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1 I�TRODUCTIO� 

Many companies operate all around the world in countries and cultures with very differ-

ent rules and expectations. This has created ethical dilemmas and companies now aim to 

act consistently everywhere they operate. This can only be done through implementing 

the same ethical guidelines to all employees, regardless of their culture and background, 

and this suggests a need to fit the communication to the needs of the audience. 

1.1 Background of the study 

Globalisation has brought countries, companies and people closer together, resulting in 

an increasing need to understand and consider the needs and thoughts of other, possibly 

very different, people. Globalisation has also made ethical issues more visible and pro-

nounced, as the interests of different actors around the world clash, and the information 

regarding those clashes has a fast and long reach. From a corporate perspective, a com-

pany’s actions in a distant part of the world can have a major effect on its reputation in 

its home country and other markets (Min-Dong 2008, 69). Thus public pressure from 

consumers, investors, unions, and activist groups has led to more and more multi-

national companies (MNCs) voluntary adopting some ethical guidelines (Lobel 2006, 

57). 

Several concepts have been developed to manage different ethical issues in the busi-

ness environment, such as corporate governance, corporate citizenship, corporate re-

sponsibility, sustainable development, stakeholder approach and triple bottom line 

(Fisher & Lovell 2009; Rohweder 2004). In some form they all take into consideration 

the relationship between corporations and the surrounding society and the responsibili-

ties towards different stakeholders. The European Commission uses the term Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR), where “companies integrate social and environmental 

concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a 

voluntary basis" (EC: Enterprise and Industry). In this study the previous definition is 

used, but with the term corporate responsibility (CR), in order not to overemphasise 

social responsibility. 

Even though CR is not without its faults, it seems to have established a steady posi-

tion in the corporate world, as a comparison of the 250 largest corporations of the world 

on the Fortune-list shows, that the percentage of companies reporting on sustainability 

issues has grown steadily from 39 % in 1999 to 69 % in 2005 (Kolk 2010, 369). To 

guide the companies' CR strategy there are sets of principles drawn together by inter-

national organisations such as the United Nations, OECD, European Union, Inter-

national Chamber of Commerce and the World Business Council for Sustainable De-
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velopment, but in addition to committing to these public guidelines companies often 

publish their own set of codes (Fisher & Lovell 2009; Rohweder 2004). Committing to 

these guidelines on a global level implies the companies will act accordingly no matter 

where they operate, but signing a document doesn’t guarantee compliance. Unfortu-

nately, voluntary codes suffer from ineffective implementation and from lack of moni-

toring and incentives (Lobel 2006, 57). It truly seems, that the effective implementation 

and actual management of corporate responsibility is often more difficult than develop-

ing general strategies for sustainability (Epstein 2008, 19). 

Mentioned also in the European Commission’s definition of CSR, stakeholders are 

increasingly important factors to consider in business operations and in the management 

of corporate responsibility. Freeman (1984, 1) defined stakeholders as “a wide range of 

groups who can affect or are affected by the corporation”. One major stakeholder group 

are employees, who ultimately have the main burden of implementing the corporate 

guidelines in the daily activities of the company (Collier & Esteban 2007, 19–20). 

Without a doubt, commitment of the whole personnel is extremely important for 

turning a company's CR principles into action. This will also be seen by external stake-

holders. Employees are often underestimated as a communication channel, even though 

they are critically important in enhancing a company's reputation. They are often the 

main contact to other stakeholders, and they are seen as a more credible information 

source than any official communication. (Dawkins 2004, 116.) Employees are important 

“brand ambassadors”, ensuring the credibility and coherence of the corporate identity 

(Cornelissen 2008, 86). Freeman also describes employees as a “channel through which 

the manager reaches out to the external stakeholder” (Freeman 1984, 218). This means 

employees are an important means to communicate responsibility to outsiders. 

However, employees shouldn't be seen as mere communicators, they are also pro-

ducers and users of knowledge (Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 2010, 300). Employees are im-

portant agents in the process towards sustainability, “creating meaning in action” (Rok 

2009, 464). Corporate responsibility is also important for recruiting and retaining tal-

ented employees. There are clear indications of the importance of perceived corporate 

social performance for possible new employees (Backhaus, Stone & Heiner 2002) and 

that CR can increase employee motivation (Dawkins 2004, 118). 

However, Madsen and Ulhøi (2001, 59) found that many employees have limited 

knowledge of the content of their company's sustainability policies. To increase this 

knowledge, the employees can be reached through internal communication, still a fairly 

new and understudied concept (Welch & Jackson 2007). In this study internal commu-

nication is seen widely, using the definition by Kalla (2005, 304), who describes it as 

“all formal and informal communication taking place internally at all levels of an or-

ganisation.” Thus, this includes for example official corporate-wide messages, training 

and managerial communication. 
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Getting thousands of employees with different backgrounds and beliefs to understand 

and support the same set of principles and guidelines can be challenging. In an inter-

national setting the problem is even more pronounced, as the company operates over a 

bigger set of cultures with a variety of employee values and interests (Watson & 

Weaver 2003, 79). Cross-cultural aspects can hinder the implementation of ethical 

codes (Helin & Sandström 2008). The ethical challenges are different in all the coun-

tries, and the employees might have differing perceptions of ethics and responsible 

business. As Min-Dong (2008, 69) puts it: “Each country has a distinct social structure, 

dominant issues, institutions and interests, shaped by its unique history and cultural tra-

dition.” 

Bird and Smucker (2007, 2–3) believe that universal standards may provide guide-

lines for fair and equitable practices, but they should always be interpreted and applied 

within the local context, including for example the culture, institutions and their inter-

relationships, as well as the history of the area. Acting responsibly requires real recon-

ciliation between home and host country ideals (Carroll 2004, 117). It can be a real 

challenge for the companies to balance between global and local strategies. They need 

the strategy to be consistent throughout the countries they operate in, but at the same 

time they want to adapt practices to local cultures. In the sustainability context, this 

means for example having one worldwide standard but very different local regulations 

and pressures. (Epstein 2008, 67.) 

The issue has been noted in companies as well. In an article about eliminating cor-

ruption within the personnel, a couple of Finnish companies admit the problems. For 

example Kemira has translated its code of conduct to 23 languages, and they have a 

training program of competitive legislation for all nationalities. International reports and 

rankings are used to evaluate and manage the corruption risks in different countries. 

(Holtari 2011, 43.) This would suggest that internal communication and training re-

garding corporate responsibility needs to be adapted to specific needs of different cul-

tural settings, so the employees truly understand and fulfil the principles and practices. 

The process of adapting communication to different countries can be referred to as 

localisation. Localisation in the marketing context has been extensively studied, Schmid 

and Kotulla (2010, 1) count over 300 articles in the last 50 years. Also, there are many 

studies regarding the possible localisation of human resource or management practices 

(e.g. Barbosa & Cabral-Cardosa 2010; Farndale, Paauwe, Morris, Stahl, Stiles, Trevor 

& Wright 2010), as well as adaptations in cross-cultural training (Burba, Petrosko & 

Boyle 2001; Wei-Wen 2009). However, these are not fully applicable to corporate re-

sponsibility issues. 

The actual content of the CR programme can also have local variations, where dif-

ferent aspects of CR are highlighted in different parts of the world, and there are several 

studies regarding this (e.g. Chaudhri 2006; Christmann 2004; Dobers & Halme 2009; 
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Huemer 2010; Jamali 2010; Muller 2006), but they don't directly address the communi-

cational aspect: regardless of the approach or principles proclaimed, these need to be 

clear and consistent to a variety of employees. 

Employees' role in CR has also inspired some studies regarding for example the em-

ployees' needs and preferences in internal communication (Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 

2010), the link between leadership model and employees' values (Rok 2009), and be-

tween employee motivation and corporate environmental performance (Kaur 2011). 

Improving CR-related communications has been studied (Dawkins 2004; Du, Bhatta-

charya & Sen 2010), as well as the role of internal communication in increasing em-

ployee engagement, as can be seen from the overview by Welch (2011, 338–339), yet 

these often lack the international aspect. Internal communication is also mentioned as a 

central part of CR implementation (Maon, Lindgreen & Swaon 2009), but only briefly. 

There seems to be a specific research gap in how companies manage their internal 

communication to implement corporate responsibility in different parts of the world. 

Studies also often focus for example on the national level, on only one aspect of CR 

(e.g. environmental performance) or on the employee perspective. The point of view in 

this study is thus more international and more strategic than perhaps in previous studies. 

The matter is arguably of high importance, as companies are only as responsible as their 

employees, and the potential irresponsibility in one country is reflected in a company's 

reputation in all countries. The need for tailored communications can be further high-

lighted, as the people who decide on the guidelines and the ones who need to act on 

them often work in very different cultural contexts and have varying tasks. 

1.2 The purpose of the study 

The purpose of the research is to study how companies implement corporate responsi-

bility through internal communication on a global scale. The purpose can further be 

divided into the following sub objectives: 

• How is the internal communication on corporate responsibility organised by 

the company internationally? 

• How do companies communicate on responsibility issues with their employ-

ees? 

• What kind of challenges and best practices can be identified in the process? 

This research is positioned in the crossing of theories on corporate responsibility, in-

ternational management and corporate communication (Figure 1). As the study com-

bines such different disciplines, it could easily be linked to other closely related subjects 

as well, such as knowledge management or sharing, employee involvement, organisa-

tional structure, subsidiary and headquarter –relations and stakeholder theory. 
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Figure 1 Theoretical background of the study 

However, as the resources are limited, the focus of the research will remain in the 

main theories chosen, combining different aspects of international management and 

corporate communications, more accurately internal communications and the centrali-

sation and decentralisation of related management, in the context of corporate responsi-

bility. The research is conducted as a qualitative study by interviewing representatives 

of Finnish multinational corporations on their strategies and practices related to the is-

sue. 

In order to provide consistent practical examples, the focus will be on operations in 

Latin America. Even though far from a homogenous group of countries, their mutual 

language base, catholic and indigenous traditions and similar political histories (Puppim 

de Oliveira 2006) could serve as a common ground. From a Finnish standpoint, Latin 

America probably has not received as much attention as other emerging regions such as 

Asia or Africa, with the exception of Brazil. However, many Finnish companies have 

already established relations and continue to invest in the area. In March 2011 the Fin-

nish Minister for Foreign Trade and Development made an export promotion trip to 

Peru, Argentina and Uruguay. In recent years, Latin America’s share of Finland’s for-

eign trade has ranged from two to three per cent, and future prospects are promising. 

(Minister Väyrynen to an --- 2011.) Thus, it is reasonable to believe that Latin America 

will be an important part of Finnish companies' operations. 

The Latin American context is interesting also as a representative of emerging and 

developing economies, which have features that can hinder responsible practices. These 

include for example poor regulatory system, corruption and socio-economic conditions 

at both national and individual levels (Azmat & Samaratunge 2009, 443, 445–447). 

Even though countries such as Brazil, Chile and Mexico have made strong advances in 

corporate responsibility, there is still lot to do (Puppim de Oliveira 2006). Training and 

communication on responsibility issues is likely to be more challenging in these coun-

tries as well. 

It would seem that adaptation of these issues is self-evident, and merely translating 

some documents is not sufficient to get through to employees. On the other hand, it can 

INTERNATIONAL 
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be that corporate responsibility is still mostly an idealistic concept, seen only in some 

external initiatives and on paper, and understanding and accepting the guidelines would 

depend on the employee’s own interest and activity. Context-specific training and in-

formation to employees could be considered relevant only in case of an actual event or a 

concrete challenge that poses a public threat to the company’s legitimacy. It could be 

suspected that responsibility communication is more significant on higher levels of the 

organisation, as the decisions made have bigger impacts. Also, there might be signifi-

cant differences between and within companies, as the implementation of the training 

and communications is probably delegated downwards and thus depends on the efforts 

of the assigned individual. 

The next chapter will focus on the theoretical background, international management 

and internal communication issues. In the third chapter the research design and the cho-

sen methods are presented. In the fourth chapter the results are analysed, and the final 

chapter will give concluding remarks. 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

It has been argued that employees are crucial for CR-strategy in several ways, and that 

in MNCs it can be a real challenge to get the message through consistently to a large 

international personnel. A longstanding question in MNC research is, to what extent 

should subsidiaries adapt to local circumstances and on the other hand stay consistent 

with parent company’s practices (Harzing 2004, 59). 

In this part we will see different factors that contribute to implementing CR globally 

through employees. Among other things, Epstein (2008, 85–95) believes appropriate 

organisational and decision-making structures are crucial for implementing sustainabil-

ity, and he also highlights the need for fluent information flow and the empowerment of 

local staff. Within international management the emphasis will thus be on the division 

of power and decision-making between headquarters and subsidiaries in different coun-

tries. 

The first subchapter presents different models for managing the organisation inter-

nationally and their implications for coordination, whereas the second subchapter deals 

with the corporate responsibility communications between the company and its employ-

ees. In the end these are combined to see how they relate to implementing CR inter-

nationally through employees. 

2.1 International management of corporate responsibility 

Global companies are torn to two directions: the need for efficiency drives towards 

global integration and the need for responsiveness calls for local differentiation. The 

first part will present and compare international management strategies by Bartlett and 

Ghoshal and Heenan and Perlmutter, and then see what kind of implications these local 

and global strategies have also in the context of corporate responsibility. 

Even though the theories are over 20 years old, they are still useful as they can be re-

garded as simplified views of the corporate attitudes towards international management. 

Bartlett and Ghoshal for example are also still widely referenced, and their model is 

possibly the most popular typology of MNCs in both academic and professional circles 

(Harzing 2004, 51; Husted & Allen 2006, 847; Rugman, Verbeke & Yuan 2011, 272). 

Their work has also been previously applied to the corporate responsibility context 

(Barin Cruz & Boehe 2010, Husted & Allen 2006). 
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2.1.1 Organisational strategies 

In 1989 Bartlett and Ghoshal identified three existing strategies to international man-

agement: multinational, global and international. In the multinational strategy the com-

pany has strong local presence and it is sensitive to national differences. Responsibili-

ties are decentralised and control is informal and based on relationships. In global strat-

egy decision-making is centralised and the world is seen as one market. The role of sub-

sidiaries is very limited. In international strategy the focus is on transferring and adapt-

ing knowledge from the headquarters to foreign markets. Headquarters is a strong coor-

dinator and decision making is decentralised but formally controlled. (Bartlett & Gho-

shal 1989, 14–15, 49-52.) 

However, it seems each of these strategies began to fail in a changing world, which 

posed three challenges to MNCs: global standardisation to increase efficiency; local 

adaptation to be responsive; and global learning to increase innovation. So Bartlett and 

Ghoshal created a fourth, at that point still non-existing strategy: the transnational, 

which combined the best of all the above strategies. This is best described as an inte-

grated network, which requires managing complex flows of material and information. 

(Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 16–17, 61–64.) 

In human resource management, the strategies of Bartlett and Ghoshal have been 

linked to the management attitudes of Heenan and Perlmutter (Harzing 2004, 59). 

Heenan and Perlmutter distinguished four different attitudes to managing MNCs with 

regards to the home-country versus host-country relationships: ethnocentrism, poly-

centrism, regiocentrism and geocentrism. This classification describes companies’ re-

cruitment practices, but it can be seen as a more general representation of management 

orientation as well. Ethnocentric companies put home country people in key positions 

globally and have high level of orders and advice to subsidiaries. Polycentric companies 

leave everything to locals as long as their doing well, and they have very little commu-

nication between headquarters and subsidiaries. Regiocentrism sees the world in bigger 

markets and within these areas facilities and managers are serving beyond national bor-

ders. (Heenan & Perlmutter 1979, 17–21.) 

Thus, connecting these three attitudes to the strategies of Bartlett and Ghoshal, the 

ethnocentric and global strategies support centralised decision-making from head-

quarters, while polycentric and multinational strategies rely on local independence. The 

international strategy is not so easily linked to the geocentric attitude, but the inter-

national strategy of Bartlett and Ghoshal has been disregarded in other studies as well 

(Harzing 2004), and Bartlett and Ghoshal have also been criticised for leaving out the 

regional aspect (Rugman et al. 2011, 256), which again is included by Heenan and 

Perlmutter. 
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Within the context of corporate responsibility this could mean that the multinational 

strategy emphasises local autonomy and conformity to local standards, whereas the 

global strategy has a consistent set of policies which are universally implemented 

(Huemer 2010, 266). The multinational strategy can cause fears that MNCs adapting to 

local contexts only wish to take advantage of the lower host country standards in devel-

oping countries (Muller 2006, 189). On the other hand, the global standardised strategy 

can be accused of being a purely western construct imposing responsibilities and rules 

on developing countries (Morse 2008). These are perhaps worst-case scenarios and gen-

eralisations, but still represent the risks involved with these strategies. 

It is not necessarily that simple though, and the last pair, the transnational and the 

geocentric, can be seen as a sort of a compromise between the central and local strate-

gies. The transnational/geocentric model is in many ways seen as ideal and the end re-

sult of a development process. However, few companies can fit any of the attitudes per-

fectly, and in fact many companies have qualities from all of the attitudes, and MNCs 

usually evolve from one attitude to another (Heenan & Perlmutter 1979, 21). To the 

purposes of this study, the transnational/geocentric model is presented as one possessing 

most desirable qualities. 

These transnational/geocentric companies have a worldwide identity, but national in-

terests are an important part, as they combine centralisation and local independence 

flexibly according to the context and the needs of the organisation. The ideal company 

is a worldwide entity where nationality is irrelevant, and resource allocation is opti-

mised globally. It also supports the flow of information to both directions, allowing for 

worldwide learning. (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 16–17, 61–64; Heenan & Perlmutter 

1979, 17–21.) The headquarters could even be seen as international coordinators, whose 

main task is to organise effectively the activities and expertise of the subsidiaries (Rug-

man et al. 2011, 274). 

