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1. Thesis abstract 
 

In recent years there has been an increase in metrics and indices 

measuring corporate social responsibility (CSR) (SuatainAbility, 2010; 

IBE, 2013). In legitimating the premise of these metrics focus has 

centred on the effects of inclusion, either in regard to financial impact 

for the firm (Beurden and Gössling, 2008; Griffin and Mahon, 1997), 

validity in gaining and conveying legitimacy (Chatterji et al, 2007; Agle 

and Kelly, 2001; Font et al, 2012; Graafland et al, 2004), or social 

impact in promoting responsible business practices (Slager et al, 2010; 

Slager, 2012; Adam and Shavit, 2007; Scarlet and Kelly, 2009). Yet, 

arguably these tools are now institutionalised elements of CSR 

(Waddock, 2008), and thus focus is no longer centred on gaining 

legitimacy, but rather on retaining it, as they ‘face the need to 

evolve…in the context of the changing demands of constituents and 

environmental change’ (Durand & McGuire, 2005, p.168). However, 

little is known about how these effects (financial, social and validity) 

impact the valuation dynamics associated with participation in these 

tools over time. This thesis aims to fill this gap by exploring processes 

of legitimation and critique of participation in Business in the 

Community’s Corporate Responsibility Index (BiTC’s CRI). Through 

the lens of Boltanski and Thévenot’s economies of worth (2006), the 

thesis examines the ‘orders of worth’ drawn upon in legitimating and 

critiquing participation in the CRI over time.  
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Methodology is abductive, with data and extant theory explored 

simultaneously so as to establish contributions through a mutually-

informed comprehension of what the data is a ‘case of’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.5). Research-theorising applies Peircean 

semiotics (Peirce, 1909), by which, extant literature and theorising are 

applied, tested, and either set aside from/or built-upon, when set 

against the data of the empirical case. Data collection is qualitative, 

consisting of observations (4 formal and numerous informal), 

interviews (68) and documentary analysis. 

 

The research ultimately draws on Boltanski and Thévenot’s Economies 

of Worth (2006), and the notion of ‘composite assemblages’, developed 

further by Mailhot & Langley (2017), Gond et al (2017) and Taupin 

(2012). The thesis supports Taupin’s (2012) suggestion; that a rating’s 

legitimacy is based on a collection of ‘moral worths’ (p.529), and 

conceptualises this through the ‘composite assemblage’ advanced by 

(Mailhot & Langley, 2017). Analysis contributes to scholarly 

understanding of processes of legitimation, by unpacking the relative 

‘robustness’ of an assemblage, to internal and external ‘tests’ of worth. 

In unpacking these processes, the thesis brings together theory from 

EW, ‘substantive and symbolic CSR’, materiality, risk, and boundary 

objects; to uncover a complex ‘web’ of dynamic central, and peripheral 

value assemblages, which BiTC staff and participating CR practitioners 

draw upon, in legitimating and critiquing participation in the CRI.   
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2. Introduction 

 

2.1: Chapter overview 

 

This chapter gives a synopsis of the content, context and findings of 

the doctoral thesis. The chapter begins with an introduction to the 

contextual field of corporate social responsibility (CSR) measurement, 

with a specific overview of corporate social responsibility and 

responsible business indices (2.2). Section 2.3 highlights the aims and 

contributions the thesis seeks to make to extant literature, in the various 

fields in which its analysis engages. Finally, section 2.4 presents the 

thesis structure, outlining the core purpose, content and findings of 

each of the subsequent chapters which follow.  

 

2.2: Setting the scene 

 

Literature in the field of corporate social responsibility (CSR) often 

begins by cautioning the reader of the ambiguity surrounding CSR as a 

term (Crane et al, 2008; Bagire et al, 2011; Rasche et al, 2017). Carroll 

(1999), for example reviewed 25 different ways CSR may be defined. 

Later, Dahlsrud (2008), increased this to 37 definitions, and most 

recently Sheehy (2015), asserted that ‘despite its long history, no 

consensus has been developed among the industry participants, 

academics or other interested parties’ regarding the term (p.625). Yet, 
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despite its ambiguity in meaning, the popularity of CSR, both in 

academia, and in practice has blossomed. CSR terminology and 

discourse has been adopted into many businesses (Rangan et al, 2015), 

whilst simultaneously, there has been a rise in academic conferences, 

courses, journals and CSR specialisms, emerging in business schools 

across the globe.  

 

Scholarly debate in CSR has in recent years broadened, from the initial 

justification stage, which was focused on ‘the selling’ of CSR to 

business, via the production of the business case (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 

1998; Murphy & Bendell, 2002; Prahalad & Hart, 2002), to the 

‘implementation stage’, focused on the measurement of CSR once 

adopted, and the role of monitoring and standardisation in that process 

(Slager et al, 2012; Slager, 2012; Adam & Shavit, 2007; Scarlet & Kelly, 

2010; Chatterji et al, 2007).  

 

This thesis joins this subsection of CSR literature focused on 

monitoring and measuring: through its analysis of one specific form of 

CSR measurement: Business in the Community’s Corporate 

Responsibility Index (BiTC CRI). The aim of the thesis is to explore 

how actors legitimate participation in this tool. Specifically focus 

centres on uncovering the complex relationships between ‘worlds of 

worth’, drawn upon in processes of justification and critique of 

participation in the CRI. 
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The use of the EW literature to examine actors’ perceptions of value in 

the CRI is a novel means by which to explore engagement in CSR and 

CSR metrics. Contrastingly, scholars exploring societies’ acceptance of 

CSR have typically explored this phenomenon through the lens of 

institutional theory (Bondy et al, 2012; Waddock, 2008)1. However, as 

is set out in chapter 3 and appendix D, institutional theory and more 

specifically institutional logics, did not fully or adequately explain the 

data in this case. Thus, EW was drawn upon as a more suitable theory 

to explain the data presented here. However, institutional theory still 

remains relevant in two respects: firstly in unpacking prior knowledge 

of CSR engagement, and secondly in conjunction with EW in a 

potential cross-fertilisation of these two literatures, thus leading to a 

more comprehensive understanding of the data than either theory may 

have achieved on its own2. Consequently, before delving into a 

discussion of the role of EW in this thesis and the works’ subsequent 

contributions, the role of institutional theory and institutional logics 

first warrants attention.  

 

                                                           
1 See chapter 5 section 2 for further discussion of institutional theory and institutional 
logics. 
2 See chapter 5 for further discussion in this regard. 
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Early abductive analysis3 of the case study context revealed actors 

engaged in participation in BiTC’s CRI considered it to have multiple 

purposes and values, all centred on measuring and reporting 

responsible business practice. Re-aligning this with extant literature 

employing institutional theory, the CRI was found to be just part of a 

wider collective of tools, initiatives and phenomena, which some 

scholars explored as contributing to (Waddock, 2008) and as being 

evidence of (Bondy et al, 2012) the institutionalization of CSR. Thus, 

phenomena like codes of conduct, standards and principles, 

monitoring and certification, reporting systems, and consultancy, were 

suggested to have contributed to this institutionalization (Waddock, 

2008). Whereas ‘the development of trained professionals, 

modification of market tools, changes in public opinion and 

codification into law’ (Bondy et al, 2012, p.283), were all deemed to be 

evidence of CSR institutionalisation.   

 

Under the guise of institutional theory, an institution is deemed to be a 

‘powerful pattern of social action that influences how we think and act 

in relevant social contexts (e.g. Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Granovetter, 

1985; March and Olsen, 1989; Scott, 2001)’ (Cited in Bondy et al, 2012, 

p.283), in this way, the institution becomes ‘the rules of the game, by 

which players, including individuals and organizations interact in 

                                                           
3 See chapter 3 for further discussion of abductive analysis and the abductive research 
approach 
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exchange ties – be they social or economic (Carson et al, 1999, p.1)’ 

(cited in Waddock, 2008, p.87). Thus, CSR has become increasingly 

understood as representing an institution; that is the ‘rules of the game’, 

in the (arguably increasing) societal acceptance of the notion of 

responsible business.  

 

In her work exploring contributions to CSR institutionalisation, 

Waddock (2008) identified certain tools, initiatives and phenomena 

which she argued had collectively come together to create an 

‘institutional infrastructure’ for CSR; that is ‘the broad apparatus which 

creates the new rules which reframe what companies need to do to 

sustain their legitimacy and be accepted social actors’ (p.87). These 

included (1) responsibility assurance infrastructures (including: codes 

standards and principles; reporting, certifying and accrediting), (2) 

consultancies and standard setters, (3) business and other associations, 

(4) responsible investment movement; (5) multi-stakeholder initiative, 

(6) watchdogs and activists, (7) journals and magazines, (8) ratings and 

rankings, and (8) state/government initiatives). This ‘institutional 

infrastructure’, Waddock (2008) argued, served to alter processes of 

valuation in what had previously been a market dominated world, 

focused purely on profit maximisation; instead introducing a ‘new 

multi-bottom line orientation that embeds an array of social, 

sustainability, and stakeholder issues into companies’ business models’ 

(Waddock, 2008, p.87). 
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In reviewing this work, the role of the CRI came into stark relief, as 

making up part of a wider collective which together worked to set the 

rules of the game and thus institutionalise CSR. In this manner, the CRI 

may be considered to be part of the institutional infrastructure of CSR 

as set out by Waddock (2008).  

 

The different components deemed to be within this institutional 

infrastructure all offer a different means by which organisations may 

engage in, record and measure their responsible business practices. 

However Slager (2015), suggests that indices and metrics (similar to 

BiTC’s CRI), appear to take precedence above all others in the 

academic review of CSR and responsible business practice (p.387). 

Arguably this focus on indices as a means of measurement has also 

been mirrored in practice, with a growing number of organisations 

purporting to record responsible business practice in this manner; 

FTSE4Good, Dow Jones, Domini, and Business in the Community 

(BITC), to name but a few. Given the apparent prominence of indices 

and metrics in this institutionalisation process, further research in this 

area would appear to be warranted. 

 

Thus far, the main body of literature in this field has explored the 

‘effects’ of indices’ in three distinct forms; financial impact (Beurden & 

Gössling, 2008; Griffin & Mahon, 1997), validity in gaining and 
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conveying legitimacy (Chatterji et al, 2007; Agle & Kelly, 2001; Font et 

al, 2012; Graafland et al, 2004), and social impact in promoting 

responsible business practice (Slager et al, 2012; Slager, 2012; Adam & 

Shavit, 2007; Scarlet & Kelly, 2010).  

 

In their analysis, of the effects of metrics and indices, these research 

streams also shed some light on the corresponding value, participation 

in such measurement practice may produce; e.g. improved legitimacy, 

social impact or financial gain.  

 

However to date, little research has fully unpacked these various 

‘values’, as they are derived at the organisational level or their relative 

importance in encouraging inclusion and participation in such metrics 

on the ground. This research addresses this theoretical gap, by 

investigating the perceived ‘value’ of a CRI from the perspective of its 

participants and operators. The aim of the research is to unpack 

whether (and how) perceptions of ‘value’ interact and/or change over 

time to influence legitimation of this CSR measurement tool. 

 

Focus on the concept of ‘perceived value’ came about abductively4, 

simultaneously in the review of the extant literature discussed above, 

alongside an analysis of the primary and secondary data collected in this 

case. Having identified the above academic interest, the researcher 

                                                           
4 See chapter 3 for a detailed discussion regarding the abductive method 
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undertook a broad exploration of the field, through abductive 

fieldwork in the context of BiTC’S CRI. This approach allowed for 

early data collection to garner new insights, hitherto underexplored in 

the literature, allowing for a central area of importance and interest to 

emerge iteratively, both through the identification of gaps in the 

literature, and through the assessment of what the particular data in this 

context was a case of (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.5). Thus, it was 

through this process, that the concept of ‘perceived value’ came to the 

fore as a unit of analysis5. 

 

The methodological process of abductive reasoning, demanded the 

researcher undergo a process of analytical cycles, working through 

various bodies of extant literature, in application to the given case, in a 

bid to uncover a theoretical model which would go some way to 

explaining the data simultaneously being collected6. This process led 

the researcher to the final application, and intended further 

development of the Economies of Worth (EW) framework, presented 

by Boltanski and Thévenot (2006), as the central theoretical framework 

in this case. In addition, this process also brought to bear, further 

literatures in the fields of risk, materiality and boundary objects, as a 

means to explain key concepts and processes, similarly identified in the 

data.  

                                                           
5 See chapter 3: methodology. 
6 See chapter 3: methodology. 
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Literature on materiality became relevant in this case in direct response 

to the emerging data, where a clear debate emerged centred on whether 

the CRI measured that which was deemed to be ‘material’ to different 

actors. In the interests of developing a thesis which remained close to 

the data, the concept of materiality, which was a theoretically charged 

notion, was explored within the context of extant literature. Here the 

data was found to be more in line with auditing’s definition of 

materiality were ‘[there is] a user-orientation’ to judging what is deemed 

to be material (Brennan & Gray, 2005, p.3), and thus materiality was 

seen to reflect more ‘material importance’ as judged by individual 

actors, rather than the more popular understanding of materiality as the 

material ‘stuffness’ of things (Leonardi, 2013; Olsen, 2013; Gond & 

Nyberg, 2017).  

 

How material importance was judged was found to be related to 

conceptions of risk to the organisation. This led the researcher 

abductively into an exploration of risk literature, which revealed a 

distinction between whether risk was perceived as a social construction 

of an external threat (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982), or as an inherent 

implication of business practice (Beck, 1992). The tensions between 

these two approaches to risk were found to impact the manner in which 

materiality (as material importance) was defined, with actors 

consequently framing material importance in accordance with these 

different conceptions of risk.  
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To understand how actors framing materiality in these different ways 

were able to co-exist in participation in the CRI, the author sought out 

a theory which could explain this phenomenon. This in turn led the 

author to the boundary object literature which offered a means of 

understanding collaboration between different social groups (Star & 

Griesemer, 2015, p.176-177)7. 

 

Overall,  the author’s engagement with risk, materiality and boundary 

objects  literature is through the lens of the ‘Economies of Worth’ 

thesis and its typology of multiple orders of worth, as the central 

theoretical framework applied in this case8. Thus, attention now turns 

to unpacking this theory.   

 

In their framework, which seeks to explain ‘the relation between 

agreement and discord’ (p.25), Boltanski and Thévenot (2006), propose 

that in justifying and legitimating actions; actors draw upon notions of 

value, inherent to specific ‘worlds of worth’.  These ‘worlds of worth’ 

the authors argue, house specific objects and subjects deemed to be of 

value in achieving a given ‘higher common principle’ inherent to that 

‘world’. Thus, depending on the ‘world of worth’ an actor draws upon 

at any given time, something may be judged to be legitimate or 

                                                           
7 See chapter 5 for a discussion of literature concerning materiality, risk and boundary 
objects. 
8 Chapter 2, section 2.3.2 sets out the contributions made to the economies of worth 
framework, through engagement with these additional literatures. 
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illegitimate to the higher common principle of that world. 

Consequently, something may (and often is) judged to be legitimate to 

one world, whilst deemed to be illegitimate to another. According to 

this model, the legitimation process itself occurs on different planes, 

with ‘rhetoric [regarding worth] appl[ying] in equal measure to 

opposing theses’, consequently ‘the function [of reaching 

agreement]…is not simply to persuade [the opposing side], as plato has 

it, but rather to find out in each case the existing means of persuasion’ 

(p.68). Boltanski & Thévenot (2006), explain this using an example of 

argumentation between two worlds: the inspirational world and the 

domestic world: 

 

‘a.) this seems to be right because I am convinced of it.  

b.) It seems to me that this is not proper’ (p.131) 

 

Here, ‘a’ calls on the inspirational world, where legitimation is grounded 

in the conviction of ‘the inner soul’, whereas ‘b’ grounds legitimation 

in good manners rather than personal judgement (ibid). Consequently, 

persuading (b) of the legitimacy of the ‘thing’ based on personal 

judgement would be ineffective, no matter how ‘passionate’ the plea, 

as personal judgement and passion of conviction are not objects of 

value in the domestic world, on which (b) is seen to be drawing.  
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In their original framework, the authors characterised six such ‘worlds 

of worth’, namely: market, industrial, civic, domestic, fame and 

inspirational worlds, although the authors made clear these initial six 

worlds were not conclusive, challenging subsequent authors to identify 

further ‘worlds of worth’. Thus, further worlds followed in the form of 

the ‘green world’ and the ‘project world’ (Lafaye & Thévenot, 1993; 

Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999, pp.161-192).  

 

EW highlights that actors are not wedded to specific worlds, but 

instead may move between them in different situations and 

circumstances. This in turn, explains internal legitimation conflicts, 

where something may be judged to be both legitimate and illegitimate 

by the same actor, when examined according to different worlds of 

worth, and the ‘common higher principle’ to which each world belongs.  

 

In exploring agreement and discord between different ‘worlds of 

worth’, Boltanski and Thévenot (2006), highlighted the manner in 

which these worlds of worth converge in processes of conflict and 

compromise. Specifically, in exploring compromise, the authors stress 

the inherent in-compatibility between forms of worth in overt 

processes of legitimation, whilst also recognising instances where more 

than one form of worth may be satisfied: for example between the 

worth of efficiency in the industrial world and the worth of passion in 

the inspirational through the ‘passion for hard work’. Here, both 
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worlds are satisfied, yet the perspective of their satisfaction remains 

divergent. Boltanski and Thévenot (2006), and subsequent scholars 

(Mailhot & Langley, 2017; Gond et al, 2017), have furthered this 

theorisation of compromise situations, to move beyond the meeting of 

two worlds to the meeting of multiple worlds, in the form of 

‘assemblages of worth’. This thesis builds on these developments, 

suggesting that, more than one assemblage can occur in a given process 

of legitimation, and that consequently, conflict and compromise may 

occur, not only between individual ‘worlds of worth’, but also between 

different ‘assemblages of worth’.  

 

This contribution was arrived at abductively. Unlike traditional 

deductive research, which starts with a hypothesis or theory to ‘test’; or 

inductive research, which starts in the field; the abductive approach 

employed in this case involved exploring the field, whilst mindful of a 

stock of pre-conceived theories, which may be applied in an attempt to 

shed light on what the data in the field ‘may be a case of’ (Tavory and 

Timmermans, 2014, p.5)9. This methodological process meant that the 

researcher was able to explore the data and extant theory 

simultaneously, devoid of any fully framed a-priori research questions. 

As such, this thesis has come to explore the following, retrospectively 

formed, research question:  

 

                                                           
9 9 For further discussion of the abductive method see chapter 3 
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What is the relationship between different ‘worlds of worth’ in legitimating 

participation in the CRI? 

 

And, with abductive analysis highlighting the role of a core assemblage 

in the legitimation of participation in the CRI, the further central 

contribution of the thesis comes from answering the following 

supplementary question: 

 

How do assemblages of worth change, and what effect does this have on 

processes of participatory justification and critique? 

 

Despite its retrospective design, this less conventional approach to 

research question development does not diminish the intended aims 

and contributions of the research endeavour. Rather, it is argued that 

the contributions offered are consciously tailored to the theory applied, 

as the application of theory came about through an analysis of the data, 

rather than the theory being imposed on the data by the researcher 

deductively from the start. The following section unpacks the intended 

aims and theoretical contributions of this thesis. 

 

2.3: Contributions 

 

This section outlines the contributions this thesis seeks to make to the 

various literatures explored in this case. Given the critical role of 
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abductive reasoning in the development of the research focus, the 

literatures engaged with, and the findings of the thesis; it is appropriate 

to start with a brief analysis of this methodology, and the contributions 

to methodological theory and practice this thesis seeks to make. This is 

followed by a review of the thesis’ intended theoretical contributions 

to extant literature in the various fields with which this research has 

engaged; and a note on practical contributions to the field. 

 

2.3.1: Methodological contributions 

 

This thesis seeks to make two broad contributions to methodology. 

Firstly, to the abductive process, and secondly to the pragmatist 

paradigm, through which the abductive process was carried out. 

 

Starting with the contribution made to research process, by way of 

abduction. Contrary to traditional methods employed by scholars in the 

field of management and the social sciences more generally; which 

employ either an inductive or deductive method; this research applies 

abductive reasoning to both data collection and theorising. As this 

approach has been relatively underutilised in this field, reflections made 

in the thesis on the use of this method, directly contribute to furthering 

scholarly understanding of the practical and theoretical implications of 

its use. A specific reflection of note is the furthering of Peircean 

semiotics: a process of ‘meaning-making’ which has, as far as the author 
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is aware, previously been limited to conceptual discussion (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.29). This thesis furthers the utility of this 

theorised process, by applying it practically in the empirical design of 

the research process10. 

 

The second contribution this thesis seeks to make to methodology is 

in drawing together American and French pragmatist philosophy, to 

further scholarly understanding of the notion of ‘reality’, across these 

seemingly differing philosophical schools of thought. This contribution 

responds to a recent call made for further research which draws out the 

parallels between French and American ‘pragmatism’, with a view to 

identifying ways in which the two approaches may complement each 

other, in bringing forth new theoretical contributions and approaches 

to research (Bogusz, 2014, pp.129-148).  In its theoretical analysis of 

perceptions of value through EW, (a framework inherent to French 

Pragmatist Sociology), via the use of abductive methodological 

techniques (a process inherent to the American pragmatic tradition), 

this thesis contributes to answering this call. The drawing together of 

French and American pragmatism in this manner, enables the 

researcher to further develop the concept of ‘reality’ as understood in 

French pragmatism11. Thus, in its focus on perceptions of value, this 

research unpacks ‘reality’, as constructed by the individual actors 

                                                           
10 See chapter 3, figure: 3.5: Peirce’s abductive theorisation process applied in this case. 
11 See chapter 3 section 3.2.2. 
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explored, whilst the use of abduction in framing these singular 

constructs, in line with extant literature in the ‘wider world’, enables the 

researcher to situate these individual constructs within the context of 

the external ‘realities’, within which, these singular constructs are 

framed12. 

 

2.3.2: Theoretical contributions 

 

As detailed above, the thesis draws on a number of concepts and 

theories in explaining the data in this case. In so doing, the author aims 

to offer some form of contribution, to each of these respective fields. 

Some of these contributions are focused directly on addressing a 

highlighted gap in each literature, whilst others are borne out of 

bringing together these respective theories and constructs, to shine 

light on phenomenon hitherto underexplored.  

 

2.3.2.1: Contributions to specific theory 

     

This section details how the thesis seeks to contribute directly to the 

theories and concepts explored in this case; whilst the following section 

explores the contributions which have come out of bringing these 

theories together. 

 

                                                           
12 See chapter 3.2 for further detail. 
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2.3.2.1a: Indices and ratings 

The thesis contributes directly to the CSR measurement literature in its 

unpacking of the normative nuance underscoring the relationship 

between substantive and symbolic CRI participation. Previous research 

has outlined a difference in how organisations engage in CSR 

management, segregating substantive and symbolic engagement; 

whereby substantive engagement elicits ‘actual changes at an 

operational level’ and symbolic engagement precludes only ‘ceremonial 

conformity’ (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016, p.359). However, scholars 

have called for further work to undertake a ‘more explicit examination 

of the influence of the suggested relationships between context, 

processes, and characteristics of actors…relative to their impact on 

CSR behaviours’ (Shabana & Ravlin, 2016, p.320). Chapter seven 

responds to this call, by exploring substantive and symbolic 

engagement in the CRI, and the connected contextual characteristics 

and nuance of each approach. Furthermore, whereas previous research 

has explored some of the complexities in why firms may engage in 

either substantive or symbolic behaviour in a given context (Schons & 

Steinmeier, 2016; Shabana & Ravlin, 2016), this thesis suggests that 

given the bonds between orders of worth in processes of legitimation 

of the CRI, there is resulting connectivity between substantive and 

symbolic engagement, and as such, some of the complexities in why 

firms engage in substantive and/or symbolic engagement are often 

intertwined.  
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2.3.2.1b: Contributions to French Pragmatist Sociology 

The core theoretical contribution of this thesis is to French Pragmatist 

Sociology, in furthering scholarly comprehension of ‘assemblages’ in 

processes of legitimation.  Arguably ‘assemblages’ make up a critical 

aspect of the EW framework, put forth by Boltanski & Thévenot 

(2006), and refer to the bringing together of ‘disparate entities (objects 

and subjects) associated with different worlds…into a mutually 

reinforcing whole’ (p.247). However, as Mailhot & Langley (2017) note, 

it is mentioned only lightly by the authors in their original thesis (p.247); 

and even in subsequent research, the ‘component parts of such 

arrangements have rarely been articulated in detail’ (p.243). Mailhot & 

Langley (2017), and Gond et al (2017), have sought to develop the 

concept further, in their empirical work: ‘Orders of Worth and the Value 

of Assemblages’ and ‘Managing Normative Tensions within and across 

Organisations’, respectively. In so doing, Mailhot & Langley, 2017, have 

furthered scholarly understanding of how composite objects (CO); that 

is the embodiment of the assemblage: and an entity ‘which pulls 

together objects and subjects from different worlds in a mutually 

reinforcing assemblage’ (p.264), can facilitate ‘synergistic assemblages’ 

among different orders of worth. Whereas, Gond et al (2017) have 

brought clarity to this phenomenon, through situating such ‘composite 

assemblages’ empirically in the context of tangible examples, such as 
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‘the triple bottom line’, and ‘tools such as eco-control or the ISO 26000 

standard’.  

 

However, despite these theoretical developments, there remain 

questions about the stability of these arrangements, with Mailhot and 

Langley (2017) suggesting that ‘there might be variations in the 

potential robustness of different kinds of assemblages’ (p.264), and that 

‘there is value in considering in more depth various ways in which such 

assemblages may form and be held together’ (p.264). Gond et al (2017) 

have gone some way towards addressing this gap in drawing attention 

to the continued instability of assemblages of worth, due to challenges 

‘through tests of worth derived from one of the specific worlds they 

combine’ (Gond et al, 2017). This thesis seeks to broaden this 

contribution further, by similarly exploring how internal tests of worth 

within a specific world can destabilise an assemblage of which it is part; 

but also how ‘worlds of worth’ external to the assemblage interact with 

it, to both reinforce its stability and tear it apart. In so doing, analysis 

focuses on the integrity of the CRI’s assemblage being made up of 

bonds of relative strength and weakness. It is suggested that the weaker 

bonds are more susceptible to fractures, brought about by actors 

extracting aspects of the assemblage to construct peripheral 

assemblages with external forms of worth. In addition to furthering the 

EW ‘assemblage’ framework; these findings provide an important 

insight into the ratings field, whose legitimacy is grounded in the 
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collection of ‘moral worths’ (Taupin, 2012), fostered through a stable 

assemblage.   

 

A secondary contribution which this thesis seeks to make to French 

Pragmatist Sociology (EW specifically), and management studies more 

broadly, is its exploration of the role of inspirational worth. Although, 

there is increasing work focused on exploring ‘the environment and 

experience of management through an aesthetic lens’ (Minahan & Cox, 

2007/2018), which draws on the importance of thoughts and feelings 

in informing ‘our cognitions of organisations’ (p.3), exploring 

management via these characteristics is far from conventional (p.1). 

Consequently, inspirational worth which, in the economies of worth 

thesis embraces these characteristics, is often under explored in 

management studies (particularly in the west), where for the most part 

discourses are dominated by industrial, domestic and fame worth, to 

the overall dominance of market worth, as highlighted by the wealth of 

literature creating a link between CSR and firm value though, relational, 

strategic and reputational associations (Barnett, 2016). Scholars have 

previously attributed such market dominance to the hegemonic neo-

liberal ideology prevalent in most western societies (Nyberg et al, 2017).  

 

Consequently, within this paradigmatic setting, empirical work 

exploring EW has until now steered away from the importance of 

inspirational worth, addressing instead; civic, domestic and industrial 
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worth (Jagd, 2011), market worth as a form of hegemony (Nyberg et 

al, 2017); green worth as a separate order to inspirational (Lafaye & 

Thévenot, 2017), and industrial and green worth, as competing 

justifications (Beamish & Biggart, 2017); with the importance of 

inspirational worth often highlighted as being largely missing from 

empirical data (Jagd, 2011, p.348). Where inspirational worth has been 

explored, it has often been framed as a form of conflict to an opposing 

order of worth, and to the neo-liberal status-quo (Reinecke et al, 2017; 

Boivin & Roch, 2006; Mesny & Mailhot, 2007). In its abductive 

analysis, this thesis uncovers the role of inspirational worth in 

compromise arrangements, as well as in conflicts. This contribution is 

most notable in chapter six, where inspirational worth is shown to 

compromise in a ‘peripheral assemblage’ with first civic worth, in the 

form of ‘transformational change’ for the common good; and second 

with domestic worth, in the form of the ‘passion of the family business’. 

Chapter seven and eight further develop the assemblage between civic 

and inspirational worth, as a challenge to the stability of the central 

assemblage, of which inspirational worth is not a part. Thus, analysis 

builds on previous research of the potential for inspirational worth to 

conflict with existing assemblages (ibid), whilst also highlighting its role 

in establishing compromises with other forms of worth, in the form of 

peripheral assemblages; to challenge the legitimacy of an assemblage, 

from which it has been excluded.  
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2.3.2.1c: Contributions to ‘materiality’ 

Early data collection and analysis in this case brought to light discourse 

concerning ‘material importance’ as central to many participant’s 

legitimation and de-legitimation of the CRI; with many participants 

expressing concern that BiTC must ensure the CRI measures issues 

that are ‘material’ to business. However, viewed through the lens of the 

EW framework, such ‘material importance’ was shown to be highly 

subjective to the associated ‘worlds of worth’ used to frame it. Due to 

the recurrence of ‘materiality’ discourse in the data, the researcher 

abductively worked with extant literature focused on ‘materiality’ in 

management and organization studies, in order to unpack its use in this 

case. The following section details the outcomes of this process and 

the subsequent contribution this thesis aims to make to this field. 

 

In recent years there has been growing number of organisation and 

management scholar’s engaged with ‘materiality’ as a concept; alluding 

to the ‘stuffness’ of things. Their work has included a focus on physical 

materiality; for example in the physical being of technologies (Leonardi, 

2013), as well as the role of physical objects in societal spaces (Olsen, 

2013). Some scholars have pushed this notion further to explore 

policies, processes and measurement infrastructure, as processes of 

‘materialisation’ through which non-physical concepts are embodied in 

the form of tangible infrastructure (Gond & Nyberg, 2017).  
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Whilst this work is making extremely important contributions to the 

management and organisation field, it differs from the 

conceptualisation of ‘materiality’ experienced in this case. Here, the 

conceptualisation of ‘materiality’ reflects more the approach to the 

term applied in accounting (Zhou & Lamberton, 2011, p.6), which 

focuses on the idea of ‘material importance’. Thus, this thesis aims to 

contribute to the management and organisation field, by offering an 

alternative framing of materiality to that which has recently populated 

the field, in order to reinforce through empirical analysis, Carlile et al’s 

(2013) conceptual assertion that: ‘materiality is a polysemic concept and 

that different ways to conceiving materiality matter differently in 

practice’ (p.4).  

 

2.3.2.1d Contributions to boundary objects 

In addition to ‘materiality’, the thesis also draws on the theoretical 

model of ‘boundary objects’, as a means to explain what the data 

explored here is a case of.  

 

Boundary objects were first conceptualised in the field of Science and 

Technology (STS), and represented ‘objects’ that ‘have different 

meanings in different social worlds but their structure is common 

enough to more than one world to make them recognizable, a means 

of translation’ between these different worlds (Star & Griesemer; 2015, 
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p.176-177). Thus, it was suggested that boundary objects could 

facilitate collaboration between different social groups (ibid).  

 

Thus, a boundary object is a ‘mediating artefact that has interpretive 

flexibility and can be an important means of achieving collaboration, 

promoting the sharing of knowledge between diverse groups’ (Barrett 

& Oborn, 2010, p.1200). As it was originally explored in regards to 

interdisciplinary working in scientific pluralities, boundary objects 

focused on the role of physical objects which could hold different 

meanings, whilst retaining a common structure to act as a form of 

translation across social groups. Further scholarly work has however 

advanced the boundary object concept to include multiple different 

artefacts ‘including visual representations (Henerson, 1991), cancer (as 

a conceptual artefact) (Fujimura 1992), technical standards, geographic 

information systems (GIS) (Harvey & Chrisman 1998), activities 

(Macpherson et al 2006), group affiliations (Lindberg & Czarniawska 

2006) and documents (Østerlund 2008)’ (cited in Huvila et al, 2014), or 

even classifications (Bowler & Star, 1999). 

  

Within the boundary objects literature, it has been suggested that much 

more could be done to explore some of the criticisms and proposed 

limitations, of boundary objects further (Turnhout, 2009). In exploring 

‘materiality’ as a boundary object, allowing collaboration between 

actors drawing on different notions of worth, the thesis aims to 
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contribute to boundary objects theorising, by highlighting how and why 

movement across boundaries occurs for some actors and not for 

others. Furthermore, in noting this, chapter eight explores the effects 

of this process, theorising that it is possible for a boundary object to be 

effective up to a point, but that the various movements across 

boundaries for some, and the stagnation to one side of the boundary 

for others, leads to increased polarisation, based on divergent values. 

Subsequently, building on a reflection given by Turnhout’s (2009), of 

the need for shared values for boundary objects to be successful, the 

thesis shows that as a result of this increased divergence, ultimately the 

boundary ceases to be effective in maintaining coordination.  

 

2.3.2.2: Contributions in bringing together theories 

 

The thesis brings together a number of theoretical concepts including: 

economies of worth, materiality (in the form of material importance), 

risk, and boundary objects; all with a view to exploring processes of 

legitimation. In bringing these concepts together, subsequent analysis 

outlines how insights from one concept may shine new light and 

further our understanding of another13.  This section details the various 

ways in which the bringing together of these concepts and theories 

seeks to contribute to knowledge in this case. 

                                                           
13 See chapter 9 figure 9.1 for an illustration of how these concepts are brought together in 
the analysis of this thesis. 
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2.3.2.2a: Inter-connections of institutional infrastructure for CSR: 

On an empirical level, the thesis has joined a handful of management 

scholars who have identified the collectivity of indices, benchmarks, 

principles, calculative tools, reports and ‘other CSR management 

entities’ as forming an ‘institutional infrastructure’ of CSR (Waddock, 

2008; Bondy et al 2012; Gond & Nyberg, 2017). Although the existing 

research in this space has identified this phenomenon, little work has 

explored how these entities, and their normative foundations, overlap 

in the perceptions of their users. The thesis aims to address this gap, 

by exploring the manner in which the CRI is constructed 

simultaneously as a standard, an accreditation and a benchmark; and 

subsequently unpacking the different notions of worth underpinning 

these constructions.  

 

2.3.2.2b: EW and boundary objects: 

In drawing out the multiple perceptions of purpose of the CRI, and 

their underlying normative foundations, by way of ‘notions of worth’, 

the thesis uncovers a phenomenon where collective participation is 

achieved despite valuation differences. In explaining this phenomenon, 

the thesis draws on STS theory of the ‘boundary object’14 to frame the 

role of ‘materiality’ in this endeavour. The application of materiality as 

a boundary object, aims to shed light on the robustness of the CRI as 

                                                           
14 See 2.3.2.1d above. 



43 
 

an assemblage of worth in two respects: firstly, it explains how actors 

cross boundaries in their weighting of orders of worth within the 

assemblage. Secondly, analysis of the boundary object as affecting 

further polarisation of ‘worths’, explains how the assemblage on which 

the CRI’s legitimacy is based is torn apart.  

 

2.3.2.2c: Economies of Worth, risk, materiality and boundary objects: 

The most complex cross-fertilization of theory in this thesis involves 

the bringing together of EW, risk, materiality and boundary objects. 

Section 2.3.2.2c above explains how the thesis engages with materiality 

as a boundary object. However, what has not been explained is the 

premise on which this boundary was formulated, and it is here that 

extant literature on risk is brought to bear. Specifically, the thesis 

explores how material importance is conceptualised differently, 

depending of an actor’s approach to risk. Here, Douglas and 

Wildavsky’s (1982) social constructions of risk, and Beck’s (1992) Risk 

Society are operationalised to explain the different approaches to 

material importance observed in this case. It is suggested that actors 

constructing risk, in line with Douglas and Wildavsky’s (1982) social 

construction paradigm, do so from the ‘perspective of the firm’, and 

the externalities which represent threats to their bottom line. It is noted 

that this process is particularly prevalent in the use of materiality 

assessments, which seek to identify those issues of particular 

importance to the operations of the organisation, both in terms of, 
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what will impact the firm and in terms of how the firm is best placed 

to have impact; yet without questioning the inherent external risks of 

the existence of the operation itself.  

 

Conversely, it is suggested that empirical actors taking a more 

ecological approach to risk reflect more the paradigm of Beck’s Risk 

Society, in which actors are reflexive to the ‘hazards brought about by 

modernization itself’ (p.26), and thus are reflexive of the very premise 

of their operations. The thesis shows how this conception of risk has 

led to an understanding of materiality that is characterised through the 

notion of ‘transformational change’, which works to enact this 

reflexivity. Consequently, risk is utilised here in conjunction with 

materiality, boundary objects and EW, to develop a theory hitherto 

unexplained by these theories alone.  

 

2.3.2.2d: Contributions to legitimacy, through bringing together of theories 

Ultimately, this thesis aims to unpack processes of legitimation. It 

therefore follows that the work engages with, and hopes to contribute 

to extant literature exploring the legitimacy of ratings. Specifically, the 

thesis seeks to build on the work of Durand and McGuire (2005), who 

propose that rating’s legitimacy is co-constituted between those 

conducting the rating, and those being rated; and Hill (2004), who 

outlines this situation as a paradox of ratings legitimacy. Although this 

paradox is now well documented, little research has explored the 
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normative complexities governing the robustness of ratings legitimacy, 

in the face of such a legitimation paradox. The thesis seeks to address 

this gap, moving beyond Hill’s (2004), emphasis on reputational worth 

as the stabiliser of legitimacy in this paradox, to unpack a complexity 

of relationships between multiple orders of worth, in influencing 

legitimation processes.  

 

To the broad literature on legitimacy, the thesis contributes by applying 

the EW framework, and thus taking account of the complexities of 

agency in processes of legitimation; a dynamic which has been criticised 

as largely missing from mainstream legitimacy literature (Gond & Leca, 

2012, p.15).  

 

Ultimately, the thesis contributes to scholarly theorising of the 

legitimation of ratings, by unpacking the apparent paradox of ratings 

legitimacy as; grounded in ‘several orders of morality’ (Taupin, 2012), 

which are subject to both institutional norms and individual agency; yet 

necessitating reflexivity to the polarised demands placed on the rating 

by actors drawing on divergent weightings of these orders of worth 

(Turnhout, 2009). Finally, it is suggested that when brought together in 

collaboration around a boundary object, the assemblage legitimating 

the rating across groups is eventually torn apart.  

 

 



46 
 

2.3.3 Practical contributions 

 

This thesis outlines the normative dynamics underlying a participation 

crisis facing the CRI in practice, with participation levels now falling 

and internal support for the metric in question. Analysis here shows 

that the empirical instability of the CRI is intrinsically connected to the 

ever changing assemblages of worth formulated to legitimate and de-

legitimate participation. As such, this research highlights the fragility of 

the central value assemblage, on which the CRI is based.  

 

In its analysis of the peripheral assemblages of worth at play in 

destabilising the CRI, this research highlights notions of value which 

are currently excluded from the central assemblage. Analysis shows 

how these external ‘worlds of worth’ can act both as stabilising and 

destabilising forces on the central assemblage, bringing to light the 

importance of recognising these forms of worth in future strategizing.  

Most critically, the thesis shows that BiTC must address demands 

centred on inspirational worth, in the form of ‘transformational 

change’, if it is to re-engage high scoring participants who frame 

‘materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm of society and the 

environment’, in the measurement process. Analysis here suggests that 

the industrial value offered by the current metric system, with its 

translation of traditional financially centred reporting practices into the 

realm of CSR, would be an unlikely vehicle through which to 
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incorporate demands for inspirational worth, and problematic attempts 

to recalibrate scores, to create more room for industrial-civic value in 

2015, support this assertion.  

 

Consequently, a core contribution of this thesis is to the practical 

development of the CRI. During the process of conducting this 

research two corresponding practice based reports were also produced 

which outlined the key findings in practice based terms. These were 

submitted to the CRI team at BiTC, who utilised the reports alongside 

their own internal assessments to put together a framework for a 

replacement index offer: the Responsible Business (RB) Tracker. The 

tracker has been in development for the past year and is set to launch 

with initial front runners in September 2018.  

 

Picking up on the need to account for inspirational worth, the new 

Responsible Business Tracker is now designed in line with the 

Sustainable Development Goals outlined by the United Nations (UN, 

2018). Thus, the content of the tracker is mapped against the 17 

stretching goals outlined by the UN in 2015. This includes ambitions 

such as ensuring the availability of water and sanitation for all, food 

security, gender equality and access to sustainable energy (UN, 2018). 

Participants are encouraged to participate in the tool in accordance with 

their own ambitions for transformational change in these areas and 

each participant will have ‘a bespoke journey’ through the tracker, 
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designed to enable them to achieve this (BiTC report: Responsible 

Business Tracker, 2018). However, to ensure the recognition element 

of participation is retained, BiTC have sought to integrate their 

operations so that their awards and other offers are directly influenced 

by RB Tracker submissions. Therefore, in building in stretching areas 

of ambition, the new tracker appears to have allowed for justification 

via inspirational worth. Whilst the retention of an aspect of recognition 

garners continued domestic worth and fame, at the same time as the 

tailored journey and associated performance report and guidance 

facilitates industrial-civic worth to endure. However, the RB Tracker is 

still in the very early stages of development and as such how effective 

this new assemblage of worth will be is yet to be seen.  

 

Having highlighted the main contributions of the thesis, the chapter 

moves onto explore the structure through which these arguments are 

set out.  

 

2.4 Thesis structure 

 

This section provides a synopsis of each chapter of the thesis, in line 

with the document’s overall structure: 
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2.4.1: Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

The pragmatic, abductive approach taken in this research departs from 

what is perhaps the more mainstream divide between inductive and 

deductive approaches, routinely applied to sociological research. Thus, 

unlike deductive research, which starts with a hypothesis or theory to 

‘test’; or inductive research, which starts in the field; abductive research 

explores the field and extant theory simultaneously. Consequently, in 

following this process a broad range of extant theory becomes available 

and therefore may be drawn on in an attempt to shed light on what the 

data in the field ‘may be a case of’ (Tavory and Timmermans, 2014, 

p.5)15. This methodological approach has implications for all aspects of 

the research endeavour, including the manner in which the researcher 

engaged with extant literature, data collection and analysis. Therefore, 

rather than beginning the thesis with a chapter exploring extant 

literature, as is often the tradition in doctoral work; this thesis begins 

with a review of the methodology used in the facilitation of the 

research, so as to provide context to the discussions of literature, data 

collection and analysis, which follow in subsequent chapters.   

 

The aim of chapter three is to explain the methodological approach 

guiding the thesis and thus the philosophical assumptions on which the 

overarching research design is based. The central theme of the chapter 

                                                           
15 For further discussion of the abductive method see chapter 3 
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is the notion of methodological abduction, as seen through a pragmatist 

paradigm, and the manner in which this approach has been applied in 

this case. The chapter begins with a discussion of the paradigm 

underpinning abduction, namely pragmatism. Here the author engages 

in a discussion of the ontological and epistemological assumptions 

underpinning the research, drawing out the reasons for, and principals 

of, the pragmatic methodological approach adopted.  Discussion then 

feeds into a review of the parallels and differences between the more 

traditional American pragmatic methodology, espoused by Peirce 

(1934-63), and the French pragmatic sociology, reflected in the central 

theory with which this thesis seeks to engage. Having established the 

philosophical underpinnings of the research, discussion then moves 

onto the abductive methodological approach taken, and its relation to 

both data collection, analysis and theorization. Attention then turns to 

research methods, with discussion moving onto the prominence of 

qualitative methods in this case and the case study method employed. 

The chapter then presents a retrospective review of the research design, 

followed by a discussion of data collection methods and an analysis of 

the iterative research-theorisation processes undertaken. This leads into 

a review of the data analysis process. Finally, attention turns to a review 

of the ethical considerations of the research process, followed by 

recognition of the various limitations of the research. Throughout 

these discussions attention is paid to establishing the basis for academic 

rigour enacted in both research and analysis.  
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2.4.2: Chapter 4&5: Literature review 

 

The abductive methodological approach outlined in chapter three, led 

to the establishment of three core themes, which are engaged with 

directly, as the focus of the three empirical chapters of the thesis: 

namely, (1) the assemblage of worth on which the legitimacy of the CRI 

is based, (2) the journey through substantive/symbolic participation 

and its effect on processes of legitimation and critique, and (3) the role 

of ‘materiality’ as a boundary object for bridging actors’ different 

conceptions of risk (for a time). Consequently, each empirical chapter 

separately engages with extant literature relevant to its theme. The 

purpose of the literature review chapters therefore is to address the 

core terms and themes drawn-upon across the thesis as a whole, at a 

level of detail not readily afforded to a chapter/paper format. In 

looking retrospectively across the literatures drawn upon through the 

abductive process detailed in chapter three, it became apparent that 

there were two distinct sections: literature related to the context under 

study; namely the institution of indices; and research related to the 

theoretical concepts used in explanation of the contextual 

phenomenon. As such, the literature review chapters are divided along 

these lines. 
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2.4.2a: Chapter 4: Literature review: contextual academic fields of note 

 

Building on the field level observation that the CRI has been 

constructed in numerous ways, this chapter engages with the literature 

relevant to these prospective infrastructural contexts. The introduction 

presents this early field based observation as being mirrored in the 

literature, focusing on Waddock’s (2008) recognition that the 

‘institutions in the [CSR] infrastructure serve multiple purposes’ (p.89). 

Analysis then delves into the early field level observation, that the CRI 

is framed in many ways, so as to identify the literatures relevant to these 

particular framings. This section establishes a structure of CRI 

constructs, in the form of: standardisation, accreditation and 

benchmarking, and CRI perceived purposes, in the form of: socially 

responsible investment, financial gain via a business case, and links 

between measurement and management.  

 

Having established this structure through the data, the chapter then 

explores extant literature in each of these fields.  Starting with a review 

of standardisation literature, the chapter looks back on the history of 

standardisation with a view to what this means for the construction of 

the CRI as a standard. Accreditation is then explored. Firstly, analysis 

looks to highlight the differences between the standardisation and 

accreditation literature. The review then moves onto explore 

accreditation literature in the field of healthcare, as it is within 
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healthcare that the accreditation literature is most firmly established. 

Reviewing extant literature here enables the researcher to draw 

parallels, and abductively explain, what is seen to be taking place in the 

field level data. In addition, such a review enables the researcher to 

establish where there are gaps in extant accreditation literature, which 

may in turn be filled by the analysis presented in later empirical 

discussion. Following the review of accreditation literature, the chapter 

moves onto explore extant literature in the field of the final CRI 

construct: benchmarking. Similarly to the discussion of standardisation 

and accreditation, the history of benchmarking is explored, with a view 

to how it has come to be reflected in the CRI. Subsequently, the 

differences between benchmarking, standardisation and accreditation 

are addressed. Finally, attention turns to the purpose of benchmarking 

in the main, as well as specifically in the case of benchmarking in CSR. 

 

The chapter then moves onto explore extant literature connected to the 

pluralistic perceived purpose of the CRI. Starting with a review of 

literature in the field of socially responsible investment. Discussion 

here centres on what drives socially responsible investment, specifically 

exploring the apparent move, from concerns for short term profit, 

towards long term sustainability. The section outlines extant literature 

exploring this phenomenon, and explores gaps in the literature, which 

this thesis and future research, should seek to fill. Subsequently, the 

chapter moves onto explore the wider body of extant literature 
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exploring the potential link between corporate social performance 

(CSP) and corporate financial performance (CFP). As well as the 

overarching literature exploring this proposed link, this section also 

engages with literature in the field of sustainable supply chain 

management (SSCM), as a driver for CSP for sustained and improved 

CFP, from the perspective of the supply chain firm. Discussion of 

extant literature in this area is approached through the lens of the CRI, 

as a tool for enabling the institutionalisation of SSCM. Finally, this 

chapter explores literature exploring the link between CSR 

infrastructures and improved CSP.  This section looks at CSR 

infrastructure as a management tool for improving social and 

environmental practice. The chapter concludes with a review of the 

various literatures discussed, and an outline of how they will come 

together in the later empirical analysis of the thesis.  

 

2.4.3: Chapter 5: Literature review: theoretical concepts 

 

Chapter five, turns from contextual theory to review the theoretical 

concepts put forth as furthering understanding of context. Thus, this 

chapter unpacks the various theoretical concepts drawn upon in the 

later empirical analysis of the thesis. The structure of the chapter is 

drawn from the methodological process demonstrated in chapter three. 

The purpose of this second literature review; is to explore the existing 

knowledge and theory, which were identified through abductive 
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theorising, with a view to how they shed light on the data explored in 

this case.  

 

In line the abductive research-theorising process16, structurally this 

literature review moves through three theorisation processes: starting 

with a comparative analysis of (1) Institutional Logics (ILs) and 

Economies of Worth (EW), followed by (2) a review of the 

relationships between perceived value and framings of materiality, and 

concluding with (3) an assessment of risk and boundary objects. In 

addition, legitimacy is reviewed reflexively throughout each section, in 

order to highlight the centrality of this concept to the thesis as a whole.  

This structure enables theory to be introduced developmentally, and 

links between each theory to be clearly highlighted and their application 

in this thesis justified.  

 

2.4.4: Chapter 6: Findings and analysis (Interaction between assemblages of worth: 

legitimation and critique of participation in BiTC’s CRI) 

 

Creating the foundations for an analysis of perceived value of 

participation in the CRI, chapter six explores the CRI as facilitating 

‘assemblages’ between different orders of worth (Mailhot & Langley, 

2017). The chapter builds on Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006), 

reference to the assemblage, and Mailhot & Langley’s further 

                                                           
16 See figures 5.1 and 5.2. 
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development of the concept (2017), in its examination of the manner 

in which different assemblages interact. The empirical analysis of this 

chapter first presents a central assemblage of worth used in the 

justification and legitimation of participation in the CRI. It is argued 

that this assemblage is built around the CRI, which is shown to draw 

together the civic world, industrial world, domestic world and world of 

fame. The central contribution of this chapter is in exploring the 

manner in which external forms of worth interact with aspects of the 

central assemblage, and subsequently create new assemblages, which 

can either work to reinforce or destabilise the assemblage on which the 

CRI’s legitimacy is based. 

 

2.4.5: Chapter 7: findings and analysis (Participant value perceptions of CRI 

measurement: An unsustainable journey of substantive to symbolic value) 

 

Chapter seven takes a more longitudinal approach to its analysis of 

processes of justification and critique of participation in the CRI. 

Building on a key theme drawn out of the data, the chapter presents a 

model whereby perceived value evolves through the course of 

participation. This chapter builds on the analysis of chapter six, taking 

a longitudinal approach to explore how specific assemblages of worth 

become more or less overt, through the course of participation. 

Analysis here suggests that through the course of participation, CR 

practitioners in member companies tend to perceive the value of the 
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CRI as being less and less diverse, with limited forms of worth coming 

to dominate participant’s justification and critiques of participation, be 

that reputational (domestic) worth in the form of symbolic value, or 

inspirational worth, in the form of substantive value. Directly building 

on chapter six, chapter seven proposes that the central assemblage of 

worth around the CRI becomes less stable through the course of 

participation, as the weighting between notions of value in the 

assemblage become skewed. 

 

2.4.6: Chapter 8: findings and analysis (The role of ‘materiality’ as a boundary 

object in (de)legitimising BiTC’s CRI) 

 

Drawing out chapter seven’s identification of a divide between 

substantive and symbolic value as firms progress through CRI 

participation; chapter eight delves further into this phenomenon to 

unpack the context in which such polarisation has come to pass. Again, 

abductively drawing on key themes in the data, the chapter centres on 

the concept of materiality, focusing on the demand being placed on the 

CRI from participants and BiTC internal stakeholders, for the tool to 

be more focused on those issues ‘of material importance to business’. 

Analysis here suggests that the concept of ‘materiality’ has come to 

represent a boundary object (BO), facilitating collective participation in 

the CRI from across different organisations. It is suggested that as a 

BO, ‘materiality’ has been ‘plastic enough to adapt to local needs and 
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the constraints of several parties employing them, yet robust enough to 

maintain a common identity across sites’ (Star & Griesemer, 2015, 

pp.176-177). It is proposed that the ability of ‘materiality’ to act as a 

BO, is predicated on alternative framings of risk: firstly as a framing of 

social and environmental risk in the realm of the firm and their future 

financial performance, and secondly as a framing of social and 

environmental risk to that which is of value to a broader stakeholder 

group.  

 

The core contribution of this chapter is its bringing together of 

materiality as a BO and the CRI as an assemblage of worth, and its 

suggestion that the role of materiality as a BO has only been successful 

in facilitating collective participation in the CRI up to a point. It is 

surmised that due to the excessively malleable use of the term, 

‘materiality’s’ use as a BO has driven perceptions of value of the CRI 

to greater and greater extremes, and that the ultimate dominance of the 

firm centric construct of materiality has led those participants framing 

materiality in the realm of society and the environment, to critique the 

presence of civic worth in the CRI’s central assemblage of worth; thus 

de-legitimating their participation in the process and ultimately 

destabilising the pluralistic legitimacy of the tool. 
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2.4.7: Chapter 9: Discussion and conclusion 

 

Chapter nine is designed to bring the analysis and theorising of chapters 

six, seven and eight together into a coherent and processual thread of 

analysis. The chapter therefore zooms out to offer an overview of the 

overarching ‘story’ of the thesis. Given the individual themes on which 

each empirical chapter is based, the aim of the discussion is to 

demonstrate how these respective ‘themes’ interact, in a complex web 

of processes of justification and critique of participation in the CRI. 

The overarching focus of the thesis is shown to be the respective 

stability of the CRI as an assemblage of worth. In line with chapter six’s 

core finding regarding the development of peripheral assemblages with 

inspirational and market worth, the discussion is structured around the 

role of first market worth, and then inspirational worth, in reinforcing 

and destabilising the CRI’s perceived legitimacy, both through the 

course of participation as discussed in chapter seven, and as a result of 

polarising accounts of what is deemed to be material and for whom, as 

discussed in chapter eight.      

 

The second part of chapter nine reflects on the contributions made by 

the thesis, and outlines potential areas for future research. A 

retrospective synopsis of the thesis is presented, followed by an 

assessment of the contributions made to extant literature and practice. 
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Finally, limitations of the research are discussed, with a view to how 

these may be addressed in future research endeavours.   

 

2.4.8: Chapter 10: References 

 

Chapter ten lists all extant literature referred to and referenced in this 

final thesis draft. 

 

2.4.9: Chapter 11: Appendix 

 

Chapter 11 consists of documents given in support of the research 

endeavour. Specifically, appendix (a) shares further detail of the 

research context, giving further information about BiTC and the CRI.  

Appendix (b) provides a skeleton interview reference guide used in 

gathering data. As the interviews were open-ended, included fields and 

questions do not represent a stringent list of questions asked, and often 

interviews moved off in different trajectories. Instead it is a record of 

the central themes under review as the research process progressed, 

based on prior analysis of observational, documentary data and 

consultation of extant theory. Appendix (c) provides detail of the 

interviews conducted and finally appendix (d) gives an insight into the 

coding processes employed in analysis. 
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3. Methodology 

Pragmatism, abduction and French pragmatist sociology 

 

3.1: Chapter overview  

 

The aim of this chapter is to explain the methodological approach 

guiding this thesis and the philosophical assumptions on which the 

overarching research design is based. The central theme of this chapter 

is the notion of methodological abduction, as seen through the 

pragmatist paradigm, with discussion of the manner in which this 

approach has been applied in this case. Unlike traditional deductive 

research, which starts with a hypothesis or theory to ‘test’; or inductive 

research, which starts in the field; methodological abduction starts 

simultaneously in the field, and with a stock of pre-conceived theories, 

which may be applied in an attempt to shed light on what the data in 

the field ‘may be a case of’ (Tavory and Timmermans, 2014, p.5). This 

methodological process, determines the selection of extant literature 

relevant to the research. Therefore, rather than starting this thesis with 

a review of the resulting extant literature, discussion starts with a review 

of the methodology that garnered subsequent literature to be relevant.  

 

The structure of this chapter is as follows: (3.2) discusses the paradigm 

underpinning the research process. Section (3.3) outlines the abductive 

methodological approach taken and its relation to both data collection, 
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analysis and theorization. Section (3.4) provides an overarching 

discussion of research methods. This section examines the debate 

between quantitative and qualitative methods, the question of rigour in 

qualitative research and the research strategy employed in this study, 

namely case study research with a view to the case study context 

explored in this thesis. Section (3.5) sets out the research design. 

Section (3.6) unpacks the data collection methods applied within this 

design. Section (3.7) explores the research-theorization process, 

constructed around the abductive method. Section (3.8) unpacks data 

analysis and the analytical processes applied. Section (3.9) reviews the 

ethical considerations of the research process, and finally, section (3.10) 

highlights a number of limitations of the research.  

 

3.2: Research paradigm 

 

Kuhn (1962) suggested that the research paradigm consists of ‘sets of 

practices that define a scientific disciple or approach to conducting 

research’ (Lapan et al, 2012, p.7). These ‘sets of practices’ consist of a 

number of philosophical assumptions that guide the overarching 

methodological approach of each research endeavour. The focus of 

this section is to detail the philosophical and resulting methodological 

assumptions guiding this particular research project. Philosophical 

assumptions here refer to the ontological and epistemological 

foundations on which the research is based. Collectively, these 
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assumptions form the foundations of each academic enquiry, in so 

much as ‘they shape the approach to theory and the methods which the 

social scientist utilises’ (Marsh & Furlong, 2002, p.17). Thus, it is the 

epistemological and ontological positioning of the researcher which 

will determine the methodological and philosophical assumptions at 

the centre of each research project. Therefore, this section attempts to 

clarify the researcher’s own epistemological and ontological positioning 

amid the myriad of classifications now prevalent in the methodological 

literature. I will focus on the implications of this positioning for the 

research process, its theoretical grounding and selection of methods, 

with a view to defending my own position against critique (ibid).   

 

3.2.1: Ontology and epistemology 

 

This section starts with ontology (how the nature of reality is 

perceived), as it has been argued that ‘the researcher’s view of reality is 

the corner stone to all other assumptions’ (Holden & Lynch, 2004, 

p.402). Traditionally, approaches to social science have been framed 

along one of two, supposedly opposite philosophical understandings 

of the nature of ‘reality’. Firstly, the scientific, grounded in the 

empiricist tradition of observation. In terms of ontological positioning, 

this approach is foundationalist, and realist, with those adhering to this 

tradition believing there is a ‘real world out there’ (irrespective of 

conceptual engagement), that can be measured, and for which rules and 
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generalisations can be made. Contrastingly, the hermeneutic tradition 

follows an anti-foundationalist path, and is centred on the belief that 

the world is socially constructed (Marsh & Furlong, 2002, p.17-18).  

 

Stemming from, and directly connected to the researcher’s ontological 

assumptions is their epistemological grounding, which refers to their 

understanding of how we as human beings know the world and gain 

knowledge from it (Hollis, 1994, pp.9-11).  According to Schensul 

(2012), there are three central epistemological possibilities in the 

qualitative research tradition: positivism; which is built upon a 

foundationalist ontology, and focuses on theory-driven research to 

understand the nature of the ‘world out there’, interpretivism; which is 

more akin to anti-foundationalist ontology and centres on participant-

driven research, and critical realism; which to some extent claims to 

draw on both ontological positions (Lapan et al, 2012). In justifying 

one’s own ontological and epistemological stance, scholars should be 

aware that, ‘whatever classification we adopt [it] would annoy some 

social scientist [and that] any way of classifying epistemological 

positions can be contested’ (Marsh & Furlong, 2002, p.18).  

 

Consequently, it has been argued that the contested nature of ontology 

and epistemology among scholars can lead to the proverbial research 

‘rabbit hole’, where research projects become caught up in never 

ending dithering over ontology and epistemology, and empirical 
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projects struggle to get off the ground (Clark & Badiee, 2010). Such 

criticism, and resulting frustration has in part, led to the emergence of 

the pragmatist methodological approach, as an alternative form of 

inquiry. Arguably the pragmatist approach, with its focus on ‘what 

works’ in methodological research design (Tashakkori & Teddie, 2003, 

p.713), allows the researcher to avoid the ‘rabbit hole’ of ontological 

and epistemological distinctions, and begin their respective research 

endeavour unabated. Consequentially however, a common critical 

representation of pragmatism is that it is epistemologically and 

ontologically agnostic (Scott & Briggs, 2009, p.231). This criticism is 

widely based on the tendency of some pragmatist scholars to bi-pass 

direct engagement with ontology and epistemology in their writings. 

However, a closer reading of pragmatism as a philosophical research 

paradigm demonstrates that many of its founders and subsequent 

contributors have engaged in intense ontological and epistemological 

debate (Pratt, 2016; Biesta, 2010).  

 

For example, traditional pragmatists of the American tradition are 

known to have approached epistemology as grounded in the premise 

that knowledge is ‘both constructed and based on the reality of the 

world we live in and experience’ (Robson, 2011, p.28). Whilst such 

assertions have often fuelled criticisms of epistemological agnosticism, 

this is arguably a mis-reading of the approach. For pragmatists, the idea 

is often not to disengage with ontology or epistemology as something 
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unbeknown to wo/man, but rather many pragmatist scholars conceive 

of these two ‘realities’ as connected in an overarching philosophical 

understanding of the nature of knowledge. Thus, methodological 

pragmatism brings together the idea of a ‘real world out there’ and a 

constructed reality, with the aim of uncovering the ‘provisional truths’ 

which help us to make sense of the surrounding world (Robson, 2011; 

Baert, 2005).  

 

Pragmatism in its earliest form is often attributed to the work of 

Charles Sanders Peirce; who is commonly referred to as the ‘father of 

pragmatism’ (Feibleman, 1969, p.xvii). Epistemologically, Peirce is 

often referred to as a realist, having conceived of a ‘reality’ external to 

human construction (Feibleman, 1969, p.475). However, where Peirce 

diverts from the realist endeavour is in his assertion that; ‘the principal 

operative concept is not truth, but meaning, or truth understood as 

meaning. And the meaning of anything, for Peirce, resides in its 

practical effects – its consequences’ (Samuels, 2000, p.213). Thus for 

Peirce, human comprehension of external ‘realities’ was central to his 

ontology, in the importance of meaning over ‘truth’. This represents an 

apparent blurring of philosophical positions, which has led some to 

find Peirce’s theorising to be ‘incongruous’ (ibid, p.213). 

 

Perhaps consequentially, later notable pragmatist scholars: William 

James and John Dewey have been criticised for moving  pragmatism to 
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either side of the philosophical divide, and perverting Peirce’s original 

approach (Feibleman, 1969, p.469). For his part, James is attributed 

with viewing pragmatism as a method of seeking ‘truths’, and thus 

focusing attention on the traditional realist notion of reality, 

irrespective of human influence. Whilst Dewey, who later criticised 

James’ approach in this regard, arguably emphasised too readily; 

experience over that which is outside of individual interpretation 

(Feibleman, 1969, pp.467-476). In his review of Charles Peirce’s 

original pragmatist philosophy, Feibleman (1969), calls out these 

distortions, and seeks to re-emphasise the importance of both external 

reality and human comprehension as interconnected in Peirce’s work: 

 

‘Peirce’s definition of the real was intended not only to make 

reality independent of cognition but also to free it from any 

necessity to be held down to the concrete. The concrete is real 

for Peirce, but so, assuredly, is the abstract’ (p475). 

 

It is from this original comprehension of pragmatism that this thesis 

builds. However, Peirce suggested that this is an ‘open system of 

inference’ which ‘he did not regard in any sense the final word…[and 

had assumed] it would be modified and expanded in later 

investigations’ (ibid, p.487). In light of this observation, this thesis seeks 

to modify and expand this paradigmatic approach by cross-fertilising 

Peirce’s American pragmatism with the ontological and epistemological 
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assumptions of French pragmatist sociology, so as to shed new light on 

inter-connections between reality as external to influence, and reality as 

humanly constructed17. However, first it is to Peirce’s original ideas of 

the utility of the pragmatist method that this review turns, in order to 

explain the methodological structure of the research-theorization 

process which is outlined in section 3.7. 

 

During his lifetime, Peirce made many contributions to knowledge, the 

complexity and detail of which are outside the breath of this study. 

There are however, three central aspects to Peirce’s theorising which 

are of direct relevance to the methodological design of this thesis: 

namely (1) pragmatism (as discussed above), theory of signs (or 

semiotics), and abduction.  

 

Peirce’s semiotics is borne out of the theory of signs, and in many ways 

is intrinsically connected to the pragmatist approaches to ontology and 

epistemology discussed above.  According to Peirce’s theorising in this 

area, the significance of objects is not only in their ‘real’ existence, but 

also in their ‘meaning, or ideas, which they convey’ (Samuels, 2010, 

p.211). For Peirce, this process of meaning-making is brought about 

through a triadic relationship between a sign, which acts as the pointer 

or signify to the object, much like smoke signifies fire (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.23). The object, which represents a broad remit, 

                                                           
17 For further detail of this approach to reality see section 3.3.2. 
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from a physical object ‘out there’ to ‘an individual, a word, or an idea 

in our head (ibid). And finally, an interpretant, which embodies the 

‘effect of the sign-object through which meaning-making receives its 

definition’ (ibid). According to Peirce (1958), it is through this triadic 

relationship between sign, object and interpretant that meaning-making 

is achieved.  

 

Consequently, Peirce’s theory of semiotics is directly relevant to his 

methodological process of abduction18, which is, ‘narrowly put, a form 

of inference’ (Samuels, 2010, p.215). According to Peirce ‘in order to 

ascertain the meaning of an intellectual conception one should consider 

what practical consequences might conceivably result by necessity from 

the truth of that conception; and the sum of those consequences will 

constitute the entire meaning of that conception’ (Peirce, p.357, cited 

in Samuels, 2010, p.215). Applying this theorising to the process of 

abduction, Peirce states: ‘that which is to be done with the hypothesis 

is to trace out its consequences by deduction, to compare them with 

the result of experiment by induction, and to discard the hypothesis 

and try another, as soon as the first has been refuted; as it presumably 

will be’ (ibid).  This methodological process, arguably represents a form 

of semiotics, whereby the researcher draws on extant theory or 

hypothesis as an interpretant to phenomenon (object), that have been 

observed (sign), by way of inductive fieldwork. 

                                                           
18 For more detail of methodological abduction see section 3.3. 
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Tavory and Timmermans (2014), have similarly drawn together Peirce’s 

semiotics to explain the process of abductive methodological practice. 

However, to the author’s knowledge, little empirical work has directly 

applied this semiotics triad to an empirical abductive research design.  

 

Section 3.7 takes the first tentative steps in operationalising the triad 

into an abductive research process. This section unpacks how the 

researcher worked through various ‘interpretants’, in the form of extant 

theories, ‘testing’ each against fieldwork observations (‘signs’) of 

phenomenon (objects). The end result is a recurrent process of 

application and theory replacement, until a suitable theory sufficiently 

explaining the data is applied. The final application in this case, as 

shown in section 3.7 and figures 3.5 and 3.6, is Boltanski & Thévenot’s 

Economies of Worth framework, grounded in French pragmatist 

sociology. As the rest of the thesis seeks to demonstrate, this 

framework was identified as reflective of the data in this case. Its 

application however, comes associated with additional epistemological 

and ontological assumptions of its own. Consequently, the following 

section moves onto explore the ontological and epistemological 

consequences of bringing together French pragmatist sociology into an 

American pragmatist methodological framework of study. 
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3.2.2: French pragmatist sociology, ontology and epistemology 

 

Although the French and American traditions share ‘pragmatist’ 

terminology, their development did not occur in unison, with both 

geographical and temporal divisions apparent. Despite some references 

to French pragmatist sociology as part of, and perhaps emergent from 

the American pragmatist tradition, subsequent theoretical papers and 

discourses have sought to call out such association between the two 

traditions. In an interview with Juliette Rennes and Simon Susen, Luc 

Boltanski, often considered the father of sociological pragmatism, 

distances himself from the term, seeking to avoid categorising himself 

in such a way, he states that:  

 

‘I would like to stress that the notion that our project can be 

characterised as ‘pragmatic sociology’ is a view that, initially 

has been expressed not by members of the GSPM [Groupe de 

Sociologie Politique et Morale] – and, above all, not by me – 

but by people outside our research group. Personally, I have 

never sought to identify my empirical studies with a particular-

clearly defined- theoretical approach.’ (Boltanski, in Rennes & 

Susen, 2014, p.592).  

