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DANSK RESUMÉ 

Denne afhandling studerer et aspekt af virksomhedernes sociale ansvar (CSR): multinationale 
selskabers nylige påstande om og forpligtelse til ansvarlig virksomhedsskattepraksis. Den 
undersøger dette fænomen gennem kvalitativt materiale særlig udvalgt for at gøre det muligt at 
udforske fænomenet i detaljer. Det empiriske materiale består af interviews med skatte- og ikke-
skatte professionelle, observationer og arkivdata (fra 2000-2022). Denne afhandling har til formål 
at besvare det overordnede forskningsspørgsmål: hvorfor og hvordan betragter nogle 
multinationale virksomheder skat som en del af CSR og med hvilke implikationer? Den besvarer 
dette gennem tre artikler.  

Den første artikel undersøger, hvordan og hvorfor konceptet ”ansvarlig selskabsskat” er opstået. 
Det udforskes hvordan forskellige aktører bringes sammen i en kontekst af særlige muligheder og 
med hjælp fra katalysatorers skabelse af rum for interaktion og kan trække på ressourcer og ideer 
fra både CSR og selskabsskat. Denne dynamiske handling mellem idéer og fagfolk præsenteres i 
en model for, hvordan ”felter” bliver trukket tættere sammen – for selskabsskat og for CSR. 

Den anden artikel undersøger, hvordan skatteprofessionelle integrerer CSR i skattecompliance 
(efterrettelighed). Den afdækker de fremtrædende elementer i den organisatoriske proces som; en 
dedikeret skattedirektør, en støttende ledelse og en operationel skattepolitik. Denne artikel 
teoretiserer denne proces som ”ansvarliggørelse” af efterrettelighed. 

Den tredje artikel undersøger, hvordan vi kan observere en spirende privat regulering for ansvarlig 
selskabsskat og analyserer legitimitetsdynamikken af denne i forhold til tidligere 
selskabsskattepraksis og i forhold til offentlig regulering. Denne analyse afslører denne 
fremvoksende private regulering som befordrende for yderligere offentlig regulering frem for at 
konkurrere med, eller supplere, den eksisterende offentlige politik. 

Afhandlingen fortæller historien om fremkomsten og implikationerne af ansvarlig 
virksomhedsskattepraksis, der giver mulighed for en forståelse af virksomhedernes politiske rolle 
i forhold til lovoverholdelse og global regulering. Sammen afdækker de tre artikler fænomenet 
ansvarlig selskabsskat som havende relationelle, organisatoriske og politiske implikationer. 
Samlet bidrager afhandlingen til institutionel teori med sin multi-niveau analyse, der trækker på 
CSR-perspektiver, sociologi for compliance og privat governance litteratur. Den udvider vores 
viden om inter-felt relationer og analyserer, hvordan de centrale begreber institutioner og 
institutionalisering giver mulighed for en nutidig analyse af stabilitet og forandring af 
organisatorisk praksis. Afhandlingen argumenterer for, at ansvarlig virksomhedsskattepraksis 
ikke kun skal ses som en ledelsespraksis, men også som en reguleringsdynamik, der bør forstås i 
dens nutidige kontekst af komplekse samfundsmæssige, lovgivningsmæssige og politiske pres, og 
derved give indsigt til den kontinuerlige udfordring med effektiv regulering af multinationale 
selskaber. 
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ABSTRACT  

This thesis studies an aspect of corporate social responsibility (CSR):  multinational corporations’ 
(MNCs) recent claims of and commitment to responsible corporate tax practice. It investigates 
this phenomenon through a theoretical sample allowing us to explore the phenomenon in detail 
through three papers. Empirical material consists of interviews with tax and non-tax professionals, 
observations, and archival data (from 2000–2022). This thesis sets out to answer the overarching 
research question of: why and how do some MNCs consider tax a part of CSR and with what 
implications?  

The first paper investigates how and why responsible corporate tax has emerged. It demonstrates 
how diverse actors came together through opportunities and catalysts’ creation of spaces for inter-
action drawing in resources and ideas from CSR and of corporate tax. These dynamics between 
ideas and professionals are presented in a model of how issues are drawn closer together – that of 
corporate tax and that of CSR. The second paper explores how tax professionals integrate CSR 
into legal compliance practice. It uncovers the salient issues in the organizational process such as 
a dedicated tax director, a supportive management, and an instructive tax policy. This paper 
theorizes this process as the responsibilization of legal tax compliance. The third paper studies 
how we can observe an emergent private governance for responsible corporate tax and analyzes 
the legitimacy dynamics in relation to past corporate tax practices, and in relation to public 
governance. This analysis reveals the emergent private governance as possible to crowd in further 
public governance rather than compete with, or complement, public policy.  

The thesis tells the story of the emergence and implications of responsible corporate tax practice 
that allows for an appreciation of the political role of corporations in relation to legal compliance 
and to governance. Together the three papers uncover the phenomenon of responsible corporate 
tax as having relational, organizational, and political implications. The thesis contributes to 
institutional theory with its multi-level analysis drawing on CSR perspectives, sociology of 
compliance and private governance literature. It extends our knowledge of inter-field relations 
and analyzes how the central concepts of institutions and institutionalization allow for a 
contemporary analysis of stability and change of organizational practice. The thesis argues that 
responsible corporate tax practice should be seen not only as a managerial practice, but also as a 
governance dynamic that should be understood in its contemporary context of complex societal 
and regulatory pressures of law and politics, and thereby provide insights to the continuous 
challenge of effective regulation of MNCs.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Quote from Judge Learned Hand (1872–1961) 

Any one may so arrange his affairs that his taxes shall be as low as possible; he is not bound to 
choose that pattern which will best pay the Treasury; there is not even a patriotic duty to 

increase one's taxes. 

Gregory v. Helvering, 69 F.2d 809, 810 (2d Cir. 1934) 
 

Quote from interview with corporate tax director in MNC by author, 2020 

I remember this sense of relief, that it was okay to consider what was appropriate and decent 
(corporate tax) behavior, and how do we do this in a fair and transparent manner. Instead of 
always having to think, having to defend, why it was more expensive than planned for, and 

everything was about the effect on the balance sheet.  

Interview Tax Director MNC C4, 2020 

 

This thesis is a study into an organizational phenomenon that challenges traditional 
understandings of corporate tax practice and of corporate social responsibility (CSR). Among 
some multinational corporations (MNCs) responsible corporate tax practices have developed – an 
expression of the integration of tax with the CSR agenda and of thinking of corporate tax in a 
socially responsible manner. As the two quotes above express, this presents radically different and 
opposing principles for corporate tax practice than what is traditionally expected of taxpayers. It 
also challenges traditional boundaries of the construct of CSR (Dowling, 2014).  

This introduction will elaborate on the relevance of studying this emerging new practice among 
MNCs in corporate tax. It will argue why corporate tax is an essential issue area to study for 
business-society relations and how CSR and corporate tax intersections are of particular relevance 
in the context of an already politicized governance environment (Roland & Römgens, 2022). This 
introduction also sets out how the thesis will study this and delivers some conceptual clarifications 
concerning CSR, legitimacy, governance, the law, and institutions which are all key constructs in 
this thesis.  

