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Abstract This paper develops a media theoretical exten-
sion of the communicative view on corporate social
responsibility by elaborating on the characteristics of net-
work societies, arguing that new media increase the speed
and connectivity, and lead to higher plurality and the
potential polarization of reality constructions. We discuss
the implications for corporate social responsibility of
becoming more polyphonic and sketch the contours of
“communicative legitimacy.” Finally, we present this spe-
cial issue and develop some questions for future research.
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Responsible business in network societies

With the rise of the Internet and social media, and the
mediatization of organizations, societies are undergoing a
fundamental transformation toward globally networked
societies (Castells 2000). Social media such as blogs,
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Facebook, and Twitter have the technological potential to
speed up communication (Liu et al. 2006; Gupta et al.
2011) and to increase direct interaction, dialog, and par-
ticipation across organizations and various audiences
(Colleoni 2013; Schultz et al. 2011). Accordingly, social
media transform the communicative dynamics within and
between corporations and their environment. On the one
hand, protest actors can become more powerful and disrupt
corporations’ legitimacy by using social media (Bennett
2003). On the other hand, corporations can maintain
legitimacy better as they can directly relate to their stake-
holders via social media and take on the gate keeping
function of traditional media (Fieseler et al. 2010).

Overall, research lacks consistent insights into how the
institutionalization of social media changes the constitution
of corporate legitimacy especially through means of cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR), which has been often
regarded as one of the best ways for businesses to address
social problems and maintain legitimacy (Gond et al. 2011;
Matten and Moon 2008; Moon and Vogel 2008). While
theoretical considerations often praise the potential
advantages of social media (e.g., Papacharissi 2004),
empirical studies point to the more disillusioning impli-
cations of new media, for example, the lack of influence of
social media protesters in traditional media and public
opinion (Kleinnijenhuis et al. in press) or the lack of a
dialogical use of social media by corporations (Bortree and
Seltzer 2009; Capriotti 2011; Castelld et al. 2013; Fieseler
et al. 2010).

So far, CSR research has paid limited attention to social
media and its legitimation role of corporations in society,
to its characteristics (e.g., Fieseler et al. 2010), its
dynamics and relation with traditional media (Lee and
Carroll 2011; Siltaouja and Vehkaperd 2010). The pre-
dominant instrumental view in CSR research regards CSR
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in an organization-centered manner, primarily as an
instrument or a strategic tool (Porter and Kramer 2006,
2011) to foster the business case of CSR by, for example,
improving the corporate reputation (e.g., Bhattacharya and
Sen 2004), the loyalty and motivation of employees (Tur-
ban and Greening 1997) and consumer brand awareness
and purchases (Kotler and Lee 2005). As a result, in this
view, new media are often seen as fruitful instruments for
better stakeholder engagement, for maintaining control and
consistent perceptions of their talks and actions, and for
building a corporate image that leads to better financial
performance. The second dominant view, the political-
normative view, in turn, regards CSR as a societal, goal-
driven consensus making process and sees corporations as
being politically responsible for the setting, implementa-
tion and development of norms and values of contemporary
society (Crane et al. 2008; Etzioni 1988; Ghoshal 2005;
Scherer and Palazzo 2007, 2011). This view primarily
perceives new media as a vehicle for an increasing par-
ticipation and dialog that contribute to the formation of
consensus by eroding the authority of traditional media,
herewith decreasing corporate control over public opinions
(Benkler 2006; Chouliaraki and Morsing 2010; Jenkins
2006; Jeppesen and Molin 2003; Tapscott and Williams
2006). Overall, both the instrumental and the political-
normative view are limited as they focus on hierarchical
instead of multiple forms of reality negotiation (control-
bias), regard a tight alignment between words and action as
crucial for legitimacy building (consistency-bias) and dis-
regard the potential productiveness of dissent and multiple
opinions expressed simultaneously (consensus-bias) (Schultz
et al. 2013). Furthermore, these views partially build on a
technology-deterministic understanding of (new) media, as
they extrapolate legitimacy outcomes from technological
conditions on social dynamics and do not fully acknowl-
edge the complex forms and new dynamics of interactions
between media, publics, and organizations.

This article contributes to this debate by shedding light
on the characteristics of social media and how they relate
to CSR and the legitimation process of business in society.
First, we build on a third view on CSR that has recently
emerged, the communicative view (Schultz et al. 2013; see
also Golob et al. 2013; Schultz and Wehmeier 2010),
which challenges instrumental and political-normative
perspectives that propose CSR as instrument for producing
consensus, control and consistency. We extend this view
with a media theoretical perspective to get a better
understanding of the characteristics, dynamics and impli-
cations of the interplay between new media and CSR. We
explore how new media create a more dynamic context for
businesses’ legitimacy constitution as they increase the
speed of communication and the connectivity of many
actors bringing different voices to the debate of corporate
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responsibilities, what we define as a pluralization process.
We point out a number of social conditions that co-deter-
mine to what extent different voices finally reach the
public’s awareness, gain attention from interest groups,
foster consensus or dissent, decrease or increase control on
corporate messages and disrupt or maintain corporate
legitimacy: actors’ interpretations, power relations and
economic conditions in the interplay with traditional
media.