But the ideal structure might not be so easy to achieve, and it requires a lot of bal-

ancing from the company. Next we will see some challenges and benefits of the differ-

ent sides of this approach in the context of corporate responsibility and communica-

tions. 

2.1.2 Possible implications of central and local strategies 

The transnational/geocentric solution aims to combine the best of standardisation and 

localisation, which both have their up- and downsides, and these aspects have been 

widely studied in the CR context. Corporate communications in general aim at a strong 

unified identity, and thus centralisation is often seen as a prerequisite to ensure consis-

tent communications to all stakeholders (Trapp 2010, 157). Inadequate organisation of 
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communication can lead to sending out conflicting messages, which thus supports 

strong integration and coordination of different communication disciplines (Cornelissen 

2008, 120). However, one could assume that at least when CR practices are locally 

managed the related communications are also in local hands. 

The decision to have either centralised or decentralised structures can depend on fac-

tors such as the organisation's size and its social and environmental impacts (Epstein 

2008, 85–86). According to Yang and Rivers (2009, 157) MNC subsidiaries’ adaptation 

to local CR practices is more extensive, when the institutional distance between the 

home and the host country is long and naturally when the host country has high de-

mands regarding CR. However, the more the different subsidiaries depend on each other 

and the headquarters, the more likely they are to have standardised policies (Christmann 

2004, 755–756). In short, when the subsidiary operates in a fairly evolved and active 

CR environment it is also likely to have localised and independent activities, but when 

the subsidiaries communicate and operate with others in the MNC network, their prac-

tices begin to resemble each other. 

Integrating CR activities to a centralised department may create economies of scale 

and scope, as the standardisation can reduce organising costs by reproducing similar 

projects in different locations (Barin Cruz & Boehe 2010, 246). Centralisation perhaps 

has been the traditional way: at least subsidiaries in the developing countries have been 

the object of CR initiatives, rather than actively shaping the actual contents of CR 

(Gugler & Shi 2009, 7). Global CR strategies can be proactive and efficient, but they 

often lack legitimacy at local levels (Jamali 2010, 183; Muller 2006, 189). This is in 

line with the thoughts of Bartlett and Ghoshal, who say that centralisation can help im-

plement new ideas quickly and efficiently, however, even when local needs are under-

stood, the realisation is often over specified or over compromised, either way the result 

is not satisfying (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 58–59). There is also the danger that central 

controlling reduces the subsidiaries’ initiative to start own projects or adopt voluntary 

policies (Muller 2006, 197). In essence, centralisation can weaken the CR-strategy, as 

initiatives might not have the aspired response and the overall interest in CR issues 

among local employees remains low. Within corporate communications the benefits and 

challenges are similar. Centralisation improves coordination, consistency to stake-

holders and efficiency as research and materials can be shared (Cornelissen 2008, 127). 

The decentralised organisation has advantages such as greater flexibility and in-

creased responsiveness, local knowledge of markets, competitors and customers, and 

the autonomy can even create an environment that supports innovativeness. The chal-

lenges on the other hand include loss of scale economies and duplication of functions. It 

can also lead to inconsistencies between divisions and hinder the information flow be-

tween units. (Epstein 2008, 86.) This kind of lack of communication can possibly lead 

to overlapping activities and “reinventions of the wheel” (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 58–
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59), which is in contrast with the ideal of fluent information change between subsidiar-

ies. 

With localised CR strategies it is also difficult to monitor and control the subsidiaries 

because of physical and cultural distance, and it can make the corporate CR strategy 

fragmented (Jamali 2010, 183, 185). This fragmentation is also referred to as having 

multiple identities, which can either help firms to deal with local demands and stake-

holders or it could result in stakeholder confusion and loss of legitimacy (Huemer 2010, 

265). Many stakeholders also operate and have contacts with the companies both on 

global and local levels, and thus getting mixed signals from the company representa-

tives can create controversy. However, autonomous subsidiaries tend to be more pro-

active with CR as well, and autonomy does not necessarily mean the subsidiary’s CR 

agenda would be in conflict with the overall CR-strategy (Muller 2006, 196). The start-

ing point or the end result of decentralisation doesn’t have to be completely opposite 

views, but slight modifications to a shared vision. 

It also doesn’t have to be only one or the other. The idea of the trans-

national/geocentric strategy is that it manages local and global CR issues on a case-by-

case basis taking into consideration the factors affecting each issue (Husted & Allen 

2006, 848). For sustainability issues, in many cases both central and local staff is 

needed. The personnel at facilities are responsible for operating and monitoring the ac-

tual sustainability activities, whereas the central staff does strategic planning, coordina-

tion and guidance throughout the organisation. (Epstein 2008, 88–89.) Cornelissen 

(2008, 128) also points out communications staff at headquarters needs to take an expert 

role, providing strategic advice and creating useful tools to ensure individual units be-

come a part of the overall communications strategy. 

In fact, Chaudhri (2006) believes CR initiatives in reality are rarely purely local or 

purely global. Companies can structure their CR programme by mixing global and local 

initiatives and implementation (Table 1). No strategy is necessarily better than the other. 

The decision depends on the needs and resources of the company, and a company could 

utilise all these different frameworks for its projects. 
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Table 1 Combining global and local CR (modified from Chaudhri 2006, 40) 
 

 
Initiative 

 Global Local 

Im
pl
em
en
ta
ti
on
 

G
lo
ba
l 

Consistent standards 
and processes 

Programme exten-
sion or replication 

L
oc
al
 

Glocal / Mixed 
Independent design 
and execution 

The global-global model helps to create a strong global identity, but it might not be 

feasible to think one size would fit all. The global-local or mixed strategy is perhaps the 

most studied, and it reflects the idea of having global norms with local ways of ex-

plaining them. It is flexible, but it can be challenging to ensure compliance and align-

ment. The local-local strategy involves close collaboration with local stakeholders and 

can result in a lack of global CR identity. In the local-global model local prototypes are 

used with minor changes in similar locations, but this requires close communication. 

(Chaudhri 2006, 41–43.) The local-global model is interesting, as it also highlights Bart-

lett and Ghoshal’s idea of information flows inside the company to all directions. 

The information can flow from the MNC network to subsidiaries, but also from indi-

vidual subsidiaries to the MNC network, and subsidiaries can independently create ca-

pabilities that can be then be made available to other units. Sometimes the challenges in 

different countries can be so diverse that it can be difficult to promote worldwide learn-

ing from local experiences. On the other hand, many countries also have similar social 

or environmental problems and thus they can learn from each other. (Barin Cruz & 

Boehe 2010, 243, 247, 251.) For example developing countries often have similar issues 

due to the socio-economic conditions (Azmat & Samaratunge 2009), and so they could 

share ideas and best practices. Studies indicate companies don’t have enough coordinat-

ing structures such as teams and communication guidelines (Cornelissen 2008, 141). 

This kind of sharing can be done through relational mechanisms like internal net-

works, where managers from different countries present their CR projects and best prac-

tices (Barin Cruz & Boehe 2010, 256). With the advancements of information and 

communications technology networking is easier than ever, as it has facilitated MNCs’ 

access to distinct location advantages and improved internal coordination (Rugman et 

al. 2011, 255). Despite the possibilities offered by technology, especially in large com-

panies it is still recommended that colleagues from different disciplines and units have 
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regular internal conferences and meetings (Cornelissen 2008, 139). Communication and 

sharing between subsidiaries can be supported by using a shared global language (Luo 

& Shenkar 2006, 324). It all aims at facilitating communication between distant mem-

bers of the same organisation. 

Placing CR as a function in the organisational structure in general is another ques-

tion. According to Barin Cruz and Boehe (2010, 246) CR should not be an isolated de-

partment of the corporation, detached from operations, but instead it should utilise for 

example cross-functional project teams. Dawkins also finds it important to generate 

cross-functional involvement in managing corporate responsibility. Engaging people 

across the business from human resources to investor relations “can be vital in winning 

space for corporate responsibility messages.” (Dawkins 2004, 118.) 

The organisational structure and the level of subsidiary independence is a big factor 

in how CR strategy is formed and communicated to the employees. However, this de-

scribes mainly the road of the message from one end to the other, but the realisation can 

still vary. The next chapter will focus on different ways of communicating, training and 

involving employees in CR. 

2.2 Internal communication on corporate responsibility 

According to Epstein (2008, 23-24) sustainability needs to be integrated into daily deci-

sion-making, and this can be reached with a clear and well-communicated strategy, sen-

ior management's commitment and appropriate structures and systems throughout the 

organisation. To Epstein, improving sustainability performance begins by communi-

cating the importance of the issue to the employees through internal communication and 

training programs (Epstein 2008, 203). Employees are the ones who enact sustainabil-

ity, and thus the communication needs to begin with them. 

Employee communication needs to be a strategic tool for it to be effective. If manag-

ers fail to integrate communication in everything they do, internal communication is 

only a set of publications for the company news. Instead, strategic and meaningful 

communication needs to both inform and educate employees in the company's strategy 

and to motivate the employees to support that strategy. (Barrett 2002, 220.) So in es-

sence, internal communication needs to both inform and instruct as well as to motivate 

and inspire the employees to truly commit to the company’s vision of CR. 

Effective internal communication must be in line with the corporate strategy, it uses 

all communication channels in the best possible way, the managers are involved and set 

an example and the messages should be tailored to the needs of the specific audiences 

(Barrett 2002, 221-222). Next we will take a more detailed look at some of these factors 

within corporate responsibility. 
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2.2.1 Channels of internal communication 

The ways to communicate to employees are nearly without limits. Even external com-

munications are seen as a way of internal communication, and on the other hand, inter-

nal communication is a part of external communication, as internal messages do not 

always remain internal (Cornelissen 2008, 195). Many messages become both external 

and internal, with or without purpose, and besides, many employees have dual roles, as 

they are also for example shareholders or customers of the company (Welch & Jackson 

2007, 180). Employees are bound to be part of the audience for external communica-

tions. There is also a large number of external communicators of CR such as media, 

customers, monitoring groups and consumer blogs that are not entirely controlled by the 

company, yet still can have a remarkable influence on how the company is perceived as 

they are often considered more credible sources than the company itself when it comes 

to CR issues (Du et al. 2010, 13). However, here we concentrate on the communication 

intended for mainly internal use. 

In general the channels of internal communication can be divided to three: face-to-

face, print and electronic channels (Juholin 1999, 35–36). Some possible channels of 

internal communication related to CR issues are (Epstein 2008, 222; Smith 2005, 74–

82): 

• face-to-face: one-to-one or en-masse 

• print: personnel magazines, corporate newsletters, letters from the CEO or the 

senior sustainability manager, posters or signs (key aspects of sustainability 

strategy) 

• internet driven: emails, intranet (with information on sustainability manage-

ment for easy access by personnel), databases (specific sustainability issues) 

• audiovisual: broadcasts, email discussion groups, conference calls, DVDs, 

screens 

• messages integrated into ongoing corporate communications 

• events, games etc. 

Electronic communication has largely replaced traditional media such as phone-calls, 

memos and brochures, the main channels being the Internet and e-mail (O’Kane, Hargie 

& Tourish 2004, 75–76). Also for training purposes electronic tools are widely used in 

international companies due to their relatively low cost, variety of content and compre-

hensive use (Edmundson 2009, 42). But printed materials have not been completely 

forgotten. They are a good way of ensuring important messages are stressed and elabo-

rated, and they can serve as support for face-to-face activities, expanding and explaining 

particular points (Smith 2005, 77). 

Wright found that at least in the early 1990s the majority of employee communica-

tions was dominated with technical products such as employee newsletters instead of 
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developing actual relationships with employees (Wright 1995, 181), which can be seen 

as more important. Employees prefer to hear information from their immediate super-

visor (Hargie & Tourish 2004, 247). 

Effective employee communication uses all channels, but most importantly it prefers 

direct, face-to-face communication over indirect, print or electronic channels (Barrett 

2002, 221). As early as 1983 it was noted that top management was becoming remote 

from employees and improvements were needed most in face-to-face communication 

(Morgan & Schiemann 1983). Employees truly seem to prefer face-to-face communica-

tion, especially direct contacts with senior managers (Hargie & Tourish 2004, 249), and 

across all sectors private one-to-one discussions are the most valued (Smith 2005, 74). 

However, differing views do exist. Welch and Jackson (2007, 187) note that it is un-

realistic to think that internal communication would principally consist of face-to-face 

communication, especially in bigger companies. This is certainly true when thinking of 

the official communication department and the scale of the company’s worldwide op-

erations, but it just makes the managers’ role in internal communications all the more 

important (Kalla 2005, 309) compared to the messages sent from headquarters. En-

hancing the communication from superiors is a possible way to also increase the amount 

of face-to-face communication and thus increasingly fulfil employee needs. 

Cornelissen also distinguishes between management communication and corporate 

level communication. Management communication between employee and superior is 

often face-to-face and related to specific tasks and activities of the employee and to their 

morale and well-being, whereas corporate level communication uses different formal 

channels and informs all employees across the organisation about corporate decisions 

and developments in a standardised manner. (Cornelissen 2008, 196.) Different infor-

mation needs call for different ways of communicating: information sharing can be ef-

fective through channels which reach all employees quickly, whereas motivational or 

more specific needs call for more personal communication. Usually face-to-face is con-

sidered to be the most expressive and thus used for handling the most important issues, 

whereas indirect channels are more suitable for routine issues (Juholin 1999, 36). 

In a study among Danish workers with tasks or responsibilities related to environ-

mental issues, the main channels for obtaining information about the company's envi-

ronmental initiatives were for example safety representatives, information meetings, 

notice boards, and newsletters. Surprisingly, superiors and co-workers were generally 

not a major source of information. (Madsen & Ulhøi 2001, 59.) This is in slight contrast 

with the recommendations of other studies which emphasise the need for personal con-

tacts. For example Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989, 202-203) highlight the importance of 

relationships and informal channels in corporate communications; personal contacts can 

be far more effective than formal systems. Uusi-Rauva and Nurkka (2010, 307) also 
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found that regular informal meetings are an effective venue for raising discussion and 

spreading information, as opposed to for example e-mails which are easily disregarded. 

The lack of peer and manager communication might be related to that employees 

may not necessarily see communication as an integral part of their own everyday work, 

but merely as a separate duty of the communications function (Kalla 2005, 309). They 

see themselves more as objects than as active producers of communication. Also at least 

in the individualist Finnish culture people are not inclined to make suggestions directly 

to their colleagues in order not to insult or interfere, and there also seems to prevail a 

certain kind of stigma in appearing “greener” than the average (Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 

2010, 310). This is perhaps a limiting factor in that colleagues prefer not to discuss 

these matters when there is a normative aspect involved. For this reason it might be 

helpful to assign specific contact persons for CR issues (Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 2010, 

310) in order to facilitate communication on responsibility among workers. 

Using a mix of channels helps emphasise the importance of the issue (Smith 2005, 

76), but each issues or entity should have only one or two main channels so that the em-

ployee knows where to find the most complete and recent information when needed 

(Juholin 1999, 159). It seems that personal contacts and face-to-face communication are 

more valued than written materials. Especially managerial communication is high-

lighted, and the next chapter will take this a little further to the top management level 

and also looks at the other side of this communication, namely employee involvement 

and feedback. 

2.2.2 Two-way communication 

To ensure sustainability, Epstein calls for the commitment of the top management: 

they should be knowledgeable, support and communicate to the organisation, and this 

will encourage the staff to also act consistently with the strategy (Epstein 2008, 50). The 

attitudes of senior managers represent the strategic intent of the organisation (Garavan 

et al. 2010, 595-596). Without managerial commitment employees might feel they can 

easily ignore ethical issues in their work (Collier & Esteban 2007, 27). If the top man-

agement is indifferent to ethical issues or even acts against the company guidelines, 

employees are likely to disregard them as well. 

The executives’ commitment to ethics shouldn’t be visible only through bureaucratic 

and formal controls, but rather through the influence of their own behaviour on other 

organisation members (Watson & Weaver 2003, 85). The behaviour and public actions 

of the senior management is crucial in shaping an organisation's culture, especially in 

international companies where the leaders' example can be the most noticeable message 

among an abundant flow of information (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 204; Watson & 
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Weaver 2003, 80). Particularly the CEO can exert his influence, as CR messages com-

ing from him draw attention far better than messages from other internal sources (Ligeti 

& Oravecz 2009, 149). The CEO should thus embed CR issues in his communication, 

as it might have the biggest and most receptive audience. 

But including only the top management is not enough. The lower-level manager also 

represents the organisation and is one of the closest and most significant people within 

an individual employee’s work. Therefore the superior can have a remarkable influence 

on the employee’s attitude toward CR. In many cases superiors disregard CR issues 

when compared with short-term and cost-related concerns. (Garavan et al. 2010, 592.) 

Hine and Preuss (2009, 381) have also noted that the managers as “the agents of corpo-

rate bureaucracy” are often forgotten. Their research on UK middle managers suggest 

that CR is seen by managers as a result of external pressures, merely a new manipulat-

ive instrument for commercial purposes, where the means is more important than the 

end (Hine & Preuss 2009, 390–391). It seems that even though complying with the CR-

related requirements at least to a certain extent, they don't actually believe or at least 

don't care if it’s useful in any way. This can be interpreted by the employees as an indi-

cation of the company’s priorities and the attitude of the manager is bound to spread 

among the employees. However, in another study Graafland and van de Ven (2006) 

found that managers had a positive attitude towards corporate responsibility from both 

financial and moral point of views. 

Both top and mid-level management must thus set an example and model the behav-

iour they expect of their employees. They need to take responsibility for communica-

tions across the organisation, as they are in the position to either obstruct or facilitate 

open communication with and between employees. (Barrett 2002, 221.) Leaders need to 

use communication and rewards to guide ethical behaviour and align all formal and in-

formal systems to create an “ethical infrastructure” (Rok 2009, 465). Management 

needs to set goals and priorities, but also help the employees to achieve them by pro-

viding specific training on CR issues (Govindarajulu & Daily 2004, 366). Commitment 

can be shown by allocating time for CR issues, as lack of time and priority in the corpo-

rate agenda can be a real barrier to implementing ideas (Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 2010, 

307). Corporate responsibility remains rhetoric, if it is not prioritised both time and re-

source wise. 