1.1 Tax at the heart of modern society 
Taxes are central for modern society. The development of taxation is closely tied to the story of 
societal development. Taxes finance everything from warfare to the state bureaucracy and, in 
some countries, extensive welfare (Martin et al., 2009). Corporate tax payments are a part of the 
way in which states raise their revenue. Over time the structure of the various taxes that make up 
the states’ revenue shifts. Balances vary between consumption taxes and income taxes reflecting 
dominant ideologies and beliefs about economics and economic theory (Swank, 2016).  
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Statutory rates for corporate tax have decreased immensely over the years of its existence. A part 
of the downward pressure on statutory rates is that MNCs became increasingly mobile in their 
businesses and complex in their structure, which increases competition between states for 
economic activity (Swank, 2016). Among OECD countries in 2018 the share of corporate tax of 
total tax revenue was 10%, where in other regions it was slightly higher (OECD 1).  Research 
suggests that up to 40% of corporate profits from MNCs are escaping effective taxation (Tørslev 
et al., 2018). Meanwhile, economic relations and activities of MNCs have grown in scope and 
pace (UNCTAD, 2016). 

There is a tendency in literature on international business taxation 2 to portray tax professionals 
and corporations as hugely influential drivers of a complex techno-legal system of rules (Picciotto, 
2007). In such a system MNCs (supported by tax professionals) can benefit from elaborate tax 
planning to minimize tax payments to the benefit of their shareholders – a practice known as 
corporate tax avoidance. 3 This is understood as the way in which MNCs organize their corporate 
tax practices to technically be compliant with the law but arranged so that MNCs pay minimum 
corporate taxes (Picciotto, 1992). Corporate tax avoidance is usually thought to include elaborate 
or opaque corporate structures through so-called off-shore financial centers also known as tax 
havens (Palan, 2002). A recent estimate of how much corporate profit is held “offshore” and 
thereby escaping taxation was more than $650 billion in 2016 (Tørsløv et al., 2018). Media has 
covered this extensively (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018; Mayer & Gendron, 2022).  

This pursuit of corporate tax avoidance is described as an example of the structural power of 
MNCs (Ruggie, 2018; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011) and explained by the persistent governance gap 
that results in states’ inability to agree on binding supra-national rules for MNCs (Ruggie, 2018, 
Picciotto, 2022). Governance of international business taxation had until recently primarily been 
concerned with eliminating situations of double-taxation (Woodward, 2018). However, the 
financial crisis of 2008–2009 and a series of media leaks have changed the political environment 
for international business taxation (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018). There is a large literature which 
describes and analyzes the numerous changes that international business taxation has undergone 
since the financial crisis (Rixen, 2015, Rixen & Unger, 2022). A system that had created stability 
for MNCs tax affairs is now radically changing in terms of the actors (Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016) 
and norms (Gelepithis & Hearson, 2021), with the “state coming back in” to the global governance 
of corporate tax (Christensen & Hearson, 2019).  

In this context, movement among some MNCs is now delivering an increasing number of 
examples of linking of tax practice with CSR. These MNCs publish policies, deliver detailed 
reporting (Vodafone, 2017, Ørsted, 2022b), and co-develop and sign up to voluntary global 
reporting on tax (GRI, 2019) or the NGO certification scheme (Fair Tax Mark, 2014). In 2018, 

 
1 See https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/corporate-tax-statistics-database.html  
2 “International Business Taxation” and “corporate tax” will be used interchangeably.  
3 Corporations that are not MNCs and only present in one country are limited in their ability to conceive of challenges 
or opportunities from comparing tax regulations across countries. Here forth corporations and MNCs will be used 
interchangeably to mean business organizations that operate in more than one country and engage in some form of 
tax planning.   
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the B-team – a coalition of business and civil society leaders – launched “a new bar for responsible 
corporate tax.” At launch it had 12 signatories, and in 2022 it had 24 MNCs as signatories all of 
considerable size and including well-known brand names 4.  

Although this remains a relatively small grouping, it raises intriguing questions about our current 
understanding of corporate tax practices and the relationship between organizations and their 
environment. The thesis offers an empirical investigation into the phenomenon of responsible 
corporate tax practices, examining both its implications for individual multinational corporations 
(MNCs) and its broader collective significance - an area that remains largely uncharted. 

The relevance of this thesis goes beyond its contribution to literature on tax as a social and 
institutional practice plotting a narrow gap identified in this field or investigating a phenomenon 
simply because it is novel. Instead, the motivation for the research is founded on an appreciation 
of the centrality of tax in modern society (Martin et al., 2009) and the importance of understanding 
organizational behavior in relation to it. Examining the organizational practice and the dynamics 
of a responsible approach holds value for law- and policy makers confronting the challenge of 
corporate tax avoidance. Moreover, the phenomenon of responsible corporate tax sparked interest 
from both practical and theoretical perspectives.  

In terms of practical relevance, the thesis examines a phenomenon of contemporary importance 
as the regulatory boundaries for corporate tax practices continue to evolve. Meanwhile, it allows 
for studying the very frontier of CSR and responsible management practices, as well as the 
adaptability of MNCs to growing demands and increasingly complex issue areas that connect to 
and intersect with core state competences. Insight into the collective processes shaping and 
framing the normative boundaries concerning responsible management and corporate tax practice 
are of significant societal relevance both now and in the future, as these processes feeds back into 
the regulatory and political realms, as this thesis will demonstrate.  

Spanning disciplines and analytical levels, this thesis highlights how tax research is well-suited to 
interdisciplinary work (Boden et al., 2010; Oats, 2012). It recognizes this by exploring how 
adjacent theoretical perspectives contribute to elucidating the contemporary relevance of 
institutional theory as a framework for studying organizations and organizing in today’s context  

Tax is at the heart of the intersection between markets and society (Rixen & Dietsch, 2015) and 
ultimately government (Campbell, 1993), but so is CSR (Matten and Moon, 2008; Campbell, 
2007). Developments of organizations combining corporate tax and CSR offer an opportunity for 
exploring how these governing relationships of contemporary organizations overlap and interact, 
and are changing. This situates the thesis in the tradition of fiscal sociology, the focus of which is 
on understanding tax in relation to social change (Martin et al., 2009). This thesis considers the 
potential that organizations are as much a source of collective good as they are of societal ills 
(King, 2017) and that much is to be learned from a detailed study of a group of organizations 

 
4 Endorsing companies in 2022; Allianz, Ango American, BHP, bp, Danone, E.Sun bank, Enel, Engie, Fortum, Group 
Rocher, GSMA, Ingka group, KCB, Maersk, Nature & Co, Novozymes, Ørsted, Pearson, Relx, Repsol, Rio Tinto, 
Safaricom, SBM offshore, Shell, Total Energies, Unilever, Vodafone – see https://www.bteam.org/our-
thinking/news/responsible-tax    



15 
 

engaged in the “bright side of global business” (Scherer et al., 2009, p. 333) including whether 
CSR can play a more critical role in relation to the institutional boundaries of the law (Buhmann, 
2016; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 2016). Next section will detail how this thesis aims to study this. 

1.2 Research question, scope, and framing 
The over-arching research question is:    

How and why do some MNCs consider tax as part of CSR and with what implications? 

The thesis will investigate this question through analysis of qualitative data from interviews, desk 
research of documents, and observations at public events and conferences. It draws on empirical 
material collected from those organizations at the forefront of integrating corporate tax and CSR 
thereby acting as pioneers of what can be termed a responsible corporate tax practice. A part of 
the findings of this thesis will elaborate on what this is and means.  