Second, we discuss the implications of these observa-
tions for CSR and legitimacy. We argue that the described
dynamization of communication can foster and make
audible a greater diversity of voices, and partially also
more combative voices on business responsibility, whose
impact on the constitution of CSR depends not only on
their visibility in the debate but also on the capacity of
society to acknowledge and recognize them. We conclude
that CSR can hardly be reduced to being a corporate
function or instrument, but that it needs to be understood as
a construct that continuously emerges and changes in the
dynamic, media-based interplay between several actors and
that it is based on the plurality, conflict and potential
polarization of ideas and opinions. Accordingly, we argue
CSR needs to become more polyphonic. We draw further
conclusions on the concept of legitimacy, arguing that
dissent not only disrupts legitimacy (Palazzo and Scherer
2006) but also contributes to dynamically building legiti-
macy, for example, as it becomes a social expectation in
networked societies. We elaborate further on the idea of
“communicative legitimacy” as an alternative concept of
legitimacy that derives from the dynamics between dissent
and consensus.

Finally, we propose a new research agenda to explore
the dynamics around corporations and their responsibilities
in network societies, and based on that, give a brief outline
of the articles in this Special Issue, all of which contribute
in one way or another to this research agenda.

Conditions of Corporate Legitimacy: Dynamization
of Communication

As described above, the communicative view challenges
instrumental and political-normative views’ understanding
of communication and media as instruments for producing
consensus, control and consistency, and proposes an
alternative view on CSR to overcome these biases (Schultz
et al. 2013). Central for this view is the idea that com-
munication is not simply a transmission of meaning or
interpretations, but a process in which reality is constituted
and in which meaning is organized (Putnam and Nicotera
2008; see also Weick 1979, 1995). Communication and
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symbolic representations interactively construct worlds,
symbolic forms, narrations and myths about organizations
and their legitimacy (Christensen and Cheney 2000, 2011;
Meyer and Rowan 1977; Schultz 2011). Organizations are
thus also constructs that emerge in (Taylor and Van Every
2000) and consist of communications (Christensen and
Cornelissen 2011; Koschmann et al. 2012).

The societal dynamics of individualization, globaliza-
tion, and fragmentation of reality enhance the importance
of the communicative constructions where media play a
fundamental role (Chouliaraki and Morsing 2010; Schultz
2011). From a media theoretical point of view, media are
technical institutions that transport different systems of
signs, e.g., visual, auditive, audio-visual (Saxer 1998). At
the same time, they are also social institutions, as they are
fundamentally integrated into and constituted by societal
and political processes and relations. To understand better
the constitution of responsible business and corporate
legitimacy in new media environments, it is therefore
necessary to develop an integrated view on both the tech-
nological characteristics and the societal dynamics around
new media.

New Communication Dynamics: Speed, Connectivity,
and Plurality

The Internet is considered a technological innovation that
has changed communicative processes (DiMaggio et al.
2001), primarily as it increases the speed of transporting
information (Castells 2007). This means that information
about organizations can be aired and made quickly avail-
able via social media platforms such as Facebook and
Twitter before being covered by journalist gatekeepers and
mass media channels (Castells 2008). The Internet also
reduces the technical, financial, and legal barriers of
communication, enabling more direct interaction, dialog
and participation (Schultz et al. 2011) and herewith more
connectivity across geographically dispersed individuals.
As communication technologies such as satellites, cable
connections and new generations of computers become
more available and improve usability, more people can
directly access communication platforms, become com-
municators themselves (Papacharissi 2004) and have their
opinions receive more attention. Communication technol-
ogies connect diverse social networks and constitute a
major modality through which social relationships are
created, extended and maintained, thereby leading to a
growing alignment of social and communication networks
(Friedland et al. 2006). Creating, printing, and distributing
a newspaper was an expensive, exclusive, and complex
process controlled by only a few people, but many people
can set-up a Facebook page, create or participate in blogs

(Castells 2007) and produce other forms of user-generated
content (von Hippel 2005) which might democratize the
access to communication (Papacharissi 2004).

Not only corporations but also activists and new social
movements make intensive use of new media and orga-
nize themselves on these infrastructures. They become
new media activists (Bennett 2003) or corporate watch-
dogs, and potentially reach the awareness of millions of
people by criticizing corporate behavior; their campaigns,
directly and indirectly via classic media (Fieseler et al.
2010), hereby affecting organizations. Also, individuals
can participate more easily in debates (Papacharissi
2010) on political issues, especially in countries that lack
media transparency or where the traditional media are
manipulated by political actors. These new media activ-
ists decentralize the discourse without necessarily
ascribing to partisan politics or membership in a specific
political party, basing their stance on a loose, horizontal
and fluid connection via new media (Bennett and Iyengar
2008).