 

The pragmatist sociology Boltanski is referring to here is not so much 

representative of a paradigmatic approach, in the same manner as 
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American Pragmatism, but rather it is a set of theories, built up by 

scholars such as Luc Boltanski, Laurent Thévenot, Eve Chiapello and 

colleagues, which seek to explain processes of justification, legitimation 

and critique, particularly in political sociology. Drawing out this 

difference, some pragmatists of the American tradition have asserted 

that ‘we do not see what is truly ‘pragmatic’ in Boltanski’s sociology’ 

(Quéré & Terzi, 2014, p. 91). Yet, despite such critique, and despite 

Boltanski’s insistence that he himself has ‘never sought to identify [his] 

empirical studies with a particular-clearly defined- theoretical approach’ 

(Boltanski, in Boltanski, Rennes & Susen, 2014, p.592); he nonetheless 

engages with ontological and epistemological enquiry, both in his own 

discursive interactions with fellow scholars, and in the undercurrents 

of what his theorizing brings to light. Furthermore, this is arguably, in 

itself a noted American pragmatist trademark, as ‘pragmatism lies in the 

midst of our theories’ (James, 1922, [1907], 54).  

 

Consequently, some scholars continue to see value in drawing out the 

parallels between American and French ‘pragmatism’, with a mind to 

identifying ways in which the two approaches may complement each 

other in bringing forth new theoretical contributions and approaches 

to research (Bogusz, 2014, pp.129-148). In reviewing French 

pragmatist sociological theory against American pragmatism as a 

research paradigm, this thesis joins Bogusz’s (2014), conforming to the 

assertion that: despite some criticism of the link between the two 
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pragmatist scholarly groups, French pragmatist sociology is ‘without a 

doubt pragmatist’ (p.146).  

 

The clearest link between American pragmatism and French pragmatist 

sociology is in the role of theories. For pragmatists of the American 

tradition, theories are seen as merely instruments or tools which aid our 

understanding of the world (Robson, 2011, p.28): 

 

‘theories ‘become instruments, not assurers to enigmas, in 

which we can rest. We don’t back upon them, we move 

forward, and on occasion make nature again over by their aid. 

Pragmatism unstiffens all our theories, limbers them up and 

sets each one at work’ (James, 1922; 1907 in Bogusz, 2014, 

p.129).   

 

Thus ‘theorizing [in this tradition] is not the end, but part of a process 

of intellectual dialogue. It is an ongoing exercise in puzzling out the 

world we live in, of striving for a final analysis but never capturing it 

(Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.128). Yet going back to James’ 

assertion, it is in the midst of these theories where pragmatism lies 

(James, 1922, [1907], 54). 

 

French pragmatist sociology is a collection of theories, which this thesis 

argues hold ‘paradigmatic pragmatism’ in their midst. At the heart of 
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the ‘economies of worth’ theory, proposed by Boltanski and Thévenot 

(2006), there are a number of epistemological and ontological 

assumptions which not only resonate with the basic tenants of 

traditional pragmatist thought, but also build on its engagement with 

fundamental philosophical questions of the nature of reality and 

knowledge. In critique of Boltanski’s work Quéré & Terzi (2014) state 

that: 

 

‘from our perspective, Boltanski embraces too easily 

fashionable discourses about the ‘social construction of 

reality’. Indeed, we want to argue that he endorses the well-

known ‘myth of the given’, considering the world as a senseless 

fact, on which meanings are imposed through the semantic 

work of symbolization, mainly by selecting, defining, 

conceptualising or setting the reference of worlds. Yet, in fact 

we organise our behaviour and actions referring not to 

descriptions of the world (what Boltanski calls ‘reality’) but to 

the real world in which we physically engage and with which 

we cope by learning from our experiences, our successes, our 

failures, and from those of others’ (p.113-114).  

 

Here Quéré & Terzi critique Boltanski for falling into a dominant 

constructivist research paradigm, and as such deserving of the common 

positivist criticisms of such an approach. However, the authors’ 
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reference to Boltanski’s perceived ‘reality’ as being based on 

‘descriptions of the world’ arguably does not depict the full contours 

of this ontology.   

 

To understand the fullness of Boltanski’s ‘reality’ then, it helps to 

unpack his theories’ approach to social construction, and the manner 

in which he ‘has enlarged critical theory by making actors part of it’ 

(Bogusz, 2014, p.130). Taking the ‘economies of worth’ thesis as an 

example, an actor’s conception of ‘worth’ in any given situation is 

drawn upon by that individual in relation to their experiences. This 

highlights the role of individual agency in the construction of ‘reality’. 

Yet, Boltanski also speaks of ‘equivalences’, whereby actors are ‘obliged 

to draw upon these experiences in relation to other situations, and 

thereby immerse themselves in construction processes that force them 

to take the point of view of totality.’ (Boltanski, Rennes & Susen, 2014, 

p.599); this highlights Boltanski’s recognition of a ‘reality’ outside of 

individual construction. Thus, for Boltanski, ‘reality is not exclusively 

shaped by experiences, it is also constructed through sets of structures 

put in place by societies, as illustrated, for example, in the creation of a 

nation-state’ (ibid). Thus, the ontology and epistemology in the midst 

of French pragmatist sociology, is a philosophical view of the world in 

which ‘reality’ exists as an interplay between an individual and collective 

construct. This constitutes as ‘reality’ on two levels. Firstly singularly, 

in everyday individual experiences. However, these experiences are not 
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isolated to the self, as they are subject to influence from constructions 

in the totality, and thus, it is through the external influence outside of 

the self where ‘reality’ is formed. In this vain, societal structures and 

institutions can become the perceived social ‘reality’, including 

structures such as the nation state and capitalism. 

 

In its empirical context, this research explores perceptions of value in 

the justification and legitimation of the CRI, both on a singular level; 

in how actors’ perceptions have been framed by their own experiences, 

and connectedly in the totality; in how societally constructed structures, 

influence these perceptions by formulating an external ‘reality’. This 

research frame was established, not at the start of the project, but 

abductively through a process of research-theorizing, whilst immersed 

in the data of the particular research context. Thus, attention will now 

build on the preceding commentary of philosophical assumptions, to 

discuss the connected methodological abduction employed in practice. 

 

3.3: Methodological abduction  

 

This section discusses abduction; the methodological approach taken 

to research-theorising in this thesis. 
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3.3.1: What it is and what it is not 

 

The original approach to research in the social sciences was borne out 

of methods of inquiry in the natural sciences. This approach is known 

as deduction, and it is most often associated with the positivist research 

paradigm; which seeks knowledge of an external reality. This 

methodology involves the testing of hypotheses, where the researcher 

starts ‘with a strong pre-existing theory and aims to modify this theory 

in light of the research data’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.9). 

Deduction’s emphasis on the importance of grounding the researcher 

in existing theory has led critics to suggest it ‘risks shoehorning [in] ill-

fitting data’, as well as ‘affecting the research design that researchers 

opt for and the theorizations they produce’ (ibid, pp.9-10).  

 

On the other side of the methodological divide, inductive researchers 

seek to counter this risk by ‘literally ignor[ing the theory and fact of the 

area under study, in order to assure that the emergence of categories 

will not be contaminated by concepts more suited to different areas’ 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.37). In this approach, ‘similarities and 

convergences with the literature can be established after the analytic 

core of categories has emerged’ (ibid). Inductive research therefore 

starts with the data. Researchers utilising this approach are most often 

from the interpretist tradition, and their research starts by trying to 

identify patterns in the data, often through long and detailed processes 
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of coding; whereby thematic labels are developed from analysing the 

empirical data and then attributed to sections of data in further 

processes of analysis (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016, p.141). 

Consequently, induction is often associated with the exploration of new 

phenomenon, rather than the testing of phenomenon already explored. 

However, critics of this approach have questioned the feasibility of 

researchers being able to ‘ignore’ existing theory, which due to prior 

experience they are inherently aware of (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, 

p.9).  

 

Countering the perceived pitfalls, in both the deductive and inductive 

approach, pragmatist researchers have championed the abductive 

method, as offering a middle way, which allows ‘surprising 

observations to emerge against a background of existing theorizations’ 

(Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.19). They state that ‘abduction occurs 

when we encounter observations that do not neatly fit existing theories, 

and we find ourselves speculating about what the data plausibly could 

be a case of’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.5).  

 

Following growth of the abductive method in academia, promise of the 

approach has also been highlighted in policy and practice, with internet 

blog: Researching Design for Policy (Kimbell, 2015), offering the 

following representation of the methodological approach (see figure 

3.1). 
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Figure 3.1: The nature of abductive enquiry (Kimbell, 2015) 

 

 

 

In this depiction, Kimbell (2015) suggests that whereas induction and 

deduction may be used to justify decision making, the abductive 

approach ‘enable[s] new insights and ideas which are plausible but 

provisional’. However, the problem with this representation of 

abduction is that it presents the methodology as being a combination 

of induction and deduction, rather than a break with these existing 

methodologies. Conversely, scholars have sought to draw out the 
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defining characteristics of the abductive methodology, as distinct from 

both induction and deduction. Tavory & Timmermans (2014) for 

example, suggest that abduction represents a ‘rupture with existing 

approaches to data collection’ (p.5), which follows two distinct paths. 

They suggest: 

 

‘In-depth knowledge of a broad variety of theories breaks with 

the inductive approach of grounded theory, which privileges 

the emergence of theoretical insights out of data that are 

mythically unencumbered with theoretical preconceptions. It 

also, more surprisingly breaks with deductive approaches that 

seem to assume that we come to our study armed with only 

one theory at a time.’ (p.5).  

 

What’s more, Richardson and Kramer (2006), argue that the abductive 

reasoning that follows this approach is a ‘process by which useful 

explanations are developed and is therefore an essential concept within 

pragmatism’ (Richardson & Kramer, 2006, p.499). Therefore, 

abduction not only breaks with induction and deduction on a 

methodological level, but also in the paradigmatic assumptions on 

which it is based. Whereas deduction reflects realism, and induction 

represents constructivism, abduction complements the pragmatist 

ontology and epistemology discussed in the previous section, as it is 

neither bound to the external ‘reality’ of extant theory (deduction), nor 
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bound to the empirical constructions of the ‘reality’ of those under 

study (induction). Instead, it represents a separate approach, which is 

mindful of the relationship between the two. 

 

3.3.2: Methodological abduction in practice 

 

Having argued for abduction as a methodological process outside of 

both induction and deduction, Tavory & Timmermans (2014), draw on 

the methodology’s ontological foundations to outline conceptually how 

abduction may occur. The authors draw on Peirce’s focus on ‘meaning 

making as consisting of three interlinked parts: a sign, an object, and an 

interpretant’. The sign they suggest may be thought of as a signifier in 

the same way that ‘smoke can signify a fire’. The object ‘is taken quite 

broadly; it can be an actual thing ‘out there’, an individual, word, or an 

idea in our head’, the critical point being that ‘the sign does not exist 

on its own but is always in a relationship with an object’ (p.23). Finally, 

Tavory & Timmermans (2014), argue that the key insight in Peirce’s 

abduction is the role of the interpretant in this relationship, suggesting 

that ‘meaning making needs an interpretant – the effect of the sign-

object through which meaning-making receives its definition’ (ibid). 

Here the interpretant ‘does not have to be a cognitive interpretation of 

the sign-object, although it can be, and often is, an understanding. 

Instead it is the way the sign-object effects a change in the world’ (ibid). 

In their account of Peirce’s abduction, Tavory & Timmermans (2014) 
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are referring the reader to the promise of abduction in qualitative 

analysis, a process which ultimately positions the role of interpreter at 

the door of the researcher.  

 

However, Peirce’s research model also tells us something about the 

situations and ‘realities’ we seek to explore as researchers, as this triadic 

relationship between sign, object and interpretant is not limited to the 

research endeavour, but is part of everyday life, as a process that 

unfolds in practice (p.122). Thus, through abduction, the research 

endeavour is mirroring a process undertaken continually by those being 

researched, in their continual re-construction of both the singular and 

totality’s social ‘reality’. 

 

Figure 3.2 is adapted from figure (2) in Tavory and Timmermans (2014) 

book dedicated to abductive analysis. It details the iterative process of 

meaning-making described by the abductive approach, whereby the 

interpretant in one cycle of observation can become the next cycle’s 

sign. This process not only illustrates Peirce’s theory of how people 

make-meaning in everyday interactions, but also acts as a model of 

research practice in the abductive endeavour. Thus, each triad 

represents a stage of abductive inquiry and the application of existing 

theory to observations of practice. The resulting interpretant of each 

triad is based on this iterative account of the phenomenon, and either 

progresses to the next stage and corresponding triad, if the theories 
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being drawn upon sufficiently explain the object-sign relationship; or, 

if something is identified which cannot be explained by these theories, 

the researcher will return to the literature and theorise anew. 

 

Figure 3.2: Peirce’s process of meaning-making. Adapted from Tavory 

& Timmermans (2014) 

 

According to this conceptualisation, the abductive research endeavour 

involves the bringing together of processes of meaning-making in 

society with a corresponding process of meaning-making in the 

research endeavour. In so doing, Tavory & Timmermans (2014) 

suggest that in the abductive tradition ‘qualitative data analysis requires 

freedom to produce interpretants of what a data object may signify, but 

requires also a sensitivity to constraints inherent to the actual observed 

‘Each semiotic triad is potentially connected to the next iteration of 
meaning-making, as each interpretant may operate as the sign for 
the next iteration of meaning-making’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 
2014, p.29) 
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encounters. The trick is to stimulate creativity without letting one’s 

imagination run wild’ (p.25).  

 

As far as the author is aware, until now Peirce’s semiotic triad has only 

been used conceptually to explain the abductive research process. This 

thesis directly employs this model of abduction empirically in its 

research design, both in structuring data collection and analysis19. 

 

The reason for following the pragmatic approach in this project is 

twofold. Firstly, it fits closely the overarching pragmatist research 

philosophy adopted by the author, with Peirce suggesting that 

pragmatism is itself ‘nothing else than the question of the logic of 

abduction’ (Peirce, vol5. paragraph.196, cited in Bertilsson, 2004). 

Secondly, this methodology holds practical benefit in the case study 

context, where data was available for collection from the outset of the 

project, alongside an established plethora of existing theory, and as 

such fits with the pragmatist approach to utilising ‘what works’ in 

methodological research design (Tashakkori & Teddie, 2003, p.713).  

 

Section 3.7 sets out how methodological abduction and Peircian 

semiotics is applied in this given context. However, as the choice of 

methodological abduction has a bearing on the type of method utilised 

in this study, be that qualitative, quantitative or both, attention turns 

                                                           
19 See figures 3.5 and 3.6 and section 3.7 for more on how this is achieved in this case. 
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first to a broad discussion of the differences between these two 

research approaches.  

 

3.4 Methods 

 

This section focuses on the research method. First the differences 

between quantitative and qualitative methods are discussed and 

critiqued. Leading from this critique, the importance of academic 

rigour within both approaches is outlined. Finally, discussion turns to 

the case study method ultimately selected, so as to lay the foundations 

for subsequent discussion and analysis of the individual methods 

applied within the Peircian framework later outlined. 

 

3.4.1 Quantitative and qualitative research methods 

 

Quantitative methods are derived from the natural science model of 

conducting research and centre on the premise of ‘testing’ theory 

(Bryman, 2008, p.22). In this respect it is a methodological approach 

often associated with positivism which sees reality as external to human 

experience. The properties of this external reality are thus deemed to 

be measurable in line with testable hypotheses, as such quantitative 

research also often follows a deductive approach to research design 

(Bryman, 2008, p.23). Typical methods employed in quantitative 

research include structured interviewing, structured observations, self-
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completed questionnaires, and secondary analysis of official statistics, 

with respondent numbers tending to be high (Bryman, 2008).   

 

Qualitative research by contrast is often more closely associated with 

interpretism and constructivism where reality is seen to be intertwined 

with human experience. Rather than testing pre-conceived hypotheses, 

qualitative researchers more often seek to generate theory inductively 

from experience in the field (ibid).  Typical methods employed in 

qualitative research include ethnography, participant observation, open 

or semi-structured interviews and focus groups (Bryman, 2008). The 

numbers of participants involved in qualitative methods tend to be of 

a smaller number to those in quantitative studies.   

 

In addition to these practical distinctions, ‘quantitative and qualitative 

research represent different research strategies…each carry[ing] 

striking differences in terms of the role of theory, epistemological 

issues, and ontological concerns’ (Bryman, 2008, p.23).  These 

differences have in turn led many academics following one or other 

approach to have levied criticism at the other.  

 

The basis of critique from qualitative researchers as regards quantitative 

methods often centres on four key areas. The first is the proposed 

failure of quantitative methods to distinguish people and social 

institutions from the ‘world of nature’ (Bryman, 2008, p.159). This 
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criticism reflects the distinction between the positivist epistemological 

position which see reality as external to human experience and the 

constructivist position which sees reality as socially constructed, thus 

this criticism is grounded in paradigmatic divisions in world view. The 

second criticism levied at quantitative research is that ‘the measurement 

process possesses an artificial and spurious sense of precision and 

accuracy’, this centres on the argument that ‘the measures developed 

by social scientists and the concepts they are supposed to be revealing 

is assumed rather than real’ (Bryman, 2008, p.159). Again this links back 

to the constructivist paradigm in the suggestion that the researcher’s 

construction of what the test seeks to measure may not align with that 

of the participant.  The third central critique of quantitative methods is 

that ‘the reliance on instruments and procedures hinders the 

connection between research and everyday life’ denoting the tendency 

for quantitative research to seek control of their experiments by 

administering questionnaires and surveys which create an artificial 

study environment. Finally, the fourth most prominent criticism of 

quantitative methods is the idea that ‘the analysis of relationships 

between variables creates a static view of social life that is independent 

of people’s lives’, more specifically that the individual interpretation is 

ignored and at the same time what is being studied is being taken 

outside of the social context into an artificial environment (ibid).  
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Yet, quantitative researchers have also been quick to point out contrary 

criticisms of qualitative research which again reflect their seemingly 

opposing world view: Firstly it is suggested that qualitative research is 

too subjective. More specifically this criticism follows two strands: (1) 

a focus on what is seen to be an overreliance on the researcher’s own 

views as to what should be deemed to be important and significant and 

(2) the researcher loosing objectivity through developing too close a 

personal connection with those being studied (Bryman, 2008, p.391). 

This criticism highlights the value of objectivity for quantitative 

researchers; that is the ability for the researcher to remain outside of 

the observable reality to measure it from without. The second central 

criticism of the qualitative method of enquiry is that it is ‘difficult to 

duplicate’ (Bryman, 2008, p.391). This reflects a central tenant of 

quantitative enquiry which bases the validity of research in its 

replicability. Thirdly and relatedly, qualitative research has been 

criticised for associated problems of generalisation (ibid). This critique 

is grounded in the idea that qualitative enquiry is often restricted in 

scope due to the tendency of qualitative research to take a deep dive 

analysis of a small number of individuals rather than a critical mass.  

Given the specific localities within which these individuals are based, 

that is often in the same organisation or social group, it is argued that 

‘it is impossible to know how the findings can be generalized to other 

settings’ (ibid). This again draws attention to the tension between the 

positivist paradigm which seeks to test an external reality and the 
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constructivist paradigm which sees nuance in different situations due 

to the role of social actors in constructing each setting. Finally, 

qualitative research is often accused of lacking transparency as ‘it is 

sometimes difficult to establish from qualitative research what the 

researcher actually did’ (ibid).   

 

Although both sets of respective criticisms appear to be grounded in 

fundamental paradigmatic distinctions, attempts have been made, 

particularly by qualitative researchers to address some of this critique; 

most notably in the attention now paid to notions of rigour, 

trustworthiness and authenticity as a means to continence what 

quantitative researchers deem to be a lack of reliability and validity in 

qualitative work (Bryman, 2008).  

 

As section 3.4.4 will demonstrate, the abductive method selection 

process taken in this project left the researcher open to the possibility 

of utilising either qualitative or quantitative methods or a combination 

of the two (known as mixed methods), as the research process 

progressed. However ultimately, as section 3.4.4 shows, the methods 

finally utilised remained firmly within the qualitative field. Therefore, 

attention now turns to a discussion of notions of validity, reliability, 

trustworthiness and authenticity in qualitative research so as to lay the 

groundwork for how rigour was achieved in this case. 
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3.4.2 Ensuring rigorous research design and analysis 

 

As highlighted above, much of the criticism levied at qualitative 

research concerns its perceived lack of reliability and validity: which are 

typically quantitatively measured by replicability and generalisability. 

Some qualitative researchers have responded to this by ‘assimilat[ing] 

reliability and validity into qualitative research’ (Bryman, 2008, p.376). 

However, these measures are difficult to apply in qualitative research 

and furthermore ‘there has been some discussion among qualitative 

researchers concerning their relevance to qualitative research’ (Bryman, 

2008, p.376). Therefore, other scholars have sought to tackle criticism 

through adapting the meaning of these terms. For example LeCompte 

and Goetz (1982) break down reliability and validity into different 

components. Firstly ‘external reliability’, which is reminiscent of the 

quantitative meaning of the term and ‘by which they mean the degree 

to which a study can be replicated’ (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982, cited in 

Bryman, 2008, p.376). But in contrast they also discuss the notion of 

internal reliability ‘by which they mean, whether when there is more 

than one observer, members of the research team agree about what 

they see and hear’ (ibid). Similarly, they discuss two components of 

validity: firstly internal validity ‘by which they mean whether there is a 

good match between researchers’ observations and the theoretical ideas 

they develop’ (ibid), and external validity ‘which refers to the degree to 
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which findings can be generalized across social settings’ and is more 

akin to the traditional quantitative meaning of the term (ibid). 

 

Yet other scholars have moved away from concepts of reliability and 

validity altogether and have sought to legitimate the research process 

through the notion of trustworthiness, which is comprised of four 

criteria: credibility, transferability, dependency and confirmability 

(Bryman, 2008, p.377). Table 3.1 below defines these terms: 

 

Table 3.1: Trustworthiness in qualitative research. Based on Bryman 

(2008, p.377) 

 

Credibility - Parallels internal validity 

- That the research follows good practice 

- Research findings submitted to members of 

the social world who were studied for 

confirmation (otherwise known as respondent 

validation) 

- Triangulation or the use of more than one 

method to study the same social phenomenon 

Transferability - Parallels external validity 

- Inclusion of thick description ‘rich accounts of 

the details of a culture’ (Geertz, 1973a) which 

‘provides others with…a database for making 

judgements about the possible transferability 
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of findings to other milieux’ (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, cited in Bryman, 2008, p.278) 

Dependency - Parallels reliability 

- An auditing approach whereby ‘detailed 

records are kept of all phases of the research 

process – problem formulation, selection of 

research participants, fieldwork notes, 

interview transcripts, data analysis decisions 

and so in – in an accessible manner’ (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985, cited in Bryman, 2008, p.278). 

- Peers could then act as auditors 

Confirmability - Parallels objectivity 

- That the researcher has acted in good faith and 

not allowed personal values or theoretical 

inclinations to sway the research and findings 

 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), it is by ensuring these four 

criteria that research pertains trustworthiness. In addition, the authors 

discuss the notion of authenticity which ‘raise issues concerning the 

wider political impact of the research’ (Bryman, 2008, p.379). Table 3.2 

details the components of authenticity as proposed by Lincoln & Guba 

(1985) and cited in Bryman (2008): 
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Table 3.2: Components of authenticity. Based on Lincoln and Guba 

(1985), cited in Bryman (2008, p.379). 

 

Fairness Does the research fairly represent different viewpoints 

among members of the social setting? 

Ontological 

authenticity 

Does the research help members to arrive at a better 

understanding of their social milieu? 

Educative 

authenticity 

Does the research help members to appreciate better the 

perspectives of other members of their social setting? 

Catalytic 

authenticity 

Has the research acted as an impetus to members to 

engage in action to change their circumstances? 

 

Given the ultimate qualitative basis of this research, attention is paid 

throughout the remainder of the chapter and further into the thesis to 

the manner in which the research and analysis processes followed the 

above means of ensuring robustness of findings. Attention now turns 

to the case study research strategy and the research context within 

which qualitative methods were employed. 

 

3.4.3 Method selection 

 

As previously discussed, the researcher started out this endeavour with 

an interest in the development of CSR from justification through to 

measurement. A review of the literature in this area informed the 

researcher that indices were the most notable form of measurement in 
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this field20. Thus, CSR indices were selected as the focus of the study. 

However, in order to be able to zoom in on this phenomenon, the 

decision was made to focus on a single index for analysis. Thus, from 

the very early stages of this study the central research method was that 

of a case study.  

 

3.4.3.1 The case study method 

 

Following the abductive method of enquiry, emphasis is placed on 

exploring what the data is a ‘case of’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, 

p.5). Here ‘case’ denotes the theoretical outcome of what is being 

studied. However, the notion of the ‘case’ also highlights the research 

strategy employed in this study: namely the case study. In this context 

‘the most common use of the term ‘case’ associates the case study with 

a location, such as a community or organization’ (Bryman, 2008, p.53). 

It is the organisation of BiTC and more specifically the CRI which 

constitutes the case study in this research.  

 

Yin (2014), defines a case study as research that ‘investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, when the 

boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly 

evident and in which multiple sources of evidence are used’ (p.23). In 

line with this definition, the case study approach allows the researcher 

                                                           
20 See chapter 4 
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to ‘explore one case (or a few cases) in depth’ (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2016, p.133).  

 

As outlined above, the start of this research project was sparked by the 

researcher’s own interest in the apparent transition from CSR as a 

notion seeking acceptance from business, to a seemingly accepted 

aspect of business practice in need of measurement. This represented 

a contemporary phenomenon within a real-life context where 

boundaries between phenomenon and content were not yet clearly 

evident. Thus, understanding this apparent transition and the nuances 

and dynamics surrounding it required a research strategy that would 

facilitate a holistic and in-depth study of the process, as defined by a 

case study (ibid, p.132).  

 

Furthermore, the case study method also offered a synergy with the 

abductive methodology the researcher sought to employ in fulfilling 

this endeavour. For example, case study research, like the abductive 

method welcomes the ‘continuous interplay of dialogue and theory and 

empirical data’ (ibid, p.136), as well as championing the role of multiple 

methods and sources of data (ibid, p.132). Finally, as with abduction ‘a 

central feature of case study research is first defining and then solving 

the case’ (ibid, p.131). Therefore, a case study research design was 

deemed to be most appropriate for the exploration of this broad 

research field due to its reputation for generating ‘holistic and 
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contextual in-depth knowledge through the use of multiple sources of 

data’ (ibid, p.132).  

 

The selection of BiTC’s CRI as the case study site came about due to 

mixture of methodological, theoretical and practical reasons. Firstly, 

the CRI had been running since 2002, and thus there was a wealth of 

longitudinal data both qualitative and quantitative that could help to 

shed light on CSR measurement practice. Secondly, the CRI offered an 

interesting potential theoretical contribution given that in 2012 (when 

the research first started) the tool was undergoing a transitionary period 

with a growing focus on the idea of transformational change. This was 

deemed to be something new to the measurement field, which had 

hitherto been preoccupied with conformity and standardisation21. 

Finally and practically, the University of Nottingham where the 

researcher was situated has a pre-existing relationship with BiTC which 

made access to data more likely and fluid.  

 

3.4.3.2 Details of the case 

 

As outlined in the previous chapters, the case study context of this 

thesis is Business in the Community’s Corporate Responsibility Index 

(BiTC’s CRI). The CRI takes the form of an online survey which is 

                                                           
21 See chapter 4 
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used to benchmark companies under a specific attainment level22. 

Structurally, the survey includes four core sections: corporate strategy, 

integration, management and performance and impact. Corporate 

strategy creates the foundations on which the remaining submission is 

based, by drawing out the main ‘risks and opportunities to the business’ 

(BiTC, 2017). Integration then centres on how companies embed these 

corporate responsibility risks and opportunities into their business. 

Management looks at how companies are ‘managing their risks and 

opportunities’ in four specific areas: community, environment, 

marketplace and workplace, mirroring the four pillars of BiTC’s 

organisational agenda. Finally, performance and impact asks companies 

‘to report performance in a range of social and environmental impact 

areas, three social and three environmental, and based on their 

perceived ‘relevance to their business’ (BiTC, 2017)23.  

 

Adding a further dynamic to the structure of the CRI is the role played 

by business representatives in formulating the initial survey structure 

and content, and their subsequent role in any changes implemented.  

 

                                                           
22 Attainment levels for the CR Index have changed over time. For the most part they took 
on a precious metal ranking system across bronze, silver and gold. Later platinum and then 
platinum plus levels were added in order to challenge those at the top. In recent years the 
banding system has been overhauled from precious metals to a star system ranging for 1 to 5 
stars. As of 2015 attainment levels are as follows: 5*-99%, 41/2*-98%, 4*/96%, 
31/2*-93%, 3*-89%, 21/2*-84%, 2*-78%, 11/2*-71%, 1*- 63%, ½*-54%.   
23 Chapter 8 draws out the idea of ‘relevance to the business’ further. 
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The initial survey was established in 2002 and was devised ‘in 

consultation with business leaders’ (BiTC CRI). Effectively, what this 

means in practice is multifaceted. Firstly, it relates to the initial idea for 

the CRI being driven by demand from business for a ‘complete 

comprehensive understanding of the business’s environmental and social issues’ 

which came to the fore through a ‘series of pieces of research’, conducted by 

BiTC into the value of their existing environmental index (Int2). For 

the businesses calling for this information, precedence was given to the 

role of a measure which would provide a better understanding of the 

‘strategic importance’ of broader CSR issues, in addition to 

environmental issues (ibid).   

 

Secondly, in terms of the four pillar structure, this was already 

established within BiTC, as central to the organisational framework. 

However, again there was corporate input into the generation of these 

categories prior to the invention of the CRI. The four pillars of 

marketplace, community, environment and workplace, thus came out 

of an exercise in which a select group of companies, classified by BiTC 

as ‘forward thinking’, were tasked ‘with looking at how would we widen the 

environmental perspective’ and from this initiative, coupled with further 

input from companies in ‘The City’ the framework was borne (ibid).  

 

Finally, being in ‘consultation with businesses’ also relates to the 

ongoing role of select companies in adapting and changing the CRI 
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over time by way of ‘leadership teams’, manned by corporate member 

representatives. Coupled with this are the various consultation 

exercises carried out by BiTC, by way of focus groups and informal 

discussion with corporate advisors, regarding proposed changes.  

 

Therefore, the structure of the index is both prescriptive and flexible 

to different degrees, with the creation and evolutionary development 

of the survey being subject to input from a select group of company 

representatives, as well as overall control of the CRI being managed by 

BiTC personnel.  

 

For BiTC’s part in the development of the CRI, the initial aim was for 

the index to be an ‘agent of change’ with the original idea being: 

 

‘to produce something that would create change within the business 

community, which would accelerate their understanding and their response 

to the issues that were relevant to them, within a broad brush agenda’ 

(ibid).  

 

Through the use of the four pillars, and the structure of strategy, 

integration, management, performance and impact, BiTC are able to 

establish and develop this ‘broad brush’ agenda, as internal campaign 
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staff24, are tasked with providing direct input into the specific questions 

to be used in each section. However, the issue of what is deemed to be 

‘relevant to the business’ is also central to the content, structure and 

development of the CRI, and is facilitated through the role of corporate 

representatives in formulating the initial survey, and their input into 

subsequent change.25 

 

The formal public version of the CRI follows a synchronised 

submission process. As such, companies generally spend around two 

months each year completing the survey and then submitting it to 

BiTC. BiTC then undertake a validation process, where trained 

personnel from across the organisation dedicate a two week period to 

checking each survey question against the evidence provided. Where 

evidence is deemed to be lacking, a note is attached to a question 

recommending a recalibration of allocated score. This process then 

culminates in a ‘close-out call’, where the company representative in 

charge of the submission (usually a CR manager), takes part in a 

feedback phone call with both the validator and a representative of the 

CRI team. Here the company representative is invited to provide 

further evidence deemed necessary, or to accept the recalibration of 

score. Once all close-out calls are complete, the scores are attributed a 

                                                           
24 In addition to the CRI, BiTC also run a series of campaigns focused on specific issues 
such as environment, employees, education, employment and enterprise. Each campaign group 
includes staff with expertise in its given field.  
25 This dynamic is explored in greater detail in chapter 8. 
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ranking, and a list of participants is published in the form of a 

benchmarking index. Previously, this list has been published in a 

national newspaper, but the decision was made in 2014, during re-

assessment of the CRI, to simply publish the results on the BiTC 

webpage26.  

 

Running simultaneously to the public benchmark is a private version 

of the CRI. This version allows early stage participants to test 

themselves against their peers without their results being published in 

the publicly available benchmark. Once results are released, these 

companies have the option to ‘go public’ and be included in the final 

listing.  

 

In 2014 a modular version of the CRI was introduced. This automated 

version of the CRI enables companies to electronically complete 

individual sections, or the entirety of the CRI, for their own internal 

purposes. Feedback for these modular submissions is via an automated 

system, as such there is no validation by BiTC. The aim of introducing 

this version of the CRI alongside the publically validated annual survey, 

was to encourage incremental access for non-participants, into what 

had become a very detailed, time consuming survey.  

 

                                                           
26 For more on the value implications of this decision see chapter 9. 
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Annual index cycles ran sequentially from 2002 to date. In 2010 a 

reassessment of the CRI led to a temporal re-branding, according to 

the year the results were published rather than the prior format centred 

on the year the survey results were submitted. Thus, index records 

appear to be lacking for the year 2010, however, this is a result of this 

change in temporal focus where what would have been CRI 2010, 

became CRI 2011, rather than a pause in submissions. As a result of an 

internal re-assessment of the index, a replacement for the CRI is in the 

design stages and will be set to replace the CRI in September 2018.  

 

3.4.4 Method selection within the case study 

 

Having built the parameters of the study within the sphere of this case 

study, method selection continued abductively, with different methods 

selected, rejected and replaced via an abductive process aimed at 

enabling the researcher to comprehend what was most notable to this 

case.  

 

On initial discussions with BiTC, quantitative methods were selected 

as appropriate in reflection of the nature of the CRI as an index. Thus, 

BiTC offered the researcher access to an archive of quantitative data 

recorded by the CRI since its inception in 2002. However, as the case 

was fairly new to the researcher, this was necessarily coupled with 

further observations and interviews so as to ensure full comprehension 
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of the nuances of what the organisation that had produced this 

quantitative data was, and thus, what the data reflected. As such, the 

initial research design followed a mixed methods approach, whereby 

quantitative and qualitative methods were integrated within a single 

project, with qualitative methods setting the foundations for the case, 

and quantitative methods used to unpack further meaning of what the 

case study organisation had or had not achieved (Bryman, 2008, p.603). 

Thus, during the early stages of the research, analysis of qualitative and 

quantitative data took place simultaneously. 

 

However, as the research project continued, points of interest within 

the qualitative data began to emerge which warranted further 

exploration in themselves: most notable the persistent preoccupation 

of internal BiTC interview participants with the notion of value and 

particularly ‘perceived value’ of those partaking in the CRI. 

 

Consequently a further round of interviews were designed which would 

bring to light the perceptions of value of CRI participants, with which 

BiTC’s internal personal were so overtly concerned. Whereas 

preliminary internal BiTC interviews had been exploratory and 

unstructured; meaning that the there was a ‘freedom of conversation in 

any direction of interest that may come up: both ‘what’ and ‘how’ 

questions’ (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016, p.93), the next round of 

interviews were designed with a focus on exploring ‘value perceptions’ 
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and as such they followed a semi-structured design. Semi-structured 

interviews unlike unstructured interviews follow a basic outline of 

topics, issues, or themes, but with variation in wording and sequence; 

both ‘what and ‘how’ questions’ (Erikksson & Kovalainen, 2016, p.93). 

This enabled the interviewer to outline the topic of perceived value, but 

to continue to allow enough flexibility and variation as to how each 

interviewee defined the topic and also how each interview progressed. 

This was deemed to be essential given the subject matter of ‘perceived 

value’ and the epistemological and ontological assumption that this may 

be socially constructed differently by each participant. 

 

Mid-way through the second year of research, managing the qualitative 

and quantitative data analysis became an unruly task. Furthermore, as 

the qualitative research progressed the two data sets seemed to be 

exploring different things, with the quantitative data fruitful in 

uncovering responsible business practice reporting behaviours over 

time and the qualitative data, more heavily focused on the ‘perceived 

value’ of reporting practice. As such, given the tentative nature of each 

strand of analysis at this stage, potential integration between the two 

methods was deemed by the researcher and a doctoral review panel as 

being too large a task to accomplish in a PhD. Therefore, on reviewing 

what the data had gleaned so far, the researcher made the pragmatic 

decision to focus on the qualitative methods which were uncovering 

the perceived value of CSR measurement in the CRI, with a view to 
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integrating this with the more quantitative ‘how’ dimension of 

measurement practice in later postgraduate study. 

 

3.5: Research design 

 

Abductive research is often more iterative than inductive and deductive 

endeavours. Thus, where inductive and deductive projects are able to 

demonstrate clear step by step research designs for how the research 

was planned and conducted (see figure 3.3), for abductive research such 

clear a-priori research designs are more problematic.  

 

Figure 3.3: Inductive and deductive research designs 

 

Such clear distinctions between the research process and the 

development of theoretical insights, as is depicted in the inductive and 

deductive designs above, does not fit with abductive or pragmatic 
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methodology: ‘A key point of a pragmatist position is that this near 

division is untenable, that discovery and justification are analytically and 

practically intertwined’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.54). 

Furthermore, ‘research and theory construction are part of an ongoing 

conversation in which both scholars and research subjects take part, 

challenging our theorizations and suggesting new ones’ (ibid, p.125). 

Therefore, the number of ‘steps’ required in a research design is 

unknown to the researcher at the start of the endeavour. However, in 

order to get the project off the ground, there is a necessity to have an 

idea of ‘what to do’ and ‘where to start’, informed by a background 

knowledge of a wide range of theories. This initial ‘research design’ is 

illustrated in stage 1 and 2. However, stage 3 through to 5 are presented 

in the following ‘research design’ from a position of hindsight, 

illustrating the later steps which came about as a result of an iterative 

research-theorisation process occurring. Thus, on reflection, there were 

five stages in the entire research process (1) contextualisation, (2) 

selection of case, (3), phase 1 field work focused on BiTC internally, 

observations and documentary analysis (4) phase 2 fieldwork zooming-

in on the concept of value in interviews within BiTC and branching out 

to CR practitioners in membership companies, (5) phase 3 follow-up 

field work and respondent validation. Throughout all stages, research 

and theorisation took place iteratively, a process which will be 

expanded on in greater detail in the latter part of this section. Figure 

3.4 illustrates these project stages. 
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Stage 1: The researcher came to this project with general background 

knowledge of the corporate social responsibility field, having been 

introduced to the topic during postgraduate training three years prior. 

However, given the time lag in between, the first step in the research 

process was (1) contextualisation; a general review of the CSR literary 

field to explore how academic discourses and field based practices had 

developed over that three-year period, in order to find a broad area in 

which to seek to make a contribution.  

 

Thus, the researcher spent six months gaining an overview of recent 

academic literature in the field of CSR, as well as developing a broad 

review of references to CSR and sustainability on a range of corporate 

websites. This process was systematically documented and presented at 

supervisory meetings when planning the next stages of the research so 

as to ensure dependability in the research trajectory. A core observation 

of interest to the researcher, which came about as a result of this first 

stage, was that the field of CSR had become more established in both 

theory and practice, and had moved from being a ‘new’ concept, being 

introduced in business, to an often well-adopted aspect of business 

discourse, in both academic theory and in the field27. Consequently, 

new areas of research were developing which explored the dynamics of 

CSR as an established practice28, one of which was the concept of 

                                                           
27 For more on the literary contextualisation of CSR see chapter 4. 
28 For more on the literary contextualisation of CSR measurement see chapter 4. 



109 
 

measurement. This was identified as an emerging field of study, where 

there were potential contributions to be made to both theory and 

practice, and as such this general field of CSR measurement was 

selected as a broad research context. Analysis of extant literature then 

drilled down to identify a particular aspect of measurement worthy of 

study. This process led to the identification of indices as one of the 

most prominent forms of CSR measurement29, which narrowed down 

the focus of the study still further. During this early stage the researcher 

sought dependency from supervisory discussions which acted as a 

means to ensure the field selected was as relevant and promising as the 

researcher had ascertained.  

 

Stage 2:  Stage 2 involved identifying a site within which to study a CSR 

index. BiTC’s CRI was selected as a possible case study in this respect 

for a combination of theoretical potentials and practical merits. Firstly, 

the CRI was seen as a ‘collective tool’ which would allow for research 

into CSR measurement in a range of organisations. This in turn 

provided a basis for authenticity, as the researcher could explore 

different viewpoints regarding the tool and thus demonstrate a 

foundational fairness in the findings. Secondly, the CRI had been 

running since 2002, and as such, held a long historical context which 

would allow for a longitudinal perspective on the apparent move from 

CSR as an emerging concept to an ‘established practice’; a question 

                                                           
29 See chapter 4 
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which had originally sparked the researcher’s interest in this field. 

Finally, in terms of practicality, through connections between BiTC and 

the International Centre of Corporate Social Responsibility (ICCSR), 

where the researcher was based, data collection opportunities and 

access to the site was more readily available than some alternatives30.  

 

Stage 3:  Following the selection of BiTC’s CRI as a case study for this 

research, the abductive research-theorising process began, here 

conceptualised as stage 3. Initially armed with three months of ‘broad-

brush’ background research on BiTC as an organisation, and the CRI 

in particular, the researcher travelled to BiTC headquarters in London 

for a meeting to discuss the CRI, the research endeavour, and possible 

data gathering opportunities for the commencing project. In 

attendance were the researcher, her two supervisors (at the time), the 

CRI manager, and the CRI coordinator. Three quarters of the one hour 

meeting involved the CRI Manager and CRI coordinator presenting 

some background to the CRI and discussing some of the current issues 

and discourses surrounding its development. This initial session set the 

ground work for the focus of the research to come from members of 

the social world under study adding an element of credibility to the 

project.  Furthermore as a result, members of the social world under 

study retained a sense of ownership over the focus of the research, and 

therefore on conclusion, the project was well positioned to have real 

                                                           
30 See appendix (a) for more detail regarding BiTC and the CRI. 
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and tangible political impact on the social setting which according to 

Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) analysis of qualitative research is a key 

aspect of project authenticity. The final part of the meeting was spent 

discussing potential data collection opportunities for the coming years, 

including access to the CRI extensive quantitative data set dating back 

to 2002, opportunities for the researcher to attend meetings, 

workshops and general days at the headquarters to observe the day to 

day running of the tool, and finally interview opportunities with both 

BiTC staff and membership organisations.   

 

In the months that followed, the researcher began to immerse 

themselves in an abductive research-theorizing process. Firstly, gaining 

access to BiTC’s internal document archive. Having extracted over 350 

documents related to the CRI, dating from 2002-2012, the researcher 

began to configure a timeline illustrating the evolutionary process the 

CRI had taken31. Simultaneously, the researcher spent time undertaking 

observations; attending events such as the 2014 BiTC awards 

ceremony, the 2014 responsible business week conference and 

associated activities, stakeholder panel meetings, CRI team meetings 

and meetings with senior managers. Informal interviews were also 

conducted with BiTC staff, senior managers and company stakeholders 

to triangulate some of the observation notes generated during the 

activities above. Thus, it was through this iterative process, working 

                                                           
31 See section 3.7 for more detail of this data analysis process. 
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back and forth between documentary analysis, observations, prior 

theoretical knowledge triangulation and respondent validation, that the 

concept of ‘value’ came to the fore, in asking the question ‘what is this 

a case of’32. In the interests of dependency, appendix (d) demonstrates 

a snapshot of the coding process that took place at this stage and serves 

as an illustration of how this theorising came to pass. 

 

Analysis of observations and interviews made in this first field work 

phase revealed that a core concern for BiTC staff in regard to the CRI 

was the value it offered to its participants. Furthermore, in triangulating 

this with analysis of changes to the index over its 10 year history, this 

analytical process also revealed that concern for participant value was 

grounded in perceived legitimacy from certain stakeholders, with the 

central stakeholders emerging from the data being those internal to the 

organisation and those involved in participation33.  

 

By ensuring triangulation and respondent validation took place at this 

early stage, the researcher was able to ground the premise of the study 

as being trustworthy in many respects: credibility was achieved through 

triangulation and respondent validation, thick description of the case 

site generated from working closely with members of the organisation 

                                                           
32 See section 3.3 for more detail of this abductive analytical process. 
33 See appendix (d) for a snapshot of the coding in this stage 
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enabled the potential for transferability34 and confirmability was 

established in the manner by which the focus of study came from 

participants at the case site rather than from the researcher a-priori.  

 

In order to explore the concepts of value and legitimacy further, the 

research design evolved again to focus on value as seen by BiTC 

internally, and by the CR practitioners involved in BiTC membership 

as these were the central stakeholder to emerge in the first phase35. In 

exploring the ‘value’ of the CRI as seen by BiTC staff, focus was on 

uncovering both their own conceptions of the value of the tool, as well 

their perceptions of what value may be perceived from others. 

Interviews with BiTC staff could then be analysed alongside interviews 

from CR practitioners in stage 4b as a means of comparison, to identify 

any similarities or differences that may be apparent in these 

perceptions. CR practitioners were selected as suitable personnel to 

focus on in membership companies, as they would have direct 

knowledge of the CRI, and were also accessible through Corporate 

Advisor ‘gatekeepers’ at BiTC. Furthermore, where they took part in 

the CRI, they would be privy to their own perceptions of value. In 

addition, CR practitioners, in their role of managing CRI survey 

completion were deemed to act as ‘connectors’ between BiTC and 

other stakeholders within their own organisations and beyond, and thus 

                                                           
34 See section 3.4.3.2 
35 See appendix (d) 
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it was thought they may also be able to offer insight into how the CRI 

was ‘valued’ or not, by a range of others including their own senior 

managers, workers, shareholders, customers, investors and 

stakeholders. Consequently, the latter part of stage 3 was spent 

compiling a list of companies which was representative of a range of 

experience with the CRI, and working with BiTC ‘gatekeepers’ to gain 

access to the CR practitioners in these organisations. Unfortunately due 

to participant anonymity and a BiTC confidentiality agreement the 

details of this list are unavailable to share in this study. However, in 

terms of the portion of membership represented by this study the 

researcher is able to disclose that of the 60 BiTC members approached 

to participate, 39 companies (43 interviewees) took part in an interview. 

This represents a significant participation rate for a qualitative study 

and as such contributes to the fairness and authenticity of the study as 

multiple viewpoints are represented. 

 

Stage 4a: ‘Value’ and ‘legitimacy’ had been identified as central aspects 

of the data collected in stage 3. Stage 4 developed out of this 

theorization as a means to drill down into what was happening in regard 

to perceived value and legitimation in this particular case. Interviews 

were selected as a suitable means to do this. Interviews are a means to 

attempt ‘to understand the world from the subjects’ point of view, to 

unfold meaning of peoples’ experiences, to uncover their lived world 

prior to scientific explanations’ (Kvale, 2007, p.xvii). As such, this 
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method was selected in an attempt to understand the ‘perceived value’ 

of the CRI from the respective subjects’ point of view. Selection of 

interviewees within BiTC was based jointly on the research-theorizing 

process conducted in stage 3 and additional snowball sampling 

(Coleman, 1958; Goodman, 1961), whereby interviewees suggested 

additional colleagues and ex-colleagues who would have notable insight 

regarding the evolution and ‘perceived value’ of the CRI. During the 

research-theorizing process in stage 3, observation notes had been 

created which listed particular personnel as being pivotal in the running 

and evolution of the CRI. These personnel made up the first intended 

internal interviewees. This initial interview basis was coupled with 

snowball sampling (Coleman, 1958l; Goodman, 1961), undertaken at 

interview.  

 

Stage 4b: Stage 4a which focused on conducting more in-depth 

interviews with BiTC personnel regarding ‘perceived value’ was 

conducted alongside stage 4b, which centred on interviews with CR 

practitioners in membership organisations. Although some 

observations were made in stage 3, which involved CR practitioners 

from membership organisations, stage 4 centred mainly on the use of 

interviews for both theoretical and practical reasons. The researcher 

was interested in understanding ‘perceived value’ from the CR 

practitioners’ point of view, which is something that interviewing as a 

qualitative method seeks to enable, and as such interviewing was 
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considered methodologically suitable in this endeavour. In addition, 

this decision suited the practicalities of the case, as the CR practitioners 

were based in over 40 different firms situated across the country, and 

as such, opportunities to observe them all working with the CRI would 

have been extremely time and resource intensive. Where these 

practitioners did come together in regard to the CRI, for example at 

workshops, dinners and conferences, observation notes were made to 

supplement the interview data. All observation notes were 

systematically recorded and stored in an accessible manner alongside 

fieldwork notes, interview transcripts and documents and discussed at 

length with project supervisors so as to ensure research dependability. 

What’s more analysis of data collected by each of these methods was 

conducted collectively as a form of triangulation to ensure credibility.    

 

Stage 4c. A final segment of stage 4 involved observing the interactions 

between BiTC personnel and firm CR practitioners discussing the CRI. 

Opportunities to do this mainly involved the researcher 

sitting/listening in to close-out calls following index submission. This 

process is part of the CRI offer and involves a lengthy conference call 

between the companies’ corporate advisor at BiTC, the CR 

practitioner, a member of the CRI team and the BiTC submission 

reviewer. This conversation is an opportunity for the parties to discuss 

the CRI submission, highlight any areas of weakness, and enable the 

company to provide further evidence as and where required. Although 
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these conversations are not centred of discussing the value of the tool. 

Given the background knowledge and continual theorizing conducted 

during interviews with all parties, the researcher was able to make 

significant observations of perceived value, in the interactions between 

the parties regarding the submission content and results. Thus, these 

close-out calls offered a notable means of triangulation of findings 

between discussions with participants focused on value discussions (as 

in the case of interviews) and participant discourse surrounding the tool 

in a ‘real-life’ setting, outside of the focused environment of the 

interview.  

 

Stage 5: Following the research-theorizing processes undertaken in 

stage 2 through to 4, stage 5 was implemented as a means to go back 

to the case context and sense-check the theorizing which had been 

done through employing respondent validation. Central to abductive 

analysis is the idea that meaning-making occurs not only on an 

academic level but also continuously in our everyday lives. 

Consequently ‘research and theory construction are part of an ongoing 

conversation in which both scholars and research subjects take part, 

challenging our theorizations and suggesting new ones’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.125). Stage 5 was constructed in recognition of 

this, so as to provide the space for a final ‘theorizing conversation’ to 

take place. 
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This phase began with the researcher compiling two detailed ‘feedback 

reports’ of mid-term theorizations made based on stages 1-4, and 

presenting them to the BiTC CRI team for review. Meetings were then 

arranged to discuss the reports and emerging theories. These meetings 

and reports held mutual benefit for both the researcher and the CRI 

team, as they provided opportunities to make practical contributions to 

the evolution of the CRI, by informing future change, whilst at the 

same time, the CRI team feedback enabled further clarification of the 

researcher’s theorising up to that point36.  Thus, this stage represents 

an essential part of the rigour of this research process. Not only in 

establishing trustworthiness in the research outcomes through 

respondent validation, but also in establishing authenticity via the 

practical outcome of research dissemination to the organisation. 

Specifically, these feedback reports provided ‘ontological authenticity’ 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), as the findings helped members of BiTC to 

arrive at a better understanding of the perceived value and processes of 

legitimation of the CRI. Furthermore, the breath of participant voices 

brought forth in the reports enabled ‘educative authenticity’ (ibid), as it 

helped BiTC personnel to better appreciate the perspectives of other 

members of their social setting both within BiTC and across CRI 

participants. Finally, this stage also brought forth ‘catalytic authenticity’ 

(ibid), as it directly informed action at BiTC to replace the CRI with a 

                                                           
36 These reports have not been included in this thesis due to space constraints. However, 
they are available on request to the author. 



119 
 

new measurement offer; the Responsible Business Tracker, which in its 

design sought to address the findings of the study37.  

 

3.6: Data collection methods 

 

As discussed in the previous section, within each phase specific data 

collection methods were utilised. This section unpacks the application 

of each of these methods.  

 

3.6.1: Interviews 

 

Interviews were conducted between September 2012 and October 

2015, either in person or via telephone, lasting on average 1 hour. 

Telephone interviews were preferred in some cases due to the 

geographical constraints of the wide spread distribution of participants. 

The membership base concerned were predominantly multi-national 

companies across a range of sectors from food and beverage, industrial 

goods, utilities, construction, retail and the financial sector. Access to 

CR practitioners within these companies was mainly facilitated through 

gatekeepers at BiTC. Using BiTC records of prior participation in the 

CR Index, a list of potential companies was developed, separating 

groups between new participants (1st or 2nd year cycles), seasoned 

participants (those who had taken part for 5 years or more) and former 

                                                           
37 For further detail on the replacement offer see chapter 2 and 9 (practical contributions) 
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participants (those who no longer took part). Separation was enacted 

along these lines in an attempt to gain a breath of data which 

encompassed multiple levels of engagement and experience with the 

CRI. These categories were developed in consultation with BiTC so as 

to ensure credibility. BiTC Corporate Advisors were then asked to 

provide relevant contact details of CR practitioners in those 

companies38. The researcher then contacted these potential 

interviewees to request an interview via a non-BiTC email address, so 

as to ensure a distinction was made between BiTC and the researcher. 

This interview list was supplemented through snowball sampling and 

opportunistic networking, made between the researcher and CR 

practitioners at BiTC events.  

 

Interviews were framed around a loosely semi-structured design, with 

up to seven discussion points. These included: experience of the tool, 

perceived purpose, perceived value, values of the organisation, change 

over time and perceptions of value, engagement in change and 

thoughts on the future39. Each discussion point was left open, allowing 

the interviewee to define their own understanding of value. This added 

to the richness of the data as it enabled interpretations of value to 

                                                           
38 Corporate Advisors act as the interface between BiTC and the membership company. 
They are the main source of contact for company CSR practitioners, and their role is to offer 
advice and coordinate the company’s involvement in BiTC programmes. Each Corporate 
Advisor holds a portfolio of specific companies and organisations.  
39 See appendix (b) for a more detailed list of topics discussed at interview. 
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emerge from the data, rather than leading responses along a 

preconceived path. In agreeing to participate, all interviewees were 

guaranteed anonymity. This encouraged a greater participation rate and 

more candid discussion. Consequently however, this limits reference to 

any specific company/industry in the resulting analysis. Therefore, 

some analysis is more difficult to convey, as it is based on company or 

industry specifics. Furthermore, arguably this level of anonymity 

dampens the projects dependability as laid out by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985).  However, arguably the nuanced perceptions of value gained 

through such a tentative approach, counterweights this loss as does the 

high level of credibility offered by recurrent processes of respondent 

validation throughout the project and the triangulation of interview 

data via the additional methods discussed below 

 

3.6.2: Observations 

 

Visits to BiTC offices occurred roughly on a bi-monthly basis for the 

first year and lasted between 1 and 2 days each time. During the second 

phase of fieldwork, visits to BiTC occurred quarterly, to allow for time 

to be more evenly spent gathering data from member companies 

outside of BiTC. Two additional visits were also made to BiTC regional 

headquarters in Nottingham and Leeds, to facilitate workshop 

observations of member companies and the CRI team and regional 

staff. During the final phase of fieldwork, the researcher conducted 
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sense-checking meetings (as a form of respondent validation) via email, 

webinars and conference calls only, due to time and resource 

constraints. During visits to BiTC headquarters, the researcher held 

informal conversations with the index team regarding the research in 

general and any index changes which were taking place. These visits 

were also opportunities to observe internal and external meetings. In 

addition, the researcher attended several BITC events where 

observations were made more informally of the relationship dynamics 

between the index team, the wider organisation and the membership 

base. Speeches made at these events also helped the researcher’s 

contextualisation of the case study context and aided in theorizing 

regarding relationship dynamics between actor groups. 

 

Formal observation techniques focused on the researcher listening in 

to 2 close-out calls and sitting in of 4 team meetings, as detailed in 

section 3.4. Due to the geographical logistics of the researcher’s base in 

Nottingham, the CRI team’s base in London and the companies’ 

additional geographical settings, similarly to some interviews, the 

researcher joined ‘close-out calls’ using conference call software, from 

a separate location to the other call attendees. At the start of the call, 

the researcher was introduced as being present and two to three 

minutes were dedicated of explaining the context of the research being 

undertaken. Following this initial introduction, and the acquisition of 
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participatory consent40, the researcher refrained from talking until the 

end of the call so as to adopt the closest form of non-participant ‘audio’ 

observation possible. The author accepts their presence in the call may 

have had an effect on the subsequent content of the call. However, in 

order to ensure ethical research conditions were met, this was deemed 

to be unavoidable, and rather a recognised facet of qualitative work41. 

 

Similarly, the visual and audio observation of meetings were situated 

somewhere on the border between participant and non-participant 

observation, in so far as the researcher only spoke in order to introduce 

herself and the research project at the start of the meeting. These 

‘formal’ observations were also triangulated with a small amount of 

ethnographic work, whereby the researcher spent time in between 

meetings and interviews, working at a work station in BiTC offices, 

surrounded by CRI team staff, providing an opportunity to observe 

their ad-hoc interactions. Again, all staff were aware of the presence of 

the researcher and her role as an observer.  

 

These formal and informal observations that took place from the start 

of the abductive research process, provided the first empirical building 

                                                           
40 All interview participants, and where practicable observation participants were informed 
of the context of the research and their ability to choose not to be involved. This was 
communicated verbally as well as through an ethics approval form, approved by the 
University of Nottingham Business School, ethics board.  
41 See section 3.8.2 for further theorising on the role of the researcher. 
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blocks of abductive analysis of ‘what this was a case of’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014). The use of observation and interviews brought to 

the fore grass roots perceptions from CR Index practitioners and CR 

Index staff, two groups highly influential in the facilitation of CSR 

measurement practice, but whose voices have yet to be thoroughly 

recorded and understood in the literature. Furthermore, recurrent 

respondent validation of findings throughout the abductive analysis 

ensured the voices presented remained credible. 

 

3.6.3: Documents 

 

In addition to the primary data collected via interviews and 

observation, analysis was also triangulated with secondary data 

collected retrospectively for the period 2002-2012 via publically 

available information on the web and via BiTC’s internal archive. In 

addition, further documentary data was collected in real-time through 

the period 2012-2017 via the researcher’s inclusion in the BiTC CRI 

team’s group email system. Documents included email 

correspondence, webpages, meeting minutes, policy plans, reports, 

completed surveys, external stakeholder consultation notes, leadership 

strategies and other internal and external BiTC files. Again this was 
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recorded systematically in Nvivo 10, a form computer assisted 

qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) (Silver & Lewis, 2014)42. 

 

3.7: Research-theorizing process 

 

As indicated in section 3.2, the abductive analysis of this case followed 

a process of ‘meaning-making’ akin to that proposed in Peirce’s 

semiotics. Therefore, theorising started with a broad ‘object’ of value, 

as signified by the numerous references made to ‘value’ in stage 3. From 

this initial sign-object relationship, various attempts were made at 

generating interpretants, in relation to further sign-object inferences, 

until such a point that a theory was applied which sufficiently explained 

the phenomenon of ‘what this is a case of’. Yet, this still left aspects of 

theorizing in the data which did not neatly ‘fit’ the existing theory. 

These instances were deemed to represent ‘surprises’, which in turn left 

space for further contributions to be made. Figure 3.5 illustrates the 

translation of Peirce’s semiotics process into this project’s empirical 

research design.  

                                                           
42 For further information about Nvivo and computer assisted qualitative data analysis see 
Silver & Lewis (2014). 



Figure 3.5: Peirce’s abductive theorisation process applied in this case *Solid lines in-between triads represent the inability for the interpretant to move on as a subsequent 
sign in the next triad due to the applied theory being unable to explain what the data is ‘a case of’. The density of the line represents the level of incompatibility of the theory. The 
final dotted line represents the suitability of the applied theory to progress to explain the data but with some gaps, which may be subsequently explained through supplementary 
theory (assemblages, materiality and boundary objects) 
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Figure 3.5 illustrates how initial theorizing brought the concept 

of networks into play in interpreting the relationship between 

internal discourse on value across personnel and services within 

BiTC, and the object of ‘value’. The premise for the application 

of network theories, was due to observations made by the 

researcher of differing perceptions of value between and across 

what appeared to be ‘groups’ or ‘networks’ of people within 

BiTC43. However, as theories in this field were brought to bear 

on the data, discrepancies began to emerge between the 

continuing data collected and extant theory in this field, which 

suggested ‘networks’ were not the central answer to the question 

‘what is this data a case of’44. Therefore, at this point, new theory 

was applied to explain the case.  

 

Following the abandonment of network theory in explanation 

of the data, the researcher returned to the initial sign-object 

relationship between, references to value within BiTC and the 

concept of value as an object of study, drawing on alternative 

theory to try to ‘make-meaning’ from the growing data set and 

the ‘surprises’ which had emerged. This time, the researcher 

concentrated on uncovering reasons why ‘value’ may be such a 

                                                           
43 See appendix (b) for further detail of coding in this process 
44 See table appendix (d) for an illustration of how networking codes failed to 
explained fully the data 
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prominent part of the data set. In drawing on existing theory in 

this area, legitimacy theory was drawn upon as a means to 

potentially explain this focus45.  

 

Thus, following Peirce’s analytical model, the research used the 

interpretant of ‘legitimacy’ as a sign in the next triad of analysis. 

In this iteration of analysis the researcher zoomed-in to 

conceptions of legitimacy in the data, and came out with an 

‘object’ which centred on the CRI being a legitimising tool for a 

range of stakeholders, as well as having a need to be legitimised 

by stakeholder groups. In exploring this concept through 

Durand and McGuire’s (2005) theory of ‘co-constituted’ 

legitimacy, questions emerged regarding the means by which this 

legitimacy relationship was facilitated. Returning again to 

theorizing, institutional theory and institutional logics were 

applied, as a possible means of explanation here46.  

 

However, the researcher found that this triad did not sufficiently 

‘fit’ the data, as there were emerging differences in ‘perceived 

value’ in processes of legitimation taking place, particularly in 

regards to the role of agency over collective social construction 

                                                           
45 See chapter 5 for more on the role of legitimacy theory in this case and appendix 
(d) for a snapshot of the legitimacy coding process 
46 See chapter 5 for more detail on the application of institutional logics in this case, 
appendix (d) for a snapshot of the institutional logics coding process 
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of value47. Therefore, the next triad became focused on 

exploring the dynamics of these multiple perceptions of value, 

within, as well as across institutions, with a view to 

understanding how the subjects of the study drew on different 

notions of value, in either legitimising or de-legitimising the CRI, 

as it has evolved over time48.  

 

Consequently, the researcher returned to exiting theory, with a 

focus on finding something which would more closely explain 

the ability of each subject to draw on multiple value perceptions 

in this legitimation process, finding that the economies of worth 

(EW) theory, put forward by Boltanski & Thévenot (2006), was 

particularly insightful in theorising this process. In turn, this 

became the final triad of core theory application to the concept 

of perceived value in this research process.  

 

However, the research-theorisation process did not end here, as 

focus now centred on establishing the theoretical contribution 

this data could make to this field. The first step in this process 

was is highlighting the few ‘surprises’ in the data, which were not 

easily explained by the EW framework. Critically, analysis here 

                                                           
47 See chapter 5 for more detailed theorising in this area and appendix (d) for a 
snapshot of the coding process 
48 See appendix (d) for a snapshot of the coding that led to these processes.  
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found that although the EW framework explained the process 

by which subjects drew on different ‘perceptions of value’ or 

‘worth’ when legitimising or justifying the CRI, only a limited 

amount of research appeared to explain the apparent 

relationships between worths in the form of, what has been 

observed here as ‘clusters of compromise’. Returning again to 

the theory, Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006), discussion of 

assemblages of worth, appeared to mirror this area of empirical 

observation. On closer reading of this discussion, and on 

engaging with subsequent assemblage literature, it appeared that 

little had been written, which explored the way in which these 

‘assemblages’ seemed to change over time, or much critique of 

their relative robustness.  

 

What’s more, further analysis of key additional themes in the 

data, most notably ‘materiality’ and ‘risk’ led to the further 

identification of ‘boundary object’ literature as relevant in the 

theorisation of this apparent robustness49. Figure 3.6 

demonstrates how the research-theorising process occurred 

iteratively by this design. This figure brings together figure 3.4 

and figure 3.5, to demonstrate when each theorisation step 

occurred in the research design.

                                                           
49 See chapter 5 for more detailed theorising in this area. 
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Figure 3.6: The research-theorization process *Solid lines in-between triads represent the inability for the interpretant to move on as a subsequent sign in the next triad due to 
the applied theory being unable to explain what the data is ‘a case of’. The density of the line represents the level of incompatibility of the theory. The final dotted line represents the 
suitability of the applied theory to progress to explain the data but with some gaps, which may be subsequently explained through supplementary theory (assemblages, materiality and 
boundary objects) **dotted line segments indicate the connections between theorisation progression and stage in the research-theorisation process. 
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3.8: Data analysis 

 

This section builds on the research theorisation process 

discussed above to provide insight into the ‘nuts and bolts’ of 

analysing the data collected. It is important to reiterative that 

such analysis occurred iteratively throughout the research 

process. Table 3.3 presents an overview of the data collected 

through each field work phase.
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Analysis throughout the research project took a longitudinal 

approach in two respects. Firstly, taking into account the 

historical legacy of the CRI and the documentary and ‘memory’ 

data available, analysis began (stage 1), by employing ‘systematic 

archival work’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.51), of 

documents sourced from the BiTC archives relating to the CRI 

from the period 2002-2012. Correspondingly, the project also 

took on a longitudinal ‘real-time’ focus, with further 

documentation related to the CRI collected throughout the 

course of research. Therefore, each phase of research, as detailed 

above, is not intended to denote a timeline of data collection, as 

temporally, phase 1 real-time document collection ran 

throughout phase 2 and beyond, whilst at the same time archival 

documents were also revisited iteratively alongside phase 2 & 3. 

As such, the categories above are designed more as a 

representation of the theorization phases taking place in relation 

to each set of data, as set out in fig 3.6.   

 

Keeping in mind this overlap between phases, we can surmise 

that the archival documentary analysis of phase 1 was focused 

on developing a timeline of the evolution of the CRI. The 

researcher wanted to understand how the CRI had changed over 

time, and later how perceptions of value may have changed in 
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relation to this tool. Thus, archival documentation and ‘memory 

data’ was utilized in this endeavour.  

 

Phase 1. Analysis of archival data: Firstly, in generating a timeline of 

CRI change, the research drew on internal documents which 

itemised annual changes to the tool, be they procedural or 

content changes. Having developed a foundational timeline 

based on these documents, the researcher went back to other 

archival documents and to the copies of the survey itself, in its 

various iterations, to check the timeline, and seek out further 

changes potentially missing from the internal reports. 

Analytically, this involved undergoing an extensive 

coding/memo writing process, whereby thematic labels were 

attributed to different sections of text. However, unlike 

inductive research that advocates developing codes purely from 

the empirical data, this research undertook a process of 

systematic coding which was developed both from the empirical 

data and also through sensitizing concepts, which involved using 

‘theoretical concepts to sensitize empirical data, that is, to give 

‘a general sense of reference’ into the analysis (Blumer, 1969: 148 

cited in Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016, p.141). This coding 

exercise formed part of the development of the case record; that 

is the organisation of empirical data into a primary resource 
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package’ (ibid, p.140)50. Due to the extensive nature of the data 

involved, Nvivo 10, a form computer assisted qualitative data 

analysis (CAQDAS) was used in organising and managing this 

process (Silver & Lewis, 2014)51. This process was mainly 

conducted during the first part of the research process. 

However, in light of the real-time longitudinal scope, the 

timeline was updated throughout the course of study.  

 

Furthermore, as value came to the fore in the later stages of 

phase 1, this archival process took on two fronts. Firstly, 

continuing the focus on physical CRI changes, as discussed 

above, and secondly coding for references inferring perceived 

value.   

 

Phase 1. Analysis of observations: As with documentary analysis, 

observations took place longitudinally throughout the research 

process and were used to triangulate findings made via other 

methods. All data collected via observation including; 

transcriptions of recordings, meeting notes and memos in the 

research diary were uploaded to Nvivo 10 and coded in the same 

                                                           
50 See appendix (d) for a snapshot of this coding process 
51 For further information about Nvivo and computer assisted qualitative data 
analysis see Silver & Lewis (2014). 
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manner as the interview and documentary data detailed in the 

following section. 