The nature of the topic is transnational in scope, however, the geographical scope of the collected 
material centers on Denmark and UK where the author had a pre-existing network, and there have 
been significant developments relating to the topic of interest. With the majority of the data from 
these two countries it extends beyond, but remains primarily in Northern Europe, and overall, 
within OECD countries.  

The overarching theoretical framework is institutional theory, which this thesis engages in a 
multilevel analysis drawing on sociology of compliance and private governance literature. 
Institutional theory has been applied to CSR (Brammer et al., 2012; Campbell, 2007; Matten & 
Moon, 2008) and this thesis argues this is strengthened by leveraging insights from a multi-level 
analysis. The thesis draws on the core concept of the organizational field (Powell & DiMaggio, 
1991; Wooten & Hoffman, 2017) which allows for a meta-level analysis of how organizations 
interact in fields and extends this into the realm of inter-field dynamics (Furnari, 2016; Liu, 2021; 
Zietsma et al., 2017). The thesis explores how organizational practice is changing in the inter-
section between CSR and tax compliance assisted by sociology of compliance which argues that 
how businesses comply is a constructed process (Edelman & Talesh, 2011; Parker & Nielsen, 
2009). Finally, it raises the analytical level to the macro-level to explore the role of CSR as a form 
of private governance (Brammer et al., 2012; Sheehy, 2016) where changing legitimacy sources 
provide insight to public and private governance inter-action (Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein et al., 
2014).  

The following defines the central theoretical concepts applied in this thesis.  

1.3 Key concepts 
The key concepts are introduced here (and highlighted here in italics) as this thesis sets out to 
explore how and why some contemporary MNCs consider tax as part of CSR. This happens in a 
context of a changing legitimacy pertaining to the governance of corporate tax and the law as an 
institution for corporate tax practice.  

CSR is a central construct in this thesis and has been defined in various ways over the years with 
larger or more narrow scope (Dahlsrud, 2008; Sheehy, 2015). This thesis defines CSR as: “the 
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responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society” (European Commission, 2011). This 
short and broad definition is chosen because it allows for CSR to pertain to all aspects of business 
and not be isolated to certain policies or practices that affect identified or generalized stakeholders 
(Dahlsrud, 2008). This enables an analysis of a topic which stretches conceptual boundaries of 
CSR towards the relationship with the law and with corporate purpose (Dowling, 2014) and into 
broader sustainability concerns (Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018).  

CSR has been conceptualized as a form of governance (Brammer et al., 2012; Sheehy, 2015) 
driven by the central pursuit of legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Suchman, 1995). Governance 
is defined here as the broad system of rules and regulations that constrain or aim to change 
behavior of organizations (Eberlein et al., 2014). The more specific notion of private governance 
is the rules or regulations and decision-making mechanisms that include and are dominated by 
private actors forming collective attempt to shape private practices in a given area. Governance is 
not defined as a zero-sum, but rather this perspective considers how governance initiatives by 
different actors can relate to each other, affirming that the way in which they do that is relevant 
(Cashore et al, 2021; Eberlein, 2019; Ruggie, 2004).  

Organizations, in this case MNCs, strive for legitimacy and stability as they are embedded in an 
environment of institutions conveying various types of pressures on corporate behavior which 
they respond to (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991).  This thesis 
relies on a well-known definition of legitimacy as: “a generalized perception or assumption that 
the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). This definition allows 
for the understanding that there is a relationship between those who seek legitimacy and those 
who allocate or give legitimacy which takes place within a socially constructed space (Suddaby 
et al, 2016).  

The organizational field is central to institutional theory (Wooten & Hoffman, 2008) and it assists 
our understanding of how organizations relate to each other in their institutional environment. The 
field construct is at a level which is higher than the individual organization (Zietsma et al., 2017) 
and can be defined as: “a meso-level social order where actors (who can be individual or 
collective) interact with knowledge of one another under a set of common understandings about 
the purposes of the field, the relationships in the field (including who has power and why), and 
the field’s rules” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 3). 

In the organizational environment for corporate tax practice the law is a central institution 
(Edelman & Suchman, 1997, Scott & Davis, 2015). Institutions can be defined as “composed of 
cultural-cognitive, normative, and regulative elements that, together with associated activities and 
resources, provide stability and meaning to social life.” (Scott, 2001a: 48) – in Scott and Davis, 
2008, p. 258).  

While the aim of the thesis is not to enquire into the law itself and its construction, clarity about 
what is meant when the law is mentioned is desirable. While theoretically, the thesis draws on the 
law and society tradition, which conceives of the law as ambiguous, political and constitutive 
(Edelman & Suchman, 1997, p. 905), the law is for the analytical purposes here defined as “hard 
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law” meaning the legal texts, administrative regulations, and judicial decisions which in a national 
setting constitutes the written law. This is chosen because it facilitates a separation between public 
regulation and normative pressures from society. However, as the thesis will demonstrate these 
are intertwined in various ways (Selznick, 2003).  

With these central concepts clarified, the following specifies the contribution of each paper (that 
together comprise this thesis) and the structure of the thesis.  

1.4 The three papers 
The thesis consists of three papers exploring different angles and different levels of analysis to 
the question how and why do organizations consider tax as part of CSR and with what 
implications? All three papers are based on qualitative material collected in the years 2017–2022.  

All together the papers 1, 2, and 3 answer the overall research question by looking at 
organizational behavior from three different levels of analysis – the macro interplay between 
public and private governance (paper 3), the meso level of the organizational field (paper 1), and 
the individual organizational level of change processes (paper 2). The three papers provide a 
multilevel analysis of how multinational corporations (MNCs) consider corporate tax as part of 
CSR, which this thesis terms responsible corporate tax practice. Paper 1 explores the emergence 
of this practice through an issue-based field, drawing on institutional work and theorizing inter-
field dynamics at the meso-level. Paper 2 examines the micro-level, studying how tax 
professionals engage in the responsibilization of legal tax compliance to integrate CSR and legal 
compliance as responsible corporate tax practice. Paper 3 analyzes the sources of legitimacy for 
private governance in responsible corporate tax and discusses its implications for the public 
governance of corporate tax practices. 
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Box 1: Papers and key components and analytical levels 

LEVELS (papers) WHAT    HOW   IMPLICATIONS 

Macro (3)  Private governance   Shifting legitimacy  Governance 
inter-actions 

Meso (1)  Issue-based field emergence Institutional work   Inter-field 
dynamics 

Micro (2)  Responsible tax practice  Responsibilization  CSR & legal 
compliance 

Source: author 

The study of corporate tax practice is only beginning to feature in our analysis of business-society 
relations with sporadic mentions and references (see for example Amis et al., 2018; Knudsen & 
Moon, 2022; Ruggie, 2018; Scherer et al., 2009) and some broader coverage in specialized 
neighboring disciplines of accounting (for example Anesa et al., 2018; Boden et al., 2010; Mayer 
& Gendron, 2022; Radcliffe et al., 2018) and governance (See Rixen & Unger, 2022). This thesis 
argues that the topic of corporate tax gives opportunity to study some of the major challenges of 
our time concerning organizations and insight to contemporary management issues in business 
and society relations. For one because it is intimately linked to the resources available to tackle 
societal challenges such as inequality (Amis et al., 2018; Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018) and 
secondly, the governance challenge specifically related to MNCs (Ruggie, 2018) where scholars 
continue to discuss the role and relevance of CSR (Brown et al., 2022; Buhmann, 2016; Matten 
& Moon, 2020; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011; Sheehy, 2016).  