The attitudes of the top management can be seen already in the first phase: defining 

the company’s CR strategy. Individuals in charge of the CR programme can have a re-

markable influence on how the CR guidelines are formed in the organisation and per-

ceived by the employees (Ditlev-Simonsen 2010), usually reflecting the personal values 

of a very small number of managers (Garavan et al. 2010, 596). The fact that not all 

employees are aware of or even agree with the CR actions taken might be due to this 

reality, where initiatives are often started by a limited number of people in the company 



22 

(Ditlev-Simonsen 2010, 455). This has been the traditional way, where CR is imple-

mented from the headquarters and employees are not involved in the development of 

policies (Rok 2009, 463). In some cases CR-decision making can be divided: regardless 

of the official corporate values or CR strategy, in reality it can be separate manifesta-

tions of the personal beliefs of just a few managers (Hemingway & Maclagan 2004, 36). 

Still, whether or not the CR-strategy is defined by the top management or separate man-

agers, it seems it is rarely a representation of the company and its employees as a whole. 

Employees are often just sent one-way messages about decisions made elsewhere in 

the organisation (Ligeti & Oravecz, 2009, 148). Mere top-down command may lead to 

employee frustration as their individual needs for autonomy and creativity are neglected 

(Cornelissen 2008, 194–195). Upward communication has significant organisational 

benefits (Tourish & Hargie 2004, 189–190) and an organisational climate open to bot-

tom-up communication is also appreciated by the employees (Hargie & Tourish 2004, 

248). 

According to a representative of a consulting company, the most important factor in 

CR is that the employees are heard and included in the definition process: “The respon-

sibility or irresponsibility of a company consists of the daily actions of its personnel and 

every employee brings his own values and practices to the company with him” (Mäkelä 

2011, 6). As these personal values are present in any case, they should be included in 

the official values as well. Managers should encourage discussion and collect sugges-

tions in order to facilitate employee initiatives and communication (Uusi-Rauva & 

Nurkka 2010, 310). This kind of employee empowerment is believed to enhance the 

company’s sustainability (Govindarajulu & Daily 2004). Companies should allow em-

ployees among other stakeholders to influence the decision on what CR issues the com-

pany is going to support (Du et al. 2010, 16). 

But listening to employees is not a simple task. The bigger the company, the more 

difficult it is to hear individual voices and it is practically impossible for senior manag-

ers to meet and discuss strategy with all employees (Welch & Jackson 2007, 187). For 

example in some Asian cultures hierarchical rules also prevent employees to speak up 

freely to their superiors (Smith 2005, 112). Organisational structures are also often in-

efficient in facilitating employee involvement, as they put limits on autonomy and deci-

sion-making power (Garavan et al. 2010, 595). However, there are specific channels to 

facilitate bottom-up communication. 

Feedback from employees can be gathered through surveys, focus groups, brain-

storming sessions and one-on-one meetings. Confidential surveys often provide objec-

tive and open feedback, whereas actual meetings can be used to generate new ideas. 

(Kauffman 2010, 47.) Tourish and Hargie (2004, 200) suggest that instead of relying 

only on written or mediated messages from employees, managers should have regular 

and direct contact with all levels of staff and consciously seek out critical feedback. In 
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addition to sharing ideas and suggestions, upward communication also allows employ-

ees to ask questions of senior managers and further information on organisational de-

velopments (Cornelissen 2008, 197). Enabling contact with senior managers as well, 

and letting employees voice their concerns is a way to reassure employees that they are 

heard and the managers are there for them and not an isolated unit. 

However, it is not enough to provide the channels for feedback, it must also be lis-

tened, analysed and lead to appropriate measures when necessary. If nothing is done 

with the feedback, it will eventually discourage the employees to share their thoughts 

(Tourish & Hargie 2004, 200). When employees feel speaking up is unwise or without 

consequence, they remain silent (Cornelissen 2008, 199). Sometimes the problem is not 

necessarily in the amount of upward communication, but in the quality and truthfulness 

of it (Tourish & Hargie 2004, 203). Some managers can even discourage critical feed-

back, as negative comments are feared, thus possibly leading to a distorted image of 

their situation based on only positive feedback (Cornelissen 2008, 200; Tourish & Har-

gie 2004, 190). Employees in fear of getting fired remain silent or only give positive 

feedback which is welcomed and rewarded. 

2.2.3 Content of internal communication 

This part focuses on the level of training and communication: whether the employees 

should receive detailed instructions for what to do, or if they should be educated on the 

upper-level principles and motivated to understand the CR strategy. One example of this 

could be promoting CR through values and codes of conduct. Codes are formal docu-

ments varying from highly specialised compliance programmes to a small number of 

general principles such as the Global Compact, and they often define forbidden behav-

iour. Values on the other hand emphasise positive and desirable qualities in the organ-

isational culture and identity. Many companies have both values and codes to support 

each other. (Collier & Esteban 2007, 21.) It could be generalised, that company values 

motivate employees to aspire for the same goals, whereas codes of conduct in their most 

specific form give instructions on how to act according to the values. Both might be 

needed, even though Watson and Weaver (2003, 89) found that in a global setting for-

mal structures and policies might have a limited influence on corporate ethics across 

cultural regions and more informal approaches are needed. It can be difficult to create 

one formal code suitable to every culture, whereas informal modelling is more easily 

fitted to local needs. 

According to Smith (2005, 83), the most visible and possibly involving way of dem-

onstrating corporate responsibility to employees is by engaging them in community 

work. However, when it comes to linking CR to the actual tasks of the employees, rais-
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ing awareness is not sufficient for sustainability training; instead the training should 

include specific procedures and management issues so the employees can have tools to 

use in an actual situation (Epstein 2008, 203). Uusi-Rauva and Nurkka (2010, 306) 

found that employees prefer simple, practical and concrete messages or instructions, 

especially if their tasks are not directly linked to environmental impacts. The situations 

that require ethical deliberation might seem overwhelming, or some small improve-

ments in the daily activities could feel like too much work, unless given clear instruc-

tions. 

Some issues can be more easily turned into practical and comprehensible guidelines 

than others. Communicating about safety issues is often more easy than communicating 

for example about environmental issues, because the effects of safety violations are 

visible and there are clear guidelines to avoid them (Chinander 2001, 288). With safety 

issues it is easier to show the employees the consequences of their actions and also to 

provide simple instructions. 

However, from the strategic point of view simple instructions are not sufficient for 

integrating sustainability into everything the company does. Even awareness of CR 

policies does not necessarily mean these policies are understood, let alone supported by 

the employees. In fact, employees often have misconceptions concerning the policies 

and are unaware of the company's CR activities. (Garavan, Heraty, Rock & Dalton 

2010, 589.) It seems the communication needs to go on a deeper level, because the way 

to turn a general corporate idea into actions is to get the employee to understand the 

logic behind the idea and accept the importance of the objectives, as well as giving the 

employees a direct role in achieving those objectives (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 176). 

The employee must realise the connection between his actions and the desired result 

(Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 181-182). If the ethics policy is communicated through 

memos and documents that have no direct relevance to the employee’s personal respon-

sibilities and goals, the communication or the ethics policy are not likely to be taken 

seriously (Collier & Esteban 2007, 26). So the responsibility communication should be 

linked to the employee’s actual tasks and possibilities of making a difference. 

In addition to explaining the actual activities, organisations need to relate these ac-

tivities to the opportunities and challenges in the external environment in order to reach 

a better understanding (Welch & Jackson 2007, 190). Employees should understand the 

context and background of the organisation’s CR approach, including the reasons for 

adopting a specific approach and its relevance to the existing organizational objectives 

(Maon et al. 2009, 81). The employees are more motivated when they can see their own 

tasks and responsibilities in the bigger context of the company and the whole society. 

When it comes to corporate responsibility, this bigger context could relate to for exam-

ple the promotion of environmental or social issues or to responding to stakeholder 
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needs and thus improving the company’s reputation. However, different people are mo-

tivated by different things. 

The business-case for CR seems to be the most effective way of motivating employ-

ees. In the study of Uusi-Rauva and Nurkka (2010, 308), the interviewees believed most 

employees to be more interested in cost benefits than environmental benefits. At least in 

the Finnish context, environmental issues are still not a priority to some employees and 

actions are only taken if they don't require too much effort (Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 

2010, 310). In this case CR goals can be linked to the overall performance of the com-

pany to increase employee motivation. However, a growing number of employees are 

ethically motivated, and as Rok (2009, 463) puts it, expect their employers to make a 

positive social and ecological contribution to the society. In some cases moral motives 

may even be the most influential in determining the total CR motivation of each em-

ployee (Aguilera, Rupp, Williams & Ganapathi 2007, 842), and when that is the case,  

highlighting financial advantages of CR might even weaken the natural moral motiva-

tion (Graafland & van de Ven 2006, 121). This could be interpreted so, that if the com-

pany seems too focused on the business case, it might seem insincere and off-putting 

and weaken the overall CR credibility. 

Rohweder (2004, 158) suggests the training should be a combination of both sustain-

ability and business-case arguments, as stakeholders are capable of perceiving and un-

derstanding mixed motives (Du et al. 2010, 10). It seems the most influential motives 

are linked to corporate identity, in particular the role of corporate values, employees’ 

willingness to protect the company’s reputation, and including social issues in the re-

sponsibility communication (Trapp 2010, 164). Here at least the company reputation is 

directly linked to business-case arguments, whereas the two others might appeal to the 

ethical side. 

Whatever the motivation is to act responsibly, employees might not be in line with 

the actions of the company. They might see the organisation’s CR activities to be in-

effective and a waste of resources, or they might simply not agree with the company’s 

responsibility agenda (Garavan et al. 2010, 592). 

The employees’ background and personal beliefs obviously determine what moti-

vates them, and also to how they interpret the messages received. Thus it should be con-

sidered if communications should be adapted according to the needs of specific audi-

ences. 

2.2.4 Tailoring internal communication 

Internal communication can be source of an information overload, and there is a risk 

employees lose interest altogether and become more passive (Ligeti & Oravecz 2009, 
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148). To avoid sending too much information, it is important to analyse employee pref-

erences for the content of the messages to make sure it meets employees’ needs (Welch 

& Jackson 2007, 187–188). However, it is important to remember the information given 

needs to remain consistent, regardless of the adaptation (Barrett 2002, 221). Some be-

lieve the actual standards shouldn’t be universally applied as they are strongly influ-

enced by western values (Gugler & Shi 2009, 11), but this is not the general view. It 

should be possible to make programs relevant for different audiences without compro-

mising the core concepts of the training program; only the way in which the message is 

presented is tailored to the target population (Burba et al. 2001, 269). 

Some believe employees as audience should be differentiated based on for example 

demographics, occupation or structural levels (Smith 2005, 74; Welch & Jackson 2007, 

184). This differentiation would then serve as a base for tailoring the information ac-

cording to the audience, to make sure the message is relevant to each group. For exam-

ple each business unit or division should convert the overall message of the head-

quarters into a more comprehensible message the employees can understand and act 

upon. (Barrett 2002, 221.) 

Training could be more focused to front-line employees and to those who have a di-

rect influence, but it is important that no employee group is neglected (Govindarajulu & 

Daily 2004, 366–367). It is essential that also the operating personnel understands what 

they need to do and why it is so important to the company to act responsibly. Different 

departments and units contribute in different ways, and all ways are important for the 

overall sustainability performance. (Epstein 2008, 92.) The communication needs to 

focus on the issues important to each employee’s tasks. 

Another basis for differentiation could be the culture of the employees. There are 

conflicting interests and objectives even in national contexts, not to mention in compari-

son between different home and host countries. For example attitudes toward work and 

authority and criteria for wage scales can differ widely, payment of publicly recognised 

facilitation fees might not be considered corruption, and gender-neutral employment 

guidelines can be seen as a disregard for women’s special status. (Bird & Smucker 

2007, 2–3.) The importance of particular issues also differs between countries. What 

some consider insignificant and not even as an ethical issue, might for others be a mat-

ter of core values. With this in mind, it is obvious that whatever the internal corporate 

message is, it will be interpreted in very different ways by employees in different cul-

tures and positions unless the message is somehow adapted. 

Employees in different cultures might not disagree with the overall content of the 

message, but with the style and way of introducing it (Helin & Sandström 2008, 289). 

The ethical guidelines might be widely accepted, but the training can seem for example 

patronising or even misleading. 
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When for example an e-learning course is designed in the headquarters, it is embed-

ded with the cultural values and characteristics of the country of origin, and thus creates 

challenges for learners from other cultures. Ideally all employees should be able to 

achieve the same learning outcomes with the same amount of effort, regardless of their 

culture of origin. (Edmundson 2009, 42.) This is not only applicable to electronic train-

ing, but in some sense to all global training and communications. 

The tailoring can begin with small and even obvious things, such as language. Using 

a foreign language in general lowers the employees’ information access and power 

within the organisation (Luo & Shenkar 2006, 323.) Conversely, using the native tongue 

in training allows for the learner to concentrate on the issue instead of merely under-

standing the foreign language. Translations should also be carefully made, so that idi-

oms and cultural references fit the target audience. (Chang 2009.) Translations should 

be done by a native living in the target country (Smith 2005, 111). 

The materials developed in one country contain other hidden differences as well, 

such as learning styles, values, and religious influences. For example in e-learning tools 

these visual and textual differences such as icons, symbols, gestures, colour preferences 

and taboos can be addressed with localisation or modularisation, the use of different 

formats, media or teaching techniques. For example Brazilians prefer relationships, thus 

using an e-learning course without any personal interaction at some level can create 

problems. (Edmundson 2009, 42–43.) On the other hand, in South East Asia face-to-

face communication and getting feedback may be more difficult as traditional hierar-

chies inhibit younger employees from questioning more senior staff (Smith 2005, 112). 

Taking it even further, using local trainers and letting the local organisation create 

their own methods and materials ensures the training corresponds to local needs and 

simultaneously increases local empowerment (Chang 2009). Edmundson refers (2009, 

44) to a similar strategy named “origination”, which means building the local training 

programme from the beginning with the full participation of representatives of the target 

culture. In that case it must be ensured that the local programme is still in line with the 

original message. 

The need and possibility of adapting internal communication also depends on the or-

ganisational structure of the company. The next chapter will draw up the theoretical 

framework built during these two previous chapters, identifying the possible challenges 

and best practices of the process. 
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2.3 Internal communication of corporate responsibility issues in the 

multinational company 

The different aspects of international management and internal communication can now 

be combined to present the possible issues of implementing corporate responsibility 

globally (Figure 2). They are interrelated as the different aspects of communication de-

pend on the decision of to what extent the company has localised decision-making and 

how strongly it coordinates the information flows between subsidiaries. Together these 

will then also help determine and manage the need for tailoring of the communication. 

 

Figure 2 Issues in international management of internal communication related to 

corporate responsibility 

The starting point is the strategy for international management. The level of de-

centralisation helps the company level the efficiency and local responsiveness of its 

functions. Even with highly localised management of CR and communications the 

company can support its consistent image by coordinating information flows and by 

promoting learning from and between subsidiaries. The company can use mixed ap-

proaches as well, combining central and local management according to the needs of the 

issue at hand. 
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The channels for central and local communication are supposedly a bit different. 

Electronic channels help reach the whole organisation quickly and can therefore serve 

central communication better, whereas face-to-face communication is supposedly more 

related to management communication and thus more locally used. Management com-

munication altogether seems important, and especially the commitment of top execu-

tives. Employees should be included in the process of defining the company’s CR strat-

egy and their feedback, both positive and negative, should be solicited. This kind of 

empowerment can be referred to at both subsidiary and individual employee level, as 

localised decision-making is a step towards employee involvement. 

Employees need to be both informed and motivated by communicating of different 

levels of corporate responsibility, providing them with both practical instructions as 

well as more general principles. The company’s corporate responsibility policy needs to 

be linked to the employees own tasks as well as to the company’s overall strategy and 

the external environment. Employees can feel motivated to support corporate responsi-

bility for both moral motives as well as for more instrumental motives, believing corpo-

rate responsibility is beneficial to business. 

As the information needs as well as the motives are very different between employ-

ees around the world, communication should be tailored. The overall message and the 

guiding principles need to remain consistent, yet to make the message understandable to 

different audiences; cultural factors need to be considered. Between the extremes of 

fully standardised and fully decentralised communication a variety of translation and 

localisation aspects are a part of the coordination of communication. 

This framework is then studied in practice from a strategic point of view by inter-

viewing representatives of Finnish multinational companies. In the next chapter the re-

search methods will be explained in detail before moving on to analysing the results. 
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3 RESEARCH DESIG� 

In this chapter the chosen research approach is presented along with the arguments for 

different methodological choices. The data collection methods and the analysis of this 

data are described as well as the phases of this process. In the end, the trustworthiness 

of the study is evaluated. The study is a qualitative case study conducted by inter-

viewing company representatives. 

3.1 Research approach 

Qualitative methods were seen as more suitable for this study. Hirsjärvi, Remes and 

Sajavaara (2004, 125) divide research strategies into three categories: experimental, 

quantitative (survey) and qualitative (field-work or participant observation). However, 

only the two latter are generally presented and compared. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008; Hirsjärvi et al. 2004; Koskinen, Alasuutari & Peltonen 2005). Hirsjärvi et al. 

(2004, 26–127) still wish to emphasise that quantitative and qualitative are not neces-

sarily two opposite or conflicting ways of doing research, but they complete each other. 