 

Phase 2. Analysis of interviews: By this phase analysis had pertained 

that the focus of the research was in exploring value and the 

relationship between perceived value and legitimation of the 

CRI to various stakeholder groups52. Thus, the aim of the 

interviews was to uncover perceptions of value of two 

stakeholder groups found to be notable in the prior phase of 

analysis53, those internal to BiTC and BiTC membership 

companies. Each ‘formal’ interview in this phase was recorded 

and transcribed and coded in the same manner as the archival 

documents discussed above. However, rather than creating a 

timeline, the aim of this process was to enable theorising 

regarding perceived value from the point of view of the 

interview participants. Data analysis occurring through this 

coding, helped to stimulate theory generation, following the 

research-theorising process detailed in section (3.7). Initially a 

broad code of value was used to highlight references to 

‘perceived value’ in all its forms. Simultaneously, codes were also 

created for other frequently occurring issues recurrently 

                                                           
52 See appendix (d) for a snapshot of coding demonstrating how the research got to 
this point. 
53 See appendix (d) for a snapshot of prior coding leading to this point 
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emphasised by participants, such as ‘materiality’54. In focusing 

on value initially, these codes were taken note of, but set aside 

for further analysis later. Value codes were then revisited and 

broken down. Initially, this was done with institutional logics in 

mind, as ongoing research-theorizing of observation notes had 

led the abductive process to this ‘interpretant’ at this point55. 

However, in regards to some of the data there were found to be 

a theoretical tension in operationalising pluralistic logics which 

appeared to be presented as an assemblage in the data. 

Furthermore, institutional logics failed to explain some aspects 

of the data leaving some theoretical gaps. Finally, in some cases, 

although institutional logics were attributed to the data, on 

occasion it appeared to be an theoretically awkward fit not fully 

explaining what the data ‘was a case of’56.   

 

Phase 3: As institutional logics did not appear to fully reflect 

what the data was ‘a case of’, there followed an abductive 

departure from this theory, and the application of EW was 

applied as an alternative57. Consequently, interview and 

observation coding was conducted again, from this alternative 

                                                           
54 See chapter 5.5 for discussion of the framing of ‘materiality’ in this case. 
55 See figure 3.5 for an illustration of this research-theorising process and appendix 
(b) for a snapshot of coding. 
56 See appendix (b) for an illustration of this. 
57 See section 3.7 and fig 3.5 for details on the research-theorisation process. 
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frame of reference. Thus, value code data was separated into 

different forms of worth: inspirational, domestic, fame, civic, 

market, industrial and green (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006)58. 

However, given that Boltanski & Thévenot’s, (2006), economies 

or worth was never intended to an exhaustive list59, the research 

also kept coding open to other potential forms of worth, if they 

were to arise. However, rather than finding alternative forms of 

worth, what this coding process found, was that existing forms 

of worth were ‘clustered’ together in the interview discourse60. 

This explained the data which under institutional logics had 

presented a theoretical tension as logics have not been theorised 

to cluster in this manner61. In the next phase of analysis, coding 

then centred to identifying these apparent clusters (which were 

later framed as ‘assemblages’ on re-reflection on the EW 

approach), with further theorising of how they may interact62.  

 

Phase 4 sense checking:  As phase three offered an opportunity for 

sense-checking and final respondent validation, focus here was 

on reviewing current theorising alongside participants, and 

where necessary returning to codes and making adjustments.       

                                                           
58 See appendix (b) for an illustration of this. 
59 See chapter 5, section 5.3 for a review of the economies of worth theoretical 
framework.  
60 See chapter 6 for further detail of this finding. 
61 See chapter 5 for a discussion of institutional logics and plurality. 
62 See chapter 6 for analysis of these clusters or assemblages 
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3.9. Research ethics and the relationship between the 

researcher and the case organisation 

 

3.9.1: Working with participants and resulting data 

 

Access to study this case was a result of a collaborative 

agreement between the researcher, the University of 

Nottingham and BITC. Consequently, access was available to 

the researcher from the outset of stage 3 of the project.  This 

allowed for the successful application of the abductive approach 

to developing theory discussed previously in this chapter.  The 

majority of the internally focused qualitative data, was collected 

during numerous visits to BITC headquarters in London. In 

addition, the researcher was given her own organisational email 

address, and was added to various mailing lists concerning the 

index, allowing for the real-time document collection detailed 

above. 

 

When collecting data, wherever possible, all participants and 

members of staff were aware of the researcher’s role. Thus, 

when attending meetings, the researcher took a few moments to 

explain her position as based outside of BITC at the University 

of Nottingham, and to explain her role in overserving the 
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meeting as part of her research. Where recordings were made, 

participants were always asked for consent before the recorder 

was activated. All participants in interviews and observations 

were provided with an ‘information for participants’ document 

detailing the broad scope of the project, and making explicit a 

participant’s option to not be involved. This ensured, as far as is 

practicable, that participants were happy to offer fully informed 

consent (Israel & Hay, 2006, p.60). This document also makes 

clear certain ethical considerations in data collection, making all 

recipients aware that data collected would be fully anonymised, 

and that they had an ability to withdraw from the research. In 

turn, anonymity was ensured throughout, both in data 

management, and in the use of quotes in findings and 

publications.  

 

As illustrated in appendix (c) the level of anonymity limited the 

dependability which could be conveyed in the final research 

thesis, as detailed information about who took part in the 

research and the organisations and sectors they come from 

cannot be shared. However, to continence this, additional focus 

was placed on the role of respondent validation in establishing 

research credibility. Thus, findings went through iterative 

processes of respondent validation as the study evolved. In 

addition, this emphasis on credibility, particularly through 
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respondent validation yielded greater levels of authenticity, with 

the in-depth involvement of BiTC members leading to greater 

ontological authenticity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), whereby 

‘members were helped to arrive at a better understanding of their 

social milieu’ (Bryman, 2008, p.379), which in turn led to 

‘educative authenticity’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) through 

participant exposure to other member’s views and finally 

‘catalytic authenticity’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), in the resulting 

transformation of the CRI63. 

 

In order to ensure anonymity was upheld, all recordings were, 

and continue to be stored on a secure pc and hard-drive, only 

accessible to the researcher. Where transcriptions were 

completed by a third party, the recording was sent in an 

anonymised format, with a code log of recordings held securely 

by the researcher for context and cross-referencing.  Finally, 

where quotations from recordings are made in this thesis, and 

accompanying publications, the quotation is attributed to a 

generalised title such as ‘Internal interviewee’ (InI) 1,2,3,4 etc., 

for those inside BiTC, and ‘External Interviewee (ExI) 1,2,3,4, 

etc.’, for those in membership organisations. 

      

                                                           
63 See section 2.3.3 for a discussion of the practical contributions of this thesis 
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Although BITC were involved in the initial selection of 

corporate research participants for interview, this was 

triangulated with a ‘snowball sampling method’, whereby initial 

interviewees recommended further interview candidates, adding 

a layer of independence from BiTC.  All corporate participants 

were made aware of the independence of this research from the 

organisation being studied, as well as to the researcher’s 

connections with the organisation, and care was taken to ensure 

all contact with external participants was done so via the 

university email system rather than that at BITC. Working 

abductively, ideas and initial findings were consistently shared 

and corroborated with index team staff by way of respondent 

validation, however ultimate responsibility for data collection 

and analysis rests with the researcher. 

 

3.9.2: The role of the researcher 

 

Contrary to much deductive, quantitative research, in which the 

‘researcher’s role is, theoretically non-existent’ (Simon, 2011); in 

this qualitative research endeavour, the researcher recognised 

her own role as ‘an instrument of data collection’ (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2003). At first this role took the form of an insider, 

where BiTC welcomed the researcher into the CRI team and 

included her in mailing groups and meetings. However, as the 
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researcher’s own knowledge of the phenomenon under study 

was at this point, extremely limited, the researcher had little 

direct influence on empirical proceedings, save that which 

occurred by default of participants being conscious of her 

presence. As such, this limited the potential for the researcher to 

allow their own personal values or theoretical inclinations to 

sway the research and findings, and therefore ensured a degree 

of confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 

During the five years of doctoral study, the researcher took two 

extended breaks (12 months each time), away from active 

participation in BiTC activities, and so her presence as an insider 

was significantly reduced. On return, numerous staff changes 

enabled the researcher to consciously return, this time as an 

outsider, following Punch’s (1998), suggestion that a researcher 

may start as a member of a group and later become a more 

objective observant. This enabled the researcher to continue to 

minimise her own influence of the situation, even in light to her 

developing knowledge of the phenomenon, thus ensuring 

confirmability continued. This distancing was eventually 

relinquished, following the completion of the majority of 

observatory and interview work, via the release of two detailed 

reports of preliminary research findings to BiTC. This timed 

approach enabled the researcher to contribute to the future 
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development of the CRI and bring about ‘catalytic authenticity’, 

whereby the research acted as an impetus to members to engage 

in action64 (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), whilst minimising the effect 

of these contributions on the initial findings, thus ensuring 

trustworthiness (Bryman, 2008).  

 

However, in recognising the role of the researcher as an 

instrument of qualitative enquiry, when approaching both 

observations and interviews, the researcher was aware of the 

influence of her own ‘reality’, as being grounded in both the 

social constructions within which she was positioned, and in her 

own agency, which worked to conceptualise her observations, 

and to select that which was worthy of observation. Therefore, 

any observations made, were inevitably an interpretation of the 

phenomenon, based on these internal preconditions and 

researcher assumptions. The researcher is mindful of this, and 

of certain scholarly criticism of qualitative work in this regard 

which see bias where, ‘in writing field notes, in transcribing, in 

coding, in memo-writing, we constantly objectify the world 

around us’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.55). However, 

ontologically and epistemologically, the author sees 

interpretation as having a role in all manner of scholarly enquiry 

of empirical data, which ‘is never neutral and always requires 

                                                           
64 See section 2.3.3 for discussion of the practical contributions of this research 
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judgement and interpretation’ (Hirst et al, 2009, p. 2). Thus, the 

researcher sees the qualitative recognition of this researcher role 

as a strength, as it is argued that ‘rather than lamenting the 

transformation of experience, however, we should celebrate 

these strategies precisely because they allow us to render familiar 

experiences alien, to defamiliarize our world’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.55).  

 

However, in order to ensure the researcher was able to ‘stimulate 

creativity without letting one’s imagination run wild’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans p.25). Anonymised data and theorising was 

regularly discussed with academic supervisors, as well as with 

fellow PhD’s and academic colleagues so as to ensure 

dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Furthermore, as 

theorising developed in the later stages of the project, the 

researcher subjected her theories to sense-checking and scrutiny 

from fellow scholars in the field, through the submission and 

presentation of preliminary papers at a range of academic 

conferences including the European Group for Organisations 

Studies (EGOS), The International Association of Business and 

Society (IABS) and the Midlands Regional Doctoral 

Colloquium. Consequently, the analysis presented here remains 

a picture of researcher interpretation, but is similarly grounded 
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in the interpretations of those under study, and through the 

abductive method, interpretations of theorists who came before. 

 

Due to the inherent role of the researcher in the theorisation 

process discussed above, generalisability of the research findings 

is cautioned against. Rather, in the spirit of the aims of an 

abductive research design, the author calls on fellow scholars to 

explore in comparative settings, what is presented here as a 

tentative theorisation in meaning-making.   

 

3.10: Limitations 

 

There are a number of theoretical and practical limitations to this 

study, which require some attention.  

 

In terms of scope, the focus of the research has been on 

understanding perceptions of value of the CRI as seen by BiTC 

staff and CR practitioners in membership companies65. 

However, as analysis of the tool in chapter four shows, the CRI 

is a tool which rests within a plurality of stakeholders interests, 

                                                           
65 This chapter often refers to BiTC staff and CR practitioners as ‘stakeholder 
groups’. However, the intention here is not to present the people who are included in 
these ‘groups’ as part of a homogenous entity. Quite the opposite, theorisation in 
chapters 6 through to 8 explore the diversity in how actors within these groups draw 
on different values. Thus, the use of the term ‘stakeholder’ here is purely to facilitate 
discussion of the practicalities of data collection. 
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and thus there are various actor perceptions of value potentially 

missing from this study which could limit the fairness and thus 

authenticity of the findings.  

 

However, despite this limitation, there are methodological 

reasons for focusing on these two groups in this study. Firstly, 

following the research-theorising process undertaken, it was the 

perceptions of value as seen by BiTC themselves in their role 

evolving the CRI, and the perceptions of potential and existing 

participants which came to the fore as important in the initial 

theorisation of this case66. As such, the importance of these 

voices came to light through the data. This was a key observation 

in the research process, and it led to theorisations of potential 

reasons for the dominance of such interests67.  

 

One stakeholder group that emerged minimally in the data, in 

addition to these two groups were investors. Where investors 

were mentioned, it was mainly from personnel within BiTC in 

regard to how the tool could be changed or marketed, to appeal 

more to investors. However, the purpose in this endeavour was 

ultimately in creating further appeal to participants, i.e. having 

investors interested in the CRI would, staff believed, encourage 

                                                           
66 See appendix (d) 
67 See chapter 5 for further theorisation of value dominance 
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more firms to take part68. Consequently, references to investor 

interest were centred more on participant and BiTC value, than 

on the potential value that could be gained by investors as a 

group inherently. Furthermore, contrary to recent research in 

the field of socially responsible investment (SRI), which suggests 

that investors are increasingly engaged with these sorts of CSR 

metrics (Clark et al, 2015), interview data with CR practitioners 

suggested this was often not the perception of the firm. As such, 

following consultation with BiTC as a form of respondent 

validation, investors did not often list in CR practitioner 

perceived audiences for CRI results. Arguably, discourse within 

BiTC which mentions investors, with a view to changing the 

index in order to gain better recognition from this particular 

audience, goes some way towards reinforcing this observation.  

 

On a practical level, expanding analysis to perceived value of 

other stakeholder groups would have been more time and 

resource intensive than the project would have facilitated, and 

therefore, although a review of other stakeholder group 

perceptions was not a focus in this study, it is an area which does 

warrant future research. Specifically, an interesting area of 

research may be in uncovering why, despite a growing body of 

                                                           
68 See chapter 4, section 4.5.1 for theorisation regarding the perceived role of investor 
interest from the point of view of BiTC and membership companies. 
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SRI literature which suggests investors engage with such indices, 

do CR practitioners within firms not perceive this to be the case 

(as suggested in the data here). 

 

Finally, the author acknowledges that data gathered regarding 

the historical development of the CRI via interviews with long 

standing and ex-BiTC staff and CRI participants may be subject 

to memory bias. As such, although not mitigating this entirely, 

in order to ensure credibility was maintained, theorisation 

regarding the historical development of the tool was triangulated 

with documentary analysis as detailed in the prior sections of this 

chapter and appendix (d). 
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4. Literature Review 

 

4.1: Summary of literature review chapters 

 

This thesis is structured around three core empirical chapters, 

each based on a key theme developed through the research-

theorizing process outlined in chapter three. Consequently, each 

empirical chapter acts as a stand-alone piece, directly engaging 

with specific theory and literature relevant to its given theme. 

Yet, at the same time, as is demonstrated in the final discussion 

chapter, the three empirics collectively contribute to an 

overarching theoretical contribution centred on the 

relationships between pluralistic value perceptions in the 

(de)legitimation of the corporate responsibility index (CRI).  

 

Therefore, the aim of this overarching review is not to repeat 

what is to follow in each empirical chapter’s approach to its 

given literature strands, but rather to set-out the core terms and 

themes drawn-upon across the thesis, at a level of detail not 

readily afforded to an empirical chapter format. Thus, this two-

part chapter discusses each of the key concepts, abductively 

identified as central to the thesis, in order to provide a clear 

reference point for the reader in how extant literature has 
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understood, and developed these terms; and what this literature 

means for reflections in the empirical chapters which follow. 

 

The first literature review chapter (chapter 4), focuses on the 

contextual fields relevant to this case. Building on chapter three, 

it begins by reflecting on the abductive analysis of the case as the 

reason for drawing on the literature streams that follow. It is 

suggested that discursively, the CRI is constructed in different 

ways, according to its perceived nature or ‘construction’ as: a 

standard, an accreditation, and/or a benchmark. Furthermore, it 

is argued here that these ‘constructions’ are further determined 

by differing perceptions of purpose; for example whether the 

CRI is seen to be used as; a tool for investors, a means of gaining 

financially competitive advantage, or as a management tool for 

CSP.  

 

Reflecting the abductive insights surrounding this multiplicity of 

construct and purpose, the remainder of the chapter is built 

around these two sections: first exploring the perceived 

constructions of the CRI, including literature on standardisation, 

accreditation and benchmarking; and secondly exploring 

perceived purpose; including literatures exploring socially 

responsible investment, the potential link between corporate 

social performance (CSP) and corporate financial performance 
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(CFP), and the proposed link between measurement and CSP 

management.  

 

The second literature chapter explores the theoretical constructs 

engaged with throughout the thesis. Structurally, this chapter 

mirrors the abductive application of theory brought to bear in 

the research-theorizing process69. Thus, the review begins by 

exploring institutional logics and economies of worth, and 

potential areas of cross-fertilization between these two theories 

(Gond & Leca, 2012). Attention then turns to the relationship 

between value and perceived ‘materiality’. Finally, the review 

concludes with an assessment of relevant extant literature in the 

fields of risk and boundary objects. In line with the research 

design, this review is interwoven, with links made between each 

section of the review, and with the issue of legitimacy brought 

to bear throughout.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
69 See figure, 3.5 
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4.2. Contextual Literature 

 

Keywords: Indices, standardisation, accreditations, SRIs, CSP-

CFP, benchmark, management 

 

4.2: Chapter overview 

 

In her paper exploring ‘a new institutional infrastructure for 

corporate responsibility’, Waddock (2008) highlights a number 

of ‘institutions’, which she suggests are ‘reshaping companies’ 

responses to [CSR] issues’ (p.87). Building on previous work, 

which divides these into; market/business institutions, civic 

society/societal institutions, and state/government institutions 

(Waddell, 2000; Waddock, 2006), Waddock (2008), suggests that 

these ‘institutional infrastructures’ which she defines as ‘the 

broad apparatus which creates the new rules which reframe what 

companies need to do to sustain their legitimacy and be accepted 

social actors’ (p.87); act to increase pressure on companies to 

improve their CSR. In reaching this conclusion, she categorises 

these ‘institutions’, that is the entities establishing ‘the rules of 

the game’ (Carson et al, 1999, p.1)’ (cited in Waddock, 2008, 

p.87), into: (1) responsibility assurance infrastructures 

(including: codes standards and principles; reporting, certifying 

and accrediting), (2) consultancies and standard setters, (3) 
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business and other associations, (4) responsible investment 

movement; (5) multi-stakeholder initiative, (6) watchdogs and 

activists, (7) journals and magazines, (8) ratings and rankings, 

and (8) state/government initiatives. This framework is 

somewhat functional, as in the author’s own words: ‘it is 

important to recognise that some institutions in this 

infrastructure serve multiple purposes’ and that ‘the 

classification scheme emphasises [only] the primary purpose of 

the organisation’ (p89). Here, Waddock (2008) highlights the 

complexity and often interrelated character of many of these 

institutions.  

 

Subsequently, Bondy et al (2012), also cluster activities such as 

training of CSR professionals, modification of market tools, 

certification schemes, reports and shareholder activities, as 

strategic forms of CSR activity; which they suggest demonstrate 

the institutionalization of CSR in society. Additionally, more 

recently, Gond & Nyberg (2017), have defined these clusters of 

activity as the ‘material dimension of CSR’.  

 

Building on these contributions, this thesis explores some of the 

normative implications of clustering these activities into a single 

infrastructure. To do so, the thesis explores a single CSR 

scheme, which is noted as being pluralistic in terms of what 
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stakeholders perceive it to be: namely a standard, an 

accreditation and a benchmark. The thesis unpacks some of the 

normative associations (by way of perceived value), attributed to 

the CRI in its various constructed forms, and explores what 

these, often divergent notions of value mean, for processes of 

(de)legitimating participation in the CRI. 

 

The way in which BiTC’s CRI is constructed, according to 

pluralistic framings and purposes, was identified through early 

abductive analysis, which suggested that for those inside BiTC, 

and for those engaged in BiTC membership; the CRI can be 

constructed in various ways, with analysis coding for three types 

of conceptions of ‘what the tool is’: a standard, an accreditation, 

a benchmark, and four descriptions of ‘what the CRI does’: a 

management tool for corporate social performance (CSP), a 

financial improvement tool, a requirement/regulation and/or a 

communications tool. Despite recognition of the potential 

cross-over between these constructs (Waddock, 2008, Bondy et 

al, 2012; Gond & Nyberg, 2017), the researcher found little 

academic work or practical examples, which explored the 

relationships between these constructs in terms of perceived 

value.  
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Unpacking the perceived notions of value attributed to each 

framing of the CSR infrastructure, and understanding the 

relationships between these value dynamics, is however critical 

to uncovering the overall perceived normative value of these 

constructs, when brought together into a collective cluster. 

Thus, this apparent research gap, coupled with the empirical 

observation of the pluralist constructs of the CRI, abductively 

brought about a core contribution of this thesis: the exploration 

of the relationships between constructs and purposes, as 

interconnected ‘perceptions of value’.  

 

However, to understand how these constructs and perceived 

purposes relate to each other, it is necessary to first explore how 

they have been approached in the literature to date. Therefore, 

the remainder of this chapter will review the academic literature 

in this space.  

 

Structurally, this chapter is broken down into three sections; the 

first, reflecting on the research-theorising process which 

brought subsequent literatures to light (4.3). The second focused 

on extant literature in the noted fields of CRI including: 

standardisation, accreditation and benchmarking (4.4), and 

finally; a section exploring literatures engaged with the various 

perceived purposes of the CRI (4.5.).  
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4.3: The CRI’s pluralistic constructs and purposes 

 

BiTC’s CRI is described by the host organisation as a 

‘benchmark’ or an ‘index’. However, early research-theorising of 

observations and documentary analysis at BiTC, showed that the 

CRI had come to mean different things to different people. This 

theorising was further substantiated as the research processes 

unfolded, and as interview data was coded. Figure (4.1) is a visual 

representation of the various descriptions of the CRI referred to 

at interview, in observations and in CRI documents70: 

 

                                                           
70 This word cloud was generated following extensive coding of observation notes, 
interview transcripts and documents. Analysis coded for concepts of ‘perceived 
purpose’ and construct. References to each code were then counted using Nvivo 10 
software, from which this word cloud was created. The researcher recognises the 
pitfalls of such quantitative methods applied to qualitative data, specifically the loss 
of contextual appreciation for the manner in which these categories were referenced 
in the data. Thus, this word cloud is not intended to act as an ‘objective analysis’ of 
the weighting of such purposes among participants, but rather, it is designed as a 
visual representation of the institutional complexity of the CRI, and the premise for 
engagement in the literatures which follow. 
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Figure 4.1: CRI perceived construct and purpose complexity 

 

The above word cloud is a post-fieldwork clarification of early 

abductive findings, which suggested that the CRI was 

constructed in different ways, with pluralistic perceptions of 

purpose. Here ‘construct’ refers to what the CRI was deemed to 

be, whereas ‘purpose’ alludes to ‘the reason for which something 

[in this case the CRI] is done or created or for which something 

exists’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2017).  

 

Beginning with construct; in line with its structure and format as 

a ranking index, the CRI was deemed to be a benchmark, but in 

practice it was also regarded as a standard, and an accreditation 

process. In terms of purpose, perceptions included its use as a 

management tool, a communications tool, a framework, a 

marketing tool, a ranking or means of competitive advantage, as 
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well as a means of gaining recognition. Zooming in to analyse 

the connotations of these terms, the author collapsed these 

references into seven core themes, three perceived constructs 

and four perceived purposes. Figure 4.2 details these themes. 

 

Figure 4.2: stage 1 coding - collapsed themes 

 

 

Taking this observation back to the existing literature in the 

management field, the researcher used the abductive technique 

of “defamiliarization’ to revisit the same observation again and 

again in light of new theorizations’ (Tavory, & Timmermans, 

2014, p.58). Thus, in applying numerous streams of extant 

theorizing to the observations at hand, the author identified six 
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key academic debates engaged with these themes. Figure 4.3 

details the literature streams applied. 

 

Figure 4.3: Application of extant literatures 

 

 

Exploring the CRI ‘constructs’ within extant literature was a 

relatively simple analytical process, as existing literature were 

already formed around each of these themes: standardisation, 

accreditation and benchmarking; although for a full appreciation 

of the contributions in these fields, the researcher had to move 

outside of the CSR space into parallel discussions in other fields 

such as healthcare.  
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Exploring perceived purpose, was a more complex abductive 

process, as rather than individualised literatures, there were 

various overlaps in how and where these purposes were 

academically discussed. Table 4.1 demonstrates the abductive 

analytical process of collapsing ‘perceived purpose’ data codes, 

and expanding in view of extant literature: 

 

Table 4.1: Perceived purpose coding: 

Raw data  Stage 1 coding Extant 
literature 

Management Management tool Measurement-
management 
link 

Framework 

Guidance 

Improvement 

Shareholder CFP SRI 
 

Regulatory Regulation/ 
requirement 

Business to 
business 

Relationships 

Recognition Communications  
 

Marketing 

Communications  
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The perceived purpose of the CRI as a management tool or 

framework for guidance and improvement was a theme 

significantly reflected in academic debate regarding the link 

between measurement and management in CSR.  

 

Conversely, focus on SRI and ‘business to business 

engagements’ was deemed informative for the perceived 

purpose of regulation and requirement, due to the power 

dynamics inherent in investor and supply chain relations71. At 

the same time, these purposes also engaged with corporate 

financial performance literature, and its proposed link to CSP. 

However, in the extant literature, separate research streams have 

built-up around SRI and business to business engagements. 

Therefore, although there are strong overlaps, in order to engage 

fully in these debates, this chapter explores the respective 

literatures separately.  

 

Finally, on review of the literatures listed above, communication 

of practice was found to overlap in most of these core literature 

streams, rather than presenting itself as an academic literary 

stream in isolation, and therefore this is explored through the 

lens of the other themes, rather than as a section in its own right.  

                                                           
71 See section 4.5.1 and 4.5.2 for analysis of the link between these phenomenon 
and concepts of regulation and requirement.  
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Structurally, this chapter is framed around a discussion of each 

of the above research streams in turn. This division is primarily 

for the ease of the reader, and to demonstrate how these 

concepts have been segregated in previous discourse. In 

practice, as the above coding and the broader thesis seeks to 

demonstrate, these constructs overlap in different ways. One of 

the core contributions of this thesis is in bringing together these 

literature streams, exploring the interplay between them, and 

uncovering the effect these relationships have on the ‘perceived 

value’ of the CRI. 

 

4.4: The multiple constructs of the CRI 

 

This section explores the three core framings of the CRI in terms 

of what its primary stakeholders deem it to be: a standard, an 

accreditation and/or and benchmark. 

 

4.4.1: Standardisation 

 

Standards and standardisation can be found in all aspects of 

society, at both individual and organisational levels, from the 

tests we do at school to the ‘standard size containers’ adopted 

by competing companies which enable effective shipping of 
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goods across the world (Timmermans and Epstein, 2010, p.70). 

In line with the European Commission’s (2013) guide on 

standards and standardisation; standards are defined here as 

‘agreed ways of naming, describing and specifying, measuring 

and testing, managing and re-porting’. Whilst, standardisation is 

defined as the desired outcome of standard setting, specifically 

‘the process of making things of the same type [or] have the 

same basic features’ (Cambridge Dictionary Online, 2015).  

 

In 2000, Brunsson and Jacobsson drew attention to the 

academic void in research on standardisation in their topical 

book ‘A world of standards’. This, like Timmermans and Epstein’s 

later work ‘A world of standards but not a standard world: towards a 

sociology of standards and standardisation’ (2010), recognises the 

importance of standardisation in many aspects of modern 

society. The former work highlights standardisation as being ‘a 

much-neglected area of social science’ despite its importance to 

the very fabric of society (p.2).  

 

Timmermans and Epstein’s (2010) contribution, draws on 

research which answered Brunsson and Jacobsson’s call for 

further work in this area. Yet, although this demonstrated 

progression in the field, a core contribution of this (2010) work, 

was its identification of the multiplicity of contexts in which 
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standardisation remains an understudied, yet suitable framework 

of analysis (p.70).  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, much of the standardisation research 

from the organisational perspective focuses on standards 

developed by select bodies who claim to instil standards in 

others (Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000, p.1), as these standard 

setters are more tangible objects of study. In line with this trend, 

this thesis focuses on one such ‘standard setter’; BiTC’s CRI.    

 

The CRI may be considered both a ‘standard’ and a form of 

standardisation. Firstly, as a ‘material’ process, the CRI may be 

seen to represent a ‘standard’ in its collective use by numerous 

companies across disparate industries. Thus, it represents an 

‘agreed way of naming, describing and specifying, measuring and 

testing, managing and re-porting’ CSR across industries. From 

this, stems the CRI’s corresponding role in standardisation; 

where it provides a uniform survey to multiple companies, 

across industries. In so doing, the CRI potentially plays a part in 

‘making things [CSR measurement] of the same type [or] have 

the same basic features’ in regards to how each company 

measures and reports on CSR.  
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4.4.2: Accreditation 

 

A second construct of the CRI is as a form of accreditation. Like 

standards, accreditation is apparent in all levels of society. 

Although there are similarities and cross-overs between 

accreditations and standards, with the two terms sometimes used 

interchangeably, most notably in their use in conveying 

legitimacy; structurally they are distinctly different constructs. 

Whereas standards seek to create an equal setting where 

something is the same, in this case CSR behaviours, 

accreditation is more individualistic, and can be defined as ‘an 

acknowledgement of a person’s [or organisation’s] responsibility 

for or achievement of something’ (Oxford Dictionary, 2017). 

Thus, where a standard can be used to demonstrate the meeting 

of a set accepted process, policy or structure; accreditation can 

be used to demonstrate processes, policies or structures above 

the norm.  

 

The CRI is constructed as a form of accreditation, through its 

ranking of results along specific attainment levels, where 

recognition of the achievement of a specific rating, be it along 

the lines of precious metal classification or the subsequent star 

system, may be recognised as a form of achievement72. The 

                                                           
72 See appendix (a) for information about the CRI’s ranking system.  
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difference between framing the CRI as a standard, which is 

deemed to bring consistency and an accreditation, which is seen 

to elevate participants beyond the norm, has notable 

implications for the perceived value of participation, and it is 

these value dynamics this thesis seeks to unpack.   

 

But first, it is important to outline current understanding and 

scholarly interest in these framings, and to do so it is helpful to 

turn to the field of healthcare; as the primary field in which 

accreditation has been explored.  

 

There has been a consistent rise in the role of accreditation in 

the healthcare field since the 1970s (Greenfield & Braithwaite, 

2008). Therefore, this section draws on literature grounded in 

this particularly well-developed field, to explore how it may shed 

light on the phenomenon under study here.  

 

In their comprehensive review of the extant literature in this 

area, Greenfield & Braithwaite (2008), identified 10 core topics 

of interest: (1) professions’ attitudes to accreditation, (2) 

promote change, (3) organizational impact, (4) financial impact, 

(5) quality measures, (6) program assessment, (7) consumer 

views or patient satisfaction, (8) public disclosure (9) 

professional development and (10) surveyors’ issues (p.173).  
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Greenfield & Braithwaite’s (2008) review draws striking 

resemblance to the core streams of academic interest in the study 

of CSR measurement as a whole73. For example, research in 

accreditation which looks at (4) financial impact, mirrors CSR 

measurement literature exploring the link between CSR 

measurement and corporate financial performance (CFP). 

Similarly, an accreditation focus on (5) quality measures, (6) 

program assessment and (9) public disclosure draws on concepts 

of legitimacy, akin to discussions of legitimation in CSR 

measurement; both in terms of the legitimacy conveyed on and 

by the accreditation process74. And finally, scholarly work in 

accreditation focused on (2) promoting change, (3) 

organisational impact, and (10) professional development, bear 

similarity to academic interest in the role of CSR measurement 

in bringing about greater CSP. 

  

By abductively exploring literature in the broad field of 

accreditation, and literature on CSR measurement, these 

parallels came to the fore, and uncovered potential areas of 

complementarity between otherwise distant research streams. 

                                                           
73 For a review of the theoretical debates within the CSR measurement literature see 
section 4.5. 
74 See chapter 5 for more discussion of extant legitimacy research. 
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Furthermore, in exploring the broader accreditation field, 

additional areas of interest came to light which have been 

relatively underexplored in regards to CSR measurement.  

 

Specifically, the healthcare accreditation literature raises the 

following areas which have historically been less explored in 

regard to CSR indices: (1) professions’ attitudes to accreditation, 

(7) consumer views or patient satisfaction, and (10) surveyor 

issues (ibid). Collectively, these research areas engage with 

questions surrounding perceptions of accreditation, particularly 

‘perceived value’, and thus provide a relevant comparative 

insight into the contribution this thesis seeks to make to the CSR 

indices field. Thus, by way of a brief review of the literatures in 

these areas:  

 

(1) Professions’ attitudes to accreditation (in healthcare) includes 

diverse research suggesting both positive and negative attitudes 

to accreditation. Although ‘perceived value’ is not an explicit 

focus in this field, it is evidently implied in the findings, where 

reasons for support for or against accreditation processes are 

explored from the viewpoint of professionals in the healthcare 

field. Thus, the reasons put forth in support of, or protest against 

accreditation, arguably shed light on the perceived value of the 

process. Literature here found that reasons posited for support 
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of accreditation included: its role in assuring quality, promotion 

of organisational performance, its promotion of collegial 

decision making, and its role as a communications tool for 

external stakeholders. Conversely, criticisms found to be levied 

by professionals against accreditation processes included its 

bureaucracy and time consumption, perceived little effect on 

patient care, financial costs, lack of consistency among assessors, 

and issues with multi-disciplinary processes covered by the 

accreditations (Greenfield & Braithwaite, 2008).  

 

Similarly, consumer views and patient satisfaction of 

accreditation, is an emerging area of interest in the field of 

healthcare accreditation. Here research has focused on the 

relationship between patient satisfaction or consumer views and 

accreditation achievement. Even in the field of healthcare 

accreditation, research in this area (at the time of Greenfield a 

Braithwaite’s review) was minimal, with the little research that 

had been done suggesting no association between the two 

(Greenfield & Braithwaite, 2008, p.179). A cursory review of 

subsequent research in this area revealed little further 

development here. However, the existence of even this niche 

stream of research in the field of accreditation is of interest to 

this thesis, as it demonstrates a potential perceived reputational 

value for those attributed with an accreditation. Looking back at 



174 
 

the literature centred on CSR measurement, there is evidently a 

body of literature both in academia and in the field, which draws 

on the reputational value of engagement with CSR 

infrastructure, whether that be in terms of reputation with 

investors, consumers, customers, government or a wider public 

body (LeBlanc & De Rose, 2016; Pérez, 201575). However, to 

the best of the author’s knowledge, the relationship between 

reputational value and other perceived values has yet to be fully 

explored, and it is therefore here that the author intends to make 

a contribution.  

 

Finally, Greenfield and Braithwaite (2008), also highlight 

surveyor issues as a key theme of research in the healthcare 

accreditation field. This stream of research explores the role of 

surveyors in the accreditation process. However, a small sample 

of literature also engages with the perceptions of surveyors in 

the accreditation process (Pongpirul et al, 2006). This research 

demonstrates a step towards an exploration of ‘perceived value’, 

from the perspective of those implementing accreditation 

processes.  

 

                                                           
75 Pérex (2014) pulls together literature on CSR reporting with an analytical lens 
as to how the field has engaged with the reporting-reputation relationship. Thus, this 
paper offers a systematic review of the literature already prevalent in this field. 
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Consequently, by engaging with ‘perceptions of value’ in BiTC’s 

CRI, from the perspective of those awarding the perceived 

‘accreditation’, as well as those gaining it; this thesis seeks to 

make a broader contribution to two developing areas of 

accreditation literature: ‘profession’s attitudes to accreditation’ 

and ‘surveyor issues’.  

 

4.4.3: Benchmarking 

 

In addition to a standard and an accreditation, the CRI has also 

been framed as a benchmark. What’s more, in BiTC’s own 

description of the CRI, the tool is simultaneously constructed as 

a benchmark (between industry peers), and an accreditation 

(which recognises achievement beyond the norm); with the 

perceived purpose of CSP management:  

 

‘Our CR Index challenges companies to devise and 

deliver business strategies that have responsibility at 

their heart. It does it by conducting a gap analysis, 

benchmarking against industry peers, and recognising 

and communicating achievement’ (BiTC, 2016).  

 

Attiany (2014), offers a detailed definition of benchmarking 

based on the work of Besterfield et al (2003):  
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‘Benchmarking is a systematic method by which 

organisations can measure themselves against the best 

industry practices, benchmarking promotes superior 

performance by providing an organized framework 

through which organizations learn how the ‘best in 

class’ do things, understand how these best practices 

differ from their own, and implement change to close 

the gap, the essence of benchmarking is the process of 

borrowing ideas and adapting them to gain competitive 

advantage’ (p.41).  

 

In this sense, the CRI symbolises a benchmark in its recognition 

of practices undertaken by those deemed to be ‘best in class’, 

and the manner in which the tool can facilitate the adoption of 

such practices by others.  

 

Operated by BiTC, for the use of membership companies, the 

CRI represents a relatively new development in the 

benchmarking field, namely: independent benchmarking bodies. 

By contrast, traditional benchmarking took place within a given 

company, seeking to benefit from independently exploring the 

experience and best practices of others.   
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Broadly speaking, the concept of benchmarking originates from 

ordnance surveys defined as ‘a point of reference’ (Zairi & 

Leonard, 1996, p.2), and in the business context ‘the Xerox 

corporation is generally credited with initiating the first 

comprehensive benchmarking projects, in 1979’ (Yasin, 2002, 

p.218). Since then, ‘benchmarking has ‘grown 

exponentially…[and] is now firmly established as a distinct 

mode of transnational governance’ (Broome & Quirk, 2015, 

p.813), ‘widely practiced and generally accepted by business’ 

(Yasin, 2003). Furthermore, this growing popularity has been 

reflected in growing academic interest with the Journal of 

Benchmarking: An International Journal, offering dedicated insights 

into the process since 1994.  

 

Anderson (1999) suggests that there are two core components 

to benchmarking: (1) who the comparison is being made against 

and (2) what is being compared. Within these core categories are 

subcategories, broken down into internal benchmarking (within 

company), competitive benchmarking (across competitors), 

functional benchmarking (against non-competitors in similar 

areas) and generic benchmarking (against the best regardless of 

industry) (ibid). Theoretically, the CRI’s composition as an 

annual independent benchmarking tool, open to many 

industries, means that its design is able to facilitate all four types 
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of benchmarking, provided the number and diversity of 

participants allows. As such, each of these categories are of 

interest in this thesis.  

 

The second core category offered by Anderson (1999) is ‘what 

is compared’, and this is broken down into three sub-categories: 

performance benchmarking (normally numerical performance 

measures), process benchmarking (how business processes are 

performed) and strategic benchmarking (comparison of strategic 

decisions) (ibid). Again, the CRI can be seen to delve into all 

three sub-categories in what it seeks to measure, with the 

inclusion of numerical performance indicators (via scores), 

requirements for evidence of processes (in supporting 

qualitative evidence), and perhaps less overtly, details of senior 

management strategies in performance improvement 

(personified in the requirement for CEO sign off and senior 

management related questions). Thus, the CRI may be multi-

faceted, not only in its perceived form and purpose, as this 

chapter seeks to review, but also, within each of these structures. 

  

In terms of the purpose of benchmarking, in the field of CSR, 

there appears to be two distinct yet connected theories. Firstly, 

a benchmark can promote the importance of what is being 

benchmarked (ibid, p,185), and thus drive improvement in that 



179 
 

area. In the case of the CRI this purpose is apparent in BiTC’s 

conception of the tool as ‘challeng[ing] companies to devise and 

deliver business strategies that have responsibility at their heart’ 

(BiTC, 2017). Secondly, and similarly to the role of accreditation, 

a benchmark can be seen as a means to bolster the reputation of 

those taking part, and often as a consequence, this could 

potentially offer market worth by means of competitive 

advantage (Schmidt, 1992)76.   

 

The first suggested purpose reflects the origins and original 

purpose of benchmarking; as a managerial technique, ‘used to 

identify performance gaps and improve operational 

performance’ (Yasin, 2002, p.221). Here companies would 

compare products, and later policies and processes with other 

companies to identify gaps in their own performance and alter 

their business accordingly (Elmuti et al, 1997). Initially, 

comparison occurred between companies of the same industry, 

but when benchmarking moved from products to processes and 

policies, the practice expanded to comparisons across different 

industries (Elnathan et al, 1996). Yet, whether comparing 

products, policies or processes; the aim of benchmarking was 

and continues to be; a tool to improve performance in the area 

being benchmarked.  

                                                           
76 See chapter 7 for more on economies of worth in this case. 
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Traditionally, having ‘originated in the private business sector’ 

improved performance ultimately centred on increased financial 

gain (Yasin, 2002, p.221). However, over time the practice of 

benchmarking has been applied and translated into other 

institutional settings, offering performance improvement in 

other areas, the CRI representing a case in point. Yet, improved 

CSP is, as a concept, not entirely divorced from improved 

corporate financial performance (CFP), as the wealth of 

literature detailed in section 4.5 pertains.  

 

The second perceived value of benchmarking it is argued is in 

its reputational worth. Although theoretically aside from the 

proposed purpose of benchmarking (Elmuti et al, 1997, p.12), 

symbolic engagement focused on reputation, often occurs where 

benchmarking results are made public, and reputational value 

may readily be gained (Schmidt, 1992). Here, changes in CSP are 

often minimal, with focus centred on using the benchmarking 

process for publicity rather than internal change.  

 

According to Elmuti et al (1997), the reputational approach 

misunderstands the meaning of the process. They argue that ‘the 

benchmarking process has many defining features. It must be 

purposeful, externally focused, measurement based, information 
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intensive, objective, and action generating [but] it shouldn’t be 

done merely for the organization’s image’ (p.12). However, in 

practice the perceived promotional value of benchmarking can 

be quite a draw, something that is reflected in Schmidt’s (1992) 

observation that it can be used to bolster the reputation, and 

thus financial performance of those taking part.  

 

Where benchmarking is utilised only for reputational gain, the 

resulting benchmark exudes a similar outcome to 

standardisation and accreditation; as like standardisation it may 

be used to demonstrate the meeting of a standard, or like 

accreditation be used to demonstrate superiority. 

 

This more symbolic use of benchmarking has developed in 

recent years alongside the externalisation of the benchmarking 

process. Traditionally, benchmarking was a process undertaken 

by businesses themselves and constituted of two processes, the 

first an internal dimension ‘whereby an organisation critically 

examines itself in search of best practices’ (Yasin, 2002, p.220), 

and the second, an external dimension, ‘whereby the 

organization searches its industry and other domains in an 

attempt to identify external and competitive benchmarks and 

practices, which may then be implemented in its operating 

environment’ (ibid). When conducted in this manner, 
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benchmarking is rarely reported, and it is therefore driven by its 

potential to generate performance improvement and substantive 

change as detailed above77. However, with the application of 

benchmarking to more complex business practices like 

sustainability, and CSR (Hong et al, 2012, p.453), there has been 

a growing trend for benchmarking to be conducted externally, 

by way of an independent benchmarking body. Thus, this 

increased contextual complexity, coupled with the growing 

popularity and acceptance of benchmarking as a practice, has 

resulted in a growing market in externally monitored 

benchmarks, which are publicised, and here the CRI is a case in 

point.  

 

Whilst having an independent body conduct the benchmarking 

process may offer a number of benefits, including offering 

businesses ill-equipped to benchmark independently the tools to 

do so, and a potential external validity of results; it is also via this 

publicly promoted process that symbolic use of the process has 

intensified and accusations of gaming have taken hold. 

Regulatory benchmarks have acted as a particular cite of 

controversy here, as gaming is used not only to gain competitive 

advantage through reputational worth, but also through a-

                                                           
77 See chapter 7, section 7.3.3 for a review of the substantive/symbolic debate in 
CSR measurement. 
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baiting the regulator and avoiding external sanctions. Thus, 

much of this research has taken place with a focus on highly 

regulated companies like those in the utilities sectors (Jamasb et 

al, 2004; Laine & Vinnari, 2014).   

 

Although there is ‘a large volume of stories and examples of 

gaming…in the vast collection of writings on performance 

measurement and management, there is no common definition 

of gaming’ (Gray et al, 2015, p.130). Gray et al (2015), thus 

develop their own definition, suggesting that gaming is ‘a 

response to performance measurement that involves the 

development of new and stable patterns of behaviour that aims 

to take advantage of the measure in a way that is (1) different 

from the original purpose of the measure: (2) resulting in an 

improvement in the measured aspect of performance: but (3) 

detrimental for the actual performance’ (p.130). Whilst Gray et 

al’s definition of gaming is helpful for understanding gaming in 

the context of independent benchmarking, data in this thesis 

suggests a broadening of the final point, in suggesting that in the 

field of independent benchmarking, gaming can also occur as a 

form of ‘greenwashing’78; through for example, the introduction 

                                                           
78 The term greenwashing has been used in reference to ‘the exaggerated benefits or 
unsupported claims in support of the environment in advertising and other persuasive 
communications’ (Kahle & Gurel-Atay, 2014, p.44). In CSR, this term 
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of a formal policy outlining an existing practice (representing the 

improvement in the measured aspect of performance), with little 

effect on actual behaviour change (representing no change in 

actual performance rather than a detriment). Thus, in this sense 

‘gaming’ can also occur in a space where performance is 

unchanged.  

 

In their empirical study of regulatory benchmark gaming in the 

electricity sector, Jamasb et al (2004), propose two forms of 

strategic behaviour underlying gaming: (1) behaviour that ‘may 

not have a material effect on the efficient operation of the firm 

and is intended to present the performance of the firm in a more 

favourable light’ (a process akin to the observation of 

greenwashing in CSR benchmarking detailed above), and (2) 

‘behaviour that distorts the efficient operation and investment 

decisions of the firm’ (p.5). Although rooted in the context of 

regulatory benchmarking, Jamasb et al’s (2004), classifications 

are equally relevant to public benchmarking in CSR, with the 

adjustment of ‘efficient operation of the firm’, being replaced by 

CSP. 

 

                                                           
sometimes takes on a broader meaning, encompassing also the exaggerated benefits 
and claims in regards to social issues. 
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Although benchmarking theorists purport that the purpose of 

the process is performance improvement rather than 

reputational gain, the growing literature exploring the role of 

gaming in such processes suggests that other purposes may be 

at play. What’s more Jasasb et al (2004), suggest that ‘this type 

of behaviour is rational from a firm perspective [as] optimising 

the regulatory process and exploiting the information advantage 

will maximise profits for shareholders’ (p.828). Consequently, 

the authors suggest that ‘benchmarking models need to strike a 

balance between reflecting the main performance drivers of the 

business in question and reducing incentives for engaging in 

unproductive method or model induced strategic behaviour’ 

(p.828). Thus, in the case of independently verified 

benchmarking, the onus is on the benchmarking agency to limit 

the potential for such ‘gaming’ behaviour.  

 

What is interesting about Jasasb et al’s (2004) observation, is the 

idea of limiting such behaviours. This denotes that the use of 

benchmarks as substantive performance improvement tools, or 

for symbolic reputational or regulatory advantage is not a 

dichotomy. Rather, companies may be engaged in both, 

simultaneously to lesser or greater degrees. Until now much of 

the benchmarking literature has explored its role as a 

performance improvement tool, with a notable distaste for the 
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use of benchmarking for symbolic reputational or regulatory 

value; or alternatively with a focus on the pitfalls of 

benchmarking from the perspective of its susceptibility to 

gaming. This thesis seeks to add to these conversations by 

exploring the relationship between the perceived value of 

benchmarking as a performance improvement tool, and as a 

publicity tool for reputational and regulatory gain, so as to better 

understand the dynamics between the two as an interconnected 

process, rather than a dichotomy between intended outcome 

and unintended consequence.    

 

4.5: Pluralistic purposes of the CRI 

 

As alluded to in the previous section, each construction of the 

CRI as a standard, an accreditation, and a benchmark, denote 

different and interconnecting perceptions of purpose. Early 

analysis detailed in section 4.2 collapsed the coding of perceived 

purpose into the following categories (1) management tool (2) a 

financial tool (3) a regulation/requirement (4) a communications 

tool. The following section explores three core literature 

streams, with each drawing on discussions of these ‘perceptions 

of purpose’. 
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4.5.1: Socially responsible investment 

 

Connected to the construction of the CRI as an accreditation 

process, a standard and a benchmark, is the perceived purpose 

of the index as a ‘tool for investors’. What’s more, the 

recognition ‘value’ of indices, awards and other such 

‘institutional infrastructures’, that is ‘the broad apparatus which 

creates the new rules which reframe what companies need to do 

to sustain their legitimacy and be accepted social actors’ (p.87) 

(Waddock, 2008), in drawing in external investment is for some, 

a primary purpose of engagement in such CSR reporting and 

measurement practices (Hockerts & Moir, 2004, p.95). This is 

particularly reflected in the growth of socially responsible 

investment indices (SRI) over the last decades, and the 

corresponding field of literature exploring this new trend 

(Revelli, 2017; Berry & Junkus, 2013; Slager, 2012; Slager & 

Chapple, 2016).  

 

Interest from investors in responsible business practice is often 

cited as the basis for the development of indices in the field of 

CSR, with many indices attributed to the growth of the socially 

responsible investment (SRI) movement (Louche, 2004, cited in 

Slager 2012, p.43).  The launch of the Domini 400 Social Index, 

the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and the FTSE4Good index 
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for example, were all borne out of existing financial rating 

organisations predominantly used by investors, with SRI in mind 

(Slager, 2012, p.44). Consequently, literature exploring these 

forms of measurement, has often done so from the point of view 

of their influence and value on and for investors (Slager, 2012).  

 

A clear definition of what SRI espouses is contested (Fowler and 

Hope, 2007, p.243). However, analysis of an earlier conception 

of the phenomenon, ethical investment (Sparkes and Cowton, 

2004, p.46), suggests that the general basis of SRI is: investments 

which take into account other considerations in addition to 

financial gains, specifically; ‘investments enabling investors to 

combine financial objectives with their social values’ (Munoz-

Torres et al., 2004, p.20 cited in Hill et al, 2007 p.167). Thus, for 

SRI; financial and social incentives are seen to be critically 

aligned (Clark et al, 2015).  

 

In reflection of this, much practitioner research in the field of 

SRI indices has centred on the link between inclusion in such 

tools and corporate gains, by way of competitive advantage 

(BiTC, 2011; Strandberg Consulting, 2009). In turn, academic 

focus has fallen in line with this idea of SRI indices as a tool for 

investors, and as such, a body of research has evolved which 

explores the effects of tools like SRI indices on some investor’s 
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decisions (Fowler & Hope, 2007, p.244; Scarlet & Kelly, 2010, 

p.81; Sparkes & Cowton, 2004).   

 

However, in recent years academic and practitioner debates of 

investor engagement in social responsibility in the main has 

moved on from an initial focus on concern for creating a link 

between financial and social objectives. For example, O’Sullivan 

and Gond (2016) have explored the more nuanced value 

attached to environment and social governance, finding that for 

investors ‘fiduciary duty and stewardship extend well beyond 

financial materiality’ (p.5). In their analysis, the authors offer a 

typology of seven values associated with investor engagement 

with social and environmental issues including: financial, 

stewardship, knowledge, collaborative, relational, signalling and 

environmental and social; with the authors suggesting that 

environmental and social value ‘has been relatively neglected’ in 

the literature (ibid). This recognition is an important step for the 

SRI field and CSR literature in the main, which scholars have 

come to criticise for focusing too heavily on the necessity for a 

business case for engagement, by which ‘we have fooled 

ourselves into believing that these opposing states [social and 

financial] can be brought consistently into alignment through 

market mechanisms’, to the detriment of solving some of 

societies biggest problems (Barnett, 2016, p.19).  
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Barnett (2016) is highly critical of the notion that all of societies’ 

biggest problems can be solved through the ‘business case’ for 

CSR, and this is primarily based on evidence that until now ‘the 

business case’ has been preferential to the needs of ‘primary 

stakeholders’ over ‘secondary stakeholders’. 

 

However, in their comprehensive review of the literature in SRI, 

Clark et al (2015) suggest that there has been transition from 

emphasises on the ‘stakeholder’ over the ‘stockholder’ (p.8), 

within which they substantially broaden the parameters of 

relevant stakeholder needs through the idea of sustainability. 

The authors suggest that ‘the inclusion of sustainability 

parameters into the investment process will become the norm in 

the years to come’, as ‘the clear economic case for sustainable 

corporate management and investment performance can be 

supported on the basis of logic alone’ (p.49). By bringing the 

concept of ‘sustainability’ into the debate as an umbrella term, 

socially responsible business practice is placed at the heart of the 

longevity of the firm. Thus, whereas Barnett (2016) is critical of 

the CFP-CSP agenda, Clark et al (2015) attempt to assert its 

relevance to a broader field of stakeholders, through the notion 

of sustainability, by which the financial success of business 
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becomes dependant on the needs of society and environment79; 

theorizing that only those companies undertaking social and 

environmental practices will offer ‘sustainable’ investment 

decisions.  

 

In their review, Clark et al (2015) attempt to solidify the CFP-

CSP link as relevant to social and environmental engagement, by 

drawing on a wealth of literature which explores different drivers 

for investor concern in ‘sustainable business practice’. In so 

doing, they break down the CFP-CSP link into three core 

sections, deemed of interest to investors:  

 

(1) sustainability and the cost of capital, which focuses 

on corporate governance’s positive implications for a 

firm’s ‘cost of debt’ and ‘cost of equity’, predicated on 

the association between corporate governance and 

reduced risk (pp.22-28). On review of the literature in 

this area the authors find 90% of studies ‘show that 

sound ESG [environmental, social governance] 

standards lower the cost of capital’ (p.37).  

 

                                                           
79 See section 5.6 for detailed theorising on the ecological view of sustainability 
which supports this. 



192 
 

(2) Sustainability and operational performance, which 

focuses on the direct financial valuation of the firm and 

on review of the literature suggests 88% of studies 

demonstrate a positive correlation between 

sustainability and operational performance.  

 

(3) sustainability and stock prices, which explores the 

link between ESG standards and stock price. Which, on 

review of the literature finds 80% of reviewed papers to 

find a positive correlation between ‘good sustainability 

and superior financial market performance’ (p.42).  

 

Although, as Clark et al (2015) suggest in their categorisation, 

these fields represent different types of investor incentives for 

engagement with SRI; as a whole the authors’ analysis, in 

attempting to offer such a definitive link, serves to reinforce the 

perceived necessity for a strong CSP-CFP association in driving 

SRI decisions. Bringing Barnett’s (2016) analysis to bear on this 

however, this dominant logic, arguably limits the potential of 

SRI to only those areas where clear CSP-CFP links can be made, 

leaving the remaining areas of CSP open to potential neglect 

(Barnett, 2016; Revelli, 2017).  
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Later analysis in chapter five however, suggests that the 

stakeholders activities encompassed in judgements of CFP, are 

highly dependent on temporal dimensions in how financial 

performance is framed. Thus, whereas Barnett (2016) has found 

‘the business case to hold for primary stakeholders – those 

without whose support the firm would cease to exist – but the 

more secondary are stakeholders, the less likely is the firm to 

profit from serving them’ (p.8); the ecological view of the firm 

put forth in chapter five (5.6), suggests that; by grounding 

definitions of CFP in the idea of long-term sustainability, it is no 

longer only the allowance given by primary and secondary 

stakeholders to the firms immediate financial bottom line that 

drives CSR engagement, but also both primary and secondary 

stakeholder needs in sustaining a functioning and healthy society 

and environment, which become essential to the existence of the 

firm. When viewed under this longer-term temporal dimension 

and dependency between business, society and the environment, 

the CSP-CFP link encompasses many more social and 

environmental issues80. 

 

                                                           
80 See chapter 5 section 5.6 for more detailed analysis of the ecological view of the 
firm and section 4.5.2 and 4.5.3 for further theorising on the importance of the 
CSP-CFP connection in extant literature. 
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However, although theoretically the ecological view of the firm 

may lead to greater social and environmental issue engagement, 

based on a long term CSP-CFP concern, understanding of it in 

regards to both if and how such engagement plays out in practice 

is limited. This is primarily because the empirical studies in this 

field ‘rely solely on the views of investors who already invest in 

SRI funds’ (Berry & Junkus, 2013). Therefore, although there 

appears to be a clear ‘logical’ reason for investors to consider 

and engage with SRI indices (Clark et al, 2015), there is little 

research exploring if and how this actually occurs in the wider 

investor context, outside of a cluster of investors known for 

taking this specific approach.  

 

One of the few studies exploring investor perceptions of such 

indices is Berry & Junkus, (2013). They found that contrary to 

engagement in SRI metrics being the logical means by which 

firms engaged with SRI, in practice, there were some 

fundamental disparities between what was offered by way of SRI 

metrics, and the wants of the investor. Most notably, ‘while 

specific metrics are useful in judging corporate behaviour, 

investors want a general, more nuanced synthesis of a 

corporation’s actions, both good and bad’ (Berry & Junkus, 

2013, p.718).  
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Due to time and resource limitations, as well the author’s 

concern for analytical depth in exploring these perspectives, an 

analysis of the interplay between investor perspectives and the 

perspectives of those legitimised by the CRI, is outside the scope 

of this particular study, and has thus been postponed for future 

exploration. However, what this thesis does add to this stream 

of literature, is an insight into the perceived investor value of the 

CRI from the perspective of the firm; specifically through the 

eyes of CR practitioners. Such analysis adds an additional 

dynamic to the conversation developing around engagement in 

such tools. In their recent review Clark et al (2015) suggest that 

72% of S&P500 companies are reporting on sustainability’ and 

that this demonstrates ‘a growing recognition of the strong 

interest expressed by investors’ (p.8). This assertion gives 

precedence to the role of the investor in a firm’s engagement 

with sustainability reporting, (further emphasised by Hockets & 

Moir, 2004). Yet due to the limited research focused on the 

perceived value of reporting responsible business practice by 

those reporting, this link has yet to be fully substantiated in the 

literature. Thus, this thesis, in its focus on the perceived value of 

a CRI, from the perspective of CR practitioners within the firm, 

sheds light on whether firm CR practitioners, engaged in CR 

reporting, perceive investors to be interested in such tools, and 
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whether any perceived interest has a bearing on the firm’s 

perceived value of participation.   

 

4.5.2: Business to business relationships 

 

Contrary to the focus on investors in the previous section, 

research exploring the link between CSR reporting and CFP, is 

not limited to the role of investors, with other CFP ‘effects’ 

derived from CSP in four additional core areas: financial gain 

from business to business engagements (Jenkins, 2004; Ayuso et 

al, 2013), potential for accessing new markets (Prahalad & Hart, 

2002), drawing in new consumers through reputational gain 

(Pérez, 2015; Schler & Cording, 2006), and improving 

productivity through greater employee draw, engagement and 

retention (Barnett, 2007).  

 

The overall findings of this broad CSP-CFP field are diverse; 

with some finding direct financial gains derived from measuring 

socially responsible investment in an index (Doh et al, 2009), 

whilst others have found negligible correlations (Margolis & 

Walsh, 2003). And as suggested in the previous section, whether 

a link is found, according to Barnett (2016), is dependent on 

whether CSP is focused on primary or secondary stakeholders 

(p.8).  
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In the abductive analysis of this thesis, the role of business to 

business relationships in the perceived value of the CRI came to 

the fore as a key value theme, through references to the role of 

the index in gaining tenders, and participation as a requirement 

for continued contractual relationships. There are two inter-

related dynamics in how this concept emerged in the data, and 

also how it has hitherto been applied in the literature: the 

inclusion of sustainability and responsible business criteria in 

public tenders, and the transmission of responsible business 

practice demands through the supply chain81. Each dynamic 

contributes to the, now specific field, of research in sustainable 

supply chain management (SSCM), in two distinct ways (Ayuso 

et al, 2013, p.498).  

 

This section explores the SSCM literature, setting out both how 

the current state of knowledge has contributed to the 

development of this thesis, and in turn the contribution this 

work seeks to make. 

 

The premise of SSCM is the notion of transmitting corporate 

engagement with CSR and sustainability along the supply chain. 

In recent years, practical discourse in CSR has experienced a 

                                                           
81 See table 4.1 for an illustration of how these themes came to the fore. 
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notable lens shift, from an internal focus on those issues of 

immediate financial concern to a given firm, to a much broader 

focus on the implications of supply chain business practices on 

the firm’s longer-term sustainability. In management 

consultancy company Accenture’s ‘latest thinking’ for example, 

it is noted that ‘companies that talk about sustainability instead 

of actually shaping responsible supply chains will begin losing 

their ability to grow and compete’ (Accenture, 2017). This links 

back to earlier discussions exploring the link between CSP and 

CFP in the realm of the investor, where sustainability is placed 

at the centre of the debate. SSCM may be seen as a parallel 

branch in this debate, where long term financial success is seen 

to be tied in with ensuring not only the sustainable, responsible 

behaviour of the firm, but also similar behaviours from those 

within the firm’s supply chain.  

 

What’s more, in their early conception of SSCM, Carter and 

Rogers (2008) place Elkington’s (1998) triple bottom line; the 

intersection of environmental, social, and economic 

performance, at the core of the SSCM, in order to address 

previous tendencies for literature in the area to operationalise 

‘the environmental and/or social dimensions of CSR, without 

explicitly accounting for economic performance’ (Carter & 

Easton, 2011, p.48). This move serves to position SSCM as a 
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stream of academic discourse directly tied to the broader CSP-

CFP debate.  

 

However, although reflective of the CSP-CFP debate, literature 

in the SSCM field is not limited here. In a striking parallel to 

discourse in the field of CSR indices, another area of discussion 

centres on the social and environmental effect of SSCM, 

specifically regarding its role in ‘transmitting’ true engagement 

with CSR throughout the supply chain (Ayuso et al, 2013). 

Within this field, scholars have also engaged in debate regarding 

the justification and legitimation of the process of SSCM, with 

Baden et al’s (2009), empirical exploration of the effect of buyer 

pressure on suppliers in SMEs demonstrating CSR practices, 

engaging in the core legitimacy debate. Thus, Baden et al (2009), 

seek to explore whether SSCM could represent ‘the best of both 

worlds’ between voluntary action, which is seen by some as a 

root to failure of action in CSR (Williamson et al, 2006; Tilley, 

2000) and regulation, which for others is deemed too restrictive 

and thus prone to ‘stifling the innovation and creativity of SMEs 

(European Commission, 2002).  

 

Similarly, the same study engages with the question of whether 

SSCM encourages a culture of tick-box bureaucracy over action, 

citing a Danish based study by Jøgensen & Knudsen, (2006), 
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where many ‘suppliers simply viewed CSR-related buyer 

requirements as an extra administrative burden, which elicited a 

box-ticking approach rather than genuine engagement with the 

issues (Baden et al, 2009, p.430).  

 

The final aspect of the SSCM literature regarding the ‘effect’ of 

such a process on CSR action referred to by Baden et al (2009), 

is the potential for SSCM to create ‘a ceiling effect rather than a 

floor for desired conduct’ (Baden et al, 2009), playing into a 

similar argument regarding the role of regulation in stifling 

innovation noted above. 

 

Following their detailed literature review and empirical analysis, 

Baden et al (2009) conclude with mixed results. Thus, although 

the study found that ‘buyer pressure to engage in CSR would act 

as an additional incentive ‘in the majority of cases’ (p.439), they 

also found some evidence that SSCM can elicit box-ticking amid 

annoyance at the extra administrative burden and a ceiling effect, 

due to the prescriptive nature of some forms of SSCM. The 

authors suggest that one solution to this ceiling effect ‘has been 

the use of certification such as ISO14001 and Investors in the 

People’ in mediating SSCM (p.439). However, it is also noted 

that this could potentially simply push ‘the same issue further 

down the chain, in the sense that, to what extent do the assessors 
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of these certificates accept a quick and easy tick-box approach, 

or capture genuine engagement?’ (p.439). This leads the authors 

to a final conclusion that; for SSCM to be effective, there is a 

‘need [for companies] to believe that genuine CSR engagement 

will actually affect their chance of success in their tender for 

business, and that it is not just a case of meeting minimum 

standards (p.439). 

 

The review’s conclusions are particularly relevant for this thesis, 

as they begin to draw upon the role of intermediaries in the 

transmission of SSCM. Although Baden et al (2009) suggest that 

simply applying a certification scheme to the SSCM process 

would simply pass ‘box ticking’ issues further down the chain, 

this is predicated on certifications offering a base line minimum 

standard (p.439). Thus, in exploring the multiple constructs of 

the CRI, this thesis explores whether such pitfalls may be 

overcome through more dynamic forms of measurement 

recognition and multiple value offers: based on the pluralistic 

roles of the CRI as survey, ranking and consultancy.  

 

Recent research by Slager & Chapple (2016), has explored the 

role of similar tools as financial market intermediaries, 

promoting corporate social performance through mechanisms 

such as exclusion threats, signalling, and engagement; finding 
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that through these mechanisms, intermediaries play a role in 

conferring legitimacy and reputation for CSP. However, to the 

best of the author’s knowledge, to date little research has 

explored the role of intermediaries in the SSCM process, and 

whether a similar role is played out here. This thesis seeks to 

make a small contribution on this path, by exploring the 

potential perceived value of the CRI as a tool for SSCM.  

 

4.5.3: CSR Measurement and management  

 

The final academic field of relevance, drawn out through 

abductive theorizing, deals directly with the question of social 

and environmental engagement, and explores the link between 

CSP management through measurement. This has to some 

extent already been covered under the guise of benchmarking 

(4.4.3). However, the research-theorising process undertaken in 

the context of the CRI revealed some participants perceived a 

management value in the tool which transcended beyond the 

benchmarking framework. Thus, in line with the abductive 

design of this work, literary discourse of the role of performance 

measurement processes in bringing about the management of 

processes warrants a review in its own right.  
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Like the investor and SSCM literatures discussed above, this 

conversation is linked to the CSP/financial performance debate, 

in so far as it has at times come to explore financial implications 

of CSP for participants (Doh, et al, 2009; Margolis & Walsh, 

2003). However, a second strand of research in this field also 

departs from this more mainstream CSP-CFP debate, which has 

traditionally focused on primary stakeholders (Barnett, 2016). 

Much of this second body of literature on the effects of CSP 

measurement, approach the field by exploring the impact of 

measuring CSP on the social rather than financial performance 

of organisations. The key texts in this area include Chatterji and 

Toffel (2007) and Scarlet and Kelly’s (2010) studies of 

organisation’s responses to being rated, and the subsequent 

impact of ratings agencies on corporate behaviour. Also 

contributing to this conversation is a broader long-standing 

debate, exploring the potential for measurement to bring about 

organisational impact through changes in behaviour (Adam & 

Shavit, 2007; Slager & Chapple, 2016; Gray et al, 1995; Tencati 

et al, 2004; Waddock, 2008; Wood, 1991; Park & Ghauri, 

2015)82. 

                                                           
82 There are again parallels here with the healthcare literature on accreditation. 
With Pomey, Contandriopoulos and Francois, 2004; Duckett, 1983; Juul, Gluud 
and Wetterslev, 2005; Mazmanian, Kreutze, Devany, 1993; Simons, Kasic, and 
Kirkpatrick, 2002 (cited in Greenfield and Braithwaite, 2008) exploring the 
potential for accreditation to bring about organisational change and Touati and 
Pomey (2009) exploring the role of accreditation as a means of coercion.   
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An important contribution is made by this field, as in moving 

away from the CSP/financial performance debate, these texts 

expand the application of key sociological theory to indices 

literature. Chatterji and Toffel (2007), for example build their 

investigation around a hypothesis centred on legitimacy theory, 

stating that ratings are particularly likely to spur organisations 

whose legitimacy is threatened by their rating (p.10). Whereas 

Scarlet and Kelly (2010), who arguably take a more empirical 

approach to their research question, by exploring whether being 

dropped from a rating encourages firms to acknowledge and 

address problems, also draw on key theoretical constructs such 

as stakeholder theory (p.70). In drawing on these theories, both 

approaches seek to explore an alternative angle to CSR 

reporting, namely; why firms take part in responsible business 

practices outside of financial incentives.   

 

In answering this question, both papers suggest that indices are 

not neutral (Slager et al, 2012, p.1).  Building on this Slager et al’s 

(2010), combine key theoretical constructs in the form of 

institutional theory and economic sociology (p.2), to illustrate 

that metrics can have an indirect yet lasting effect on the 

behaviour of organisations (p.3). Moreover, the authors take the 

application of theory a step further, setting out a framework of 
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environmental, cognitive and relational mechanisms to explain 

changes to organisational behaviour (Slager et al, 2010). This 

framework, they suggest, laid the groundwork for future 

research on the effects of indices on organisational behaviour 

(p.6), which inevitably followed (Slager & Chapple, 2016; Park 

& Ghauri, 2015). 