1.5 Structure of the thesis 
The next section of this introduction presents the relevant literature within which this thesis 
situates itself. This also includes a presentation of the theoretical perspectives that the thesis draws 
on and contributes to, which is primarily institutional theory with insights drawn from CSR 
scholarship, sociology of compliance, and private authority in global governance.  

In section 3, the methodology for the undertaking of the research is detailed, including philosophy 
of science, the analytical approach, and the selection and treatment of data.  

Following the methodology is a fourth part of the general introduction, which is the presentation 
of the empirical findings of the three papers. This will be presented as summary of each paper and 
in table format.  

Then the discussion is presented in the fifth part, where the general introduction will reflect on 
the findings as a whole and present the original contributions of the thesis leveraging the 
theoretical frames provided. This will conclude with reflections on the limitations of the research 
in this thesis and suggestions for further research.  
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Finally, the general introduction concludes on the key findings and insights provided in this multi-
level empirical study of how and why some corporations consider tax as part of CSR and with 
what implications, and it will synthesize the empirical and theoretical contributions.  

 

2. STUDYING CORPORATE TAX 

This section situates the research of this thesis in the relevant literature. The section has three 
purposes. The first is to introduce the topic of corporate tax and how it has been studied through 
time, where the focus is today, and why this thesis adds a timely and relevant perspective. 
Secondly, it will present in more detail the literature streams to which this thesis will contribute. 
These are 1) tax as a social and institutional practice, 2) CSR, the law, and tax, and finally 3) 
private governance of corporate tax.   Finally, it will introduce the theoretical frame of institutional 
theory and the neighboring sub-disciplines this thesis works with in order to leverage the findings 
from the empirical material and make a theoretical contribution.  

2.1 Setting the scene: the study of corporate tax in a historical perspective 
Tax is a complex topic that has been described as “easy prey for positivism” (Boden et al., 2010, 
p. 541). A relevant example is the econometric study of the scale of MNCs’ allocation of profits 
to tax havens (Tørsløv et al., 2018). With roots in public finance such studies add important 
context to the scale of challenges related to corporate tax avoidance. However, they provide little 
insight into experiences of those people who are tax professionals and work in, or advise, MNCs 
to shape and execute tax practices. Studying tax purely as a question of final outcome at the end 
of the business year neglects the complexity of the political, legal, and management aspects of the 
decisions leading to this outcome (McKerchar, 2008; Oats, 2012).   

In terms of the political aspects of MNCs’ tax practices this takes us into global governance where 
global tax governance has developed into a major research field of its own (Christensen & 
Hearson, 2019; Rixen & Dietsch, 2015). In these political economy and regulatory governance 
perspectives on corporate tax there is a primary focus on role of the nation state, both at the 
national and international levels. Whether in the debate about the role and relevance of tax havens 
in the global economy (Palan, 2002; Sharman, 2012), or about impacts of globalization on 
domestic resource mobilization (Swank, 2016), the emphasis is on the nation state and the policies 
it sets or the sovereignty it yields (Christensen & Hearson, 2019; Strange, 1996). While some 
scholarship concerning corporate tax draw on the work of Strange (1996) to argue for the role and 
relevance of tax professionals in global tax governance (Christensen, 2021; Picciotto, 2022), few 
have looked in detail at private authority in international business taxation (Porter & Ronit, 2018; 
Webb, 2006). A recent review of regulatory changes concerning corporate tax neglect the 
emergence of CSR as a form of in corporate tax governance (Rixen & Unger, 2022).  

At the national level, research on tax and governance has a lengthy tradition in social legal studies, 
where there has been a debate about the legal tradition (formalistic versus more principled) and 
its encouragement of certain organizational practices such as corporate tax avoidance (Freedman, 
2006; McBarnet, 2003; McBarnet & Whelan, 1991). This draws on the discussion of regulatory 
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capitalism and the role of the state in encouraging certain behaviors (Braithwaite, 2008). The 
potential role of CSR in relation to the law (Freedman, 2006; Knudsen and Moon, 2022; McBarnet 
et al., 2009, Chapter 1) and the implications for public regulation of the emergence of private 
governance (CSR) (Bartley, 2007, 2014; Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein et al., 2014) in the broader 
setting of how to effective regulate MNCs and the role of CSR in face of the territorial boundaries 
national law (Buhmann, 2006; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 2016) is something this thesis will explore 
in more detail below.  

Reflecting on the organizational responses to laws and regulation takes us into the sociological 
dimensions of corporate tax studies. In fiscal sociology there is a longer tradition of looking at tax 
in the societal perspective (Martin et al., 2009). The idea that tax marks a social contract among a 
broader set of actors in society has a long tradition (Coffman, 2018), and this idea has also been 
studied in relation to developing countries and state-building (Bräutigam et al., 2008). The focus 
on taxation and social change comes with the discipline known as fiscal sociology which is largely 
attributed to Rudolph Goldscheid, Fritz Karl Mann, and Joseph Schumpeter at the start of the 20th 
century (Rona-Tas, 2020). Notably, Schumpeter enquired into the social origins and consequences 
of taxation and called for historical and contextual approaches to understanding taxes (Martin et 
al., 2009). Scholars, through what they call “the new fiscal sociology” (hereafter “fiscal 
sociology”), try to honor this call and testify to the interdisciplinary nature of studying tax (Ibid). 
One of the more comprehensive works in this genre explores the relation between taxation and 
nation building in Europe (Tilly, 1992). Fiscal sociology can be described as a sociological focus 
on public finance, and has traditionally had a focus on the nation state (Christensen, 2020). Yet, 
fiscal sociology is heralded for bringing a greater focus on “the complex social interactions and 
institutional and historical contexts that link state and society in ways that shape fiscal policies 
and their effects” (Campbell, 1993, p. 164). More recently, this connects it, with the focus on 
corporate tax in particular, to more critical work in accounting studies (Boden et al., 2010). This 
includes literature that describes the technical and detailed facets of corporate tax avoidance 
(Hashimzade & Epifantseva, 2017; Miller & Oats, 2016; Picciotto, 1992). It also includes the 
growing scholarship with the perspective of “tax as a social and institutional practice”  (Boden et 
al., 2010; Oats, 2012) which pertains not only to corporate tax through tax professionals and the 
corporate tax field but also to the experiences of tax authorities (Boll, 2014) and individuals 
(McKerchar, 2008).  

This thesis builds on this tradition and in particular the ideas of those who have advanced the 
institutional perspectives on tax practices by MNCs and the role and influence of tax professionals. 
The thesis argues that MNCs are highly relevant to study and brings a important and contemporary 
perspective to fiscal sociology. Organizations, in this case MNCs, have direct impact on society 
and their importance for the workings of our modern world (Hinings & Greenwood, 2002; Perrow, 
1991) and organization studies hold great potential to offer insight into the mechanisms and 
dynamics of power relations in modern society (Adler et al., 2014; Fuchs, 2007).  

With this, the thesis engages the complex question of how organizations can be both the source 
of many societal challenges as well as a potential power for much collective good (King, 2017). 
With tax central to the business-society-government triangle, the empirical case of the emergence 
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of some MNCs’ responsible corporate tax practices is a particularly relevant case for exploring 
this in more detail. The thesis picks up on central elements of existing tax research presented 
above which it explores in more detail. These are 1) tax as a social and institutional practice, 2) 
CSR, the law, and tax, and finally 3) private governance of corporate tax.   