This is a descriptive research, as the purpose of the study is to answer the question 

“how companies implement corporate responsibility through internal communication on 

a global scale”. A descriptive study asks how or what kind, whereas an explanatory 

study asks why or what follows (Hirsjärvi & al. 2004, 120). Both ‘how’ and ‘why’ -

questions are typical in case studies (Myers 2009, 73). 

As the companies themselves are not the object of interest but instead serve as a tool 

to understand the issue of internal communication of responsibility issues in global 

companies, this study can be described as an extensive case study, which studies multi-

ple cases to find common characteristics (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 118-120). Case 

studies are used in the early stages of research on a particular topic to discover relevant 

features or factors of the issue. As generally in case studies, this research uses empirical 

evidence from real people in actual organisations. (Myers 2009, 5, 73.) The contribution 

of the study is mainly managerial, as case study research is often practically oriented 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 116). 

The research question here is relatively unstudied, and a deeper knowledge of the 

phenomenon is required. The research hopes to describe the studied process from dif-

ferent points of view. Thus, the study will be realised through qualitative research. Ac-

cording to Eriksson and Kovalainen qualitative research mainly aims to interpret and 

understand the subject. Qualitative research can serve both as a preliminary study for 

quantitative methods and as a deeper investigation to an issue left unclear in a quantita-

tive approach. However, they underline that qualitative research is an adequate method 
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of knowledge production by itself, not only when combined with quantitative methods. 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 5.) Hirsjärvi et al. (2004, 128) further simplify the differ-

ence by saying quantitative deals with numbers and qualitative with meanings. Through 

qualitative research it is possible to see the context where decisions and actions take 

place, and the best way to understand that context is by talking to people (Myers 2009, 

5). 

The findings of this study will be compared to the theoretical framework combined 

of a number of studies on related subjects, but the purpose is not to test any specific 

hypotheses. As the previous research on this particular subject is limited, no grounded 

hypothesis can be made. Instead, qualitative research aims to reveal unexpected things 

by carefully analysing the data (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 155). 

3.2 Data collection and analysis 

For this study interviews were chosen as the appropriate method of data collection. It is 

one of the basic methods in addition to surveys, observation and documents. There is no 

pre-existing or readily available material from companies on this subject, as companies 

don’t publish much of their internal activities and processes and the subject is relatively 

new. The research question could only be answered by getting access to people. Re-

source limitations also affected the method choice. 

In an interview the researcher is in direct interaction with the interviewee, which of-

fers a great deal of flexibility. Interviews have been the main data collection method in 

qualitative research. Interviews are often chosen when the subject is little known or 

when it can be expected that the direct answers need specifications and further argu-

ments from the respondent. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 193–195). Interviews are often the 

only way to study the meanings and interpretations people have of things (Koskinen et 

al. 2005, 106). 

In this study semi-structured theme interviews were used. Interviews can be divided 

into three groups: structured, theme and open interviews. Theme interviews were used, 

as the interviewer could not know beforehand what kind of answers to expect from the 

respondents, and thus could not determine the course of the interview in advance with 

set questions. A theme interview has a limited set of pre-determined themes, but without 

an exact formulation and order of questions. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 197–198.) However, 

in this case the interviewees could familiarise themselves with the themes beforehand in 

order to collect their thoughts. Koskinen et al. (2005, 104–105) use the term “semi 

structured” as a synonym for theme interview. To back up the themes, the researcher 

had prepared more specific sub questions as well to make sure all relevant issues were 

discussed. In the interviews many of these questions were left out, as the issues surfaced 
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naturally, but also new questions arose during the interviews. This form was chosen to 

allow for unexpected and even seemingly unrelated themes to come up in the interview, 

but still to make sure all aspects of the subject were included. As a result, the interviews 

followed their individual paths and differing issues became more relevant than others in 

the interviews, as the respondents spoke of the aspects they found most important or 

they had most knowledge about. 

First in the spring of 2011 two consultants were interviewed to get a more general 

outlook of the situation through experience from several companies and industries. 

They were also able to give some normative opinions. The interviewees were chosen 

through convenience sampling whereby suitable people are found by asking recommen-

dations (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 52). This was done to find the best possible 

knowledge of the particular topic and also to possibly gain access more easily through 

previous contacts. First suggestions were asked from contacts working at The Centre for 

Responsible Business (CeReB) at Turku School of Economics (TSE). 

Later in the fall of 2011 company representatives were interviewed. The companies 

were chosen systematically, but again when choosing the people inside the company, 

suggestions from the interviewed experts were taken into consideration. 

The aim was to interview representatives of Finnish multinational corporations that 

have wide international operations and own offices or plants abroad. The companies 

were chosen from the Kauppalehti list of the 2000 biggest companies in Finland in 2010 

(2000 suurinta yritystä 2010). From this list the ones were chosen, that were head-

quartered in Finland and also had activities in Latin America, so that practical examples 

of that area could be used. Within the biggest 60 companies, 14 companies based in 

Finland clearly inform in their website to have some own activities in Latin America. 

An interview request was sent by e-mail to these companies, and later on another if 

there was no response. The person contacted was either identified through information 

from the corporate website or by the tips from the previous expert interviews. Also 

some persons contacted had forwarded the message to other people they found more 

suitable to give the interview. Of the 14 companies approached only one did not re-

spond in any way and one refused without telling a reason. Two refused because they 

felt their company was not yet in the position to give interviews on the subject. Also 

five of the companies felt they didn't have sufficient Latin American experiences, but 

two of these agreed to the interview anyway. Lack of time as a reason was clearly speci-

fied by only one company, but three other companies supposedly also gave up because 

of time constraints, as a suitable time for an interview with the correct person could not 

be found despite the willingness to participate. In the end five companies were inter-

viewed and included in the study. All the interviews were taped and backed-up with 

notes, and later on transcribed. The list of the interviewees and the length of the inter-

views can be seen the following table. 
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Table 2 Interviews 

Expert Consultant, CR 47 minutes (Skype) 

Expert Consultant, Communications 34 minutes (phone) 

Company A Manager, CR 1 hour 15 minutes (in person) 

Company B Director, CR 32 minutes (in person] 

Company C Manager, Internal communications 50 minutes (in person) 

Company D Director, Environment 
Director, Internal communications 

47 minutes (in person) 
18 minutes (phone) 

Company E Director, Communications 37 minutes (in person) 

The titles of the interviewees are generalised, so that they cannot be recognised be-

cause of a specific word in their title. The rank is denoted with “manager” (lower) or 

“director” (higher) and the area of expertise is simplified, for example titles for respon-

sibility or sustainability are here marked as CR. However, as for example the sizes of 

companies’ CR or communications teams have large variation, neither the actual titles 

nor the simplified titles here are necessarily comparable in rank or tasks. 

The companies in the study wish to remain anonymous, so only a limited amount of 

information on them can be given. All the companies are exchange-listed and operate in 

a business-to-business environment in several countries. When talking about Latin 

America, Brazil is the most common point of reference. Three of the companies employ 

3 000-12 000 people and two employ around 30 000 people. All of the companies oper-

ate in areas where sustainability issues are important, either because of use of natural 

resources or because of the effects of the products and solutions they sell. 

The first interview was the longest, and to the following interviews the themes and 

additional questions were limited and more focused in order to stay inside the 60-minute 

estimate given to interviewees beforehand. In company D, the primary interviewee felt 

she was not able to give accurate answers to all the questions, so later on another person 

was contacted for further information on these specific topics. 

In qualitative research the term saturation is used to define the amount of data gath-

ered. It refers to the point where the data seems sufficient, as the same themes come up 

repeatedly and new data brings no relevant new information. The amount of data doesn't 

need to be pre-determined, but the researcher can continue until saturation has been 

reached. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 171.) In this study two expert interviews and five com-

pany interviews is very close to the saturation point, as several themes were mentioned 

repeatedly. However, some new themes also came up in each interview, which also 

gave ideas for additional questions for the following interviews. More interviews would 

have been conducted if more companies would have agreed to participate. Also, satura-
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tion is a subjective concept and the researcher might never reach it fully, as qualitative 

research often sees every case as unique (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 171). 

Two of the sub objectives were operationalised to interview themes (Table 3). This 

was done through the themes in the theory. The themes were presented to the inter-

viewees with the help of examples and more specific questions. The third sub objective 

was not divided into themes, but posed as an explicit question itself to the interviewees, 

to find out what they identified as their companies’ challenges as best practices. In ad-

dition, comments from the other themes were used in the analysis. 

Table 3 Operationalisation chart 

Research ob-
jective 

Sub objectives Theory Interview themes 

How do com-
panies imple-
ment corporate 
responsibility 
through inter-
nal communi-
cation on a 
global scale? 

How is the commu-
nication on corpo-
rate responsibility 
organised by the 
company inter-
nationally? 
 

2.1. Inter-
national man-
agement strate-
gies 

Organisational structure for 
CR and communication 
Coordination of communi-
cation 
 

How do companies 
communicate on 
responsibility issues 
with their employ-
ees? 

2.2. Internal 
communication 

Channels of communication 
Content of communication 
Two-way communication 
Tailored communication 

What kind of chal-
lenges and best 
practices can be 
identified in the 
process? 

 
(Explicit question 
Previous themes) 

The interview themes were divided according to the sub objectives, but as the themes 

are interrelated, also the responses were somewhat overlapping. Some supporting ques-

tions were prepared, but their use varied between respondents. Each interview also sug-

gested new questions to the upcoming interviews. In qualitative research it can be ex-

pected that the research objective might change as the research progresses (Hirsjärvi et 

al. 2004, 117). In this study the sub objectives were modified slightly after the first ex-

pert interviews, and after all the interviews were conducted the main objective and the 

sub objectives were modified again, also leaving them open for further changes after the 

analysis. The original emphasis of the study was on the cultural localisation of the 

communication, but during the interviews the focus moved towards the structure and 

ways of communication in general. 

In this study the transcribed interviews were analysed through the original operation-

alisation themes led from the theory. In the analysis of the data, the question frame for 

theme interview is a useful tool for coding. The first step of the theme analysis is to find 
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and separate the issues relevant to the research question. Theme analysis can also help 

gather a collection of different answers or results to the questions. (Eskola & Suoranta 

1998, 153, 176, 180.) First each interview was analysed separately and under each 

theme the comments related to that theme were synthesised. Some comments were re-

lated to more than one theme. In the end of this preliminary analysis, each theme in-

cluded the syntheses of related information of each company. 

Conclusions cannot be made directly from observation or material, but only through 

critical consideration and analysis. The interpretation includes clarifying the ideas that 

stand out from the data. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 172, 213.) However, the data and the 

analysis are linked and the analysis phase and the data gathering phase are not com-

pletely separate (Myers 2009, 165). The researcher can organize and combine thoughts 

of the respondents, possibly discovering some links or meanings the respondent himself 

had not realized consciously and wouldn’t be able to express explicitly. In the analysis 

quoting the respondents is not sufficient, but they need to be interpreted and analysed 

(Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 180–181). 

The summaries of each particular theme were then compared to find for example 

repetition, conflicts or interrelatedness, and a final synthesis was formed under each 

theme. These were interpreted and analysed and quotes were provided to support the 

analysis. As the interviews were all held in Finnish, the quotes have been translated into 

English. 

3.3 Limitations and evaluation of the research 

Reliability and validity are common concepts for evaluating research in quantitative 

studies. A study is valid when the results correspond to the original research question, 

and reliable when the results are consistent. These concepts cannot be applied as such to 

qualitative research. (Koskinen et al. 2005, 254–255.) An alternative way of evaluating 

qualitative research is through the criteria of trustworthiness, which focuses on the re-

search process and the researcher himself (Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 211). The trust-

worthiness of a study can be evaluated through four concepts: credibility, transferabil-

ity, dependability and conformability, which have slightly different meanings for differ-

ent authors (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 294; Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 212–213). 

Credibility refers to how the results and claims correspond to the original data 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 294) or if the concepts used in the interpretation are 

similar to those of the respondents (Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 212). As the interviews 

can also be seen as a way of stakeholder communications, it felt that at times the inter-

viewees were keen to give a good impression and thus present their company in a good 

light and talk in a positive tone. In the interview situations several concepts were ex-
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plained and handled thoroughly, so it is likely the researcher and the respondents under-

stood them similarly. On many occasions both the interviewer and the respondents 

asked for clarification on certain words or what was meant with a particular phrase. As 

the interviews were taped, possibly ambiguous comments could be listened and inter-

preted in the original context with the actual intonation and emphasis to make sure they 

were understood correctly. 

In qualitative research the researcher cannot fully separate himself from the subject, 

as his values and pre-existing ideas influence his way of interpreting the data. In a tradi-

tional sense, objectivity cannot be achieved. (Hirsjärvi et al. 2004, 152.) In this study 

the researcher's expectations perhaps had a stronger influence in the forming of the 

original interview questions than in the actual analysis. 

In transferability the similarity to previous studies and to other research contexts is 

assessed (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 294). In this research no particular company 

was studied, and the research subject was defined more generally as “Finnish multi-

nationals”. One of the companies is fairly new, so its processes related to internal sus-

tainability communications were not yet as far developed as the others. Also the per-

sonnel has large variation, between 3 000 and 30 000. Generalisation is not pursued. 

The industry sector affects the sustainability strategy and focus of the company, also 

suggesting greater opportunities or risks in certain areas. Industry-related factors are for 

example high exposure (consumer products), environmental impact (products with high 

use of natural resources) and high regulation (products with safety issues). (Epstein 

2008, 49.) As noted, all of the interviewed companies serve business clients. However, 

due to certain incidents in their industry in recent years, one of the companies seems to 

have received a bit more consumer and media attention related to sustainability issues 

than the others. For most of the companies, sustainability is an important factor in their 

end-products and solutions they offer to customers, even more so than in their own op-

erations, whereas others are also highly dependent on natural resources. The results 

could thus be transferable to the biggest Finnish multinationals in business-to-business 

area with close linkage to sustainability issues. 

Dependability is evaluated through the documenting of the research process (Eriks-

son & Kovalainen 2008, 294). The data used as well as the actual process have been 

documented and explained. The expert interviews were conducted by phone and by 

Skype, which could have affected the situation compared to an actual face-to-face inter-

view. The company interviews were held face-to-face, in meeting rooms of the compa-

nies involved. At times the communication felt rushed and perhaps the respondents 

were trying to keep their answers short and simple. The expert interviews were held 

several months before the company interviews and the company interviews were held 

within a little over a month. In this time no particular change in the external environ-
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ment was detected, that could have affected the companies practices or attitude regard-

ing the studied subject. 

Conformability is about linking findings to the data in an understandable way (Eriks-

son & Kovalainen 2008, 294). Quotes and examples are used extensively to support the 

analysis, so that the reader can follow the path of thoughts. However, it is debatable 

whether or not the respondents were enough to provide accurate information and more 

interviews could have led to slightly different interpretations.  

As the respondents were in different positions in their companies, it can be assumed 

that their point of views are also slightly different and they felt most comfortable talking 

about their own area of expertise, not necessarily seeing the big picture. Again, this can 

be a challenge as well as a benefit. This way it is also possible to discover different 

sides of the same process. Overall the results correspond to the research objectives. 

More emphasis could have been put on the cultural adaptation aspect, but on the other 

hand, knowledge of the national or general perspective is an essential basis for adapta-

tion. All this doesn't necessarily lessen the results of this research, but merely implies 

the need for further research. 
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4 IMPLEME�TI�G CORPORATE RESPO�SIBILITY 

THROUGH I�TER�AL COMMU�ICATIO� 

This part consists of the analysis of the interviews. Both the consultants’ and the com-

panies’ interviews are analysed here, so that comparison can be made throughout the 

analysis. In many issues the statements are alike, but the differences will be highlighted 

in the analysis. The consultants cannot give accurate and detailed information of any 

specific process of a company. They suspect that in practice the processes and practices 

vary greatly depending on the company size, industry and situation. Many of their 

comments are made from a normative point of view, admitting that very few companies 

have the resources or knowledge to bring these ideals to life. On the other hand, the 

company respondents seem to be fairly satisfied with their way of doing things, even 

though constant development in the issue is also a given. In the analysis the consultants’ 

ideal is thus compared to the companies’ reality. 

The results are presented according to the research objectives. In the following 

analysis, “companies” refers to the companies that participated in the study, not compa-

nies in general. The original idea was to focus on examples from Latin America, how-

ever, even before the interviews many companies claimed not to have that many exam-

ples of the region. The focus is thus more general, and cultural examples are provided 

from various countries. 

4.1 Global management and coordination of internal communi-

cation 

The consultants stress that in order for corporate responsibility to be an asset to the 

company, it needs to be a part of the strategy and fully integrated to all activities. The 

companies seem to have understood that as well, as it can be seen at least in their rheto-

ric and in some organisational structures as well. 

“We don’t want to have a separate unit for corporate responsibility, but 

instead truly invest in having the know-how in our businesses, in the field 

and with the people actually doing the work.” (Director, Environment.) 

All the companies state more or less explicitly that corporate responsibility should 

not be a separate department nor should related issues be communicated separately from 

other issues. It needs to be integrated to all activities. However, the consultants suspect 

not many Finnish companies have reached this integration. It is possible the companies 

in this study happen to be among the few forerunners, but it is also possible the compa-

nies are speaking of an ideal or future self. 
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In one company the respondent is the only one assigned solely to corporate responsi-

bility and in two companies there is no particular manager or department for corporate 

responsibility. Also, locally CR and communication tasks are often not the main respon-

sibility of the person, but for example added to the role of HR-manager or similar. This 

supports the integration ideal presented by previous studies (Barin Cruz & Boehe 2010, 

246; Dawkins 2004, 118), even though it must be noted that dedicating a department to 

corporate responsibility does not necessarily mean it is less integrated to other func-

tions. At least in the beginning someone probably has to manage and coordinate the 

process, but everyone should participate. The same idea can be applied to communica-

tion as well, by delegating and integrating it to all activities. 

