, but also whether the company is upright with the true motives behind their 

engagement (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Yeonsoo, 2014, Yoon et al., 2006). Previous studies 

indicate that companies can affect the perceived sincerity of company motives without having 

to communicate them explicitly. Yoon et al. (2006) suggest that keeping a lower level of 

communication might lead to more sincere motives; if companies put more money into actual 

CSR-activities than communicating those activities, the motives are perceived as more 

public-serving since it sends a signal that the company cares more about the cause than 

communicating about their contributions. The chances for creating a perception of 

authenticity is thereby created when the“pain of giving far exceeds the effort of spreading the 

word about one’s good deeds” (p.387).  

 

Another factor related to whether companies’ CSR-engagements are perceived as genuine is 

transparency (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015). Transparency can be described as how much 

information stakeholders have access to about companies’ CSR-practices, as well as whether 

the information is balanced or biased. Balanced information incorporates both positive 

aspects and challenges connected to one’s CSR-engagements while biased information 

involves only accomplishments in an attempt to remain silent on issues where the company’s 
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impact is questionable (Basu & Palazzo, 2008). It is thereby suggested that a company that is 

open with the challenges they face in their CSR-engagements demonstrates a higher level of 

transparency in their CSR-communication.  

 

2.4 Distinctive features of communicating cross-sector collaborations 

Cross-sector collaborations (CSCs) can be seen as a distinctive kind of CSR-initiative where 

the company can be said to have less control over the communication around the initiative, 

which in turn can have effects on the level of stakeholder skepticism. Previous research show 

that stakeholders tend to judge information deriving from the company as more self-interested 

and biased than other non-corporate sources (e.g. an independent NPO or the media) and 

CSR-information coming from the company may therefore induce skepticism among 

stakeholders (Du & Vieira 2012; Du et al., 2010; Yoon et al., 2006). Thereby, one distinctive 

feature of communicating CSCs is that it has the potential to be perceived as more credible 

than other corporate CSR-activities since the non-profit partner (a non-corporate source) can 

communicate around the collaboration instead of the company itself. The increased credibility 

is due to the reduced ability for the company to control the communication (Du et al., 2010). 

However, external communication of the alliance not only has the potential to be perceived as 

more credible but can also lead to reputational damages for both partners if the 

communication is unsuccessful (Samu & Wymer, 2001). Communication coming from the 

non-profit partner can thereby have both a positive and a negative effect on stakeholder 

skepticism.  

 

2.5 Summary of theoretical framework 

This theory chapter has shed light on the challenge of finding the balance within CSR-

communication, as companies need to increase awareness of their CSR-engagements in order 

to take advantage of the reputational benefits (Yoon et al., 2006), but at the same time face 

the risk of inducing stakeholder skepticism when communicating their CSR-activities. This 

struggle will be studied within the context of cross-sector collaborations and is reflected in 

our research question: How do companies balance the need to communicate their cross-sector 

collaborations with the risk of inducing skepticism? and further illustrated in figure 1.  
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Figure 1 The challenge of finding the balance in CSR-communication 

 

Firstly, the level of communication has been noted as a factor that can lead to stakeholder 

skepticism. Little or no communication will leave stakeholders uninformed about companies’ 

good deeds (Sen et al., 2009) and companies may therefore lose potential benefits of 

communicating their CSR-activities, such as enhanced reputation. Too much communication 

may instead create skepticism toward the corporate motives behind the collaboration (Du et 

al., 2010). However, research has found that instead of being silent to avoid skepticism, 

companies can be transparent and emphasize both their firm-serving and public-serving 

motives (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Porter & Kramer, 2006). This brings us to the second 

factor related to stakeholder skepticism: how motives behind CSR-activities are 

communicated. Communicating one’s motives explicitly can affect stakeholders’ perception 

of the company, potentially leading to skepticism if the level of communication is too high, or 

if the company is not upright with their true motives. 

 

Thereby, authenticity is brought into our framework as a concept that could act as an antidote 

to skepticism. Authenticity can be demonstrated in how companies communicate their 

motives, but also in the level of communication around CSR-activities. It is suggested that 

authenticity can emerge through communicating the true motives behind one’s engagement 

explicitly (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Porter & Kramer, 2006), or indirectly by keeping a low 

level of communication and instead spend more money and resources on contributing to the 

CSR-activity (Yoon et al., 2006). Choosing CSR-activities that are connected to the 

company’s characteristics, values and beliefs (Rekom et al., 2014; Mazutis & Slawinski, 

2015) together with being transparent with regards to one’s CSR-engagements and the 

shortcomings as well as successes related to them is argued to be other factors connected to 

authenticity. 

 



  CHAPTER 2: THEORY 

12 
 

Lastly, prior research has found that stakeholders often hold pre-existing judgments of the 

industry a company belongs to. As an example, more controversial companies meet more 

resistance in their CSR-communication than neutral ones (Du & Vieira, 2012; Godfrey et al, 

2009), making it more difficult to be perceived as authentic in their CSR-engagement. In this 

study, companies with a more neutral reputation will be compared to companies belonging to 

industries with a more controversial reputation in order to get a sense of what factors may be 

different across industries.  

 

The theoretical framework, figure 2, visualizes these main concepts and how we perceive the 

links between them. Our focus within this study and our potential contribution is illustrated in 

this figure as the red box and is centered around exploring how companies perceive the 

challenge of balancing their CSR-communication, their perception of the proposed problem 

and how it is handled. Thus, the importance of level of communication and communicated 

motives in how companies find the balance in their CSR-communication will be investigated, 

where authenticity is believed to play a role. This study is made within the context of cross-

sector collaborations, a CSR-activity that holds certain characteristics compared to other 

corporate CSR-activities. Thereby, our contribution also lies in finding new factors that help 

companies to communicate their CSR-activity without inducing skepticism in this specific 

context.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Key concepts from previous literature 
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3. METHOD 

This section will begin with a presentation of the chosen research approach and design 

followed by a description of how data was collected. The sample of case companies, as well 

as the process of interviewing respondents will also be explained. The chapter will end with a 

discussion around potential limitations together with a reflection around validity and 

reliability. 

 

3.1 Research approach 

As we wish investigate and gain new insights into how companies perceive and handle the 

challenge of communicating their cross-sector collaborations, our research question can be 

described as exploratory in nature (Robson, 2002). Given that there is an urge for a deeper 

understanding of how companies can communicate their CSR-activities more efficiently (Du 

et al., 2010), our data collection was not restricted to one main theoretical framework. The 

literature review has rather acted as a guide from which we have started our data collection. 

Flexibility has characterized our research approach, since exploratory research needs to be 

flexible and open for changes in direction as new insights are gained (Saunders et al., 2009). 

We have identified themes within the literature relevant to our study, but also kept the 

theoretical framework open to changes and continuously developed it as we have attained 

new insights. 

 

In order to reach the aim of the study, a qualitative approach has guided our data collection. 

This approach allows the respondents’ own views to emerge, and is particularly suitable when 

it is important to capture the respondents’ perspectives (Yin, 2015). Exploring the 

respondents’ views on the issue of communicating cross-sector collaborations is an essential 

part of our aim, as we seek to understand whether the respondents’ experience this as an issue 

as well as their views on how they find a balance in their communication. 

 

3.2 Research design 

Scholars have consistently called for more research on the topic of CSR-communication (e.g 

Du & Vieira, 2012; Dawkins, 2005; Du et al., 2010). Thus, finding balance within corporate 

CSR-communication and particularly in CSC-communication is likely to still be within its 
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theory constructing phase, whereas the use of a case study as a research strategy is a favorable 

approach (Eisenhardt, 1989). For this study, a multiple case design has been applied where 

we examined six different companies within different industries. The studied organizations 

have been treated as holistic units of analysis, where the interviewees have been seen as 

representatives of the organization as a whole. 