2.2 Situating the empirical exploration of CSR and corporate tax practice 
2.2.1 Tax as a social and institutional practice – the role of tax professionals and the pursuit of 
corporate tax avoidance 
There is a growing literature pertaining to how tax professionals have dominated governance and 
discourse as a means of control in international business taxation (Christensen, 2021; May, 2006; 
Mikler & Elbra, 2018; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Picciotto, 2007, 2015). It rests on the view of the 
rational and instrumental role of corporations to place a downward pressure on taxes (Bapuji et 
al., 2018; Christensen & Murphy, 2004; Gelepithis & Hearson, 2021; Mikler & Elbra, 2018; 
Ruggie, 2018) driven by legal and shareholder principles which are incongruent with CSR (Avi-
Yonah, 2004, 2014; Christensen & Murphy, 2004; Sikka, 2010; Ylönen & Laine, 2015).  

Tax professionals maintain this power through the technical and legal complexity of international 
business taxation which excludes many non-tax professionals from participation in the discussions 
(Picciotto, 2015). Continuing conversations among the same existing interpretive community 
creates a situation of both “impoverishing the policy debate” and “[cutting] away the political and 
moral considerations that should underpin the practices of those specialists involved in tax 
compliance” (Picciotto, 2007, p. 23). In this view, the motivation for tax avoidance is not as such 
questioned; however, the strategies and practices that exclude a broader conversation about this 
exclusive power hold are criticized.   

A small, but growing, number of studies explore the changes happening in the corporate tax field 
of tax professionals. These studies add to the portrayal of tax professionals as powerful actors 
(Mulligan & Oats, 2016). They explore how moral frames are introduced by activists (Anesa et 
al., 2018) and how tax professionals adapt to reposition themselves (Christensen, 2020; Radcliffe 
et al., 2018), engaging in new practices (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022). However, despite these 
changes in the corporate tax field, the findings do not challenge the dominant notion in literature 
of tax professionals pursuing corporate tax avoidance as a business logic. Corporate tax avoidance 
is described as the normal and expected practice of multinational corporations (and tax 
professionals) or as Radcliffe and colleagues write, “In spite of recent disruptions to tax practice 
in the form of heightened public and regulatory concern over the tax strategies of corporations, 
many professionals continue to see their role as pure tax minimization while remaining within the 
letter of the tax law” (Radcliffe et al., 2018, p. 50). This is irrespective of the presence of moral 
frames and the fact that tax is “imbued” with morality (Radcliffe et al., 2018, p. 53). These studies 
demonstrate how tax professionals are rather resilient and apt at incorporating changes into the 
maintenance of their existing positions of power (Anesa et al., 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018). This 
cements the picture of the corporate tax professionals as an insulated field who are very powerful 
and influential also in relation to the politics of the global tax governance (Picciotto, 2022; Rixen 
and Unger, 2022) 
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This thesis advances this scholarship in three ways. Firstly, it provides insight into the practices 
of tax professionals who are driven not only by legal and shareholder values, but by a societal 
concern (paper 2). This challenges the understanding that all tax professionals engage in tax 
minimization. Secondly, while existing studies advance our understanding of the dynamics in the 
corporate tax field, this thesis suggests looking beyond the corporate tax field to inter-field 
dynamics. In the space between the corporate tax field and that of CSR, this thesis explores the 
emergence of an issue-based field (Hoffman, 1999) for responsible corporate tax (paper 1). 
Thirdly, the control and dominance of the “pro-business logic” in global tax governance as 
exercised by tax professionals (Picciotto, 2022) is challenged by the emergent private governance 
for corporate tax with implications for further public regulation (paper 3).  

2.2.2 The law, corporate tax, and CSR?  
The role of the law, and how it is practiced in pursuit of business logic through corporate tax 
avoidance, dates to the 1990s. In an article more than 30 years ago McBarnet and Whelan 
approached the central debate concerning how tax professionals exploit the law and formalistic 
notions of compliance as a way of “gaming the law” (McBarnet & Whelan, 1991) and Picciotto 
explained the technicalities of corporate tax avoidance by transnational groups (Picciotto, 1992). 
Much of the legal and governance literature concerns how to construct the most effective legal 
and regulatory framework to regulate business behavior. For example, McBarnet and Whelan 
(1991) discuss how, traditionally, tax laws are formalistic in nature. Such formalism thereby 
encourages the idea of adherence to the letter of the law, rather than the spirit of the law. Corporate 
tax avoidance is often defined as focusing exclusively on the letter of the law and neglecting the 
spirit of the law (see for example Ostas, 2020; Picciotto, 1992). However, if the central problem 
for corporate tax avoidance is the complexity of the legal texts and the incoherence between 
different countries’ legal framework, then some argue that it is relevant to consider that the spirit 
of the law is not either easily identified, or can be subject to interpretation (Freedman, 2012; 
Picciotto, 2015; Schmidt & Buhmann, 2020). Nonetheless, these discussions paint a very clear 
picture of significant scope for corporate discretion even within legal compliance.  

As in the above section 2.2.1, and implicit in this work on the role of the law in regulating 
behavior, there is an assumption that corporate taxpayers will always strive to pay the minimum 
amount of tax possible within the limits of the law (Freedman, 2006; Picciotto, 2007, 2015). 
However, the starting point of this thesis is the observation that this is no longer so simple, and 
that societal pressures nuance the understanding of what is legitimate behavior (Campbell, 2007; 
Matten & Moon, 2008, 2020). When relating CSR to corporate tax it moves the focus to be 
exclusively about how much tax is paid (or saved) and on to how corporate tax is managed 
responsibly. The thesis shifts the focus from the articulation of the law and its ability to mandate 
(the letter) or encourage (the spirit) tax payments (McBarnet & Whelan, 1991), to the 
responsibility that MNCs have to enact law responsibly where there is corporate discretion 
(Knudsen & Moon, 2022; McBarnet et al., 2009) and how organizational behavior is shaped by 
their institutional environments (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Selznick, 1948) including through 
CSR.   
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A growing stream of literature explores the conceptual challenge that corporate tax poses to the 
concept of CSR. As argued by Dowling (2014), tax raises some uncomfortable questions for CSR 
and pushes some of its boundaries. For one, the issue appears closer to the traditional view of the 
shareholder maximizing approach to business as it directly affects the economic bottom line. 
Secondly, the question of the “spirit” versus the letter of law is brought forth bringing to the fore 
the relationship between CSR and the law, which is underexplored. Furthermore, whether 
companies should blindly agree to government policy or are legitimate in challenging some of the 
governments’ social agendas brings forward the question of CSR and the political role of 
corporations (Dowling, 2014). Others argue that CSR can be seen both as part of the problem of 
tax avoidance and as part of the solution (Moon & Vallentin, 2019). Much of this literature 
suggests one way forward to overcome corporate tax avoidance is to consider corporate tax as 
CSR with a focus on following the spirit of the law, although most stress this must be in 
conjunction with government efforts (Freedman, 2006; Moon & Vallentin, 2019), which also 
stresses the mutual dependence between corporations and the functioning state (Avi-Yonah, 2004; 
Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018; Moon & Vallentin, 2019). This appears particularly relevant, as 
we see the transformation of corporate responsibility into the sustainability sphere that takes on 
this distinct, more global-oriented nature of the governing of the “commons” and global public 
goods (Bansal & Song, 2017; Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018).   