Overall, this increase in speed and connectivity leads to
a dynamization of communication, making it more inde-
terminate as it fosters multi-directional outcomes of com-
munication. A pluralization of voices emerges in societal
communication, as more issues are discussed and more
opinions are potentially heard. As a result, new media have
the technological potential to provide broad access to vir-
tually infinite amounts of information so that online com-
munication has the potential to close informational divides
and truly enable deliberative discourse across society. This
scenario fits with the idea of a more democratic civil
society in which all possible views and arguments can be
expressed and in which debate participants can listen,
engage in, and exchange non-like-minded views (Scheufele
and Nisbet 2012).

As argued, however, the media theoretical view sees
media as not only technical institutions but also as social
institutions. For that reason, media cannot determine how
the interplay between actors finally changes and which of
the diverse voices receive more public awareness. It cannot
determine the extent to which stakeholder relations can be
developed; activists can become more powerful and par-
ticipation in society can increase, or a reinforcement of
selectivity and fragmentation of public discourses along the
lines of disagreement can develop, as more pessimistic
research reviews argue (Bennett and Iyengar 2008;
Donsbach and Mothes 2012). In line with our idea of an
integrated perspective, we now take a closer look at the
social dynamics upon which the implications of new
media depend on the actors’ interpretations of these
signs, the media used, and the institutional conditions and
power relations, such as financial constraints and political
pressure.
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Social Dynamics: Actors, Institutions, and Polarization

As communication is an interaction process between two or
more actors, the actors’ interpretations, expectations and
media use co-determine the communicative construction of
reality and the consequences of information presented in
media. As studies document, new media are, for example,
more credible for users with a high level of new media use
than for users with little new media affinity (Flanagin and
Metzger 2000, 2001; Greer and Moreland 2003; Johnson
and Kaye 2004), and the stronger they are related to tra-
ditional news sources, the more credible they are perceived
(Stavrositu and Sundar 2008). In social media, people also
intensively refer to traditional media content, as the latter is
often perceived as being neutral. Especially the blogs made
by popular journalists of traditional media are regarded as
being more credible (e.g., Eisenegger 2008).

As argued above, also the institutional context, the pre-
existence of political power relations and financial con-
straints in media organizations, with protesters, political
actors, and established journalists from traditional media,
co-determine these communicative dynamics in network
societies and, finally, extend or limit the described potential
of new media toward more connectivity, speed, and
diversity. With regard to political conditions we can argue
that new media can erode “the authority and agenda-setting
power of the traditional media” (Friedland et al. 2006,
p- 18) and make the plurality of voices more audible,
especially in crises or political conflicts in which, due to a
normative consensus or political restrictions on the free-
dom and plurality of speech (e.g., the Arab Spring and the
Iraq War), critical issues cannot be openly discussed in
traditional media, but only in the blogosphere (Bennett and
Iyengar 2008; Morel 2012). On the other hand, new media
partially reproduce the power dimensions of traditional
media, where content is organized and presented according
to a political line or agenda (Oakes et al. 1998) and
according to established organizational hierarchies (Fried-
land et al. 2006).

Furthermore, both traditional media and new media
institutions try to gain more attention, not at least as they
operate according to the economic logic of action. Media
organizations are also corporations, and reaching a high
level of media coverage often leads in both cases to eco-
nomic advantages in the form of, for example, advertising
revenues or donations. To gain the most awareness, media
select and communicate issues that, according to news
value theory, are locally relevant, sensational, or combative
(for traditional media, see Schulz 1976), or ones to which
values of good and bad can be attributed (Luhmann 1996).
Such issues and bad news, in turn, present a specific idea
of reality and are communicated more intensely and
broadly in less amount of time, and they also foster the
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participation of more actors in the communication (see also
Hansen et al. 2011). Through scandalous events and mor-
alization (Schultz 2011), and framing them in a specific
way building on accepted “schemata of interpretation,” as
argued in framing theory (Benford and Snow 2000, p. 614;
Entman 2007), media reduce communicative complexity,
increase awareness of the issues and thus adopt and influ-
ence what is discussed in various audiences and how it is
evaluated (Carroll and McCombs 2003; McCombs 1997,
McCombs et al. 1997; see also agenda-building theory).
There is an institutionalization of filtering mechanisms that
change the selection and variety of information: Audiences
increasingly receive pre-selected information from their
social network sites, general search engines and user
reviews. Media institutions increasingly use metrics,
algorithms as editors, and self-reinforcing search and tag-
ging spirals to decide what information is relevant, espe-
cially in times of crises (Scheufele and Nisbet 2012). These
filtering mechanisms accordingly change news selection
processes and partially reduce the plurality of voices due to
economic reasons further.