 

The approach of a multiple case design enabled us to analyze each case company separately 

but also to analyze findings across settings (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Using this approach 

thereby allowed us to see common traits and similarities between the case companies with 

respect to communication of their cross-sector collaborations as well as to distinguish unique 

aspects that differentiated them (Yin, 2009; Bryman & Bell, 2015). The main reason to use 

this approach has been to create the opportunity to compare and contrast findings across 

companies and industries to see what findings were replicated in several cases and what 

findings varied. 

3.2.1 Sample selection 

The sample of companies was selected according to three criteria. The first refers to being (1) 

a big public company with its base in the Nordic region. The choice to interview well-

established, larger companies was first and foremost a restriction to focus our study on 

companies that were roughly in the same size, since research has indicated that company size 

is related to characteristics of CSR-communication (Du & Vieira, 2012). Choosing companies 

approximately in the same size was thereby thought to create similar conditions for the 

selected companies. As an example, it is more likely that all companies have had the 

opportunity to develop the routines and strategies they wished to around their CSR-

communication, and that they have had the chance to invest money on such activities. 

Furthermore, companies rooted in different regions share different views of CSR not only due 

to their business development but also due to the social and cultural context they are active in. 

Historical, political and scientific events within its surroundings are also suggested to affect 

companies’ views of CSR (Matten & Moon, 2008). Therefore, in an attempt to minimize 

differences in the culturally related aspects of CSR, we have chosen companies active in the 

same geographical area. The second selection criterion was choosing (2) case companies that 

have one or more collaborations with a non-profit organization. This since issues surrounding 

the communication of cross-sector collaborations has been the point of departure in our study. 

However, no restrictions were made with respect to the duration of the collaboration or the 



  CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

15 
 

level of integration between the NPO and the company, as we have chosen to study 

communication of CSCs in general, rather than studying how communication differs 

depending on the type of collaboration. 

 

Finally, we also aimed at (3) getting a spread among different kinds of companies across 

different industries in our sample of case companies. In line with our multiple case design, 

this allowed us to compare between cases and gain more knowledge about whether our 

findings only was applicable to one specific case, i.e. idiosyncratic to a single case company, 

or pertinent and replicable across other contexts and other companies as well (Eisenhardt & 

Graebner, 2007). Prior research has found that companies that belong to more controversial 

industries are perceived as less credible and face more challenges in their communication (Du 

& Vieira, 2012). In light of this it seems that depending on what type of industry a company 

belongs to, the communication around cross-sector collaboration may differ. Examining 

companies from different industries thereby allowed us to capture aspects of communication 

that were similar across industries and some that differed.  

 

Our six case companies thereby have been divided into two groups: first, companies 

belonging to neutral industries and secondly, companies that could be claimed to belong to 

more controversial industries. It is suggested that industries can be perceived as more 

controversial due to the product they distribute (Du & Vieira, 2012). This could be related to 

The Absolut Company that produce and distribute alcoholic beverages and Novamedia 

Sverige AB that distribute lottery tickets and other gambling-related activities. These 

industries are not only considered controversial in academic circuits but also in the business 

world that often classifies them as producing harmful and addictive products. As an example, 

gambling-related and alcohol producing companies have both been excluded from Domini’s 

Global Investment Standards – no matter how much money they donate to charity, or how 

exemplary their environmental records may be (Domini, 2016). Secondly, it is suggested that 

an industry could be seen as controversial due to its way of conducting its business (Du & 

Vieira, 2012). This could be related to AstraZeneca as a company that is active in the 

pharmaceutical industry. As an example, the development of new drugs can provoke 

behaviors such as animal testing, which is needed in order to create safe products, but still is 

seen as unethical and unacceptable behavior by some stakeholders. In this thesis we therefore 

argue that ICA, Skandia and Trygg-Hansa can be seen as companies belonging to neutral 

industries since they have their core business in retail, insurance and financial services while 
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AstraZeneca, Novamedia, and The Absolut Company can be seen as companies active in 

controversial industries, having its business related to pharmaceutical, gambling and alcohol 

and therefore is thought to face more challenges of stakeholders pre-existing evaluations. An 

overview of our respondents can be seen in table 1.   

 

 

 

Table 1 Overview of interviews 

 

Company Industry Position Date 
 

AstraZeneca AB 
 

Pharmaceuticals 
 

Director of external 

communications 

 

5
th
 April 

 

 

 

ICA Gruppen AB Fast moving consumer 

goods 

Project manager sponsorship 1
th
  March 

 

 
 

Novamedia Sverige AB 

(Postkodlotteriet) 

Gambling Project manager communications 14
th
 April 

 

 

 

Pernod Ricard AB 

(The Absolut Company) 

Alcohol Senior manager corporate 

communications 

25
th
 April 

 

 

 

Skandia Insurance and 

financial services 

Project manager corporate 

responsibility 

29
th
 March 

 

 

 

Trygg-Hansa Insurance Head of communications 13
th
 April 

 

 

 

 

3.3 Data collection 

Data collected for our study has mainly originated from interviews while secondary data 

sources such as publicly available information on websites have served as a complement to 

our study. 

3.3.1 Primary data 

As we aimed to investigate how companies perceive and handle issues related to 

communicating cross-sector collaborations we had the aspiration to interview managers on 

positions that struggle with this issue on a day-to-day basis – on a practical and strategic 

level. We wanted to learn from knowledgeable people that possessed an area of expertise 

around the company’s CSR and communication strategies and how they reflect around this 

matter. Interviewing experts have also been promoted by Saunders et al. (2009) as a favorable 

way to conduct exploratory research. We thereby chose to interview individuals on positions 

such as head of communications, project manager for corporate responsibility, responsible for 

sponsorships or employees with similar titles and tasks. Before we approached any potential 

case companies we carried out a background interview with a person who is responsible for 

corporate collaborations at a non-profit organization that acts as an intermediary between 
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other non-profit organizations and companies. We also took part in a seminar with 

representatives from both the private and the non-profit sector, discussing issues related to 

collaboration between the two parties. Through the interview and the seminar, we were able 

to ensure that our research question was anchored in practice as well as that we had enough 

background information to choose suitable organizations for our study. 

 

The interviews with company representatives were conducted using a semi-structured 

approach since it is argued to fit the exploratory (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2011), and 

qualitative nature of our study (King, 2004). The use of semi-structured, non-standardized 

interviews helped us to ask questions around important themes and key concepts that emerged 

in prior research connected to potential issues in CSR-communication. Nevertheless, this 

approach still lets us deviate from the set structure from time to time and thereby leave room 

for new insights and follow up questions emerging during the conversations (Saunders et al., 

2009). 

 

The interview process 

Six interviews were conducted in total, four of which were made in person on each respective 

office and two interviews were held over the phone (AstraZeneca and The Absolut Company) 

after wishes and convenience of the interviewees. A couple of days before the actual 

interview the respondent accessed a draft of the interview questions. The respondent also had 

the opportunity to choose whether or not he or she wanted to be anonymous. All respondents, 

however, accepted to disclose their identities and thereby be mentioned with position and 

name of the company. The length of the interviews was around one hour each. 

 

Prior to the process of conducting interviews, we listed key categories and themes originating 

from our literature review and research question connected to the process of exploring how 

companies view and handle the challenge of communicating their cross-sector collaborations. 

The themes were: 

(1) Stakeholder reactions 

(2) Level of communication 

(3) Corporate motives for cross-sector collaborations 

(4) Cross-sector collaborations 
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The four main concepts were broken down into even more narrow sub-themes and questions 

in an attempt to translate them into more concrete and tangible indicators (Saunders et al., 

2009), that together constituted our interview guide (see appendix). The theme of (1) 

stakeholder skepticism was explored through questions such as if the companies have 

acknowledged any reactions when communicating CSR-activities and if stakeholder 

skepticism has affected how the companies have chosen to communicate. The theme of (2) 

level of communication was an attempt to gain knowledge of how CSR-activities and more 

particularly CSCs were communicated – for example if all CSCs has been communicated and 

to what extent together with the reasons behind their chosen communication strategy. 