 

The measurement and management literature demonstrates an 

important step in exploring metric’s impact on social and 

environmental engagement. However, due to the historical 

tendency for CSP-CFP literature to focus on primary 

stakeholders (Barnett, 2016), this literature does not engage fully 

with the potential links between metric impact on CSP and CFP 

as an interconnected process, when viewed through a broader 

lens, which takes account of the ecological view of the firm. 

Analysis in chapter five (5.6) addresses this theorisation, as the 

premise for empirical discussion later on in this works.  

 

4.6: Conclusion 

 

The abductive analysis undertaken in this study demonstrates 

that the CRI can be constructed in various ways including as: a 

standard, an accreditation, and a benchmark. Similarly, it can also 

espouse different perceptions of purpose, particularly: a tool for 
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investors, an intermediary in business to business relationships 

and a management tool for CSP. Much of the literature on CSR 

measurement to date appears to explore the phenomenon along 

the lines of a singularly perceived construct or purpose, with 

Waddock (2008), Bondy et al (2012) and Gond & Nyberg (2017) 

each offering a succinct categorisation of what they suggest 

represents the ‘institutional infrastructures’  that is ‘the broad 

apparatus which creates the new rules which reframe what 

companies need to do to sustain their legitimacy and be accepted 

social actors’ (Waddock, 2008, p.87) or ‘materializations’ of CSR.  

 

Conversely, in the specific field of indices and metrics, scholars 

have tended towards the exploration of the phenomenon 

through the lens of a specific effect the process may have, be 

that financial, social, environmental or legitimating83. To the 

author’s knowledge, little research has to-date explored, in depth 

the dynamic relationship between these often-overlapping 

constructs and purposes. This research seeks to address this gap. 

In order to begin this endeavour, this chapter has highlighted 

existing literature in each field, so as to facilitate a subsequent 

analysis of the dynamic relationship between each phenomenon 

through the lens of ‘perceived value’. The next chapter goes onto 

explore the core theoretical constructs applied in such analysis. 

                                                           
83 See chapter 5 for further theorising on legitimacy. 
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5. Literature review: theoretical concepts 

 

Keywords: Economies of worth, institutional theory, value, 

valuation, materiality, risk, boundary objects 

 

5.1: Chapter overview 

  

As shown in chapter three, iterative analysis throughout the 

research project centred on answering the question: ‘what is this 

data a case of?’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.5). Accordingly, 

the author worked recursively, moving back and forth between 

a set of observations [the data] and a ‘theoretical generalisation’, 

in the form of existing theory (ibid, p.4). In each instance, a range 

of literature streams were reviewed, which directly engaged with 

the given concept identified as important in the data. As the 

researcher worked back and forth between the data and existing 

theory, certain theorisations were dropped in favour of others, 

which were deemed to be more reflective of the data. This 

process resulted in a set of key theoretical concepts, which both 

independently and collectively tell a story of ‘what the data is a 

case of’84.  

 

                                                           
84 For further details of the abductive methodological process undertaken see chapter 
3.  
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The purpose of this second literature review is to explore 

existing work engaging with these theoretical concepts, and to 

map how these theories connect with one another. Figure 5.1 

models the interactions between the core theories applied in this 

thesis, whilst figure 5.2 builds on figure 3.5, to demonstrate how 

this thesis engages with each theory according to the thesis 

structure. 
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Figure 5.1: Theory integration model 
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Figure 5.2: Research-theorising process and theory engagement by chapter: 

IS

L ILo

AW

EW C-AW
PV

EW

V

L

Fame

Industrial

Civic

Domestic

 M
ar

ke
t

In
sp

iration
al

M-BO

C-AW R

Critique 
positioning EW

Discussion of EW 
and studies 

extending its 
application

Identification of 
gaps and thesis 

application

Theories used 
to make 

contribution

Abductive critique 
of institutional 

theory and 
institutional logics

Periphery assemblages (ch5)

Materiality constructed according to 
risk (ch7)

Materiality as a BO

Assemblage change over time (ch6)

V

L

ILo

PV

EW

AW

C-
AW

M-
BO

R

Materiality as a boundary 
object

Changes in assemblages 
of worth

Assemblages of worth

Economies of worth

Perceived value

Legitimacy

Institutional Logics

Risk

Value

 

 



213 
 

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Page no. overflow for previous A3 printed foldout 

 (figure/table) 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------



214 
 

As figure 5.1 demonstrates, structurally this literature 

review moves through three theorisation processes: 

starting with a comparative analysis of (1) institutional 

logics (ILs) and economies of worth (EW), followed by 

(2) a review of the relationships between perceived value 

and framings of materiality, and concluding with (3) an 

assessment of risk and boundary objects. In addition, 

legitimacy is reviewed reflexively throughout each 

section, in order to highlight the centrality of this concept 

to the thesis as a whole.  This structure enables theory to 

be introduced developmentally, and links between each 

theory to be clearly highlighted and their application in 

this thesis justified.  

 

5.2: Institutional theory  

 

In recent years a wealth of literature has applied the 

institutional logics (ILs) approach to explore institutional 

and organisational change (Bertels & Lawrence, 2016; 

Greenwood et al, 2010; Lee & Lounsbury, 2015; Ocasio 

et al, 2016; Greenwood et al, 2017). Therefore, it follows 

that this large body of literature may be able to shed light 

on the evolutionary process of the CRI. However, 

although the ILs perspective facilitates some important 
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insights into this case, this section ultimately draws out 

the shortcomings of the ILs approach for explaining the 

data in this case, opening up a channel for the justification 

of the use of EW framework as a more suitable theory.  

 

5.2.1: Indices as institutional infrastructure  

 

Many studies exploring the role of benchmarking and 

indices approach the concept through an institutional 

lens. This is because indices, benchmarks, principles, 

calculative tools, reports and other ‘materialisations of 

CSR’ (Gond & Nyberg, 2017); have come to represent ‘an 

institutional infrastructure for CSR’ (Waddock, 2008, 

p.87; Bondy et al, 2012, p.282)85, which Waddock (2008) 

defines as ‘the broad apparatus which creates the new 

rules which reframe what companies need to do to sustain 

their legitimacy and be accepted social actors’ (p.87) 

Therefore, to understand indices, it is important to 

understand their role as part of this institutional 

infrastructure.  

 

                                                           
85 See chapter 4 for a review of this literature. 



216 
 

Central to understanding indices’ role as a form of 

institutional infrastructure are processes of legitimation, 

as; ‘legitimacy processes not only explain 

institutionalization and stability, but also help explain 

deinstitutionalization and change in organizations and in 

organizational fields’ (Stryker, 2000, p.180). By exploring 

indices through the lens of ‘institutional theory’ 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1991; Powell & 

DiMaggio, 1991; Scott, 1987), scholars have suggested 

that the regulatory power of indices comes from their 

position as an institution (Slager et al, 2012). This power, 

in turn is tied up in multiple processes of legitimation 

between the indices and those they seeks to measure. For 

example, Doh et al (2009), explore indices as a form of 

institutional endorsement (p.1466), finding that; 

‘institutional intermediaries [e.g. indices and metrics] 

influence market assessments of a firm’s social 

responsibility’ (p.1461), which suggests that indices fulfil 

a legitimating role for included firms. Notably however, 

Doh et al’s (2009) assessment insinuates legitimacy moves 

one dimensionally from the institution endorsing CSR to 

the firm. 
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Yet Durand and McGuire (2005), show that legitimation 

processes are more dynamic. The authors conceptualise 

the relationship between indices and participants, as 

defined by legitimacy which is ‘co-constituted’ (p167). In 

the context of the CRI, this means that the index conveys 

legitimacy on participating firms by giving authority to 

their reported behaviour, whilst at the same time, the 

index’s own legitimacy is partly endorsed through the 

collective participation of firms. It is suggested that the 

success of such tools is determined by their ability to 

balance this co-constituted role (ibid).  

 

Hill (2004) highlights this necessary balance as a paradox 

of ratings agencies. Her research focuses on index models 

that are reliant on funding from those they rate to 

maintain their operations (much like the CRI), and in her 

summation of this paradox, Hill (2004) identifies the 

conflict, but suggests that concerns for the link between 

rating validity and legitimacy will for the most part prevail: 

 

‘When firms pay for their own ratings, rating 

agencies might be tempted to give inflated 

ratings. Firms could threaten to take their 

business elsewhere if they don’t get the desired 
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rating, or they can offer to pay more in exchange 

for a higher rating. But many, if not most, 

commentators think that rating agencies’ 

concern for their reputations will override their 

susceptibility to influence of this type. If markets 

think a firm can get a high rating just by paying 

for it, ratings won’t be valued.’ (p.50) 

 

Thus, at the heart of this legitimacy co-constitution is the 

ability of an index to accurately measure what it claims, in 

the case of the CRI: the socially responsible behaviour of 

corporations. Firstly, this is because it is from the index 

framework that companies decide what they need to do 

to maintain or improve their position, from which comes 

the associated legitimacy from inclusion (Waddock, 2008, 

p.87). At the same time, an index is also legitimised 

through its reputation for validity (Hill, 2004, p.50). Thus, 

there lies an intrinsic link between the validity of ratings 

and the legitimacy they confer on others, as well as the 

legitimacy they espouse themselves (Ciegis, 

Ramanauskiene, Startiene, 2009, p.36). This suggests that 

legitimacy is not simply conferred through the 

reputational aspects of inclusion, as suggested by Doh et 
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al (2009), but that this process is more complex and 

grounded in perceptions of what is valid.  

 

Legitimacy theory suggests that these perceptions of 

validity and thus, assumed legitimacy, are subject to 

pluralistic beliefs and values. Suchman (1995), for 

example defines legitimacy as ‘a generalized perception or 

assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 

proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’ (p.574). 

However, as these notions are socially constructed, 

multiple variations of what may be deemed to be 

‘desirable, proper and appropriate’ may be evident, in 

accordance with different social groups. Consequently, 

the process of legitimation ‘reflects a congruence between 

the behaviours of the legitimated entity and the shared (or 

assumedly shared) beliefs of some social group; thus, 

legitimacy is dependent on a collective audience’ (ibid, 

p.574).  Consequently, what one ‘group’ may deem to be 

legitimate may be illegitimate to another and vice-versa, 

with multiple degrees in between. 

 

When applied to the study of CSR indices, Hawn et al 

(2011) categorise such legitimacy pluralism in two specific 



220 
 

ways.  Firstly, they refer to market legitimacy, which is 

conveyed by market actors in how well organisations fit 

with the norms and values of the financial markets. From 

this Hawn et al (2011), distinguish social legitimacy, which 

is derived from non-market actors, and refers to how an 

organisation is seen to fit with the norms and values of 

the larger social system (p.2).  Specifically, their analysis 

of additions and deletions from the Dow Jones 

Sustainability Index, shows that ‘firms with higher market 

legitimacy benefit less from increased social legitimacy’, 

concluding that ‘different sources of legitimacy can 

substitute each other’ (p.1).   

 

5.2.2: Institutional logics and pluralism  

     

Contrary to the empirical case for institutional pluralism 

in processes of legitimation outlined above, prior to the 

early 1990’s, ‘pluralism had long been disregarded as an 

institutional phenomenon of interest’ (Gond & Leca, 

2012, p.5). Breaking with this trajectory, Friedland and 

Alford (1991), brought pluralism to bear in the form of 

the institutional logics (ILs) perspective; outlined in their 

seminal paper ‘Bringing society back in’. The central premise 

of this theoretical framework is that ‘each of the most 
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important institutional orders of contemporary Western 

societies has a central logic – a set of material practices 

and symbolic individuals to elaborate’ (p248). These 

logics were later defined as: 

 

‘socially constructed, historical patterns of 

material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, 

and rules by which individuals produce and 

reproduce their material substance, organize time 

and space, and provide meaning to their social 

reality’ (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999, p.804).  

 

By addressing the existence of multiple logics, ‘the ILs 

perspective has proven to be a useful and practical lens 

through which to account for the plurality of norms and 

beliefs in institutional theory and for explaining the 

processes underscoring institutional formation and 

change’ (Cloutier & Langley, 2013, p.360).  

 

In bringing plurality to bear on institutional theory, one 

of the Friedland and Alford’s (1991), central arguments 

was that there are inherent contradictions between 

multiple ‘ILs’, and that these contradictions act as a device 

through which ‘individuals and organizations transform 
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the institutional relations of society’ (Friedland & Alford, 

1991, p.232). Thus, institutional transformation occurs 

where the dominant logic is replaced by another. 

Therefore, although the ILs perspective introduces 

plurality, a situation in which more than one logic is 

dominant at any one time remains a ‘‘state of exception’ 

or representative of a ‘problem to be solved’’ (Gond & 

Leca, 2012, p.4). Thus, the ILs perspective, in its initial 

form, addressed pluralism as a state of conflict and 

transition, rather than a state of collectively and 

maintenance. Subsequent scholarly contributions have 

been made that purport to build on the ILs perspective in 

exploring situations and mechanisms that enable logics to 

co-exist (Marquis & Loundsbury, 2007; Lok, 2010; Purdy 

& Gray, 2009; Reay & Hinings, 2009; Battilana & Dorado, 

2010). However, much of this research has focused on 

the relationship between two logics, and according to 

Cloutier and Langley (2013), scholars have begun ‘to 

question whether this was an accurate reflection of the 

empirical reality in which most organisations found 

themselves (Stryker, 2000; Zilber, 2002)’ (p.362).  

 

More recently, Micelotta et al (2017), have crystallised 

these observations into two core areas of 
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underdevelopment in the institutional change literature to 

date: ‘temporality and pluralistic institutional 

environments’, suggesting that current research has 

focused too heavily on dramatic, rather than incremental 

change over time (temporality), and according to a limited 

number of logics (p.1887). This thesis addresses this gap, 

by exploring the incremental change of the CRI over time 

according to multiple notions of value. 

 

5.2.3: Institutional logics and legitimation 

 

Central to both Gond & Leca (2012) and Cloutier and 

Langley (2013)’s critiques of the institutional logic 

perspective, is its conceptualisation of legitimacy. For 

their part, Cloutier and Langley (2013) draw attention to 

Scott’s (2008) assertion that ‘much of the literature in 

institutional theory tends to equate legitimacy with 

conformity to normative, regulative, and sociocognitive 

elements of a given institutional field (Scott, 2008)’ 

(p.363). Scott’s assertion, builds on the work of Suchman 

(1995), who characterised processes of legitimation from 

the perspective of institutional theory, as falling in line 

with three dimensions: pragmatic, moral and cognitive 

legitimacy (Suchman, 1995, p.571).  
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According to Suchman (1995), ‘pragmatic legitimacy boils 

down to a sort of exchange legitimacy—support for an 

organizational policy based on that policy's expected 

value to a particular set of constituents’ (ibid, p.578). 

Moral legitimacy by contrast is based on more normative 

assumptions and rests ‘not on judgments about whether 

a given activity benefits the evaluator, but rather on 

judgments about whether the activity is ‘the right thing to 

do’’ (ibid, p.579).  Finally, cognitive legitimacy refers to 

the ‘mere acceptance of the organization as necessary or 

inevitable based on some taken-for-granted cultural 

account’ (ibid, p.582). It has been suggested that ‘most 

institutional research has focused either on the cognitive’ 

(Green, 2004, Green et al, 2009) or pragmatic (Oliver, 

1991; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005) dimensions of 

legitimacy rather than the moral element’ (Gond & Leca, 

2012, p.13). Which has led to more recent attempts to 

address the normative element of legitimation (Klein, 

2015). 

 

However, whether cognitive, pragmatic or moral; 

legitimation, as defined in these forms, remains wedded 

to the idea of legitimacy as conformity. Hence, something 
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may be deemed to be cognitively, pragmatically or morally 

legitimate, only in so far as it conforms to the ‘norms, 

values, belief, and definitions’ espoused by a socially 

constructed system of institutions (Suchman, 1995, 

p.574). This has led to criticism that institutional theory, 

even taking account for ILs, takes an ‘over-socialized view 

of actors… leaving little room for agency’ (Gond & Leca, 

2012, p.15). Furthermore, such an institutionally focused 

approach to legitimation, arguably limits the potential for 

understanding the dynamics of change in pluralistic cases, 

where change may occur for some actors and not for 

others.  

 

This was a phenomenon beginning to emerge abductively 

in this empirical case. Data revealed that changes in 

legitimation processes were occurring both across and 

within different institutional settings, but not consistently 

so. These early empirical observations suggested that two 

core aspects of critique of the ILs perspective, particularly 

in the form of its limitations in exploring plurality and the 

lack of attention to agency in processes of legitimation, 

were finding empirical substance in the abductively 

emerging data. Consequently, in line with the abductive 

method outlined in chapter three, the researcher turned 
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to alternative theory in an attempt to address these 

shortcomings, so as to be able to fully comprehend what 

the emerging data was a ‘case of’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 

2014, p.5).  

 

Both, Gond and Leca (2012) and Cloutier & Langley 

(2013) analysis of ILs mirror the shortcomings of ILs 

observed in the data in this case. What’s more, both 

observations draw on French pragmatist sociology as a 

suitable theory for addressing these theoretical gaps. As 

such, it is to French pragmatist sociology and the EW 

treatise that this review now turns. Analysis here takes a 

cross-fertilization approach between ILs and EW (Gond 

& Leca, 2012), and thus in line with the model presented 

in figure 5.1, this section of the review explores the 

suitability of EW as the prominent theory to apply in this 

empirical case, whilst simultaneously drawing out aspects 

of ILs, which when combined with EW, facilitate greater 

understanding of what the data is ‘a case of’.  

 

5.3: French pragmatist sociology 

 

As outlined in the ontological discussion of this theory in 

chapter three, French pragmatist sociology first gained 
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precedence in French scholarly discourse in the early 

1990’s, primarily as a result of the work of Luc Boltanski 

and Laurent Thévenot (and later Eve Chiapello and 

others). This section shifts its analytical lens from the 

ontological review of chapter three, to a theoretical lens 

of theory development and substance.  

 

Boltanski’s first venture into French pragmatist sociology 

is often marked as representing a break with the author’s 

prior association with Bourdieusian theory (a tradition 

within which Boltanski had spent many of his early 

scholarly years). However, it has been noted that despite 

representing a break with Bourdieu, much of Boltanski’s 

later works continued to carry through elements of the 

Bourdieusian tradition (Fowler, 2014, p.68). The reported 

split with Bourdieu it is argued, was based on Boltanski’s 

apparent dissatisfaction with the attention paid to the 

‘actor’s subjective experience’. Boltanski, it is suggested, 

sought to redress the balance between what he believed 

had become the dominance of the understanding of the 

social scientist over the everyday world of agents (Fowler, 

2014, p.69-70). Thus, the French pragmatist sociology 

which followed, posited actors ‘as possessing and 

implementing their own critiques, whilst also going 
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beyond mere ‘domination’ to address intricate questions 

about its forms and intensity’ (Fowler, 2014, p.70).  

 

The first notable text to establish this notion was 

Boltanski & Thévenot’s ‘Les Économies De La 

Grandeur’ (1991). Within this text, the author’s explore 

the aforementioned notion, that actor’s possess the 

faculties and tools to implement their own critique, 

through the lens of processes of justification and 

legitimation. The authors propose that in justifying and 

legitimating their actions, people draw on a number of 

common ‘worlds’, within which there are individual 

‘worlds of worth’. As outlined in chapter three, but 

worthy of repetition here for context; in their initial work 

they identify six ‘worlds’: the inspirational, the domestic, 

the world of fame, the civic, the market, and the 

industrial, although they are clear to point out that other 

‘worlds’ are also possible, with later conceptualising of a 

seventh ‘green’ world (Lafaye & Thévenot, 1993; 

Thévenot et al, 2000; Moody & Thévenot, 2000; Lafaye 

& Thévenot, 2017), and an additional ‘project’ world 

(Lafaye & Thévenot, 1993; Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999, 

pp.161-192).  
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Scholars have pointed to the similarities between these 

‘EW’ and the ‘ILs’ proposed by Friedland and Alford 

(1991), in that ‘both approaches share an interest in 

explaining social complexity and competing rationalities 

in the production of order and change in organizations’ 

(Brandl et al, 2014, p.314). It has also been noted that 

these similarities are particularly interesting, given that 

both theories were developing in relative isolation from 

one another over the same period of time, with French 

pragmatism developing within French scholarly circles at 

the same time as ILs was gaining precedence in English 

speaking scholarly communities (Friedland, 2014).   

 

However, despite the apparent similarities between what 

the approaches were attempting to explain, little 

convergence or conversation between the theories took 

place until the translation of ‘Les Économies De La 

Grandeur’ into ‘On Justification’ in 2006. Since then, a 

handful of scholars have sought to explore the relevance 

of French pragmatist sociology to organisational 

institutionalism and vice versa (Gond & Leca, 2012; 

Cloutier & Langley, 2013, Brandl et al, 2014). However, it 

has been noted that there is still a ‘relative neglect [of 

French pragmatism] within organizational theory’ 
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(Cloutier et al, 2017, p.3), with institutional theory for the 

most part still dominating much academic discourse in 

this area. However, it has been argued that there is much 

French pragmatism can add to our comprehension of 

competing rationalities in organisational maintenance and 

change, particularly in regards to accounting for pluralism 

(Gond & Leca, 2012).  

 

Those authors who have sought to compare ILs and EW 

have often done so in a manner which seeks to address 

the burgeoning literature on ILs from the perspective of 

what French pragmatism can add, thus seemingly making 

the case for French pragmatism within organizational 

institutionalism. For example Cloutier & Langley, (2013) 

explore possible insights from French pragmatist 

sociology for the betterment of the ILs perspective; 

Patriotta et al (2011) borrow from French pragmatism, in 

their notion of ‘logics of justification’; and Dansou and 

Langley (2012) borrow the French pragmatist notion of 

‘tests’ in exploring institutional work (Brandl et al, 2014). 

However, such approaches have been critiqued on the 

basis that ‘lifting out specific concepts from French 

pragmatism for elaborating existing perspectives…is 

unlikely to use the potential of French pragmatism 
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adequately (Diaz-Bone, 2009)’ (cited in Brandl, 2014, 

p.314).  This critique also draws out the potential flaws of 

cherry picking aspects of French pragmatism, in losing 

the distinction between the different paradigmatic 

foundations of EW and ILs (Diaz-Bone, 2014). 

 

Yet, in Gond & Leca’s (2012), comparative analysis of 

EW and ILs, it is these paradigmatic differences which are 

seen to be central to the conversation between EW and 

ILs (Gond & Leca, 2012). The authors highlight that the 

‘divergent underlying ontological and epistemological 

assumptions’ (p.17), between ILs and EW ‘differ 

significantly in terms of three core areas, namely 

epistemology, legitimacy and agency (p.23). Yet, rather 

than using EW to supplement ILs or vice versa, the 

authors address calls for ‘building theory through cross-

fertilization’, in demonstrating how these differing 

assumptions may present an opportunity in which EW 

and ILs can learn from each other (p.23).  

 

Interestingly, the theoretical gaps left by ILs, in this 

empirical case tended to mirror these differences in 

paradigmatic assumptions outlined by Gond & Leca 

(2012). Due to Gond & Leca’s (2012) existing theorising 
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in this space, and its symmetry with the empirical data 

under review, the following analysis of paradigmatic 

differences between ILs and EW, draws heavily on the 

work of these authors. Thus, analysis now turns to the 

EW paradigm of epistemology, agency, and legitimacy as 

a means to explain this shift in theorising, with a view to 

how cross-fertilization of these assumptions may aide 

understanding in this case.  

 

Firstly, in regards to epistemological assumptions. As 

outlined at the start of this section and in chapter three, 

French pragmatism originated as a means to account for 

the actor’s own subjective experience. Thus, unlike ILs 

which originate from a ‘constructivist view of the world 

whereby researchers insist the importance of the existing 

‘institutional order’ as an outcome of the historically 

layered interaction between individuals (Berger and 

Luckmann 1970 [1966])’ (cited in Gond & Leca, 2012, 

p.10); ‘In the EW approach, the relationship between 

actors and orders of worth is unproblematic. It is indeed 

a central assumption of this framework that actors are 

well aware of orders of worth and can use them with 

reflexivity and expertise’ (ibid, p.11). Thus, the EW 

approach brings ordinary actors’ critical capacities to bear 
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on the study of society (ibid). This is an important 

distinction, given the growing empirical data in this case, 

which appeared to suggest multiple perceptions of worth 

of the CRI, in processes of legitimation across different 

research participants86.    

 

By recognising actors’ own critical capacities in processes 

of legitimation, EW in turn, affords much more detailed 

attention to agency. Thus, where ILs has been criticised 

for affording too much attention to ‘institutionalized 

action’ (Brandl et al, 2014, p.315); EW recognises the 

agency of particular individuals within those institutional 

environments to be aware of, critique and act upon their 

own legitimation processes (Gond & Leca, 2012, p.16). 

Thus, Gond and Leca (2012) state that: 

 

‘Both frameworks have therefore been criticised for 

opposite reasons: new-institutionalism for its social 

determinism and over-socialized view of actors and 

organisations (DiMaggio 1988, Hirsh & Lounsbury 1997, 

Tempel & Walgenbach 2007, p.10), and EW framework 

for its over-optimistic depiction of individual free will as 

                                                           
86 For further discussion of the ontological and epistemological foundations 
of the economies of worth framework, see chapter 3. 
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well as its lack of integrations of actors’ social 

characteristics (Eulriet 2008, p.146, Juhem, 1994, pp.107-

108).’ (Gond & Leca, 2012, p.19).  

 

Consequently, this is an area in which Gond & Leca 

(2012), highlight areas of potential cross-fertilization 

between the ILs approach and EW, by applying EW to 

what is assumed to be the ‘embedded nature of agency’ 

within institutional theory (Holm, 1995), to explore the 

relationship between reflexive and non-reflexive 

institutionally grounded components (Gond & Leca, 

2012, pp.24-35).  

 

Parallels may be drawn here with theorising in chapter 

three, which explores the possible links between 

American and French pragmatism in regards to the 

notion of reality. It is suggested that ‘reality’ through the 

lens of French pragmatism, taking account of American 

pragmatism, is constructed by the individual (which 

accounts for reflexivity and agency), yet within the 

boundaries of existing ‘realities’ which are socially 

constructed to make institutions within which individuals 
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operate87. Thus, as with understandings of ‘reality’, the 

role of agency in processes of legitimation, may also be 

subject to reflexive and non-reflexive components.    

 

Finally, epistemology and agency have implications for 

understanding processes of legitimation. As outlined in 

the previous section, within ILs, legitimacy is associated 

with conformity to ‘some socially constructed system of 

norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, 

p.574). In institutional theory this translates into 

conformity to particular institutions. Conversely: 

 

‘the EW approach is not grounded in the notion 

of social appropriateness – that relates to 

‘legitimacy as conformity’ – but also in a 

conceptualization of justice that stresses and 

theorizes in depth the moral foundations of 

legitimacy. Actions and behaviours are legitimate 

only to the extent to which actors are able to 

demonstrate their justness and fairness in public 

settings, that is, their fit with the higher principles 

derived from a conception of the ‘common 

                                                           
87 For more on this discussion see chapter 3 section 3.2. 
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good’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006)’ (cited in 

Gond & Leca, 2012, p.13).  

 

This allows for an understanding of processes of 

legitimation that moves away from the binary notion of 

being legitimate or not, to a conception of legitimacy as a 

sliding scale, whereby something may be deemed to be 

more or less legitimate (ibid). 

 

Gond & Leca’s (2012) analysis of what they present to be 

the three core areas of divergence between ILs and EW 

in terms of paradigmatic assumptions (epistemology, 

agency and legitimacy), underpin the suitability of the EW 

framework for understanding the processes of plurality 

and change that has been empirically observed in this 

case. Whereas ILs are bound to institutional domains, and 

thus plurality of logics is seen as a struggle for supremacy 

of one logic over another, EW ‘are intentionally 

conceptualized so as to be transportable across 

institutional domains’ (Friedland, 2009)’ (Cited in Gond 

& Leca, 2012, p.17). As such, the EW approach to 

plurality is not a struggle of one logic over another, but 

rather within EW ‘plurality will endure, and possibly 

increase, as new forms of justification emerge (Boltanski 
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& Chiapello 1999)’ (cited in Gond & Leca, 2012, p.20). 

Thus, it follows that actor’s agency in drawing on multiple 

orders of worth to formulate different justification 

strategies, would lead to a plurality of justification claims, 

as to the extent to which something is deemed to be 

legitimate or not (in this case the CRI).  This thesis 

contributes to both the ILs and EW literature, by building 

on Gond & Leca’s (2012) conceptual analysis, and 

implementing cross-fertilisation between ILs and EW in 

empirical analysis. 

  

The focus of this empirical application is on uncovering 

relationships between pluralistic perceptions of value. 

Within organisational scholarship, a key strand of EW 

research has focused on processes of valuation and 

evaluation. Consequently, given this thesis’ central focus 

on perceptions of value, it is ultimately to this scholarly 

debate that this thesis contributes and thus, it is to this 

research the review now turns.   

 

5.4: Value and valuation  

 

Following figure 5.1, this section moves discussion 

through EW, into the notion of value and processes of 
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valuation, as approached in this thesis. An extremely 

broad and equally deep literature exists which focuses 

squarely on the notion of value, both within 

organisational research and in the broader social sciences. 

So much so that, according to Khalifa (2004); the concept 

of value has become one of the most overused and 

misused concepts in the social sciences in general, and in 

the management literature in particular. As such, it is 

important in discussing value to be clear as to the notion 

of ‘value’ that is being explored.  

 

The abductive theoretical development of this research 

project, first through ILs to EW88, led the researcher to a 

specific philosophical understanding of value in line with 

‘value as worth’, reflecting EW, as the underlying theory 

in what this data was deemed to be ‘a case of’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.5). Consequently, due to space 

limitations, coupled with the abductive theoretical 

trajectory of the thesis towards EW, and the connotations 

this has for understanding value; a full review of all 

theories of value and valuation literature is outside of the 

scope of this final thesis. However, in order to ensure the 

                                                           
88 See discussion section 5.2 & 5.3. 
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approach to value taken here is fully contextualised and 

justified, although discussion ultimately centres on extant 

literature exploring value through the lens of EW, it is 

done so whilst drawing out the related core distinctions 

of the meaning of value, in a much broader academic 

space.  

 

The concept of ‘value’ and valuation within business and 

management literature has a legacy of being synonymous 

with monetary or financial worth: for example ‘one of the 

earliest and most popular works on product and customer 

value is that of Lawrence D. Miles, Techniques of Value 

Analysis and Engineering, from 1961. Miles contends that in 

a free enterprise system, with competition at full play, 

success in the business world over the long-term hinges 

on continually offering the customer the best value for 

the price asked’ (Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005, p.734). This 

focus is underpinned by the neo-liberal logic of gaining 

greater business through maximising perceived customer 

[financial] value, and in turn increasing financial value for 

the shareholder, deemed by this logic to be the primary 

aim of the firm (Friedman, 1970).  
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However, if the notion of value and valuation is unpicked 

on a more philosophical level, encompassing a broader 

field of literature, it is evident that ‘value’ is a complex 

multifaceted construct, with much ambiguity and little 

consensus as to the meaning of the term (Graf & Maas, 

2008, p.2). Yet, despite this suggested ambiguity, 

linguistically there appears to remain a distinction 

between value in terms of ‘the material or monetary worth 

of something’ or ‘the regard that something is held to 

deserve; the importance, worth, or usefulness of 

something’ (Oxford Dictionary Online, 2015); with 

monetary value often representing the dominant 

construct. For example, most scholarly search engines, 

when instructed to find work on value or valuation, return 

a wealth of literature focused on financial value.  

 

However, drawing on the notion of ‘value as worth’ and 

applying the lens of the EW perspective discussed above, 

arguably financial or monetary value is just one form of 

worth, by which actors may seek to justify their actions. 

What’s more, when viewed through this lens, rather than 

being mutually exclusive, as the linguistic distinction 

would suggest; different notions of value are 

interconnected, with conflict and compromise occurring 
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between ‘orders of worth’, through processes of 

justification and legitimation (Boltanski and Thévenot, 

2006). Given the multiple facets of value observed in early 

abductive fieldwork89, this latter understanding of value 

as multifaceted via EW, is reflective of what the ‘data [in 

this instance] is a case of’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, 

p.5).  

 

Given the recognition of multiple ‘orders of worth’ in the 

theory and data, attention now turns to analysis of extant 

literature extending scholarly understanding of the inter-

connections between forms of worth, in similar fields of 

valuation. This discussion also aims to further 

substantiate the links made here between the notions of 

value and worth. 

 

5.4.1: Valuation and Economies of Worth 

 

In the opening to a recent edited works on the application 

of EW to the study of valuation and evaluation, Cloutier 

et al (2017) state that ‘the EW framework offers an 

interesting conceptual apparatus for further exploring 

                                                           
89 See chapter 4. 
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notions of valuation and evaluation both within and 

across organizations.’ (p.17). Here, as in this thesis, 

valuation is seen as a social practice in how we attribute 

‘worth’, or in this case ‘perceived value’ to objects, actions 

and persons (p.18). The mobilization of the EW 

perspective in the study of valuation is the central theme 

of section four of Cloutier et al’s (2017) special edition, 

and much of the extant literature in this field is 

encompassed within this text.  

 

However, prior to the compilation of these contributions, 

a few early scholars had begun to investigate EW’s 

potential contributions to valuation studies. Taupin 

(2012), for example explored institutional maintenance as 

justification work in the credit rating industry. Like many 

authors mobilising the EW framework in this earlier 

period, it was done so in combination with another theory 

(Cloutier, 2017, p.17), in this instance institutional work; 

reflecting again the dominance of institutional theory in 

the study of organisations up to that point90. Similar 

theoretical combinations included Callon & Muniesa’s 

(2005), exploration of the multiplicity of value constructs 

                                                           
90 See section 5.3. 
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in ‘calculability’, Espeland & Stevens’ (1998) venture 

alongside ‘commensuration’, and Karpik’s (2010) review 

alongside judgement device (Cloutier et al, 2017, p.17). 

These tentative mobilizations of EW in the study of 

valuation, in connection with other theories, set the initial 

building blocks for the later 2017 collection of works, 

which sought to apply this framework to the study of 

valuation as a theory in and of its own right. With this 

collection having been published only this year, the study 

of valuation solely through the lens of EW is, in some 

respects, a relatively new field. However, despite their 

infancy, these early theoretical developments provide 

critical insights into the data in this case; particularly work 

which has sought to operationalise the ‘assemblage’ in 

EW studies of valuation, as outlined below. 

 

In their seminal work setting out the EW theory, 

Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) purported that their 

theory:  

 

‘opened the way to a new and systematic 

approach to organization, construed not as 

unified entities characterized in terms of spheres 

of activity, systems of actors, or fields, but as 
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composite assemblages that include 

arrangements deriving from different worlds’ 

(p.18)91.  

 

Linguistically understood, ‘an assemblage’ refers to ‘a 

collection or gathering of things or people’ (Oxford 

English Dictionary, 2017). In Boltanski and Thévenot’s 

reference above, the term is indicative of what has been 

set out in section (2) of this chapter; that is, the internally 

pluralistic notion of the institution as made up of multiple 

actors with agency, as opposed to the homogenous 

notion of an institution within the ILs approach. 

However, it also tells the reader something about the 

relationships between the notions of worth put forth by 

the authors, in that the ‘composite assemblages’ referred 

to, are made up of a collection of more than one worth, 

and thus relationships between ‘worths’ are apparent.  

 

Following Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) brief 

reference to the notion of assemblages as situations in 

which multiple forms of worth are present, subsequent 

scholars have sought to further this concept.  

                                                           
91 Emphasis added. 



245 
 

 

Most recently Gond and Nyberg (2017), have drawn on 

the notion of assemblage, when theorizing ‘an 

agencement’, in their paper exploring the power of 

material forms of CSR. In building their case, the authors 

suggest that the various ‘material infrastructures’ of CSR, 

(that is the numerous measurement and management 

devices outlined in chapter four), may be considered 

representative of an agencement or a specific assemblage 

of actants (p.13). However, in this analysis, Gond & 

Nyberg’s use of the assemblage is in drawing together 

actuated entities, rather than the notions of value they 

espouse.     

 

Building on the notion of the assemblage in regards to a 

collection of forms of worth, and highlighting the 

previous neglect of this area in the literature, Mailhot and 

Langley (2017), link the notion of an assemblage of worth, 

with Boltanski and Thévenot’s original reflection on the 

role of compromise between orders of worth. The 

authors, firstly define the assemblage as:  

 

‘the bringing together of heterogeneous 

components (values, activities, objects and 
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subjects from different worths) into a 

recognizable whole around a composite object 

that enacts a form of compromise between value 

systems in the eyes of those involved’ (p.247).  

 

In their empirical analysis of the commercialisation 

projects of two business schools, the authors explore ‘the 

assignment of worth to knowledge based objects in the 

context of multiple and potentially competing systems of 

valuation’ (p.241). They find that ‘synergistic assemblages 

among different orders of worth may be constructed 

during processes of valuation [with] each assemblage 

involve[ing] a range of objects that mutually support each 

other across different worlds, contributing different 

forms of value’ (p263).  

 

However, the authors also suggest that ‘there might be 

variations in the potential robustness of different kinds of 

assemblages’ (p.264), calling to light the ever present 

potential for conflict between ‘orders of worth’ (Boltanski 

and Thévenot, 2006). Thus, Mailhot & Langley (2017) 

suggest future research is needed to explore robustness 

variations (p.265). Gond et al (2017) have begun to 

address this gap by exploring ‘tests’ of worth from within 
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an assemblage. However, little research, as far as the 

author is aware, has unpacked the role of additional forms 

of worth (outside of the assemblage), in initiating these 

‘tests’. This thesis goes someway to addressing this call, 

by exploring the (de)legitimation of an assemblage of 

worth over time, in relation to periphery assemblages, 

which either act to stabilise or de-stabilise the original 

assemblage.  

 

Connected to Mailhot and Langley’s (2017) work on 

assemblages, is Annisette et al’s (2017) idea of the 

‘ambiguous object’, and the process by which ‘human 

actors deploy accounting to bring about institutional 

change’ (p.235). Their theory suggests that accounting can 

be drawn upon as relevant in multiple worlds, exploring 

this process in the way accounting is used discursively to 

justify decisions and actions in a range of organisational 

settings through discursive talk. Annisette et al’s (2017) 

paper ultimately explores, the ‘generative work that is 

being performed at the micro-level to ensure that 

competing values are incorporated into industrial/market 

worth tests and, through this careful process of valuation, 

become influential in decision making. (p.236)’.  
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Whereas Mailhot and Langley (2017) draw on the notion 

of the assemblage as the bringing together of different 

notions of value; Annisette et al (2017), look to the 

‘composite object’ (in the form of accounting), as the site 

around which these multiple forms of worth converge 

into an assemblage. In its analysis of processes of 

legitimation and (de)legitimation of the CRI, this thesis 

draws together Mailhot and Langley’s development of the 

assemblage and Annisette et al’s notion of the composite 

object, by exploring the relationships between multiple 

forms of ‘worth’ in the perceived value of the CRI, whilst 

framing the CRI as the composite object, within which 

these assemblages of worth are drawn together.   

 

Outside the immediate field of French pragmatism, the 

concept of assemblage has also ‘acquired increasing 

prominence…as a means by which to examine and 

understand the various elements constituting the creation 

of bounded notions, such as territory, as well as the 

production of particular spaces, such as ‘urban’’ (Fuller, 

2012, p.641). Within this school of thought, ‘of particular 

importance is the understanding, stemming from Deleuze 

and Guattari (1988), that assemblages are constituted by 

both materialities and various enunciations such as 
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language, strategic documents and laws’ (ibid). This is an 

important observation, which reflects the different ways 

in which the assemblage has been applied, even by the 

French pragmatist scholars discussed above. Thus, an 

assemblage may represent a collection of ‘materialities’ as 

is the case for Gond and Nyberg (2017), or other physical 

and non-physical entities, such as the collection of ‘orders 

of worth’ referred to by Mailhot & Langley (2017); or a 

mixture of physical materialities and non-physical entities 

together. What is particularly interesting about this 

observation for the data explored in this case, is the 

distinction made between material and non-material 

entities; as in research participant’s references, 

‘materiality’ represents ‘material importance’, rather than 

materiality as a physicality. The following section furthers 

this discursive bridge between material presence and 

material importance.  

 

5.5: Materiality 

 

Like ‘value’, ‘materiality’ is a term which frequently 

appears in the observation, interview and documentary 

data, collected in this case. This was identified by the 

author, ‘in action’, during the data collection process, and 
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later corroborated through analytical coding92. This, 

section is designed to illustrate the outcomes of the 

recursive process undertaken by the author in working 

back and forth between the data and extant theory on 

‘materiality’, ‘the material’ and ‘matter’, in a bid to unpack 

the relevance of the use of ‘materiality’ in this case. 

 

Starting linguistically, the Oxford English Dictionary 

defines ‘materiality’ in two distinct ways of relevance to 

this research: 

 

(1) ‘The quality of being composed of matter’ 

(2) ‘The quality of being relevant or significant’ 

 

On first reading, the initial definition of materiality as ‘the 

quality of being composed of matter’ may lead the reader 

to recall ‘objects’ seemingly outside of the realm of social 

interaction: e.g. a table, a chair, a pen, a rock: things of 

‘stuffness’, which from a foundationalist perspective 

constitute part of the ‘real world’, out there, irrespective 

of human experience. What’s more, there has been a 

recent revival in organisational scholar’s engagement with 

                                                           
92 See chapter 3, section 3.8 for further detail of the data analysis and 
coding processes undertaken. 
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this notion of physical materiality, with research focused 

on the physical being of technologies (Leonardi, 2013),  

the role of physical objects in societal spaces (Olsen, 

2013), and the physicality of theoretical practices through 

the materialisation of policies, processes and 

measurement infrastructure (Gond & Nyberg, 2017). 

Diverting from these trajectories, this thesis focuses on 

‘materiality’ as defined as ‘material importance’, and the 

following section breaks down what these means. 

 

5.5.1: Materiality as ‘material importance’ 

 

On bringing in the second linguistic definition of 

‘materiality’, that is; ‘the quality of being relevant or 

significant’, an alternative conception of this material 

‘stuffness’ takes shape, more akin to the anti-

foundationalist ontology of human experience. For 

example, the chair is deemed material in so far as we can 

utilise it in sitting, the table in eating and socialising, the 

pen in writing, and the rock in building etc. ‘Materiality’, 

in this light, represents perceived worth to the user, rather 

than physical being, paralleling notions of ‘value’ and 

‘worth’ discussed above. Through this lens, ‘the social and 
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the material are not just mutually influential, but 

inextricably related’ (Jones, 2014, p.197).  

 

To understand how this relationship between social and 

physical materiality takes shape, it is helpful to consider 

the pragmatist ontology discussed in chapter three, and 

thus how the ‘reality’ of materiality is conceived of in our 

individual and collective social affordances of this 

‘stuffness’ (Carlile et al, 2013, p.4). According to this 

approach, ‘the best way to shed light on ideas or concepts 

is to ask what are their concrete, practical consequences 

and what difference they may make in our lives’ (James, 

1907). When the same logic is applied to materiality, as to 

ideas and concepts, it is the practical consequences, and 

what difference something makes to our lives, which is 

the core question in defining materiality.93   

 

Thus, the human centric, social conception of materiality 

shifts our understanding of what ‘materiality’ is, as it 

enables other ‘things’, which lack the traditional 

                                                           
93 Some scholars have conceptualised this as ‘sociomateriality’ (Jones, 2014; 
Shotter, 2014; Orlikowski & Scott, 2014). However in the empirical 
data, ‘materiality’ was used to describe such considerations of relevance and 
significance, and so this thesis maintains the use of this terminology 
throughout. 
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‘stuffness’ of the first definition to be deemed to be 

material, whilst at the same time allowing for the 

exclusion of things of ‘stuffness’ deemed to be 

inconsequential to our lives. Consequently, non-physical 

“objects’ such as rules, policies, and software’ may be 

brought into the realm of the material (Carlile, 2013, p.5), 

whilst at the same time, those ‘things’ ‘composed of 

matter’, deemed so clearly ‘material’ under the first 

definition, become immaterial in terms of human 

consequence, at such a point that they ‘fail to be useful, 

or when our projects drift or shift [and thus] we “dump” 

them’ (Introna, 2014, p.269). Consequently, the social 

precondition of materiality, as the recognition of 

‘relevance’ or ‘significance’, creates a framework in which 

‘things’, be they physical objects, ideas, policies, practices, 

rules, or non-human beings, may be deemed not only 

‘material’ but also ‘immaterial’.   

 

There are of course normative and ethical implications to 

this human centric constructivist notion of materiality, 

the implications of which are explored by Intona (2014). 

In this thought provoking paper, the phenomenon of 

material worth is explored as an ‘otherness’, suggesting 

that there is a prevailing ‘bifurcation being ontology’ in 
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our societies (particularly in the west), where ‘we most 

often do not consider the non-human others which 

surround us beyond their instrumental value’ (p.264). 

Intona’s (2014) ethical concern here rests not only on the 

consequences such a bifurcated approach has in the non-

human world, where the interests of the non-human 

other ‘are allowed to count only when they do not clash 

with human interests’ (p.261), but also that this ‘moral 

indifference to so many supposedly significant beings 

(humans, animals, nature etc.) starts with the idea that there 

are some beings that are less significant or not significant at all 

94(p.269). Significantly, Intona (2014) includes humans in 

this conception of the ‘other’ or the ‘less significant’, 

highlighting an apparent transmission or ‘spill over’, of 

our ability to immaterialise humans to non-humans; a 

process through which power dynamics, in who 

determines materiality enables some human interests to 

be deemed more or less material than others. Having 

highlighted the ethical quandaries detailed above, Intona 

(2014), proposes an alternative ontology, and an approach 

to ethics he calls an ‘ethos of letting be’, which ‘leads us 

to keep our decisions open, to listen, to wait, and to 

                                                           
94 Original italics. 
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reconsider again and again our choices – to let things be’ 

(p.283). 

 

However, scholars have also critiqued the effectiveness of 

such an ethics in ‘materiality’ as being ‘unproductive’ 

(Carlile et al, 2013, p.13), highlighting the performativity 

of our ‘social reality’ where ‘for matter to matter there 

have to be consequences and yet those consequences 

have to be considered and acted upon by those involved’ 

(ibid).  This critique highlights a societal observation, 

which Intona (2014) incorporates into his review of the 

limitations of his normatively grounded alternative, 

recognising that despite its ethical consequences, the 

bifurcated ontology of being, of which he is so critical, is 

the dominant ontological grounding on which our current 

social ‘realities’ are based, particularly in western societies. 

Therefore, in researching such empirical settings, analysis 

must account for the understanding of materiality as 

defined by human perceptions of worth. 

 

This necessity becomes ever more pressing when 

researching processes that take on an accounting 

function, as this form of ‘materiality as worth’, ‘is one of 

the most pervasive concepts in accounting practice’ 
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(Zhou & Lamberton, 2011, p.6). What’s more, to some 

extent, it is through traditional forms of financial 

accounting that the conception of materiality as worth 

came to being, with the notion traditionally defined in the 

economic sense of worth (ibid, p.7). Thus, parallels may 

be drawn here between the traditional foundations of the 

‘value’ construct discussed earlier in this review, as being 

previously synonymous with financial worth. However, 

although espousing a similar meaning, it is through the 

concept of ‘materiality’, not value that the auditing, 

accounting and general reporting field honed its practice, 

becoming the ‘conceptual bedrock’ of reporting practice 

(Eccles & Krzus, 2014, p.120). Like the homogenous 

notion of value as monetary worth; the similar origins in 

defining material worth in accounting, auditing and 

reporting, is notable in exploring what is arguably the 

translation of these forms of monitoring into fields 

outside financial measurement, particularly into corporate 

social responsibility (CSR).  

 

However, when viewed through the lens of institutional 

theory, materiality is a social construct, in the sense that it 

‘exists only to the degree that meaning is shared between 

a given institution and its audience’ (ibid, p.121). What’s 
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more, taken further, and viewed through the lens of the 

pragmatist tradition, which takes account of pluralism 

even within these institutional constructs, materiality may 

be seen as a ‘polysemic concept’ (Carlile et al, 2013, p.4). 

Therefore despite its origins in defining financial worth, 

there is the potential for materiality to have multiple 

meanings, depending on the ‘orders of worth’ being 

drawn upon by those defining it. O’Sullivan and Gond 

(2016), recognise this complexity in their analysis of 

multi-dimensional materialities of engagement, by 

investors in social and environmental issues. This project 

builds on O’Sullivan and Gond’s work on investor 

engagement in environmental and social governance in 

the main, to explore multi-dimensional materialities, with 

a focus on engagement specifically in the CRI, from the 

perspective of CR practitioners within firms, and those 

running the CRI. 

 

As such, it is suggested that voice then becomes 

important, in understanding who is defining materiality, 

and in regards to which forms of worth. In ‘the auditing 

profession’s definitions of materiality [there is] a user-

orientation’ to judging what is deemed to be material 

(Brennan & Gray, 2005, p.3).However, judging the ‘user’, 
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is again subject to the discretion of the individual, with 

Martinov & Roebuck (1998), suggesting that ‘the 

assessment of what is material is a matter of auditors’ 

judgement that is influenced by perceptions of who are 

likely to be the users of the financial statements and their 

needs’ (p.105).  As such, ‘regardless of whether or not its 

wishes are heeded, the involvement of an ‘audience’ begs 

the question of to whom the firm is reporting’, and that 

‘one must ask, whom do the institution’s agents address 

when they determine which issues are material, and which 

issues are not.’ (Eccles & Krzus, 2014, p.121). 

 

This has notable implications for the translation of 

accounting practices into the area of CSR, where the 

traditional dominance of the ‘shareholder audience’, so 

resolutely supported by Friedman (1970), has largely 

given way to the pluralistic notion of the stakeholder 

audience, as espoused by Freeman (1984). This thesis 

argues that the tensions borne out of this transition, 

between shareholder centric and stakeholder centric 

notions of material worth, can be seen in the relationships 

between ‘worlds of worth’ drawn upon by different 

actors, seeking to justify their involvement with the CRI. 

What’s more, the thesis suggests that how actors define 
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the material importance of the issues covered within the 

CRI is reflective of the actor’s framing of risk in 

accordance with their position in this transitionary 

process, between a shareholder and stakeholder view of 

the firm.  

 

5.6: Risk 

 

Risk, like materiality, value, and many of the other 

theoretical constructs explored in this thesis, has 

produced a broad and varied literature, which has 

branches in many areas of sociological thought. Analysis 

here dips into this literature to establish how it can assist 

in making a contribution to the study of valuation and 

evaluation.  

 

The concept of risk, originated in the natural and physical 

sciences. However, in the 1990s, the social sciences 

adapted the concept into sociological theorising (Krimsky 

& Golding, 1992, p.355). Dominating this transition, were 

two key texts: Risk and Culture by Douglas and Wildavsky 

(1982) and Risk Society by (Ulrich Beck (1992). Risk in this 

sociological context ‘is generally defined as a strategy…to 

transform uncertainty regarding future expectations to a 
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(rational) manageable entity (Zinn, 2004, p.4). Both 

uncertainty and expectations as to what is a manageable 

entity however, is, like with value and materiality, open to 

interpretation, based on judgements as to what warrants 

attention. Douglas and Wildabsky’s (1982) work 

highlighted this in their framing of risk as a social 

construction. This constructivist view of risk has, like 

‘materiality’, been criticised however, for neglecting the 

objective premise of some forms of ‘risk’ (Zinn, 2004, 

p.5). For example, climate change and its invariable 

implications for planetary change is a physical 

phenomenon occurring whether it is socially constructed 

as a risk or not.  

 

Beck’s Risk Society in contrast, goes some way towards 

bringing the physical and the social together in 

conceptualising risk. In drawing these connections, Beck 

focuses on uncertainty derived from industrialisation and 

modernity, which has in turn led to criticism that the 

theory is too narrow in scope (Zinn, 2004, p.6). However, 

this particular focus on risk in industrialisation and 

modernity fits well in the field of corporate social 

responsibility and sustainability reporting, as it is within 

the industrialised, modern world that the corporations 
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and CSR measures operate. At the core of Beck’s (1992) 

theorising is caution towards processes of modernisation: 

 

‘Theories of ‘simple’ modernization, from 

Habermas to Marx to mainstream Parsonian 

sociology, all share a sort of utopic 

evolutionism….Beck sees another, darker 

dimension to such developments…for Beck the 

consequences of scientific and industrial 

development are a set of risks and hazards, the 

likes of which we have never previously 

faced…in order for societies really to evolve, he 

maintains, modernization must become 

reflexive’ [to these risks] (Lash & Wayne, 1992). 

 

Arguably, this idea of reflexivity towards modernisation 

underpins the premise of CSR as a concept, namely; as 

‘an obligation to respond to the externalities created by 

market action’ (Salazar & Husted, 2008, p.140), as it 

encourages reflection regarding the external implications 

of business practice. Yet, reflexivity for Beck (1992), goes 

even further; suggesting actors should be reflexive, not 

merely in responding to externalities created, but also in 
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mitigating negative externalities (or risks) through 

reflexive adaptation of industrialisation itself.  

 

CSR approaches to risk, become distanced from Beck’s 

call for reflexivity in the externalities of modernisation 

and industrialisation, due to the socially constructed 

dynamic of risk, identified by Douglas and Wildabsky’s 

(1982). Thus, these varied social constructions of risk 

arguably lead reflexivity to occur along a spectrum, 

depending on the knowledge and value judgements of the 

presiding individual or institution. As a result, like 

materiality and value, in the field of CSR, there is a wealth 

of literature which explores risk, solely in terms of the 

financial risk of any given action or inaction (Orlitzky & 

Benjamin, 2001; Jo & Na, 2012).  

 

This narrow focus on short term financial value, does 

little to address Beck’s (1992) call for reflexive 

industrialisation and modernisation, as it treats social and 

environmental risks as external entities to be addressed 

only where there is a risk to financial gain. Rather than 

being reflexive, this merely reinforces continuation of the 

dominance of the continued growth logic of market-

orientated neo-liberalism.  
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Conversely, a growing body of literature in CSR now 

explores risk, in a more dynamic manner, focusing on risk 

to different societal groups and to the environment. In 

addition to bringing additional externalities into 

consideration, this literature has also sought to highlight 

the connections between business, society and 

environmental externalities in risk. Development of this 

literature has grown up around discourse of the ecological 

view of sustainability.  

 

Within this framework, rather than taking the needs of 

the firm as the point of origin, as is the case for 

constructions of risk as financial loss, the firm is 

positioned as a dependent of the society and environment 

in which it operates. This brings societal risk to bear on 

the firm, as without a functioning society, the firm has no 

society in which to operate. Similarly, environmental risk 

becomes notable to firm risk, through the dependence of 

society, and thus the firm, on the continuance of a 

functioning environment (Dawe & Ryan, 2003; Barnard 

& Elliot, 2015). Figure 5.3 draws together Barnard & 

Elliot’s (2015) ecological model of sustainability, with 

Holzmann & Jørgensen’s ‘main sources of risk’, to 
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illustrate risk flows between business, society and the 

environment within this framework. Notably, in this 

model, due to businesses’ dependence on society and the 

environment, any business activity which contributes to 

social or environmental negative externalities, flows back 

into business risk over time. Similarly, any social activity 

which contributes to environmental negative 

externalities, also flows back into societal and business 

risk over time. 

 

Figure 5.3: Ecological view of risk relationships 

 

Environment
NATURAL:

rainfall, landslides, volcanic eruption, earthquakes, floods, drought, strong winds

ENVIRONMENTAL: 
pollution, deforestation, nuclear disaster 

Society
SOCIAL: 

Illness, epidemic, injury, disability, crime, domestic violence, 
terrorism, 

gangs, civil strife, war, social upheaval 
POLITICAL: 

ethnic discrimination, riots, political default on social 
programs, coup d'état 

Business
FINANCIAL RISK: 

harvest failure, business 
failure, output collapse, 

balance of payments, 
financial or currency crisis, 

technology or trade induced 
terms of trade shocks
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5.6.1: Materiality and risk 

 

In recent years, managers have sought to address these 

risk flows between stakeholder groups through the 

production of materiality assessments, which are toolkits 

‘designed to identify the sustainability issues that have the 

greatest significance to a business or project’ (Peace et al, 

2017, p,6). As with ‘materiality as worth’, defined above, 

according to the Global Reporting Initiative: ‘materiality 

[in a materiality assessment] is the threshold at which 

sustainability topics become sufficiently important that 

they should be reported.’ (2017). Thus, here again the 

outcome of such an assessment is dependent on the 

orders of worth drawn upon in determining importance.   

 

Font et al (2016), propose that such judgements should 

be made based on a strategy for ‘creating shared value’ for 

business and its stakeholder. In their assessment, the 

authors call to light ‘four alternative frameworks to 

explain the reasons for CSR engagement’: reputation and 

risk management, the resource based view of the firm, 

stakeholder theory and creating shared value. Their 

analysis suggests a temporal dimension to CSR 

engagement whereby reputation and risk management 



266 
 

and the resource based view of the firm ‘focuses on short 

term profits’ (p.176); whilst stakeholder theory and 

creating shared value (CSV) expand out to also account 

for ‘long-term externalities’, involving society and the 

environment (ibid).  

 

However, in Font et al’s (2016) positioning of CSV as 

more desirable than the stakeholder approach to CSR, the 

authors assert reputational worth as the dominant order 

for legitimating practice, particularly when they quote 

Porter and Kramer (2011), stating that ‘CSV should 

‘supersede CSR in guiding the investment of companies 

in their communities’ (Porter & Kramer, 2011, p.76) 

because it is businesses’ best chance at restoring 

legitimacy, in-creasing trust and reputation (Farache & 

Perks, 2010; Leavy, 2012; Porter & Kramer, 2006)’ (Font 

et al, 2016, p.176). By focusing on reputational worth as 

the dominant driver for activity, the authors reassert the 

focus of the materiality assessment into the sphere of 

short term risks to business, in turn deemphasising other 

social and environmental risks, which in accordance with 

the ecological model outlined above, would ultimately 

impact the materiality of the firm in multiple ways, 

outside of reputational damage.   
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Braeckel & Bontemps (2005), in their review of SRI, 

address these temporal dimensions of risk. However, in 

contrast to Font et al (2016), the authors encompass a 

wider remit of worths in their presentation of two 

approaches to defining ‘materiality’, based on perceived 

audience. In the first approach, which they name ‘the 

materiality approach’ ‘CSR indicators and SRI products in 

the first place [are seen] as tools to maximise return on 

investments’ (p.3). Thus, materiality here centres on 

determinants of financial risk, in a similar manner to that 

set out by Font et al (2016), in their discussion of 

reputation, risk management and the resource based view 

of the firm. However, unlike Font et al (2016), Braeckel 

& Bontemps’ (2005) alternative definition of ‘materiality’, 

broadens the audience substantially, allowing for the 

relevance of multiple forms of worth to drive assessments 

of materiality. Here, the authors suggest that under this 

approach ‘something is always material FOR something 

else’ and that ‘this something else can be shareholder 

value, but also for instance the environment, or the 

employees, or communities’ (p.2)95.    

                                                           
95 Original emphasis. 
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The problem with this framing of materiality however, is 

that it hazards losing all meaning, as by encompassing all 

stakeholder concerns in a homogenous notion of 

materiality; an approach highly criticised by Zhou and 

Lamberton (2011), nothing is deemed to be immaterial, 

and thus, nothing material by contrast. This is a problem 

for the operation of CSR measurement as; measurement 

tools and devices in their current form are constrained as 

to the number of issues they can review. Thus, by 

encompassing everything as material, controversy 

inevitably ensures in the process of selecting measures, 

which, this thesis argues (in chapter eight), effects 

processes of legitimation of the CRI.  

 

Consequently, in making these hierarchical judgements, 

there is a ‘cut’ where somethings are deemed to be 

material and others less so, or even immaterial (Barad, 

2013). The way in which this occurs centres on the 

perceptions of those defining what is material, and where 

they decide these cuts should lie. Therefore, under the 

sustainably approach, when other consequential 

audiences are brought into the frame, for example, 

employees, communities and the environment, it is often 
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with regard to the risk or opportunities they present to 

those defining materiality; as ‘our concern for things is 

what they might do to us humans’ (Intona, 2014, p.269).  

 

Thus, whether materiality is judged on the basis of 

‘mitigating bads’ (risk), or ‘promoting goods’ 

(opportunities), the positioning of the ‘cuts’ will be made 

in line with the determining actor/institution’s given 

appreciation and value (or lack thereof), for the 

relationships highlighted in figure 5.3. As such, for those 

who acknowledge and value these relationships, cuts are 

likely to be made so as to encompass a wide range of 

material issues to a variety of stakeholder groups; whilst 

those who do not perceive or value these relationships, 

are likely to make cuts which take account only of the 

immediate financial concerns of the firm.  

 

This thesis explores this notion further in chapter eight, 

by analysing discursive references to ‘materiality’ in 

participant calls to evolve the intricacies of what it is the 

CRI is designed measure. Analysis finds that actors frame 

materiality along a scale between short term financial 

gains to long term sustainability. However, the chapter 

argues, that despite differences in framings of ‘materiality’ 
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between actors involved directly in index participation, 

the tool has continued to evolve, whilst simultaneously 

maintaining this mixed membership. As such, the thesis 

suggests that materiality has acted as a boundary object, 

bringing together actors with different perceptions of the 

purpose of the tool into collective participation.  

 

Consequently, this extant literature review now explores 

the concept of a boundary object, unpacking how this 

literature ties in with prior discussions of value, materiality 

and risk, and how by studying the connections between 

these concepts, this thesis contributes to extant theory.  

 

5.7: Boundary objects (BOs) 

 

A boundary object is a ‘mediating artefact that has 

interpretive flexibility and can be an important means of 

achieving collaboration, promoting the sharing of 

knowledge between diverse groups’ (Barrett & Oborn, 

2010, p.1200). The concept was first conceptualised by 

Leigh Star in 1989 in the field of Science and Technology 

Studies (STS), to explain how tension between the 

‘heterogeneous character of scientific work and its 

requirement for cooperation’ is overcome (Star & 
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Griesemer, 2015, p.17696). Later Star and co-author James 

Griesemer, defined the concept as: 

 

‘an analytic concept of those scientific objects 

which both inhabit several intersecting social 

worlds and satisfy the informational 

requirements of each of them. Boundary objects 

are objects which are both plastic enough to 

adapt to local needs and the constraints of the 

several parties employing them, yet robust 

enough to maintain a common identity across 

sites. They are weakly structured in common use, 

and become strongly structured in individual use. 

These objects may be abstract or concrete. They 

have different meanings in different social 

worlds but their structure is common enough to 

more than one world to make them recognizable, 

a means of translation.’ (Star & Griesemer; 2015, 

p.176-177).  

 

                                                           
9696 This is a re-print of the original article published in 1989. 
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Unlike the ‘composite object’ in the EW framework97, 

which ‘serves to stabilise individuals’ around a particular 

form or assemblage of worth(s), a boundary object is 

‘intentionally malleable so as to facilitate collaboration 

between social worlds constituted by separate social 

actors’ (Annisette & Richardson, 2011, p.235). Thus, the 

essence of a boundary object is that it can be drawn upon 

to justify multiple, potentially opposing social worlds, so 

as to facilitate collaboration between disparate social 

actors (Mailhot et al, 2016).  

 

The original context of the boundary object concept was 

the exploration of interdisciplinary working in scientific 

pluralities. Here research explored how ‘objects’ could act 

as a means of ‘translation’ between different social 

groups, by representing different meanings, whilst 

retaining a common structure (Griesemer, 2015). 

Following Star and Griesemer’s (1989) original use of the 

concept, in studying the management of a research 

natural history museum, other scholars furthered the 

boundary object concept, to show that ‘different artefacts 

may function as BOs, including visual representations 

                                                           
97 See section 5.3 for further detail on the economies of worth composite 
object. 
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(Henerson, 1991), cancer (as a conceptual artefact) 

(Fujimura 1992), technical standards, geographic 

information systems (GIS) (Harvey & Chrisman 1998), 

activities (Macpherson et al 2006), group affiliations 

(Lindberg & Czarniawska 2006) and documents 

(Østerlund 2008)’ (cited in Huvila et al, 2014).  

 

In 1999, Bowler & Star extended the BO concept into the 

field of standardising and classification. Here the authors 

refer to classifications ‘as objects for cooperation across 

social worlds, or as BOs’ (p.15), and branch out to explore 

the process of classification ‘making’. The authors 

attribute ‘meaning-making’ to classification processes, 

suggesting that; through processes of classification some 

things are made visible, whilst others are made invisible 

(ibid). Thus, the authors introduce agency and change, 

suggesting that what is visible and invisible can change 

through the action of classification.  

 

Building on this, Gieryn (1999) presented the notion of 

‘boundary work’, which suggested that creating a 

boundary between the scientific and non-scientific was a 

process actively undertaken to ensure the continuation of 

superiority and dominance of scientific ideology. This 
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focus on dominance in boundary work, ties in with 

Huvila’s (2011) critique of the BO, as an inertly 

hegemonic phenomenon; basing this assertion on 

research of archaeological investigation reports, which he 

suggests ‘function as devices of control and hegemony 

between different stakeholder groups’ (p.2).  

 

Bechky (2003), also furthered focus on human action. 

However, rather than focus on hegemony or dominance, 

she looked to outcome, exploring when and why BOs are 

useful. In her work on BOs within organisations, she 

presents a model where ‘BOs are used in organizational 

learning and problem solving’ (p.326). Building on this 

idea of BOs as agile learning processes, ‘boundary 

spanning’ was presented to theorise potential movement 

across boundaries (Carlile, 2002; Gasson, 2006; Levina & 

Vaast, 2005). Furthermore, in a dismissal of the critique 

of the potential hegemonic role of BO, Guston (2001) 

asserts that ‘it should not be worrisome that the 

implementing of boundary organisations may at times be 

characterized by political intrusion into the workings of 

science, largely because there is a reciprocal intrusion of 

science into politics’ (p.405). Here Guston (2001), 

highlights the recursive flow of influence from either side 
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of the boundary, something later explored empirically in 

chapter eight of this thesis.  

 

Lee (2007) furthered this course of research, 

conceptualising movements between boundaries as 

‘boundary negotiating artefacts’; which she suggests 

facilitate both coordination and disruption between 

different social groups (p.29). Offering a similar 

contribution is Oswick & Robertson’s (2009) study of 

BOs, as both ‘bridges and anchors and barricades and 

mazes’. Like Lee (2007), Oswick & Robertson draw 

attention to the paradoxical outcomes of BO in different 

situations. Oswick & Robertson (2009) in turn, bring the 

role of power and dominance back into these alternative 

outcomes stating that: ‘whilst in some instances BOs may 

operate as ‘bridges and anchors’ (Star & Griesemer, 1989, 

p.414)…in others they might equally be perceived as 

barricades and mazes, reinforcing existing power 

structures and occupational hierarchies, and creating 

barriers to change’ (p.179).  

 

Both Lee (2007) and Oswick and Robertson’s (2009) 

work, draws out a tension in the BO concept also 

highlighted by Turnhout (2009), in her study of the 
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effectiveness of BO in the field of ecological indicators. 

Turnhout’s (2009) paper draws out two key criteria for 

BOs to be successful in bringing actors together in 

collaborative practice: (1) the need for interpretive 

flexibility in response to changing natural, organizational, 

and political surroundings (p.406), and (2) for social 

worlds not to differ too much, with a necessity for shared 

‘common cultural values and preferences’ (p.411). In her 

first contribution, Turnhout (2009), highlights the agility 

of the BO to change in meaning over time, whilst in her 

second, she seems to limit the workings of the BO, to the 

coordination of only those social groups already closely 

aligned. 

 

In summation of the BO literature, to date the concept of 

the BO has been utilised to explain coordination between 

actors in different social spheres in a number of empirical 

settings, both within and outside STS, including in; 

education (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011), strategy (Spee & 

Jarabkowski, 2009), innovation (Carlile, 2004), politics 

(Guston, 1999), and sustainability (Benn & Martin, 2010). 

Thus, the BO has evolved both in application and 

content, as an established theory in explaining the role of 

‘objects’ (be they physical like texts and tools, or 
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conceptual like discourse and ideas); in processes of 

coordination between actors from different social 

spheres. Literature first conceptualised that a BO can act 

as a form of coordination (Star & Griesemer, 1989). As 

the concept has developed, attention turned to what 

constitutes a BO, with a broadening of the ‘object’ 

definition to include things from both the physical and 

conceptual domain (Henerson, 1991; Fujimura, 1992; 

Harvey & Chrisman 1998; Macpherson et al, 2006; 

Lindberg & Czarni-awska, 2006; Østerlund, 2008). This 

in turn, led to criticism ‘that anything could be a boundary 

object, which would tend to make the concept vacuous’ 

(Griesemer, 2015, p.205); criticism which Griesemer 

(2015) counters, in his assertion that this ‘doesn’t rob the 

concept of meaning any more than ‘model’ and 

‘representation’ are meaningless because anything can be 

a model or a representation of anything else’ (p.206).  