“Our goal is to have interactive communications instead of all of it com-

ing from one place… in a way that it would be decentralized, that people 

would participate and produce content in other parts as well, not just in 

the headquarters or in the communications department.” (Director, 

Communications.) 

Having people from different countries, functions and departments to contribute to 

corporate communications can come naturally, when the companies are mostly organ-

ised as a matrix, operating in several business areas and several geographical areas. The 

business areas are responsible for a large part of their own communications, and only 

the group-level communications are organised from the headquarters. In a way the busi-

ness areas then have their own headquarters, and within these business areas people are 

situated around the world. 

“Every business area has its own person for communication ---- wher-

ever the management is. Altogether we have very little activities in 

Finland.” (Director, CR.) 

In matrix organisations most of the projects are global and actually very few activi-

ties would be considered purely local. The attitude is very global and lower-level func-

tions are widespread, following the geocentric approach of Heenan and Perlmutter. 

However, only one of the companies explicitly states their group-level CR and commu-

nications teams are global to begin with, as the members are from different continents 

and everything is planned together. 

“In practice the cooperation and mutual learning are automatic. The 

communication is not like --- we would form a message here, and then 

throw it to China or Brazil, where our communications personnel would 

then start thinking of how to translate this to the local people.” (Man-

ager, CR.) 

The message is formed together to the needs of a global audience. This is not to say 

that in other companies the teams would operate somehow detached from their col-

leagues in other countries. All in all, even though group-level teams seem to be domi-
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nated by Finnish personnel, communications are also delegated worldwide. One com-

pany stresses that they don’t use any expatriate workers. Local personnel communicate 

very independently, especially when it comes to the practical, daily matters and issues 

directly related to employees and the local community. 

“Surely we offer tools, but it is obvious that we can’t possibly know what 

the most important themes in our Brazilian factory are this fall, for ex-

ample if they have some safety issues they need to inform the personnel 

about.” (Manager, CR.) 

The respondents agree that local people are the only ones capable of responding to 

local needs, and so they shouldn’t be directed or managed from the headquarters. This is 

stated fairly strictly, as if though trying to avoid the western imperialist image presented 

by Morse (2008). It seems respect for locals is extremely important, but it can also make 

monitoring and controlling difficult (Jamali 2010, 183). 

Only in one company for example product-related communication is checked to 

make sure the concepts and the message is consistent. The same company was also the 

only one who believed there was no remarkable amount of overlapping activities or 

unnecessary repetition of projects or activities. This could be interpreted as a natural 

result of the stronger central coordination. In smaller companies the information sharing 

might come more naturally and no formal coordination is thus needed. Most companies 

clearly don’t want to instruct or control the local communications, but some form of 

informal monitoring is mentioned. Possible problematic issues can be detected in pass-

ing through other interaction and information sharing. 

Business areas and local actors follow well the general corporate message and nowa-

days there is very little misguided communications, which a couple of the respondents 

say is due to the growing amount of communications and information on the issues in 

general and from the group level. As people are more aware of CR-related matters, the 

communication is also more accurate. As noted earlier, local autonomy does not neces-

sarily mean the subsidiary’s CR agenda would be in conflict with the overall CR-strat-

egy (Muller 2006, 196). The possible overlapping activities or inconsistent communica-

tions are impossible to eliminate completely, but they are not seen as problematic, as the 

issue is so important that all communication that raises awareness of CR issues in gen-

eral is welcome. 

“Inevitably there are overlaps; people are reinventing the wheel again, 

using money and resources to do the same things in different parts. It 

can’t be completely avoided. On the other hand, these things are so im-

portant that even overlapping efforts are more beneficial than giving 

feedback to the local actors that this was already done. After all, their 

cause is so good.” (Manager, Internal communications.) 
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“When there are thousands of people working, undoubtedly a couple of 

them are doing the same. It might not even make sense to end it com-

pletely, in a way the overlapping things still reflect the local way of 

communicating.” (Director, Environment.) 

Even though resources are used to similar projects, all communication is beneficial 

and even resembling outputs still have local features. So this possible challenge of lo-

calised strategies identified in the literature (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 58–59; Epstein 

2008, 86) doesn’t seem to be problematic to the companies. 

 However, in the spirit of Bartlett and Ghoshal’s worldwide learning ideal it would 

seem useful to share ideas, so that successful projects could be reproduced elsewhere. 

Two of the companies mention having a formal channel for sharing information and 

best practices between corporate communications personnel in different countries; one 

is a virtual network and the other a sort of a database for articles and stories. 

“The purpose of the virtual network is to make the group-level communi-

cations plan more transparent and to inform others of what we’re doing, 

and on the other hand also to get information from around the world of 

people’s needs, ideas or best practices.” (Director, Internal Communi-

cations.) 

The virtual network for example includes marketing and communications personnel 

and it has been well received, indicating a clear need for this kind of platform. Two 

other companies mention working towards having a channel for collaboration, and in 

general the global intranet is also a good channel for getting ideas and sharing best prac-

tices. All in all it still seems that companies are not fully embracing the possibilities of 

learning from each other or actively supporting the information flows from subsidiaries 

to headquarters (Barin Cruz & Boehe 2010). However, it must be noted that a formal 

channel doesn’t guarantee information sharing, nor does it mean that the companies 

without formal channels would not share. The respondents might not recognise or even 

be aware of the informal sharing between colleagues in different countries, yet in a 

company employing thousands of people around the world it seem obvious informal 

connections cannot have comprehensive coverage. 

4.2 Internal communication on a global scale 

The consultants see various reasons why employees and internal communication are 

crucial for implementing corporate responsibility. Internal communication is the basis 

for external communication, as the organisation needs to be aware and in line with what 

is said to the outside world. Principles won’t turn into practices until each employee has 
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understood what they mean in his or her job. Employees are also an important channel 

for external communications. 

”The internal voice is always the most important one, it is the one that 

meets clients and partners, and the one that shouts in a bar to his bud-

dies if his employer is good or not.” (Communications consultant.) 

The reputation of a company is not built with pr-campaigns, but in the daily inter-

action of the employees with clients and other stakeholders, even outside the workplace 

with informal contacts. That is why employees need to be a priority in implementing 

corporate responsibility. However, the role of internal communications in influencing 

employees’ view on responsibility is seen as limited, as the outside world changes peo-

ple’s opinions more than any one company. 

“Every person’s own background and culture has the most influence on 

what corporate responsibility means to them.” (Director, Environment.) 

”… it’s not about the company’s internal communication, it’s about how 

time changes, how the media writes about these things and how people 

adopt new values.” (Manager, CR.) 

The importance of these external sources is also mentioned by Du et al. (2010, 13), 

as they are often considered more credible sources than the company itself when it 

comes to CR issues. Society, media and personal contacts shape people’s thoughts. 

4.2.1 Channels of internal communication 

One of the company representatives points out that internal and external communica-

tions are not separate anymore: employees are an important audience for external com-

munication and external stakeholders are interested in the internal management of these 

issues. This is in line with previous literature (Cornelissen 2008, 195; Welch & Jackson 

2007, 180). For example for one company their whole communication focus is on the 

personnel, and thus for example their corporate responsibility report’s main audience is 

employees, even though this is a channel which traditionally is considered to be an im-

portant part of external communications.  Including responsibility issues in the company 

values is also a way of communicating the importance of CR to the organisation to both 

external and internal stakeholders, as pointed out by Collier and Esteban (2007, 21). 

On a more concrete and practical level, intranet is commonly the most important 

channel of global communications, often including separate sections for different busi-

ness areas, countries and even individual plants in addition to the shared, global intra-

net. This is an indication of the technology-induced change in communication stated 

also by O’Kane, Hargie & Tourish (2004, 75–76). Other electronic channels mentioned 

(by one or two companies) are for example e-mail bulletins, electronic learning centre, 
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webcasts and social media. However, locally produced personnel magazines or news-

letters are also still common. These different channels are used for different purposes 

and needs. 

“Usually when the personnel magazine is read, it is quite thoroughly 

read.” (Director, Internal Communications.) 

Intranet is perhaps the most used and read channel for daily purposes, however, for 

in-depth stories the personnel magazine can be more influential. Personnel magazines 

and newsletters are often in printed form and in some companies the electronic products 

also have for example printable summaries. Only one company consciously has chosen 

not to do printed magazines for example, as they begun operations at a time when 

printed publications were already seen as a bit outdated. However, the CR consultant 

points out that quality printed material can also be a way of showing the importance of 

CR. 

”Producing that kind of high-class prints and training material is good 

and shows appreciation towards the personnel, it shows they're not just 

thinking that you can read this stuff on the internet.” (CR consultant.) 

This and the previous comment suggest printed material would still be more influen-

tial and more accessible than intranet. Usually a contrast has been made mainly between 

face-to-face and all other communication (Barrett 2002, 221; Cornelissen 2008, 196; 

Juholin 1999, 36), yet this could be a sign that as electronic channels have become 

mainstream, printed material has reached new respect. This development has also been 

noted by Smith (2005, 77). The importance of printed material is true at least in facto-

ries, where the information needs are different overall. The content is perhaps more 

practical, and when it comes to CR, the communication includes mostly safety-issues. 

The communication is more informative and it needs to be quickly read. At best most 

factory workers only have a few shared computers at their use. 

”In the factories an important communications channel are posters and 

such, which you literally bump into when walking down the corridor. 

They’re quite important, even though they might seem a bit irrelevant.” 

(Director, Environment.) 

The respondents themselves believe posters or notice boards are commonly seen as 

old-fashioned, even though they are of utmost importance. As a slight reformation elec-

tronic boards are used as well. These channels reach all workers and they are practically 

impossible to miss. In addition, many older plants and locations have their set traditions 

for communication which can be difficult to change, whereas newer facilities are more 

open to or even prefer new channels like social media sites. 

Especially in factories but also in other functions managers’ role is important and 

thus communication from close superiors is highlighted. This is also the employees’ 
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preference (Hargie & Tourish 2004, 247). It can be in the form of development discus-

sions, team meetings or by simply setting an example with the way of working. 

”When we’re talking about more practical introduction, the employee’s 

own superior and team have an important role. In the discussions with 

the manager the daily practices and the ways of working are defined, and 

it has a significant influence. In general we try to invest in both leader-

ship and management.” (Manager, Internal communications.) 

In three of the companies managers are explicitly named as the most important chan-

nel of information, especially when it comes to responsibility issues directly related to 

that particular employee’s tasks. Colleagues and team members are also vital in com-

municating about practical matters. The communication with colleagues and managers 

is also inevitable and even compulsory, when compared to for example stories on the 

intranet or newsletters, which are read or not depending on the employees’ own inter-

ests. Thus, it can be said the managers’ role in communication is important, even though 

Madsen and Ulhøi (2001, 59) found that from the employee perspective superiors and 

co-workers were generally not a major source of information for environmental issues. 

In one company messages from the CEO are described as one of the main factors in 

successfully communicating about CR to employees. 

”The CEO has launched the code of conduct with his own face and his 

own name, and from the very beginning he has addressed the personnel 

directly about it, written texts to the intranet, and all in all stands by it 

strongly.” (Manager, CR.) 

The commitment of one influential person can have a remarkable effect, and in this 

case the CEO has not only talked about CR in general, but has actively participated in 

several CR-related projects. Even though the CEO (or any other manager) is not a chan-

nel per se but merely a communicator or an information source using different means, 

due to the power and weight of the status in any company, CEO communications could 

be considered as a separate channel altogether. Epstein (2008, 222) also distinguishes 

letters from the CEO as a separate channel to communicate about CR issues. 

Most of the companies have their own code of conduct and obligatory training is 

given. To facilitate comparison between companies this training is thus used here as an 

example of communication channels. There is some variation between the depth of the 

codes in the companies, as some see the codes as higher level principles and the practi-

cal training is given under another name, while others’ code of conducts give elaborate 

instructions and practical examples of concrete situations. These differences in the con-

tent and level of companies’ codes are also noted by Collier and Esteban 2007, 21. Nev-

ertheless, whatever the content, all of the companies see code of conduct –training as 

extremely important and the methods seem to be similar: in general the companies train 

employees through an electronic tool or through development discussions. The channel 
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varies within companies also, depending on the location and the position of the em-

ployee, for example blue-collar workers might get the training in group meetings when 

they don’t have development discussions or access to a computer. 

The code of conduct –training thus also serves as an example for the debate between 

electronic and personal communication. Agreeing with most of the previous literature 

(e.g. Barrett 2002; Hargie & Tourish 2004; Smith 2005) the consultants see communi-

cation is continuously moving more towards electronic tools and channels, even though 

they believe face-to-face –communication in most cases is essential for bringing respon-

sibility principles to life. 

”It would be good not to forget the significance of face-to-face conversa-

tions. For example development discussions are a good tool.” (CR con-

sultant.) 

Development discussion is only an example, as the consultants again refer to the fact 

that responsibility issues should not be communicated separately but integrated to 

weekly meetings, daily discussions etc. When the training is given in person, it allows 

for more focus on the issues important to that particular audience. On the other hand it 

can also be more difficult to control and monitor, as the level and focus of the training is 

in the hands of the manager and no-one can really know what, if any, responsibility is-

sues are talked about. And face-to-face –meetings are not automatically successful ei-

ther, for example if there are too many participants and it is not brought to a fairly per-

sonal level. The company representatives also admit the trend towards electronic com-

munications and its shortcomings. 

”Even though the electronic tool is not so wonderful, it is used a lot. 

These tools are constantly more and more internet-related. I believe we 

have gone to extremes; nothing needs to be said, just ‘check it out on the 

Internet’.” (Director, CR.) 

Even though people are not completely satisfied with these methods, they are com-

monly used, perhaps for the variety of reasons presented by Edmundson (2009, 42): low 

cost, variety of content, comprehensive use. Especially the older generation might prefer 

personal communications, whereas younger people are more accustomed and fluently 

use electronic applications. There are also differences in the way these tools are built, 

and e-tool isn’t always automatically the worse choice. 

”The world is full of all kinds of digital trainings, and some of them are 

basically just clicking next-next-next to get rid of the inconvenient task --- 

But ours is fairly extensive and it has tests you need to pass.” (Manager, 

CR.) 

If it is properly constructed and requires real concentration and involvement from the 

employee, it can be highly effective. With this kind of a standardised tool you can also 

make sure everyone receives the same message. In the end, all companies seem to have 
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a combination of both electronic and face-to-face communications. As pointed out ear-

lier, managers are especially important in the practical matters and training, and this can 

also be seen with the code of conduct. Whether the official training of the principles is 

given through an electronic application or in development discussions, the practical im-

plications are learned in the actual work and daily communications. 

4.2.2 Two-way communication 

The consultants believe the top management needs to act accordingly and their actions 

cannot be in conflict with the official message. They also need to show commitment to 

CR in the allocation of resources, including training hours for employees. This corre-

sponds to the unanimous stream of literature which also emphasises the role of top 

management (e.g. Epstein 2008; Ligeti & Oravecz 2009; Watson & Weaver 2003). 

However, only one of the companies strongly highlights the CEO’s commitment to cor-

porate responsibility. His personal enthusiasm and activity is seen as the major reason 

why the personnel have also taken the issue to heart. Other companies don’t make any 

reference to top executives in CR implementation. This doesn’t necessarily mean their 

executives wouldn’t be involved, but it indicates that executive commitment is not cen-

tral in their strategies. 

However, when it comes to lower-level managers, most of the companies mention 

the importance of close superiors as communicators. Possibly the level of interest of the 

manager can have a great impact on the overall understanding of sustainability of the 

employees, as indicated by Garavan et al. (2010, 592). As the interaction with close 

superiors is more personal and constant, it is bound to be considered more influential 

also. 

In line with previous studies (e.g. Du et al. 2010; Govindarajulu & Daily 2004), the 

consultants believe it is essential the employees are included in the process of defining 

the company’s responsibility strategy if true commitment is to be reached, but they also 

admit that motivating employees to participate in the process to begin with can be diffi-

cult. 

”Including the employees would seem sensible. How can you internalise 

something if you are not able to influence it. But it is a question of how to 

do it: can companies motivate employees to get them excited about par-

ticipating.” (CR consultant.) 

If the employees are not personally interested in sustainability issues, or if they feel 

their opinion doesn’t matter anyway, they might lack the motivation to give feedback, a 

factor also considered by Cornelissen (2008, 199) and Tourish and Hargie (2004, 200). 

The companies have varying methods of collecting employee input on corporate re-
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sponsibility policies and practices. All the companies welcome comments and feedback 

from employees; however, it is not necessarily actively solicited or regularly organised. 

“Sure, one can e-mail or call or come and talk, of course all ideas are 

welcome.” (Director, CR.) 

A couple of companies suggest employees can approach the top management as they 

visit facilities and also send e-mail or call to the relevant person. The initiative is left at 

the hands of the employees, and thus getting feedback might depend on the general or-

ganisational culture: if communication is open and employees know they can speak 

freely to superiors, this model can work. Nevertheless, especially contacting people in 

much higher ranks can be rare. With close superiors communication can be easier. 

”It is mostly giving some feedback personally, like this and this doesn’t 

work and this does. It is often very practical.” (Manager, CR.) 

Especially practical feedback related to daily tasks is given locally to managers, and 

one company highlights continuous discussion as a part of their organisational culture. 

It is also noted by the companies that especially in some hierarchic cultures it can be 

difficult to get employees to communicate freely to their superiors, a fact recognised 

also by Smith (2005, 112). Germany and China are mentioned here as typical countries, 

where employees do not dare to give personal opinions or feedback. One company also 

highlights the importance of language: as the corporate language is English, most feed-

back comes from native or fluent English speakers. But it is not always that simple. It is 

not necessarily a lack of communication per se, but a difference in the way of commu-

nicating. 

”As a matter of fact, the Asians have plenty of ideas; you just have to 

know how to pick them up. Their way of communicating internally as 

well is very subtle. ---- it is not necessarily very open.” (Director, Envi-

ronment.) 