Questions around the third main theme of (3) corporate motives made the respondents 

consider reasons for entering CSCs as well as if these motives were communicated to 

stakeholders in a transparent manner. Finally, the last theme of (4) cross-sector collaborations 

first and foremost contained questions to produce background information that could be of 

importance for our further inquiry and information that might be difficult to find available 

within public data sources. This could be questions about how many cross-sector 

collaborations the company takes part in and whether the NPO is active in the communication 

process or not.  

3.3.2 Secondary data 

Apart from our interviews, that acted as the primary source of information, other secondary 

material produced by the companies themselves was utilized to enrich our understanding of 

their CSR-communication. We looked at publically available information such as corporate 

websites and information brochures connected to their collaborations with NPOs. The 

material was read in the preliminary stage of our research to help gain insights of how 

different companies choose to communicate their cross-sector collaborations. The use of 

multiple data collection methods, both primary and secondary sources, enabled us to compare 

the received information, thus what the interviewees said during interviews with what they 

actually communicated externally. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

After we had gained consent from the respondents, we recorded the interviews, which gave us 

the opportunity to transcribe them afterwards. We found it useful to have a transcribed 

version together with an audio-recorded version of the interview. This since it is not only 
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important to reproduce what the participant said in actual words but also to acknowledge in 

what way it was said (Saunders et al., 2009). That we transcribed the material word by word 

also made it possible for us to go over the material and analyze the data several times to make 

sure that all data was taken into consideration. Important to note is that the interviews were 

held in Swedish since speaking the respondents’ native language were thought to make them 

more comfortable and thus allowed them to express themselves more freely. Quotations 

presented within the empirical data chapter therefore had to be translated into English. This 

could imply a risk since it is difficult to ensure an absolute accurate translation. However, 

possible gains of carrying out interviews in Swedish were still judged to exceed this potential 

risk. 

 

After transcribing, the data from each case was coded and categorized into themes in order to 

facilitate comparison. The key concepts that emerged from our literature review, also used in 

our interview guide, acted as inspiration and a starting point for the categorization, as they 

captured the focus areas of our analysis but still allowed for flexibility and new factors to 

emerge. Thereby, the data was divided into the following four main themes: stakeholder 

reactions, level of communication, corporate motives for cross-sector collaborations, and 

cross-sector collaborations. In creating these, we took into consideration that the themes 

should be appropriate theoretically as well as empirically (Dey, 1993). 

 

Based on this analysis, the main themes were divided into additional sub-themes, for 

example, the choice of partners under the main theme cross-sector collaborations, and doing 

rather than talking under level of communication. The information that did not fit under any 

of the main categories was divided into the category called other information, in order to 

make sure we took all data into account. The data under each main category and the sub-

category were then analyzed in order to find patterns that went across cases (Eisenhardt, 

1989). When analyzing the data, we mainly looked for similarities, but also unique aspects 

across cases such as industry-related characteristics of CSC-communication. 

 

3.5 Research limitations 

When conducting a case study, such as ours, it is always difficult to separate the phenomenon 

being studied (finding the balance in CSR-communication), from the context within which it 

is studied (the industry, the company etc.) (Yin, 2009). Even though a multiple case study 
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approach could result in greater chances of finding factors that are common across different 

contexts (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), the choice of examining companies from six 

different industries implies some difficulties. As an example, it is difficult to control for all 

the contextual factors in six different industries and to know if and how these factors have 

affected the findings of our study. If we had studied six companies from the same industry, 

this would have provided greater chances to control for contextual factors such as norms, 

values, and competitive environment, compared to our choice of studying six companies from 

different industries. Thereby, the chance of generalizing the results of our study to different 

contexts is limited. However, our intention has not been to statistically generalize the findings 

but rather to demonstrate and highlight characteristics connected to finding balance in the 

communication of cross-sector collaborations, which can be further investigated in future 

research. 

 

The data collection mainly consisted of interviews with communication experts who are most 

likely used to interviews with the media and other stakeholders whom they aim to satisfy. It is 

not unlikely that they wanted to paint a good picture of their CSR-communication, and how 

they handle the issues connected to it. The fact that the interviews were semi-structured, with 

themes rather than specific questions, also came with a risk that the interviewee would leave 

out certain information in order to cast him or herself in a positive light (Saunders et al., 

2009). This issue was addressed by comparing the results of the interviews to our own 

observations of their external communication (website, public documents, media etc.). We 

have also offered our participants the opportunity to be anonymous, although none of them 

wished to, in order to open up for a more transparent dialogue.   
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4. CASE FINDINGS 

This chapter presents findings from our empirical case study. It starts with some examples of 

the companies’ NPO-partners (see table 2) and the chapter is then divided into three main 

parts. The first part relates to how the companies perceive stakeholder reactions when 

communicating their CSCs. The companies’ perception of their level of communication as 

well as whether and how they communicate the motives behind CSCs will be also presented 

as two factors connected to stakeholder skepticism. The second part will describe how the 

companies view and value authenticity. Lastly, the case companies’ views on two distinctive 

features of CSC-communication will be presented. The chapter will end with a table that aims 

to provide an overview of our empirical findings (see table 3). 

 

 

Table 2 Overview of the case companies’ collaborations 

 

Company Industry Examples of NPOs 
 

AstraZeneca AB 
 

Pharmaceuticals 
 

Bris, Mentor, Volontärbyrån, Förbundet Unga 

Forskare.  

 

 

ICA Gruppen AB Fast moving consumer 

goods 

Röda Korset, Childhood, Cancerfonden, 

Fotbollsförbundet. 

 

Novamedia Sverige AB 

(Postkodlotteriet) 

Gambling WaterAid, Röda Korset, Bris, WWF, Svenska 

Sjöräddningssällskapet. 

 

 

Pernod Ricard AB 

(The Absolut Company) 

Alcohol Prata om Alkohol (POA), Nattskiftet, Fryshuset 

(e.g. supports their no-alcohol dance, the Wave). 

 

 

Skandia Insurance and 

financial services 

Bris, Nattvandring.nu, Rädda Barnen, ECPAT, 

Volontärbyrån, Star for life. 

 

 

Trygg-Hansa Insurance Svenska livräddningssällskapet (Babybojen), 

Volontärbyrån, Min stora dag. 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Stakeholder reactions 

Many of the interviewees feel that customers nowadays expect companies to take on social 

engagement and are not easily impressed by a single standalone donation. Long-term, more 

thought-through, sustainable collaborations and active sponsorships were instead argued to be 

important, and what all six case companies were trying to achieve in practice. Several of the 

companies have experienced positive reactions when communicating their CSCs. Both ICA 
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and Novamedia highlighted the fact that within social media channels, where they notice a 

reaction from customers right away, there has not been any negative posts related to their 

CSCs, but rather positive ones. On the question of why, ICA answered: 

 

“It [the communication] might be balanced enough for the customers to like 

it, but still not think it is too much so that it becomes sales-like.”  

 – Project manager sponsorship, ICA 

 

However, ICA also mentioned that they are in the wrong position to make a judgment of 

whether they succeed with their communication or not. AstraZeneca has not experienced any 

negative reactions from stakeholders and argued to not be afraid of receiving any negative 

responses either. The choice of a more low-key communication strategy was argued to be 

related to their values and characteristics as a pharmaceutical company, where there are 

restrictions on marketing of company products. 

 

The Absolut Company described that they neither receive nor expect to receive much 

reactions from stakeholders. Communication around CSCs was rather seen as a hygiene 

factor, in order to be transparent to stakeholders. However, being a good company was still 

acknowledged as something desirable: 

 

“What you can hope for is that you are seen as a decent company that does 

good things.” – Senior manager corporate communications, The Absolut 

Company 

 

Some companies expressed their awareness of the risks connected to receiving negative 

reactions from stakeholders. While Skandia argued to receive mostly positive reactions on 

their CSC-communication, they also highlighted that donating too much money to an 

organization could raise questions among their customers. Skandia also raised concerns 

toward companies that buy advertising space to gain attention for their CSR-activities when 

the advertisement itself costs more than the actual contribution. Trygg-Hansa had experienced 

questions about their CSCs and believes that in many cases the questions have been justified. 