 

Further critique of the concept and its role in meaning 

making (Bowler & Star, 1999), has suggested that BOs 

have a dynamic of power and hegemony, in which 

dominant paradigms are reinforced (Gieryn, 1999; 

Huvila’s, 2011). Contrary to this research, scholars have 

proposed sister theories which explore the agility of BO, 
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and the effective movement across boundary lines 

(Carlile, 2002; Gasson, 2006; Levina & Vaast, 2005; Lee, 

2007). Finally, research has explored the characteristics of 

BO, to ascertain why some have been ‘effective’ and some 

have not (Turnhout, 2009). A recent response to research 

focused on the effectiveness of BO has questioned the 

premise of effectiveness. For example in a posthumous 

letter to Star, Smith (2015) questions the notion of 

‘robustness’ in the boundary object definition asking: 

‘robust enough for whom? Who gets to say so? And why?’ 

(p.220).    

 

Although the extant literature discussed above represents 

a strong body of research, much more could be done to 

explore some of its criticisms further. This thesis seeks to 

make three broad contributions to the BO literature. 

Firstly, although much has been produced regarding the 

dynamics of BO on a macro level, to the author’s 

knowledge, little research has explored in depth, the 

micro dynamics of BO’s in action. This thesis addresses 

this gap in exploring how a single BO can lead to 

movement across boundaries for some actors and not for 

others. This feeds into a second contribution in the 

exploration of the temporal stability of the BO over time. 
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In exploring movement between boundaries, this thesis 

suggests that it is possible for a BO to be effective up to 

a point. However, it suggests that the various movements 

across boundaries for some, and the stagnation to one 

side of the boundary for others, leads to increased 

polarisation across boundaries based on divergent values. 

Building on Turnhout’s (2009), reflection of the need for 

shared values, it is suggested that as a result of this 

increased divergence of values over time, ultimately the 

BO ceases to be effective in maintaining coordination.  

 

Finally, the thesis contributes to both BO and EW 

literature in the drawing together of the BO and 

composite object of EW. Prior research has addressed 

both BO and composite objects in discussion due to their 

perceived operation in a similar space (Annisette & 

Richardson, 2011; Mailhot et al, 2016). However, 

seemingly little research has explored the relationships 

between composite objects and BO in practice. This 

thesis suggests that in this case ‘materiality’ has come to 

represent a BO between actors with different temporal 

and value orientated notions of risk. These divergent 

notions of value, it suggests can be traced in the central 

and peripheral assemblages of worth drawn upon by 
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actors in the legitimation of the tool. Thus, the CRI is 

itself framed as a ‘composite assemblage’. However, it is 

suggested that the central assemblage of worth 

legitimating the CRI, is destabilised by the malleability of 

‘materiality’ as a BO over time98, as through this 

malleability, peripheral polarising assemblages are 

reinforced, leading to a legitimacy crisis for the tool.  

 

5.8: Chapter summary 

 

This literature review moved through three theorisation 

processes, which came about abductively as outlined in 

figure 5.1. The review started with a comparative analysis 

of (1) institutional logics (ILs) and economies of worth 

(EW), followed by (2) a review of the relationships 

between perceived value and framings of materiality, and 

concluding with (3) an assessment of risk and boundary 

objects. In addition, legitimacy has been reviewed 

reflexively throughout each section, in order to highlight 

the centrality of this concept to the thesis as a whole.  

Attention now turns to the empirical analysis of the thesis, 

                                                           
98 See empirical chapters 6, 7 8 and discussion for full analysis of this 
process. 
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which shows the application and development of these 

theories in and by this case.  
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6. Empirical Chapter 1: 

Interaction between assemblages of worth: 

legitimation and critique of participation in BiTC’s 

CRI  

 

6.1: Chapter overview 

 

This chapter extends Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) 

‘economies of worth’, by empirically exploring processes 

of conflict and compromise in the justification and 

legitimation of a corporate social responsibility index. In 

the context of BITC’s CRI, a registered charity, funded 

through business membership and participation fees, it is 

argued that BiTC rests within a plurality of ‘orders of 

worth’; by design it is a civic charity, but it also engages 

with the market world via its membership base, as well as 

multiple other ‘worlds’, which are mobilised by individual 

actors and stakeholders over time. The paper focuses on 

one facet of BiTC; the BiTC corporate responsibility 

index (CRI).  

 

Analysis explores the CRI as an ‘assemblage of worth’ 

drawing together different orders of worth (Mailhot & 

Langley, 2017), as a means of legitimacy (Taupin, 2012). 
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The chapter builds on Boltanski and Thévenot’s 

reference to assemblage (2006), and Mailhot & Langley’s 

further development of the concept (2017), in its 

exploration of interactions between multiple assemblages 

in effecting the robustness of the multi-dimensional 

legitimacy, which the CRI’s central assemblage conveys. 

As outlined in chapter three, analysis is based on 68 

interviews with CR practitioners and BiTC personnel, 4 

formal observations of internal and external BiTC 

meetings, and documentary analysis of over 350 collective 

emails, policy papers, meeting minutes and reports related 

to the CRI from 2002-2017.   

 

6.2: Introduction 

 

Despite the institutionalisation of indices in the field of 

CSR (as outlined in chapter 4), surprisingly little is known 

about the normative foundations of such tools, why they 

have been adopted into the field of CSR, or the types of 

value they promote and endorse. Honing in on these 

questions, this chapter sheds light on the ‘unobserved 

factors that may be driving’ companies’ engagement with 

CSR (Crane et al, 2017, p.788). Furthermore, in its 

analysis of ‘assemblages of worth’, in the valuation of a 
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specific form of CSR measurement (BiTC’s CRI), this 

chapter delves into the complexity of how these 

‘unobserved factors’, in the form of assemblages of 

perceived worth may interact, highlighting the dynamic 

and tentative nature of such assemblages. Thus, rather 

than joining the debate on whether and how CSR 

engagement effects CFP or CSP, this chapter side steps 

these debates to explore perceptions of value of BITC’s 

CRI, in order to establish a more nuanced understanding 

of the complexity of perceived value in engaging in CSR 

measurement. 

 

As chapter five highlights, recent sociological analysis of 

organisations with pluralistic value frames have been 

viewed through the lens of the institutional logics, first 

espoused by Friedland and Alford (1991). Institutional 

logics highlighted the ‘historical patterns of material 

practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which 

individuals produce and reproduce their material 

subsistence, organize time and space, and provide 

meaning to their social reality’ (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999, 

p.804). This theory drew attention to the potential 

complexity in institutionalism, which had previously been 

regarded as isomorphic (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
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Greenwood & Meyer, 2008; Mizruchi & Fein, 1999). 

Through this lens, ‘the situation faced by an organisation 

that operates within multiple institutional spheres’ has 

been conceptualised as ‘institutional pluralism’ (Kraatz & 

Block, 2008). The wealth of research in this area has been 

critical in understanding the complexity of institutions, 

and ongoing research in this field continues to make 

significant contributions to knowledge.  

 

However, as shown in chapter five, abductive analysis of 

the data in this case found that core paradigmatic 

assumptions of institutional logics regarding 

epistemology, agency and legitimacy were at odds with 

emerging empirical observations. These core assumptions 

derived from the limited attention paid to agency in ILs 

(Holm, 1995); it’s framing of pluralism as exceptional 

(Gond & Leca, 2012); and its approach to processes of 

legitimation as conformity (Suchman, 1995)99. 

 

Consequently, the researcher has joined a growing 

number of scholars, recognising the paradigmatic 

differences between ILs and EW, and exploring the 

                                                           
99 For more detail of the paradigmatic assumption of institutional logics see 
chapter 5, sections 5.2 and 5.3. See also, Gond & Leca, (2012). 
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complexity of institutional change through the theoretical 

lens of Boltanski and Thévenot’s sociology of 

conventions (Gond & Leca, 2012; Cloutier & Langley, 

2013, Brandl et al, 2014).   

 

Jaumier et al (2017) for example draw on ‘theoretical 

insights from the sociology of conventions’, to contribute 

to ‘the understanding of pluralism and its instantiations 

by organisational members’ (p.73). Their paper builds on 

studies in the field of institutional pluralism. However, by 

applying an alternative theoretical lens, Jaumier et al 

(2017) shed new light on the phenomenon of institutional 

pluralism, hitherto unexplained by institutional logics 

alone. The authors find that: 

 

‘in contrast to studies drawing on an 

institutional-logics perspective…individual 

instantiations of pluralism rely not only on 

positive affirmations of logics, but also on critical 

mobilizations of competing logics’ (p.73). 

 

Joining Jaumier et al (2017), are an increasing number of 

scholars who have applied the sociology of conventions 
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to the phenomenon of institutional pluralism100. 

Specifically focusing on the interactions between multiple 

forms of worth in justifications of social practices, 

scholars have developed the concept of the ‘composite 

object’ (Annisette et al, 2017), as drawing together 

multiple ‘worlds of worth’ (Mailhot & Langley, 2017).  

 

This chapter makes two general contributions to the field 

of institutional change. Firstly, to the EW thesis. 

Although there is a strong body of research exploring 

what relationships between ‘worlds of worth’ may look 

like in specific empirical and temporal settings, ‘few have 

exploited to the full Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006) 

notion of the composite object that pulls together objects 

and subjects from different worlds in a mutually 

reinforcing assemblage’ (Mailhot & Langley, 2017, p.264). 

In highlighting the CRI’s role in mounting such an 

assemblage, this chapter addresses this gap. Furthermore, 

little research has explored the relative robustness of such 

assemblages (Mailhot & Langley, 2017, p. 265). This 

chapter begins this endeavour, by exploring the impact of 

                                                           
100 See chapter 5 for a review of this literature.  
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external forms of worth outside of the assemblage; on the 

central assemblage’s robustness to legitimation ‘tests’. 

 

Secondly, the role of inspirational worth in both 

compromise and conflict, with other worths is 

underexplored in the literature. For example empirical 

scholars have found emphasis placed on; civic, domestic 

and industrial worth (Jagd, 2011), market worth as a form 

of hegemony (Nyberg et al, 2017); green worth as a 

separate order to inspirational (Lafaye & Thévenot, 2017); 

and industrial and green worth, as competing 

justifications (Beamish & Biggart, 2017). However, 

inspirational worth is often highlighted as being largely 

missing from the empirical data (Jagd, 2011, p.348), or a 

form of conflict, to a specific opposing order of worth 

(Reinecke et al, 2017; Boivin & Roch, 2006; Mesny & 

Mailhot, 2007). This chapter contributes to these 

empirical accounts in its analysis of inspirational worth as 

a key component of a peripheral assemblage, destabilising 

the CRI’s central assemblage of worth. Thus, analysis here 

builds on previous theorisations of the potential for 

inspirational worth to conflict with existing assemblages 

(ibid), whilst also highlighting its role in establishing 
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compromises with other ‘worlds of worth’, in the form of 

peripheral assemblages.  

 

The chapter begins with a review of the literature 

currently applying Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) 

sociology of conventions in the field of institutional 

pluralism, to outline the contribution made by this 

chapter to this particular theoretical stream. This is 

followed by a more case specific literature review, looking 

at the role of indices and accounting practices and the 

pluralistic value perceptions they ensue, with a view to 

how this translates to the case study context. Following a 

brief review of research context, methodology and 

methods, which builds on the more detailed examination 

in chapter three; the chapter explores the empirical 

findings of this specific case, by detailing the central 

assemblage of worth surrounding the CRI’s purported 

pluralistic purpose. Discussion then turns to an 

exploration of the interactions between this central 

assemblage and additional assemblages of worth, in 

processes of (de)justification and (de)legitimation of CRI 

participation.  
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This analysis paints a complex picture of conflict and 

compromise between multiple assemblages of perceived 

value in the evolution of the CRI. The chapter finds that 

the complexity of the central assemblage is not only a 

characteristic of the CRI, but of critical importance to its 

continued legitimacy, signposting to chapter eight, which 

explores the role of ‘materiality’ as a ‘boundary object’, 

and its assessment of what happens when a polarization 

between the weightings of worths leads to assemblage 

destabilization.  

 

Overall, this chapter highlights the instability of the 

central assemblage legitimating the CRI, as being 

susceptible to both further stabilisation and 

destabilisation from peripheral assemblages, born out of 

multiple understandings of the worth of participation. 

 

6.3: Literature 

 

In light of the theoretical and empirical contributions this 

chapter seeks to make, the following review of extant 

literature is made up of three sections. First a broad 

discussion of extant literature applying the EW to 

institutional contexts is presented, alongside a reflexive 
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account of the original theory as put forth by Boltanski 

and Thévenot (1991, 2006). This is followed by a more 

focused analysis of subsequent scholarly work exploring 

the sociology of conventions and EW framework amid 

institutional pluralism. Zooming-in to explore 

institutional pluralism in the field of measurement and 

indices, the following section reviews literature exploring 

indices as a form of measurement, both within the field 

of CSR and beyond. Finally, the review brings together 

the proceeding sections into a contextually specific 

discussion of extant literature applying sociology of 

conventions in the field of measurement. 

 

6.3.1: Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) economies of worth 

 

In their seminal work ‘De La Justification: Les Économies 

De La Grandeur’, Boltanski and Thévenot (1991)  

propose that in justifying and legitimating our actions 

people draw on a number of common ‘worlds’, within 

which there are individual conceptions of ‘worth’. As 

highlighted in chapters three and five, in their initial work 

they identify six ‘worlds’: the inspirational, the domestic, 

the world of fame, the civic, the market, and the 

industrial, although they are clear to point out that other 
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‘worlds’ are also possible with Thévenot later 

conceptualising a seventh ‘green’ world (Lafaye & 

Thévenot, 1993; Thévenot et al, 2000; Moody & 

Thévenot, 2000; Lafaye & Thévenot, 2017) and Boltanski 

and Chiapello (2005) denoting the world of projects.  

 

The formulation of these ‘worlds of worth’ were 

developed on the back of both empirical analysis and the 

review of notable works in political philosophy such as 

Augustine, Smith and Rousseau. They theorise that in 

drawing on the inspirational world, actors see worth in 

creativeness and passion, in the domestic world: 

reputation, family ties and traditional hierarchies, the 

world of fame: recognition and celebrity, the civic world: 

collective welfare, the market world: competitiveness and 

monetary worth, the industrial world: efficiency, the green 

world: environmental harmony, and the world of 

projects: mobility101. By way of explanation of the 

characteristics inherent in each of Boltanski and 

Thévenot’s distinct worlds, table 6.1 borrows from 

                                                           
101 See Roscoe (2015) for further theorisation of the world of projects. 
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Patriotta et al’s (2011) succinct representation of the 

theory102: 

  

                                                           
102 The green world: Lafaye & Thévenot, 1993; Thévenot et al, 2000; 
Moody & Thévenot, 2000; Lafaye & Thévenot, 2017, framed the ‘green 
world’ reflexively to add to the already established worlds in the original 
economies of worth model. Whist this research recognises the role of the green 
world in processes of (de)justification and (de)legitimation of CRI 
participation, where it has come to the fore it has been closely associated 
with the civic world. The complexity of interactions between the civic and 
green world in the perceived value of the CRI remains a topic for future 
analysis. Thus, analysis presented here concentrates on the more dominant 
‘civic’ world in the CRI.  
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In conceptualising these worlds of worth, Boltanski and 

Thévenot (2006) were seeking to examine ‘the higher 

order principles on which individuals rely when making 

their case during disputes’ (Patriotta et al, 2011, p.1809). 

Each ‘world of worth’ they suggest represented a ‘model 

polity…built around an order of worth [which] sustains 

various constructions of political philosophy and gives 

direction to the ordinary sense of what is just’ (Boltanski 

& Thévenot, 2006, p.74). According to the EW theory, 

when parties can no longer agree ‘agreement must then 

be established at a higher level’ (p.67). These instances 

constitute ‘tests’ of worth. However, as each ‘world of 

worth’ has a different notion of ‘justness’, based on 

alternative worths, it is not only the object in question that 

is tested, but also its premise. For example, monetary 

worth would represent justness when tested according to 

the market world, while it holds little value in the 

inspirational world by contrast.  

 

However, despite the intrinsic differences in what 

constitutes ‘justness’ in each world, unlike the ILs which 

ultimately espouses the dominance of one logic over 

another (Friedland & Alford, 1991, p.232), Boltanski & 

Thévenot (2006), suggest that ‘worlds of worth’ are 
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interconnected, as beings ‘can manifest themselves in 

different worlds’ (p.215). Consequently, both conflict and 

compromise may occur as a result of these tests, as we 

seek to justify and legitimate our actions (Boltanski & 

Thévenot, 2006). As such, where disagreements occur, 

persons involved will either ‘agree or judge themselves 

wronged and demand justice’ (p.66). Where such a 

controversy arises ‘it leads to a decision: either the beings 

who have been found deficient are diminished in worth 

by the observation of their deficiency and have to be 

excluded from the situation or else the observation that 

they are deficient is deemed inconclusive and they are 

given another chance’ (ibid, p.135). On the other hand, ‘a 

model incorporating several worlds also gives actors the 

possibility of avoiding a test, of challenging a test’s validity 

by taking recourse to an external principle, or even of 

reversing the situation by introducing a test that is valid 

in a different world’ (ibid, p.216).  

 

In their recognition of compromise, Boltanski and 

Thévenot (2006) formulate areas of possible convergence 

between economies of worth, whereby ‘tests’ may be 

justified in multiple worlds. Table 6.3, in section 6.5 of the 

findings section of this chapter, draw from Boltanski and 
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Thévenot (2006) analysis, to illustrate these suggested 

areas of convergence.  

 

6.3.2 Empirical development of Economies of Worth 

 

Following the English translation of Boltanski & 

Thévenot’s work into ‘On justification’ in 2006, the 

influence of economies of worth has spread, from 

theoretical discussion, to application in a variety of 

empirical contexts. Examples of this empirical 

development include Taupin (2012), Taupin & Lenglet 

(2017) and Annisette et al’s (2017), assessments of EW in 

accounting and ratings industries; Jaumier et al’s (2017) 

application to co-operatives; Nyberg et al (2017), and 

Beamish & Biggart’s (2017) application in the field of 

energy and fossil fuels, and Postel et al (2015) and 

Lamarche and Rubinstein’s (2012) review of CSR. Such 

works have resulted in contributions both in furthering 

the development of the theory and in the application of 

the theory in furthering our understanding of empirical 

context. Much of this work focuses on how justifications 

and legitimations take place during cites of controversy, 

as these ‘provide interesting settings for studying 

dynamics of institutional maintenance, because they 
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constitute legitimacy tests’ (Patriotta et al, 2011). 

Consequently, there is now greater understanding of ‘the 

role played by criticism in macro-societal changes…but 

actually we still know very little about the effects that 

critiques expressed by actors in daily work situations have 

on organisations’ (Jaumier et al, 2017, p.98).  

 

Thus, in a break with the current trajectory of much of 

the research in this area, this chapter contributes to the 

growing field of sociology of conventions research, by 

exploring how critiques fuelled by different ‘assemblages 

of worth’ interact on a continual basis over time.  

   

6.3.3: Indices in CSR – a review of the research context 

 

As outlined in chapter four, responsible business indices 

have become increasingly important in both academic 

and empirical fields of corporate social responsibility 

(CSR), with a growing number of organisations 

purporting to record responsible business practice in this 

manner; FTSE4Good, Dow Jones (DJSI), Domini and 

Business in the Community (BITC), to name but a few. 

In a 2010 study by SustainAbility, 108 such tools were 

identified, and a 2013 report by Corporate Citizenship 
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produced ‘a database of over 250 global and local 

schemes’ (Institute of Business Ethics, 2013). Thus, there 

has evidently been a proliferation of such tools in recent 

decades. 

 

As set out in the previous literature reviews, it has been 

suggested that such ‘schemes’ make up part of the 

institutional infrastructure of corporate responsibility 

(Waddock, 2008; Bondy et al, 2012; Gond & Nyberg, 

2017), and that the purposes of such institutions can be 

multifaceted (Waddock, 2008)103. However, little research 

has focused on unpacking the normative dynamics of 

such multifaceted purpose. Instead research focused on 

this empirical context has generally been focused on the 

effect of such tools, be that in regards to CSP, CFP or 

legitimacy104. This chapter presents a first step in fulling 

this theoretical gap, by exploring the normative dynamics 

of these institutions, via an analysis of the interplay 

between perceptions of value in the justification and 

legitimation of participation in BiTC’s CRI.  

  

                                                           
103 See Chapter 2 for a definition of institutional infrastructure and 
further detail of theorising in this space. 
104 See chapter two for more detail of this literature. 
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For some of the ‘schemes’ of measurement identified by 

SustainAbility and Global Citizenship, purpose may 

appear to be clear and even explicit in the name: The 

‘Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) Sustainability 

Reporting Guidelines’ for example, may be seen as a 

means of guiding companies in how to report on their 

sustainability. However, for other schemes within this 

institutional infrastructure, purpose is less clear, with 

BiTC’s CRI for example having undergone a series of 

reviews regarding intended purpose and outcome 

throughout its history105. In addition, even where purpose 

may appear to be clear, as with the GRI discussed above, 

perceptions of value can be more complex, and often 

dependent on the normative drivers behind the uptake of 

such frameworks. 

 

Attempts have been made to bring clarity to some of this 

complexity, with various actors seeking to 

compartmentalise each ‘scheme’ into distinctive 

categories of purpose and value. The Institute of Business 

Ethic’s (2013) for example, attempted to 

compartmentalise along the lines of; those which operate 

                                                           
105 See chapter 8 for further details on this process. 
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on an inclusion/exclusion basis like the FTSE4Good and 

the DJSI; ranking and benchmarking tools like BiTC’s CR 

Index, EIRIS Sustainability Rankings, Carbon Disclosure 

Project (CDP) Leadership Indices, the United Global 

Compact and Ethisphere’s World’s Most Ethical 

Companies; and finally standards like ISO14000, the 

AA1000 Framework, the UN Global Compact and 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Guidelines (IBE, 

2013).  

 

Conversely, during a review of the purpose of the CRI, 

BiTC produced an internal review of the market, which 

sought to clarify the position of the CRI in relation to its 

competitors and peers, which again resulted in different 

categorisations. This framework centred on the question 

of ‘what is the business need’, resulting in three core 

categories: normative frameworks, within which the UN 

Global Compact, the OECD Guidelines for MNEs were 

positioned; process guidelines, within which the GRI 

Sustainability Reporting Guidelines and the AA1000 

Series were fitted: and management systems, 

encompassing the ISO 26000 and BiTC’s CRI. This 

categorisation also looked at the role of these schemes for 

investors, highlighting FTSE4Good, DJSI, ISO26000 
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and the CRI as holding the most investor appeal (Subiela, 

2015) 106. 

 

Despite these attempts at categorising purpose, the 

disparity in different attempts at groupings reinforces the 

inherent pluralism of perceived purpose and value in 

these schemes, both individually and institutionally. As 

such, rather than trying to disaggregate a specific value 

and purpose, by way of categorisation, it is the plurality of 

purpose and value which is of interest in the analysis 

which follows.  

 

6.3.4: Sociology of conventions valuation and measurement 

 

Some empirical studies in valuation studies have 

highlighted the EW’s underlying principle of pluralism in 

valuation without directly engaging with the EW 

literature. For example, Espeland & Saunders (1998), 

draw attention to the individualisation of value 

judgements, by framing commensuration as a social 

process. The author’s identify examples of actors often 

unconsciously applying measures to social practices, such 

                                                           
106 For a detailed analysis of the pluralistic purpose and value of the CRI 
specifically see chapter 4. 
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as a working mother’s commensuration of ‘quality time’ 

over time-volume spent with children. The author’s argue 

that commensuration; that is ‘the expression or 

measurement of characteristics normally represented by 

different units according to a common metric’ (p.315); 

‘changes the terms of what can be talked about, how we 

value, and how we treat what we value. It is symbolic, 

inherently interpretive, deeply political, and too important 

to be left implicit in sociological work’ (p.315).  

 

Although, this work does not directly engage with 

sociology of conventions, much of its findings reflect the 

plurality of valuation, as a social process endowed with 

individual agency, where actors can define their own 

criteria of valuation based on their own social experience.  

 

Similarly, Callon & Muniesa’ (2005), bring pluralism and 

agency into the valuation of markets. In their exploration 

of calculability, they demonstrate that markets are 

‘collective devices for the evaluation of goods’ (p.1245). 

The authors highlight the potential for ‘goods’ to be 

rendered calculable ‘in a multitude of ways’. In turn, they 

conclude that, as there are many ways of calculating 

values; processes of calculation should not be taken as 
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given, but rather opened up to public debate, ‘thus 

restoring to markets the political dimension that belongs 

to them and constitutes their organization as an object for 

debate and questioning’ (p.1245).   

 

More recently, sociology of conventions has been applied 

as a ‘conceptual apparatus’ to further hone these ‘notions 

of valuation and evaluation both within and across 

organizations’ (Cloutier et al, 2017, p.17) 

 

Specifically, in the field of CSR and sustainability, 

Richards et al (2017), explore the role of sustainability 

certifications in conveying moral legitimacy on firms. The 

authors find differences in how firms’ form moral 

legitimacy to reflect their identity orientation with the 

civic-green world and the domestic world; concluding 

that there are ‘potential tensions and paradoxes between 

investment in sustainability standards and reliance on 

domestic moral principles. Through their analysis 

Richards et al (2017), show that domestic morality can 

counter the acceptance of sustainability standards, with 

actors employing alternative ‘domestic vocabulary…to 

appear legitimate without using certifications’ (p.698). 

Richards et al’s (2017) analysis, demonstrates the potential 



305 
 

for ‘tests of worth’ within the domestic world, to 

dominate ‘tests of worth’ in the civic-green world, which 

the sustainability certifications are designed to harness; 

thus highlighting a conflict between these ‘worlds of 

worth’.    

 

Continuing this focus on legitimation in valuation 

practices, Taupin (2012) and Taupin & Lenglet (2017), 

assess the premise of the credit ratings industry’s 

legitimacy, as being grounded in a plurality worth. Here 

the authors bring together institutional logics with the 

sociology of conventions by mirroring institutional work 

as justification work, finding that “actors’ inability to 

resolve a debate involving several orders of morality is 

precisely what leads to the reaffirmation of the 

foundations underlying the legitimacy of credit rating 

regulations’ (2012, p.529). This resonates with Boltanski 

and Thévenot’s original observation that ‘a model 

incorporating several worlds gives actors the possibility of 

avoiding a test’ (p.216), with the credit rating industry 

framed as the object by which actors may avoid such test. 

As such, a continued plurality of worth is central to the 

legitimation of these measurement frameworks across 

worlds.  
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Taupin (2012) demonstrates how conflicting worths may 

avoid tests of worth, through the pluralistic legitimation 

of an object, in this case the credit ratings industry. In 

contrast, Annisette et al (2017), explore instances where 

objects can facilitate compromise between worlds. In 

their analysis of accounting valuation in two institutional 

settings: a not for profit welfare agency and a government 

owned water utility company, the authors suggest that 

‘ambiguous objects’ can act to justify worth in multiple 

worlds, framing ‘accounting [as] play[ing] a role in 

justificatory actions and in holding things together in 

compromise arrangements’ (p.209), in their empirical 

case.  

 

6.3.5: Assemblages of worth 

 

Whilst Annisette et al (2017) have explored how objects 

can hold things together in compromise arrangements, 

Mailhot & Langley (2017) have drawn attention to the 

mechanics of these compromises between worlds. The 

authors build on the notion of the ‘assemblage’, referred 

to briefly by Boltanski and Thévenot (2006), in their 

original text; where the authors state that their framework 
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is an approach to organisations: ‘construed not as unified 

entities characterised in terms of spheres of activity, 

systems of actors, or fields, but as composite 

assemblages that include arrangements deriving from 

different worlds’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p.18).  

 

Building on the importance of this notion, and 

highlighting its previous neglect in the literature, Mailhot 

and Langley (2017), define the assemblage as:  

 

‘the bringing together of heterogeneous 

components (values, activities, objects and 

subjects from different worths) into a 

recognizable whole around a composite object 

that enacts a form of compromise between value 

systems in the eyes of those involved’ (p.247).  

 

Mailhot & Langley’s (2017) analysis begins to explore the 

relationships between different orders of worth when 

they come together to form a compromise. In their 

empirical case of two instances of the valuation of 

academic knowledge, they find that ‘durable 

compromises might be achievable if orientated around a 

composite object that pulls together objects and subjects 
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from different worlds of worth in a mutually reinforcing 

or synergistic assemblage’ (p.263), reflecting similar 

conclusions as Annisette et al (2017).  

 

However, Mailhot and Langley (2017) suggest that 

although their data revealed that the assemblage resulted 

in compromise, ‘there might be variations in the potential 

robustness of different kinds of assemblages’ (p.264), 

calling on future research to explore this (p.265). This 

chapter aims to address this gap. Drawing on Taupin 

(2012) and Taupin & Lenglet (2017) recognition of the 

pluralistic legitimating environments of ratings agencies, 

the chapter explores the assemblage facilitating the 

legitimacy of BiTC’s CRI. However, in addressing the 

question of robustness, the chapter follows the 

assemblage over time, and across actors, tracing the 

robustness of this assemblage in action. 

 

6.4: Context and methods 

 

This section expands on chapter three, providing further 

detail of the case study focus, within which this empirical 

research is situated, and presents the context in which 

fieldwork was carried out. This is followed by a discussion 
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of data analysis methods and stages of theorising, with a 

specific view to this chapter. 

 

6.4.1: Context 

 

As outlined in the previous chapters, the case study 

context of this thesis is Business in the Community’s 

Corporate Responsibility Index (BiTC’s CRI)107. The 

CRI, which has been running since 2002, takes the form 

of an online survey which is used to benchmark 

companies under a specific attainment level108. 

Structurally, the survey includes four core sections: 

corporate strategy, integration, management and 

performance and impact. Corporate strategy creates the 

foundations on which the remaining submission is based, 

by drawing out the main ‘risks and opportunities to the 

business’ (BiTC, 2017). Integration then centres on how 

                                                           
107 See chapter 3, section 3.4 for a detailed breakdown of the case. 
108 Attainment levels for the CR Index have changed over time. For the 
most part they took on a precious metal ranking system across bronze, 
silver and gold. Later platinum and then platinum plus levels were added 
in order to challenge those at the top. In recent years the banding system 
has been overhauled from precious metals to a star system ranging for 1 to 
5 stars. As of 2015 attainment levels are as follows: 5*-99%, 41/2*-
98%, 4*/96%, 31/2*-93%, 3*-89%, 21/2*-84%, 2*-78%, 11/2*-
71%, 1*- 63%, ½*-54%.   
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companies embed these corporate responsibility risks and 

opportunities into their business. Management looks at 

how companies are ‘managing their risks and 

opportunities’ in four specific areas: community, 

environment, marketplace and workplace, mirroring the 

four pillars of BiTC’s organisational agenda. Finally, 

performance and impact ask companies ‘to report 

performance in a range of social and environmental 

impact areas, three social and three environmental, and 

based on their perceived ‘relevance to their business’ 

(BiTC, 2017)109.  

 

The formal public version of the CRI follows a 

synchronised submission process. As such, companies 

generally spend around two months each year completing 

the survey and then submitting it to BiTC. BiTC then 

undertake a validation process, where trained personnel 

from across the organisation dedicate a two week period 

to checking each survey question against the evidence 

provided. Where evidence is deemed to be lacking, a note 

is attached to a question recommending a recalibration of 

allocated score. This process then culminates in a ‘close-

                                                           
109 Chapter 8 draws out the idea of ‘relevance to the business’ further. 
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out call’, where the company representative in change of 

the submission (usually a CR manager), takes part in a 

feedback phone call with both the validator and a 

representative of the CRI team. Here the company 

representative is invited to provide further evidence 

deemed necessary, or to accept the recalibration of score. 

Once all close-out calls are complete, the scores are 

attributed a ranking, and a list of participants is published 

in the form of a benchmarking index. Previously, this list 

has been published in a national newspaper, but the 

decision was made in 2014, during re-assessment of the 

CRI, to simply publish the results on the BiTC 

webpage110.  

 

Running simultaneously to the public benchmark is a 

private version of the CRI. This version allows early stage 

participants to test themselves against their peers without 

their results being published in the publicly available 

benchmark. Once results are released, these companies 

have the option to ‘go public’ and be included in the final 

listing.  

 

                                                           
110 For more on the value implications of this decision see chapter 9. 
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Annual index cycles ran sequentially from 2002 to date. 

In 2010 a reassessment of the CRI led to a temporal re-

branding, according to the year the results were published 

rather than the prior format centred on the year the 

survey results were submitted. Thus, index records appear 

to be lacking for the year 2010, however, this is a result of 

this change in temporal focus where what would have 

been CRI 2010, became CRI 2011, rather than a pause in 

submissions. Currently, a replacement for the CRI is in 

the design stages and is set to run for the first time in 

September 2018.  

 

In addition to the annual submission, companies have 

access to a modular version of the CRI, which was 

introduced in 2014. This automated version of the CRI 

enables companies to electronically complete individual 

sections, or the entirety of the CRI, for their own internal 

purposes. Feedback for these modular submissions is via 

an automated system, as such there is no validation by 

BiTC. The aim of introducing this version of the CRI 

alongside the publically validated annual survey was to 

encourage incremental access for non-participants, into 

what had become a very detailed, time consuming survey.  
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Both participants and those internal to BiTC have played 

a key part in the development and evolution of the CRI 

and as early data analysis showed111 this suggested that the 

creation and evolution of the CRI had been subject to 

multiple influences, grounded in pluralistic perspectives 

of value, not least because of the number of people and 

institutions involved, and their respective notion of value.  

 

Consequently, the fieldwork process detailed below 

centred on uncovering these ‘perceptions of value’, and 

how they influenced processes of (de)justification and 

(de)legitimation of participation in the CRI.  

 

6.4.2: Methods112 

 

The findings presented here are drawn out of the 

abductive research-theorising process outlined in chapter 

three. Data included over 350 archival documents for the 

period 2002-2012 and additional documents collected in 

real time over the period 2012-2017, 68 interviews, audio 

observations of 2 close-out calls, and 4 visual and audio 

observations of team meetings. Of these, 43 interviews 

                                                           
111 See appendix (d) 
112 For further detail of research methods see chapter 3, sections 3.5. 
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were with CSR/sustainability practitioners at 

membership companies of different stages of 

participation in the CR Index113.  

 

6.5: Data analysis 

 

As discussed in chapter three, analysis was conducted 

simultaneously to data collection and consultation of 

extant theory, as an ongoing process114.  

 

Stage 1: Initially a broad brush approach to analysis was 

taken in an attempt to identify what the data was a ‘case 

of’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.5). In these early 

stages, qualitative content analysis was undertaken using 

a categorisation scheme developed from the data 

(Erikkson & Kovalainen, 2014, p.123)115. At this stage the 

varied purposes of the CRI came to the fore116.  

 

Stage 2: The second stage of coding involved 

categorisation according to perceived value, attributed to 

                                                           
113 See table 3.3 for categories. 
114 See chapter 3 for information on the process undertaken. 
115 See appendix (d) for detail of the coding process undertaken 
116 See chapter 4 table 4.1 for further detail of this stage. 
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the perceived purposes identified in stage 1. In line with 

the abductive approach taken, these codes, although 

derived from the data, were also informed by extant 

theoretical discussions regarding the ‘impact’ of 

responsible business indices, financially, socially and in 

regards to co-constituted legitimacy117. Working 

backwards and forwards between the growing body of 

empirical material and extant literature, a theory was 

sought which could explain the empirical analysis which 

was developing. This process involved various stages as 

detailed in chapter three, culminating with the application 

of Boltanski and Thévenot’s EW (2006).  

 

Stage 3: In viewing the raw empirical codes against the 

EW framework, significant parallels became apparent118. 

As such, a more formal recoding was then conducted of 

the existing empirical codes, by applying EW as a lens. 

This process involved both the expansion and collapsing 

of existing empirical codes, and the virgin analysis of 

additional data subsequently collected. In recognition of 

the contextual nature of qualitative data (Erikkson & 

                                                           
117 See chapter two for further detail of these debates and chapter 3 section 
3.8 for a breakdown of the analytical processes in stage 1 and 2. 
118 See appendix (d) for details of coding 
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Kovalainen, 2014, p.120), and the broader possibilities of 

EW identified by Boltanski & Thévenot, as unrestricted 

to the initial six identified, the researcher was cautious to 

allow for further orders of worth to come to the fore 

from the data. Therefore, coding was not restricted to the 

‘six worlds’ identified by Boltanski & Thévenot (2006), 

but left open to further categorisations if evidence of 

additional ‘worths’ should arise in the data119.  

 

Stage 4: Finally, a more interpretative form of qualitative 

content analysis was undertaken to ‘explore how meaning 

comes about and why’ (Erikkson & Kovalainen, 2014, 

p.124). Here, the researcher was ‘not so much interested 

in the general meanings of concepts, but on the local and 

context-specific nuances of the content produced 

through the relationships that the concepts have with 

each other’ (Erikkson & Kovalainen, 2014, p.124). In this 

stage categorisation was again undertaken, but with a 

focus on ‘the relationships between concepts’ (Erikkson 

& Kovalainen, 2014, p.124), or EW. It is through this 

process that the assemblages and the interactions between 

                                                           
119 Although coding recognised the possibility of additional worlds arising, 
in the process of collapsing codes, no significantly ‘new’ world of worth was 
found.  



317 
 

assemblages presented in the discussion, were 

developed120.   

 

Analytical stages 1 and 2 are discussed in more detail in 

chapter seven. The findings section of this chapter 

focuses on stages 3 and 4. 

 

6.6: Findings 

 

Criticism has been levied at some scholars applying 

French pragmatic sociology, for misusing the theory ‘as a 

tool to classify justifications’ (Taupin, 2012, p.533; 

Breviglieri et al, 2009), rather than a means to explore ‘the 

dynamics of agreement, the process that engages the 

adjustment of actors in social life, and leads to the 

formation of relatively stable common worlds’ (Taupin, 

2012, p.533). In light of this, similarly to the work of 

Chenhall et al (2013), findings presented here take ‘the 

existence of conflicting logics and values as the starting 

point for analysis’ (p.268). Therefore, the onus of this 

findings section is not to categorise structures and 

discourses as representative of a particular form of 

                                                           
120 See appendix (d) for a snapshot of this coding process. 
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‘worth’, but rather to explore the ‘dynamics of agreement’ 

and disagreement, the conflict and compromise between 

‘worths’, that take place in the formation and destruction 

of assemblages.  

 

Similarly, to Mailhot & Langley (2017), the first section of 

analysis focuses on establishing the core assemblage of 

worth associated with the CRI’s purported purpose. The 

second section moves on to explore the robustness of this 

assemblage in the face of peripheral assemblages of 

worth, which lead to both stabilisation and destabilisation 

of the central assemblage. 

 

6.6.1: Conflict and compromise 

 

This section introduces two tables developed directly 

from Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) EW. It is presented 

here as a demonstration of potential processes of conflict 

and compromise, between different ‘orders of worth’.  

 

Table 6.2 below draws demonstrates potential sites of 

compromise between different ‘orders of worth’. 

Whereas, table 6.3 demonstrates potential sites of 

conflict. 
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Table 6.2 and 6.3 show that in their discussion, Boltanski 

and Thévenot’s (2006) conceptualise areas of potential 

conflict and compromise between pairs of ‘worlds of 

worth’. For example, the authors bring together actors 

from the inspired world of creativeness, into the domestic 

hierarchical relationship of master and disciple. Similarly, 

brand image is highlighted as representing a compromise 

relationship between the world of fame (via the image 

component) and the market world (in the monetary value 

of the brand that will ensue from such recognition)121.  

 

Conversely, the authors also provide examples of 

situations of conflict between pairs of worth, drawing on 

the incompatibilities between what is of value in each 

world. For example, the inspirational worlds’ distain of 

the vanity espoused by the world of fame, or in contrast 

to the example of compromise given above, the 

financially damaging effects of negative publicity.   

 

Mailhot and Langley’s (2017) furthering on the notion of 

assemblages suggest however that relationships of 

conflict and compromise may exist not only between two 

                                                           
121 See table 6.2 for further examples of compromise relationships between 
two worlds of worth. 
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worlds of worth, but rather multidimensionally, across a 

number of worlds at one time. In light of this, the analysis 

that follows takes a layered approach to these suggested 

relationships, seeking to explore how conflict and 

compromise may occur between multiple forms of worth, 

in the pluralistic context of assemblages.   

 

6.6.2: Assemblage of worth and pluralistic purpose 

 

At BiTC’s Responsible Business Week conference in 

spring/summer 2013, a CR practitioner from a company 

with 15 years’ experience of participation in the CRI 

characterised the purpose of the CRI as being: 

 

‘a flag to wave and build pride amongst employees, a 

reference ‘bible’ of all CR activities, and a torch to shine 

a light on areas where business can do more’ (BiTC, 

2017). 

 

This quotation has since been adopted by BiTC onto the 

index’s webpage (BiTC, 2017), and is used in discussions 

with companies interested in entering participation. This 

suggests that BiTC’s own understanding of what the 

index should provide for its participants also draws on 
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this particular assemblage of worth between fame, 

domestic, industrial and civic worth. Table 6.4 

demonstrates how actors within BiTC have drawn upon 

these orders of worth, in their legitimation of the CRI. 
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As table 6.4 shows, when explored through the lens of 

Boltanski and Thévenot’s EW (2006), these components 

can be seen to represent specific orders of worth. Thus, 

the ‘flag to wave’ may denote the ‘world of fame’, with 

the ‘flag’ representing a communications’ symbol which 

may lead to recognition. Pride among employees denotes 

a form of ‘domestic worth’ in the loyalty and corporate 

hierarchies such pride seeks to reinforce. ‘Reference bible 

of all CR activities’ may denote ‘industrial worth’, where 

companies can share best practice, measure their own 

performance and plan for the future; and finally ‘a torch 

to shine a light on areas where business can do more’, 

represents a form of ‘civic’ or ‘green’ worth, due to the 

placement of business as a player in the betterment of 

society and the environment122. Examples of how these 

orders of worth have been drawn together in the 

discourse legitimating the CRI, are detailed in table 6.5. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
122 See table 6.1 for characteristics of each ‘order of worth’. 
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Table 6.5: CRI as an assemblage around civic-industrial-

domestic-fame: 

 

Fame-Domestic-Industrial-Civic assemblage of 

legitimation  

‘Our CR Index challenges companies to devise and deliver 

business strategies (industrial) that have responsibility at their 

heart (civic). It does it by conducting a gap analysis 

(industrial), benchmarking against industry peers 

(domestic/market), and recognising and communicating 

achievement (fame)’. (BiTC, CRI website, 2017) 

‘so the purpose of the index was basically to improve the way in 

which companies set up, develop, manage and implement 

(industrial) their CR strategies and sustainability strategies 

(industrial-civic) by providing companies with a tool to 

measure, manage and implement (industrial), and report, very 

important to report (fame, domestic) on their sustainability 

and CR strategy’. (Int7) 

‘it’s always said it has a dual purpose as a management tool 

(industrial-civic) and as a public benchmark (fame, 

domestic)’ (Int11) 

‘It was a campaign to get companies to measure what they did on 

CSR, on the kind of old hackneyed phase of “what gets measured 
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gets managed”. So if we can get them to measure it, they’ll start 

managing it. So it was definitely a campaign…So it was a 

campaign to professionalise CSR (industrial-civic). It was a 

recognition scheme for companies that wanted to be able to put 

something in the reception or in those days appear on a listing in 

the newspaper saying we’re in the top 100 quartile band or 

however we organised it (fame, domestic). (Int1) 

‘for me the purpose is to use it as a management tool in order for 

companies to see where they are good and where there is weakness 

in the area and compare it to leading practise, so with each other 

and other companies to improve in those areas of weakness 

(industrial-civic), but also to celebrate the areas that they 

are doing well in (fame, domestic). (Int13) 

‘The main reason that I would advocate companies using it is to 

challenge themselves as a management tool and help them 

understand what are their kind of key drivers or motivators or as 

a gap analysis, like what is it they could do to be a more 

responsible business. How do they think about their products and 

services, how do they think about their governance and their 

processes to really challenge their thinking (industrial-civic). 

Some companies use it as a kind of performance indicator 

externally and that is great and that is obviously one of the 

reasons that we have the index is to be able to communicate 
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externally the success of those companies (fame, domestic).’ 

(Int21) 

‘And so we used to have it very much on, find out what the 

business has done and they were able to shout about it, in those 

days it was gold, silver and platinum etc. and they could shout 

about it a little bit (fame, domestic). What I like about 

what we do now is its actually about the business improvement 

part, it’s about having a management framework from 

responsible business and having a check and balance on the work 

you are doing, could you be doing or should you be doing and also 

it allows them to find out what everyone else is doing 

(industrial-civic).’ (Int22) 

‘It should help our members identify where they are strong, where 

there are gaps and if they identify a gap make a plan to improve 

that specific area (industrial-civic). I have seen from the 

Business at work, and have done the CR Index that as well, it’s 

a very important part, the recognition they get from it (fame, 

domestic)’ (Int18)  

 

Table 6.5 shows how four core worlds of worth: fame, 

domestic, industrial and civic, have been drawn upon in 

legitimating the purpose of the CRI.  
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Yet, the way in which these worlds are drawn upon above, 

suggests that there are two sections to the CRI as an 

assemblage: namely civic-industrial and fame-domestic 

clusters, with some respondents noting this distinction as 

the index’s ‘duel role’ (Int11). Building on Taupin’s (2012) 

analysis, which suggests that the legitimacy of ratings is 

grounded in the multiplicity of worlds, it would seem that 

the legitimacy of the CRI is grounded in the assemblage 

of these four worlds of worth.  

 

As such, where these characteristics have been grouped 

together in the perceived purpose of the CRI, they have 

developed an assemblage of worth, with the CRI acting 

as the ‘assemblage’ ‘that enacts a form of compromise 

between value systems in the eyes of those involved’ 

(Mailhot & Langley, 2017, p.247). However, the 

relationships between the relative components of the 

assemblage seem to vary in strength, with fame-domestic 

and civic-industrial representing strong relationships, 

whereas the relationships between these respective 

clusters seems to be much weaker. Figure 6.1 illustrates 

these relationships between worlds of worth, in the CRI’s 

legitimating assemblage of worth: 
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Figure 6.1: Relationships between ‘worlds of worth’, in 

the CRI’s central assemblage  

 Civic 
e.g. ‘areas 
to improve’

Industrial 
.e.g. ‘reference bible’

  Fame
e.g. ‘flag’

Domestic
e.g. ‘employees’

CRI

Weaker 
relationship

Stronger 
relationship

Weaker 
relationship

Stronger 
relationship

 

The above assemblage represents the pluralistic purpose 

of the CRI, from the perspective of BiTC as an 

organisation and in regards to the rhetoric attached to 

furthering the expansion of the index. However, as 

analysis in the next section shows, the stability of this 

assemblage remains subject to critique from TESTs of 

worth, from orders of worth on the periphery. 

Furthermore, these TESTs seem to be enforced relative 

to the strength of the relationships between different 
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aspects of the assemblage. The next section explores this 

further, outlining the notion of peripheral assemblages. It 

is suggested that actors draw on external forms of worth 

to create these peripheral assemblages, by establishing 

compromises between these external worths, and aspects 

of the central assemblage. The concluding analysis 

suggests that the robustness of the central assemblage is 

subject to these external arrangements, as the peripheral 

assemblages created act to both reinforce and destabilise 

the central assemblage outlined above.  

 

6.6.3: Peripheral assemblages of perceived CRI worth  

 

The discursive analysis of observation, interview and 

documentary data in this case revealed two ‘worlds of 

worth’ outside of the central assemblage (inspirational 

and market), which actors drew upon in forming 

peripheral assemblages of worth. Analysis showed that in 

creating these peripheral assemblages, these external 

forms of worth acted to both reinforce and destabilise the 

central assemblage discussed in section 6.5.2. Fig 6.2 

illustrates the central assemblage and the peripheral 

assemblages built around market and inspirational worth: 
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Figure 6.2: The interplay between assemblages of worth in (de)legitimation of participation in the CRI 

“The CR Index is a flag to wave 
and build pride amongst 

employees, a reference 'bible' 
of all CR activities, and a torch 
to shine a light on areas where 

business can do more”. 
Bridget Jackson PwC, BiTC, 

2017
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The following discussion of these findings is broken into 

two parts. It starts with an analysis of the upper half of 

the figure. Here the role of market worth in encouraging 

substantive (civic) or symbolic (fame) participation is 

discussed, and the opposing impacts this has on the 

central pluralistic assemblage of value. In this analysis, the 

role of the CRI as a benchmark comes to the fore, with 

its duel industrial purpose of outlining areas for 

improvement (industrial-market-civic) and statistical 

measurements via scores (industrial-market-fame). Thus, 

the role of scoring is also discussed here, with a focus on 

the internal industrial TEST of worth taking place in 

accordance with industrial worth’s assemblages, with 

both domestic-civic worth and fame. The role of fame is 

then unpacked further in an analysis of negative CSR 

publicity. Here, the value of the CRI is discussed in 

relation to both the role it may play in countering and 

reinforcing such ‘market’ damaging publicity.  

 

The second section focuses on the lower half of figure 

6.2, and the role of inspirational worth. Discussion 

centres on the conflicting industrial value of the CRI in 

creating a ‘framework’ of comprehensibility’, whilst 
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simultaneously restricting inspirational worth in the form 

of ‘transformational change’.  

 

6.6.3a Market worth and fame-civic instability 

Central to the CRI’s pluralistic purpose is the industrial-

civic compromise, characterised by the use of the CRI as 

a management tool (industrial) for improving responsible 

business practice (civic): 

 

 It’s a professional discipline that ought to be applied 

to public good and changing people’s lives.’ (Int1) 

 

Thus, for BiTC, the industrial worth of the CRI’s 

professionalization of CSR, is perceived to be a means of 

generating civic worth by way of public good. However, 

in order to ensure companies’ voluntary participation, and 

the achievement of civic worth, the CRI’s central purpose 

sets out a compromise between civic-industrial worth, 

domestic worth and the worth of fame, as characterised 

in the central assemblage in figure 6.2. However, in 

practice, instability in this assemblage occurs, in 

accordance with the relative dominance of fame-domestic 

or civic-industrial worth. This has resulted in a division 

between some companies participating symbolically; as 
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dominated by the worth of fame, and those participating 

substantively; to bring about greater responsible business 

practice, as well as those maintaining an interconnected 

balance between the two. Thus, for some participants, the 

assemblage between industrial-civic worth in ‘the 

efficiency of public service’ is balanced with reputational 

(domestic) and recognition value (fame) in the 

‘maintenance of good contacts’:  

  

 ‘It was a framework and a tool but the output was 

more important than the tool we used to get it.  So if 

I went to the board and said oh we got platinum big 

tick they would say great, go to employees and say we 

got platinum big tick oh, that’s nice. But actually 

what did it mean, the greater meaning was actually 

in looking at have we reduced our carbon, has our 

employee retention gone up? Is our community 

relations getting any better. It was the deliverables, 

tangibles that were more important.’ (Ext19) 

 

Here, Ext 19 demonstrates the central assemblage put 

forth by BiTC being utilised in action. However for 

others, concern in ‘maintaining good contacts’ (fame-

domestic compromise), can dominate justifications for 
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participation, and in turn, industrial value comes to centre 

the efficiency of ‘implanting an image’ (fame), over 

concern for substantively improving practice (civic), and 

thus concern for civic value in the assemblage is raised 

(box 2, fig 6.2): 

 

‘They’ve [company y]…actually admitted they use it 

mainly for PR reasons’ (Int14)   

 

 ‘’it has a reputation, [the CRI] has developed in a 

way in which it’s associated, the CR Index, to 

BITC’ (Int7) 

 

 There’s still a recognition element to it, we still give 

companies a star rating and I’m not entirely against 

that, I just don’t think it’s … I think it skews the 

use of what I think it is now … [it] should be a 

management tool.’ (Int1) 

 

This conflictual process, is further reinforced when 

company motivations for ‘maintaining good contacts’ are 

explored. Thus, for some organisations, the purpose of 

‘maintaining good contacts’ centres on market worth, 

characterised by competition and financial gain. 
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 ‘for other companies it’s all about being ahead of their 

competitor.’ (Int11) 

 

‘I know that a lot of our competitors are also part of 

BiTC but the ultimate thing was that some of our 

clients were asking for it so we had to investigate 

further.’ (Ext 36) 

 

Thus market worth, although not explicitly part of the 

central CRI pluralistic purpose, has come to play a central 

role in processes of (de)justification and (de)legitimation 

of CRI participation, both overtly, and in connection with 

other assemblages of worth. The overt role of market 

worth in the perceived value of the CRI is evident in some 

companies’ motivation for taking part as a pre-requisite 

for gaining tenders: 

 

‘We had put in a major bid for a long term partnership 

contract with [MNC x] and it was a huge contract worth 

several billion over several years and one of the biggest 

areas they had in terms of their questionnaire for the 

contract was on CR as a tender process…I had to run 

around and try and find this stuff, find it on the intranet, 
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find it from the businesses and it was quite clear that we 

were absolutely brilliant at what we did but we couldn't 

articulate it or report on it because we didn't know what 

we were doing…from the centre we had no idea how we 

were performing so that is why I went over to BiTC and 

looked at their CR Index’. (Ext 19). 

 

From this perspective, participation in the CRI is a means 

to gain recognition for current behaviours in order to 

maintain good contacts and garner market worth. Thus, 

the industrial worth of participation is in the efficiency of 

reporting, and communicating existing practice, rather 

than in any necessary plan for improvement of 

behavioural performance. Thus, where the CRI is used 

primarily for this purpose, the value is gained in an 

assemblage between industrial-market-fame-domestic 

worth (box 2, fig 6.2). The introduction of market worth 

to the central assemblage in this manner has the potential 

to both reinforce and destabilises the central assemblages’ 

compromise with civic worth.  

  

Thus, civic worth may be reinforced, as in spurning 

participation, market worth it is argued, may be what 

brings companies into participation, but once in 
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participation, the industrial value of improved CSR 

performance, and its link to civic worth in an 

improvement of responsible business practice, can 

subsequently be brought to bear. This is evident in 

Ext19’s discussion of participation in subsequent years, 

where there was a shift in industrial worth from reporting 

current practice to driving further improvement: 

 

‘Now for the first time we could actually see exactly where 

we were performing against our competitors, against our 

industry, but also against the whole of industry as it were, 

of all the other participants. And the beauty of it was 

because it was the red, amber, green traffic light system we 

could see where we were strongest, where we were weakest. 

That then enabled me to go back to the key functions, 

HR, Health and Safety, Procurement, Strategic etc. so for 

example diversity was bad so I go to the HR director and 

say look you need to do something about this’. (Ext19) 

 

This shift from a focus on reporting existing practice for 

recognition (fame), to participation for behavioural 

improvement demonstrates a dynamic relationship 

between industrial-civic and industrial-fame assemblages, 

which can be reinforced through the addition of market 
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worth to the assemblage. This is evidently the outcome 

BiTC are seeking to achieve in establishing the CRI’s 

pluralistic purpose, with some internal BiTC staff actively 

harnessing market worth as a complementary element of 

the CRI assemblage:   

 

‘I think it’s more a management tool, I think it’s more 

useful when companies use it as a management tool, 

meaning using it to gather information from all over the 

company or the business, seeing how all parts of the 

business compare to each other and compare to the bulk of 

participants. And then using that data to then improve 

year on year (industrial-civic). So I think that’s 

when they get the most of it. So it helps them to do internal 

stakeholder engagement, it helps them to get a view of what 

is going on in the whole of the business (domestic). 

And then it also helps them with that, it’s just looking at 

where are we doing particularly well, where are we not 

doing so well and then where is the gap and what can we 

do to improve that? I think the fact that it’s a benchmark 

is always good because it helps with … like the little bit 

of competition always helps (market), like people want 

to be seen to be better than their peers or their competitors 

(market-fame)’ (Int12) 
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Thus, where compromise is balanced, a company may 

justify their participation in the CRI as a framework 

(industrial), for improving behaviour (civic), in order to 

gain recognition (fame) for an ultimate financial reward 

(market). Here perceived market value works to support 

the central assemblage, through substantive participation.  

 

However, this assemblage is not stable across all 

participants, as for some, the market-fame interest in 

‘brand image’ comes to dominate, opening up areas of 

conflict with civic-industrial worth and resulting in 

overriding symbolic participation in the CRI: 

 

 ‘I used to get frustrated with companies that used to fight 

for every single point because they knew they were going 

public with this…I thought it was against the sort of the 

integrity of the company actually deciding to undertake this 

process.  I think it’s, yeah it de-valued the whole process 

in a way. But yeah I think, so for me I like it as a 

management tool but I know that for some companies it’s 

not as attractive without the public recognition side of 

things.’ (Int8) 
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Much of the dominance of the worth of market-fame 

compromise centres on the scoring element of the CRI as 

a benchmark, with both CR practitioner participants and 

BiTC CRI personnel noting this correlation: 

 

 ‘There are those that want to be associated with BiTC, 

with scoring of the CR Index and use that for their public 

profile and brand enhancement sort of thing.’ (Int8) 

 

 ‘there's a PR value that we get from it externally, an 

opportunity to promote ourselves to our customers to say 

that it's not just us saying that we’re good at this stuff 

actually, we can evidence that we’re good at it because we 

perform well at the benchmarking’ (Ext39) 

 

The dominance of the worth of fame, derived through 

scoring has the potential to destabilise the industrial-civic 

aspect of the core assemblage, presented by BiTC as the 

CRI’s pluralistic purpose. What’s more, this conflict has 

the potential to be further enhanced by compromise with 

domestic worth in the form of internal company 

hierarchies and their concern for sustained reputation, as 

shown by figure 6.2 box 4:  
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‘we got ourselves in that trap probably, self-imposed trap 

where we focused on the areas where we scored the highest 

rather than the questions that we maybe might have got a 

bit more learning out of, because what you didn’t want to 

do is drop down in score, because that wouldn’t go down 

very well internally’. (Ext26) 

 

Thus, for participants like Ext26, industrial-civic worth of 

improved behaviour and responsible business 

competency was limited by a further industrial-fame-

domestic assemblage (figure 6.2, box 4). In this case, the 

industrial-civic compromise is destabilised by the 

conflicting industrial-fame-domestic assemblage; focused 

only on maintaining scores (industrial) for reputational 

(domestic) and recognition (fame) value.  

 

Conversely, when a company gains ‘fame’ for 

irresponsible business practices, the assemblage between 

fame-domestic-industrial worth has the potential to both 

reinforce this conflict with civic worth, or seek new 

compromise. Thus, if a company scores highly on the 

CRI and subsequently finds ‘fame’ for irresponsible 

practices, this can bring the conflict with civic worth to 

light, and in turn delegitimise the CRI to a broad audience:  
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‘And you always get the problem where it’s the big 

company. So [company v] will be Platinum and then some 

small company won’t be but [company v] is like dodging 

tax and committing financial fraud and doing all these 

other things.’ (Int11)  

 

‘it can be a risk.  Because I mean any companies like, for 

example [company z), they’ve got platinum and they’ve 

been called in the media for scandal after scandal …so in 

a way I think there’s, yeah, there’s a bit of a disconnect 

there.  How companies can achieve so high in the index 

and at the same time be called out in the media for so 

many scandals’. (Int8) 

 

However, if a company achieves fame for irresponsible 

practice prior to participation in the CRI, or whilst 

benchmarking at the bottom, further participation in the 

CRI may be legitimised by the company, and to a broader 

audience, as a means of improving responsible business 

practice (civic worth). In such instances, the fame-

domestic-industrial assemblage may join with civic worth 

to reinforce the central assemblage with new vigour 

(figure 6.2, box 5): 
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 ‘I’m sure you read the newspapers, you will know that 

[company w] is a business that has come in for a lot of 

criticism recently…we also know that our new chair is 

very, very pro sustainability and responsible business… 

and the index flags up some really useful stuff’. (Ext28) 

 

Thus, in these instances, a change in company hierarchy 

can alter the domestic world in which worth is perceived, 

and the domestic worth that can be achieved through an 

industrial-fame assemblage may be realigned to 

compromise with civic worth rather than conflict, in 

seeking more substantive change. However, again this 

assemblage is unstable, and open to companies’ following 

a more symbolic rather than substantive approach to CRI 

participation. If this is not reflected in the scoring, this in 

turn presents a risk to the wider legitimation of the CRI, 

through association with companies seen to be taking 

such a wholly symbolic (fame centred) approach.   

 

This section shows that the robustness of the CRI’s 

central assemblage around civic-industrial-domestic-fame 

is subject to both instances of conflict and compromise 

with characteristics of market worth. Whether 
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compromise or conflict occurs it is suggested, centres on 

participant’s perceptions of the degree of additional 

worth’s necessary to achieve sufficient recognition (fame) 

for competitive (market) gain. Thus, actors following the 

fame-market assemblage may deem the use of the CRI as 

a management tool (industrial) for changing behaviours 

(civic), as more or less essential for ensuring the 

objectives of the fame-market assemblage are achieved. 

Where changing behaviours is deemed to be necessary, 

market worth may reinforce the fame-industrial-civic 

assemblage central to the CRI’s envisaged purpose. 

However, where companies participate as a means to 

communicate existing practice alone, with little interest in 

behavioural change (civic), conflict arises between civic 

worth and industrial-fame aspects of this central 

assemblage, which in turn, destabilises the legitimacy of 

the CRI’s central assemblage.         

 

Analysis now turns to the lower portion of figure 6.2 and 

the role of inspirational worth in (de)justification and 

(de)legitimation of CRI participation.  
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6.6.3b: The role of inspirational worth 

This section focuses on the role of inspirational worth in 

processes of (de)justification and (de)legitimation of CRI 

participation. Inspirational worth in the EW framework 

relates to creativeness, passion and emotional 

involvement123. According to Boltanski and Thévenot 

(2006), inspirational worth may compromise with 

industrial worth in ‘the passion for hard work, creative 

techniques and via inventors’. However, Boltanski and 

Thévenot (2006) also highlight the potential for conflict 

between inspirational worth and industrial worth through 

inspirational worth’s critique of ‘the rigidity of routines 

and the oppression of the reasonable’, and industrial 

worth’s critique of ‘the wastefulness of improvisation’. 

This section explores both conflict and compromise in 

the inspirational-industrial relationship in processes of 

(de)justification and (de)legitimation of CRI participation, 

and of the CRI’s central assemblage of purpose.  

 

Firstly, for participant companies with an innate 

inspirational, rather than market focused business model 

(for example not-for profit organisations and social 

                                                           
123 See table 6.1. 
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enterprises), the CRI offers a framework of responsible 

business practice which can serve to overcome an internal 

industrial-inspirational conflict, grounded in the industrial 

worth’s critique of the ‘wastefulness of improvisation’:  

 

 ‘There's a bit of an irony that says that because we do 

good stuff [in our business model] we don’t necessarily 

think about how the supply chain fits into that.  So, my 

analogy would be, we are like an ambulance running on 

fully leaded petrol, because we’re an ambulance we don’t 

think we need to put unleaded in it, well you know what, 

we probably do… it gives us a proper structure of the 

data capture measurements at identifying gaps in all of 

that that we have.’ (Ext30) 

 

Thus, for Ext 30, a core value of participation in the CRI, 

is the industrial worth of implementing a framework to 

bring about comprehensibility of practice across all fields 

of responsible business practice, not just that which is of 

inspirational focus in the organisation’s core strategy. 

This example demonstrates a conflicting relationship 

between the industrial-civic compromise and 

inspirational worth, within the participating organisation’s 

practices, which in turn serves as a basis for justification 
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for participation in the CRI. Thus, in this instance, 

industrial-civic assemblage’s conflict with inspirational 

worth serves to reinforce the value of the central 

assemblage of CRI purpose (fig 6.2, box 6).  

 

However, in instances where inspirational worth 

compromises with forms of worth within the central 

assemblage, de-stabilisation and de-legitimation of the 

core assemblage may occur.  

 

‘When I joined Business in the Community it was run by 

a very passionate chief exec. But it was run like a chaotic 

family business.’ (Int1)  

 

Here the passion (inspirational) of the chief exec, coupled 

with the domestic worth of the ‘family business’ is 

presented as destabilising the domestic-industrial 

compromise of competence of practice (fig 6.2, box 7).  

 

Similarly, where inspirational worth compromises with 

the existing civic-industrial assemblage, destabilisation of 

the central assemblage may occur. Such destabilisation 

has occurred both within internal discourse at BiTC and 

with a select group of participating companies. This 
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process of critiquing the CRI is grounded in an inherent 

tension between a passion and enthusiasm for a 

revolutionary approach to responsible business, and the 

structured processual approach encompassed in the 

proscribed framework of the CRI.   

 

From the perspective of BiTC, inspirational critique is 

grounded in an inspirational-civic compromise, based on 

CSR activism. This activism is personified in BiTC’s 

campaign groups which run in conjunction with the CRI. 

These groups focus on one of five issue areas: 

environment, employees, education, employment and 

enterprise and many of these campaigns are characterised 

by their staff’s passion for bringing about civic change: 

 

‘The campaigns know it best, like you can speak to them 

about issues, they’re really passionate about it. But there’s 

always going to be … shaping any of the questions is 

always the challenge between the campaign and the wish 

to change and the activism and advocacy and the actual 

like what’s practical to actually ask a company to actually 

be able to implement or have in place...I would say 

probably we would water-down some of it and then I would 

say maybe a bit more from the exec’. (Int14) 
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Here the inspirational input of the passionate campaigns 

into the CRI content is at odds with the central 

assemblage of industrial-domestic worth, characterised 

here by practicality (industrial) and the role of the 

executive (domestic). Thus, the inspirational-civic 

compromise conceptualised by the campaigns, in this 

context, conflicts with the central assemblage of civic-

industrial-domestic-fame. In turn, the stability of civic 

worth is destabilised in the central assemblage of the CRI 

(fig 6.2, box 8). 

   

From the perspective of participating companies, 

inspirational critique of the CRI has centred on the 

framework’s inability to deliver ‘transformational change’: 

 

‘With an index you can do that little incremental 

improvement, works for a time, but you are not going to 

get the sustainable transformational change that is 

required.’ (Ext18)  

 

Thus, although for some, an industrial-civic compromise 

which limits inspirational worth is of value, as discussed 

above in regards to the framework’s comprehensibility of 
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CSR issues, for others the assemblage’s dominance over 

inspirational worth is deemed to be a limitation. Thus, this 

regard for inspirational worth serves to de-legitimate 

those companies’ participation in the CRI (fig 6.2, box 9).    

 

6.7: Discussion and conclusion 

 

Section 6.6 of this chapter has firstly reinforced Taupin’s 

(2012) and Taupin & Lenglet’s (2017) assessments of 

ratings legitimacy as being grounded in a plurality of 

worth. Building on this further, this section has utilised 

Mailhot & Langley’s (2017) conceptualisation of the 

composite assemblage, to show how this legitimation 

occurs in practice. The chapter contributes to this body 

of work by unpacking the concept of the assemblage, and 

identifying relative strengths to the compromise around 

which the assemblage is formed. Thus, the chapter has 

shown that it is possible for some compromises within 

the assemblage to be stronger and weaker than others.  

 

This in turn has been shown to have implications for the 

robustness of the assemblage, understanding of which is 

underdeveloped in the literature (Mailhot and Langley, 

2017, p.264). By exploring the role of external forms of 
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worth outside of the central assemblage, legitimating the 

purpose of the tool, this chapter has developed the notion 

of peripheral assemblages124, which determine the 

robustness of the central assemblage of worth. The 

chapter focuses on the role of market worth and 

inspirational worth as external forces in reinforcing and 

delegitimising the central assemblage.  

 

The data shows that market worth can be drawn upon to 

both reinforce and destabilise the central assemblage. It is 

suggested that reinforcement occurs where market 

objects are aligned with the civic-industrial aspects of the 

central assemblage, as well as with the fame-domestic. For 

example, if substantive improvement of responsible 

business practice (civic), through the use of the CRI as a 

measurement tool (industrial), is believed to lead to 

monetary gain (market).  

 

Conversely, it is suggested that the weaker relationship 

between civic-industrial with fame-domestic worths may 

alternatively be weakened further by market worth, as 

market worth may be drawn upon in the creation of a 

                                                           
124 See figure 6.1. 
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peripheral assemblage with fame-domestic, to the 

exclusion of civic-industrial worth. In such instances, the 

CRI is legitimised by firm actors, only through the 

recognition (fame) and reputational (domestic) worth it 

has, and the perceived value these characteristics are 

deemed to have for the increased market worth of the 

firm. Thus, market-domestic-industrial worth creates a 

peripheral assemblage, which in ignoring the civic-

industrial worth of the CRI, destabilises the central 

assemblage; with firms taking a more symbolic approach 

to participation.  