Understanding the styles of interaction and communication in different cultures is 

necessary to be able to pick up the ideas. One solution offered is simply that the man-

ager needs to actively encourage employees to give their opinions. Uusi-Rauva and 

Nurkka (2010, 310) also suggest managers should actively seek feedback, instead of 

relying on employee initiative. 

In the actual process of defining the content of the company’s sustainability only one 

company explicitly mentions that representatives from all over the world were visited 

and included. In later stages and in other companies employees are heard for example 

through materiality reviews for the corporate responsibility report. This review is a clear 

indication of what is important to the employees in corporate responsibility, but it re-

mains unclear whether these results are used for other purposes than determining the 

focus of the report. 
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For general feedback most companies have common and regular channels such as 

employee satisfaction surveys and the European Works Councils required by law. In 

many companies employees have been involved in defining the company’s values 

through workshops and intranet surveys, and this seems to be more of a rule than an 

exception. However, defining company values might not be a sufficient input to defin-

ing the company’s responsibility policies. Whistle blowing channels are also estab-

lished, whereby employees can anonymously report suspected misconducts. There are 

also some isolated surveys, whereby employees might be explicitly asked to share their 

thoughts on certain issues. 

”Every employee tells about some small insights, ideas, inventions or 

thoughts he has had related to work. So basically we have a direct inno-

vation channel from the personnel. --- They can be just everyday obser-

vations of how to improve the business or to make it more responsible.” 

(Manager, CR.) 

This is an isolated project, with a specific request made to each employee to partici-

pate one way or the other. The responses vary from technical improvements to promot-

ing cycling. Many of the channels and forms of bottom-up communication mentioned 

might not include much responsibility-related information and also can require a fairly 

big effort and interest by the employee to share his or her thoughts. The use of these 

different channels also brings forth a question of whether occasional and purposeful 

surveys are actually a better way of getting employee attention instead of standardized 

questionnaires sent out yearly, especially if the employees might receive this kind of 

requests on different things fairly often. 

Scanning through thousands of responses also requires resources and might not prove 

to be fruitful. One company representative notes that it is not possible or even necessary 

to include everyone from the start. This kind of resource limitations of big companies to 

employee involvement has also been noted by Welch and Jackson (2007, 187). There 

always needs to be some sort of proposition as a starting point and this is then modified 

together. International and cross-functional workshops are popular, but the selection of 

participants can be biased and does not necessarily represent the majority. 

4.2.3 Content of internal communication 

As in the overall corporate strategy, CR communications should not be a separate issue, 

but an integral part of all communication. This can be seen in all the companies as well. 

When it comes to articles in the intranet or personnel magazines for example, sustain-

ability is usually present through clients, products or other similar cases and not as a 

stand-alone issue, as it is a core part of the business. 
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”Responsibility doesn’t need to be specifically highlighted for example in 

the personnel magazine. It arises naturally through stories of our activi-

ties, products, clients and so on.” (Director, Internal Communications.) 

”Environmental solutions are such a central part of our business, that 

responsibility and sustainable arguments are directly linked to our prod-

uct sales.” (Manager, Internal communications.) 

Due to the nature of their business, for most of the companies especially environ-

mental responsibility is closely linked for example to product information and sales. 

Some of the companies believe their sustainability communications are actually a bit 

more inclined to environmental issues, and that more work is needed on the social side. 

Safety issues also have a big role in the communication and training in production fa-

cilities already because of legal requirements, and they can be easily turned into clear 

guidelines (Chinander 2001, 288). Thus the communication can be fairly practical and 

work-related. 

The content of responsibility communications also depends on the country in ques-

tion, as different aspects are highlighted. This is seen as completely natural. It is also 

one of the main reasons local actors can communicate independently, as it is impossible 

for the headquarters to know what is important in a certain facility at a certain time. 

According to one company for example in China safety issues are currently important, 

while in Europe the focus has been on environment for long. 

Companies have different ways of instructing their employees: in some issues they 

rely more on the employees’ own decision-making, while in others they give specific 

instructions. At times the guidance can even be very specific: for example in one com-

pany the marketing department was given a list of words which shouldn’t be used in 

reference to the sustainability of the products in order not to overstate some issues and 

thus involuntarily end up green washing or making false claims. The consultants believe 

many employees would prefer concrete ethical guidelines as the problems are often very 

complex. Corruption guidelines are used here as an example. 

“Where do you set the limit for an acceptable gift: should there be a 

clearly defined limit in Euros or do you trust people to have the ability to 

evaluate it themselves case-by-case? I’ve heard that in many companies 

employees wish for the clear limit, so they don’t need to do the thinking 

of what is right and what is wrong.” (CR consultant.) 

Only one of the companies has set a clear monetary limit for bribery, while a couple 

of the companies believe it is practically impossible as the differences are so big be-

tween countries. 

”The price of lunch in Europe can be the monthly salary for example in 

Vietnam, so it is impossible to set one monetary limit that would fit all.” 

(Director, CR.) 
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Whether or not clear limits are given, the companies use practical examples in their 

training to make it easier for employees to understand the principles and apply them in 

practice. Training needs to give practical tools for actual situations (Epstein 2008, 203; 

Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 2010, 306). The declared principles need to be explained thor-

oughly. 

”What does it mean, what is a bribe, what kind of figures are we talking 

about, and do we walk out of a deal if bribes are needed. We need to 

have concrete discussions of it.” (Director, Communications.) 

In one company for example the code of conduct training includes tests with ques-

tions like “what would you do if a business partner offered you a concert and a dinner?” 

The learning can also happen on a case-by-case –basis, seeing how the manager or col-

leagues act in a similar situation or by directly asking for guidance in an actual di-

lemma. For corruption issues as well as in general most respondents make a clear dif-

ference between corporate policies and actual employee practices. 

”The Code of conduct is a typical Way of working –style document, and 

it is difficult to draw any concrete conclusions of what it means. The 

bribery discussion is a typical example.” (Director, Environment.) 

The codes of conduct have slightly different meaning and content in the companies; 

for some they are the most important guidelines the employees commit to and base their 

decisions on, while for others they represent more general policies and the actual con-

tent of them is learned in practice or through other type of training. It is difficult to con-

clude what these wider principles such as UN Global Compact mean in practice, and the 

employees don’t even often run into them. 

“It is stated in the general corporate responsibility policy, but then 

again, like most corporate policies, it is probably a fairly distant docu-

ment to many employees.” (Director, Communications.) 

”It is completely useless to communicate with vague, U-like sentences 

such as ‘we respect local communities’. These policies and principles are 

extremely important to many external stakeholders, but to the personnel 

these don’t tell anything.” (Manager, CR.) 

The policies can be a part of the corporate identity and as such very important, but 

employees relate most to the local communication concerning their everyday work. In 

other words, the communication needs to be fact-based and not too complicated. Eve-

rything needs to be practical and concrete, not just rhetoric. As corporate responsibility 

is a complex and constantly evolving issue, it is not possible or even necessary for all 

the employees to understand it profoundly. On the other hand, in a growing number of 

positions and tasks the employees’ understanding of sustainability needs to be on a 

fairly high level, as it is directly related to their work. 
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”owadays it is not just telling the personnel that you must use a helmet 

and remember these ethical principles. Responsibility issues are in-

creasingly becoming a relevant part of each employee’s actual work.” 

(Manager, CR.) 

Knowing the principles and learning the simple rules is not enough. For example 

sales people need to be prepared to answer all sorts of questions related to the sustain-

ability of the product and the whole manufacturing process. Understanding and pro-

moting sustainable values is required in many tasks, even if the employee has no per-

sonal interest in those particular issues. The need for a more thorough understanding has 

been recognised in the literature as well, connecting the strategic CR to both the em-

ployees’ own tasks (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 176; Collier & Esteban 2007, 26) and to 

the external environment (Maon et al. 2009, 81; Welch & Jackson 2007, 190). 

The CR consultant sees that at times employees can feel responsibility issues are 

force-fed to them, and it can be difficult to get them involved. When it comes to inspir-

ing and motivating the personnel in corporate responsibility, business-related arguments 

seem to be most important, even though nowadays people are more and more interested 

in sustainability as an intrinsic value. 

”In the business world it is a fact, that linking responsibility to the busi-

ness either as savings or profit is a very good motivator to most people.” 

(Director, Environment.) 

”Surely many employees are also inspired by the idea of saving the 

world, as we are in a business where we can influence great challenges 

of sustainable development through our solutions and services.” (Man-

ager, Internal communications.) 

As the companies have products designed to reduce their clients’ environmental im-

pacts, it is fairly easy to motivate them with ethical arguments. In many comments it is 

found obvious everyone cares about the environment and social wellbeing, but too 

much idealism might also clash with the needs of the company. 

”Everybody is interested in responsibility issues, that’s for sure. obody 

wants to work in a factory that has problems with safety or uses raw ma-

terials recklessly or has big emissions. We wouldn’t even want to employ 

people like that [who don’t care].” (Director, CR.) 

“Business is what we do, and within that frame we aim to do things as 

sustainably as possible. If you only want to save the world, which is a re-

ally nice thought, you might end up having to do something contradict-

ing.” (Director, Communications.) 

Previous studies have also found support for both business-case motivation (Uusi-

Rauva & Nurkka 2010, 308) and moral motivation (Aguilera et al. 2007, 842), but 

within these companies the financial motivation seems to be more influential. Whatever 
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the motivation, the level of understanding and commitment varies. Sometimes there can 

be a profound change in behaviour, but it can also merely cause pressure to keep up to 

date or comply with corporate guidelines without provoking personal interest to the 

matter. Somewhat conversely, the communications consultant believes internal commu-

nications can and should change employees’ behaviour outside of the workplace as 

well, if it is truly effective and properly understood. 

”If at home you're acting very differently than at work --- it makes one 

wonder, if the communication about responsibility has made any differ-

ence.” (Communications consultant.) 

Corporate responsibility needs to be adopted at a personal level as well. 

4.2.4 Tailoring internal communication 

The consultants say international companies need to communicate as consistently as 

possible, but in reality some modifications are necessary. The companies stress, that the 

message needs to be uniform and the same guidelines apply everywhere. For this reason 

certain principles such as the code of conduct are common to all employees around the 

world, and these cannot be modified in the translation. 

”For responsibility issues, I think it is important that all employees 

around the world in all jobs know the company values and also the code 

of conduct as a more detailed guideline, because these form the basis for 

decision-making in daily operations.” (Manager, Internal communica-

tions.) 

A shared set of rules is important, but the same message can be interpreted in various 

ways by different people, even within the same culture and with a common language. 

Even with the help of explanations and examples people might get different impres-

sions. This is further complicated when cultural differences and language barriers are 

taken into consideration. 

”Even our top management can interpret this value differently. That is 

completely natural, as they come from around the world, from Asia, USA 

and Central Europe. Words just don’t mean the same things. It is abso-

lutely impossible to have a perfectly uniform message in this area [CR].” 

(Director, Environment.) 

The creators of the message are thinking of one thing and the person receiving it an-

other. One company had a created a safety training video for global use. The video was 

seen realistic for example in Finland and China, but feedback from Central Europe 

deemed it too brutal and sad, hoping for a happier ending. This kind of differences in 

perspective is something that must be accepted. And when the message is tailored, the 
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more people are in the chain, the more the original message and purpose might get 

transformed. But it seems a strong effort is made to obtain a shared understanding 

through a combination of global and local communications and original and translated 

material. 

The code of conduct and related training are translated and organised in all or most 

of the companies’ languages, seemingly due to the importance of the message. The 

global intranet is commonly only in English, although the companies have various local 

alternatives as well, for example local sections with both own information and trans-

lations for most important articles and so on. The intranet can even have building-spe-

cific sites, and these sections are managed locally. In a couple of the companies the per-

sonnel magazines are in a few main languages, whereas in others the magazines or 

newsletters can be even location-specific and thus they are done in the local language 

and from local perspective. To put it in another way, the main principles need to be in 

all languages, but they are merely translated as the message cannot change. As using a 

foreign language can be a hindrance for learning (Luo & Shenkar 2006, 323), trans-

lations to all possible languages is used for the most central messages. The intranet is 

mainly in English, but most important issues are also translated at least to the main lan-

guages. Local intranet sections and locally managed personnel magazines are not trans-

lated but produced from the needs of the local facilities. Also, translations can be 

checked or even made with local personnel to ensure the message is clear and under-

standable in the way it was meant to be understood. Local people are the only ones who 

can truly understand all the different nuances and references of the target language 

(Smith 2005, 111). This way the global message is interpreted to the local level. 

The concept of local can be ambiguous, as companies can have various sites within 

the same country, and in bigger countries cultural differences are large between regions 

and for example between rural and urban people. For example in China even the local 

employees don’t know the history and unwritten rules of interaction between different 

villages. 

A couple of companies emphasise a global starting point, in which case there is not 

even a need for cultural modifications as the original message is designed to suit all au-

diences. For example the communications team has members from all over the world, 

and ideas are tossed around to make sure there are no cultural problems before publish-

ing anything. Multicultural participation in projects also ensures people are accustomed 

to taking several cultures into consideration in their communications. 

”When you have a global organisation that works in a matrix and the 

projects involve people from several offices, in a way all issues are 

shared. We have very little activities that would be purely local.” (Di-

rector, Communications.) 
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This kind of global starting point fits well with the transnational/geocentric manage-

ment strategy of Bartlett and Ghoshal, combining standardisation and localisation and 

also supporting the fluent flow of information to all directions. Working in multicultural 

teams is probably normal for all companies, yet at least in the bigger ones purely local 

functions are necessary as well. And blue-collar workers for one don’t often have con-

tact with colleagues from abroad or participate in global communications. The different 

translation needs are thus also related to the different information needs of the person-

nel. 

”The white-collar-workers speak English everywhere, they wouldn't be 

hired if they didn’t, it’s a requirement.” (Director, CR.) 

White-collar workers mostly speak English and can therefore follow for example the 

global intranet, whereas blue collar workers might not speak English or even have regu-

lar access to computers. Thus the printed materials are more locally produced, and 

might include more practical information. Again, the respondents highlight that respon-

sibility training is important to all employees, yet they agree that for the overall compli-

ance for example managers’ training is more crucial. Realistically, the training depends 

on the position and function of the employee. 

”It’s not that the code of conduct wouldn’t be relevant to all, but of 

course in some jobs the actions of the employee don’t necessarily have a 

direct influence to whether or not the overall compliance is reached. It 

depends on what level you’re working at, what kind of tasks… with ex-

ecutives and managers it’s quite important to go through it [the code of 

conduct].” (Director, Environment.) 

As managers are seen as one of the most important communication channel to em-

ployees, it is obvious they need to be properly trained as they pass this information on 

through their example or guidance. The focus on front-line employees is also supported 

by Govindarajulu and Daily (2004, 366–367). Another group that might benefit from 

more training are the sales and purchase departments. 

”… people in purchasing and sales that do the fieldwork, as they have a 

lot of contact to clients. The supply chain and partnerships are often just 

as important as the company itself for implementing responsibility.” (CR 

consultant.) 

The companies acknowledge employees should be trained specifically on the issues 

important to their work. However, this focusing is not necessarily done in separate re-

sponsibility trainings but as a part of the normal training and communication to the 

tasks in general. For example the ethical guidelines for purchasing can be one section of 

the general criteria for supply chain management. This supports the holistic view of 

corporate responsibility integration. 
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Even though the principles, guidelines and the rules are the same around the world, 

the focus in projects and communications can vary locally. Thus each place highlights 

different aspects of CR, depending on the culture and the current issues in it. 

”Different things are highlighted naturally in different parts of the world. 

In a multicultural company it is a fact that needs to be accepted.” (Di-

rector, Environment.) 

These issues can be general, like concentration on environmental issues, or very spe-

cific, such as AIDS in South Africa. In general all of the companies seem to be strong in 

environmental responsibility and face their biggest challenges in social and stakeholder 

issues. Latin America is used as a reference point to get examples of local features, but 

the companies have not noted much remarkable specialties. One view is that when oper-

ating in areas such as Latin America, the biggest challenges are not necessarily the local 

problems per se, but taking into consideration and managing the Western stakeholder 

expectations which can be very specific. Language can also be a problem as English is 

not commonly spoken. Corporate responsibility issues are so delicate that they need to 

be communicated in the local language. 

In Latin American countries community involvement is much more common than for 

example in Finland. One respondent claims we could actually learn a lot from them as 

for example Brazilian companies are very advanced in CR. As the society there is 

somewhat underdeveloped, companies have historically had an important role in the 

form of community projects as well as providing activities and facilities to employees. 

Similar community work is common also for example in the USA. 

”You can go to a nursing home to read, clean up the neighbourhood or 

something similar. The society is very receptive to this kind of work. ---- 

In Finland people wouldn’t see this as the most natural way of helping.” 

(Communications consultant.) 

Smith (2005, 83) also claims community work to be the most visible and possibly in-

volving way of demonstrating corporate responsibility to employees, however, this has 

been written in the British context. In Finland the public services are deemed so ad-

vanced that this kind of active voluntary work as part of corporate activities might not 

be well received on neither ends. Corporate responsibility altogether doesn’t create 

strong feelings in Western countries. Employees in developing countries are much more 

excited about responsibility issues than in Europe, and Europeans might even seem a bit 

spoilt. 

”People are very enthusiastic in the factories in India, China and Bra-

zil… Europeans are like grinches, nothing is enough and everybody has 

gotten used to having things too well.” (Director, CR.) 

”In countries where the society has a smaller role companies are able to 

make a bigger difference in the community. There are more ideas be-
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cause the problems are also diverse, and perhaps in countries like Brazil 

it is thus easier to get excited of the company’s CR projects.” (Manager, 

Internal communications.) 