In responding to such questions, Trygg-Hansa argued that it is important to be open with 

one’s shortcomings, but still point out the future direction in which the company aims to go. 

Questions related to why the company engages in certain activities connected to their CSCs 
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were mentioned as one example, one that is not always easy to motivate as a result of being a 

company with expectations on financial results. Trygg-Hansa argued that it is easier to justify 

their collaborations when they focus on a few areas that correspond well with the company’s 

brand and history and explain how they create value within these areas and what positive 

benefits their CSCs could lead to.   

 

As Novamedia has experienced misunderstandings in the past, they are weary of turning up 

the volume on their CSC-communication. Communicating their CSCs too much is believed to 

lead people to think of them as a non-profit organization, and too little could instead lead 

people to miss out on the fact that a part of the money they pay for lottery tickets makes a 

difference in the world. As described by Novamedia, the company is still looking for the 

magic formula to finding the right balance in the long run.  

4.1.1 Level of communication 

ICA, Skandia, and Novamedia all believed that they could increase the awareness about their 

CSCs but choose not to communicate more due to different reasons. ICA argued that it is a 

question of balancing the CSC-communication with the company’s other communication. 

The social media channels, where a lot of the CSC-communication happens, are not only 

restricted to CSR-related activities but all of the other communication around ICA should fit 

as well. According to Skandia, it is a question of restricted resources, as companies cannot 

afford mass communication today. Skandia further described that the communication has to 

be more specialized and focused, that they need to put money into reaching out to a handful 

of people. Novamedia would like to increase awareness of their CSCs but avoids 

communicating them too much them due to the fact that they have been misinterpreted in the 

past when people believed that they were a non-profit organization rather than a private 

company.  The company struggles with getting their message across, with communicating the 

pride that arises when they realize what the money they give to their non-profit partners has 

contributed to. 

 

Trygg-Hansa and AstraZeneca both argued that they communicate everything they wish to 

communicate around their CSCs and thereby do not feel restricted, but have instead made a 

conscious choice to communicate at a level they feel comfortable with since they believe that 

acting is more relevant than talking about one’s activities. AstraZeneca explained that they do 

not want to be perceived as too proud: 
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“As a big company, you have a hard time just being complacent with the 

good things you are doing, you want to do more with your money, it is better 

to raise challenges and the organizations you are supporting, to help spread 

their message.” – Director of external communications, AstraZeneca  

 

According to AstraZeneca, the activities within their CSCs are described in a clear and 

relevant way, but the company avoids over-communicating them in their social media 

channels. Trygg-Hansa highlighted the focus on value creation in their communication, which 

means that firstly, what they are doing should generate value for someone, and gaining 

attention comes second. “We want to do real things”, Trygg-Hansa described, and further 

emphasized the value of doing things as opposed to just talking about them. 

 

ICA argued that “We want to spread our sponsorship in every possible way” and Skandia 

further stated that they aim to regularly update their customers with information regarding 

their collaborations through social media. The Absolut Company instead mentioned that they 

have not kept a very high level of communication, as they are not interested in 

communicating around specific activities related to their CSCs in a way that looks like 

marketing: “Communicating too much and making a fanfare about these activities [CSCs] 

has no value in itself.”. The company believed that they are at a good level of external 

communication and that the internal communication is more important. The Absolut 

Company together with AstraZeneca emphasized internal communication as something that 

could create an understanding and enthusiasm for their CSCs and other CSR-activities among 

the employees. With internal communication, they do not feel restricted as opposed to their 

external communication. Novamedia further put forward their focus on internal 

communication such as lectures and group activities connected to their collaborations.  

4.1.2 Motives behind collaboration 

The motives that were argued to lie behind the case companies’ engagement in cross-sector 

collaborations differed, but all expressed an aspiration to contribute to society. The strive to 

create a strong civil society and to contribute to the local community where one is active 

(AstraZeneca) and to participate in solving problems caused by one’s industry (The Absolut 

Company) were some examples of underlying objectives. Other motives mentioned by the 

companies related to building trust towards existing and potential clients (Skandia) and to be 
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liked by customers and society (ICA). On the question of how the companies viewed the need 

to communicate the motives behind the collaboration, none of the companies found it 

particularly important, instead, other aspects were highlighted as keys for successful 

communication, such as being clear and relevant (Skandia) as well as personalizing the 

communication (Novamedia).  

 

Head of communications at Trygg-Hansa mentioned that he did not believe that it is of great 

importance to be clear in the communication of motives, as long as there is a logic behind 

their engagement in CSCs. He pointed to one fictive example of a press release, describing 

how a collaboration is logically connected to the company’s operations:  

 

"For us, that insure every other child in Sweden, it is of course important 

that along with SLS [Svenska livräddningssällskapet] have a common vision 

that no child drowns.'' – Responsible for external communication, Trygg-

Hansa  

 

In line with Trygg-Hansa, AstraZeneca argued that being clear in the communication of their 

focus areas is important, and having a few areas to focus their collaborations on also makes 

the communication easier. According to The Absolut Company, they have a role to play 

within the area of responsible drinking as a company within the alcohol industry. The 

company wants to contribute with what they can in order to minimize risks that alcohol can 

cause, and cross-sector collaborations are one way to help out within this area.  

 

ICA described that they want to be clear in communicating why they partner up with a 

specific NPO, but explained that since ICA is a big, well-known company and since they only 

collaborate with a few other well-established NPOs, they do not feel the urge to put great 

emphasis on communicating the reasons for collaboration. ICA also mentioned that 

customers may not always need to understand the reason behind all collaborations, as long as 

they like the company’s collaborations. 

4.1.3 Effects of industry 

According to AstraZeneca and Novamedia, their level of communication is not particularly 

affected by the industry that they are operating in. However, both companies acknowledged 



  CHAPTER 4: CASE FINDINGS 

26 
 

that some people have strong opinions about companies that operate in their respective 

industries. 

 

“Of course, if you stand out too much and scream about how good you are, 

there is a risk that somebody…that there could be a backlash.”  

 – Director of external communications, AstraZeneca  

 

Novamedia argued that “living the brand” and showing that the money actually contributes 

to something good is a way to cope with the fact that they are operating in the gambling 

industry. As some people will always be critical of the industry, the company chooses not to 

target those customer segments at all, since they believe that they will not be convinced 

through communication. 

 

As opposed to AstraZeneca and Novamedia, The Absolut Company acknowledged that their 

industry does affect their level of communication. The company does not want to market 

themselves to teenagers, which is the primary target group for some of their non-profit 

partners, and are thereby somewhat restricted in their communication. However, this was not 

seen as a problem since long-term commitment is more important to the company than 

communicating the collaborations. The company also demonstrated an awareness of the 

problems connected to the alcohol industry, such as irresponsible drinking, and therefore 

highlighted the importance of being genuine and showing a long-term commitment in the 

collaborations:  

 

“It’s crucial that you constantly evaluate the collaborations, show that you 

are serious and really try to reach the core of the problem. Not that you only 

use it as a way to tell the world about all the good things you are doing.”  

– Senior manager corporate communications, The Absolut Company 

 

4.2 The role of authenticity 

4.2.1 Cross-sector collaborations’ connection to company characteristics 

Many of the case companies argued to have collaborations and sponsorships that are closely 

connected to their core business or ways of working. AstraZeneca described that they have 
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taken a clear stand to encourage young people's interest in science and technology and to 

promote youth physical and mental health through their collaborations - NPOs focusing on 

other social or environmental issues were not seen as equally relevant. Having few and more 

long-term collaborations was suggested to be related to the ways of working within the 

company, saying that “It is in our soul to think long term (…)” referring to the fact that being 

in the drug producing industry developing medicines is in itself a long-term process and is 

thereby how they are used to conduct their business. Skandia provided an example of a CSC 

that is not as relevant to them anymore, after selling their child insurance service, since the 

company did not see any clear connection to their business operations. The Absolut Company 

has chosen to focus their collaborations particularly on the issue of irresponsible drinking, an 

area they feel that they need to take responsibility for. 