Social conditions have further implications for com-
munication dynamics in network societies, as they change
how people selectively attend to information, comment on
issues and negotiate values of good or bad around these
issues. When opinions are discussed more in line with like-
minded friends or interest groups that actors can easily
connect to, new media do not only increase the plurality of
voices but can also foster fragmentation of attention and
public audiences and increase homogenization within
specific communities, as well as disengagement and
demobilization, especially for those who lack a strong
interest in politics (Donsbach and Mothes 2012). New
media can lead to stronger confrontations and selectivity,
and herewith polarization in societal debates (Friedland
et al. 2006; Nie et al. 2010; Scheufele et al. 2006;
Scheufele and Nisbet 2012; Woodly 2008). Simplified
frameworks or stereotypes can emerge in extreme positions
that become more opposed to each other and defined as
being different by moving toward these poles (Pruitt and
Olczak 1995). These kinds of oppositional voices and
polarization in turn can trigger again diverse debates on
corporations, promote participation in these debates and
thus also lead to outcomes relevant for society (Scheufele
et al. 2006), but it can also strengthen feelings of ambiv-
alence and consequently promote apathy rather than
engagement with the political process (Mutz 2002), or even
create more conflict.

In view of that, both aspects, plurality and polarization,
are two interrelated characteristics of new media societies
that also co-determine the debate on responsible businesses
and dynamically interact. New media increase the speed
of communication and the connectivity of many actors,
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allowing different voices to gain attention, and therefore
dynamize communication, but the extent to which it makes
debates more plural, or even polarized, depends on actors’
interpretations and expectations and on economic and
political conditions such as power relations.

The Polyphony of CSR and the Role of Communicative
Legitimacy

As organizations are embedded in multiple, mainly fluid,
social and communicative networks, and as new commu-
nication technologies catalyze communication processes
within organizations and between them and their stake-
holders, the described dynamization of communication has
fundamental implications for the processes in which busi-
ness responsibility is constituted. Building on the idea of
higher connectivity, speed, pluralization, new media foster
and make visible more different and alternative, and often
also more combative, voices on business responsibility.
Organizations are often confronted with alternative reality
constructions about their operations, products, or services.
Various audiences and protesters critically observe corpo-
rations’ actions, evaluate to what extent they are aligned
with societal or environmental norms and expectations, and
put moral pressure on them, which in turn triggers the
institutionalization of CSR (Schultz and Wehmeier 2010).
In addition, companies’ CSR initiatives and sustainability
reports are discussed intensively and critically, and are
frequently criticized for being selective (Hess 2008). A
higher demand for more transparency on their actions is
observable (Christensen 2002) and, hence, a more diverse
reality. Often, corporate initiatives are also decoded op-
positionally (for oppositional decoding, see Hall 1973) and
corporations are accused of greenwashing and being hyp-
ocritical, building on the idea that they loosen or decouple
their rhetoric from the real societal change (Castellé and
Galang 2012; Castellé and Lozano 2011; Gobbels 2002;
Schultz and Wehmeier 2010; Brunsson 2003). As the
moralization of communication, for which scandalization is
one example, increases public awareness concerning issues
in the media, polarization of corporate versus protesters’
reality constructions might again trigger broader debates on
corporations’ responsibilities, but also dilute voices in the
mass media, leading to a reduction in complexity and thus
restrictions on the communication intent.

Chevron’s 2010 “We Agree” campaign is an illustration
of how social media provide a platform for plurality and
conflicting voices. In this case, multiple voices influenced
the societal construction of realities by making visible
diverse opinions on corporate responsibility in social media
tending to a polarization of arguments. In September 2010,
Chevron, an American multinational energy corporation,

commissioned a sustainability communication campaign
called “We Agree” in which a successive number of tes-
timonials presented Chevron CSR achievements. Chev-
ron’s corporate managers appeared in the campaign with
statements such as, “It’s time oil companies get behind the
development of renewable energy.” They appeared with
big posters claiming “We Agree.” Environmental activist
groups such as Rainforest Action Network and Amazon
Watch joined communication specialists and prank-
sters such as The Yes Men to mimic Chevron’s new
campaign, derailing it by calling attention to the company’s
alleged failures and mistakes on a website called “Chevron
Thinks We’re Stupid,” but also on platforms such as blogs,
YouTube, Facebook and Twitter, all one day before the
original Chevron campaign was launched (Cherry and
Sneirson 2012). These media activists contested the cor-
porate message using the same images, modifying them to
present an alternate interpretation of Chevron’s reality and
of the goals that Chevron was supposedly committing to.
They claimed, for example: “Oil companies should stop
poisoning children. We agree. We believe that as a species
human beings define their reality through suffering and
misery. We agree.” The activists reached thousands of
people in California, USA, due to online word-of-mouth
and viral effects. The activists’ alternate reality construc-
tion was given legitimacy and new space on the Internet,
and thus competed with the corporate reality construction.

The dynamics of differing opinions and the extent to
which they lead to conflict, to a struggle of power in
society, and hereby influence the constitution of CSR,
depends as argued above on the visibility of the voices in
the debate. Conflicting interests and constructions of reality
find a technological basis for expression, but receive higher
or lower levels of attention and relevance in the public
negotiation or reality, depending on the involved actors,
institutional conditions and power relations. For example,
the plurality of voices emerging via new media also change
the overall societal construction of reality through the
political influence of traditional news media exercised by
the gatekeeping function of professional journalists (Neu-
berger and Quandt 2010). In the Chevron case, traditional
media such as The Washington Post and The Huffington
Post provided coverage of the spoof campaign, giving a
new level of coverage to the campaign and increasing the
impact of the activists.