This stream of literature, which argues for the incongruence between CSR and corporate tax 
avoidance, comments on the law explicitly. Hans Gribnau argues that there should not be drawn 
a line of separation between morals and law as they are inherently intertwined in theory and should 
also be in practice, especially for companies that adhere to CSR (Gribnau, 2015). This suggests 
that compatibility between corporate tax practice and CSR also lies in interpretation of the law. It 
is suggested how corporate tax directors should apply a professionally honest interpretation of tax 
legislation underlining the centrality of the spirit of the law (Hilling & Ostas, 2017; McBarnet et 
al., 2009; Moon & Vallentin, 2019). This stands in contrast to the more functional analysis of the 
role of the spirit of the law and acting “morally” concerning the law. For one, the argument above 
that the “spirit of the law” can be equally subject to interpretation (Freedman, 2012; Picciotto, 
2015), the political influence of MNCs on tax legislation puts the morality of “spirit of the law” 
into question (Van de Vijver, 2022), and when it comes to legal liability “morality” will not assist 
a tax payer in a court of law (Freedman, 2012). There is thus a split in this literature concerning 
how relevant “the spirit of the law” is, and there is no empirical exploration of how tax 
professionals consider this in practice.  

Turning to empirically founded literature on the relationship between CSR and corporate tax, there 
has been a recent surge in quantitative studies. In particular, there has been a relative rise in the 
number of studies on CSR and tax that apply quantitative methodologies. However, the studies 
struggle to provide a unified picture of whether CSR and corporate tax avoidance are 
supplementary or complementary practices in organizations (Jemiolo & Farnsel, 2023; Whait et 
al., 2018). There are studies that find that the higher CSR disclosure, the lower the level of tax 
avoidance (Lanis & Richardson, 2012, 2015; Jones, Baker & Lay, 2017). Another study finds that 
corporations with irresponsible CSR also tend to be more tax aggressive (Hoi et al., 2013), and 
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another finds that CSR is not necessarily aligned with a particular tax behavior (Landry et al., 
2013). Furthermore, the studies are difficult to compare as definitions of CSR and definitions and 
measures of tax avoidance differ (Whait et al., 2018, Jemiolo & Farnsel, 2023). These quantitative 
studies offer little insight into how this relationship between CSR and corporate tax is managed 
in practice and what issues tax professionals consider salient.  

Another interesting conversation in literature is testing the degree of ethical reasoning of tax 
professionals. Doyle et al. (2013) explored how tax professionals approached ethical dilemmas 
and found that private tax practitioners have a lower level of moral reasoning and that the 
socializing effect in tax practice was a factor for this. Doyle et al. (2022) builds on this and tests 
if private tax practitioners have a greater degree of law-and-order reasoning than government 
employed tax officials or a control group. They find that law-and-order reasoning in a tax context 
is more prevalent especially for private tax practitioners but also control groups. While these 
findings advance our knowledge of the general level of ethical reasoning among tax practitioners, 
and the prevalent role of the law, Doyle et al. (2013, 2022) draws data from random sampling and 
does not provide insight into the difference in approaches beginning to emerge among private tax 
practitioners. Moreover, as the authors note themselves, the data dates from 2009 since when 
many relevant developments have occurred (Doylet et al., 2022, p. 11). This thesis complements 
this line of enquiry with a qualitative study into a group of tax practitioners who self-profess to 
align CSR and corporate tax practice to advance our understanding of how CSR interacts with the 
law or whether the idea of adhering to the spirit of the law has any empirical grounding among 
corporations.  

2.2.3 Public-private interactions in governance of corporate tax  
In literature on global governance of corporate taxation, most scholars are concerned with the 
changes observed since the financial crisis of 2008–2009: for example, the new modes of 
governance involved in the regulation of tax havens and corporate tax avoidance (Rixen & Unger, 
2022), new norms for tax legislation (Gelepithis & Hearson, 2021), and the state reentering 
governance more actively (Christensen & Hearson, 2019). This is mainly attributed to financial 
challenges for nation states following the financial crisis (Rixen & Dietsch, 2015) and partly to 
the role of media and NGOs entering the debate on global tax governance in unprecedented ways 
(Eccleston & Elbra, 2018; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). This is a significant change from when 
Webb (2006) described private authority in international corporate taxation (referring to 
corporations) as “integral parts of governance processes” and NGOs as “strikingly absent” (p. 
125).  The stable regime of international business taxation, with high structural power of 
corporations (Bapuji et al., 2018; Fuchs, 2007), is also being challenged through notions of 
“fairness” paving the way for new norms in international business taxation (Gelepithis & Hearson, 
2021), alongside a politicization of the issue of global corporate tax (Roland & Römgens, 2022). 
This, arguably, reduces the autonomy of the tax professionals (also referred to as technical 
authority) (Christensen & Hearson, 2019, table 1 p. 1070; Picciotto, 2022). This delivers a more 
complex regulatory governance system, moving from public direct governance to private indirect 
governance (Rixen & Unger, 2022). However, the depiction in corporate tax governance literature 
of the corporate tax behavior remains one of a pursuit of rational business interest – in other words, 
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corporate tax minimization or corporate tax avoidance (Bapuji et al., 2018; Christensen & 
Murphy, 2004; Gelepithis & Hearson, 2021; Mikler & Elbra, 2018) and the global governance of 
corporate tax as one dominated by a pro-business logic (Picciotto, 2022). The legitimacy of this, 
at the expense of societal impacts, is not questioned.  

Through its investigation of the research question of how and why some MNCs consider corporate 
tax a part of their CSR, this thesis presents nuances to this depiction of corporate actors in global 
tax governance. Paper 3 explores in more depth the relationship between public and private 
governance of corporate tax through the focus on legitimacy sources. It argues that the collective 
expression of CSR as private governance interacts with the political dynamics in global tax 
governance, which is still unaccounted for in the literature, and contributes to the theorizing of 
private governance through institutional theory.  

As this section has suggested, there are relevant insights to be gained from the study of the 
interrelation between CSR and corporate tax practice. The following section will present the 
theoretical apparatus leveraged for this analytical task.  

2.3 Theoretical frame of the thesis 
This subsection introduces the theoretical frames that this thesis draws on in addition to the key 
constructs presented in section 1.3. Overarching is institutional theory and concepts of values and 
norms (Selznick, 2020), the field (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011; Hoffman, 1999; Wooten & 
Hoffman, 2008),  institutional work (Lawrence et al., 2009), and legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). 
These are presented here and additionally the more specific insights from neighboring 
perspectives of CSR “theory,” private governance, and sociology of compliance applied along the 
thesis as it explores the central research question at different analytical levels.  

2.3.1 Institutional theory: the field, legitimacy, and institutional work  
Institutional theory is the tradition to appreciate organizations in their institutional environment. 
This departs from the previous dominant perspectives in organization studies of organizations as 
bureaucracies, as rational actors, or the focus on organizational populations with a more 
sociological focus (Scott & Davis, 2015). Notably the social constructivist inspiration is central 
to institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Selznick, 1996) and 
to this thesis.  