 Western expectations are higher, and companies can find it hard to create activities 

and improvements to meet them. In countries like Brazil where the problems are bigger, 

there are also more possibilities to make a difference, and the personnel is more in-

volved as the projects can be of personal interest as well. For example building a foot-

ball court in the neighbourhood benefits the community as a whole but also the com-

pany workers. Also, at least in newer facilities with fresh employees it is easier to build 

systems and structures for different responsible practices. People are more receptive to 

training and for example safety instructions, as there are no hindering traditions of do-

ing things “the way they have always been done”. 

4.3 Challenges and best practices in the process 

The CR consultant and the companies talk in similar lines: the content of corporate re-

sponsibility and the role of companies in sustainability are in constant discussion. Edu-

cating employees is a long process and constantly new issues emerge which need to be 

considered. 

Determining if the CR communication has been successful is difficult. Visits to fa-

cilities can easily help uncover the biggest problems and the messages from the whistle-

blower channel are also an indication of the level of compliance. Some responsibility 

indicators are also linked to regular internal audits of other sectors and the normal indi-

cators used in corporate responsibility reporting are a clear sign of how well the mes-

sage has been understood. 

”When you visit a site, you can see it right away if these [code of con-

duct] have been addressed or not.” (Director, Environment.) 

”We report all our emissions, we report all accidents happened at facto-

ries… --- These serve as indicators as well of if our work has been suc-

cessful or not, if the personnel has understood these issues.” (Manager, 

CR.) 

If the employees don’t act according to the house rules, it will show in the overall re-

sponsibility of the company indicating the need for improvements also in communica-

tion and training. However, the reality is that not everything can be controlled by the 

company. There are bound to be some individuals who do not conform to the company 

values, but the respondents are confident that these will eventually be detected. In a big 

company you can never be sure that everyone is honest and open and problems are 
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bound to occur. One can only hope the matters come to light and they can be addressed 

accordingly. 

”If you think of how many countries we operate in and in how many lo-

cations even within different countries ---- obviously we can’t be sure 

that all the information flows fluently, that everything would be open and 

honest.”(Manager, CR.) 

”It involves a lot of human factors and choices made by individuals. 

There are plenty of issues that you can never fully prevent with instruc-

tions or such.” (Manager, Internal communications.) 

Some incidents occur even regardless of any human actions, and no amount of train-

ing and instructing is able to prevent everything. 

The biggest challenges explicitly named by the respondents reflect different aspects 

of same things. Responsibility is seen in such different ways around the world, that it is 

impossible to get a fully consistent message through to all. Even the top management 

and people within the same culture can interpret the message differently. To make sure 

local practices correspond to the global principles, the communication needs to be sim-

ple, fact-based and give concrete solutions to actual problems. 

”Maybe it’s exactly that, giving answers to concrete questions. ---- Be-

cause anyone can write these fancy principles, but then sometimes the 

actual practices can be quite far from them.”(Director, Communica-

tions.) 

Even with clear training and instructions, the end results depend a lot on the individ-

ual interests and voluntary activity of the employees. Obeying rules is not necessarily 

enough, and getting employees to internalise the principles can face resistance. 

Companies feel their success in getting employees aboard corporate responsibility is 

mostly due to having sustainability as a natural foundation of all operations from the 

beginning. Environmental responsibility is not only a consideration of the impacts of 

own operations, but an important part of the end-products. 

”Activities based on sustainable development bring us business and 

we’re good at that. This kind of environmental responsibility has been 

with us for long, and it has been easy to build on that.” (Manager, Inter-

nal communications.) 

Sustainability is part of the products and solutions, so there is also a lot to communi-

cate about and it is considered business-as-usual. This way it is an integrated part of all 

communication and not a separate department in the company. Sustainability is thus 

also naturally important to the employees, as it combines both CR and business inter-

ests. For one company being Finnish is also a good starting point, as the reputation is 

good to begin with and honesty and following regulations are important. Responsible 
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companies attract responsible employees, and a part of this is the treatment of employ-

ees. 

”Of course it is also important, how the company treats its personnel: is 

it a good company to work in, where people are treated fairly and they 

have opportunities to learn. In many countries X is probably a desired 

employer.”(Manager, Internal communications.) 

Respect for personnel can also be seen in prioritising them in CR communication and 

in including them in the definition of values or responsibility. 

One company says CEO commitment is the main thing why employees have taken 

the issue seriously. 

”The corporate responsibility messages are not coming from an isolated 

department of experts, but directly from the CEO. The CEO doesn’t say 

‘listen to them over there’, he says the message himself. He is personally 

committed and knowledgeable.” (Manager, CR.) 

Corporate responsibility issues are more and more integrated to the actual tasks of 

the employees, and this is true for the CEO as well. He needs to have a comprehensive 

view, and as the ultimate superior shared by all employees globally, his messages have 

a far and important reach. 

The main challenge, different interpretations of responsibility and global messages, 

also has a possible solution. Multicultural projects can produce understanding, as differ-

ent nationalities share their point of view and even basic terms are defined together. 

”We had a team of 14 people plus commentators from all around the 

world, and we needed to determine ----- what does it mean when we talk 

about stakeholder analysis, what does stakeholder even mean to begin 

with. These kinds of tasks are actually the most useful, but they take a 

whole lot of time.” (Director, Environment.) 

Even though globally consistent messages and interpretations are impossible, shared 

understanding is needed. In order to communicate successfully with or to people from 

other cultures, it is necessary to listen and learn from them as well. Defining a term or 

deciding a suitable word is not just a linguistic process, it is creating a common frame of 

reference. 

4.4 Internal communication of corporate responsibility issues in the 

multinational company 

The results of the analysis can now be compared to the original framework, fitting dif-

ferent aspects of internal communication to central and local management needs (Figure 

3). This is merely a short synthesis of how the corporate practices correspond to the 
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original theoretical framework and a more detailed discussion can be found in the con-

clusions. The companies have varying management models, yet similarities can be de-

tected as well. Here the general picture is described, but each company has their own set 

of methods so none of them fit this description perfectly. 

 

Figure 3 Elements of internal communication of responsibility issues in the multi-

national company 

It appears companies use both central and local management strategies for the com-

munication of different kind of responsibility issues. Coordination is scarce, as the cen-

tral communication seems fairly standardised and local communication is very inde-

pendent. Formal structures for networking and sharing knowledge are only found in a 

couple of companies. 

Centrally organised communication relies mostly on electronic channels, namely the 

intranet, as it is an easy way to reach practically the whole organisation. The content if 

focused on the bigger picture, telling the employees about the main guidelines and prin-

ciples directing corporate responsibility and also motivating people by connecting the 

company’s CR to the strategy and external changes. It seems both business and moral 

motivations can be appealing. 

Locally the companies communicate more face-to-face, as managers are often ex-

tremely important sources of information. This communication is often very practical 
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and shows the employees how to apply the corporate guidelines in their work, bringing 

them to a practical level. Print media is mostly used locally for site-specific communi-

cation. Two-way communication also seems to work better on the local level. Executive 

commitment is not generally mentioned, whereas close managers are considered im-

portant. Bottom-up communication for responsibility issues rarely has any specific 

channel, and it seems feedback is not actively sought. Upward communication is also 

easier in the local context, giving ideas of practical issues to the closest managers. 

When it comes to tailoring communications, keeping the message consistent is a pri-

ority. As much of the communication is in local hands, it is created for local needs from 

the beginning. Central communication is translated in most cases to only the company’s 

main languages, and this can be done in cooperation with the locals. Altogether there is 

not much need for tailoring, as locals can communicate fairly independently. 
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5 CO�CLUSIO�S 

The purpose of this research was to study how companies implement corporate respon-

sibility through internal communication on a global scale. The purpose was further di-

vided into the following sub objectives: 

• How is the internal communication on corporate responsibility organised by 

the company internationally? 

• How do companies communicate on responsibility issues with their employ-

ees? 

• What kind of challenges and best practices can be identified in the process? 

International companies are likely to be organised in complex, matrix structures with 

both global and local responsibilities and power. In this case the focus is on a simplified 

view of a detailed combination of functions: internal communication related to corpo-

rate responsibility. The basis for the study is the different typologies created by Bartlett 

and Ghoshal (1989) and Heenan and Perlmutter (1979), which ultimately combines to 

an ideal organisation: transnational or geocentric. This organisation has a global mind-

set, merging the benefits of both standardisation and local responsiveness through net-

working and common learning between subsidiaries. 

One could assume that surely most MNCs by now have adopted this strategy by ne-

cessity, and to certain point it might be true. Still this strategy might be more visible in 

the corporate statements than in the actual practices of the companies. The companies 

studied here have both strong central and independent local activities, yet in a way they 

seem fairly multidomestic, leaving it all to the locals as long as they’re doing fine 

(Heenan & Perlmutter 1979). It is agreed that local people are the only ones capable of 

responding to local needs, and so they shouldn’t be directed or managed from the head-

quarters. It is as if though by supporting local independence the companies are trying to 

avoid the western imperialist image presented by Morse (2008). On the other hand, the 

companies feel that local communications are very well in line with the general corpo-

rate message, so it can be assumed messages from the headquarters have been listened 

and understood. Local independence does not necessarily mean the subsidiary’s CR 

agenda would be in conflict with the overall CR-strategy (Muller 2006, 196). Then 

again, standardisation is also used for communicating about the main principles and 

guidelines which need to be consistent and clear to all. 

Also, even though the attitude is very global and in general many activities involve 

people from different locations, the group-level teams seem to be dominated by Finnish 

personnel. Only one company has a multicultural team at the headquarters level to re-

spond to CR and communications issues, allowing for the communications to be fitted 

to different cultural needs from the very beginning, thus possibly reducing the need for 
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tailoring and the possibility of misunderstandings. If local viewpoints are truly re-

spected, they should be involved already at the group-level. 

The companies probably have plenty of informal contacts and networking which al-

lows for local people to contribute to the overall strategy and to improve coordination, 

yet in organisations with thousands of employees this might not be enough. Literature 

suggests possible challenges of decentralisation such as inconsistencies or duplication 

of activities (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 58–59; Epstein 2008, 86; Huemer 2010, 265), 

but the companies do not see these as big problems, even if they do occur to some ex-

tent. This again indicates that despite local independence the central coordination is 

sufficient. Systematic and formal channels for sharing information within CR commu-

nications seem to be scarce still, but many companies are at least planning to create such 

networks. The ones who already have this kind of channels believe they are useful and 

needed. There are great benefits of learning and actively supporting the information 

flows from subsidiaries to headquarters (Barin Cruz & Boehe 2010), but all in all it still 

seems that companies are not fully embracing these possibilities, especially considering 

the cooperation between different subsidiaries. Currently the intranet can be used to 

learn from others. 

Intranet is a good channel for globally shared communications reaching the majority 

of employees. However, there are indications that printed material could be more influ-

ential and in some cases more accessible than intranet, gaining new respect as electronic 

channels have become mainstream (Smith 2005, 77). Still the most valued channel 

seems to be face-to-face communication, which is most often visible through manage-

rial communication, obviously on the local scale. These findings are supported by pre-

vious studies by Barrett (2002, 221) and Hargie and Tourish (2004, 247). It cannot be 

said which channel would be best. When inadequately designed and implemented, both 

face-to-face and electronic channels can fail, and at best both have indisputable benefits 

and can be the correct tool for a specific purpose. In the end, companies seem to have a 

combination of both electronic and face-to-face communications, and different channels 

are used for different purposes and needs. Managers communicate on the practical is-

sues, whereas written channels serve for more general or abstract matters. 

The companies see a difference between corporate policies and actual employee 

practices. Policies can be so general and vague that their implications are hard to grasp, 

thus employees relate most to the practical communication concerning their everyday 

work. However, literature suggests both practical and more profound understanding is 

required from employees (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 176; Epstein 2008, 203; Maon et al. 

2009, 81; Welch & Jackson 2007, 190). This is partly supported by the companies, as 

they acknowledge that sustainability has become a central part of many employees’ 

tasks but also believe, that as the issues are constantly evolving and changing, a pro-

found understanding is not even possible. There are conflicting views regarding the 
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level of guidance: some believe very concrete guidelines need to be given, others think 

it is not possible as the context are so different around the world and thus employees 

need to learn to apply principles to practice themselves. 

When it comes to inspiring and motivating the personnel in corporate responsibility, 

business-related arguments seem to be most important, even though nowadays people 

are more and more interested in sustainability as an intrinsic value. With these compa-

nies the motives are easily linked, as most have products directly contributing to sus-

tainable development. Their internal communication is thus naturally inclined to envi-

ronmental aspects. 

Literature suggests another important point in motivating the personnel is to involve 

it in defining the company’s CR strategy (Govindarajulu & Daily 2004; Tourish & Har-

gie 2004, 189–190; Uusi-Rauva & Nurkka 2010, 310). For example corporate values 

are generally defined through a process involving employees, but for purely CR-related 

issues it doesn’t seem to be that common. All the companies say they welcome com-

ments and feedback from employees; however, it is not necessarily actively solicited or 

regularly organised, and the initiative is left at the hands of the employees. Especially in 

some hierarchic cultures it can be difficult to get employees to communicate freely to 

their superiors. Uusi-Rauva and Nurkka (2010, 310) suggest managers should actively 

seek feedback, instead of relying on employee initiative. 

In addition to bottom-up communication, also top-down communication is consid-

ered important by most authors (Bartlett & Ghoshal 1989, 204; Epstein 2008, 50; Wat-

son & Weaver 2003, 80). However, only one company states CEO commitment as a 

central element of their CR-strategy. The importance of managers in general is recog-

nised, but the findings suggest top executives remain in the background when it comes 

to leading the company’s CR programme. 

The companies stress that the same ethical guidelines apply everywhere and there-

fore the message needs to be consistent around the world. A shared set of rules is im-

portant, but the same message can be interpreted in various ways by different people, 

complicated by cultural differences and language barriers. To reach a shared under-

standing, communication can be adapted to local needs. Main principles such as the 

code of conduct are merely translated, and minimum adaptation is allowed to keep the 

message uniform, whereas some communication is fully produced by the local staff 

independently. All companies probably aim for their communication to suit different 

audiences to begin with, but only in one company this is supported by a multicultural 

team on the group-level. 

Using a foreign language can be a barrier to learning and understanding (Chang 

2009; Luo & Shenkar 2006, 323), and this can be noted from the companies’ language 

practices as well. The most central and important communication is translated to all 

possible languages or at least to all main languages to ensure compliance. More practi-



64 

cal and local communication is often produced from the needs of the local facilities 

naturally with the native tongue. Also, translations are made or at least checked with 

local personnel to ensure the message is clear and understandable in the way it was 

meant to be understood. 

Subsidiaries can also tailor the content of the CR programme to the surrounding so-

ciety. Each place highlights different aspects of CR, depending on the culture and the 

current issues in it. In countries where the society is underdeveloped, the company has 

more possibilities to do good and thus it is also easier to get the employees involved and 

excited, as the CR projects can directly benefit their own community. In general all of 

the companies seem to be strong in environmental responsibility and face their biggest 

challenges in social and stakeholder issues. 

Companies feel their success in getting employees aboard corporate responsibility is 

mostly due to having CR as a natural foundation for business, as sustainability is part of 

the products and solutions. Mentioned are also for example the fair treatment of em-

ployees and being and honest and obedient Finnish company. These can maybe be 

linked to having a reputation as a responsible company. A responsible company attracts 

responsible employees, and sustainable values are perhaps deeply embedded to the cor-

porate culture, thus also enforcing responsible behaviour in the employees. 

The biggest challenge is the obvious: how to reach a shared understanding. Respon-

sibility is seen in such different ways around the world, that it is impossible to get a 

fully consistent message through to all. It is difficult to translate global principles to 

concrete actions on the local level, and make the communication simple and fact-based 

with concrete solutions to actual problems. Shared understanding requires intercultural 

participation and discussion, listening and learning. This goes back to the trans-

national/geocentric strategy which supports the flow of information to all directions, 

allowing for worldwide learning. 

5.1 Theoretical contribution and managerial implications 

By combining several theories, this study brings new aspects to all of the involved 

streams of literature, for example studying internal communication from an inter-

national perspective and relating management strategies to corporate responsibility. It 

has both supported and challenged previous findings. Not surprisingly, the research also 

confirms that many issues in international corporate responsibility still require further 

discussion. 

This research can help managers identify the challenges and benefits of the process. 

The results could help companies to better plan and implement their employee training 

and communications, and ultimately to better carry out their general CR principles. 



65 

Comparing the findings to previous literature and recommendations, companies could 

place more consideration to the use of different channels and language decisions to fit 

the needs of the audience. A definite improvement could be made in the field of two-

way communication, by actively seeking employee feedback on responsibility issues as 

well as getting the executive management to be the forerunner in CR. 

A central part of this study is the networking aspect of Bartlett and Ghoshal’s trans-

national strategy. It seems the CR strategy has been consistently understood throughout 

the companies’ subsidiaries, yet they could still benefit from sharing ideas, experiences 

and best practices not only towards the headquarters but also among each other. Com-

panies could for example try and apply Chaudhri’s (2006, 40) four strategies for com-

bining global and local CR strategies. 

5.2 Suggestions for further research 

As this study has been made from a strategic, managerial point of view, it would be 

beneficial to see the other side of the story through the employee perspective. A single 

case study could also be possible, following the actual process in one company in its 

different locations from headquarters to the employee, analysing also the actual com-

munication material used in companies. A quantitative approach could also be adopted, 

in order to have a more general picture of different practices regarding for example or-

ganisation structures, internal communication channels or language decisions in MNCs. 

The study aimed to focus on the Latin American context, yet it seems Finnish com-

panies are not yet so strongly settled that extensive examples could be provided. This 

area could also merit further investigation. Altogether, as this study only included Fin-

nish companies, comparative studies between companies from different countries could 

reveal new aspects. 