The impact of new media used by protesters is often
counterbalanced by corporate communication efforts, as
corporations can also become less dependent on profes-
sional journalists, traditional media corporations, and their
selection logic. In addition, corporations have the ability to
better engage with their multiple stakeholders via new
media to create their own spaces for direct dialog with
multiple voices.
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E.ON UK, a fully owned subsidiary of the German
energy giant E.ON, is another example of how new plat-
forms for hearing multiple voices are being created by
corporations. In August 2009, E.ON UK launched “Talk-
ing Energy” on YouTube to create a space for open par-
ticipation that would allow individuals normally excluded
from traditional stakeholder dialogs and media coverage to
post videos on the UK division’s CSR policies and prac-
tices. Facilitated and managed by the E.ON UK, this
YouTube channel differs from conventional media spaces
where journalists filter stakeholder opinions, but also from
spaces created by audiences other than the corporation, for
example NGOs, to articulate their opinions. In principle, it
allowed unaligned individuals and activists from horizon-
tally organized and somewhat amorphous social movement
“groups” (e.g., Climate Camp, Climate Rush, Plane Stu-
pid) to post highly critical commentaries on E.ON’s CSR
policies (e.g., those relating to climate change, energy
security and fuel poverty) and break the traditional frontier
between formally constituted groups of stakeholders and
journalist gatekeepers. At the same time, it established the
corporate voice in a space controlled by them (see Whelan,
Moon, and Grant in this Special Issue).

Corporate Social Responsibility as Polyphony

The described dynamization of communication has also
further implications for our general understanding and
conceptualization of CSR. As argued by Schultz et al.
(2013), the communicative view had already begun chal-
lenging dominant understandings of CSR as an instrument
or management practice that could be defined and managed
in a corporate-centric way to produce unity and gain
legitimacy. Based on the epistemologically reasoned idea
that reality is constituted in communication, CSR can be
understood as a communicative construct and dynamic
continuum of meaning. CSR comprises not only action but
also symbolic aspirations or visions about an ideal future
state (Christensen et al. 2013; Schultz et al. 2013; Weh-
meier and Schultz 2011), and, in itself, a form of action
(Schoeneborn and Trittin 2013; Taylor and Van Every
2000) that shapes these realities communicatively.

Based on our prior thoughts, we can argue that CSR as a
construct emerges and changes in the dynamic, media-
based interplay between several actors, and more specifi-
cally, in the dynamic interaction between the plurality of
voices. Conflicting voices and moral pressure aimed at
delegitimizing corporations often enter into the public
awareness and trigger debates on the issue of corporation
responsibility, which, in turn, fosters the institutionaliza-
tion of CSR as a concept. These voices challenge corpo-
rations’ own constructions of, and in particular their
idealistic claims on CSR, which have often been introduced
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as symbolic facades to document a commitment to various
stakeholder demands (Schultz and Wehmeier 2010).

We argue, that in the network society, scholars and
practitioners would benefit from exploring CSR as a
polyphonic concept. The notion of polyphony refers to the
idea that several voices are combined into a complex
concept in which the individual voices can remain inde-
pendent identities instead of being integrated into one
monophonic voice or instead of being dominated by
another homophonic voice (Christensen et al. 2011).
Analysis and management of CSR should explore how
corporations may integrate the plurality of partially polar-
ized voices and partially incompatible values from their
environment at a discursive level. Instead of searching for
unity consensus or consistency between talks and actions
they have to be able to continuously managing diversity
and differences in a flexible way hereby enabling a plu-
rality of voices ambiguity and lack of clarity around CSR.
But they also have to integrate diversity by involving
stakeholders more directly in the debate to reflect on
negotiate and interpret corporate CSR efforts and by giving
them a more active role in the institutionalization and
constitution of corporations’ responsibility and the identity
of the organization.

This does not mean that we argue for putting an end to
further questions and conflicts about the CSR construct. On
the contrary, based on a communication view, it can be
argued that the lack of clarity and often ambiguous con-
struction of CSR in new media is a way of serving the
interests of the CSR stakeholder community because new
media provide “a forum for interaction, sensemaking,
dialogue, debate and even conflict among a variety of
social actors, groups and interests” (Guthey and Morsing
forthcoming).

We argue that the careful orchestration of one consistent
and coherent CSR message does not necessarily result in
legitimacy across a variety of stakeholders, but might result
in a suppression of the many different voices and of the
experiences deriving from conflicts losing the tension of
the difference (Deetz 1992), or it might even foster them.
Dissent, in turn, enriches perceptions and produces tensions
that prospectively guide actions (May 2011).