 

Inspirational worth on the other hand is primarily seen to 

be at odds with the central assemblage. The chapter 

shows that when on its own, inspirational worth does not 

easily connect with the central assemblage, but it also does 

little by way of destabilisation, with the central assemblage 

often utilised as a means to overcome the perceived 

shortcomings of inspirational worth from other worlds of 

worth. However, when inspirational worth is drawn upon 

in compromise with an existing form of worth within the 

central assemblage, the legitimacy of the CRI may be 

destabilised. For example, where inspirational worth finds 

compromise with civic worth, in the form of 
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‘transformational change’, the industrial value of the 

‘incremental change’ process is disputed and the 

legitimacy of the CRI is called into question.  

 

In framing ‘peripheral assemblages of worth’ 

relationships with market and inspirational worth, the 

chapter has unpacked the relative robustness of the CRI’s 

central assemblage, when faced with external forms of 

worth. This directly addresses calls from Mailhot and 

Langley (2017), for further research which explores the 

robustness of assemblages.  

 

Secondly, by highlighting the dynamism of inspirational 

worth in not only drawing conflict, (which has been the 

focus of much prior research (Reinecke et al, 2017; Boivin 

& Roch, 2006; Mesny & Mailhot, 2007)), but also 

compromise in the form of peripheral assemblages with 

civic worth. Although these assemblages ultimately act to 

destabilise the legitimacy of the CRI, they still represent 

sites of compromise between inspirational and other 

forms of worth, and as such shed new light on the role of 

inspirational worth in social processes.   
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Chapter seven moves on to further analyse the strength 

of the relationships between worlds of worth within the 

CRI’s central assemblage. Focus here is on the tension 

between fame and civic worth. Analysis explores how the 

strength of the compromise between these forms of 

worth affect the robustness of the CRI’s central 

assemblage over time, as participants move through a 

journey from substantive to symbolic measurement 

practice, over the course of participation.  
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7. Empirical chapter: 2 

Participant value perceptions of CRI 

measurement: An unsustainable journey of 

substantive to symbolic value 

 

7.1 Chapter overview 

 

This chapter explores how actors within two core 

stakeholder groups (BiTC staff and CR practitioners in 

membership), perceive the value of Business in the 

Community’s Corporate Responsibility Index (BiTC’s 

CRI), through the course of participation. This chapter 

builds on analysis of relationships between perceived EW 

(chapter six), to put forward a temporal ‘value journey’ 

model, whereby participant’s perceived value of the CRI 

evolves from substantive to symbolic engagement over 

time.  

  

7.2 Introduction 

 

This chapter builds on earlier assertions in chapter four 

and six that more research is needed which explores 

normative drivers for participant legitimation and critique 

of corporate social responsibility metrics. In taking 



359 
 

‘perceptions of value’ as its unit of analysis, this chapter 

explores the interplay between concern for financial 

impact (market worth) (Beurden & Gössling, 2008; 

Griffin & Mahon, 1997), social impact (civic worth) 

(Slager et al, 2012; Slager, 2012; Adam and Shavit, 2007; 

Scarlet & Kelly, 2009), and conveyed legitimacy 

(domestic/fame worth) (Chatterji et al, 2007; Agle & 

Kelly, 2001; Font et al, 2012; Graafland et al, 2004), in 

companies’ perceptions of participation in BiTC’s CRI 

over time.  

 

Concerned primarily with ‘perceived value’ in CRI 

participation, this chapter concentrates on the 

perceptions of two stakeholder groups central to the 

participation process: CR practitioners in BiTC 

membership organisations and personnel at BiTC (the 

organisation running the CRI)125. In unpacking ‘perceived 

value’, analysis begins with an exploration of perceived 

purpose, and the different notions of value underpinning 

participant’s varied use of the index. As highlighted in 

                                                           
125 Although additional stakeholders have their own perceived value of the 
CRI, the abductive data collection process highlighted BiTC personal and 
membership companies’ perceptions as most influential in the evolution of 
the CRI (see chapter 3). Therefore analysis in this thesis is limited to the 
perceptions of these two groups.  
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chapter six, BiTC promote the CRI as emanating a 

pluralistic purpose, with this pluralism conceptualised in 

one participant’s description of the index:  

 

[it is] ‘a flag to wave and build pride amongst employees, 

a reference ‘bible’ of all CR activities, and a torch to shine 

a light on areas where business can do more’ (BiTC, 

2017).  

 

Chapter six highlights how this pluralistic purpose draws 

together an assemblage of notions of value including 

reputational (fame), domestic (employees), institutional 

(reference bible) and civic (to do more)126. Building on 

Taupin (2012), the thesis suggests that the CRI’s position 

as an ‘assemblage’, drawing together these multiple 

perceptions of worth is central to the overarching 

legitimacy of the tool. However, as indicated in chapter 

six, this pluralism is also open to destabilisation following 

conflict from other assemblages of worth.  

 

However, it remains unclear how the processes of 

legitimation and critique set out in chapter six, play out 

                                                           
126 See chapter 6 for analysis of this assemblage. 
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across an organisation’s ‘journey through participation’, 

from the point they begin participation (assumedly 

legitimating the tool), to the point they cease to be 

involved.  This chapter explores whether there are any 

patterns and/or differences prevalent in processes of 

legitimation and critique, as organisations move through 

their CRI ‘journey’. 

 

This chapter takes a longitudinal approach, exploring how 

specific EW and assemblages of worth, become more or 

less overt through the course of participation. Analysis 

suggests that through the course of participation, CR 

practitioners perceive the value of the CRI as being less 

and less diverse, with a specific EW coming to dominate 

participant’s (de)justifications of participation in the tool, 

be that reputational worth in the form of symbolic value 

(justification) or inspirational worth in the form of 

substantive value (critique).   

 

The chapter finds that for many respondents, the value of 

participation is perceived in a processual manner, by way 

of a ‘journey’, in which value seemingly evolves from 

being pluralistic to singular over time. This ‘value journey’ 

is directly tied to the role of the CRI as a ranking and 
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benchmark, and its dual use in both informing change 

(substantive value) and in validating performance 

(symbolic value).  

 

This chapter proposes a ‘value journey’ model, whereby 

perceived value evolves over time in line with a passage 

through pluralistic substantive and symbolic value, to the 

dominance of symbolic value as substantive value wanes. 

It is argued that this ‘value journey’ is facilitated by the 

tendency for score and ranking increases to occur in line 

with participants becoming more experienced in the use 

of the CRI, resulting in the central industrial-civic 

compromise of ‘a reference bible for doing more’, 

becoming destabilised, as the CRI ceases to facilitate such 

behavioural improvement.  

 

The chapter concludes that the ‘value journey’ model has 

proven ultimately unsustainable for the CRI, due to an 

interdependence between substantive and symbolic value, 

in the purported pluralistic purpose of the CRI, around 

an assemblage of civic-industrial-domestic-fame worth. 

Thus, as substantive value wanes, and high scorers begin 

to ‘cluster at the top’, some high scoring participants, 

perceiving a destabilisation of the industrial-civic value of 
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the CRI begin to seek out an alternative means to 

engendering civic worth, in the form of inspirational 

worth (civic-inspirational assemblage). However, as the 

current CRI is not legitimised in tests of inspirational 

worth (see chapter six, figure 6.2), this leads to further 

critique of CRI participation, and as such, these 

companies cease to take part. Subsequently, this initiates 

a ‘destructive chain’, in which the pluralistic value 

(substantive/symbolic) of benchmarking against these 

‘leaders’, diminishes for new low-scoring participants, 

middle ranking companies, as well as for those high 

scorers who are content with only the symbolic value of 

benchmarking. 

 

7.3: Literature 

     

7.3.1: Economies of Worth 

 

In line with theorising throughout this thesis; this chapter 

draws on Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) Economies of 

Worth as a framework through which to understand the 

different ways value is constructed in the legitimation of 

the CRI. Most notably, the chapter explores the manner 

in which these constructions interact through processes 
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of conflict, and compromise; with a view to what this 

means for the relationships between value perceptions as 

companies move through participation127. Thus, in line 

with this method, the following section starts with a 

review of extant literature which explains pluralistic 

perceptions of the value of engagement.  

 

7.3.2: The purpose and value of responsible business indices 

 

A central purpose of the CRI is to challenge business ‘to 

do more’ is addressing their responsibility to society and 

the environment. As chapter six highlights, when viewed 

through the lens of the EW framework, this represents a 

form of civic value concerned with collective welfare. 

Thus, in the wake of a proliferation of responsible 

business indices128, researchers interested in the 

manifestation of civic value via the use of such indices, 

have responded by exploring the effectiveness of CSR 

measurement in promoting responsible business practice. 

Slager et al (2010) for example, in their work on 

responsible investment indices, state that ‘what gets 

                                                           
127 For a more detailed analysis of the economies of worth framework see 
chapter 5 (section 5.3); chapter 6 (section 6.3).  
128 See chapter 6, section 6.3.3. 
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measured, gets managed’, inferring that the very process 

of measuring, facilitates management. This draws 

attention to the industrial-civic compromise explored in 

chapter six.  

 

Similarly, Adam and Shavit (2007) found that ‘when firms 

are ranked, market forces provide all firms with an 

incentive to invest in improving their SRI index ranking’ 

(p.904), highlighting a potential market-industrial-civic 

assemblage. However, Scarlet and Kelly (2010) concluded 

that ‘specific rankings by ratings agencies do little to 

encourage firms to publicly address their negative CSR 

events’ (p.82), demonstrating a potential failure of 

assemblages of worth, in facilitating civic worth through 

the use of indices.  

 

Further research has sought to understand the 

proliferation of responsible investment indices, not 

through the dominance of civic value, but rather the 

dominance of market value.  Thus, Adam and Shavit 

(2007)’s analysis suggests that from a business 

perspective, value is often centred more on market drivers 

for participation. As such, organisations may value their 

participation in such schemes as a means to please 
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investors, gain tenders, or bolster their image to key 

stakeholders, above that of their competitors, all of which 

centre on the outcome of monetary gain and market 

drivers for participation.  

 

In regards to pleasing investors, Slager (2012) note that 

the launch of the FTSE4Good index followed an increase 

in the number of institutional investors and 

intermediaries interested in SRI (p.100). This highlights 

the prominence of an industrial-market compromise in 

fuelling companies’ justification for being included in this 

measure. Thus, the (industrial) value of meeting 

FTSE4Good criteria could be seen as a means of 

facilitating investor (and thus market) interest.  

 

Similarly, empirical analysis in this chapter demonstrates 

that for some, participation in the CRI is driven by the 

perceived value of gaining tenders and bolstering the 

company’s image to key stakeholders like suppliers, 

customers, government and business to business 

contacts. This demonstrates an assemblage of worth 

centred on industrial-market-fame/domestic worth, 
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grounded in the use of the CRI as a form of accreditation 

or ‘badge’129. 

 

For both industrial-market and industrial-market-

fame/domestic assemblages, the role of monetary gain 

underscores company drivers for inclusion or 

participation, and thus, in these instances, market worth 

represents a dominant perceived value. This focus on the 

‘proof of the market’, by way of monetary gain (Patriotta 

et al, 2011130), is further reflected in academic work 

exploring the business case (market value) of CSR activity 

(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Murphy & Bendell, 2002; 

Prahalad & Hart, 2002), and the potential link between 

CSP and firm value. In this context, firm value is often 

narrowly defined in terms of financial value. Scholarly 

responses to this question vary, with some scholars 

claiming a positive correlation between CSP and CFP 

(Beurden & Gössling, 2008; Barnett & Salomon, 2006; 

Schnietz & Epstein, 2005; Ruf et al, 2001; Graves & 

Waddock, 1999; Preston & O’Bannon, 1997), 

representing an apparent compromise between market 

and civic worth. Whilst others purport a negative 

                                                           
129 See chapter 4 for a review of accreditation. 
130 See chapter 6 Table 6.1. 
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correlation (Crisóstomo et al, 2011, Brammer et al, 2006), 

representing an apparent conflict between market and 

civic worth. Finally, others suggest there is no notable 

correlation between CSP and CFP at all (Van de Velde et 

al, 2005; McWilliams & Siegel, 2001; Balabanis et al, 

1998).  

 

Interest in this question, which ultimately seeks to 

demonstrate links between civic and market value has 

been mirrored in practice with the ‘business case’ for CSR 

centring much practitioner and media discourse in the 

field (BiTC, 2011; Hoskins, 2013; McClimon, 2014). 

Thus, both theory and practice debates on the link 

between CSP-CFP look to justify responsible business 

practices (civic value), to the traditional market based 

definition of value (market), leading to the continued 

prioritisation of market worth.  

 

This trend in market understandings of CSR value has led 

some scholars to suggest that; ‘the notion of value has 

been overly simplified and narrowed to focus on 

economic returns’ for the firm, suggesting a need to 

return to the stakeholder theory of the firm in defining 

value, that looks not only at sharing economic value 
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across stakeholder groups, but also at the role of other 

forms of worth in facilitating a stakeholder centred 

approach to business (Harrison & Wicks, 2003, p.97). 

Consequently, it is through a multi-layered approach to 

value, as seen through EW that this thesis explores the 

perceived value of the CRI.   

 

7.3.3: Substantive vs Symbolic CSR 

 

The discussion of extant literature exploring the ‘effects’ 

of responsible business indices above, highlights a 

practical and scholarly desire to adjoin market worth and 

civic worth in the perceived value of CSR infrastructure, 

of which indices are part. However, discussion above, and 

analysis in chapter six, also recognise various tensions 

between market and civic worth, where market worth can 

be seen to dominate civic. Recently, this tension has been 

highlighted by Barnett (2016) in his critique of the 

dominance of the business case for CSR, which he 

suggests leads to the enactment of ‘CSR to entail 

strategically responding to primary stakeholder demands 

rather than as a matter of resolving society’s problems’ 

(Barnett, 2016, p.2). Thus, for Barnett, an over emphasis 

on market worth, risks limiting the civic potential of CSR. 
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Barnett’s analysis highlights the weakness of the market-

civic compromise.  

 

However, other scholars have gone even further, 

conceptualising not only a weakness, but what is 

identified here as conflict between market and civic 

worth, in what they see as ‘symbolic participation’ in 

responsible business practices (Schons & Steinmeier, 

2016; Walker & Wan, 2012; Westphal & Zajac, 1998). For 

Schons & Steinmeier (2016), substantive/symbolic 

engagement is based on either ‘actual changes on an 

operational level’ (substantive), or on ‘ceremonial 

conformity’ (symbolic) (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016, 

p.359).  

 

The idea of symbolic engagement thus came out of the 

notion that companies could reap the benefits (usually 

ultimately financial), of being seen to act in a certain way, 

without having to actually physically do so. In 1998, 

Westphal & Zajac explored the concept of symbolic 

management in regards to stockholders, finding that 

‘symbolic corporate actions can engender significant 

positive stockholder reactions and deter other, more 

substantive governance reforms’ (p.1). Thus, for 
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Westphal and Zajac (1998), the acceptance of symbolic 

action negated the drive for more substantive practice.   

 

In contrast, Walker & Wan (2012) later situated symbolic 

action in the field of environmental performance 

communications, discussing the financial ‘harm’ of 

symbolic actions or ‘greenwashing’ on the firm. Walker 

and Wan’s (2012) analysis, appears to offer a contrary 

conclusion to Westphal and Zajac’s (1998), in that 

symbolic behaviour is shown to negatively correlate with 

financial performance (p.227).   

 

Schon and Steinmeier’s (2016), most recent contribution 

to this field explores this phenomenon via the lens of neo-

institutional theory, which explores the role of ceremonial 

conformity in processes of legitimation (Oliver, 1991). 

Here the authors explore more of the nuance of 

substantive/symbolic engagement, finding that symbolic 

engagement can be rewarded by legitimation, where low-

proximity stakeholders are concerned, whereas in 

contrast, high-proximity stakeholders demand 

substantive engagement.     

 



372 
 

Although grounded in institutional theory, the framework 

put forth by Schons and Steinmeier (2016) is also relevant 

in exploring processes of legitimation through the lens of 

EW, with ‘actual changes’ arguably denoting an industrial-

civic compromise, and ‘ceremonial conformity’, arguably 

highlighting the dominance of reputational/recognition, 

thus domestic-fame worth. Consequently, the relative 

civic worth of participation in CSR, can be seen in the 

degree to which organisations participate symbolically or 

substantially.  

 

In outlining the idea of ‘ceremonial conformity’, Schons 

& Steinmeier (2016) begin their analysis with the assertion 

that ‘firms’ efforts to appear socially responsible are not 

always founded on fact’ (p.359). Viewed through the lens 

of EW, this assertion moves away from an analysis of 

civic worth as being part of a weak assemblage, in CSR 

activity (as alluded to by Barnett (2016)), to suggest that 

in some cases, civic worth is instead entirely illusionary. 

In line with Barnett’s (2016) analysis of the emphasis on 

primary over secondary stakeholders in CSR outcomes, 

driven by a preoccupation with establishing a link 

between CSP and CFP; Schon’s and Steinmeier (2016), 

suggest that substantive CSR activity is financially 
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rewarded when such activity is seen to be of value to 

‘high-proximity’ stakeholders; that is those with a high 

level of involvement in the firm’s activities, such as 

managers, employees, boards etc.; whereas they suggest 

symbolic CSR activity or ‘greenwashing’ is rewarded by 

low proximity stakeholders; that is those at greater 

distance and with less direct influence on a firm’s 

activities such as NGOs, government and the general 

public etc. (p.369).   

 

Thus, in their segmentation of high-proximity/primary 

and low-proximity/secondary stakeholders, Schon and 

Steinmeier (2016) and Barnett (2016), draw out some of 

the nuance as to why symbolic CSR can be deemed to be 

financially rewarding in some instances and not in others. 

 

Schon and Steinmeier’s (2016) and Barnett’s (2016) 

contributions may therefore be seen to be mutually 

supportive; as Schon and Steinmeier (2016) demonstrate 

why, when emphasis is placed on CSP-CFP, and thus 

civic-market compromise (as critiqued by Barnett), firms’ 

may engage in substantive CSR for the benefit of their 

primary stakeholders, and symbolic CSR in relation to 

issues of relevance to the problems of society as a whole.  
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Such a dichotomy is a significant challenge for the CSR 

field, as it significantly limits the likelihood of CSR 

activities to only those issues and activities deemed to be 

of immediate relevance to primary stakeholders; more 

specifically those with an influence on the firm’s ability to 

conduct ‘business as usual’ and ensue a profit.  

 

Shabana & Ravlin (2016) have sought to address this 

challenge in their exploration of CSR reporting, again via 

an institutional lens. The authors apply the 

substantive/symbolic typology to explain the different 

ways in which firms engage in reporting their responsible 

business practices. Again, the authors start with the 

assertion that ‘a corporation participates in CSR reporting 

to strengthen its legitimacy, enhance its reputation, and 

build a competitive advantage’ (p.298), and as such, the 

paper situates participation in CSR reporting firmly in 

regards to legitimation via fame-domestic-market worth. 

Thus, similarly to Schons and Steinmeier (2016) and 

Walker and Wan (2012), it is under the backdrop of 

financial implications, that the authors seek to explore 

why some firms use CSR reporting as an outlet to 
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publicise their favourable CSP; whilst others use it for 

‘greenwashing’ unfavourable behaviours.  

 

Interestingly however, in their concluding analysis, 

Shabana & Ravlin (2016), put forth a framework based on 

‘individual-, team/unit-, organizational-, and institutional-

level factors’, to explain drivers for substantive and 

symbolic CSR reporting (p.318). This is a notable 

contribution to scholarly understanding of the nuance 

behind what drives substantive vs symbolic CSR 

reporting, in addition to the assumed financial driver of 

the CSP-CFP endeavour highlighted by Schon’s & 

Steinmeier (2016) and Barnett (2016). Furthermore, the 

authors go onto note ‘the role of values and beliefs’ as 

directly effecting the assumed reporting mode (p.319). As 

such, although the paper starts out firmly grounded in the 

CSP-CFP field, its later analysis highlights some of the 

nuance driving engagement outside of this dominant 

field, with the authors highlighting some of the perceived 

value plurality driving engagement.  

 

However, the institutional lens through which Shabana & 

Raviln (2016) examine this case, with its paradigmatic 
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assumptions of the dominance of social constructions131, 

may be a limiting factor in exploring these value dynamics 

fully, and the authors conclude by calling for further work 

to undertake a ‘more explicit examination of the influence 

of the suggested relationships between context, 

processes, and characteristics of actors…relative to their 

impact on CSR behaviours’ (Shabana & Ravlin, 2016, 

p.320).    

 

This chapter aims to go some way towards addressing this 

call, by examining substantive and symbolic engagement 

with BiTC’s CRI, through the lens of EW, which as 

illustrated in chapter five, offers a greater propensity to 

explore the interplay between individual, organisational 

and institutional constructions of worth in processes of 

legitimation.  

 

7.4: Methods 

 

Chapter three provides a detailed analysis of the 

methodology and methods used in this research process. 

Therefore, rather than repeating this account anew, this 

                                                           
131 See chapter 5 for discussion of the paradigmatic underpinnings of 
institutional theory. 
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section offers instead a summary of methods and data 

collected and an account of how these methods facilitated 

the longitudinal data required for assessing changing 

notions of value through the course of participation. 

 

As with chapter six, the findings presented here are drawn 

from the abductive research-theorising process outlined 

in chapter three. Data included over 350 archival 

documents for the period 2002-2012 and additional 

documents collected in real time over the period 2012-

2017, 68 interviews, audio observations of 2 close-out 

calls and 4 visual and audio observations of team 

meetings. Of these, 43 interviews were with 

CSR/sustainability practitioners at membership 

companies of different stages of participation in the CR 

Index132.  

 

In exploring the longitudinal value of the CRI specifically, 

the researcher was permitted access to BiTC’s internal 

documentary archive in 2012, from which 361 files were 

extracted related to the evolution of the CRI from 2002-

2012. In addition, the researcher was added to the CRI 

                                                           
132 See table 3.3 for categories. 
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team email group, and as such, was granted access to 

further CRI related materials as they unfolded between 

2012 and 2016. This enabled both a historical and real 

time longitudinal approach to data collection. The 361 

archival documents facilitated the development of a 

foundational understanding of the CRI prior to interview. 

In addition, documentary analysis was used to 

supplement interview analysis with context. Further to 

the documents sourced from BiTC, a small number of 

interviewees also shared internal files with the researcher. 

These were used both to provide further context to 

interview data, and to supplement the wider analysis of 

the research.   

 

All interviews were conducted between September 2012 

and October 2015. Interviews were recorded and later 

transcribed. Detailed notes were also taken in real time to 

inform subsequent interview structures. Thus, as themes 

began to emerge, these were raised in later interviews in 

order to explore them further133.  

 

 

                                                           
133 See chapter 3 for a more analysis of methodology and methods. 
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7.5: Data analysis 

 

This section briefly revisits some of the analytical 

processes contributing to the findings of chapter six, so 

as to establish the context from which the analysis of this 

chapter was developed.  

 

Stage 1: As outlined in chapter three and six, initially a 

broad brush approach to analysis was taken in an attempt 

to identify what the data was a ‘case of’ (Tavory & 

Timmermans, 2014, p.5). At this stage the different ways 

the CRI could be constructed and the varied perceived 

purposes of the CRI came to the fore.  

 

Stage 2: Sought to understand the connections between 

the ways in which the CRI was constructed, and the 

perceived purposes of participation. Analysis here 

explored differentiation in perceived purpose in the 

construction of the CRI as a standard, an accreditation 

and a benchmark. The findings of stage 1 and 2 are 

unpacked in chapter four, as it was in these stages that the 

relevant literatures associated with perceived purpose 

were identified. 
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Stage 3: focused on exploring notions of value which 

were attributed to the perceived purposes identified in 

stage 1&2. Initially, this process drew on a variety of 

extant literatures and theories, to try and make sense of 

the notions of value attributed to the emergent perceived 

constructs and purposes of the CRI. As shown in chapter 

five, figure 5.2, this process culminated in the application 

of Boltanski and Thévenot’s EW (2006), as offering the 

‘best fit’, to what the data was ‘a case of’134. 

 

Stage 4: Following the selection of the EW framework as 

the ‘best fit’ to the emergent data, a further round of 

coding was employed, which sought to explore the 

notions of value as characterised in the EW framework, 

against the perceptions of purpose identified in stage 

1&2. This process involved both the expansion and 

collapse of existing empirical value codes, developed in 

stage 3, and the virgin analysis of additional data 

subsequently collected. In coding through the lens of the 

EW framework, analysis centred both on the forms of 

worth drawn upon in justifying participation in the CRI, 

and the assemblage of worth underlying the CRI’s 

                                                           
134 Fig 3.6 explains this analytical process. 
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purported purpose. As highlighted in chapter six, within 

this multidimensional purported purpose, civic worth 

represents a key aspect, characterised in the intended 

drive towards more responsible business practice135.   

 

Stage 5: During the analytical process of stage four, a 

temporal distinction in perceived value was noted in some 

participant discourse. Thus, in line with Boltanski’s 

recognition of the role of actors’ own ‘awareness of social 

reality’ in developing sociological research, and the shared 

endeavour of the researcher and those researched in 

establishing meaning (Boltanski, in conversation, 2014, 

p565), the researcher returned to the data to explore this 

noted temporal distinction further. This emergent theory 

centred on the idea that value changed through the course 

of participation. The author thus revisited extant data, 

and approached new data, with a view to temporality, so 

as to ascertain if there were any patterns and/or areas of 

divergence in how participants perceived the value of the 

CRI, through the course of involvement with the tool. It 

is this stage of analytical process which directly feeds into 

the findings of this chapter. 

                                                           
135 See chapter 6. 
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Stage 6: aimed to triangulate the analysis that was being 

developed in stage 5. Thus, it focused on understanding 

the emergent changes in assemblages of worth drawn 

upon over time, by  focusing on data from those 

experienced in participation, and those with long standing 

experience of the CRI, and their recollections of value 

through the course of participation.  

 

7.6: Findings 

 

7.6.1 Perceptions of construct and purpose 

 

Analysis in stage one highlighted that the CRI was 

constructed in multiple ways in accordance with different 

notions of purpose. As discussed in chapter four, initial 

observations included reference to the CRI as a 

‘benchmark’, but also as an ‘accreditation’ or ‘standard’.  

In turn, notions of purpose then varied, ranging from a 

management tool to improve practice, to a PR tool to 

communicate existing behaviour. Thus, going into stage 

2, the researcher returned to the data, coding for 

divergent constructs and perceived purpose of the CRI, 

seeking to explore the relationship between how the CRI 
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was constructed and subsequent perceived purposes. 

Table 7.1 column 1-3 (later in this chapter) demonstrates 

this process.  

 

Moving onto stage 3&4 and notions of value, and the 

eventual application of the EW framework. Analysis here 

focused on exploring the notions of value drawn upon in 

defining the CRI’s purpose. Initially, perceived purposes 

were reviewed through the lens of criteria inherent to the 

worlds in the EW framework. Care was taken to enable 

data that didn’t ‘fit’ in a given world criteria to also come 

to the fore. However, ultimately no further ‘worlds’ were 

identified. Following the identification of criteria for 

given worlds in perceived purposes, a list of ‘worlds’ 

drawn upon in each construction and perceived purpose 

of the CRI was made, representing an assemblage of 

worth. This analysis resulted in multiple assemblages of 

worth in the justification of participation in the CRI, each 

dependent of a particular construction of the tool. These 

analytical processes are drawn from similar analysis in 

chapter six, and are demonstrated here in table 7.1, 

columns 4-5.  
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Table 7.1: Perceived purpose, associated worlds of worth and resulting participatory engagement 
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In cases where the CRI was constructed as a ‘standard’, it 

seemed perceived purpose centred on the ‘recognition’ 

value of participation, highlighting the dominance of the 

world of fame. Thus, participation was primarily 

symbolic, representing ‘ceremonial conformity’ rather 

than ‘actual changes at an operational level’ (substantive 

engagement) (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016). This is 

perhaps unsurprising given that BiTC’s own definition of 

a standard, is a framework which ‘outline[s] a norm or 

ideal behaviour but without any step-by-step instructions 

on how to achieve it’ (Subiela, 2015).  

 

Similarly, where the CRI was constructed as an 

accreditation, the role of recognition, and thus the value 

of fame was a primary justification for participation. 

Again, in some instances this led to only symbolic 

participation in the CRI. This overtly symbolic approach 

to participation is summarised in Int1’s critique of the 

legitimacy of the CRI: 

 

‘The problem with running any standards scheme or 

rewards scheme…is that you end up with a customer 

group who says we take part in this because we want to be 

seen to be doing well…’ (Int1)  
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This represents a symbolic form of participation which 

draws on reputational (domestic) and/or recognition 

(fame) notions of worth. 

 

For others constructing the CRI as an accreditation, 

assemblages between worths developed in legitimating 

participation, including a compromise between market 

and domestic worth (see table 7.1). This occurred most 

notably when accreditation was presented as a condition 

for gaining tenders or meeting regulations: 

 

‘I think it is something that is really important these days 

you can see that in terms of people ask for it, it’s a tender 

process, the clients that we tender it’s important to them, 

to know that the company is going to be serving them puts 

a lot of commitment and time into CR’. (Ext3) 

  

‘Regulated companies may be more inclined to participate 

as it helps them in meeting their regulatory targets’ 

(Ext24) 

 

Where participation was justified along the lines of 

regulatory requirements, the central form of worth is the 
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authority of the regulator, and thus domestic worth. 

Conversely, where participants took part on the authority 

of another company, to which they depend on for 

business to business relationships, or as a condition for 

tendering, participation in the CRI is justified by drawing 

on an assemblage between the authority of the partner 

company (domestic) and the monetary value of the 

resulting relationship (market) (Sig 2 in table. 7.1 

demonstrates this assemblage).   

  

In such instances, tests of worth are conducted in 

accordance with the criteria of more than one world of 

worth. Furthermore, where the worth of fame is adjoined 

with concerns for worth in the domestic and market 

world, there is the potential for both singularly symbolic 

and substantive/symbolic engagement with the CRI to 

occur, depending on a participant’s further engagement 

with civic worth. Thus, where participation in the CRI is 

justified in accordance with the market-domestic/fame 

assemblage, focused on competition for recognition, with 

little consideration for civic worth, participation may 

represent only ‘ceremonial conformity’: 

 



389 
 

‘I’d say from my experience companies that were customer-

facing companies, companies that were really big and large 

with a lot of exposure to either you know governments or 

customers or regulatory frameworks, those companies were 

very much looking at how other companies would score. 

And really looking after … you know, they wanted to be 

perceived or to be seen … so public image was more 

important to these companies’ (Int7) 

 

Yet, for companies also drawing upon notions of civic 

worth, the drive for greater reputational worth, may 

complement more substantive participation, leading to 

‘actual changes at an operational level’: 

 

‘So it helps them to do internal stakeholder engagement, 

it helps them to get a view of what is going on in the whole 

of the business. And then it also helps them with that, it’s 

just looking at where are we doing particularly well, where 

are we not doing so well and then where is the gap and 

what can we do to improve that? I think the fact that it’s 

a benchmark is always good because it helps with … like 

the little bit of competition always helps, like people want 

to be better than their peers or their competitors’ (Int12) 
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Such instances demonstrate substantive engagement in 

the CRI, by means of symbolic (reputational/recognition) 

drivers, and as such substantive/symbolic engagement.    

 

Therefore, the construction of the CRI as an accreditation 

can be both wholly symbolic, in accordance with either 

reputational (fame) worth or regulatory (domestic worth) 

centred on financial gain (market worth), or both 

substantive and symbolic, where substantive engagement 

occurs as a means to achieve symbolic reputational worth.   

 

Where the CRI is constructed as a benchmark, there are 

again the potential for assemblages of worth in the 

justification of participation, and again the potential for 

singularly symbolic and substantive/symbolic 

participation. In the case of the construction of the CRI 

as a benchmark, assemblages centre on different 

iterations of industrial-domestic and market worth 

compromises (Table 7.1 rows 6-13 illustrates this 

analysis). However, the weighting and structure of these 

assemblages differs across participants, in accordance 

with subsequent relationships with the worth of fame and 

the civic worth. Thus, as in constructing the CRI as a 

form of accreditation, when constructed as a benchmark, 
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engagement with the CRI could be both symbolic, with a 

dominant focus on reputation (domestic) or recognition 

(fame), or both substantive/symbolic; where 

participation would engender both reputational value 

(fame) and lead to improvements in responsible business 

practice (civic worth).  

 

The following discussion explores symbolic vs 

substantive/symbolic participation longitudinally 

through the course of participation. It is argued that the 

potential for substantive engagement with the CRI 

diminishes as participants become more experienced and 

scores improve. It is noted that this has led to some 

companies seeking further substantive value, ceasing to 

participate in the CRI, and that this has in turn negatively 

impacted the perceived symbolic value of the CRI.  

 

In turn, it is argued that the outcome of this ‘journey of 

evolving value’, highlights the interdependency of the 

substantive/symbolic, in the perceived value of the CRI, 

not only for those engaging in both substantive/symbolic 

practice, but also for those purportedly engaged solely in 

the symbolic. Thus, it is argued that substantive 

participation must be better encouraged at all stages of 
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participation, if the CRI is to maintain its purported 

assemblage of value and thus, its legitimacy as a measure 

of responsible business practice. 

 

7.6.2: A journey of evolving value 

 

This section argues that a correlation between high scores 

and experience in participation engenders a journey of 

substantive/symbolic to purely symbolic participatory 

value. It is argued that participants start by engaging in 

substantive/symbolic participation, but that substantive 

value diminishes as time goes on, resulting in a purely 

symbolic engagement with the CRI. Thus: 

 

‘The value changes over time according to the user and 

where that user is on the journey’ (Ext19).  

 

Finally, it is suggested that such a model is problematic 

for the continued justification of the CRI by its members, 

as a lack of substantive value for high scorers, has led 

some participants to critique their participation, which 

has ultimately resulted in a ripple effect of value loss, both 

substantive and symbolic, across all remaining 

participants.  
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This section unpacks this proposed journey of evolving 

value, in accordance with the inter-related key themes 

found to be influencing perceived value change: time in 

participation and relative score. 

 

7.6.2a: Time in participation 

Analysis in stage 5&6 demonstrated that experience of 

participation had an effect on whether participants could 

draw upon substantive/symbolic or purely symbolic 

justifications for participation. It found that more 

experienced participants focused only on symbolic value, 

purporting to have already undertaken the work needed 

for substantive engagement, and thus the only remaining 

value was in recognition (fame) and maintaining 

reputation (domestic value):  

 

“If you’ve been doing it year on year constantly and yeah, 

if you’ve been doing it for five/six/seven years, it gets to a 

point that yeah, it doesn’t offer that much [as a 

management tool]. (Int12).  
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‘I think there’s no management lessons learnt at all [for 

experienced participants], and all they want out of it is to 

be able to put a badge on reception that says we’re a five 

star company’. (Int1)  

 

Conversely, aspects of substantive value were a stronger 

motive of participation when members were new or mid-

way through participation in the CRI:  

 

‘It was there as an indicator of the progress we were 

making. It is only a suite of indicators that were used, it 

was one of those. It gave some confidence that things were 

improving along with other quantitative measures, your 

know energy use, tailpipe emissions, community program 

engagement, all that sort of stuff.’ (Ext18).  

 

For some companies substantive value at this stage was 

accompanied by potential symbolic value. Thus those 

with less experience and lower scores could still gain some 

symbolic value for merely being included: 

 

‘Because we are marketing ourselves as the only a 

[industry x]] in the UK to get an index mark this year 
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and I still believe the only [industry x] in the UK ever to 

get a star’ (Ext12) 

 

Whilst for others, value when starting out was purely 

substantive, irrespective of any symbolic draw: 

 

 ‘I don’t think we saw it necessarily at that time as a PR 

or a brand supporting type activity.  It really was a 

benchmark to help us understand where we were.’ 

(Ext26)   

 

The data presented here appears to show that the balance 

between symbolic and substantive value, appears to 

transition from sometimes pluralistic, yet dominant 

substantive to dominant symbolic, as organisations 

become more experienced in participation. However, the 

data also shows that experience alone does not determine 

value change. Rather, the following section proposes that 

an intrinsic relationship between experience in 

participation and increasing score is what influences this 

value journey. 
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7.6.2b: Relative score 

What appeared to be a temporal distinction in perceived 

value, was found to have a close connection to the value 

derived from the benchmark’s scoring tendencies. Thus, 

those participants who were experienced in participation, 

also tended to achieve higher scores. Furthermore, scores 

tended to increase as companies became more 

experienced in participation. Where scores decreased, this 

was explained as being due to internal structural changes 

in the company, such as acquisitions, rather than changes 

to the CRI: 

 

‘In 2013 we acquired another company adding another 

billion pounds, adding another 6,000 employees. So I 

knew then, because they weren't up to running speed with 

various H&S issues and constructive issues, so I knew 

that it would dilute how good we were, so I knew we would 

come down in 2014.’ (Ext19) 

 

Consequently, it seems that this decreased score is 

representative of a change to the participating business, 

rather than being demonstrative of the CRI driving 

further development in responsible business practice. 

Furthermore, where scores do fall, they tend to fall only 
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minimally, with participants retaining scores above 80, 

and often 90% once these levels have been achieved. 

Following these small dips, prior percentages are also 

quickly re-established in subsequent years. Table 7.2 

demonstrates this general trend.  

 

Table 7.2: Temporal score trends.  

 

Company Participation year 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

A 51

% 

80

% 

89

% 

90

% 

90

% 

92

% 

93

% 

87

% 

92

% 

98

% 

B 75

% 

95

% 

98

% 

86

% 

95

% 

  92

% 

95

% 

 

C 73

% 

92

% 

94

% 

84

% 

90

% 

92

% 

95

% 

96

% 

 98

% 

D 65

% 

79

% 

84

% 

84

% 

87

% 

92

% 

93

% 

92

% 

92

% 

93

% 

E      59

% 

78

% 

85

% 

90

% 

95

% 

F   76

% 

87

% 

92

% 

90

% 

    

*Black spaces indicate non participation 

**The companies used in this table are a random sample of the 

companies involved in interviews for this research 
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This temporal scoring trend was legitimised by some 

BiTC staff, and some participants through the notion that 

participation in the CRI facilitated improvement: 

 

‘Yeah. I think we always saw it as the public ranking as 

the hook that gets the companies in the door but then once 

they’re in the door they use it and they get the value from 

the management tool.’ (Int11) 

 

The authenticity of this claim is however subjective, as 

although improvements in score may be attributed to 

behaviour change, they may also be attributed to 

participants becoming more skilled at survey completion, 

with little substantive effect on behaviour: 

 

‘I would say the companies that are scoring 98/99, it’s 

also the art of the survey, it’s like exam technique. So they 

might not actually link CSR remuneration to board 

member pay going back to that example again but there’s 

enough of a link to be able to score the marks’. (Int11)  

 

As such, the authenticity of the CRI’s substantive value 

may be questioned at all stages of participation. However, 
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in regards to participants perceived value, for those 

companies that do claim substantive value in the initial 

stages of participation, it is apparent that this value 

becomes ever more symbolic as they progress through 

participation. This is principally because scores inherently 

increase, as the potential for substantive engagement via 

behaviour change diminishes as room to improve shrinks.  

 

Thus, a model emerged in which low scorers/new 

entrants perceived the most substantive value, middle 

entrants experienced both substantive and symbolic 

value, while high scorers/seasoned participants perceived 

only symbolic value: 

 

‘For the top performers there is not much further that they 

can go [with the CRI]. Those at the start of the journey 

have greater distance to travel’ (Ext39).  

 

Furthermore, when the only value remaining is symbolic, 

companies’ overall perceptions of the value of the CRI, 

also begins to diminish:   
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‘Once you are performing at a high level you are only 

dealing with small % point increases and so the value is 

significantly diminished” (Ext21).  

 

Thus, for seasoned participants scoring highly, there was 

a perception that they had achieved what they could from 

the CRI and some were beginning to question their 

continued participation as a result.  

 

Thus, this correlation between low scorers and new 

entrants, and high scorers and experienced entrants, has 

led to a CRI which is perceived by many of its participants 

as offering a value journey in which substantive value 

diminishes over time, as respondents improve to the 

point that some companies at the top begin to question 

the tool’s continuing value outside of being an 

endorsement or badge for communications (symbolic 

value).  

 

A consequence of this is that some high scoring, seasoned 

participants are questioning whether they should continue 

to participate. Arguably, this is a valid consideration, and 

following this value journey, exit from the index once 

receiving the least substantive value would seem to be a 
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logical outcome for those engaged for substantive 

purposes. However, respondents did not purport to have 

completed their CR ambitions, rather they still suggested 

they had much more to achieve:  

 

‘[We have] high scores but internally still feel we have a 

long way to go and so there is a perception that the index 

isn’t identifying those gaps’ (Ext23) 

 

‘The index covers all bases so it is good for ‘getting your 

house in order’ but the next phase is transformational 

change’ (Ext21) 

 

Chapter six suggests that the pluralistic purpose of the 

CRI draws on an assemblage of worth between industrial-

fame-domestic-civic. However, the loss of substantive 

value as participants become experienced and high scores 

are achieved, represents a conflict between the 

substantive (civic-industrial) and symbolic (fame-

domestic) portions of the assemblage. At this point, some 

high scorers, seeking greater substantive (industrial-civic) 

value, draw on inspirational worth in the form of 

revolutionary or ‘transformational’ change, to 

delegitimize their participation in the CRI.  
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Through this process of critique, the central assemblage 

of worth is destabilised. Furthermore, this conflict does 

not only threaten participation for those seeking 

substantive value at the top, but also the continuation of 

the tool at all stages of the value journey, due to the 

complexity of the CRI’s perceived purpose, and arguably 

the interdependence of substantive and symbolic value in 

the offer. Thus, the model outlined above suggests that 

when entering participation, there is potential for both 

substantive and symbolic value. However, much symbolic 

value at this stage is predicated on the use of the CRI as a 

benchmark or accreditation. For an accreditation, 

symbolic value is perceived in the gravitas and legitimacy 

of the body granting the accreditation. A diminishing 

participation rate at the top risks undermining this 

legitimacy on a reputational, and thus fame centric level: 

 

‘One of the values of the BiTC index for me is, [our 

company] is a massive brand, you can't really go anywhere 

in the world without people knowing, I can say I work at 

[company name] in Thailand and people know where that 

is and what that is. It is really good for me to be able to 

turn up to the executive with a league table that 
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shows Jaguar Landrover, Marks and Spencer, big 

corporate Kingfisher, companies that they read about in 

the FT or they consume from themselves in their everyday 

lives. It’s really good for me to be able to show how [our 

company] ranks against those in terms of performance’. 

(Ext13) 

 

‘We can benchmark our performance on sustainability 

and CR issues across a range of issues and across our 

businesses and to be able to compare that against our 

competitors.  But its only really useful if our competitors 

who we want to benchmark ourselves against also take 

part in the Index. So Marks and Spencer’s, Tesco’s, 

Salisbury's, you know people who we want to be seen in 

amongst.’ (Ext8) 

 

Similarly, the substantive value of the CRI as a benchmark 

for incoming low-scorer and middle path participants, is 

predicated on their ability to ‘benchmark’ their practices 

against those performing well at the top: 

 

‘We use the Index to benchmark against the best 

companies in the country’ (Ext30) 
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‘I think they look to companies who are achieving 4 or 5 

stars as examples of best practice.’ (Ext20) 

 

If high scorers cease participation, this ability is 

diminished, and the substantive value of the CRI for new 

entrants and those with developing scores is also 

significantly reduced: 

 

‘You can benchmark outside your sector can't you, but you 

need a critical mass of companies to make that relevant. 

And then the same when you go to a sector level like 

manufacturing, there just aren't enough 

manufacturing companies in that cohort of the index to 

make that relevant either’. (Ext18)  

 

Thus, the interdependence of substantive and symbolic 

value in justification of participation in the CRI, means 

that the current value journey model, which leads to 

reduced substantive value, is proving to be ultimately 

unsustainable, with recent participation rate reductions 

further reinforcing this claim. Figure 7.1 illustrates this 

unsustainable journey of evolving value. 
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Figure 7.1: Unsustainable journey of evolving value 

Time in participation

Perceived value

Conflict

Compromise

Substantive value

Symbolic value

 

7.7: Discussion 

 

Extant literature which explores drivers for participation 

in responsible business infrastructure appear to suggest 

that from a business perspective, value is often centred 

more on market drivers for participation (Adam & Shavit, 

2007). This assumption has subsequently been reinforced 

by a preoccupation with creating the ‘business case’ for 

CSR engagement (Beurden & Gössling, 2008; Barnett & 

Salomon, 2006; Schnietz & Epstein, 2005; Ruf et al, 2001; 

Graves & Waddock, 1999; Preston & O’Bannon, 1997). 

Consequently, those exploring the ‘effects’ of different 

modes of engagement in CSR activity, be that substantive 



406 
 

or symbolic, have done so from the perspective of what 

each mode means financially for the firm (Schons & 

Steinmeier, 2016; Walker & Wan, 2012; Westphal & 

Zajac, 1998).  

 

However, Shabana & Ravlin’s (2016) recent contribution 

has suggested that drivers for selected modes of 

engagement are more nuanced than the market dominant 

logic would suggest. In their analysis, the authors put 

forth a typology of ‘individual-, team/unit-, 

organizational-, and institutional-level factors’, which are 

in turn effected by different values and beliefs in 

determining a firm’s mode of engagement in CSR 

reporting. 

 

This chapter has sought to contribute to this stream of 

literature by drawing out more of this nuance, in how, and 

by which mode, firms engage in CSR metric participation.  

 

Analysis here suggests that for some taking part in the 

CRI, participation legitimacy diminishes, as opportunity 

for substantive value wanes (and consequently they cease 

participation), whereas for other high scoring seasoned 

participants, legitimacy only diminishes as the symbolic 
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value inherent in the ability to benchmark against those 

ceasing participation is lost, as a result of them ceasing 

participation. Viewed through the CFP lens, and the 

substantive/symbolic theory put forth by Schons and 

Steinmeier (2016), it could be theorised that those who 

critique the CRI at the loss of substantive value in this 

manner, do so because the substantive value they have 

lost is of concern to primary or high proximity 

stakeholders; as according to Schons & Steinmeier (2016), 

primary stakeholders financially reward substantive 

engagement, whilst secondary stakeholders reward 

symbolic. Thus, according to this model, if concern was 

for the financial impacts from secondary stakeholders 

alone, then symbolic value would be enough to allow 

legitimation of participation in the CRI. 

  

However, delving deeper into the context of critique, it 

would appear that the drivers behind (de)legitimation at 

the loss of substantive value are more nuanced that this. 

For example the critique of the CRI based on a company’s 

assertion; that although they have a high score, they still 

believe they have a long way to go; and the critique based 

on the perceived inability of the CRI in driving 

transformational change, each highlight Shabana & 
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Ravlin’s (2016) recognition of the role of values and 

beliefs in the selection of mode of engagement. 

 

Most notably, and discussed in more details in chapter 

eight, the idea of transformational change is connected to 

business’ role in solving the problems associated with 

global mega trends. Thus, it draws on a number of 

societal wide issues, such as population growth, climate 

change and resource scarcity, with a view to business’ role 

in addressing these issues. As such, rather than CRI de-

legitimation representing a critique at the loss of primary 

stakeholder demands for substantive engagement, the 

focus on the CRI’s inability to drive substantive change 

around societal issues, would suggest a critique at the loss 

of secondary stakeholder demands/needs. 

 

Consequently, as Schon & Steinmeier (2016) suggest that 

financially, secondary stakeholders reward symbolic 

value, it would appear that contrary to assertions that on 

a business level engagement is grounded only in financial 

gain, in this particular case, engagement for some is 

notably more nuanced, involving more than a short-term, 

market driven strategic approach to CSR engagement, 
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based solely on the immediacy of the financial bottom 

line. 

 

Furthermore, the interplay between substantive and 

symbolic engagement highlighted in this case also 

demonstrates the nuanced dependency of market worth 

on other ‘worlds of worth’ in legitimising engagement.  

 

7.8: Conclusion 

 

The findings presented above contribute to prior research 

on substantive/symbolic engagement in two ways. Firstly, 

the chapter builds of observations made by Shabana & 

Ravlin (2016), by unpacking some of the nuanced value 

dynamics in how substantive-symbolic value may be 

connected and inter-dependant. Secondly, the chapter 

highlights a temporal dimension to substantive-symbolic 

value in participation in the CRI, suggesting that 

participants move through a journey of participation 

which begins with substantive/symbolic value and 

culminates in solely symbolic value.  

 

In summation, the chapter has shown that participant 

value perceptions of BiTC’s CRI follow a journey of 
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evolving value, which begins with a combination of 

substantive value in improving processes (industrial-civic) 

and symbolic value in bolstering the reputation of the 

company (fame-domestic). However, as scores increase, 

and participants become seasoned in their participation, 

substantive value begins to diminish as scores reach 

98/99%, and room for increasing scores, through 

improving processes dramatically diminishes. Thus, 

ultimately only symbolic value remains.  

 

Consequentially, some seasoned high scoring participants 

seeking substantive value, that is; a framework for ‘actual 

change in their operations’, have begun to withdraw from 

participation. This, in turn, has an effect on the perceived 

value of the CRI across all levels of participation, as both 

the substantive and symbolic value of the CRI as a 

standard, accreditation or benchmark, is facilitated by the 

participation of seasoned high scorers being present to 

benchmark against. Thus, although the CRI offers a range 

of dynamic purposes and values, their interdependence 

means that the assemblage is ultimately unstable, 

particularly under the current value journey, which 

culminates in conflict with the substantive, and thus civic-

industrial portion of the CRI’s purported assemblage. 
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As such, although the CRI is constructed by many as a 

benchmark, under the current value journey model the 

substantive/symbolic compromise of public 

benchmarking practice, is not being realised on a 

continuing basis, as one BiTC staff member puts it: 

 

‘With proper benchmarking, if you do nothing and all 

your peers move on, you’ll slip back. But the problem is 

that the way we hand out the prizes, the pressure from the 

companies that take part for us to set the thresholds in a 

way that their performance last year if it’s the same as this 

year they’ll get the same result, even if their peer group have 

moved on, means that it doesn’t … so your ranking is 

unlikely to change.’ (Int1) 

 

As such, further research of the CRI or its replacement 

should seek to explore how a balance between 

substantive/symbolic value may be sustained at all levels. 

Possibilities for improvement include the introduction of 

more dynamic measurement practices and scoring 

strategies, focusing on the content of surveys and the 

scores that result, as pushing the core agendas more 

radically, to make the journey in terms of what the index 
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measures more dynamic and transformational, could 

sustain substantive value: 

 

‘I think what is at the nub of this is, a lot of people don't 

necessarily see the scores as a dynamic thing. They see it as 

a linear progression to 5* and once you get to 5* you 

should always stay there. And I guess I am therefore 

questioning the value of that, does that actually force people 

to stay in their particular place, with just the tweaks and 

changes that BiTC might introduce as opposed to them 

being comfortable with dropping down in score because 

actually they have a new corporate challenge that they need 

to address and that means it is more juvenile in terms of its 

position.’ (Ext25)  

 

A more dynamic model would therefore afford scores the 

ability to go down as well as up, thus offering more 

consistent substantive value alongside the symbolic. Such 

a model would however, have its own implications on 

perceptions of value, particularly for those invested in the 

rising score model, and content with symbolic value 

alone. Consequently, this remains a topic for further 

study.  
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Building on chapter six, this chapter has sought to build 

on the EW theory of assemblage and calls for further 

research as to their robustness (Mailhot & Langley, 2017); 

by unpacking how the internal weightings of different 

‘worlds of worth’ within BiTC CRI’s central assemblage 

can change through the course of participation. Thus, the 

findings of this chapter demonstrate how civic-industrial 

worth, framed in this case as substantive engagement, 

diminishes as the weighting of fame-domestic (symbolic) 

worth increases in line with increased scores. However, 

the chapter also demonstrates that the legitimacy of the 

CRI, which seeks acceptance from actors at different 

levels of participation, and with different individual value 

priorities, is dependent on a balance between these four 

orders of worth.  

 

Chapter eight builds on these findings to further unpack 

the nuance of perceived value, and the role of 

inspirational worth in driving calls for transformational 

change.   
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8. Empirical chapter 3  

The role of ‘materiality’ as a boundary object in 

(de)legitimising BiTC’s CRI 

 

8.1: Chapter overview 

 

This chapter explores participant demand for greater 

‘materiality’ in what Business in the Community’s CR Index 

(BiTC CRI) measures.  

 

Contrary to the growing body of literature in the social 

sciences, and the study of organisations, which frames 

materiality in terms of the ‘physical property of objects’ 

(Leonardi, 2013; Olsen, 2013; Gond & Nyberg, 2017), this 

chapter is grounded in the data’s approach to the term. 

Therefore, analysis here follows a different definition of 

‘materiality’ which is espoused by various accounting scholars 

(Zhou & Lamberton, 2011; Eccles & Krzus, 2014; Brennan & 

Gray, 2005), which refers to ‘materiality’ as ‘material 

importance’136. It is suggested that actors have come to frame 

their notion of the ‘material importance’ of what the CRI 

measures in accordance with their approach to ‘risk’; be that 

                                                           
136 For a discussion of the various framings of ‘materiality’ see chapter 5 section 
5.5.  
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short term market risk to the shareholder, long term risk to the 

sustainability of the business as part of an ecological and social 

view of the firm, or somewhere in between137. Analysis utilises 

the EW framework to demonstrate the normative foundations 

of these varied constructions of risk. Ultimately, the chapter 

discusses these wide ranging risk constructions as 

encompassed in different framings of material importance, to 

show how discursively, ‘materiality’ has come to represent a 

‘boundary object’ which has until now facilitated the collective 

participation of actors drawing on multiple ‘worlds of worth’. 

 

However, it is surmised that due to the excessively malleable 

use of the term, ‘materiality’s’ use as a boundary object has 

driven perceptions of value of the CRI to greater and greater 

extremes, and that the ultimate dominance of the short term, 

firm centric construct of materiality, has led those participants 

framing materiality in the realm of society and the environment 

to critique the presence of civic worth in the CRI’s central 

assemblage, thus de-legitimating their participation in the 

process, and ultimately destabilising the pluralistic legitimacy of 

the CRI. 

 

 

                                                           
137 For more detail see chapter 5 section 5.6. 
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8.2 Introduction 

 

In a bid to account for their ‘responsible behaviour’, vast waves 

of corporations are now expanding measurement practices 

previously focused on financial return, into measurement of 

their responsible business practices. For many companies this 

takes the form of benchmarks and indices where ‘responsible 

behaviour’ is converted into statistics, which can be mapped 

and compared within and across businesses; an end process 

which bears a striking resemblance to traditional financial 

reporting practices. However, unlike financial indices, which 

often seek to record data which is by its very nature 

quantitative, indices of responsible business practice must 

convert often very qualitative behaviours into a quantifiable 

metrics of performance. Such quantification practices have 

been challenged by scholars keen to point out the pitfalls of 

over simplification of qualitative nuances through numerical 

metrics (Gray et al, 2015; Déjean et al, 2004).  

 

However, as Gray et al (2015) highlight: ‘in the world of 

management, with its focus on hitting targets and achieving 

objectives, the illusion of control provided by [quantitative] 

measurement is almost too tempting to resist’ (p.26). The 

adoption of indices into the nuanced world of CSR, arguably 
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demonstrates a practical application of one part of Douglas and 

Wildavsky’s (1982) reflexion that, ‘a given cluster of values and 

beliefs makes sense out of the various positions people take 

and the practices they employ’ (p.9), in that, the practice 

represents a reaffirmation of the values and beliefs about 

measurement already prevalent in a market driven neo-liberal 

society. This reflection was made by Douglas and Wildavsky, 

in their writings on risk, which in line with this reflection, they 

suggest to be a socially constructed concept. Thus, for Douglas 

and Wildavsky, these ‘given clusters of values and beliefs’ 

would be categorised along institutional lines. However, by 

applying Beck’s (1992) notion of ‘reflexivity’ to the inherent 

risks of industrialisation, alongside Boltanski and Thévenot’s 

EW (2006), this chapter brings in the role of agency, in 

formulating constructions of risk, in a similar way to the rest of 

the thesis in affording attention to ‘reality’ as constructed not 

only by societal collectives, but also by the individual138.  

 

By analysing the demands placed on BiTC’s CRI to adapt what 

it measures to reflect that which is deemed to be of ‘material 

importance’ to a range of stakeholders, this chapter explores 

the extent to which the ‘values and beliefs’ of both institutions 

and individuals, affect not only the manner in which CSR is 

                                                           
138 See chapter 3 for further paradigmatic theorising. 
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measured, but also the content of what is considered to be of 

‘material importance’ in the measurement process. This 

chapter argues that different assemblages of values and beliefs 

effect not only the structure of practice in responsible business 

measurement, but also the positions some people take when 

constructing risk and opportunity, in defining what is 

‘materially important’ in measurement: namely short term risk 

to the shareholder (Friedman, 1970); or long term risk to 

business as dependent of society and the environment (Barnard 

& Elliot, 2015)139, and anywhere in between. The chapter 

suggests that in drawing on these divergent values and beliefs, 

the concept of ‘materiality’ has evolved into a boundary object 

(BO), which ‘is plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the 

constraints of the several parties employing them [reflecting 

divergent values and beliefs], yet robust enough to maintain a 

common identity across sites [represented by collective 

participation in the CRI]’ (Star & Griesemer, 2015, p.176-177).  

 

It is suggested that the use of ‘materiality’ as a BO has been 

beneficial in facilitating participatory ‘collaboration between 

social worlds constituted by separate social actors’ (Annisette 

& Richardson, 2011, p.235). What’s more, the author argues 

that the BO’s malleability has enabled the permeation of 

                                                           
139 See chapter 5, figure 5.3. 
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alternative notions of ‘materiality’ across social actor groups, 

with both framings of the term now existing within the 

organisation of BiTC itself, and within its membership 

companies to varying degrees. However, it is surmised, that 

although the use of ‘materiality’ as a BO has enabled 

collaboration for a time, as the concept remains ‘plastic’ to 

divergent constructs, ultimately this has contributed to greater 

polarisation, and the eventual destabilisation of the CRI’s 

central assemblage of worth.  

 

8.3 Literature 

 

This chapter engages with various theoretical constructs 

hitherto unexplored in prior analysis of this case. Therefore, 

building on the introduction of these constructs in chapter five, 

this section reviews extant literature in each of these fields in 

turn. 

 

8.3.1 Risk 

 

For many theorists and practitioners corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) and risk management go hand in hand 

(Kytle & Ruggie, 2005; Godfrey et al, 2009). For example, in a 

practitioner directed paper, Kytle and Ruggie (2005) frame CSR 
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as risk management, highlighting the role played by CSR 

policies in presenting controls and countermeasures to threats 

and vulnerabilities to the firm. Kytle and Ruggie’s (2005) 

approach to CSR as risk management reflects Douglas and 

Wildavsky’s (1982) framing of risk as a socially constructed 

concept; as risk according to Kytle and Ruggie’s approach is 

encompassed entirely within the institutional experience of the 

firm, with risk arising when ‘a vulnerability exists within an 

organisation’s operating system in the absence of effective 

controls and countermeasures’ (p.5).  

 

Thus, within this model, risk is something seen to be managed 

and mitigated against, and Kytle and Ruggie suggest CSR is a 

means of attaining such risk mitigation. This framing of risk 

highlights multiple forms in need of ‘controls and 

countermeasures’ including economic risk (in maintain profits), 

political risk (in terms of public images and global operating 

environment), technological risk (including threats to 

automated systems), and social risk (in the form of empowered 

stakeholder groups); and all paths seemingly lead back to 

concern for the financial bottom line of the firm (ibid). Thus, 

political, social, and technology risk are only deemed to be of 

concern due to the impact they may have on the firm’s ability 

to operate and make money. Notably, climate change a global 
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environmental risk, is even suggested to be encompassed 

within economic and political risk, rather than a risk in its own 

right (p.6). Thus, this approach to risk is grounded in a concern 

for the market worth of the firm.  

 

Godfrey et al (2009) similarly explore CSR as a form of risk 

management, by focusing on the ‘insurance-like’ property of 

CSR activity. In contrast however, this approach to risk 

management is channelled initially through risk as defined by 

the worth of positive recognition (or the world of fame). 

Contrary to Schon & Steinmeier’s (2016) findings regarding 

substantive and symbolic CSR engagement140; Godfrey et al 

(2009) find that ‘participation in institutional CSR activities – 

those aimed at a firm’s secondary stakeholders or society at 

large – provides an ‘insurance-like’ benefit, while participation 

in technical CSRs – those activities targeting a firm’s trading 

partners – yields no such benefits’ (p.425).  

 

However, although Godfrey’s et al’s (2009) analysis explores 

the role of multiple stakeholders in driving CSR activity, with 

the initial focus being the worth of fame, ultimately the author’s 

model represents a fame assemblage with market worth, in 

terms of the financial utility of brand image; with Godfrey et 

                                                           
140 See chapter 7. 
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al’s (2009) contribution being the exploration of the economic 

value of CSR engagement (ibid). Furthermore, where Godfrey 

et al refer to CSR as providing an ‘insurance-like’ benefit, they 

ground the concept of risk in the original field from which it 

first developed: namely insurance (Horlick-Jones, 2005, p.293). 

As such, similarly to Kytle and Ruggie’s (2005), risk for 

Godfrey et al (2009) is something to be mitigated against. 

What’s more, Godfrey et al (2009) go even further in 

highlighting the institutional agency of the firm in managing 

risk, as by framing risk in terms of insurance, negative 

externalities are afforded room to occur, so long as the 

insurance policy (in this case CSR practices), is in place to 

mitigate any negative repercussions for brand image and the 

firm’s bottom line. As such, risk when considered from a 

wholly institutionally constructed perspective (Douglas & 

Wildavsky, 1982), is seen from the point of view of mitigating 

negative externalities to the firm’s financial bottom line. 

 

In contrast Beck’s (1992) theory of the risk society suggests that 

rather than mitigating and managing risk, actors should be 

reflexive to those ‘hazards and insecurities induced and 

introduced by modernization itself’ (p.21). For Beck, risk is not 

about guarding the firm against externalities, but is instead 

about actors being reflexive to the external consequences 
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brought about by activities of the firm and the industrialisation 

project within which it operates. Beck suggested that we live in 

a ‘risk society’ (1992), and he critiqued the risk mitigation 

approach as representing a way in which business can ‘adapt 

procedures and self-presentation in order to secure or repair 

credibility, without fundamentally questioning the form of 

power or social control involved’ (Beck, 1992, p. 4). Thus, 

when risk management is viewed through Beck’s lens of the 

risk society, it is evident that negative externalities, caused by a 

firm’s activities, are externalised, along with additional external 

risks to the firm. Thus, rather than recognising the firm as the 

cause of these risks and their prevention, focus centres on 

management of the externality. To counter this trend Beck 

suggested actors should take a reflexive approach to risk, 

through which the causes of risk could be addressed, rather 

than the outcomes mitigated against, as in the approach 

detailed above. 

   

Beck, subsequently conceptualises these alternative approaches 

to risk as focused on either mitigating ‘bads’, as represented in 

the first instance, or promoting ‘goods’ as represented in the 

second, where ‘modernisation becomes reflexive’ (Lash & 

Wayne, in Beck, 1992, p.2). 
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This chapter explores how these two approaches to risk came 

to represent polarised views of ‘material importance’ in what 

the CRI was designed to measure. Thus, for those focused on 

mitigating ‘bads’ for the firm, ‘materiality’ is framed as risks and 

opportunities for the firm and their shareholders, whereas for 

those taking a more reflexive approach to the role of business 

to externalities, ‘materiality’ is seen to be framed in the realm 

of the firm as dependent on society and the environment. The 

following section unpacks the literature informing these 

constructions of ‘materiality’. 

 

8.3.2: Materiality 

 

‘Materiality’ came about as the subject of analysis for this 

chapter as references to materiality appeared throughout the 

data set. Thus, in line with the pragmatic abductive 

methodology employed, the researcher went back to extant 

theory, alongside a more focused exploration of the data, to see 

what these references were ‘a case of’ (Tavory & Timmermans, 

2014, p.5). 

 

Contrary to the growing body of literature in the social sciences 

and the study of organisations, which frame materiality in terms 

of the ‘physical property of objects’ (Leonardi, 2013; Olsen, 
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2013; Gond & Nyberg, 2017), this chapter is grounded in the 

data’s approach to the term, which frames materiality in a 

different way. Consequently, this analysis follows a definition 

of ‘materiality’ as ‘material importance’; a definition which is 

also utilised by many accounting scholars (Zhou & Lamberton, 

2011; Eccles & Krzus, 2014; Brennan & Gray, 2005), as well as 

a handful of others in the CSR field141. In taking this approach, 

this research contributes to the study of organisations by 

reasserting multiplicity in how ‘materiality’ is conceived of in 

business practice; thus reinstating ‘materiality as worth’ amid a 

trajectory of studies where ‘materiality’ is explored by way of 

physical entities. This multiplicity is not new, but rather has 

been overwhelmed by a growing scholarship focused on 

physical materiality. 

 

Carlile et al (2013), for example denote this multiplicity in their 

discussion of the linguistic basis of materiality stating that: ‘in 

modern English, materiality is conceived of in three 

significantly different ways; as the stuff the inanimate world is 

made of; as that which is opposed to the formal; and as having 

legal implications’ (p.4). This chapter is concerned with the 

latter two definitions of the term, where something, be it an 

                                                           
141 For a discussion of the various framings of ‘materiality’ see chapter 5, section 
5.5. 
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object, a rule, a policy or a process, is considered to be material 

in line with its consequences, be they operational in line with 

the first definition, or legal in line with the second (ibid, p.5). 

In short, materiality in this guise is defined by its consequential 

value, operationally or legally. Like benchmarks and indices, 

this kind of materiality is a concept intrinsic to business, and 

has historically been a cornerstone of financial reporting (Lee, 

1984). Yet, although ‘materiality forms the conceptual bedrock 

of corporate reporting…no authoritative definition of it exists’ 

(Eccles & Krzus, 2014, p.120).  

 

Despite the lack of clarity of what this form of materiality 

means in practice, just as the use of indices and benchmarks 

have been adopted from traditional financial reporting to 

measuring responsible business practice, the concept of 

‘materiality’ has also been adopted into socially responsible 

investment (SRI) discourse (Braeckel and Bontemps, 2005). 

Consequently, the lack of clarity regarding materiality in 

financial reporting is broadened still further when applied to 

responsible business.  

 

Therefore, in regards to SRI indices, indicators are often only 

seen to be important if they are deemed to be ‘material’, in the 

sense of the financial bottom line, demonstrating a direct 
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reaffirmation of a historically dominant business logic that 

something is only worth doing if it is of immediate financial 

value to the company (ibid, p.2).  Some businesses approach 

this in terms of opportunities for creating financial value, for 

example marketing products to those at the ‘bottom of the 

pyramid’ (Prahalad and Hart, 2002).  In this sense, CSR and 

CSR reporting can demonstrate an attempt to ‘maximise goods’ 

(Beck, 1992).  

 

Contrastingly, CSR and CSR reporting may be pursued 

symbolically, to minimise the risk of financial loss incurred 

through reputational damage, loss of legitimacy or increased 

regulation, which can be brought about through inaction 

(Schons & Steinmeier, 2016). Yet, whether focused on 

‘maximising goods’ or ‘mitigating bads’ (Beck, 1992); in both 

instances, risk and opportunity are constructed from the 

vantage of the firm, via shareholder value. 

 

However, due to the inherent lack of clarity as to what 

‘materiality’ espouses, for some, materiality in CSR reporting 

can be repositioned in terms of risks and opportunities for a 

broader group of stakeholders. The global reporting initiative, 

for example, suggests that ‘the materiality focus of 

sustainability reports is broader than the traditional measures 
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of financial’, and that ‘relevant [or ‘material’] topics for a 

reporting organization should include those topics that have a 

direct or indirect impact on its ability to create, preserve or 

erode economic, environmental and social value for itself, its 

stakeholders, the environment, and society at large’ (Global 

Reporting Initiative, 1999). Similarly, to the financially centred 

approach to materiality detailed above, this understanding also 

denotes both elements of ‘promoting goods’ (creating) and 

‘minimising bads’ (eroding), and as such demonstrates how 

these two processes can often ‘dovetail’ in practice (Mythen, 

2005). However, in this context, ‘risk’ is defined from the 

vantage of a broader group of stakeholders, and can be 

understood as: ‘the potential for realization of unwanted, 

adverse consequences to human life, health, property, or the 

environment” (SRA, 2003).  

 

This much broader understanding, addresses the risks and 

opportunities brought about by business, on that which is 

valued by stakeholders, the environment and wider society. 