As already mentioned in the introduction, the issue at hand could be further studied 

with the help of different theories of for example employee involvement or empower-

ment, organisational structure, cultural differences, subsidiary and headquarter –rela-

tions and stakeholder theory. Especially the networking aspect could be studied within 

knowledge transfer or sharing. 
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6 SUMMARY 

Multinational companies face increasing pressure to act responsibly by taking into con-

sideration their stakeholders’ expectations and the impacts of their actions to the sur-

rounding society, including economical, social and environmental issues. This responsi-

bility is only reached through the actions of the company’s employees, and thus the 

ethical guidelines of the company need to be communicated clearly to the personnel. In 

multinational companies people from different cultures have very varying perceptions 

of ethics and responsibility, and the same message can thus be interpreted differently 

depending on the receiver’s own background. To make their main ethical guidelines 

understood, companies may need to plan and tailor their internal communication to fit 

the needs of different cultural audiences. From here rises the purpose of the research: to 

study how companies implement corporate responsibility through internal communica-

tion on a global scale. The purpose was further divided into the following sub objec-

tives: 

• how is the internal communication on corporate responsibility organised by the 

company internationally 

• how do companies communicate with their employees on responsibility issues 

• what kind of challenges and best practices can be identified in the process. 

Literature suggests the ideal company would combine global standardisation and lo-

calisation, allowing for local independence with the help of central coordination and 

also promoting information flows between subsidiaries. It would use different commu-

nication channels according to the needs of the audience and the message, and provide 

clear and concrete guidelines for ethical conduct as well as linking corporate responsi-

bility to a wider context. It would motivate the employees with both financial and moral 

arguments. The company would benefit from two-way communication: corporate re-

sponsibility requires both management commitment and employee involvement. Cul-

tural aspects would be considered in the communication by language and translation 

decisions as well as using locally produced materials. 

The research was conducted as a qualitative case study by interviewing group-level 

representatives of five Finnish multinationals with operations in Latin America on their 

processes and practices regarding the issue. The findings suggest companies have both 

central and local communication regarding responsibility issues, even though local 

communication is perhaps slightly highlighted. In a couple of companies there are some 

indications of formal networking. Central communication relies mostly on electronic 

channels and focuses on the main principles directing corporate responsibility and also 

motivating people by connecting the company’s responsibility activities to the strategy. 

Locally the communication is more face-to-face, as managers are important in bringing 

the guidelines to a practical level. Commitment of executive management is not gener-



67 

ally specified, and formal channels for employee feedback on responsibility issues are 

not common. When it comes to tailoring communications, keeping the message consis-

tent is a given. As much of the communication is in local hands, it is created for local 

needs from the beginning. Central communication is translated in most cases to only the 

company’s main languages, and this can be done in cooperation with the locals. 

The study indicates that even though the local subsidiaries can communicate quite 

freely, the message remains consistent and coordination from the headquarters seems 

sufficient. However, companies could benefit from more formal structures that support 

sharing ideas, experiences and practices among subsidiaries. This could also help sup-

port the globally consistent message and consider more cultural diversity already in the 

initial group-level communication. Electronic channels have become mainstream, but 

face-to-face communication is still highly valued and printed material is starting to 

reach new respect. Executive commitment to corporate responsibility is needed, as the 

head of the company is the ultimate combining manager to the whole global personnel. 

Especially in hierarchic cultures companies should more actively solicit feedback from 

employees on responsibility issues. Corporate responsibility in the core of the business 

facilitates the implementation process. The main challenge has to do with the cultural 

differences; even with a shared language the meanings are not necessarily shared. 



68 

REFERE�CES 

Aguilera, Ruth V. – Rupp, Deborah E. – Williams, Cynthia A. – Ganapathi, Jyoti (2007) 
Putting the S back in corporate social responsibility: A multilevel theory of 
social change in organizations. Academy of Management Review, Vol. 
32(3), 836–863. 

Azmat, Fara – Samaratunge, Ramanie (2009) Responsible entrepreneurship in devel-
oping countries: Understanding the realities and complexities. Journal of 

Business Ethics, Vol. 90(3), 437–452. 

Backhaus, Kristin B. – Stone, Brett A. – Heiner, Karl (2002) Exploring the relationship 
between corporate social performance and employer attractiveness. Busi-

ness and Society, Vol. 41(3), 292–318. 

Barbosa, Iris – Cabral-Cardoso, Carlos (2010) Equality and diversity rhetoric: one size 
fits all? Globalization and the Portuguese context. Equality, Diversity and 

Inclusion: An International Journal, Vol. 29(1), 97–112. 

Barin Cruz, Luciano – Boehe, Dirk Michael (2010)  How do leading retail MNCs lever-
age CSR globally? Insights from Brazil. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 
91(Supplement 2), 243–263. 

Barrett, Deborah J. (2002) Change communication: using strategic employee communi-
cation to facilitate major change. Corporate Communications: An Inter-

national Journal, Vol. 7(4), 219-231. 

Bartlett, Christopher A. – Ghoshal, Sumantra (1989) Managing across borders: The 

transnational solution. Harvard Business School, Boston. 

Bird, Frederick – Smucker, Joseph (2007) The social responsibilities of international 
business firms in developing areas. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 73(1), 
1–9. 

Burba, Fengjiao Ji – Petrosko, Joseph M. – Boyle, Mike A. (2001) Appropriate and in-
appropriate instructional behaviours for international training. Human Re-

source Development Quarterly, Vol. 12(3), 267–283. 

Carroll, Archie B. (2004) Managing ethically with global stakeholders: A present and 
future challenge. The Academy of Management Executive, Vol. 18(2), 
114–120. 

Chang, Wei-Wen (2009) Cross-cultural adjustment in the multinational training pro-
gramme. Human Resource Development International, Vol. 12(5), 561–
569. 

Chaudhri, Vidhi A. (2006) Organising global CSR: A case study of Hewlett-Packard’s 
e-inclusion initiative. Journal of Corporate Citizenship, Autumn 2006 
(23), 39–51. 



69 

Chinander, Karen R. (2001) Aligning accountability and awareness for environmental 
performance in operations. Production and Operations Management, Vol. 
10(3), 276-291. 

Christmann, Petra (2004) Multinational companies and the natural environment: Deter-
minants of global environmental policy standardization. Academy of Man-

agement Journal, Vol. 47(5), 747–760. 

Collier, Jane – Esteban, Rafael (2007) Corporate social responsibility and employee 
commitment. Business Ethics, Vol. 16(1), 19–33. 

Cornelissen, Joep (2008) Corporate communication: A guide to theory and practice, 2nd 
ed. Sage Publications, London. 

Dawkins, Jenny (2004) Corporate responsibility: the communication challenge. Journal 

of Communication Management, Vol. 9(2), 108-119. 

Ditlev-Simonsen, Caroline D. (2010) From corporate social responsibility awareness to 
action? Social Responsibility Journal, Vol. 6(3), 452–468. 

Dobers, Peter – Halme, Minna (2009) Corporate social responsibility and developing 
countries. Corporate Social Responsibility & Environmental Management, 
Vol. 16(5), 237–249. 

Du, Shuili – Bhattacharya, C.B. – Sen, Sankar (2010) Maximizing business returns to 
corporate social responsibility (CSR): The role of CSR communication. In-

ternational Journal of Management Reviews, Vol. 12(1), 8–19. 

Edmundson, Andrea (2009) Culturally accessible e-learning: an overdue global business 
imperative. T+D, Vol. 63(4), 40–45. 

Epstein, Marc J. (2008) Making sustainability work: best practices in managing and 

measuring corporate social, environmental and economic impacts. Berret-
Koehler Publishers, San Francisco. 

Eriksson, Päivi – Kovalainen, Anne (2008) Qualitative methods in business research. 
Sage Publications, London. 

Eskola, Jari – Suoranta, Juha (1998) Johdatus laadulliseen tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, 
Tampere. 

European Commission: Enterprise and Industry (2010) Sustainable and responsible 

business: Corporate social responsibility. 
<http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sustainable-business/corporate-so-
cial-responsibility/index_en.htm>, retrieved 18.2.2011. 

Farndale, Elaine – Paauwe, Jaap – Morris, Shad S. – Stahl, Gunter K. – Stiles, Philip – 
Trevor, Jonathan – Wright, Patrick M. (2010) Context-bound configura-
tions of corporate HR functions in multinational corporations. Human Re-

source Management, Vol. 49(1), 45–66. 



70 

Fisher, Colin – Lovell, Alan (2009) Business ethics and values: Individual, corporate 

and international perspectives, 3rd ed. Prentice Hall Financial Times, Har-
low. 

Freeman, R. Edward (1984) Strategic management: a stakeholder approach. Pitman, 
Boston. 

Garavan, Thomas N. – Heraty, Noreen – Rock, Andrew – Dalton, Eugene (2010) Con-
ceptualizing the behavioral barriers to CSR and CS in organizations: A ty-
pology of HRD interventions. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 
Vol. 12(5), 587–613. 

Govindarajulu, Nalini – Daily, Bonnie F. (2004) Motivating employees for environ-
mental improvement. Industrial Management & Data Systems, Vol. 
104(4), 364–372. 

Graafland, Johan – van de Ven, Bert (2006) Strategic and moral motivation for corpo-
rate social responsibility. Journal of Corporate Citizenship, Summer 
2006(22), 111–123. 

Gugler, Philippe – Shi, Jacylyn Y. J. (2009) Corporate social responsibility for devel-
oping country multinational corporations: lost war in pertaining global 
competitiveness? Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 87(Supplement 1), 3–
24. 

Hargie, Owen – Tourish, Dennis (2004) How are we doing? Measuring and monitoring 
organizational communication. In: Key issues in organizational communi-

cation, eds. Dennis Tourish – Owen Hargie, 234–251. Routledge, London. 

Harzing, Anne-Wil (2004) Strategy and structure of multinational companies. In: Inter-

national human resource management, eds. Anne-Wil Harzing – Joris van 
Ruysseveldt, 2nd ed. 33–64. Sage Publications, London. 

Heenan, David A. – Perlmutter, Howard V. (1979) Multinational organization devel-

opment: a social architectural perspective. Addison-Wesley, Reading. 

Helin, Sven – Sandström, Johan (2008) Codes, ethics and cross-cultural differences: 
Stories from the implementation of a corporate code of ethics in a MNC 
subsidiary. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 82(2), 281–291. 

Hemingway, Christine A. – Maclagan, Patrick W. (2004) Managers’ personal values as 
drivers of corporate social responsibility. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 
50(1), 33–41. 

Hine, James A. H. S. – Preuss, Lutz (2009) Society is out there, organization is in here: 
On the perceptions of corporate social responsibility held by different 
managerial groups. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 88(2), 381–393. 

Hirsjärvi, Sirkka – Remes, Pirkko – Sajavaara, Paula (2004) Tutki ja kirjoita, 10th rev. 
ed. Gummerus Kirjapaino, Jyväskylä. 

Holtari, Seija (2011) Älä likaa omaa pesää. Talouselämä 8, 43–44. 



71 

Huemer, Lars (2010) Corporate social responsibility and multinational corporation iden-
tity: Norwegian strategies in the Chilean aquaculture industry. Journal of 

Business Ethics, Vol. 91(Supplement 2), 265–277. 

Husted, Bryan W. – Allen, David B. (2006) Corporate social responsibility in the multi-
national enterprise: strategic and institutional approaches.  Journal of 

International Business Studies, Vol. 37(6), 838–849. 

Jamali, D. (2010) The CSR of MNC subsidiaries in developing countries: Global, local, 
substantive or diluted? Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 93(Supplement 2), 
181–200. 

Juholin, Elisa (1999) Sisäinen viestintä. Inforviestintä, Helsinki. 

Kalla, Hanna K. (2005) Integrated internal communications: a multidisciplinary per-
spective. Corporate Communications: An International Journal, Vol. 
10(4), 302–314. 

Kauffman, Cameron (2010) Employee involvement: A new blueprint for success. Jour-

nal of Accountancy, Vol. 209(5), 46–49. 

Kaur, Harjeet (2011) Impact of human resource factors on perceived environmental 
performance: an empirical analysis of a sample of ISO 14001 EMS com-
panies in Malaysia. Journal of Sustainable Development, Vol. 4(1), 211–
224. 

Kolk, Ans (2010) Trajectories of sustainability reporting by MNCs. Journal of World 

Business, Vol. 45(4), 367–374. 

Koskinen, Ilpo – Alasuutari, Pertti – Peltonen, Tuomo (2005) Laadulliset menetelmät 

kauppatieteissä. Vastapaino, Tampere. 

Ligeti, György – Oravecz, Ágnes (2009) CSR communication of corporate enterprises 
in Hungary. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 84(2), 137–149. 

Lobel, Orly (2006) Sustainable capitalism or ethical transnationalism: Offshore produc-
tion and economic development. Journal of Asian Economics, Vol. 17(1), 
56–62. 

Luo, Yadong – Shenkar, Oded (2006). The multinational corporation as a multilingual 
community: Language and organization in a global context. Journal of In-

ternational Business Studies, Vol. 37(3), 321–339. 

Madsen, Henning - Ulhøi, John P. (2001) Greening of human resources: Environmental 
awareness and training interests within the workforce. Industrial Manage-

ment and Data Systems, Vol. 101(2), 57–63. 

Maon, François – Lindgreen, Adam – Swaen, Valérie (2009) Designing and imple-
menting corporate social responsibility: An integrative framework 
grounded in theory and practice. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 
87(Supplement 1), 71–89. 



72 

Min-Dong, Paul Lee (2008) A review of the theories of corporate social responsibility: 
Its evolutionary path and the road ahead. International Journal of Man-

agement Reviews, Vol. 10(1), 53–73. 

Minister Väyrynen to an export promotion trip to Peru, Argentina and Uruguay (2011) 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland. 04.3.2011. 
<http://formin.finland.fi/public/default.aspx?contentid=214476&nodeid=1
5145&contentlan=2&culture=en-US>, retrieved 10.3.2011. 

Morgan, Brian S. – Schiemann, William A. (1983) Why internal communication is fail-
ing. The Public Relations Journal, Vol. 39(3), 15–17. 

Morse, Stephen (2008) Post-sustainable development. Sustainable Development, Vol. 
16(5), 341–352. 

Muller, Alan (2006) Global versus local CSR strategies. European Management Jour-

nal, Vol. 24(2–3), 189–198. 

Myers, Michael D. (2009) Qualitative research in business & management. Sage Publi-
cations, London. 

Mäkelä, Jari (2011) Sosiaalinen vastuu on arjen tekoja. Talouselämä 8, 6. 

O’Kane, Paula – Hargie, Owen – Tourish, Dennis (2002) Communication without fron-
tiers: the impact of technology upon organizations. In: Key issues in or-

ganizational communication, eds. Dennis Tourish – Owen Hargie, 74–95. 
Routledge, London. 

Puppim de Oliveira, Jose Antonio (2006) Corporate citizenship in Latin America: New 
challenges for business. The Journal of Corporate Citizenship, Spring 
2006(21), 17–20. 

Rohweder, Liisa (2004) Yritysvastuu – kestävää kehitystä organisaatiotasolla. WSOY, 
Porvoo. 

Rok, Boleslaw (2009) Ethical context of the participative leadership model: taking peo-
ple into account. Corporate Governance, Vol. 9(4), 461–472. 

Rugman, Alan – Verbeke, Alain – Yuan, Wenlong (2011) Re-conceptualizing Bartlett 
and Ghoshal's classification of national subsidiary roles in the multi-
national enterprise. The Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 48(2), 253–
277. 

Schmid, Stefan – Kotulla, Thomas (2010) 50 years of research on international stan-
dardization and adaptation – From a systematic literature analysis to a 
theoretical framework. International Business Review, Article in Press. 

Smith, Lyn (2005) Effective internal communication. Kogan Page, London. 

Tourish, Dennis – Hargie, Owen (2004) Motivating critical upward communication: a 
key challenge for management decision making. In: Key issues in organ-

izational communication, eds. Dennis Tourish – Owen Hargie, 188–204. 
Routledge, London. 



73 

Trapp, N. Leila (2010) The persuasive strength of values, reputation, and interest argu-
ments for promoting ethical behaviour in a global corporate setting. Cor-

porate Communications: An International Journal, Vol. 15(2), 156–168. 

UN (1948) The universal declaration of human rights. 
<http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/>, retrieved 11.4.2010. 

Uusi-Rauva, Christa – Nurkka, Johanna (2010) Effective internal environment-related 
communication: An employee perspective. Corporate Communications: 

An International Journal, Vol. 15(3), 299–314. 

Watson, Sharon – Weaver, Gary R. (2003) How internationalization affects corporate 
ethics: formal structures and informal management behavior. Journal of 

International Management, Vol. 9(1), 75–93. 

Welch, Mary (2011) The evolution of the employee engagement concept: communica-
tion implications. Corporate Communications: An International Journal, 
Vol. 16(4), 328–346. 

Welch, Mary - Jackson, Paul R. (2007) Rethinking internal communication: a stake-
holder approach. Corporate Communications: An International Journal, 
Vol. 12(2), 177–198. 

Wright, Donald K. (1995) The role of corporate public relations executives in the future 
of employee communications. Public Relations Review, Vol. 21(3), 181–
198. 

Yang, Xiaohua – Rivers, Cheryl (2009) Antecedents of CSR practices in MNCs sub-
sidiaries: A stakeholder and institutional perspective. Journal of Business 

Ethics, Vol. 86(Supplement 2), 155–169. 

2000 suurinta yritystä (2010) Kauppalehti. 
<http://www.kauppalehti.fi/5/i/yritykset/suurimmat/>, retrieved 21.9.2011. 

 

Interviews 

Consultant, communications. Interview 18.3.2011. 

Consultant, corporate responsibility. Interview 21.2.2011. 

Director, Communications. Interview 20.10.2011. 

Director, Internal communications. Interview 10.11.2011. 

Director, CR. Interview 14.10.2011. 

Director, Environment. Interview 19.10.2011. 

Manager, CR. Interview 6.10.2011. 

Manager, Internal communications. Interview 14.10.2011. 