In the communicative perspective of CSR, the role of
dissent, plurality of voices and conflict is, for the consti-
tution of CSR, brought forward and becomes central for
understanding the legitimation process. As dissent and
polarization are fundamental to the dynamics of CSR, we
propose to analyze legitimacy as a construct that emerges
in interactions during the communicative constitution of
CSR and in the interplay of dissent and consensus. Below,
we outline the contours of an alternative idea of legitimacy
that we summarize under the term communicative legiti-
macy (see Schultz et al. 2013).
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On the Role of Communicative Legitimacy

Existing conceptualizations on legitimacy argue that an
organization is legitimate when it is perceived as being
beneficial due to a specific activity that fulfills its own
interests (pragmatic legitimacy), or when it does the right
thing in a moral sense, which implies that it is beneficial to
society (moral legitimacy), or when taken-for-granted
beliefs render the organization desirable (cognitive legiti-
macy; see Suchman 1995). An underlying component is the
idea of legitimacy as a state or a quality of being rightful or
justifiable that is linked to questions of consent and con-
formity to societal values (as communicated in the Latin
legitimare). As firms are considered legitimate when they
conform to such stakeholder expectations (Bansal and
Clelland 2004; see also Dowling and Pfeffer 1975; Sen and
Bhattacharya 2001; Suchman 1995), especially instru-
mental views of CSR often tend to frame legitimacy as an
objective, instrument or fixed outcome of actions that can
be strategically manufactured (Giroux 2006).

This understanding is problematic from a communica-
tive view, as legitimacy is primarily a perception (Suchman
1995) and a relation (Weber 1964) that is developed in
interactions by the attempt of one actor to be legitimate and
the belief of his counterpart in his legitimacy. Via com-
munication, an actor can become regarded as legitimate
and take part in the constitution of reality because he is
related to other forms of legitimacy, perceived as being
moral or as conforming to cultural beliefs, or as he is, in a
more narrow sense, perceived as being “communicable” —
an accepted member of a discourse, eventually also due to
a kind of “communicative rationality” (Habermas 1984).

Based on our insights on the dynamics of communica-
tion, we argue that the diversity of voices, conflicting
voices and an understanding of potential polarization help
to negotiate and herewith share reality. We therefore pro-
pose this different understanding of legitimacy that does
not regard alignment with specific forms of social accep-
tance (moral, pragmatic, cognitive) as constitutive, but
points to the role of dissent as a necessary condition for the
communicative constitution of legitimacy. An organization
that is able to appreciate dissent is likely to react to the
dissent by diversifying its own reality and become poly-
phonic, and might be perceived as being legitimate even by
those same critical stakeholders and observers who ques-
tion its behaviors. Dissent can itself become a central norm
in network societies and therefore directly constitutive for
legitimacy at a meta level. This is what we outline here as
communicative legitimacy.

The following section summarizes our findings, draws
additional conclusions concerning topics that future
research needs to address, and based on that, introduces the
articles in this Special Issue.

Agenda for Future Research and Presentation
of the Special Issue

This paper and Special Issue contribute to shedding new
light on the communicative dynamics that emerge around
CSR and legitimacy in network societies. They partially
build on the communicative view on CSR, which provides
an alternative to the instrumental and the political-norma-
tive views on CSR, their overemphasis on the role of
technology and their focus on the notions of control, con-
sensus and consistency (Schultz et al. 2013). We extend
this view with a media theoretical perspective, according to
which media are not only technological but also social
institutions. We argued that new media have the techno-
logical capabilities to increase the speed of communication
and the connectivity between many actors and different
voices, thus increasing the dynamics of communication.
This dynamization of communication changes the interplay
between business and society, thus leading to a higher
plurality and potential polarization of voices, which
dynamically interact and can lead to new forms of legiti-
macy. Their dynamics and influence concerning which
voices reach the public consciousness foster consensus or
dissent, decrease or increase control on messages, depend
on the actors’ perceptions of reality and on the institutional
conditions, such as power relations, between and within
different actors, but also on social and traditional media
influences. CSR emerges out of this plurality of voices.
Organizations need to understand CSR in its polyphony.
Legitimacy emerges within the communicative constitution
of CSR, in dissents configured by agentic moments of
inclusion, exclusion and break-ups of communication. The
idea of communicative legitimacy (see also Schultz et al.
2013) acknowledges that legitimacy emerges in a dynamic,
often dissensual, instead of consensual process of
communication.