Thus, whereas firm centric framings of materiality draw on 

tests of worth, situated firmly in the world of market worth, 

interpretations, with a broader stakeholder focus, draw on 

assemblages of worth grounded in the civic notion of 

‘collective welfare’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). 
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Braeckel and Bontemps (2005) highlight the distinction 

between these two approaches theoretically, in their framework 

of the ‘materiality approach’ and the ‘sustainability approach’ 

to the term. Within the ‘materiality’ approach, the authors 

suggest that ‘issues are only considered to be material where 

they have actual or potential impact on a company’s investment 

value’ (p.2), whereas within the ‘sustainability approach’ 

‘something is always material FOR something else. This 

something else can be the value for the shareholder, but also 

for instance the environment, or the employees, or 

communities.’ (ibid, emphasis added).  In line with these 

differing understandings of materiality in CSR, it is possible to 

draw parallels between Braeckel & Bontemps (2005) 

‘sustainability approach’ with the definition of materiality as 

highlighted by civil society via the GRI (Global Reporting 

Initiative, 1999), and the ‘materiality approach’ with the 

perception of materiality as set out by Mistra. Addressed in this 

way, understandings of materiality conform to the traditional 

legal viewpoint, where ‘materiality is seen to be binary, with 

degrees of materiality never discussed’ (Eccles & Krzus, 2014, 

p.147). 
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This chapter explores the use of ‘materiality’ as a ‘boundary 

object’, in facilitating collaboration between these divergent 

‘worlds of worth’, in the form of participation in the CRI. The 

different understandings of ‘materiality’, at the organisational 

level are explored, as well as the implications of demands for 

greater materiality being placed on such tools. 

 

8.3.3: Boundary objects and composite assemblages 

 

First conceptualised by Leigh Star in 1989 in the field of 

Science and Technology Studies (STS), the concept of the 

boundary object (BO) explained the process by which the 

tension between ‘heterogeneous character of scientific work 

and its requirement for cooperation’ is overcome (Star & 

Griesemer, 2015, p.176142). Later Star and her co-author James 

Griesemer, defined the concept as: 

 

‘an analytic concept of those scientific objects which 

both inhabit several intersecting social worlds and 

satisfy the informational requirements of each of 

them. Boundary objects are objects which are both 

plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the 

constraints of the several parties employing them, yet 

                                                           
142142 This is a re-print of the original article published in 1989. 
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robust enough to maintain a common identity across 

sites. They are weakly structured in common use, and 

become strongly structured in individual use. These 

objects may be abstract or concrete. They have 

different meanings in different social worlds but their 

structure is common enough to more than one world 

to make them recognizable, a means of translation.’ 

(Star & Griesemer; 2015, p.176-177).  

 

Since its conceptualisation, scholars from multiple disciples 

including education (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011), strategy 

(Spee & Jarabkowski, 2009), innovation (Carlile, 2004), politics 

(Guston, 1999), and sustainability (Benn & Martin, 2010) have 

utilised the boundary object framework. In so doing, the 

boundary object has been attributed to many things including; 

physical objects (Subrahmanian et al, 2003), visual 

representations (Henerson, 1991), conceptual artefacts 

(Fujimura 1992), activities (Macpherson et al, 2006), project 

management tools (Sapsed & Salter, 2004), and documents 

(Østerlund, 2008). Griesemer (2015), later explained this wide 

ranging application, stating that ‘any object can be a boundary 

object if users have an interest in tracking the movement of that 

object across pairs of interacting social worlds’143 (p.206).  

                                                           
143 Original emphasis. 
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In addition to the scholarly application of the boundary object, 

scholars have sought to extend the concept’s theoretical 

foundations. For example Bowler & Star (1999) explored the 

power of boundary objects in ‘meaning-making’ through their 

exploration of classifications. In their analysis, the authors 

suggest that the development of classifications have a 

normative foundation, whereby the creation of each standard 

or category acts to valorise some point of view, whilst silencing 

another (ibid). Further contributing to this stream of thought, 

Gieryn, (1999) and Huvila (2011), suggest that BOs have a 

dynamic of power and hegemony, in which dominant 

paradigms are reinforced. Collectively, these theoretical 

developments highlight the role of BOs in maintaining the 

status quo of dominant value structures, with collaboration 

between social actors facilitated, without the need for value 

laden confrontations. 

 

However, contrary to this research, other scholars have 

proposed sister theories which explore the BO as facilitating 

agility between social worlds. This research specifically 

explores the movement of actors across boundary lines. Thus, 

Bechky (2003), presents the idea that boundary objects 

facilitate a form of ‘organizational learning and problem 
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solving’ (p.326). According to Bechky, rather than facilitating 

cooperation in the face of continued dichotomies, boundary 

objects act to bring social actors together, to establish new 

shared meaning, which ‘transforms their understanding’ 

(p.312).   

 

Outlining the work involved in facilitating the bringing 

together of different social groups, Levina & Vaast (2005) 

discuss ‘boundary spanning’; as a process whereby actors move 

between social groups. Gasson, (2006), in turn explores the 

amalgamation of boundary objects, suggesting that actors and 

ideas move across boundaries recursively (p.405). Lee (2007) 

conceptualised such movement in her theory of ‘boundary 

negotiating artefacts’.  

 

However, Lee’s (2007) analysis moves away from the idea of 

boundary objects as being wholly collaborative, suggesting that 

some boundary negotiating artefacts ‘can be used to push 

boundaries rather than merely sailing across them’ (p.307). This 

dynamic of BOs is further developed by Oswick & Robertson 

(2009), who outline the potential for BO to operate as both 

‘bridges and anchors’ for collaboration, but also ‘barricades and 

mazes’ which ‘reinforce power structures creating barriers to 

change’ (p.179). Oswick and Robertson’s work on the effects 
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of BOs, serves to connect work on BOs, which gives credence 

to the dominance of traditional hierarchies, and the scholarly 

contributions which explore BO as effecting change, by 

suggesting that the effect of BOs can follow both frameworks, 

depending on context.    

 

Finally, Turnhout (2009), has gone some way towards 

exploring this context dependence, in her study of ecological 

indicators as BOs. Turnhout suggests that BOs can only 

achieve collaboration if they are reflexive to natural, 

organisational and political surroundings, and if actors’ social 

worlds do not differ too much (p.411). Such reflexivity has 

been further highlighted by Boland (2015), in his review of BOs 

in organization studies, where he suggests that ‘neither 

boundary objects nor infrastructure are ever stable, and are 

always becoming and dissolving’ (p.236). Turnhout (2009) 

makes two core contributions of note to this thesis: first the 

agility of the BO to change in meaning over time, whilst 

second, the apparent limitations of the BO to the coordination 

of only those social groups already closely aligned. 

 

Critical in recognising a BO, is the presence of an object, which 

exists simultaneously in two or more social worlds. In 

exploring the evolution of the CRI, the abductive analysis of 
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this thesis identified a plurality of actors meeting the profile of 

‘more than one actor or group’; actors drawing on multiple 

perceptions of value of the CRI, in justifying and legitimating 

their position to it144. Furthermore, bringing together these 

actors around, what is theorised here to be an ‘assemblage of 

worth’. Chapter six suggests that in acting as a site for this 

‘assemblage of worth’, the CRI exudes ‘recognizable elements 

taken from different worlds’ (Mailhot et al, 2016, p.60). On first 

reading therefore, there appear to be similarities between the 

EW composite object and the STS notion of a boundary object.  

 

However, there are some important differences. The role of a 

composite object in the EW framework is to stabilise 

individuals, becoming deeply ‘embedded and accepted’ (ibid). 

Conversely, a boundary object is ‘intentionally malleable, so as 

to facilitate collaboration between social worlds constituted by 

separate social actors’ (Annisette & Richardson, 2011, p.235).  

 

Thus, although assemblages and boundary objects may play a 

similar role in bridging social worlds (Mailhot et al, 2016, p.60), 

the manner in which they achieve this is highly dissimilar, with 

BO enabling divergence in interpretation and assemblages 

seeking a form of stabilisation and agreement. This chapter 

                                                           
144 See chapter 4 for theorising here. 
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explores what happens when the spheres of BO and 

assemblages collide, in its analysis of ‘materiality’ as a BO to 

facilitate participation in the CRI as an assemblage.  

 

The chapter makes three broad contributions to the boundary 

object literature, legitimacy literature and to the cross-

disciplinary study of boundary objects and assemblages. Firstly, 

to the field of boundary objects. Arguably, much more could 

be done to explore some of the criticisms and proposed 

limitations (Turnhout, 2009), of the BO further. Most notably, 

although much has been done to explore the dynamics of BO 

on a macro level, with much generalising as to their impacts, to 

the author’s knowledge little research has explored micro level 

nuance of how different actors respond to a BO, with the 

notable exception of Oswick & Robertson (2009). This thesis 

addresses this gap, exploring how a single BO can lead to 

movement across boundaries for some actors and not for 

others. This feeds into theorising regarding the temporal 

stability of the BO over time. In exploring movement between 

boundaries, this chapter suggests that it is possible for a BO to 

be effective up to a point. However, it suggests that the various 

movements across boundaries for some, and the stagnation to 

one side of the boundary for others, leads to increased 

polarisation based on divergent values. Building on Turnhout’s 
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(2009) reflection of the need for shared values, it is suggested 

that, as a result of this increased divergence of values, ultimately 

the BO ceases to be effective in maintaining coordination.  

 

This in turn has implications for research exploring the 

legitimation of such ratings, as, (as is highlighted in chapter 

five), ratings like the CRI have been recognised as grounded in 

a form of co-constituted legitimacy, in which those included in 

the rating glean legitimacy from their rated position, whilst the 

rating is itself is legitimised through participation (Durand & 

McGuire, 2005). Thus, the legitimation of ratings is entwined 

with the acceptance of the rating by the participant as the ‘user’ 

of the tool. However, Taupin (2012) suggests that the 

legitimacy of ratings is grounded in “actors’ inability to resolve 

a debate involving several orders of mobility’ (p.529), and 

therefore it follows that demands placed on the rating by users 

will be framed from different orders of worth (as highlighted 

in chapter six). Yet, due to its co-constituted legitimacy, ratings 

like any other system, must address the demands coming from 

these users, of varied value orientated positions as: ‘any 

[…system…] that neglects use […] is bound for trouble down 

the line – it will become either oppressive or irrelevant’ (Bowler 

& Star, 1999, p.7 cited in Turnhout, 2009, p.405).  
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This chapter analyses how user demands have emerged in the 

form of calls for greater materiality in what the CRI measures. 

However, it is theorised that due to the various assemblages of 

worth attributed to (de)legitimating participation145 in the CRI, 

conceptions of what is deemed to be of material importance is 

multifaceted, and divergent across user groups, based on their 

construction of risk. The chapter subsequently builds on 

analysis in chapter seven, which follows the trajectory of 

participation in the CRI, and the transition of users from its 

substantive to symbolic use, to suggest that this process exudes 

a different response from users depending on their notion of 

material importance. Thus, for some users, symbolic use is 

sufficient to satisfy their legitimation of participation in the 

tool, and therefore their calls for changes to what the CRI 

measures, concentrate on minimising the resources needed to 

take part; whilst for users who legitimise participation in the 

CRI in terms of substantive change to business practice; focus 

of material importance is on evolving the tool to push the CSR 

agenda further, under the framing of ‘transformational change’.  

 

Thus, this chapter contributes to theorising of ratings 

legitimation, by unpacking the apparent paradox of ratings 

legitimacy as; grounded in ‘several orders of morality’ (Taupin, 

                                                           
145 See chapter 6. 
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2012), yet dependant on reflexivity to the demands placed by 

these divergent groups (Turnhout, 2009), which when brought 

together in collaboration around a BO, become ever more 

polarised over time.  

 

Finally, the thesis contributes to both BO and EW literature in 

the drawing together of the BO and the assemblage of EW. 

Prior research has addressed both BO and assemblages (in the 

form of composite objects) in discussion, due to their 

perceived operation in a similar space (Annisette & 

Richardson, 2011; Mailhot et al, 2016). However, to the 

author’s knowledge, little research has explored the 

relationships between assemblages and BO in practice.  

 

This thesis suggests that in this case, ‘materiality’ has come to 

represent a BO between actors with different temporal and 

value orientated notions of risk. These divergent notions of 

value it suggests, can be traced in the central and peripheral 

assemblages of worth drawn upon by actors in the legitimation 

of the CRI. Thus, the CRI is itself framed as a composite object 

around which these assemblages form. However, it is suggested 

that the central assemblage of worth legitimating the CRI, is 

destabilised by the malleability of ‘materiality’ as a BO over 

time, as through this malleability, peripheral polarising 
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assemblages are reinforced, leading to a legitimacy crisis for the 

tool.  

 

8.4: Methods 

 

As in chapters six and seven, analysis is based on the qualitative 

analysis of documents, observations and interviews, the 

constitution of which is outlined in chapter six and for which 

the methodological process is outlined in chapter three.  

 

8.5: Data analysis 

 

Similarly to chapter six and seven, analysis was conducted 

simultaneously to data collection and consultation of extant 

theory, as an ongoing process146. This abductive approach 

enabled the researcher to engage with the grass roots 

perceptions from CRI practitioners and CRI staff, two groups 

highly influential in the facilitation of this CSR measurement 

practice, but whose voices have yet to be thoroughly recorded 

and understood in the literature. Whilst at the same time, the 

researcher was able to consult extant theory to establish 

through the emerging data, what the data was a case of (Tavory 

& Timmermans, 2014, p.5).  

                                                           
146 See chapter 3 for detail of the process undertaken. 
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Following the compilation of transcriptions, documents and 

researcher notes, coding was applied to identify key themes in 

the data, and it was through this process that ‘materiality’ came 

to the fore. Moving recursively between the data and extant 

theory on materiality, the concept was expanded in order to 

ascertain the meaning of materiality in this case, and how it 

related to notions of value explored in chapters, five, six and 

seven. From this, materiality came to be framed in the 

accounting sense of ‘material importance’ and a distinction 

between understandings of material importance for the benefit 

of business (market worth), or society (civic worth), were 

identified and abductively realigned with extant literature, 

bringing together Braeckel and Bontemps (2005) and Font et 

al (2016);  who explore these alternative framings of materiality 

together with Boltanski and Thévenot’s EW, which grounds 

the foundations of this thesis’ approach to value. 

 

8.6: Findings 

 

The first findings section summarises constructions of 

‘materiality’ within BiTC. This shows how actors construct 

materiality as both a framing of social and environmental risk 

in the realm of the firm and their future financial performance, 



442 
 

and as a framing of social and environmental risk to that which 

is of value to a broader stakeholder group.  

 

The second section reviews the content and structure of the 

CRI survey, demonstrating that discursive constructions of 

materiality in the realm of society and the environment are not 

effectively translated into the procedural content of the survey, 

which reflects a more market driven construction of 

materiality.  

 

The final section reviews the perceptions of CR practitioners 

in participant companies, as conveyed through interviews in 

2015. In the discussion section that follows, these findings are 

used to demonstrate how the concept of ‘materiality’ has taken 

on the role of a BO, which is ‘intentionally malleable’ between 

market and civic notions of value, in order to ‘facilitate 

collaboration between social worlds’ (Annisette & Richardson, 

2011, p.235). The main contribution of this discussion 

however, lies in its suggestion that materiality as a BO has only 

facilitated collaboration up to a point, and that in enabling 

materiality to remain malleable, conflict has intensified between 

the notions of value drawn upon in justifying participation in 

the CRI, ultimately resulting in the destabilisation of the CRI 
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as an assemblage, leading to a subsequent breakdown in 

collaborative participation. 

 

8.6.1 Materiality perceptions at BiTC  

 

As a tool, the CR index was born out of research focusing on 

environmental and social issues in business, which comprised 

of a series of consultation projects with internal and external 

analysts, and investor relations managers within companies to 

ascertain: ‘the level of interest that the city had in environmental issues’ 

(Int2). This process concluded that corporate stakeholders 

wanted a ‘complete, comprehensive understanding of the business’s 

environmental and social issues’ (ibid). Thus, in this sense, the 

introduction of the CRI, was an attempt to broaden a 

conversation previously dominated by the environment, to 

include broader issues in a more ‘holistic approach’ (ibid). The 

move was seen to be a reflection of changes in practice, with 

the rise of CSR into mainstream discourse:  

 

‘the whole thing had moved on within ten years [since the 

introduction of the environment index [in the year 90s] in that 

people had a much more interesting and holistic approach to these 

issues rather than specifically just one single issue.’ (Int2).  
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Thus, the introduction of the CR index in 2002 was an attempt 

to capture a broadening of the ‘extra financial performance’ 

agenda seen to be emerging.  

 

Yet, even at this early stage, the concept of ‘materiality’ was at 

the forefront of the development of the CRI. Speaking about 

the CRI’s early development, a senior member of BiTC stated:  

 

‘I think it’s a combination of a recognition that the debate had 

moved on, people wanted to have a better understanding of 

materially-important issues that were relevant to companies’ 

(Int2).  

 

In Int2’s reference to ‘materially-important issues that were 

relevant to companies’, ‘materiality’ is framed in the realm of 

the firm, similarly to the materiality approach proposed by 

Braeckel and Bontemps (2005).  

 

However, it is evident that ‘materiality’ within BiTC discourse 

has also been framed with a broader lens, and in the realm of 

society and the environment. This is specifically apparent in 

BiTC’s emphasis on the intended role of the CRI in engaging 

business in some of the major issues at the foundation of CSR 

academic theory, specifically ‘global mega trends’, including 
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rapid population growth, increasing global connectedness, 

increasing resource constraints, changing weather patterns and 

shifts in consumer values (BiTC, 2017). Such attempts were 

particularly evident during responsible business week (2013), 

an annual BiTC event that brings together BiTC member 

companies from across its membership base, to take part in 

various CSR focused activities and discussions. During the 

main plenary, BiTC’s CEO talked about the connectedness of 

‘economic capital, social capital and natural capital’ and the notion that 

companies were now: 

 

‘increasingly realising that this is not only something they have 

to do [to gain market value] but something they want to do [for 

civic value]’ (BiTC CEO, Responsible Business Week, 

Personal Communication, April 2013)  

 

In this speech, Steven Howard, goes some way towards 

broadening the lens of ‘materiality’ from those issues that affect 

the firm, in terms of market worth, to those issues that affect 

society and the environment (civic/green worth), and the role 

business can play in addressing these issues. Thus, from this 

perspective, the focus shifts from being less about business 

purely identifying what immediate risks and opportunities are 

material to their existing operations, in the sense of picking and 
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choosing from the broader CSR agenda, and more about 

looking at the broader field of CSR discourse, its values and 

conceptions of global-mega trends, and identifying the role 

business can play in responding to these risks and opportunities 

faced by society and the environment.  

 

Here too, Howard highlights the tension between incremental 

operational change, which reflects a notion of material issues 

in the realm of the firm, and transformational change, which 

reflects the notion of how business may need to respond to 

address those issues of material importance to society and the 

environment: 

 

‘we [at conference] talked about the difference between 

incremental change and transformational change, and of course 

we can do incremental change, that is the stock and trade of what 

we do, but we are talking about this week and next, how do we 

make sure that that doesn’t get in the way of transformational 

change’ (BiTC CEO, personal communication, April 

2013)  

 

This comment comes in reference to discussion of incremental 

and transformational change of the CRI, and in Howard’s 

reference to; the tension between materiality in the realm of the 
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firm and market worth, as opposed to materiality in the realm 

of society and the environment, comes to the fore in what 

BiTC require the CRI to achieve. Thus, Howard’s comment 

suggests that there is a tension which needs to be addressed 

between incremental change, which reflects the short term risk 

approach to participation in the CRI, and the transformational 

change agenda, which reflects the more reflexive notion of risk 

espoused by Beck (1992), to business as part of society and the 

wider environment (Barnard & Elliot’s, 2015)147. 

 

Howard’s comments are reflective of a notable period in the 

evolution of the CRI, between 2012 and 2014, where attempts 

were being made to broaden the scope of what the CRI was 

designed to measure, and thus, how materiality was defined. 

One particular point of prominence for this focus on civic 

worth, was in 2012, at which point, the concept of global mega 

trends and transformational change were at the centre of BiTC 

discourse around the CRI, and its understanding of 

‘materiality’, with management suggesting the need for: 

 

‘an index [revision] that serves the transformational change 

agenda well’ (Int4).  

 

                                                           
147 See chapter 5, figure 5.3. 
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This suggests a conscious attempt made by BiTC to encourage 

the transformational change needed for business to address the 

material risks and opportunities facing society and the 

environment, via proposed revisions to the CRI. At this point, 

in a bid to challenge participants to engage with a 

‘transformational change’ agenda, the BiTC CRI team 

introduced a number of ‘stretch questions’ centred on the issue 

of global mega trends. The driver for such changes focused on 

broadening the lens through which business approached CSR 

when completing the index survey, in an attempt to move the 

tool away from criticism of merely offering a tick-box exercise, 

to a tool which really challenged companies to consider the 

links between current business practice, and some of the major 

issues facing not only business, but also society and the 

environment. However, later internal discourse suggests that 

these proposed changes did not achieve this aim:  

 

‘I don't think it [the CR Index] covers enough of it [future 

looking, global mega trends], but I think the team have tried to 

start including that, but no, I think it could have more in there’ 

(Int17) 

 

What’s more, it would seem, that despite attempts to broaden 

the notion of materiality to that which is of value to the broader 
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stakeholder (civic worth), by way of addressing global mega-

trends, tension with notions of market worth remained, with 

the same member of BiTC staff, who critiqued the CRI’s ability 

to engage business in addressing global mega-trends, shifting 

the focus from a CRI which would transform business in 

accordance with those issues that are of material importance to 

society and the environment, to a CRI which would ‘inspire 

business’ to look at the materiality of global mega trends from 

the perspective of the realm of the firm and the shareholder, in 

terms of risks and opportunities to existing operational 

practices. 

 

We are looking at how businesses are responding to global mega 

trends so that we can create a richer resource to inspire businesses 

to think about how trends are effecting them and also to help 

them think through, how does this effect business, what are the 

opportunities.’ (Int17).  

 

The above analysis paints a picture of discourse within BiTC 

defining ‘materiality’ both in the realm of that which is of value 

to the firm, and in the realm of that which is of value to society 

and the environment, via a broader stakeholder group, with 

different levels of emphasis over time. Yet discourse, only 

reveals proposed intentions for the tool. So to understand what 
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goes on in practice, attention now turns from the internal 

discourse surrounding the CRI, to exploring the CRI in 

practice, its content, what it measures, and how a conception 

of materiality in the realm of that which is of value to a range 

of stakeholders, as characterised by a focus on global mega 

trends, changing values and transformational change, has 

struggled to take hold.  

 

8.6.2: The CR Index: measuring existing policy or driving better practice? 

 

The CR Index takes the form of a detailed online survey which 

participating companies’ complete year on year, with the 

exception of those scoring the highest ranking, for whom 

scores can be rolled over for one year. The method utilised for 

completing the survey varies across participant companies. 

However, the recommended method suggested by BiTC is in 

delegating responsibility for each section of the index to its 

respective department, and then central compilation of results. 

Generally larger organisations adopt this approach, with a set 

member of staff or team responsible for overseeing the 

process. However, some smaller organisations with less 

available resources, follow a less structured approach, often 

involving only one or two members of staff, who take the 

responsibility on in addition to their normal role. As such, 
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available resources for participation has a significant bearing on 

the reciprocal value organisations can get back from 

participation.  Table 8.1 breaks down the content of the survey, 

as set out in the index cycle, occurring at the time of the 

majority of the interviews undertaken for this research (2015).  
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‘The survey covers four management areas: community, 

environment, marketplace and workplace, and asks companies 

to report on six key impact areas (3 environmental and 3 

social). With each section, the scores for each question/sub 

question are distributed evenly (with few exceptions)’ (BiTC, 

2015a, CRI Survey, personal communication). 

 

In line with reflective changes to participant demands for 

greater focus on materiality in 2003, the premise of the current 

version of the survey is centred on identifying ‘material risks 

and opportunities’ (as illustrated by section * of table 8.2). 

Thus, each question builds on this initial assessment of 

‘materiality’, and as a result, there is continual sign-posting to 

‘material issues’ throughout the question set. However, as will 

be shown later on in this section, how BiTC define materiality 

in this context is somewhat dichotomous and transient.  Table 

(8.2) illustrates how questions continually refer back to an 

initial identification of materiality throughout the survey 

process: 
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Table 8.2: BiTC CRI (2015a) – References to materiality  

 

*Section 1.5 
(an initially 
identification 
of materiality):  

‘Our company has identified the 
‘material’ risks and opportunities 
arising from its CR issues and 
affecting its share value, and has 
assessed them as part of our ongoing 
risk management process, which 
covers the following’ (followed by a % 
coverage table of specific risk 
management processes). 

Section 2.17: [our public reports include] an 
independent statement on the reliability 
and accuracy of information provided in 
the report, covering…the completeness, 
materiality and responsiveness of the 
report (including stakeholder views in the 
assurance process, e.g. AA1000 
approach) 

Section 3.18 
(Community): 

‘In Q5, you were asked to outline the 
process you undertake to address 
material issues for your business. This 
question considers the social issues that 
you have identified within your 
communities that you are taking action to 
address. Scoring is based on how relevant 
the issue is to your business and whether 
the activities you undertake adequately 
deal with the issue.’ 

‘Next we would like to understand what 
are the social issues that you have 
highlighted through your materiality 
assessment, why those issues are 
relevant to your business and what are the 
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activities you undertake to address those 
issues’. 

‘Are there issues that you have identified 
through your risk and opportunity 
management process, materiality 
assessment or stakeholder engagement 
process that are relevant to your business, 
but which you have decided not to 
address?’ 

Section 3.28 
(marketplace): 

‘Your assessor will be looking for clarity 
that you have identified marketplace 
issues of material significance to both 
your organisation's operations and 
society.’ 

Section 3  
(self-selected 
impact): 

‘BITC recommends the issues listed 
below by industry sector. Other issues 
will be accepted, provided companies can 
demonstrate how they are a material 
issue for the company.’ 

Section 4: ‘For the most material issues selected, 
please provide a brief explanation of the 
key programmes that are currently in 
place and any significant associated 
business risks and opportunities.’ 

 
 
Table (8.2) illustrates how the CR Index starts out by grounding 

what is to be measured in the coming questions, by asking 

companies to identify ‘the ‘material’ risks and opportunities arising 

from its CR issues and affecting its share value’*.  

 

As ‘materiality is a firm specific social construct’ (Eccles & 

Krzus, 2014, p.121), this immediately grounds each index 
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submission in a definition of materiality as constructed by the 

company undertaking the survey. Furthermore, the 

terminology used, leads constructions of materiality towards a 

framing of risk and opportunity in the realm of the firm, by its 

focus on ‘share value’.  

 

Conversely, the accompanying guidance notes suggest an 

attempt to broaden the definition of materiality to that which 

is of value to a range of stakeholders:  

 

‘To be effective the assessment of risks and opportunities should 

draw on consultation with a wide range of stakeholders to ensure 

that emerging issues are addressed’. (BiTC, 2015b, CRI 

Survey, Guidance Notes, personal communication).   

 

By drawing on the importance of consulting ‘a range of 

stakeholders’ BiTC allude to the ecological view of the firm, 

framed by risks and opportunities in the realm of a broader 

stakeholder group. This is particularly evident in the 

subsequent paragraph in this document where BiTC note that:  

 

‘the risks a company faces are continually changing as its 

objectives, internal organisation and environment in which it 

operates are continually evolving’ (BITC, 2015b) 
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As such, there appears to be some tension between the 

definitions of materiality the index itself is designed to convey 

to its participants.  

 

Critically, this juncture of the survey subsequently underpins 

how organisations respond to the rest of the questions in the 

survey, as they are asked to complete all questions based on 

those issues they themselves, at this point, highlight as being of 

material importance (see table 8.2*).  

 

What’s more, the emphasis placed on stakeholder materiality in 

BiTC discourse, via proposed attempts to engage business in 

foundational CSR debates regarding global mega trends and 

transformational change, is noticeably piecemeal in the content 

and structure of the index survey, recognised only in optional 

stretch questions for high scorers, as introduced in 2012, which 

are themselves procedural rather than challenging: 

 

Mega-Trend Stretch Questions: 

- ‘Has your company evaluated how global mega trends 

will affect your business?’ 

- ‘Please describe how these mega trends have impacted 

upon your business strategy.’ 

(BiTC, 2015a) 
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Although there appears to be significant reference to 

stakeholder materiality in the strategic discourse at BiTC, this 

is often coupled with discourse drawing on firm centric 

materiality. Yet, recognition of this distinction, in how BiTC 

approach the concept of ‘materiality’, is not evident in the data 

collected in this case. Instead, there is only a recognition of the 

term’s malleability to different social actors. This has led to 

sharp criticism by some internal BiTC staff that, what is 

material to society and the environment can be lost amidst the 

dominance of firm materiality: 

 

‘Its structure is tell us what’s material…you could probably have 

a set of policies in place that says we run a fairly dangerous 

workplace, we accept we kill a few people every year, we’ve got no 

intentions of having any gender equality, it doesn’t matter to our 

business whether we promote women or not. Frankly it makes 

our teams perform better if they’re all 30-something white men, 

we’ve analysed that and that does produce … you can have all 

of that and you’d probably score 100% in the CR Index.’ 

(Int1). 

 

Consequently, in contrast to the ecological theory of the firm 

outlined in chapter five, which posits that an organisation is 
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dependent on society and the environment in which it operates 

(Barnard & Elliot’s, 2015)148, the malleability of material 

importance in the CRI, means that actors are able to disconnect 

the firm from society and the environment, in their 

construction of material issues.  

 

Analysis now turns to the structure and design of the CRI and 

the actors that have agency in its evolution over time, in order 

to unpack how approaches to material importance translate 

into practice.  

 

8.6.3: The CR Index: a structural translation of a traditional business 

practice 

 

Following the first index cycle in 2002, BiTC completed a 

‘major business engagement process’, to assess the roll out of 

the CRI, and in 2003 the organisation responded to feedback 

received in the introduction to the next round, stating that they 

had made the survey ‘more flexible to take into account 

material issues for business’ (BiTC, survey, personal 

communication, 2003). What this meant in practice was that 

the index was shortened by 17% (ibid), no longer requiring 

companies to answer all questions in all sections, but rather 

                                                           
148 See chapter 5, figure 5.3. 
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giving them the flexibility to choose from pre-selected impact 

areas, in accordance with what the company deemed to be the 

most ‘material’ issues. This resulted in the central structure 

used to date (see table 8.1).  

 

This demonstrates a discursive relationship between BiTC and 

business, in terms of how the structure and content of the 

index has been developed, and that even at an early stage, 

development of the index centred on a conversation between 

BiTC and its corporate members, with movement and change 

occurring in relation to concerns for greater ‘materiality’.  

 

Whilst this early move may reflect BiTC’s incorporation of 

business perceptions of materiality onto the content and 

structure of the CRI, the continued breakdown and structure 

of the index around the core management areas of marketplace, 

workplace, environment and community suggests that BiTC 

retained some agency in determining the pool and range of 

‘material’ issues which may be selected, leaving space for issues 

of material importance to society and the environment to be 

included. Thus, although companies were able to choose the 

impact areas they deemed to be more ‘material’, free rein in 

defining what is ‘material’ was curbed, as BiTC remained 

responsible for pre-defining the categories which companies 
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could select from, as well as the number of impact areas 

requiring attention. Thus, similarly to processes taking place in 

regards to integrated reporting, the CRI, through these 

revisions allowed ‘each firm [to] define its own materiality 

threshold within the boundaries of accepted and evolving 

standards’ (Eccles & Krzus, 2014, p.121).  

 

Yet, evidently ‘in the end, the corporation as represented by its 

board of directors will determine what is material for reporting 

purposes’ (Ibid, p.122), and although Eccles & Krzus, (2014) 

are referring to integrated reporting here, parallels can be made 

with the CRI; where more recent demands being placed upon 

the tool by membership organisations for even greater 

flexibility in materiality can be seen as a reflection of this.  Thus, 

it is to interview data with membership companies that this 

analysis will now turn. 

 

8.6.4: Membership [businesses’] perceptions of ‘materiality’  

 

Interviews conducted in 2015 with participating companies 

found that materiality was a core concern for many 

participants. The issue of materiality was not a discussion point 

in the interview structure, yet a third of interviewees referred 

directly to ‘materiality’ at some point during the interview, with 
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another third referring to it indirectly through terminology like 

‘strategic importance’. This suggests a direct link between 

materiality concerns and perceived value of the CRI for many 

businesses. Here examples of interpretations of stakeholder 

materiality were apparent, but these examples were in the 

minority, with the majority of those concerned approaching the 

issue from the firm centric view of the term. Table 8.3, 

provides examples of references to materiality during 

interviews with CR practitioners at membership companies. 

References are separated into interpretations of materiality as 

understood by either firm centric or broader, stakeholder 

centric conceptions of the term.  
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Interviews with the BiTC’s membership base in 2015 

demonstrate that in participant discourse, ‘materiality’ is most 

often framed in terms of risks and opportunities in the realm 

of the firm, with a focus on notions of market value.  

 

Where materiality is framed in terms of risks and opportunities 

in the realm of a broader stakeholder group, it comes from 

more experienced participants, focusing on the broader CSR 

agenda, like global mega trends and transformational change, 

and drawing material links with how business can address these 

issues. This approach draws parallels with that adopted in some 

BiTC discourse, as a means to enable business to engage with 

broad foundational CSR issues, as outlined in section 8.6.1. 

However, dominance of firm centric references to materiality 

in participant discourse, suggests a prevailing perspective of 

materiality, which looks at how CSR issues can be material to 

the immediate financial concerns of business, rather than how 

business practice can have material impacts on society and the 

environment. 

 

The following discussion explores how ‘materiality’ has acted 

as a BO between a framing of risk and opportunities in the 

realm of the firm, and risk and opportunities in the realm of a 
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broader stakeholder group, with further analysis of its 

consequences. 

 

8.7 Discussion 

 

This chapter has identified ‘materiality’ as a central concept 

within the discourse surrounding the creation and 

development of the CRI. The previous section identifies two 

perceptions of ‘materiality’, which have dominated BiTC, and 

participant discourse surrounding the CRI: materiality as 

framed by risks and opportunities in the realm of the firm, and 

materiality as a framed by risks and opportunities in the realm 

of society and the environment via a broader stakeholder 

group. As such, findings here support the Braeckel and 

Bontemps (2005) model, which suggests ‘materiality’ can be 

conceived of differently in regards to ‘who’ something is 

deemed to be material for: the shareholder or a wider group of 

stakeholders.  

 

This section explores how these two constructions of 

materiality have led to the evolution of materiality as a BO in 

facilitating collaborative participation in the CRI. 
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8.7.1: ‘Materiality’ as a ‘boundary object’ between market and civic value 

 

As highlighted previously, BiTC’s CRI sits on the precipice 

between business and society, being managed by a charity 

organisation (BiTC) whose mission is to promote responsible 

business practice, for the betterment of society and the 

environment (civic value); yet who paradoxically work on 

behalf of a membership base of businesses, traditionally 

preoccupied with a dominant concern for market value. Thus, 

it is perhaps unsurprising that a divergence exists in how 

materiality is defined by these social actors.  

 

However, what the findings here show is that how materiality 

is defined, is not divergent between these social actors, but 

rather among them. Thus, BiTC personnel make reference to 

materiality both in the realm of the firm and the broader 

stakeholder group, as do participating organisations. Thus, this 

section argues that ‘materiality’ has emerged as a boundary 

object (BO), between separate social actors in order to facilitate 

collaboration in participation in the CRI. Furthermore, it is 

suggested that, the development of ‘materiality’ as a BO, has 

not only facilitated collaboration in participation by separate 

social actors’, but also enabled the permeation of materiality 

constructs across social groups. Thus, framings of ‘materiality’ 
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as risks and opportunities in the realm of the firm, have 

transcended into internal discourse of materiality within BiTC, 

an organisation whose mission is grounded in the betterment 

of society and the environment. Whilst at the same time, 

‘materiality’ as risks and opportunities in the realm of a broad 

stakeholder group, have emerged in some participant 

understandings of the term. Thus, the findings of this chapter 

suggest that discourse within BiTC engages with both firm 

centric and stakeholder centric views of materiality. Similarly, 

although table (3) demonstrates CR practitioner discourse to 

be dominated by firm centric understandings of materiality, 

there are also limited references to the stakeholder centric 

sustainability approach, particularly from some high scoring 

companies seeking further engagement with the 

transformational change agenda to combat global mega trends:  

 

“Its transformational change, that is what we are talking about, 

you know, will the index give you transformational change? I 

would say that the big boardroom agenda really focuses you on 

those big questions and that much longer term.” (Ext18) 

 

The cross-over of interpretations of ‘materiality’ within these 

two social  groups suggests that materiality’s role as a BO is 

active, rather than passive, not only facilitating collaboration 
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between social actors in the form of CRI participation, but in 

its’ malleability, enabling the permeation of alternative notions 

of materiality across social actor groups. Figure 8.1 

demonstrates this theorised process: 

 

Figure 8.1: Cyclical relationship informing perceptions of 

‘materiality’: with a financially focused dominance 

 

 

8.7.2: The boundary object’s ultimate demise 

 

This section argues that although the development of 

materiality as a BO facilitated collaboration between separate 

actors in CRI participation for a time, its malleability also acted 

to polarise constructions of materiality further. It is argued that 

this polarisation, coupled with the dominant framing of 

materiality in the realm of the firm in much discourse and 

practice, led to those organisations who framed materiality in 



469 
 

the realm of a broader stakeholder group, questioning the value 

of their continued participation in the CRI, and a general de-

legitimation of the CRI, and thus contributing to the domino 

process of value depletion conceptualised in chapter seven.     

 

In establishing what this means for the legitimacy of the CRI, 

it is appropriate to again draw on Durand and McGuire (2005) 

who suggest that for ratings like the CRI, legitimacy is ‘co-

constituted’, whereby the rating given to participants provides 

legitimacy of practice, in this case to society, with a focus on 

the civic value of the firm; whilst at the same time, the process 

of rating behaviour is legitimised through (company) 

participation.  As such, following demands made by some 

participants for greater firm centred materiality in what is 

measured; in order to maintain participation rates, BiTC has 

been under pressure to tailor its questioning to suit these 

demands. Recognition of this is apparent in BiTC’s initial 

response to corporate feedback made in 2003, when the index 

was subsequently grounded in the identification of ‘material 

issues’. Yet, as more recent interview data with membership 

companies shows, similar demands for a clearer focus on firm 

centred ‘material issues’ persist.  
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As we have seen, ‘competing logics have encouraged different 

beliefs about materiality, and practices, to develop.’ (Edgley et 

al, 2015), and therefore it is apparent that following initial 

changes made in 2003, and subsequent consultations with 

membership companies or ‘critical friends’ in the interim 

(Int6), conflict still occurs between these different conceptions 

of what ‘materiality’ in the index is deemed to represent: 

materiality for business or materiality for society and the 

environment via a broad stakeholder base.  

 

In their discussion of integrated reporting, Eccles and Krzus 

(2014), suggest that: ‘in the end, the corporation as represented 

by the board of directors will determine what is material for 

reporting purposes’ (p.122). However, unlike integrated 

reporting, where agency for what is measured rests solely with 

the business, the role of BiTC in constructing the content of 

the index around environment, marketplace, workplace and 

community, and the normative values and beliefs inherent to 

the field of CSR informing this, means that to participate fully 

in the CRI, and achieve a high score, participant companies 

must apply their conception of materiality to these pre-defined 

arenas, grounded in the broader stakeholder centred approach. 

Thus, like legitimacy, agency in this relationship is also co-

constituted, as in line with the thesis on ‘What gets measured, gets 
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managed’ (Slager et al, 2010), the CRI can have a direct role in 

influencing how business recognises firm specific risk, in terms 

of achieving a reduced score, without full engagement with the 

issues BiTC deem to be of material importance to society and 

the environment.  

 

Here there is a clear convergence of these two constructions of 

materiality. Examples of how this agency can move from being 

symbolic to substantive, in defining what is important in terms 

of CSR can be seen in the way many companies use external 

tools to manage their CSR internally, structuring policies and 

programmes for example around the core categories defined 

by standardisation, accreditation and benchmarking. 

Companies like Nestlé for example whose 2016 ‘Nestlé in 

Society’ report centred around the Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI) guidelines (Nestlé, 2016) or Veolia, whose 2012 annual 

review centred on BiTC’s CR Index categories of environment, 

community, workplace and marketplace (Veolia, 2012). Thus, 

this process of organisations structuring their CSR policies and 

processes directly around external categories, deemed to be of 

material importance to society and the environment, 

demonstrates the role of organisations like BiTC in 

determining how some businesses approach CSR.  
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As such, although the majority of discourse from membership 

businesses remains focused on materiality as a framing of risks 

and opportunities in the realm of the firm, as demonstrated in 

table (8.3), a proportion of high level discourse has taken on 

board civil society’s attempts to reposition materiality as a 

framing of risks and opportunities in the realm of the 

stakeholder, illustrated in figure 8.1 by the thin black line.  

 

However, this in turn has further consequences for the 

demands placed on BiTC and the CRI, with participants 

framing materiality in the realm of the firm wanting to see the 

CRI developed to be more flexible in allowing companies to 

only address issues they deem to be of material and thus market 

importance, for their particular business. Whilst those framing 

materiality in the realm of broader stakeholders in society, 

suggest that such a move would be a risk to the implementation 

of the overall CR agenda, and to what is material to society and 

the environment at large:  

 

‘[There is a] risk for other companies of looking just at specific 

issues and forgetting all the other things’ (Ext14).  

 

These companies in turn, exert a different kind of pressure on 

BiTC, to evolve the CRI to strengthen its focus on issues 
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deemed to be of material importance to society and the 

environment, via a broad stakeholder base. This has in turn 

evolved into demand for the CRI to offer greater incentive 

towards transformational change, in line with the global mega 

trends, underpinning some of the broadest stakeholder risks 

and opportunities, to the wellbeing of society and the 

environment: 

 

‘In terms of understanding what BiTC can give us…one of the 

things that particularly resonated with me is the mega trends and 

the stark reality of needing 3 and a half to 4 planets to sustain 

what we have got now is just a stark fact.’ (Ext17) 

 

Although its malleability has enabled ‘materiality’ to act as a BO 

in facilitating collaboration in CRI participation, and in turn led 

to permeations in how materiality is conceptualised by social 

actors across different groups, it has ultimately led to greater 

polarisation in how materiality is framed in regards to the CRI, 

and a legitimacy crisis for the future evolution of the index. 

How BiTC respond to these demands will in turn have 

significant repercussions for future measurement practices and 

the legitimacy of the CRI itself.  
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With responsibility measurement options now flooding the 

market, BiTC’s CR index has found itself struggling to compete 

with tools seen to be more ‘materially’ focused:  

 

‘The one we value the most is the Dow Jones as it is more 

rigorous and sectorial in its approach and focused more on 

materiality issues and the weighting reflects this’ (Ext30).   

 

As such, demands are being placed on the CRI to change. In 

this sense, the CRI is itself in the centre of the ‘risk society’ in 

terms of maintaining its legitimacy. If the CRI seeks to comply 

with the dominant participant understanding of materiality, 

framed in the realm of the firm, then it may have, in the short 

term, maintained a modest participation rate (although this 

would evidently be temporary, given the analysis presented in 

chapter seven). At the same time however, it would risk losing 

the legitimacy conveyed by civil society to measure responsible 

business practice, by framing materiality as risk and 

opportunities in the realm of society and the environment. 

Thus, in so doing, the civic portion of the central assemblage 

presented in chapter six would be subject to conflict, and the 

assemblage subject to destabilisation. However, if it moves 

towards a broader understanding of materiality, as risks and 

opportunities in the realm of society and the environment, this 



475 
 

undermines the immediate demands of a large proportion of 

its participants, and in turn risks a loss in participation, and thus 

the legitimacy this conveys. 

 

Following the legitimacy crisis produced by this dynamic, the 

CRI has come under review internally at BiTC, with attempts 

now being made to overcome these significant challenges via 

the construction of a new measurement tool. 

 

8.8: Conclusion 

 

This chapter has explored how materiality has come to act as a 

BO between risk and opportunity, as framed either in the realm 

of the firm, or in the realm of society and the environment. 

Firstly, materiality has been discussed alongside the seminal 

works of Douglas and Wildabsky’s (1982), constructions of risk 

and Beck’s (1982), risk society. Here drivers for CSR were 

suggested to ‘dovetail’ between risk and opportunities, where 

CSR is seen as a process of mitigating ‘bads’ for the firm or as 

reassessing business for the promotion of ‘goods’ for the wider 

ecological sphere, within which the firm is based. Discussion 

of Braeckel and Bontemps (2005) and Font et al (2016) 

identifies two constructs of materiality: the firm centric 

materiality approach, as focused on that which is deemed to be 
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material to the firm, namely market worth, and the stakeholder 

centric approach, as that which is deemed to be material to the 

firm as part of society and the environment, namely civic 

worth. It was then suggested that ‘riskwork is conditioned by 

what is valued, how, and by whom’ (Boholm & Corvellec, 

2016). Specifically, there appears to be a critical difference 

between these constructions of materiality, along the lines of 

importance for the immediate financial interests of the firm, as 

opposed to the interests of the firm as a dependent of society 

and the environment, as represented by concern for the 

interests of a broad range of stakeholders. It was recognised 

that more research is needed into how these different 

constructs of materiality play out in practice.  

 

The findings of the chapter explored how the normative debate 

between concepts of materiality take place in practice, by 

reviewing how materiality has been approached in regards to 

what is measured by BiTC’s CRI. It has done this by exploring 

references to ‘materiality’ in BiTC documents, and in the 

discourse of BiTC staff during observations and interviews, in 

addition to references made to materiality by CR practitioners 

in membership businesses. It finds that within the discourse, 

there is a cross-over of interpretations of ‘materiality’ within 

these two social  groups; suggesting that materiality’s role as a 
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BO is active, rather than passive, not only facilitating 

collaboration between social actors in the form of CRI 

participation, but in its’ malleability, enabling the permeation 

of alternative notions of materiality across social actor groups. 

Discussion then turned to the effect of these differing 

constructs of materiality on the evolution of the CR Index, 

finding that materialiy’s role as a BO has been effective in 

facilitating collaboration of participation only up to a point, and 

that its continued malleability has resulted in a greater 

polarisation between constructs of materiality over time.  

 

In sum, it was suggested that the ultimate dominance of the 

firm centric construct of materiality has led those participants 

framing materiality in the realm of society and the environment 

to critique the presence of civic worth in the CRI’s central 

assemblage, thus de-legitimating their participation in the 

process, and ultimately destabilising the pluralistic legitimacy of 

the CRI. 
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9. Discussion and Conclusion 

Perceptions of value intertwined 

 

9. 1. Chapter overview 

 

This chapter links back to theory reviewed in chapters four and 

five, and in reintroducing the research questions and purpose 

of study, discusses the overarching contributions of this thesis 

to extant scholarly work. As discussed in chapter three, each 

empirical chapter of the thesis explores a separate theme drawn 

from the data through abductive analysis, alongside reflections 

on extant literature149. This final chapter, explores how these 

‘separate’ stories interact, in a web of processes of justification 

and critique of participation in the CRI.  

 

The chapter is structured as follows: section 9.2-9.4 presents a 

discussion of the thesis as a whole, drawing on the theoretical 

concepts and extant literature discussed in the first half of the 

thesis, to assess the empirical findings of the second half of the 

work. The discussion starts with a review of chapter six’s 

analysis of the legitimacy of the CRI, as structured around a 

central assemblage of perceived value, allowing for 

                                                           
149 See chapter 3 for an explanation of this methodological process. 
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participatory justification through an assemblage of civic, 

industrial, fame and domestic worth. Analysis then highlights 

the central theoretical contribution of chapter six in addressing 

the role of external notions of worth and periphery 

assemblages of worth in destabilising this central assemblage. 

Discussion then moves on to show how chapter seven and 

eight build on this contribution through their further analysis 

of the instability of the CRI as a composite assemblage. Thus, 

drawing on analysis in chapter six, which highlights the 

respective roles of market worth and inspirational worth in 

interacting with the CRI as an assemblage, the remainder of the 

discussion is divided into an analysis of first market worth and 

then inspirational worth, in the longitudinal contexts specific 

to chapter seven, and the ‘materiality’ context of chapter eight. 

The latter part of this discussion first explores the role of 

market worth in drawing additional assemblages with fame and 

domestic worth, to both reinforce and destabilise the CRI’s 

central assemblage, depending on the dominance of the civic-

industrial or fame-domestic portion of the CRI’s central 

assemblage. This section explores these processes with a view 

to how this occurs longitudinally through the course of 

participation (chapter seven), and contextually with regard to 

different constructions of the meaning of ‘materiality’ (chapter 

eight). Finally, discussion turns to the role of inspirational 
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worth, in enabling critique of participation in the CRI, and its 

manifestation longitudinally through the course of 

participation (chapter seven), and contextually in regards to a 

participant’s given construct of ‘materiality’ (chapter eight). 

    

Section 9.5 consists of a summary of the thesis, highlighting the 

core contributions of the research to theory, method and 

practice. This is followed by a discussion of areas for further 

development in future research (9.6), and finally an overall 

summary of the chapter and closing comments. 

 

9. 2: Discussion overview 

 

The following two sections discuss the overall thesis, drawing 

together the conceptual theories outlined in the first half of the 

work, with the empirical findings of the second, presenting an 

analysis of the thesis as a whole with regard to how each section 

collectively then contributes to answering the research 

questions set out in chapter 2. Collectively, these sections 

demonstrate what the data explored here is ‘a case of’: 

assemblages of worth in evolution, with a central legitimating 

assemblage of worth undergoing justification and critique from 

peripheral assemblages over time, and in accordance with 

different framings of materiality as worth. 
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9.3: The CRI as a composite assemblage 

 

As discussed in chapters 3, 4 and 5 the abductively emerging 

purpose of this thesis was to explore perceptions of value of 

the CRI and how these perceptions have impacted the 

perceived legitimacy of the tool. The ensuing research 

questions which emerged were:  

 

What is the relationship between different ‘worlds of 

worth’ in legitimating participation in the CRI? 

 

And subsequently: 

 

How do assemblages of worth change, and what effect 

does this have on processes of participatory 

justification and critique? 

 

Chapter six directly addresses question 1 by building on extant 

literature exploring the relationship between ‘worlds of worth’ 

in actors’ processes of legitimation (Boltanski & Thévenot, 

2006; Mailhot & Langley, 2017; Annisette and Richardson, 

2011; Annisette et al, 2017; Taupin, 2012; Taupin & Lenglet, 

2017; Nyberg et al, 2017; Richards et al, 2017; Gond et al, 2015; 
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Patriotta, 2011). Focus centres on expanding scholarly 

understanding of the robustness of assemblages of worth 

(Mailhot & Langley, 2017). Analysis assesses two interrelated 

aspects of robustness: (1) the relative strength and weaknesses 

of the relationships between ‘worlds of worth’ within an 

assemblage and, (2) the effect of ‘worlds of worth’ external to 

the assemblage, on its ultimate stability.  The chapter frames 

BiTC’s CRI as an ‘object’ which draws together an assemblage 

of worth through interrelated diversity in perceived purpose. 

Drawing on Taupin (2012), it is surmised that the legitimacy of 

the CRI is grounded in bringing together actors who have an 

‘inability to solve a debate involving several orders of worth’ 

(p.529). It is suggested that in order to bring actors into 

collaborative practice, the CRI draws together ‘recognizable 

elements taken from different worlds’ (Mailhot et al, 2016, 

p.60), into a central assemblage of worth, based on 

relationships between civic-industrial-fame-domestic worth.  

 

Boltanski & Thévenot (2006), note that objects which play 

such a role are: 

 

‘composed of elements stemming from different 

worlds at the service of the common good and endow 

them with their own identity in such a way that their 
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form will no longer be recognizable if one of the 

disparate elements of which they are formed is 

removed’ (p.278) 

 

Chapter six of this thesis has demonstrated that in its 

development of the pluralistic purposes of the CRI, BiTC have 

drawn together ‘elements stemming from different worlds’, at 

the service of the ‘common good’ of promoting responsible 

business practice. The central assemblage of worth drawn 

together by the CRI in its pluralistic purported purpose, is 

made up of; civic worth, in its drive for social and 

environmental responsibility and the collective welfare it 

pertains; industrial worth, in the measurable nature of the 

survey and it’s endeavour to make the qualitative quantifiable; 

the worth of fame, in the recognition achieved by publication 

of participation; and domestic worth, in the hierarchies of 

participatory demands, and its espoused reputational gain, 

internally and externally. As chapter six notes, one participant’s 

summation of the CRI’s pluralistic purpose succinctly 

illustrates this assemblage of worth: 

 

‘[its] a flag to wave and build pride amongst employees, a 

reference ‘bible’ of all CR activities, and a torch to shine a light 

on areas where business can do more’ (BiTC, 2017). 
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However, this assemblage is not only present in one 

participant’s notion of the purpose of the CRI, but consistently 

reinforced by BiTC and participants in reference to the purpose 

of the tool, both in documents related to the CRI, and in verbal 

discourse. Table 6.5, in chapter six draws on internal interview 

and documentary data from within BiTC, to demonstrate the 

establishment of the central assemblage of worth, which draws 

on civic, industrial, domestic, and the world of fame150.  

 

Within these references to the pluralistic purpose of the CRI, 

there seems to be two sections to the CRI as an assemblage: 

namely civic-industrial and fame-domestic clusters, with some 

respondents noting this distinction as the index’s ‘duel role’ 

(Int11). However, as chapter seven’s, discussion of the journey 

through participation highlights, there are various 

interdependencies between civic-industrial worth and 

domestic-fame, in the co-constructed legitimacy of the CRI 

(Durand & McGuire, 2005). For example, for some 

participants, civic-industrial worth is predicated on notions of 

fame-domestic worth acting as a ‘hook’, into participation 

(Int11). Similarly, domestic-fame worth can be predicated on 

the stability of civic-industrial worth, via the maintenance of 

                                                           
150 See chapter 6 for the full analysis of this assemblage. 
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the CRI’s own legitimacy in achieving its aim of promoting 

responsible business practice. Consequently, if either portion 

of the assemblage comes under critique, via an internal test of 

worth, this in turn destabilises the opposing portion. This is 

apparent in the suggested loss of reputational value, following 

the CRI’s withdrawal from the publication of results in the 

Financial Times (FT): 

 

‘‘We don't have a strong media partner that changes it quite 

considerably. Because I think there is a number of companies 

who would see it as a means of prompting their senior leadership 

to take it seriously as a proxy for taking CR and sustainability 

seriously and by being benchmarked against other companies in 

it in a public way meant that those senior colleagues needed to 

take it seriously.’ (Int17) 

 

In their description of the effects of withdrawal from the 

publication of results in the FT, Int17 highlights connections 

between the world of fame, brought about by the publicity of 

the publication of results, the domestic world, in the role of 

senior leadership in directing company involvement with the 

CRI, and the industrial-civic portion of the CRI’s central 

assemblage in engaging companies in participation to spurn 

greater CR and sustainability. This illustrates the inter-
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dependence of the civic-industrial portion of the CRI’s central 

assemblage on the fame-domestic portion. Chapter six unpacks 

how these orders of worth are intertwined in a central 

assemblage, by unpacking the relative strengths of the 

compromises between worths, noting that the compromise 

which connects civic-industrial worth and fame-domestic 

worth are stronger than the bonds between the respective 

clusters151. However, the chapter also shows that although 

there are notable distinctions between civic-industrial and 

domestic-fame worth in the CRI’s central assemblage in terms 

of the strengths of the bonds that bind them; in their 

interdependencies, it is evident that they have come together 

around the CRI as an assemblage, as without one or other of 

these disparate elements, the CRI’s legitimacy would ‘no longer 

be recognizable’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p.278). 

 

Drawing on Boltanski & Thévenot’s original EW thesis, Gond 

et al (2017), argue that: 

 

‘even though these artefacts [composite assemblages] 

help solidify compromises, they remain fragile because 

they can rarely be evaluated through a consensual test 

combining different orders of worth, and they can be 

                                                           
151 See chapter 6, figure 6.1. 
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challenged through tests of worth derived from one of 

the specific worlds they combine’ (p.249)  

 

Here Gond et al (2017) refer to the instability of assemblages, 

due to the ever present potential for actors to bring legitimacy 

tests within the realm of a specific order of worth. This is 

evidently the case for the CRI, as although it has, for a time, 

enabled the co-existence of these multiple worlds of worth, in 

the form of CRI participation, the compromise between worlds 

has remained fragile to internal legitimacy tests, which have 

come about following changes to the participatory conditions 

and environment. This is illustrated in the example given 

above, of the withdrawal of result’s publication in the Financial 

Times, and in the analysis of chapter seven, regarding the loss 

of industrial-civic value, as scores become congested at the top. 

These instances represent examples of the internal tests of 

worth referred to by Gond et al (2017), where an order of 

worth within the assemblage faces questions to legitimacy. This 

process in turn, may lead to a cut between this particular 

form(s) of worth, and the rest of the assemblage, which in turn 

destabilises the overall legitimacy of the interconnected 

assemblage, around which the legitimacy of the CRI is based 

(Taupin, 2012).  
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This analysis adds to previous research that has recognised the 

potential for tests of worth from within included worlds to 

destabilise an assemblage (Gond, 2017). However little 

empirical or conceptual research has explored the role of 

‘worlds of worth’ which are not included in the object’s 

assemblage, in reinforcing or destabilising the bonds between 

those forms of worth inherent to the assemblage. Chapter six 

of this thesis has taken the first steps in unpacking this 

phenomenon, by exploring the process whereby external forms 

of worth (market and inspirational), are drawn upon, to both 

add to the strength of the central assemblage (in the case of 

market worth); or break the weaker bonds by drawing out 

aspects of the assemblage to form new peripheral assemblages, 

which guide notions of legitimacy in a different way (in the case 

of both market and inspirational worth).  

 

9.4: The instability of the CRI as a composite assemblage 

 

The following section divides the CRI’s purported assemblage 

of worth into fame-domestic and civic-industrial portions. 

Although this thesis has frequently highlighted the 

interconnectivity of all four aspects of the assemblage, analysis 

in chapters seven and eight indicate a disparity between actors 

weighting civic-industrial value ahead of fame-domestic and 
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vice versa. Furthermore, chapter six noted the relative strength 

of the bonds between civic-industrial and domestic-fame as 

opposed to the weaker bonds in bringing these pairs together. 

And chapter seven drew a distinction between these clusters as 

represented by substantive and symbolic engagement with the 

CRI. As such, in order to engage clearly with the analysis of 

these chapters, and draw out the effect of these relative 

strengths and weaknesses, the following section is separated 

along these same lines.  

 

9.4.1: Fame-domestic dominance and market worth 

 

Chapter six explores the potential for the introduction of 

market worth to both reinforce the CRI as an assemblage, or 

destabilise it, depending on whether market driven 

participation is substantive or symbolic. Accordingly, where 

participation is substantive, and leading to ‘actual changes at an 

operational level’ (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016), in terms of 

improved responsible business practice, market worth may be 

adopted into the central assemblage to reinforce weaker 

bonds152. 

 

                                                           
152 See chapter 6, section 6.6.1. 
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However, where market worth leads to symbolic participation, 

the industrial-civic aspect of the CRI’s assemblage suffers a test 

of worth, as participation equates merely to ‘ceremonial 

conformity’, with little ‘actual change to responsible business 

practice at an operational level’ (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016): 

 

‘in terms of our 5 year strategy our 5 year KPI is based on 

maintaining our position on the CR Index. Maintaining, it is 

an important word, not to improve, to maintain our high 

standing, that’s our corporate strategy for the next 5 years.’ 

(Ext19) 

 

Although chapter six explores the substantive/symbolic 

dichotomy through the lens of market worth, it is evident in 

chapter seven’s exploration of companies’ journey through 

participation, that this substantive/symbolic divide is not only 

predicated on whether market worth plays a part in how 

participants justify their participation; but also on where a 

participant is on their ‘journey through participation’. Thus, 

analysis here argues that participation may move from more 

substantive to more symbolic as organisations progress in 

participation and scores tend to increase. Therefore, for 

experienced high scorers with little room for substantive 

improvement, industrial-civic worth for those engaged in 
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substantive participation undergoes an internal test of worth, 

and the assemblage is destabilised. Furthermore, the 

interdependence of the civic-industrial with the domestic-fame 

portions of the assemblage, means that the destabilisation of 

the CRI as for these participants, also has an effect on those 

organisations prioritising fame-domestic worth via symbolic 

participation, as when substantive participants begin to cease 

involvement, the recognition (fame) and reputational 

(domestic) aspect of the assemblage, which has come to be 

reinforced by the market aspect of competition, is diminished. 

Consequently, with the reduction of the civic-industrial worth 

of the CRI, as facilitated by substantive involvement, 

justification of participation in the CRI becomes less stable 

across the board.   

 

Chapter eight builds on this, through its analysis of the role of 

‘materiality’ as a boundary object promoting collaboration 

between actors who weight aspects of the CRI’s central 

assemblage differently. It finds that for actors justifying their 

participation in the CRI mainly through tests of worth 

associated with recognition and reputation, and thus, the 

domestic world and the world of fame, ‘material importance’ 

in what the CRI measures, is often based on social 

constructions of risk and opportunity in the realm of the firm. 
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Analysis here draws on Douglas and Wildavsky (1982), who 

suggest that ‘risk’ is a socially constructed concept. Thus, 

through this lens, analysis of what is deemed to be of ‘material 

importance’ for measurement in the CRI is seen in terms of 

how this is constructed from the organisation’s point of view, 

which as Intona (2014) argues, is based on the implications of 

externalities on us as humans (p.269). As such, where an 

assemblage is developed with market worth as the purpose of 

the firm, concern is for what externalities will do to the 

financial bottom line of that firm, and their ability to generate 

profit for its shareholders. Time formations in these framings, 

of what is seen to be material, are short-term (market) and 

flexible, reflecting the time formation of market worth; whilst 

often following a trend, reflecting the worth of fame; yet 

traditional in their focus on the importance of market worth 

for the firm, reflecting domestic worth (see table 6.1, chapter 

six).  

 

Thus, for one customer facing organisation, drawing on this 

construction of materiality to critique their participation in the 

CRI, what was deemed to be material was flexible, and evolving 

in line with external market conditions, and trends in purported 

public perceptions, yet traditional in its focus on what was 
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deemed to be of market value for the firm; namely, the 

retention of customers and the profit this ensured: 

 

‘four or five years ago CR was a thing we would shout about. 

With [industry] comes responsibility, any big giant of a company 

needed to have a big CR department, but nowadays I think the 

pressure from the customers and from the press is very much 

about keeping costs down, slim, lean companies, no 

sponsorship you know, just the whole drive on CR is significantly 

reduced… we just couldn't find the benefits to justify it [the 

CRI]…we were not PR ing our CR, so we couldn't work out 

why we needed it anymore.’ (Ext23). 

 

For Ext23, the worth of fame, as associated with market worth, 

dominated the CRI’s assemblage. Therefore, as the fame value 

of participation in the CRI was perceived to diminish, the 

company ceased participation. For this company, the CRI had 

ceased to measure anything of ‘material importance’ to the 

business, as the industrial worth of CSR measurement in 

general was no longer deemed to be of ‘material’ worth for the 

firm’s continued existence, due to perceived changing market 

conditions. Indeed, CSR measurement for this company had 

come to be seen as failing tests of worth in the world of fame, 
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as a result of the negative publicity perceived to be associated 

with extra financial activities outside of reducing costs:  

 

‘Initially we used to do it because it was the responsible thing to 

do. We then realised that we weren't getting anything back from 

it, so actually anything extra was an irresponsible thing to 

do because we should be spending all time, energy and resources 

focusing on the customer. So it then became not the right thing to 

do.’ (Ext23) 

 

This example demonstrates a case of the framing of 

‘materiality’ as risk and opportunities in the realm of the firm, 

as focus is clearly situated in the firm’s ability to continue to 

attract customers and thus, generate profit for its shareholders. 

Although a bi-product of this may seem to be the civic value 

of reduced consumer costs, this does not translate in practice, 

as in this case, consumers are instead subject to increased costs. 

Company Ext23’s reaction is to allocate resources to diverting 

consumer attention away from shareholder profit 

maximisation, to attributing increasing costs to environmental 

protections: 

 

‘costs have escalated enormously of [product], and that is largely 

due to government levies on [industry], that are then passed 
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through to customers…Therefore costs are escalating hugely, 

that's when customers get more high rate and concerned and we 

have to change and we have got to do everything we can to save 

costs where we can because they are going up elsewhere, and when 

you actually do look what is going on behind it, it makes perfect 

sense that the costs go up but it’s a hard thing initially for 

customers just think fat [industry] companies…and it’s not in 

government interest to stand up and go actually it’s us, when they 

vote. But it genuinely is…[The company] have done a whole 

campaign trying to raise people's awareness of where the costs 

come from and why they are so high.’ (Ext23)  

 

Thus, Ext23’s framing of ‘materiality’ can be seen to be 

ineffective in addressing the social risks of increased prices, 

whilst at the same time working to the detriment of the 

environmental risks being addressed in government levies on 

the industry. Thus, Ext23 frames materiality as risk and 

opportunity in the realm of the firm, by attempting to tackle 

consumer perceptions, so as to sustain their current business 

practices. Thus, participation in the CRI for Ext23 is wholly 

symbolic. As such, when participating in CSR measurement 

was deemed to be of value for consumer perception, the firm 

took part, yet, as this value was perceived to wane, participation 

was critiqued and the firm ceased their involvement.  
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Utilisation of the CRI in this way appears to reinforce critical 

management studies’ scepticism of CSR infrastructure, as 

‘strategies that incorporate critique to advance narrow profit 

agendas’ (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005, cited in Gond & 

Nyberg, 2017, p.25).     

 

Furthermore, where Ext23 ceased participation, additional 

examples of the framing of materiality as risk and opportunity 

in the realm of the firm are apparent in companies seeking to 

adapt participation towards a greater flexibility in what they 

choose to report on in the CRI. Thus, rather than ceasing 

participation, these companies can be seen to be exerting 

pressure on the CRI to adapt to reflect this construction of 

materiality: 

 

‘And for us our pension funds were hands off…and as a 

company we could not dictate to them by design how they invested. 

We would set them parameters as a company that tended to be 

around returns…But what we wouldn’t be doing is dictating 

that they only invested in companies that did X Y and Z.  And 

as a company we scored less because that’s not the way we were 

going.  But that was a business decision, and we weren’t going to 

change the way we managed our pension funds to score an extra 
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zero point whatever percent it was going to be… So it’s nothing 

major, but it was, it just meant for us that it doesn’t make 

business sense to do this and therefore we’re not going to do it…. 

Eventually we managed to convince them of the case’. (Ext26) 

‘so I think they have to be flexible and say yeah we accept that 

rather than saying no you have to tick these boxes, you have to 

attach certain evidence, businesses go through change, that's the 

nature of business, and I would expect a little bit more flexibility. 

I absolutely agree that it is her [CRI reviewer] job to ask us 

those questions, but as long as we have got valid responses in 

return, I would expect that to be enough, whereas it felt like they 

were holding out for a certain type of evidence and everything has 

to be written down and it doesn't work like that in a business’. 

(Ext8) 

 

‘I think it needs to be a tool that is offered in the spirit of 

highlighting opportunities, real tangible opportunities for 

businesses to improve their CR/sustainability performances in 

areas that are relevant to them, rather than say, well you know, 

your score is X at the moment because you didn't do much in the 

supply chain when, you are limited to what you can do in the 

supply chain anyway. I think it has to be flexible and more kind 

of bespoke to the issues that are relevant to particular sectors or 

sub sectors of business’. (Ext32) 
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Chapter eight suggests that materiality has developed into a 

BO, that is ‘plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the 

constraints of several parties employing them, yet robust 

enough to maintain a common identity across sites’ (Star & 

Griesemer, 2015, p.176-177). Thus, what is deemed to be of 

‘material’ importance, is dependent on each actor’s framing of 

risk and opportunity, either in the realm of the firm (as 

discussed above), or in the realm of society and the 

environment (as discussed in the following section). Analysis 

in chapter eight suggests that the plasticity of materiality as a 

BO has become further polarised over time, and its success as 

a BO in bringing about collaboration between different actors 

has begun to diminish, as the opposing sides have begun to 

exert pressure on the CRI to adapt to more clearly reflect their 

construction of ‘materiality’.     

 

The following section discusses the framing of risk and 

opportunity in the realm of society and the environment and 

how the CRI has been successful in facilitating this construct 

through the civic aspect of its central assemblage of perceived 

worth. 
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9.4.2: Civic-industrial dominance and market worth 

 

Chapter six illustrates the dominance of civic-industrial worth, 

in some actor’s justifications of participation in the CRI. 