The organizational field is a core concept in new institutionalism (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991; 
Wooten & Hoffman, 2008). The original understanding of the organizational field, sometimes 
understood narrowly as an industry, has a focus on exchange and stability as the outcome of fields 
and the core actors as professionals and the state (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). A more sociological 
tradition drawing from Bourdieu has less focus on exchange, and more on the shared meanings 
and the field as a relational space of action and conflict (Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016), suggesting also 
that inter-field dynamics are important to explore (Zietsma et al., 2017). Bourdieu’s field concept 
is the approach which is most commonly used in the literature on the corporate tax field (Anesa 
et al., 2018; Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Gracia & Oats, 2012; Picciotto, 2007, 2022). A 
closely related perspective on the “organizational field” is the “strategic action field” (Fligstein & 
McAdam, 2011). While sharing many of the central concerns of power and struggle for stability 
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with Bourdieu (Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016) it aligns more closely with the insight from the literature 
on the role of activists and social movements in fields (Schneiberg & Lounsbury, 2017). However, 
it goes beyond this to offer that “the theory proposed here emphasizes the critical interplay, not 
only of the actors within a field, but also between the field and the broader field environment in 
which it is embedded” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 22). It also conceives more clearly of the 
dynamics with other fields and proposes “a view of social life as dominated by a complex web of 
strategic action fields” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 2, author highlight).  

This thesis leverages field level analysis for its paper 1, which presents the emergence and 
settlement of an interstitial issue-based field (Hoffman, 1999; Zietsma et al., 2017) through the 
institutional work of a range of diverse actors.  Institutional work is defined as ‘the purposive 
action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions’ 
(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006: 215) and the stress that is placed on the importance of understanding 
also the fields which surround the field in question (Ibid, p. 248). This enables a study of the 
interaction in this “web” of fields which is under-explored in the literature (Zietsma et al., 2017, 
Liu, 2021) and proposes an extension of field theory into the movement of fields.  

Moving from the meso-level characteristic of new institutional theory (Powell & DiMaggio, 
1991), paper 2 has its analytical focus at the organizational level. This paper draws more on the 
“old” institutional theory in exploring the sense-making by tax professionals of how to engage 
with CSR in a practical context of heavy legal regulation and high legal compliance requirements. 
The findings stress the role of value and culture (Selznick, 1996) and sense-making by 
professionals of practicing legal compliance in a context where normative pressures emanate from 
more than legal sources (Selznick, 2003).  With this the thesis engages in the question of how 
collective constructions of rationality in fields are connected to origins in organizations and 
enables an enquiry into how institutionalization of a corporate practice is connected to a strong 
institution such as the law.  This highlights the social constructions of strong institutions such as 
the rationality of an organization (Dobbin quoted in Scott & Davis, 2015, p. 263) and the law 
(Suchman & Edelman, 1996).  

Legitimacy is central to institutional theory and to paper 3 all the while it elevates the analytical 
level to the societal level beyond “the web of fields”. Legitimacy has already been defined as “a 
generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 
appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” 
(Suchman, 1995, p. 574). This definition allows for the understanding that there is a relationship 
between those who seek legitimacy and those who allocate or give legitimacy which takes place 
within a socially constructed space (p. 573). From the perspective of legitimacy as process 
legitimacy is constructed through complex social interactions (Suddaby et al., 2016) 

To advance the multilevel analysis in this thesis, these core concepts from institutional theory are 
combined with, and complemented by, more specialized focus developed in perspectives on CSR, 
on sociology of compliance, and on private governance.  
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2.3.2 CSR “theory” – the law and politics 
CSR is central to this thesis and warrants a more in-depth presentation, as it also engages with 
other key concepts discussed in the research. Scholars of CSR have explored its dynamics and 
meaning over time (Matten & Moon, 2020; Moon et al., 2017), bringing an institutional theory 
perspective to CSR with a central role for legitimacy (Brammer et al., 2012; Campbell, 2007; 
Matten & Moon, 2008). However, corporate tax as issue-area demonstrates how there is much 
insight to be gained from exploring new facets of CSR through institutional theory in relation to 
the law.  

The term "CSR theory" is placed in quotation marks because there is no single, overarching theory 
of CSR. Instead, there are various streams of CSR scholarship, each with different focus points 
(Garriga & Melé, 2004). Overall, the scholarship on CSR is fragmented, and some strands struggle 
to communicate across dividing lines (Knudsen & Moon, 2022). This section does not provide a 
comprehensive overview of CSR scholarship over time. Instead, it briefly sketches the CSR 
scholarship within the institutionalist tradition that informs this thesis's analysis, while also 
discussing its shortcomings and how this thesis will address them by drawing on adjacent 
perspectives. 

The law 

In relation to the law, there is a long tradition of placing CSR in addition to or even to juxtapose 
CSR to the law. Archie Carroll included legal compliance in his pyramid as a base layer alongside 
economics (Carroll, 1979, 2016) and also Milton Friedman argued, “That responsibility is to 
conduct the business in accordance with their desires, which generally will be to make as much 
money as possible while conforming to their basic rules of the society, both those embodied in 
law and those embodied in ethical custom” (Friedman, 1970, author emphasis) to give two 
examples. However, as these views underline the importance of the law also for CSR, they offer 
little insight into how CSR can engage or inter-act with the law. The corporate discretion in 
relation to the law (Parker & Nielsen, 2009; Wu & van Rooij, 2021) in most CSR literature is not 
tackled, and much literature completely omits “the law”. This latter “extreme” approach has been 
labelled the “dichotomous perspective” on CSR and the government (or the law) (Knudsen & 
Moon, 2017, 2022).  

An alternative, more recent, branch of CSR scholarship considers the relationship between CSR 
and public policy as “related” (Knudsen & Moon, 2017). This perspective includes studies on how 
governments encourage CSR (e.g., Buhmann, 2006; Gond et al., 2011; Midttun et al., 2015), how 
CSR has become legalized (Khaled & Gond, 2019), and the historical institutional view on CSR, 
where the government is one stakeholder or source of coercive legitimacy, shaping CSR in a more 
indirect manner (Matten & Moon, 2008, 2020). The emphasis is on the role of the government 
and the strength with which they encourage, endorse, or mandate CSR (Gond et al., 2011; 
Knudsen & Moon, 2017), and only more recently has the role of corporate discretion in relation 
to government policy been carved out more clearly (Knudsen & Moon, 2022).  

The work specifically in relation to the law and corporate discretion appears quite nascent and 
draws on sociology of compliance to present the idea of CSR “to enhance the law” (Knudsen & 
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Moon, 2022) drawing on an earlier idea of “CSR for the law” (McBarnet et al., 2009). This thesis 
builds on this but brings in more explicitly sociology of compliance to stress how this allows 
studying how CSR integrates with legal compliance. Paper 2 offers empirical evidence and 
reflections on this relationship between CSR and legal compliance in practice (Wu & van Rooij, 
2021). Elevating to the societal level, and conceiving of CSR in the collective as private 
governance (Brammer et al., 2012; Sheehy, 2015), scholars have suggested that CSR can 
constitute a type of informal or pre-formal law (Buhmann, 2006) and something that regulators 
encourage in various ways because it can assist in overcoming the territorial limits to national law 
(Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 2016).  

Politics 

Concerning politics, which is conceived as the question of who gets what and when (Laswell, 
1936), this is, in this thesis, considered as something more explicit than the relationship to existing 
law, yet is still firmly placed within the “related“ perspective on CSR. There is a political role for 
the corporation in relation to who gets what from engaging with the law as corporate discretion 
allows for tax avoidance or more responsible behavior (Dowling, 2014) and a political 
responsibility for corporations in relation to corporate tax practice (Moon & Vallentin, 2019); 
however, the political agenda moving forward from existing legal frameworks is not encompassed 
in this frame.  