Corporations already started to react to these changes in
network societies. Even though corporate activities are still
mainly communicated in a traditional unidirectional man-
ner via corporate press releases and corporate reports (see
early models of PR according to Grunig and Hunt 1984),
they increasingly acknowledge social media channels as
fruitful platforms for observing public opinion and man-
aging critical issues, and as a channel for communicating
or engaging with multiple stakeholders. As argued by
Castello et al. (2013), some corporations are starting to
think about the importance of transforming firm-centric
and controlled communication strategies to a more open
and multi-directional form of communication, which
should allow them to communicate broadly and to partic-
ipate in debates from which they were previously excluded.
Corporations need to use social media to reflect on how to
go beyond their traditional definition of stakeholders as

@ Springer



690

1. Castell6 et al.

“functional groups” (e.g., consumers, employees, share-
holders, suppliers, NGOs) who might impact corporate
activities through their agitation in a risky way to seeing
them as potential innovative collaborators on environ-
mental issues concerning the company as well as con-
cerning society (see Whelan 2012; Den Hond and De
Bakker 2007). Instead of maintaining legitimacy in tradi-
tional corporate-centric ways (Lozano 2005) via stakeholder
management or CSR departments or other meta-platforms
of coordination, corporations need to acknowledge the
polyphony of social media and work in other forms of
participating in the legitimation process. Flexible networks
of engagement and terms of engagement that facilitate
exchanges between multiple and individual activists and
the corporations without neglecting institutional stake-
holders (Castell6 et al. 2013) have been suggested as forms
of acknowledging plurality of voices and dissent. The cre-
ation of these structures requires understanding corporate
relations with its publics through communicative lenses
that make visible the co-construction of networks of
engagements, influence and power relations between the
different actors participating in new media platforms and
the opportunity for companies to work under conditions of
“uncontrol” (Castell6 et al. 2013).

Future Research Perspectives

Further research needs to extend these contours outlining
the characteristics of CSR in networked societies and
broaden our understanding of how communicative legiti-
macy is constituted. This Special Issue on “Responsible
Business in Social Media: Toward New Forms of Inter-
action?” opens up the debate to three lines of future
research and presents articles that contribute to further
developing our understanding of business and society
relations.

First, research needs to shed more light on the com-
municative dynamics of CSR and discuss how the general
technological conditions of new media, but also the role of
actors vis 4 vis social and political influence, change
communication dynamics, and the constitution of legiti-
macy. In particular, the concrete interplay between social
media and traditional news media can help to further
understand how much influence traditional centralized
actors have in the definition of agendas. How is CSR
constituted in polyphonic and uncontrolled debates and
what are the dynamic interactions between this polyphony
and polarization? How do actors’ perceptions and institu-
tional conditions constitute awareness in these debates and
what, then, is the impact of protesters who articulate their
critical opinions via social media on the public and cor-
porations, and the impact of traditional actors using tradi-
tional media? And how does the interplay between them
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lead to societal conflicts about corporations and social
issues, and what are the dysfunctional effects of CSR on
corporate legitimacy? A number of papers in this Special
Issue contribute to shedding more light on these issues.

The polyphonic character of CSR is expanded and fur-
ther analyzed in Meg-Lee, van Dolen, and Kolk’s “The
Role of Social Media in ‘Responsible’ Food ...,” which
examines blogger buzzes in reaction to food companies’
press releases on health and obesity issues. The authors
suggest that companies can increase the likelihood of a
positive reaction if they carefully consider the fit between
initiatives and their core business, while taking the notion
of controversial fit relating to the unhealthy nature of ori-
ginal products into account. Meg-Lee et al. document that
bloggers’ responses are influenced not only by the blog-
gers’ individual beliefs about responsibility but also by
different informational cues in press releases. They high-
light the complexity of managing the polyphonic voices of
CSR and suggest that future research on the polyphonic
character of CSR should study blogger responses toward a
company’s proactive social media strategy in different
circumstances and points in time.

The polyphony of CSR is also considered in Besiou,
Hunter, and Van Wassenhove’s “A Web of Watchdogs

..,” which discusses three cases on protests against mul-
tinational corporations. Their theoretical objective is to
develop agenda-setting theory toward a more dynamic and
nonlinear networked stakeholder context in which stake-
holder-controlled media take over parts of the roles that
have previously been ascribed to mainstream media. They
present a model of stakeholder responses to the agendas of
management and other stakeholders. They build on a sys-
tem-dynamic model and argue that robust system-dynamic
models may enable not only a clearer dissection of the
paths of stakeholder feedback but also may foresee and
resolve the underlying issues behind that path.

Eberle, Berens, and Li’s on “The Impact of Interactive
CSR Communication on Corporate Reputation” contribute
to a better understanding of communicative dynamics of
CSR in terms of the impacts of interactivity in CSR mes-
sages communicated via social media on corporate repu-
tation and recipients’ word-of-mouth intentions. They
suggest that an increase in perceived interactivity leads to
higher message credibility and stronger feelings of identi-
fication with the company, which also boost corporate
reputation and word-of-mouth in a positive way. They also
argue, however, that the detrimental impacts of negative
user evaluations on corporate reputation are much higher
than the favorable impacts of positive evaluations. Inter-
activity and word-of-mouth are good examples of the
multiple interactions of corporations with different actors
and the importance of understanding the dynamics of
communication.
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Lyon and Montgomery’s “Tweetjacked: The Impact of
Social Media on Corporate Greenwash” contribute to
developing a better understanding of how corporate CSR
messages become oppositionally decoded and how debates
become polarized. Lyon and Montgomery present a theo-
retical framework for understanding greenwashing, where
corporate environmental communications may backfire if
citizens and activists feel a company is engaging in
excessive self-promotion. They identify important differ-
ences between social media and traditional media and draw
on management literature on decoupling and economic
literature on information disclosure to theorize how social
media reduce the incidence of corporate greenwashing.