 

Trygg-Hansa as an insurance company has had the brand symbol of a lifebuoy for over 60 

years, and for the same amount of time the company has had a collaboration with SLS 

(Svenska livräddningssällskapet) in which they have been donating lifebuoys.  

 

“And having said all that, water security has always been close and 

important to us. One can also say that CSR or sustainability or whatever 

you want to call it, there's lot of concepts for it, it is very close to our 

business as an insurance company (…) We are perhaps one of the industries 

where sustainability or CSR is actually a part of the business idea. We take 

the responsibility when something happens…” – Head of communications, 

Trygg-Hansa 

4.2.2 The importance of transparency 

All of the companies agreed upon that transparency is an important part of communicating 

their CSCs. Skandia is working on a new website as a way to become more transparent and 

argued that transparency and having a long-term view is crucial for avoiding scandals and 

other negative effects that could arise if you are not entirely transparent. ICA highlighted the 

demands that are placed upon them as a big, Swedish company. 

 

“ICA, as one of Sweden’s largest companies, always have to be transparent, 

otherwise someone will come after us.” – Project manager sponsorship, ICA 
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Trygg-Hansa mentioned the need to find a balance in their communication, and to avoid 

saying too much. Being transparent with what you can do more of, rather than just building a 

hype around the good things you are doing, was described as a way to avoid building castles 

in the air, which could backlash later. According to Trygg-Hansa, it is also important to be 

careful with what you are saying, as there is a risk of not having a solid foundation for your 

communication. If you as a company start to communicate loudly about CSR-activities 

related to issues that are not within your strongest area, it could be a steep fall if someone 

starts to scratch the surface and finds that there is not much of content there, Trygg-Hansa 

described. Instead, the interviewee proposed that you should choose collaborations where you 

can have an impact and where you know you can make a difference, and then focus the 

communication 110% on that.  

 

Novamedia has chosen to be transparent with all of their donations to their non-profit partners 

since they believe it is important to tell the customers where their money goes, as well as to 

provide the information to their partners and their stakeholders. On the question of whether 

AstraZeneca communicates all of their collaborations, the director of external 

communications answered: 

 

“The idea is that we should do that. Not because we want to brag or 

communicate how good we are, but rather in order to be transparent.” 

 – Director of external communications, AstraZeneca 

 

4.3 Distinctive features of communicating cross-sector collaborations    

4.3.1 The choice of partners 

The actual choice of what non-profit organizations to collaborate with was highlighted by 

several respondents as an important part of the corporate communication plan. Most 

companies also viewed it as something that goes without saying, to communicate all 

collaborations and projects. In line with this, Novamedia also concluded that all of their NPO 

partners are “extremely handpicked” and ICA emphasized that the choice of non-profit 

organizations lies as a foundation for the future communication of the collaboration:          
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"One must think carefully when communicating sponsorships, or one has to 

think before communicating them. However, they [the non-profit 

organizations] are first and foremost chosen to be able to function well in a 

communication setting." – Project manager sponsorship, ICA 

 

Furthermore, Trygg-Hansa emphasized that it is important to center around one main theme. 

As an example, Trygg-Hansa focuses on collaborations connected to water safety, whereas 

AstraZeneca focuses on young people's mental and physical health and try to create an 

interest among young people for science and technology. ICA instead strives to reach out to a 

broad public, and thereby chose to collaborate with a collection of well-known NPOs where 

the majority of customers would be able to relate to at least one of the NPOs. Skandia that 

engages in a number of different cross-sector projects argued to look for collaboration 

partners that somehow complement their business and has therefore established a well-

structured application process in order for NPOs to get funding. Skandia further emphasized 

how they always seek to create shared value in their collaborations and thereby a win-win 

situation for both parties. 

4.3.2 Communicating through NPOs 

All of the companies acknowledged the positive aspects of communicating “through” their 

non-profit partner in the collaboration. While some have a shared strategic plan where they 

agree upon what should be communicated and when, it is more of an open, continuous 

question for others. One positive effect that was brought up by AstraZeneca and Trygg-Hansa 

was credibility: 

 

“The benefits are that it is more credible if others mention it [the 

collaboration], compared to if you mention it yourself.”   

– Director of external communications, AstraZeneca 

 

Trygg-Hansa highlighted the importance of both parties having a shared understanding of 

what they want to communicate. As long as they are mentioned when their non-profit partner 

communicates around the collaboration they are happy since it could lead to a long-term 

credibility around their projects. ICA mentioned that due to restricted space they have for 

communicating their CSCs, it is valuable if their partner could participate in the 

communication, and it also leads to a stronger message if their CSCs are communicated in 
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different channels. ICA further described that they only see positive aspects with their partner 

communicating their collaboration and help to spread their message. 

 

“The better things we are doing together, the more we want to talk about 

it.” – Project manager sponsorship, ICA 

 

Novamedia also highlighted the positive aspects of their message being spread by their non-

profit partner. While they do not have any formal agreements, the company described that it 

happens naturally since communication leads to gains for both partners. The NPOs realize 

that they will receive more money if more people are joining the lottery, which means that 

they also have an interest in people staying in the lottery, and new people joining. Novamedia 

described that the NPOs tend to be open to communicating about the CSCs and that the 

company gives back in different ways. As an example, the NPOs can be offered one-minute 

exposure in the TV-program “Postkodmiljonären”, which is a great opportunity for them to 

reach out to new potential members.  

 

According to The Absolut Company, it is more interesting if the partner communicates about 

the collaboration, as they are the experts and have more knowledge of the societal issue they 

are working with. However, the company wants to avoid dictating the conditions for the 

collaboration, and instead uses an open dialogue where they update each other on what has 

been communicated.  
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Table 3 Overview of empirical findings 

Themes Illustrative examples 
 

Stakeholder 

skepticism 

 

 

Skandia: "We mostly get positive responses [when communicating our CSCs]." 

Trygg-Hansa: "As long as I have been here, there have not been any negative reactions to 

anything." 

ICA: “It [the communication] might be balanced enough for the customers to like it, but 

still not think it is too much so that it becomes sales-like.” 

The Absolut Company: “What you can hope for is that you are seen as a decent company 

that does good things.” 

 
 

Level of 

communication 

 

ICA: “We want to spread our sponsorships in every possible way.” 

Trygg-Hansa: "We communicate what we want to communicate, one could say." 

The Absolut company: “Communicating too much and making a fanfare about these 

activities [CSCs] has no value in itself.” 

AstraZeneca: “As a big company, you have a hard time just being complacent with the 

good things you are doing, you want to do more with your money, it is better to raise 

challenges and the organizations you are supporting, to help spread their message.” 

Trygg-Hansa: “We want to do real things” ... "(...) for us, it has always been very important 

to be as far away from greenwashing as we possibly can." 

 

 

Motives 

 

Trygg-Hansa: "No, it [to communicate motives] is not that important I would say, it is 

rather that you want to communicate a logic around your collaborations.” 

Skandia: "We've helped X [an NPO] for several years now, but since we have sold our 

child insurance business that collaboration might not be quite as relevant." 

 

 

Effects of the 

industry 

AstraZeneca: “It is in our soul to think long term (…)”… "Of course, if you stand out too 

much and scream out how good you are, there is a risk that somebody…that there could be 

a backlash.” 

Novamedia: “It is all about "living the brand", we have to be a living proof that the money 

is doing good.” 