Chapter seven goes onto demonstrate that in prioritising the 

civic-industrial value of the CRI, these actors seek to engage in 

substantive participation, which will bring about ‘actual 

changes at an operational level’ (Schons & Steinmeier, 2016), 

for the benefit of collective welfare. Chapter eight, 

subsequently builds on this, to suggest that those actors 

prioritising civic-industrial value in their justifications of 

participation in the CRI, frame material importance in what the 

CRI measures based on reflexive perceptions of risk and 

opportunities in the realm of society and the environment, via 

a broad stakeholder group. This contrasts to the market 

orientated approach to risk as a social construction, made by 

business to acknowledge the effect of selected externalities on 

their operations153.  

 

This thesis suggests that the former approach to risk, which is 

reflexive to business’s role in the creation of externalities, 

which represent threats to the organisation as part of society 

and the environment, reflects more the conceptual framing of 

                                                           
153 See discussion of market worth above. 



500 
 

risk put forth by Beck (1992), as reflexive to the ‘hazards and 

insecurities induced and introduced by modernization itself’ 

(p.21). Whereas in contrast, the latter framing of risk in the 

realm of the firm, reflects more the social construction of risk 

put forth by Douglas and Wildavsky (1982).   

 

Furthermore, contrary to the framing of ‘materiality’ as risk and 

opportunity in the realm of the firm, which translates into the 

use of the CRI for narrow profit maximisation; the framing of 

‘materiality’ as risk and opportunity in the realm of society and 

the environment illustrates an example of what Gond and 

Nyberg (2017) identify as the mobilisation of CSR 

infrastructure ‘in pursuit of the common good’ (p.26).  

 

Interestingly, although the former framing appears more akin 

to the use of market worth in the framing of ‘materiality’, 

analysis here has found that the latter form is similarly not 

devoid of the use of market worth.  

 

This section briefly discusses the role of market worth in the 

framing of materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm of 

society and the environment, with a view to how this differs 

from the framing of materiality as risk and opportunity in the 

realm of the firm.  
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As with the framing of materiality as risk and opportunity in 

the realm of the firm, compromise with market worth can be 

made in framing materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm 

of society and the environment. However, due to the 

dominance of the civic-industrial compromise in this 

perspective, the short-flexibility akin to the market world, is 

overcome by the combination of long-term planning and 

perennial time formations evoked by industrial and civic worth 

respectively (see chapter six, table 6.1).  

 

As such, in framing risk and opportunity in the realm of society 

and the environment, via a broader stakeholder group, actor’s 

tests of market worth are grounded in a long term view of the 

sustainability of the firm, which consider the firm’s dependence 

on society and the environment in which it operates154. 

 

Therefore, for actors framing materiality as risk and 

opportunity in the realm of the firm, the focus of materiality is 

on measuring those risks and opportunities relevant to the 

organisation’s existing business model, and its ability to 

generate short term profit. Conversely, for actors framing risk 

and opportunity in the realm of society and the environment, 

                                                           
154 See chapter 5, section 5.6. 
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by way of a broader stakeholder group, participation in the CRI 

is a means to change business practice, and even whole 

business models, in order to address those issues that are seen 

to be relevant to society and the environment, for the long term 

existence of a business and thus, its long term ability to remain 

competitive. Analysis in chapter seven would suggest that the 

civic-industrial aspect of the CRI central assemblage represents 

the dominant compromise drawn upon by actors framing 

materiality in this manner, in processes of justification of 

participation in the CRI. However, chapter seven also suggests 

that the stability of the civic-industrial compromise is 

destabilised, as participants progress in experience and score. 

Thus, in order to garner further substantive changes at an 

operational level, for the benefit of the collective good, actors 

framing materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm of 

society and the environment look to a compromise between 

civic and inspirational worth, in the form of ‘transformational 

change’.    

 

The following section moves onto discuss the role of 

inspirational worth in processes of justification and critique of 

CRI participation. Analysis focuses first on the role of the CRI 

as an assemblage in addressing tests of worth from outside of 

the inspirational (charitable) world in which it, and some of its 
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participating organisations are based (first highlighted in 

chapter six. Analysis then turns to the inherent tension between 

inspirational worth and the CRI’s central assemblage, 

addressed in chapter’s seven and eight. This discussion focuses 

on the role of a civic-inspirational compromise, as personified 

in the notion of transformational change, in furthering the 

destabilisation of the CRI’s assemblage of worth, via critiques 

of participation.  

 

9.4.3: Inspirational worth 

 

9.4.3a: The CRI’s successful critique of inspirational worth 

Chapter six found that inspirational worth tended to conflict 

with the CRI’s central assemblage of worth, highlighting that 

for actors who perceived their business model to be grounded 

in inspirational worth, participation in the CRI was justified as 

a means of enabling the business to overcome the limitations 

of inspirational worth, and pass alternative tests of worth in 

other ‘worlds’. Thus, the CRI as an assemblage, between 

industrial-civic-fame-domestic worth, was mobilised, as a 

counterbalance to aspects of inspirational worth inherent in the 

nature of the business: 
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 ‘There's a bit of an irony that says that because we do good 

stuff [in our business model] we don’t necessarily think about 

how the supply chain fits into that. So, my analogy would be, 

we are like an ambulance running on fully leaded petrol, 

because we’re an ambulance we don’t think we need to put 

unleaded in it, well you know what, we probably do… it gives 

us a proper structure of the data capture measurements at 

identifying gaps in all of that that we have.’ (Ext30) 

 

Similarly, the CRI’s assemblage of industrial-civic-fame-

domestic worth has been drawn on by BiTC, to overcome its 

own inspirational world foundations, amid participant tests of 

worth grounded in alternative worlds of worth: 

 

‘When I joined Business in the Community it was run by a very 

passionate chief exec. But it was run like a chaotic family 

business. And four months in I was thinking I have made a big 

mistake working with this bunch of you know, totally flaky 

individuals who change their mind every five minutes and don’t 

really know what they’re dealing with. Two things made me 

change my view; one was attending the awards dinner at the 

Albert Hall and seeing 1,500 people, very senior chief execs, etc. 

and me thinking right well a bit of humility here…If this bunch 

of flaky individuals running this charity have managed to 
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convince this audience that what they’re doing is worth 

considering, then you need to step back and recalibrate your views 

of them. And the second was attending a one-day training course 

on how to do the Index.’ (Int1) 

 

Int1’s reference to BiTC’s ‘passionate chief exec’ denotes 

elements of inspirational worth. However, inspirational worth 

comes under critique in reference to BiTC as an organisation 

of ‘flaky individuals who change their mind every five minutes 

and don’t really know what they are dealing with’.  In turn, Int1 

mobilises tests of worth in the domestic world, by drawing on 

the hierarchy of support by ‘senior chief execs’ and industrial 

worth of in ‘professionalization’: 

 

‘I actually said ah, this organisation does have, in my 

Pricewaterhouse language, taxonomy by which it organises its 

knowledge, it’s got statements of recommended practice. There is 

at least in one small corner of this organisation a view that you 

do have to professionalise the way you run CSR and even if it’s 

only these two individuals, they do know what they’re talking 

about.’ (Int1)   

 

Thus, the CRI as an assemblage, drawing together industrial 

and domestic worth, was a means of overcoming critique of 
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elements of inspirational worth, in the form of ‘a lack of self-

restraint, and the wastefulness of improvisation155, by offering 

alternative worth, in the form of ‘the competence of the 

professional, and the effectiveness of good habits’156. However, 

analysis in chapter seven and chapter eight, demonstrates that 

this was only successful in so far as the assemblage of worth 

remained stable. The following section explores the CRI’s 

inherent tensions with inspirational worth, and the resurgence 

of tests of inspirational worth, amid the central assemblage’s 

destabilisation.   

 

9.4.3b: Destabilised civic-industrial worth leads to civic-inspirational 

compromise 

 

Chapter seven highlights that for participants seeking 

substantive participation in the CRI, that is; participation that 

leads to ‘actual changes at an operational level’ (Schons & 

Steinmeier, 2016), the compromise between industrial and civic 

worth is essential for justification of participation in the CRI. 

‘The journey of evolving value’, presented in chapter seven, 

illustrates that, as companies progress in score year on year, the 

scope for civic-industrial worth via CRI participation narrows, 

                                                           
155 See chapter 6 table 6.3. 
156 See chapter 6, table 6.2. 
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and as there is less scope for the CRI to drive ‘actual changes 

at an operational level’, the assemblage between industrial and 

civic worth becomes less stable. Further analysis in chapter 

seven suggests that as this assemblage becomes less stable, 

actors seeking substantive CSR engagement look to 

inspirational worth to create a new assemblage with civic 

worth, to bring about ‘actual change’. Similarly, chapter eight 

highlights the manner in which actors draw on inspirational 

worth, in framing materiality of what the CRI should measure, 

as risks and opportunities in the realm of society and the 

environment. 

 

Inspirational worth in this context is predominantly made 

manifest in references to ‘transformational change’ and the ‘big 

boardroom agenda’, as a means of revolutionising business 

practice. References to ‘transformational change’ and the ‘the 

big boardroom agenda’ are evident both in the discourse of a 

few prominent high scoring participants, and in the general 

discourse of BiTC as a wider organisation. The latter is 

particularly evident during the period 2012-2014, when 

discourse within BiTC was framed around moving from 

incremental change to effecting transformational change. Thus, 

during the year 2013, both responsible business week and 

BiTC’s responsible business of the year awards focused on this 
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transformative theme, and business’ role in addressing critical 

issues of material importance to society and the environment, 

such as global-mega-trends: rapid population growth, 

increasing global connectedness, increasing resource 

constraints, changing weather patterns and shifts in consumer 

values. In developing this transformational change agenda, 

actors both within BiTC and in membership companies began 

to draw more heavily on tests of inspirational worth when 

justifying their actions.  

 

Discourse from both within BiTC, and from some participant 

practitioners highlighted the tension between the incremental 

change brought about in the industrial-civic compromise of the 

CRI to that point, and the demand for the CRI to challenge 

business to address those issues of material importance to 

society and the environment, via a more transformative 

(inspirational) agenda. 

 

In response, the CRI team sought to evolve the index to better 

reflect the kind of transformational business practice evoked in 

the framing of materiality as risk and opportunities in the realm 

of society and the environment, developing various 

evolutionary plans that would see the introduction of a 
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‘Business transformation index’ which would see companies 

challenged on their:  

 

‘corporate vision, values and leadership, with links to 

the nine billion challenge and an appetite for long term 

thinking; materiality, with clarity on material issues in 

view of global mega trends; an review of what needs 

to change in view of global mega trends, changes to 

product manufacturing and service delivery in order to 

secure long-term sustainable future; the reframing of 

measurement to value natural resources’ (BiTC, 

Proposed Business Transformation Index Skelton, 

personal communication, August 2013). 

 

The aim of this new index offer was to ‘challenge business to 

address how long term trends will require new business 

models, product and services offers and supply chain solutions 

to be resilient in the mid and long term where nine billion, 

healthy lifecycles will be required in 2050’ (ibid). 

 

This shift in focus directly reflects the framing of the CRI’s 

material content as risks and opportunities in the realm of 

society and the environment, and reflected the internal 
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discourse at BiTC at the time, where the role of the CRI was 

deemed to be a means to:  

 

‘track our members’ commitment to our mission of 

transforming communities and transforming businesses. 

(Benchmarking development offer, personal 

communication. April, 2013) 

 

However, these evolutionary plans for the CRI were not 

ultimately enacted. Thus, inspirational worth in the form of 

transformational change was not effectively incorporated into 

the CRI’s assemblage of worth. Consequently, those actors 

who perceived the destabilisation of industrial-civic worth as 

their scores reached maximisation critiqued their CRI 

participation, and began to cease involvement, as did those 

companies seeking transformative business as a consequence 

of framing materiality as risk and opportunities in the realm of 

society and the environment. As chapter seven demonstrates, 

with the loss of these companies, the CRI also lost some of the 

reputational (domestic) and fame (recognition) value of the 

benchmarking aspect of the CRI’s design, and the market value 

this ensued, as these high scoring companies were no longer 

there to compete against. Furthermore, for those low scorers, 

who were yet to exhaust the CRI’s industrial-civic value, this 
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value also diminished, as the best practice examples of these 

high scoring, substantively engaged companies was again lost.  

 

Yet, in addition, companies framing materiality as risk and 

opportunity in the realm of the firm continued to exude 

pressure on BiTC to allow for greater flexibility in what the 

survey asked for, so as to reflect the risk and opportunities 

deemed to be materially important to the firm and their short-

term market priorities.  

 

In chapter five, the author draw on the work of Durand and 

McGuire (2005) and Hill (2004) in exploring the co-constituted 

legitimacy of indices and benchmarks. Hill suggests that at the 

heart of both legitimacy dynamics, in both conveying and 

attaining legitimacy is the ability for an index to accurately 

measure what it claims. However, the premise of materiality as 

central to the survey’s content, alongside the role of materiality 

as a BO in enabling participation from actors with different 

perspectives on who issues should be deemed material for; 

would suggest that what the index purports to measure is 

contestable between actors, depending on the notions of value 

being drawn upon.  
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Consequently, although the structure of the CRI as an 

assemblage of worth, enabled a pluralistic purpose to develop, 

which brought numerous actors and organisations into 

participation; ultimately, this assemblage was destabilised by 

the continuing separation between perspectives of what it is the 

CRI was designed to measure and achieve.  

 

9.5: Thesis summary and contributions 

 

Revisiting the literature discussed in chapters 3, 4 and 5, this 

section reviews the contributions made by this thesis to 

method, theory and practice. As with the structuring of 

intended contributions in the introduction157, the critical role 

played by the abductive method, both in shaping the research 

and theorisation processes, necessitates that analysis of 

contributions made to method are visited first. 

 

9.5.1: Methodological contributions 

 

This thesis makes two broad contributions to methodology. 

Firstly, to the abductive process, and secondly to the pragmatist 

paradigm. 

 

                                                           
157 See chapter 3.2. 
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Starting with the contribution made to research process, by way 

of abduction. Contrary to the traditional methods employed by 

scholars in the field of management and the social sciences 

more generally, which follows either an inductive or deductive 

method; this research has applied abductive reasoning to both 

data collection and theorising. Reflections made in the thesis 

on the use of this method, directly contribute to furthering 

scholarly understanding of the practical and theoretical 

implications of the use of this currently underutilised 

methodology. A specific reflection of note here is the 

furthering of Peircean semiotics: a process of ‘meaning-

making’ which has previously been limited to conceptual 

discussion (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, p.29). This thesis 

furthers the utility of this theorised process, by applying it 

practically in the empirical design of the research process158. 

 

The second contribution made by this thesis to methodology 

is in drawing together American and French pragmatist 

philosophy, to crystallise scholarly understanding of the notion 

of ‘reality’ across these seemingly divergent philosophical 

schools of thought. This contribution responds to recent calls 

made for further research which draws out the parallels 

                                                           
158 See chapter 3, figure: 3.5 (Peirce’s abductive theorisation process applied in 
this case).  
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between French and American ‘pragmatism’; with a view to 

identifying ways in which the two approaches may complement 

each other, in bringing forth new theoretical contributions and 

approaches to research (Bogusz, 2014, pp.129-148). In its 

theoretical analysis of perceptions of value through EW, (a 

framework inherent to French Pragmatist Sociology), via the 

use of abductive methodological techniques, (a process 

inherent to the American pragmatic tradition), this thesis has 

contributed to answering this call. The drawing together of 

French and American pragmatism in this manner, has enabled 

the researcher to further develop the concept of ‘reality’ as 

understood in French pragmatism159. Thus, in its focus on 

perceptions of value, this research has unpacked ‘reality’ as 

constructed by the individual actors explored, whilst the use of 

abduction in framing these singular constructs in line with 

extant literature in the ‘wider world’, has enabled the researcher 

to situate these individual constructs within the context of the 

external ‘realities’, within which, these singular constructs are 

framed (see chapter three for further detail). 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
159 See chapter 3 section 3.2. 
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9.5.2: Theoretical Contributions  

 

As outlined in chapter 2, the application of multiple theoretical 

constructs in this thesis means that the resulting analysis has 

culminated in a number of theoretical contributions both to 

individual theory and in the process of theory cross-

fertilisation. This section details the theoretical contributions 

made, starting with that deemed to be the main contribution of 

the PhD: the conceptualisation of ‘peripheral assemblages’ and 

their effect on legitimation and critique of a central assemblage 

of worth.  

 

9.5.2.1: Contributions to french pragmatist sociology 

The core theoretical contribution of this thesis is in furthering 

scholarly comprehension of the ‘assemblage’ in EW.  Arguably, 

assemblages make up a critical aspect of the EW framework, 

put forth by Boltanski & Thévenot (2006). However, as 

Mailhot & Langley (2017) note, it is mentioned only lightly by 

the authors in their original thesis (p.247). Thus, Mailhot & 

Langley (2017), and Gond et al (2017), have sought to develop 

the concept further, in their empirical work: ‘Orders of worth and 

the value of assemblages’ and ‘Managing normative tensions within and 

across organisations’, respectively. In so doing, Mailhot & Langley, 

(2017) have furthered scholarly understanding of how 
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composite objects can facilitate ‘synergistic assemblages’ 

among different orders of worth. Furthermore, Gond et al 

(2017) have brought clarity to this phenomenon, through 

situating the composite assemblages empirically in the context 

of examples, such as ‘the triple bottom line’, and ‘tools such as 

eco-control or the ISO 26000 standard’. However, Mailhot & 

Langley (2017) conclude their analysis of assemblages by 

raising questions about the stability of these arrangements in 

the main, proposing that ‘there might be variations in the 

potential robustness of different kinds of assemblages’ (p.264). 

The authors thus suggest that ‘there is value in considering in 

more depth various ways in which such assemblages may form 

and be held together’ (p.264).  

 

Correspondingly, Gond et al (2017) explore assemblage 

robustness by suggesting that they are continually ‘challenged 

through tests of worth derived from one of the specific worlds 

they combine’ (Gond et al, 2017). This thesis represents a deep 

dive into this phenomenon. Thus analysis has explored, not 

only how internal tests of worth, within a specific world can 

destabilise an assemblage of which it is part, but also how 

‘worlds of worth’ external to the assemblage interact with it in 

the form of peripheral assemblages, to both reinforce its 

stability, and to tear it apart. Unpacking this phenomenon, 
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analysis has focused on the integrity of the CRI’s assemblage 

being made up of bonds of relative strength and weakness. It 

has been suggested that the weaker bonds are more susceptible 

to fractures, brought about by actors extracting aspects of the 

assemblage in the construction of peripheral assemblages with 

external forms of worth. This finding sheds light on a particular 

dynamic of assemblage robustness hitherto underexplored.  

 

A second, somewhat lesser contribution made by this thesis to 

French pragmatist sociology, EW specifically, and management 

studies more broadly, is its exploration of the role of 

inspirational worth. Inspirational worth is not something 

overly explored in management practice, which for the most 

part is dominated by discourses channelling industrial, 

domestic and fame worth to the greater benefit of market 

worth. Scholars have previously attributed market dominance 

to the hegemonic neo-liberal ideology prevalent in most 

western societies (Nyberg et al, 2017).  Thus, empirical work 

exploring EW has until now addressed the emphasis placed on; 

civic, domestic and industrial worth (Jagd, 2011), market worth 

as a form of hegemony (Nyberg et al, 2017); green worth as a 

separate order to inspirational (Lafaye & Thévenot, 2017); and 

industrial and green worth, as competing justifications 

(Beamish & Biggart, 2017), with inspirational worth often 
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highlighted as being largely missing from empirical data (Jagd, 

2011, p.348). Where inspirational worth has been explored it 

has often been framed as a form of conflict to an opposing 

order of worth (Reinecke et al, 2017; Boivin & Roch, 2006; 

Mesny & Mailhot, 2007). This thesis has brought to light the 

potential compromise arrangement for inspirational worth, as 

well as the conflicts.  This contribution has been most notable 

in chapter six, where inspirational worth is shown to 

compromise in peripheral assemblages with first civic worth, in 

the form of ‘transformational change’ for the common good, 

and second with domestic worth, in the form of the ‘passion 

of the family business’. Chapter seven and eight in turn, have 

further developed the assemblage between civic and 

inspirational worth, as a form of challenge to the stability of the 

central assemblage, of which inspirational worth is not a part.  

 

Thus, analysis here has built on previous analysis of the 

potential for inspirational worth to conflict with existing 

assemblages (ibid), whilst also highlighting its role in forming 

compromises with other forms of worth, in the form of 

peripheral assemblages, which challenge the legitimacy of an 

assemblage of which it is not part.  
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Principally these contributions are to the economies of worth 

literature. However, they have been achieved only through 

bringing together EW with additional theory: materiality, risk 

and boundary objects, to explain how peripheral assemblages 

have been formed. Therefore, the core contribution of this 

thesis is to the EW literature, but through cross-fertilisation of 

this with other theories. As such, attention now turns to the 

contributions made in drawing these theories together. 

 

9.5.2.2: Contributions in cross-fertilisation of theories 

In establishing the above contribution this thesis has brought 

together a number of theoretical concepts including: 

economies of worth, materiality (in the form of material 

importance), risk, and boundary objects.  

 

Figure 9.1 details the manner in which these concepts have 

been linked together to explain the empirical data in this case 

and the theorisation of peripheral assemblages in particular: 
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The process of bringing these concepts together has 

contributed to furthering theoretical knowledge of EW 

assemblages as discussed above. Focus now hones in on how 

insights from one concept have been able to shine new light 

and further our understanding of another.   

 

9.5.2.2a: Risk and materiality: 

Materiality in this context draws from the accounting notion of 

materiality as ‘material importance’ (Zhou & Lamberton, 2011; 

Eccles & Krzus, 2014; Brennan & Gray, 2005), and as such 

makes a contribution to contemporary management literature 

in its own right, as discussed further in section 9.5.2.2c, which 

follows. The thesis explores how material importance is 

conceptualised differently, depending of an actor’s approach to 

risk. Here the author has operationalised Douglas and 

Wildavsky (1982) social constructions of risk and Beck’s (1992) 

Risk Society, to explain the different approaches to material 

importance observed in this case. It is suggested that actors 

constructing risk, in line with Douglas and Wildavsky’s (1982) 

social construction paradigm, do so from the perspective of the 

firm, and the externalities which represent threats to their 

bottom line. It is noted that this process is particularly 

prevalent in use of materiality assessments, which seek to 
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identify those issues of particular importance to the operations 

of the organisation, both in terms of what will impact the firm, 

and in terms of how the firm is best placed to have impact; yet 

without questioning the inherent external risks of the existence 

of the operation itself.  

 

Conversely, it is suggested that actors taking a more ecological 

approach to risk, reflect more the paradigm of Beck’s risk 

society, in which actors are reflexive to the ‘hazards brought 

about by modernization itself’ (p.21), and thus are reflexive of 

the very existence of their operations. The thesis shows how 

this framing of risk has led to an approach to materiality which 

engages the notion of transformational change; as a response 

to the social and environmental, and thus firm ‘risks’, 

associated with the very operations of the firm. This theorising 

contributes to the philosophical literature on risk, by 

empirically showing how both social constructions of risk 

(Douglas and Wildavsky’s, 1982) and reflexive agency (Beck, 

1992), relate to each other in practice.   

 

The way in which these differing conceptualisations of risk 

have been mobilised in this case, is as viewed through the lens 

of materiality as a boundary object. The boundary object 

represents a useful device to explore how these different 
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ontologies of risk have come together in mutual cooperation 

for a time, whilst maintaining their differing paradigms, 

through the malleability of the boundary object (Annisette & 

Richardson, 2011, p.235), then how they have ultimately forced 

each other apart. 

 

9.5.2.2b: Economies of Worth, risk, materiality and boundary objects: 

Notably, the thesis has brought the STS theory of the boundary 

object to bear on the exploration of an EW assemblage 

(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006; Mailhot & Langley, 2017). The 

application of material importance as a boundary object has 

shed light on the relative stability of the CRI as an assemblage 

of worth in two respects. Firstly, it has explained how actors 

cross boundaries in their weighting of orders of worth within a 

central assemblage. In applying the boundary object literature 

in this case, the central assemblage of worth is presented as 

being formed of two clusters fame-domestic and civic-

industrial, with strong bonds within each cluster and weaker 

bonds between them. It is argued in chapter six that all are 

necessary for the legitimation of the CRI. However, when 

framing what is deemed to be materially important, actors tend 

towards emphasising one cluster over the other; framing 

materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm of the firm in 

the case of those emphasising domestic-fame; and framing 
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materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm of a broader 

stakeholder group in the case of those emphasising civic-

industrial. By exploring materiality as a boundary object, 

analysis here has explored how actors have crossed boundaries 

between these two framings and thus between the weak 

clusters outlined in figure 9.1. A second contribution made in 

applying the boundary object literature in this case is in 

exploring how despite some boundary spanning, further 

polarisation of actor’s conceptions of worth between these two 

clusters has occurred, through the continued malleability of 

materiality as a boundary object. This, coupled with the 

conceptualisation of peripheral assemblages has explained how 

the central assemblage of worth on which the CRI is based has 

been torn apart and (de)legitimation has occurred. 

 

In drawing together these extant theories to explain the data in 

this case, this research has sought to advance scholarly 

understanding of assemblages within the EW framework. 

However, in so doing additional contributions have been made 

to the supplementary theories used. The following section 

draws out these theories.  
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9.5.2.2c: Contributions to materiality 

In recent years there has been growing number of organisation 

and management scholar’s engaging with materiality as a 

concept alluding to the ‘stuffness’ of things. Such scholars have 

addressed this in term of physical materiality, with research 

focused on the physical being of technologies (Leonardi, 2013), 

as well as the role of physical objects in societal spaces (Olsen, 

2013). Some scholars have pushed this notion further to 

explore policies, processes and measurement infrastructure as 

processes of materialisation, through which non-physical 

concepts as embodied in form of tangible infrastructure (Gond 

& Nyberg, 2017).  

 

Whilst this work is making extremely important contributions 

to the management and organisation field, chapter two 

highlighted that there is a risk that management academics may 

become distanced from alternative conceptualisations of 

‘materiality’ in practice, particularly in the field of CSR and 

sustainability. Through the abductive method applied in this 

study, the researcher has identified a different 

conceptualisation of ‘materiality’ in the discourse of 

practitioners and personnel at BiTC. This conceptualisation 

reflected more the approach to materiality applied in 

accounting (Zhou & Lamberton, 2011, p.6) and utilised by a 
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handful of others in the CSR field, which focuses on the idea 

of ‘material importance’, more than the more popular 

conception of materiality as ‘stuffness’. Thus, this thesis 

contributes to management and organisation studies of 

materiality, by re-asserting the multiplicity of meanings of 

‘materiality’, so as re-draw the scholarly interpretations of the 

term with its use in practice. 

 

9.5.2.2d: Contributions to boundary objects 

The thesis has made three broad contributions to the boundary 

objects literature, legitimacy literature and to the cross-

disciplinary study of boundary objects and composite 

assemblages. To the field of boundary objects, where it has 

been suggested much more could be done to explore some of 

the criticisms and proposed limitations of boundary objects 

further (Turnhout, 2009). Most notably, to the author’s 

knowledge, little research has explored micro dynamics of 

boundary objects in action, with most work focusing on 

exploring the dynamics of boundary objects on a macro level. 

This thesis has addressed this gap by exploring how a single 

BO can lead to movement across boundaries for some actors 

and not for others. This feeds into theorising regarding the 

temporal stability of the BO over time. In exploring movement 

between boundaries, chapter eight theorises that it is possible 
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for a BO to be effective up to a point. However, analysis here 

has shown that the various movements across boundaries for 

some, and the stagnation to one side of the boundary for 

others, leads to increased polarisation across boundaries, based 

on divergent values. Building on Turnhout’s (2009) reflection 

of the need for shared values for boundary objects to be 

successful, the thesis shows that as a result of this increased 

divergence of values over time, ultimately the BO ceases to be 

effective in maintaining coordination.  

 

9.5.2.2e: Contributions to legitimacy 

Collectively the contributions outlined above have implications 

for research exploring the legitimation of ratings in the main. 

Building on Durand and McGuire’s (2005) recognition of the 

co-constituted legitimacy of such practices, and Hill’s (2004) 

reference to the paradox of ratings legitimacy, this thesis has 

taken a deep dive into the relationships between the ‘orders of 

worth’ governing this paradox. The research has drawn on 

Taupin’s (2012) suggestion that the legitimacy of ratings are 

grounded in “actors’ inability to resolve a debate involving 

several orders of mobility’ (p.529), to demonstrate that 

demands placed on the rating by users are framed based on 

different weightings of orders of worth (as highlighted in 

chapter six). Addressing the legitimacy paradox outlined, yet 
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dismissed by Hill (2004), as controlled by the weight of 

reputational worth inherent to the rating; the thesis has 

unpacked the complexity of the relationships between orders 

of worth in maintaining the rating’s legitimacy over time. Thus, 

the thesis contributes to research on the legitimacy of ratings, 

by showing that, rather than reputational worth dominating the 

legitimacy of this rating; actors have drawn on a range of 

interconnected assemblages of orders of worth in an ongoing 

and ever-changing process of legitimation.  

 

In terms of the broader research on legitimacy, by applying the 

EW framework to the study of processes of legitimation in this 

case, the research has brought to bear the role of actor’s agency, 

as operating within a wider institutional infrastructure that is 

‘the broad apparatus which creates the new rules which reframe 

what companies need to do to sustain their legitimacy and be 

accepted social actors’ (Waddock, 2008, p.87); a dynamic which 

has been criticised as being overlooked in the mainstream 

legitimacy literature espoused by Suchman (1995), which 

presents legitimation processes as socially constructed by 

collective institutional norms, values and beliefs (Gond & Leca, 

2012, p.15). By addressing the role of agency in this process, as 

operating within the institutional frame; this thesis has 
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uncovered more of the nuance of processes of legitimation 

within the institutional sphere of CSR measurement. 

 

Ultimately, the thesis contributes to scholarly theorising of the 

legitimation of ratings, by unpacking the apparent paradox of 

ratings legitimacy as; grounded in ‘several orders of morality’ 

(Taupin, 2012), which are subject to both institutional norms 

and individual agency; yet necessitating reflexivity to the 

polarised demands placed on the rating by actors drawing on 

divergent weightings of these orders of worth (Turnhout, 

2009).  

 

Finally, it is suggested that when brought together in 

collaboration around a boundary object, the assemblage 

legitimating the rating across groups becomes ever more 

polarised over time.  

 

9.5.2.3. Theoretical contributions to context: 

In addition to the core theoretical contribution made to EW 

literature, this thesis has also sought to make both theoretical 

and practical contributions to the case study context of ratings 

and indices. The following sections outline these contributions. 
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9.5.2.3a: Indices and ratings 

In addition and in line with the contributions to EW literature 

outlined in the previous sections, this thesis has also sought to 

advance knowledge in the contextual field of ratings and 

indices. 

 

On an empirical level, the thesis has joined a handful of 

management scholars who have identified the collectively of 

indices, benchmarks, principles, calculative tools, reports and 

other CSR management entities as forming an institutional 

infrastructure of CSR (Waddock, 2008; Bondy et al 2012; Gond 

& Nyberg, 2017), that is ‘the broad apparatus which creates the 

new rules which reframe what companies need to do to sustain 

their legitimacy and be accepted social actors’ (Waddock, 2008. 

p.87).  

 

Although the existing research in this space has identified the 

connection between these schemes, little work has explored 

how these entities, and their normative foundations overlap in 

the perceptions of their users. This thesis goes some way 

towards addressing this gap, by exploring the manner in which 

the CRI is constructed, simultaneously as a standard; an 

accreditation and a benchmark; and the different notions of 

worth this reflects. The thesis subsequently unpacked the 
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different notions of value drawn upon in constructing the CRI 

in multiple, interconnected ways, and the consequences of this 

phenomenon for participation in the CRI measurement 

process.   

 

9.5.2.3b. The relationship between symbolic and substantive participation 

In addition to its analysis of the overlap between various CSR 

management schemes, previously explored as separate 

constructs, the second contribution of this thesis to the CSR 

measurement literature has been in exploring the 

interconnectedness of substantive and symbolic CSR 

participation. Previous research has outlined a difference in 

how organisations engage in CSR management, segregating 

substantive and symbolic engagement (Shabana & Ravlin, 

2016; Schons & Steinmeier, 2016). However, this research has 

called for further work to undertake a ‘more explicit 

examination of the influence of the suggested relationships 

between context, processes, and characteristics of actors’ 

(Shabana & Ravlin, 2016, p.320). Chapter seven has attempted 

to respond to this call, by exploring substantive and symbolic 

engagement in the CRI. Where previous research has explored 

the complexities of why firms may engage in substantive or 

symbolic behaviour in a given context, this thesis has taken a 

more encompassing approach, suggesting that given the bonds 
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between orders of worth in processes of legitimation of the 

CRI, there is resulting connectivity between substantive and 

symbolic engagement. Thus, this chapter contributes to 

literature in this area by highlighting the apparent 

interconnectedness of substantive and symbolic engagement in 

the CRI, in the legitimation of the index as a benchmark, both 

by way of reciprocal facilitation; i.e. substantive engagement 

enabling symbolic and vice versa, and in conflictual 

destabilisation, whereby, cases of overtly symbolic engagement 

may undermine the perceived value of substantive engagement 

and vice versa. This contribution focuses on the 

interconnected relationship between substantive and symbolic 

practice in a CRI index. However, it also holds relevance for 

literature exploring ratings and indices in the main, as it shines 

a light on the delicate balance in ratings legitimation, between 

participation in ratings for fame-domestic (symbolic) value, 

which serves to draw participants in, and the premise on which 

the rating or index is based; that is driving improvement in a 

given area of practice. 

 

9.5.3: Practical contributions 

 

Although the CRI is well established, having run since 2002, 

BiTC have found themselves facing a challenge to the tool’s 
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inherent market worth, due to the wealth of comparable CSR 

measurement artefacts now operating in the field. This 

challenge has been compounded by reduced participation rates, 

largely brought about by participant critique grounded on the 

peripheral assemblages detailed in this work.  

 

The thesis has shown that the legitimacy of the CRI is 

grounded in the stability of the central assemblage of worth: 

that is participant’s being able to glean domestic, fame, civic 

and industrial value form taking part.  However, analysis here 

has also shown that this assemblage has become increasingly 

unstable, and additional forms of worth have served to both 

reinforce and undermine its stability over time.  

 

However, in its theory of peripheral assemblages, this thesis 

highlights that critique of the CRI’s legitimacy has not been 

uniform, with different actors framing critique according to 

emphasis on either market-domestic-fame or civic-industrial-

inspirational peripheral assemblages. These critiques are shown 

to have brought about a polarisation in demands regarding how 

the CRI should evolve, and what it should measure to retain its 

legitimacy.  
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Yet the thesis has also highlighted that the legitimacy of ratings 

and indices rests on a balance between these demands; as 

shown in chapter seven, where symbolic value (fame-domestic) 

and substantive value (civic-industrial) are interconnected and 

in some ways mutually reinforcing.  Therefore, BiTC are faced 

with a complex task of transforming the CRI to reassert its 

legitimacy in the field. 

 

In its analysis of the peripheral assemblages of worth at play in 

destabilising the CRI, this research has highlighted notions of 

value which must be addressed if such a transformation is to 

be successful. Most critically, BiTC must address demands 

centred on inspirational worth, in the form of ‘transformational 

change’, if it is to re-engage high scoring companies who frame 

materiality as risk and opportunity in the realm of society and 

the environment, in the measurement process. To an extent 

this project has demonstrated ‘catalytic authenticity’ (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985) in this regard, as the interim reports compiled 

for BiTC as a result of this research have directly fed into the 

design of a new measurement offer set to replace the CRI: The 

Responsible Business Tracker. This new offer is closely aligned 

with the sustainable development goals: a UN developed 

framework which sets stretch goals for achieving sustainable 

development (UN, 2018). In constructing the tracker around 
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these principles rather than around rigidly set metrics, and in 

encouraging flexible participation in accordance with an 

organisation’s own ambitions for transformational change in 

these areas via ‘bespoke journeys’ (BiTC report: Responsible 

Business Tracker, 2018), BiTC have opened up their 

measurement offer to inspirational engagement, as there is now 

space for participants to report on more transformational 

practices, hitherto unmeasured by the CRI. Consequently, a 

core contribution of this thesis has been to the practical 

development of the Responsible Business Tracker in place of 

the CRI.  

 

In addition there is some element of transferability of these 

findings to other ratings and metrics in the main, as the 

recognition of the tension between inspirational worth and the 

central assemblage of worth, which this current CRI supports, 

highlights the need for space to be created for participants to 

go further than that which is prescribed by the rigidity of 

traditional metrics if the practice is to retain its legitimacy over 

time.  
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Having highlighted the main contributions made by this thesis, 

analysis moves on to discuss limitation and avenues for future 

research. 

 

9.4: Areas for future research 

 

The author has identified four research areas which could 

further the contributions of this project. 

 

Firstly, this research is based in a specific case study context. 

Whilst this is appropriate for the qualitative unpacking of 

nuanced assemblages of worth, and the research makes no 

claims regarding generalisation; it would be interesting to build 

a broader body of research which explores the complexities of 

the notion of inter-connected assemblages presented here in 

different empirical settings. 

 

Secondly, this research has highlighted the temporal 

limitations, of ‘materiality’ as a boundary object in this case, due 

to the increased polarisation between weightings of worth, 

brought about by the continued malleability in how ‘materiality’ 

has been framed. During analysis of ‘materiality’ as a boundary 

object, it was noted that boundary crossing occurred for some 

actors, whilst others remained static to their preconceived 
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constructions, grounded by their original structures of worth. 

Further research could explore why some actors readjust their 

weighted value assemblages and cross boundaries, whilst 

others do not. 

 

Third, based on Durand and McGuire’s (2005) theorisation of 

the co-constitution of legitimacy of ratings, future research 

could explore the effect of ratings de-legitimation on the 

perceived legitimacy of those organisations who had previously 

been included. Scholars may choose to explore participant 

organisation’s subsequent responses, ascertaining whether or 

not a new source of legitimation is found through the use of 

another form of measurement; or whether a large body of 

organisations take the path of Ext23’s company, and cease all 

participation and inclusion in such measures across the board.  

 

Most critically, further research should explore the role of 

‘inspirational worth’ in bringing about transformational change 

to business practice, and new methods of measuring such 

change. With the CRI delegitimised by some, based on a lack 

of inspirational worth, it is important for scholars and 

practitioners to evolve measurement practice to encompass 

inspirational worth, and re-engage these organisations, so as to 

ensure their business practices continue to be monitored in a 
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meaningful way. If organisations cease all participation in such 

measures, transparency of business practice is significantly 

diminished and there is a risk that organisations speak of 

‘transformational change’ without any substantive action.  

 

As such, both theory and practice would greatly benefit from 

further research exploring how tools and schemes, like the 

CRI, could evolve to encompass inspirational worth, and 

transparently guide substantive ‘transformational change’ for 

those who seek it. 
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11. Appendix 

 

The following appendices include documents given in support 

of the research endeavour  

 

Appendix A:  
Business in the Community (BITC) - an organisational 

summary 
 

Business in the Community (BITC) is a ‘business led charity’ in 

England and Wales: charity no. 297716. The organisation 

offers a range of services to its members, which aim at 

promoting responsible business practice.  Initially set up in the 

UK as one of the Prince’s Charities (a group of not for profit 

organisations of which the Prince of Wales is president); BITC 

now operates on a number of levels, from local to national and 

international; now under the umbrella of ‘The Prince’s 

Responsible Business Network’. The main focus of this 

research is BITC’s national operations.  

 

Membership to BiTC is available to all organisations, of varying 

size, location and experience of responsible business practice 

engagement. In order to facilitate inclusion across the board, 

costs of membership are calculated in accordance with the size 

of the organisation’s turnover, ranging from £5,000 to 
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£75,000+. Depending of an organisation’s chosen 

contributions, members are classified as ‘members’, ‘leading 

members’ or ‘premier member’; reflecting a scale of increased 

access to services and resources. Current examples of members 

of BiTC include: organisations from construction, energy and 

water, manufacturing, high education, finance and banking, 

public administration, hospitality, transport and 

communication160.  

 

The services offered by BITC to their members include: awards 

and recognition, benchmarking, advisory services, networks 

and leadership, research and resources and training 

programmes. The CR index makes up just one part of these 

activities and is classified under benchmarking by BITC (BITC, 

2013).  At the time of submission of this thesis, the index had 

run 14 cycles, beginning in 2002.  Over this time, it has evolved 

in line with internal and external demands, which make up a 

large part of the focus of this study.   

 

Although it is not mandatory for all members, historically the 

index has targeted larger companies with a turnover of 250m, 

assets of 125m and 1,500 employees or more. Funding of the 

                                                           
160 For a full list of current BiTC members see: 
https://www.bitc.org.uk/print/join-us/member-organisations  

https://www.bitc.org.uk/print/join-us/member-organisations
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index used to be maintained through the membership fees paid 

by the wider body of BITC member organisations. However, 

in 2014, the validated version of the CRI transitioned to a 

funding model based on participation fees, calculated in 

addition to membership fees, placing responsibility for 

financing the CRI squarely at the door of those taking part. 

 

Index results follow a benchmarking design, with various levels 

of attainment. These attainment levels have changed over time, 

having included both a traffic light system, a precious metal 

system (e.g. Bronze, silver, gold, platinum, platinum+), and a 

star system.  Each year, in order to establish their position in 

the benchmark, organisations part-take in an extensive online 

survey, which examines the organisations policies and practices 

across a range of environment and social issues161. BITC staff 

then use the evidence provided in these surveys to benchmark 

the companies under a specific attainment level. As of 2015 

attainment levels were as follows: 5*-99%, 41/2*-98%, 

4*/96%, 31/2*-93%, 3*-89%, 21/2*-84%, 2*-78%, 11/2*-

71%, 1*- 63%, ½*-54%. Each year the results are published 

online, and previously results have also been placed in a partner 

newspaper, at one point the Financial Times. 

                                                           
161 A blank version of the CRI survey is too extensive to include in this thesis. 
However, it is available by request to the author. 
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Alongside the public benchmark is a private benchmark which 

allows companies new to the index to undergo assessment 

without open publication.  This process is coupled with 

feedback and guidance, which is designed to help the company 

improve their result ready for possible participation in the 

public index the following year. In 2014, a flexible modular 

version of the index was released, which allowed organisations 

to dip into specific sections of the CRI and test their practices 

at no extra cost to membership, by generating an automated 

score. However, this option does not include BiTC validation 

of results162.  

 

 

  

                                                           
162 Information about BITC and the CR index is based on company 
observations and publicly available information at: www.bitc.org.uk (2017). 
 

http://www.bitc.org.uk/
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Appendix B:  

Example interview reference guides 

 

The following appendix illustrates the general structure of 

interviews in this research. However, due to the range of actors 

interviewed, the reference guide was altered for different 

actors. The reference guides provided here demonstrate some 

of this difference, although other variations were also used. 

The guides provided here represent later stage guides which 

had been informed by findings of previous data collection and 

theorizing. It is also important to reiterate that these do not 

represent strict interview schedules, and each interview was 

intentionally left flexible to the interviewee’s own impulsive 

and strategic discourses163.  

 

Interview reference guide – CRI team internal – current 

staff (Intro to research / anonymity / ethics) 

 

- Background 

o Career history   

o Role with index (Strategic role / day to day 

role) 

o Positioning within BITC? Board/senior 

manager/manager/administrative etc. 

- Views on index purpose 

- Index value (what do you think of by value?) 

                                                           
163 For theorising regarding the interview method used see chapter 3. 
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o Who / how? (examples) 

- Value of the index for BiTC 

o Past / present / change? 

o Relationship with other areas of BITC 

- Value of the index for participants  

o Why do you think companies take part? 

o Do reasons differ? (examples) Why? 

- Change (examples) 

o Original criteria – who decided what should 

be measured? How? 

o How changes are made – what/who informs 

change to the index? Examples? (walk me 

through the process of making a change) 

o Key areas of change? Link to value? 

o Strategy and integration changes 2012+/ 

purpose/effect on value 

o Personnel change – directorship (priorities 

and agendas) 

- Legitimacy and Integrity  

o Multiple Logics 

o Consultation with stakeholders (examples) 

o Benefits over other CR tools? 

o Aligning social value and firm value 

o Goal to achieve full participation of all 

members – how might this impact on value 

- Technical  

o Algorithms for calculating scores / weighting 

of questions 

o Score system 

o Quantitative scoring and Qualitative answers 

/ tailored service – (do these two dynamics 

reflect different ideas of value and how is 

this reconciled?) 



582 
 

o Changing scores following complaints from 

companies – have there been any knock on 

effects from this? Have these companies 

now come forward with the necessary 

evidence? 

 

Interview reference guide – CRI team – past staff 

(Intro to research / anonymity / ethics) 
 

- Background 

o Career history   

o Role with index (Strategic role / day to day 

role)  

o Time period 

- Views on index purpose 

- Index value  

o Who / how? (examples) 

- Internal value of the index 

o Past / present / change? 

o Relationship with other areas of BITC 

(examples) 

o Politics 

- External value  

o Why do you think companies take part? 

(examples) 

o Do reasons differ? (examples) Why? 

o Influence 

- Change (examples) 

o Original criteria – who decided what should 

be measured? How? 

o Process of making a change (who/how) 

o Key areas of change? Link to value? 
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o FT – effect on value (business/society etc.) 

o Strategy and integration changes 2012+/ 

purpose/effect on value 

o Personnel change – directorship (priorities 

and agendas) 

- Legitimacy and Integrity  

o Multiple Logics (social value and firm value) 

o Consultation with stakeholders (examples) 

o Benefits over other CR tools? 

- Technical  

o Quantitative scoring and Qualitative answers 

/ tailored service – (do these two dynamics 

reflect different ideas of value and how is 

this reconciled?)  Score system 

- Future  

o How do you think the index should have 

changed? Why? 

o Personal view of the index? 

o Future for the index? 

o Other contacts 

 

Interview reference guide – other areas of BiTC - current 

(Intro to research / anonymity / ethics) 
 

- Background 

o Career history   

o Role with index (Strategic role / day to day 

role) 

- Index purpose 

- Index value - Who / how? (examples) 

- Internal value of the index 

o Past / present / change? 
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o Relationship with other areas of BITC 

(indices) 

- External value  

o Why do you think companies take part? 

(Different for different indices?) 

o Do reasons differ? (examples) Why? 

- Change (examples) 

o Original criteria – who decided what should 

be measured? How? 

o Your role in change (walk me through the 

process of making a change) 

o Key areas of change? Link to value? 

o Personnel change – directorship (priorities 

and agendas) 

- Legitimacy and Integrity  

o Multiple Logics (social value and firm value) 

o Consultation with stakeholders (examples) 

o Benefits over other CR tools? 

- Technical  

o Algorithms for scoring / weighting of 

questions 

o Score system 

o Quantitative scoring and Qualitative answers 

– conflict? 

- Future  

o How do you think the index should have 

changed? Why? 

o Personal view of the index? 

o Future for the index? 

o Other contacts 
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Interview reference guide – external (CR practitioner’s in 

membership companies) 

(Intro to research / anonymity / ethics) 
 

- Background 

o Career history   

o Involvement with BiTC 

- Experience with the CRI 

- Purpose 

o What is it? 

- Reasons for participation/non-participation 

- Value of the CRI  

o What, to who and how 

o Why do you think companies take part?  

o Do reasons differ? (examples) Why? 

o Value to the company 

o Value to you as an individual 

o Valuation differences within company 

o Valuation change 

- Values of the company and CRI compatibility 

- Legitimacy and Integrity  

o Multiple Logics (social value and firm value) 

o Consultation with stakeholders (examples) 

o Benefits over other CR tools? 

- Engagement in change 

- Future  

o Do/How do you think the index should 

have changed? Why? 

o Personal view of the index? 

o Future for the index? 

o Other contacts 
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Appendix C:  

Interview details 

 

Table C.1. Interviews conducted with CSR professionals in 

BiTC membership companies: 
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*Organisation type/sector has been omitted from this table as the 

critical mass of organisations in some sectors in membership at BiTC 

is not large enough for anonymity to be guaranteed. Interviewee role 

has also been omitted as variations in organisational titles would 

threaten anonymity being maintained. However, as a general rule 

external interviewees undertook a role akin to CSR/sustainability 

practitioners within their respective organisations. 
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Table C.2: interviews conducted with personnel within BiTC: 

 

*Organisation type/sector has been omitted from this table as all 

interviews were with staff at (or previously at) BiTC. Interviewee role 

has also been omitted as organisational titles would threaten 

anonymity being maintained. 
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Appendix D: 

Example coding 

 

The following tables are a snapshot of the analytical processes 

employed in this research and are developed in line with the 

phases of research discussed in chapter 3 section 3.8 (table D.1 

representing phase 1, and table D.2 phase 2 and 3). The breath 

of data explored was too numerous to include in full, therefore 

the data detailed below represents a segment of that work. 

Table D.1 below draw on foundational data which was 

explored during the first phase pf analysis. As detailed below, 

the central contribution of this phase was the theoretical 

transition in assessing value, through networks, legitimacy and 

finally highlighting the CRI’s legitimacy to stakeholders as 

central to changes in the tool. This set the bases for further 

research which focused on perceived value of those 

stakeholders deemed to be of most interest from this stage: 

CRI participants and intra BiTC personnel. Thus, as this is 

primarily a building block in the theorisation process, rather 

than an ultimate theorisation in itself, this data does not feature 

directly in the text in significant detail. Conversely, table D.2 

illustrates the final theorisation processes outlined in this thesis 

from the application of first institutional logics and finally EW. 

As this is central to the thesis contributions, aspects of this do 
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directly feature in the text. However, again given the breath of 

data explored, the data in table D.2 represents just a snapshot 

included for the purpose of illustration.  

 

Table D.1 below brings together the phases of research 

discussed in chapter 3, section 3.8 and the abductive 

theorisation stages outlined in figure 3.5. 
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Table D.1: Change and motivations for change: A selection of analysis from phase 1 of the analytical process 

(analysis of archival data and preliminary internal interviews and observations)* 

Year Description of change to the content of the CRI Observatory 
codes 

Step 1 coding 
(Networks) 

Step 2 coding 
(Legitimacy) 

2003 Introduction of materiality assessment in response to 
participant concerns 

Participant 
coordination 

BiTC -Participants Legitimacy to 
participants 

2004  Little to no change    

2005 Worked closely with EIRIS to align environmental 
data requirements 

External 
measure 
coordination 

BiTC – 
Responsible 
investment charity 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 

2006 Language differentiation:  currently there a different 
names for the same business processes throughout 
the survey e.g. use of “processes” (do we mean 
policies and processes or just processes alone?)  
“review” (also use “evaluate”) and “monitor” (also 
use “mechanism to collect data/information” and 
“collect data”) and “inform management” (also use 
“centrally report”) and so on; e.g. within marketplace 
section compare stewardship, supply chain and 
lobbying. 

Streamlining for 
consistency 

Participant – BiTC 
and Intra BiTC 
networks 
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2007 Marketplace: Qs aligned with BITC marketplace 
responsibility principles 

Internal 
campaigns 
coordination 

Intra BiTC 
networks 

Intra BiTC 
legitimacy 

  Marketplace: Separate Qs introduced on business-to-
business or consumer-facing companies, on product 
/service impact 

Participant 
differentiation 

BiTC - 
participants  

Legitimacy to 
participants 

  Marketplace: Qs on ‘environmental and social 
supplier programme’ replaced with Qs that combine 
social, environmental and economic criteria based on 
where suppliers operate 

Integration of 
economic, 
environmental 
and social 
criteria 

 Collective 
legitimacy 
(environmental, 
social and 
corporate)  

Climate change: revised and aligned with GHG 
protocol and new Q on renewable energy 

External 
objectives 
alignment 

BiTC – GHG 
protocols 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 

  Occupational Health and Safety: renamed Safety, 
Health and Wellbeing includes new Qs on health and 
wellbeing issues 

New area of 
focus: wellbeing 

 Societal 
legitimacy 

  Two new workplace impacts introduced: ‘employee 
development’ and ‘migrant workers’ 

New area of 
focus: employee 
development 
and migrant 
workers 

 Societal 
legitimacy 

  Community investment: renamed ‘community 
investment – benefits and impacts and includes Q on 
business and community benefits and impact. 

Integration of 
economic, 
environmental 

 Collective 
legitimacy 
(environmental, 
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and social 
criteria 

social and 
corporate) 

2008 Training and Development: New set of questions on 
the quality of training and the identification of future 
training needs. 

Future targets as 
well as past 
measures 

 Temporal 
legitimacy 

 
Community: Evidence - asking for description of key 
community projects in place now and those likely to 
be in place in the future. 

Future targets as 
well as past 
measures 

 Temporal 
legitimacy 

  Environment: Q on targets now includes renewable 
energy 

New area of 
focus: 
Renewable 
energy 

 Environmental 
legitimacy 

  Marketplace: Q.32a&b now includes a Q on 
encouraging suppliers to disclose their carbon 
footprint publicly. 

Supplier 
networks 

BiTC – participant 
– suppliers – 
public 

Environmental 
legitimacy 

  Workplace: new sub-Q ‘corporate commitment and 
engagement’ whether companies report on pay 
gender gaps 

New area of 
focus: gender 
and pay gaps 

 Societal 
legitimacy 

  Workplace: Key issues – asking companies whether 
they have developed a business case to address issues. 

Business case  Economic 
legitimacy 

Climate change: non-scored Q on public disclosure 
_carbon disclosure project 

External 
measure 
coordination 

BiTC – carbon 
disclosure project 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 
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  Climate change: Scope of information Q aliened to 
the GHG Protocol – companies tick all that apply 

External 
measure 
coordination 

BiTC – GHG 
protocol 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 

  Diversity: Impact area renamed to ‘equality, diversity 
and inclusion’ 

New area of 
focus: 
Equality and 
inclusion 

 Societal 
legitimacy 

2009 Stakeholder engagement (Q24): made more 
challenging examines the nature of each company’s 
relationship with its stakeholders. Need to 
demonstrate active stakeholder engagement beyond 
simple communication of information and involves 
dialogue and feedback loop from targeted 
stakeholders into organisational decision making 
processes. 

New area of 
focus: 
Stakeholder 
engagement 

 Multi-actor 
legitimacy 

 
Environment (Q24): additional target area covering 
transport and travel complementing new self-selected 
environmental impact area on commuting 

New area of 
focus: 
Transport and 
travel 

 Environmental 
legitimacy 

  Marketplace (Q30): new sub-Q on customers ‘has 
your company sought to encourage positive customer 
behaviour change on social and environmental 
issues?’ to align better with supplier relations Qs 

New area of 
focus: 
Customer 
behaviour 

 Societal 
legitimacy 

  Marketplace (Q31): Supply chain management. 
Asking for info on standard contract payment days – 

New area of 
focus: 

 Societal 
legitimacy 
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as supplier volatility is a key issue for many 
companies in the current economic climate. 

Supplier 
volatility 

  Marketplace: To increase alignment of the 
marketplace management section and other 
management sections now including a Q that 
identifies whether social and environmental supply 
chain performance is taken into account alongside 
financial performance when appraising/awarding 
bonuses to purchasing/supply chain staff. 

Integration of 
economic, 
environmental 
and social 
criteria 

 Collective 
legitimacy 
(environmental, 
social and 
corporate) 

  Commuting travel self-selected impact area: now 
aligns the national business travel network from Dept 
of Transport 

External agency 
coordination 

BiTC – Dept. of 
transport 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 

  Employee health, safety and wellbeing: asking for 
measurement of employee engagement, now the 
focus of the performance improvement Q.  In line 
with other work at BITC on employee engagement 
‘emotional resilience toolkit’. 

Internal 
coordination 

Intra BiTC 
networks 

Intra BiTC 
legitimacy 

  Employee development and corporate commitment: 
have companies identified current and future risk 
shortages, are development plans in place to address 
these and if signed up to a skills pledge…as 
companies previously identified talent as a major 
issue for them in previous yrs.  

Participant 
coordination 

BiTC - 
Participants 

Legitimacy to 
participants 

  Equality, diversity and inclusion: reviewed scoring, no 
longer score the measuring and monitoring of sexual 

Participant 
coordination 

BiTC - 
participants 

Legitimacy to 
participants 
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orientation, religion and belief, ethnicity and race, or 
migrant workers. As previous company feedback of 
difficulty monitoring when there is internationally 
conflicting legislation  

  Measuring and Monitoring: now asking if companies 
monitor why staff leave in exit interviews. To 
complement cycle of employee experience 

Internal 
coordination 

Intra BiTC 
networks 

Intra BiTC 
legitimacy 

  Community investment/measurement of inputs: Part 
A of Q changed in line with London benchmarking 
Group reporting changes to distinguish between 
employees engaged in community activities in 
company time and employees who are supported to 
undertake community activities in their own time. 

External agency 
coordination 

BiTC – London 
Benchmarking 
Group 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 

  Community investment/measurement of inputs: Part 
B. New section how companies set their budget for 
community investment. To further challenge 
companies and reinforce the message that effective 
community investment should be managed as any 
other business function. 

Integration of 
economic, 
environmental 
and social 
criteria 

 Collective 
legitimacy 
(environmental, 
social and 
corporate) 

2010  Revision year – no changes    

 2011 Environment: Q on ‘water consumption’ target 
added 

New area of 
focus: 
Water 
consumption 

 Environmental 
legitimacy 
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  Marketplace: Q over ‘influence over rules’ has been 
moved to integration. About how companies are 
systematic and transparent about lobbying and how 
activities align with corporate values and business 
principles/seen as a better fit 

Corporate values  Collective 
legitimacy 
(environmental, 
social and 
corporate) 

  Health, safety and wellbeing: renamed ‘Corporate 
wellness and engagement’. Q set structure aligned 
with other social impact areas. Changed to ‘reflect 
business issues’ 

Participant 
coordination 

BiTC – 
participants 

Legitimacy to 
participants 

2012 Environment: updated ‘target’ Q to allow more 
flexibility in which material targets they can report on 
CC/Waste remain mandatory but companies can 
choose the third target based on key issues in Q24 

Materiality – 
Participant 
coordination 

BiTC – 
participants 

Legitimacy to 
participants 

  Overarching: Language update to align with BITC’s 
workwell reporting guidelines (health and wellbeing 
now wellness and engagement) 

Internal 
coordination 

Intra BiTC 
networks 

Intra BiTC 
legitimacy 

  Disclosure: by selecting box re putting company 
feedback in public domain, companies will now be 
giving permission to BITC to put this on its website. 
To encourage wider transparency on company 
performance. 

Public 
coordination 

BiTC – 
participants – 
public 

Societal 
legitimacy 

2013 Company details: updated business sector list to 
reflect ICB sector classification 

External agency 
coordination 

BiTC – industry 
classification 
benchmark 

Reinforced 
legitimacy 
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New set of Qs to test for long term strategy and 
sustainability of companies (optional Qs only scored 
at platinum level) 

Future targets as 
well as past 
measures 

 Temporal 
legitimacy 

 
Corporate wellness and engagement: changed Qs to 
better reflect BITC’s workwell model. Renamed to 
employee wellness and engagement 

Internal 
coordination 

Intra BiTC 
networks 

Intra BiTC 
legitimacy 

 
* KEY 

  Observations which could not be explained by the 
theory currently applied. 

**This analytical process led research-theorisation through the application of networks into legitimacy as the central 

theory of what the data was a case of. The core theorisation to come out of this process was the identification 

of legitimacy to stakeholders as a central element grounding changes to the CRI. This process is illustrated by 

the first and second dotted black boxes in figure 3.6. This theorisation led to the next research phase centred on semi-

structured interviews with a selection of actors representative of those groups most frequently identified as warranting 

CRI legitimation in the first phase of analysis (intra BiTC legitimacy and legitimacy to participants). Table D.2 details 

this phase and the theoretical advancement in explaining perceived value through institutional logics to EW. 
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Table D.2: Key stakeholder’s perceived value of the CRI: A selection of analysis from phase 2 in the research 
process (see section 3.8) (analysis of formal interviews with BiTC and participants) and subsequent coding 
through ILs to EW 
 

Semi structured interviews concerned with 
value: indicative quotations 

Observatory code Institutional logics 
code 

Economies of Worth 
code 

‘so the purpose of the index was basically to improve the 
way in which companies set up, develop, manage and 
implement their CR strategies and sustainability strategies 
by providing companies with a tool to measure, manage 
and implement, and report, very important to report on 
their sustainability and CR strategy’. (Int7) 

Measurement Rationalization, 
bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state) 

Industrial worth 

Management bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state) 

industrial-civic worth 

Implementation Community, loyalty to 
members (family) 

industrial-civic worth 

Reporting tool symbolic construction 
of reality (religion) 

fame-domestic worth 

‘it’s always said it has a dual purpose as a management 
tool and as a public benchmark’ (Int11) 

Dual purpose bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), 
extension of popular 
control (democracy) 

industrial-civic, fame-
domestic worth 

‘It was a campaign to get companies to measure what they 
did on CSR, on the kind of old hackneyed phase of “what 

Measurement 
campaign  

bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), **** 

industrial-civic 
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gets measured gets managed”. So if we can get them to 
measure it, they’ll start managing it So it was definitely a 
campaign….So it was a campaign to professionalise CSR., 
it was a recognition scheme for companies that wanted to be 
able to put something in the reception or in those days 
appear on a listing in the newspaper saying we’re in the top 
100 quartile band or however we organised it .(Int1) 

Recognition tool symbolic construction 
of reality (religion) 

fame-domestic 

‘for me the purpose is to use it as a management tool in 
order for companies to see where they are good in and where 
there is weakness in the area and compare it to leading 
practise, so with each other and other companies to improve 
in those areas of weakness, but also to celebrate the areas 
that they are doing well in. (Int13) 

Management tool, 
comparative tool, 
improvement tool, 
recognition tool 

bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), 
Commodification 
(Capitalism), symbolic 
construction of reality 
(religion) 

industrial-civic, fame-
domestic 

‘The main reason that I would advocate companies using it 
is to challenge themselves as a management tool and help 
them understand what are their kind of key drivers or 
motivators or as a gap analysis, like what is it they could 
do to be a more responsible business…Some companies use 
it as a kind of performance indicator externally and that is 
great and that is obviously one of the reasons that we have 
the index is to be able to communicate externally the success 
of those companies.’ (Int21) 

Management tool, 
improvement tool 

bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), 
Community, loyalty to 
members (family) 

industrial-civic,  

recognition tool, 
reputational tool 

symbolic construction 
of reality (religion) 

fame-domestic 
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‘And so we used to have it very much on, find out what the 
business has done and they were able to shout about it, in 
those days it was gold, silver and platinum etc. and they 
could shout about it a little bit. What I like about what we 
do now is its actually about business improvement part, it’s 
about having a management framework from responsible 
business and having a check and balance on the work you 
are doing, could you be doing or should you be doing and 
also it allows them to find out what everyone else is doing.’ 
(Int22) 

Reputational tool, 
recognition tool 

symbolic construction 
of reality (religion) 

fame-domestic 

improvement tool, 
comparison tool 

Community, loyalty to 
members (family), 
Commodification 
(Capitalism) 

industrial-civic-market 

‘It should help our members identify where they are strong, 
where there are gaps and if they identify a gap make a plan 
to improve that specific area. I have seen from the Business 
at work, and have done the CR Index that as well, it’s a 
very important part, the recognition they get from it’ (Int18)  

Improvement tool, 
recognition tool, 
reputational tool. 

Bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), 
Community, loyalty to 
members (family), 
Commodification 
(Capitalism) 

Industrial-civic, fame-
domestic 

It’s a professional discipline that ought to be applied to 
public good and changing people’s lives.’ (Int1) 

Management tool, 
Improvement tool 

Bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), 
Community, loyalty to 
members (family) 

Industrial-civic 

‘They’ve [company y]…actually admitted they use it mainly 
for PR reasons’ (Int14)   

Reputational tool, 
recognition tool 

symbolic construction 
of reality (religion) 

Fame-domestic 

‘’it has a reputation, [the CRI] has developed in a way in 
which it’s associated, the CR Index, to BITC’ (Int7) 

Reputational tool  Fame-domestic 
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There’s still a recognition element of it, we still give 
companies a star rating and I’m not entirely against that, I 
just don’t think it’s … I think it skews the use of what I 
think it is now … [it] should be a management tool.’ Int1 

Recognition tool,  symbolic construction 
of reality (religion) 

Fame-domestic,  

Management tool Bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state) 

industrial-civic 

‘for other companies it’s all about being ahead of their 
competitor.’ (Int11) 

Competitive tool Commodification, 
accumulation 
(capitalism) 

Market 

‘I know that a lot of our competitors are also part of BiTC 
but the ultimate thing was that some of our clients were 
asking for it so we had to investigate further.’ (Ext 36) 

Market tool Commodification, 
accumulation 
(capitalism) 

Market 

‘We had put in a major bid to a long term partnership 
contract with MNC x and it was a huge contract worth 
several billion over several years and one of the biggest areas 
they had in terms of their questionnaire for the contract was 
on CR as a tender process….I had to run around and try 
and find this stuff, find it on the intranet, find it from the 
businesses and it was quite clear that we were absolutely 
brilliant at what we did but we couldn't articulate it or 
report on it because we didn't know what we were 
doing…from the centre we had no idea how we were 
performing so that is why I went over to BiTC and looked 
at their CR Index’. (Ext 19). 

Market tool Commodification, 
accumulation 
(capitalism) 

Market 

‘I think it’s more a management tool, I think it’s more 
useful when companies use it as a management tool, 
meaning using it to gather information from all over the 

Management tool, 
competitive tool, 
improvement tool,  

Bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state), 
Commodification, 

Industrial-civic-market-
domestic-fame 
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company or the business, seeing how all parts of the business 
compare to each other and compare to the bulk of 
participants. And then using that data to then improve year 
on year. So I think that’s when they get the most of it. So 
it helps them to do internal stakeholder engagement, it helps 
them to get a view of what is going on in the whole of the 
business. And then it also helps them with that, it’s just 
looking at where are we doing particularly well, where are 
we not doing so well and then where is the gap and what 
can we do to improve that? I think the fact that it’s a 
benchmark is always good because it helps with … like the 
little bit of competition always helps, like people want to be 
seen to be better than their peers or their competitors’ 
(Int12) 

accumulation 
(capitalism), 
Community, loyalty to 
members (family), 
Symbolic construction 
of reality (religion), 

‘There are those that want to be associated with BiTC, with 
scoring of the CR Index and use that for their public profile 
and brand enhancement sort of thing.’ (Int8) 

Reputational tool, 
recognition tool 

Symbolic construction 
of reality (religion), 
**** 

Fame-domestic 

‘there's a PR value that we get from it externally, an 
opportunity to promote ourselves to our customers to say that 
it's not just us saying that we’re good at this stuff actually, 
we can evidence that we’re good at it because we perform well 
at the benchmarking’ (Ext39) 

Reputational tool, 
recognition tool, 
competitive tool 

Symbolic construction 
of reality (religion), 
Commodification, 
accumulation 
(capitalism) 

Fame-domestic 

‘The campaigns know it best, like you can speak to them 
about issues, they’re really passionate about it. But there’s 
always going to be … shaping any of the questions is always 

Campaigning tool,   Inspirational worth 
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the challenge between the campaign and the wish to change 
and the activism and advocacy and the actual like what’s 
practical to actually ask a company to actually be able to 
implement or have in place.... I would say probably we 
would water-down some of it and then I would say maybe a 
bit more from the exec’. (Int14) 

Implementation 
tool 

Bureaucratic 
hierarchies (state) 

Industrial 

 
* KEY 

 Theoretical tension as regards the operationalisation of plural logics 

 Theoretical gap**** 

 Theoretically awkward fit 

 
**At the first stage of coding, where perceived value in the tool is described in such a way that multiple values are seen 
to be connected, codes have been grouped together. Where values are discussed in isolation, separate sections of 
coding have been created. This in turn fed into theoretical coding alongside Friedland and Alford’s (1991) institutional 
logics and in turn, highlighted one of the core tensions found in applying this theory to the data in this case: the 
presence of multiple ‘logics’ working together within perceptions of value (plurality of values) and the corresponding 
lack of plurality afforded within the institutional logics approach. Thus, column 4 (EW coding) is applied, illustrating 
the normalcy of pluralistic values making this a more apt theory for drawing out this central aspect of the data.  
 
***The application of religious/scientific logic of the symbolic construction of reality was eventually deemed to be 
problematic in many of the cases applied here (as highlighted here by the green shading). In further reading of the 
logics associated with the institution of religion, these logics, principally the symbolic construction of reality, were 
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found to be less aligned with the concern for reputation and recognition found in the data than were the world of fame 
and domestic worth in EW.  
 
****blue shading is used to illustrate instances where the data revealed more than the institutional logics pertained, but 
where a further institutional logic which explained the missing context was not found to be apparent in extant 
theoretical literature explored. 

 