In their article “The Pursuit of Empowerment through
Social Media,” Fieseler and Fleck delve deeper into the
conflicts that emerge through social media. They utilize
social network analysis to investigate the CSR blogs of
three IT firms: Google, Hewlett-Packard, and Intel. Their
analysis reveals that the Internet-enabled social networks
of these companies exhibit patterns of power-law distri-
bution and an uneven distribution of structural social cap-
ital among the actors involved, especially on the corporate
side, which fails to fully engage with the network. They
argue that companies can no longer shield themselves from
the involvement of stakeholders. In contrast to large mass
media audiences, social media attracts fewer people and
especially those who actively look for conversation and
want to engage in online discussions. They conclude that
social media might not have a direct impact on the larger
public sphere, but can indirectly reach the larger public
through opinion leaders.

In their article “Corporations and Citizenship Arenas in
the Age of Social Media,” Whelan, Moon, and Grant argue
that corporate communication via social media is mainly
populated by individual citizens instead of functionally—
formally organized stakeholders. Individual citizens are
empowered, relative to corporations and their functionally—
formally organized stakeholders, when it comes to
creating, debating, and publishing CSR relevant issues.
However, information and communication technology
corporations possess specific, and potentially very impor-
tant capacities, when it comes to creating or helping to
construct public arenas of citizenship from within which
individual citizens can influence their broader political—
economic environment. They conclude that the role of
conflict and power relations needs to be further investi-
gated in future research. We agree with this insight.
Further research on communicative connectedness needs
to develop more insights on polarization and stakeholder
conflicts in polyphonic debates, as well as develop a
better understanding of the role of dissent for corporate
legitimacy.

Finally, Lee, Oh, and Kim’s article, “Social Media for
Socially Responsible Firms ...,” also deals with the con-
flictual character of CSR by examining the issue of how to
better exercise control over communications. Using a large
database of companies, they study the influence and control
of corporations over the stakeholder agenda of CSR. They
argue that while social media create important momentum
for firms to cultivate favorable stakeholder relationships,
the opportunities this affords are not distributed evenly for
all firms. They investigate the impact of CSR credentials
on the effectiveness of social media as a stakeholder-rela-
tionship management platform. They maintain that socially
responsible firms can harvest proactive stakeholder par-
ticipation (user-driven communication) without investing
more resources (firm-driven communication) and conclude
that being socially responsible makes more practical sense
for firms with the rise of social media.

We identify the second line of future research as one
that needs to investigate more how to apply and combine
new methods to observe these changes on a broader scale.
To analyze the dynamic interplay between actors (opinions,
views), their personal relations and the emergence of new
forms of relations between organizations and activist,
semantic network analyses (Monge and Contractor 2001)
and social network analysis and their combinations might
be fruitful. De Bakker and Hellsten’s article, “Capturing
Online Presence: Hyperlinks and Semantic Networks in
Activist Group Websites on CSR,” contributes to this aim
as it proposes and tests these new methods for studying
communication dynamics. They present an explorative
study of activist groups’ online presence via their websites
and propose a combination of methods to study both the
structural positioning of websites (hyperlink network ana-
lysis) and the meanings in these websites (semantic co-
word maps). This method can improve our understanding
of the tactics of activist networks to achieve institutional
change on CSR issues. The combination of methods and
the exploration of big data might provide further insights
into how social media influence and are influenced by
actors, mediums and institutions.

Finally, we propose that the third line of future research
should aim at developing further conceptualization and
analysis of the role of communicative legitimacy that goes
beyond cognitive, instrumental, and moral legitimacy
perspectives and that contributes to understanding com-
municative complexities. Legitimacy is constituted in
communication, but both sides of communication—the
“loved” side of consensus, control and consistency as well
as the “unloved” side of conflict or dissent, uncontrol and
inconsistency—are fundamental for the constitution of
legitimacy. Conflict and dissent, in turn, derive out of the
polyphony and polarization we described. How legitimacy
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constitution changes in network societies depends, as
described, on actors, institutional conditions, and media
dynamics. Research needs to better analyze how legitimacy
is communicatively constituted in these dynamic interac-
tions under a plurality of voices and narrations represented
in new and traditional media, and how this polyphony and
dissent become integral part of the legitimization process.
Such exploration of legitimacy can help us to grasp the
conditions and processes, under which actors are able to
participate in discourses and interact in the new commu-
nication space in order to negotiate reality. We need to
understand better how it can foster not only the unique
capacity to engage multiple voices and embrace dissent in
a way that other concepts may not but also serves as a
catalyst for important discussions about the ability of
companies to engage with stakeholders.

Our proposal to build on communicative and media
theory to better understand the complex process of corpo-
rate legitimization and responsible business in the network
society is only a first step. We would like to invite you to
join our debate, and explore the communicative view on
CSR.
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