The Absolut company: “It’s crucial that you constantly evaluate the collaborations, show 

that you are serious and really try to reach the core of the problem. Not that you only use it 

as a way to tell the world about all the good things you are doing.” 

 

 

Authenticity 

 

The Absolut Company: "(...) it is important that it is a genuine and long-term commitment, 

to communicate them [the collaborations] is not the main purpose." 

Trygg-Hansa: “water security has always been close and important to us. One can also say 

that CSR (…) is very close to our business as an insurance company (…) We are perhaps 

one of the industries where sustainability or CSR is actually a part of the business idea. We 

take the responsibility when something happens…” 

ICA: “ICA, as one of Sweden’s largest companies, always have to be transparent, 

otherwise someone will come after us.” 

AstraZeneca: “The idea is that we should do that [communicate all collaborations]. Not 

because we want to brag or show how good we are, but rather in order to be transparent.” 

 

 

Choice of NPOs 

 

Novamedia: “they [the non-profit partners] are extremely handpicked.” 

ICA: "One must think carefully when communicating sponsorships, or one has to think 

before communicating them. However, they [the non-profit organizations] are first and 

foremost chosen to be able to function well in a communication setting." 

 
 

Communicating 

through NPOs 

 

AstraZeneca: “The benefits are that it is more credible if others mention it [the 

collaboration], compared to if you mention it yourself.” 

ICA: “No, there are no difficulties [with communicating through NPOs]. It is only positive. 

The better things we are doing together, the more we want to talk about it.” 

The Absolut Company: "It will be much more interesting to hear from her [the non-profit 

partner] than me" ... "because they work with these issues every day, they are the experts 

on what activities that could work." 
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5. ANALYSIS 

This chapter will compare findings from our empirical inquiry with findings derived from 

previous literature. An analysis and discussion will be presented on how companies view and 

handle the challenge of balancing their CSC-communication. 

 

5.1 The absence of stakeholder skepticism 

Stakeholder skepticism can be a problem for companies who engage in CSR (Skarmeas & 

Leonidou, 2013), and the importance of communicating CSR in a way that does not induce 

negative reactions from stakeholders is highlighted in literature (Forehand & Grier; Du et al., 

2010; Skarmeas & Leonidou, 2013). In contrast to previous studies, our case companies did 

not experience stakeholder skepticism when communicating their CSCs. Some of the 

companies instead argued that they only noticed positive reactions on their CSC-

communication, as in the case with Novamedia and ICA. Previous studies also indicate that 

companies operating in controversial industries face a higher level of skepticism (Du & 

Viera, 2012; Godfrey et al., 2009). Surprisingly, there was no observable difference between 

the three companies operating in neutral industries (ICA, Skandia, and Trygg-Hansa) and the 

three that operated in controversial ones (AstraZeneca, Novamedia, and The Absolut 

Company) when it comes to how much skepticism they experienced. One reason for this 

might be that all companies, particularly the latter, tried to avoid extensive communication, 

something that will be further discussed in the next sections.   

 

Although none of the companies experienced much skepticism as a response to their CSC-

communication, their stakeholders might still be skeptical. It is not unlikely that stakeholders 

are talking about the companies where their reactions are not visible, e.g. through word-of-

mouth or in social media channels where the companies are not active. Despite the lack of 

negative reactions, finding the right balance in the level of communication was mentioned as 

an important part of communicating their CSCs. 

 

5.2 Watch your mouth 

Our empirical inquiry demonstrated that the case companies wanted to avoid communicating 

their cross-sector collaborations too loudly. Some of the respondents for example expressed 
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an aversion of being too “sales-like”, as uttered by the respondent from ICA, or were anxious 

to communicate too much and make “a fanfare” about their CSC-activities, to quote The 

Absolut Company. Previous literature has suggested that there is a risk that stakeholders start 

to become skeptical of the motives behind companies CSR-engagement if the activity is 

aggressively communicated (Du et al.,  2010; Elving, 2013). However, none of the companies 

felt restricted in how much they could communicate their collaborations with regards to 

inducing skepticism. The fact that the case companies’ seemed to favor a more subtle and 

low-key communication approach could perhaps be one reason behind the lack of 

experienced skepticism. Most case companies expressed the feeling of being pleased with 

their current level of communication, but at the same time they saw the potential to increase 

awareness of their CSCs. However, they chose to remain on their current level of 

communication as they did not have enough space in their communication channels (ICA) or 

enough financial resources (Skandia) to communicate more, and not since they were afraid of 

inducing skepticism.  

 

Some companies also emphasized the fear of bragging as a reason for not communicating 

more. The Absolut Company and AstraZeneca argued to inform their stakeholders about their 

engagements but described that they barely make any other announcements or advertisements 

with regards to their cross-sector collaborations. They also argued that tuning up the 

communication too much and shouting out to be the best could induce a risk and that it lies 

within their nature to keep a low profile when it comes to communicating for the sake of their 

company image. Novamedia also talked about turning down the level of communication due 

to the fear of being misunderstood. Since these three companies are active in the liquor, 

pharmaceutical and gambling industries they can be assumed to struggle with more credibility 

and trust issues than companies in more neutral industries (Du & Viera, 2012; Godfrey et al., 

2009). When comparing these findings to the other three case companies operating in the 

neutral industries (ICA, Trygg-Hansa, and Skandia), our findings indicate that the neutral 

companies tend to be more generous with their communication and that they acknowledge the 

value of communicating their CSCs. These companies have all actively communicated their 

CSR-messages and collaborations with NPOs through social media, TV-advertisements or 

other media channels and also expressed their desire to spread their message to a broad 

public. Even though all companies held back against the full potential of communication, the 

findings indicate that companies belonging to more controversial industries tend to have a 
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more low-key communication strategy as they are prone to avoid bragging and do not see the 

added value of extensive communication. 

 

While the companies in controversial industries favored a lower level of external 

communication, they highlighted internal communication as an important tool to inform and 

encourage employees and make them proud of their collaborations. As an example, 

AstraZeneca argued that opposed to external communication, they did not feel limited when 

communicating internally, and that all internal communication was seen as good 

communication. One could argue that there is a greater need to encourage and inform 

employees on the company’s social engagement for companies operating in controversial 

industries, as they might fight against pre-dispositioned judgments also from internal 

stakeholders.  

5.2.1 Doing rather than talking 

“We want to do real things”, Trygg-Hansa argued, but the same attitude was expressed by 

several of the case companies. In line with Battisti’s (2006) findings, many of the companies 

agreed with Trygg-Hansa in that they valued their actual contributions to societal issues 

higher than increasing awareness about their contributions, and put emphasis on doing first 

and talking later.   

 

One can speculate why this was highlighted to such degree by the companies. The underlying 

fear of greenwashing that Trygg-Hansa mentioned and the reluctance towards 

overemphasizing one’s contribution in external communication expressed by some of the 

respondents could be one answer. As earlier mentioned, stakeholder skepticism was not 

raised as a problem, however being perceived as a company that screams out how good they 

are without solid ground was instead described as a bigger concern. As an example, The 

Absolut Company argued that the actual communication around the activity was not the main 

objective, but rather their contributions to the issue of responsible drinking. Skandia put 

forward a fictive dilemma where the expense of communicating a collaboration externally in 

a larger media channel goes well over the actual monetary contribution to the NPO, a 

scenario that makes no sense according to the company. This example is in line with Yoon et 

al. (2006), who argues that companies should allocate more money to CSR-contributions than 

marketing expenses to increase the perceived sincerity of the CSR-activity. To turn down the 

level communication could therefore be a way for the case companies to minimize the risk of 
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being perceived as inauthentic by communicating too much in relation to their actual 

contributions to society, especially for companies in the controversial industries that 

described themselves to be better safe than sorry and careful to not be perceived as too proud. 

Companies can create a perception of authenticity by focusing more on contributing to 

societal issues than on communicating around their good deeds (Yoon et al., 2006), but the 

companies rather expressed this as related to their company values than a conscious choice of 

marketing strategy.  

 

5.3 The non-necessity of communicating motives 

Both firm-serving and public-serving motives (Yoon et al., 2006) were mentioned to lie 

behind the case companies’ cross-sector collaborations. While literature point at the value of 

communicating the real motives behind firms’ CSR-engagements for minimizing stakeholder 

skepticism (Forehand & Grier, 2003), the companies did not find it particularly important to 

communicate the motives behind their collaborations in an explicit way. One reason as to 

why the case companies did not feel the need to focus their communication around the 

motives behind their CSCs could be that none of them had experienced skepticism. Instead, 

the companies highlighted the importance of choosing collaboration partners within one or a 

few focus areas, which in a symbolic way could be argued to act as communication of the 

companies’ intentions. 

 

5.4 The art of being genuine 

According to previous literature, creating a perception of authenticity is one way to avoid 

negative stakeholder reactions such as stakeholder skepticism. Authenticity can both be 

illustrated in the way companies choose CSR-activities and in the way CSR-activities are 

communicated. Firstly, choosing activities that are connected to the company’s 

characteristics, core values and beliefs is argued to create a perception of authenticity among 

stakeholders (Rekom et al., 2014; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015). Several of the case companies 

have strategically chosen to focus on areas that are directly connected to their characteristics, 

e.g. youth mental health & nature and science (AstraZeneca), improving water safety for 

children (Trygg-Hansa), and responsible drinking (The Absolut Company). As mentioned by 

Trygg-Hansa, this helps the company to focus their communication and helps stakeholders to 

see the logic behind their engagements. It could be argued that Trygg-Hansa’s engagement 
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for the question of water safety for children is connected to their values and beliefs as a 

company that insures every other child in Sweden. One could thereby suggest that the 

apparent connection between their collaborations and their values is one reason behind the 

lack of experienced skepticism, as they could be perceived as more authentic (Rekom et al., 

2014; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015).  

 

Secondly, communicating the true motives behind one’s CSR-engagements is described in 

the literature as a way to avoid stakeholder skepticism (Forehand & Grier, 2003; Porter & 

Kramer, 2006). None of the companies found it particularly important to communicate the 

motives behind their engagements, but there are examples of ways that the companies try to 

communicate public-serving motives in an implicit way. For example, The Absolut Company 

argued that it is important to show a genuine and long-term engagement and that 

communication is not the main purpose, and thereby it could be argued that the company 

strives to create a perception of public-serving motives (the perception that they want to 

collaborate because they care about the question of responsible drinking, not because they 

want to receive a good image or reputation). This can be related to Yoon et al.’s (2006) 

proposition that keeping a lower level of communication might lead to the perception of more 

sincere motives, as it sends the message that the company spends more money on solving a 

societal problem than on communicating about it, and thereby it is argued to be perceived as 

more genuine.   

 

Related to authenticity is transparency (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015), something that all 

companies put emphasis on. Both ICA and Skandia perceived transparency as a crucial factor 

and as something that goes without saying. Transparency might be seen as a hygiene factor 

rather than something special for big, public companies today, since stakeholders are more 

aware of companies’ operations (Colleoni et al., 2011) and have higher ethical expectations 

(Colleoni, 2013). However, the view of transparency differed between the companies, some 

viewed transparency as communicating all of their collaborations, while others made all of 

their donations public on their website. Trygg-Hansa emphasized the importance of being 

transparent with what you can do more of instead of overhyping every single CSR-activity, as 

this could lead to a backlash if stakeholders find out that there is not much content behind the 

communication. This is in line with Basu and Palazzo’s (2008) description of balanced 

information, information that includes both positive aspects and challenges connected to 

one’s CSR-engagements, and is argued to increase transparency. As Trygg-Hansa described, 
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it might be easier to be transparent if you choose a few areas to focus on, create value within 

these areas so that you have content behind your communication, and still remain open with 

what you can do better. In line with theory, the company argued that being open with one’s 

shortcomings is one part of being transparent, but it might also be a good way to increase 

awareness about one’s CSCs while minimizing the risk of raising skepticism. When a 

company is open with the successes as well as shortcomings related to their CSC-

engagements, it provides a more nuanced picture which in turn could make it difficult to 

accuse a company of being too proud of their engagements. 

5.5 The choice of allies 

The choice of NPO was brought up as an important factor for successful communication 

around cross-sector collaborations. All companies had clear policies, guidelines or set themes 

that guided the screening process and the final choice of partner. The NPOs that did not 

match the desired description were denied collaboration. 

 

All and all, the importance of choosing the right partner was highlighted among the 

respondents. As an example, ICA stated that choosing a well-known NPO that does not stand 

out too much and is easily liked by the majority of their customer base could be one 

explanation for meeting so little negative reactions to their CSC-communication. The Absolut 

Company instead chose collaboration partners that they could work with in solving issues 

created by their industry, e.g. the issue of minors drinking alcohol. Having a long-term 

relationship with a partner who deals with the challenges that one’s business activities creates 

could perhaps be a way for companies in controversial industries to take responsibility for 

their industry-related problems. Others put forward the choice of NPO as a way to assist in 

making the communication clear and focused if the non-profit organization relate to the brand 

and history of the company, which contributes with a logical reasoning around the choice of 

engaging in CSCs. To collaborate with NPOs that are well-connected to company 

characteristics is also argued in literature to increase the chances of being perceived as 

authentic in one’s CSR-engagements (Rekom et al., 2014).  

 

Thus, choosing partners that seem logical in the eyes of the stakeholders appears to ease the 

challenge of communicating and thereby increase the awareness of the collaboration without 

the company having to communicate as extensively. Since we know by now that the case 

companies tend to prefer lower levels of communication – then choosing a suitable partner 
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perhaps helps in accomplishing this idea in practice. The choice of partner could therefore be 

thought to be a part of the communication strategy.  

5.6 The voice of NPOs 

In the specific context of collaborations between companies and NPOs, communication 

around the activity is not restricted to the companies themselves. It has been suggested that 

information presented from non-corporate sources is judged to be more credible than 

corporate sources since they are considered independent and less biased than corporate 

communication channels (Du & Vieira 2012; Du et al., 2010; Yoon et al., 2006). In line with 

the literature, the case companies experienced that communication from the NPO could 

generate several positive benefits. Some of the companies (AstraZeneca & Trygg-Hansa) 

preferred information deriving from NPO-partners, since it was thought to be seen as a more 

credible in the eyes of stakeholders, compared to communication from the companies 

themselves. However, the case companies also acknowledged other benefits with 

communication coming from the NPOs. As an example, ICA viewed the NPO-

communication as a way to increase the level of communication, since they lacked space 

within their own communication channels and Novamedia saw it as another way to spread 

their message. The Absolut Company sometimes preferred that the NPO communicated about 

their collaboration, since they viewed the NPOs as the experts of the CSR-activity, and 

thereby the best actor to explain the collaboration in an interesting and informed way. Thus, 

the findings indicate that companies view communication from NPOs not only as a way to 

increase the credibility of their communication but also as a way to increase the awareness of 

the collaboration without having to interfere. Even though several benefits of NPO-

communication were described by the respondents, some of the companies choose to have an 

open dialogue and a give and take approach rather than set structures and formal contracts to 

strategically allocate the communication between the companies and the NPO. Thus, it could 

be argued that the companies do not see the NPOs as a strategic communication tool that they 

try to control and push to their maximum level of communication, but rather focus on 

building long-term relationships and view the communication from NPOs as a positive 

addition stemming from the collaboration. Even though previous literature has highlighted the 

reputational damages that could stem from unsuccessful NPO-communication (Samu & 

Wymer, 2001), none of the companies acknowledged potential risks with communication 

coming from the non-profit partner.  
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6. CONCLUSION 

The aim of this study was to investigate how companies view and handle the challenge of 

communicating their cross-sector collaborations (CSCs) without inducing skepticism from 

stakeholders. Below, our main findings related to finding the balance in CSC-communication 

will be presented.  

 

Firstly, in contrast to previous research, findings from this study suggest that companies do 

not view stakeholder skepticism as an issue. There was little experience of stakeholder 

skepticism, even for the companies operating in more controversial industries. One reason 

behind the absence of experienced skepticism could be their choice to avoid communicating 

extensively.  

 

Secondly, having the right level of communication was perceived as an important factor in 

successful CSC-communication. While the companies argued to be on a level of 

communication that they felt comfortable with, companies in the neutral industries still saw 

the potential to increase awareness around their CSCs but chose not to due to financial or 

space restrictions. Companies in the more controversial industries expressed an unwillingness 

to brag about their collaborations or to be perceived as too proud, and thereby did not chose 

to communicate extensively. Bragging about their CSR-engagements was argued to go 

against the company values, and thereby the choice of a more low-key communication 

strategy was not due to the fear of skepticism. Instead, the companies expressed that 

increasing awareness of their CSR-engagements was not their primary goal. Thereby, 

findings from this study indicate that companies in the neutral industries value 

communication more than companies in controversial industries. However, all companies 

highlighted that it is more important to focus on actual contributions than to communicate 

their CSCs, which according to literature is a way of demonstrating an authentic engagement 

in CSR by `doing rather than talking´.  

 

Thirdly, communicating motives behind collaboration was not seen as an important part of 

successful CSC-communication. Instead of communicating the motives directly, the 

companies highlighted the importance of choosing collaboration partners within one or a few 

areas, connected to their company characteristics. If stakeholders can see a clear logic in their 
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choice of non-profit partners, the companies believed it could act as an indirect way of 

communicating their intentions with the collaboration.  

 

Lastly, apart from having the right level of communication, our findings suggest that the 

choice of partners and communicating “through” the non-profit partner are two factors that 

could help to increase awareness about CSCs without inducing skepticism, and thereby help 

companies find the balance in CSC-communication. The connection between the choice of 

CSCs and the companies’ characteristics, values and beliefs were put forth as an important 

aspect that facilitated the communication, which according to literature could create a 

perception of authenticity. All companies valued transparency, to be open with one’s 

shortcomings as well as successes related to their CSR-engagements. The choice of partners 

was also argued to be important, although the criteria for choosing partners differed as some 

desired well-known partners while others focused on choosing partners connected to the 

company’s characteristics. All companies saw the benefits with communication coming from 

their non-profit partner, not only to increase credibility but also to reach further with 

communication or to spread knowledge about societal issues.  

 

6.1 Managerial implications 

The findings of this study have implications for practitioners within the field of CSR-

communication, and in specific, communication in the specific context of cross-sector 

collaborations. Firstly, communication managers could benefit from reflecting around their 

level of communication, as it, according to companies who do not experience much 

skepticism, seems to play an important role in successful CSC-communication. Secondly, for 

organizations that are thinking about engaging in CSCs, or are about to rethink their 

collaboration strategy, it can be useful to take into account the choice of non-profit partner, 

and decide on what criteria NPOs must meet in order to become partners with the company. 

Deciding on one or a few key areas to focus the collaborations on, that also are connected to 

the company’s characteristics, values and beliefs, seem to facilitate communication, and 

previous studies argue that it could increase the perception of authenticity. Lastly, this study 

has highlighted the importance of having sustainable, long-term collaborations, where the 

company contributes with a real impact before they start to communicate their collaborations 

loudly.  
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6.2 Academic contributions 

This study has answered the call for more research within the field of CSR-communication 

(Du et al., 2010), and in particular, communication around cross-sector collaborations. Firstly, 

as CSR-research tend to be focused on CSR-activities in general, this study contributes to an 

understanding of how different activities might lead to different opportunities to increase 

awareness of one’s CSR-engagements. Choosing cross-sector collaborations as a part of one’s 

CSR-strategy has the potential to facilitate communication, since the non-profit partner can 

spread the message about the collaboration to their stakeholders, with the potential to lead to 

reputational gains for the company, even though the company has not communicated the 

collaboration themselves. According to our case companies, NPOs tend to be open to 

communicating the collaboration even in the absence of formal contracts. The choice of 

partners can also act as a symbolic communication, without the company having to 

communicate their activities explicitly. 

 

Secondly, with regards to stakeholder skepticism, earlier research has pointed to the problem 

of stakeholder skepticism in CSR-communication, but the findings of this study have 

contributed to an understanding of how companies view the issue of stakeholder skepticism 

and surprisingly, they do not view it as a problem. On the other hand, the companies do not 

seem to value a high level of communication either, which means that they might not get the 

reputational benefits that collaborations could lead to. Whether or not stakeholders actually 

are skeptical to cross-sector collaborations, in particular, is another question, discussed in the 

next section. 

 

Lastly, our study contributes with insights related to the literature on authenticity. This factor 

seems to play a role in successful CSC-communication since our findings highlight the value 

of doing rather than talking, connecting collaborations to core characteristics, and being 

transparent towards external stakeholders, factors that all are connected to the concept of 

authenticity as described in previous literature. 

 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

Our intention for this thesis has been to study how companies view and handle issues related 

to finding the balance in their CSR-communication. Worth noting is that one of our main 

findings stated that companies did not experience any particular amount of stakeholder 
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skepticism related to their communication. However, this result does not certify whether or 

not stakeholders themselves actually feel skeptical or not towards companies’ CSR-

communication. As an example, it may be that stakeholders do not choose to make their 

reactions visible or that the companies do not notice them. In sum, one could say that taking 

the company perspective, as we have chosen in this thesis, will only bring one side of the 

story. Therefore, we would encourage future research to look at CSR-communication within 

the specific context of cross-sector collaborations from a stakeholder perspective. 

Furthermore, it could be valuable for future research to investigate how companies can tackle 

the difficulty of detecting and tracking stakeholders’ reactions in an efficient way.   

 

Interestingly, the respondents of our study highlighted mainly positive aspects of 

communicating ”through” NPOs, thus, letting the collaboration partner be a part of the 

communication strategy as yet another communication channel. Even though our study has 

started to scratch the surface of this subject, we still view the idea of NPO-communication 

within a cross-sector collaboration as an unexplored topic that is in need of more attention. As 

an example, how can the collaboration partner best be utilized with regards to 

communication? What are the risks and benefits of handing over the responsibility of the 

communication to another actor? How is communication coming from NPOs perceived from 

the stakeholder perspective? These are all questions that we hope to gain more knowledge of 

in the near future. 

 

Lastly, we would like to highlight the fact that our study builds upon interviews from six case 

companies in different industries where we made the distinction between controversial and 

neutral industries. As this is a relatively small-scale investigation, it is possible that 

replicating our study within other industries may yield a different result. Thus, the 

similarities, as well as the differences, acknowledged within this thesis between neutral and 

controversial industries should merely be viewed as a first overview indicating where future 

research could take off. How the communication around companies’ cross-sector 

collaborations differ and align between different industries still hold question marks for future 

research to further elaborate on.  
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APPENDIX 

 

 
Interview guide 
 

1. Stakeholder reactions 

 Experienced reaction from stakeholders, perceived difficulties when communicating 

CSC/CSR, what effects stakeholder reactions have on their choice of communication 

strategies.  

 

2. Corporate motives for cross-sector collaborations 

 Reasons for entering a cross-sector collaboration with an NPO, the purpose of 

communicating the collaboration, whether the motives of entering collaborations is 

communicated externally. 

 

3. Level of communication 

 The perceived level of communication, reasons for not communicating more/less, the 

view on factors for successful CSR-communication, whether the companies could 

communicate what they wanted/on the level they wanted, or not.  

 

4. Cross-sector collaborations 

 The number of collaborations, timeframe/level of integration, if all collaborations 

were communicated – why/why not, communicating “through” NPOs, 

positive/negative aspects of communication from the non-profit partner.  

 

 

  