There are two dominant ways in which to look at the political role of the corporation: either the 
focus on corporate political activity (CPA), or the idea of political CSR which manifests as (often 
multi-stakeholder) private governance (Rasche, 2015). Through private governance corporations 
provide elements of life that usually pertain to the state (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011) and therefore 
corporations can be viewed as a political battleground (Garriga & Melé, 2004; Moon et al., 2005). 
CPA is the more “traditional sense” of how corporations seek to influence politics to their 
advantage (den Hond et al., 2014) through non-market strategies.  

Recently, studies have emerged coupling in more detail how CPA can be enhanced through CSR 
(Broek, 2021; Favotto & Kollman, 2021), including the mis-use of CSR (Lock & Seele, 2018) 
and why this connection between CSR and CPA should be appreciated (den Hond et al., 2014; 
Lyon et al., 2018). This brings forth an important discussion about the political influence of 
corporations, and the ways in which legislation cater to business, which is highlighted by the 
literature on corporate tax (Christensen, 2021; Picciotto, 2015; Webb, 2006). This is beyond the 
scope of this thesis; however, it makes for an interesting future line of enquiry into the relationship 
between CSR and corporate tax.  

The focus of paper 3 seizes this intersection of CSR and politics, and the perspective above on 
CSR and the limits of the law, by considering CSR in the collective as an expression of private 
governance (Brammer et al., 2012). It explains its role in a global space where national law has 
limitations and international law is “soft” (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018). Theoretical work in 
this tradition is largely concerned with how private governance governs and is governed (Cashore, 
2002; Cashore et al., 2021; Detomasi, 2007; Eberlein et al., 2014; Fransen, 2012). This thesis 
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seeks to offer a relevant expansion on the view of private governance on the interrelation with 
public governance through an analysis of its legitimacy base.  

This connects to a different strand of the more critical CSR scholarship which looks at the political 
implications of CSR. This line of scholarship argues for strong interconnectedness between the 
political agenda of governments and CSR to further their pursuit of policies which prioritize the 
private sector. CSR is a justification for this political choice, and corporate agendas are aligned 
with policy makers and furthering a political agenda pertaining to a particular balance between 
business and society (Banerjee, 2010; Shamir, 2008; Vallentin & Murillo, 2022) 5. To this, this 
thesis raises the question of whether CSR is only a feature of furthering a pro-business agenda or 
if in this case we see otherwise and a more critical role for CSR.  

To sum up on the law and politics in CSR “theory”, this thesis acknowledges the advances made 
in literature pertaining to these issues. However, to further the analysis of the role of law and 
politics in relation to CSR and corporate tax, it will bring in perspectives from sociology of 
compliance and from private governance and lean more heavily into core concepts of institutional 
theory which are aligned with the CSR perspective applied in this thesis. This thesis demonstrates, 
connecting tax and CSR from the organizational to the societal level, that some critical, yet 
underexplored aspects of CSR are brought forth by exploring the original empirical data of this 
thesis – notably, how CSR can be understood to interact with the law in compliance practice 
(Paper 2) and the question of how CSR interacts with political dynamics in global governance 
(Paper 3). Coming together this offers scope for expanding the conceptual reach of CSR into  
politics and into law through institutional theory.    

2.3.3 Sociology of Compliance  
To explore the relationship between CSR and the law in detail this thesis draws on the sociology 
of compliance (Edelman & Talesh, 2011; Nielsen & Parker, 2012). Business compliance can be 
difficult to research (Wu & van Rooij, 2021), but it does allow for going to the very heart of 
organizations’ “enactment” of compliance (Burdon & Sorour, 2020; Pérezts & Picard, 2015). The 
qualitative nature of the material for this thesis allows access to perceptions and interpretive 
approaches to understandings of compliance (Parker & Nielsen, 2009). As these perspectives from 
organizational actors are combined with further qualitative material it does allow for an analysis 
of how CSR interacts with the law and how organizational practices are changing in face of the 
politicization and institutionalization of moral frames in corporate tax (Radcliffe et al., 2018).  

Sociology of compliance, which also draws on institutional theory, is the idea that compliance is 
essentially the subtle exercise of corporate power with political implications. Notably Edelman 
and Dobbin have demonstrated the political and social effects of compliance practices as the law 
is enacted and compliance is constructed (Dobbin & Kelly, 2007; Edelman, 2016). This is the idea 
of the endogeneity of the law, which relies on the spillover from the organizational field to the 
legal field (Edelman et al., 1999). As organizations construct compliance, and this in alignment 
with business logics through a process of managerialization, these compliance practices become 
the source of legitimacy for judicial decisions and institutionalize a managerialized compliance 

 
5 Note that Shamir (2008) also uses the term “responsibilization” but in a different manner than in this thesis 
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practice (Edelman, 2016). This thesis will demonstrate how compliance is shaped by more than 
legal and “traditional” managerial ideals, with which the contribution of this thesis is to connect 
a more explicit external dimension to compliance practice (Paper 2). CSR scholarship enables this 
because of its focus on a societal dimension which reflect the broader institutional embeddedness 
of organizations also in relation to their compliance practice.  

2.3.4 Private governance 
Concerning private governance this thesis connects the central concept of legitimacy to private 
governance as a collective expression of CSR (Brammer et al., 2012; Sheehy, 2016). It leverages 
the analysis of legitimacy to explore how a new form of private governance of corporate tax 
practice interacts with public tax governance.  

Private governance literature has concerned itself with legitimacy in various ways. For example, 
it examines how a particular form of private governance gains legitimacy (Bernstein & Cashore, 
2007; Bowen, 2019; Cashore, 2002), legitimacy in polycentric regimes (Black, 2008), and 
competition between private governance modes for legitimacy (Fransen, 2012). While legitimacy 
is also critical for interactions between private and public governance, it has not been explored in 
detail in relation to the interaction between these governance forms (Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein 
et al., 2014; Ruggie, 2018). 

An important premise in this paper is that governance is not a zero-sum game where one form 
cancels out or retracts from another (Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein, 2019; Ruggie, 2004). Instead, 
governance forms are entangled and interact in more or less visible ways (Cashore et al., 2021). 
This is recognized in private governance scholarship, where scholars have theorized the responses 
of states to private governance (Marques & Eberlein, 2021) and how private governance in areas 
of legality regimes becomes "grounded" in public regulation (Bartley, 2022). Studies have also 
explored how the state can influence or encourage private governance (Guldbrandsen, 2014) and 
CSR (Gond et al., 2011; Knudsen & Moon, 2017). 

Eberlein and colleagues (2014) outline that private governance can interact in various ways with 
other regulatory actors, leading to situations of competition, coordination, cooptation, and chaos, 
and resulting in different effects. While their main concern is the impact on social and 
environmental conditions, the authors also suggest examining "the effects of interactions on the 
regulatory capacity and performance of actors in a regulatory space" (p. 13). Cashore and 
colleagues (2021) focus on the two-way interaction between private governance and public policy. 
They broaden the analysis to look at this in the "governance sphere," which they argue acts as 
sites of contestation and problem-solving, through which legitimacy, authority, and problem-
solving are produced. These interactions affect, both positively and negatively, the ability of 
governance in general to address enduring environmental and social challenges (p. 1179). 

This thesis combines central elements from this existing literature on private-public interactions 
with a focus on the role and implications of legitimacy relations and dynamics (Suddaby et al., 
2016). This allows for a discussion of regulatory capacity and competition through the central 
concept of legitimacy of governance modes and conceiving private governance as political 
(Bartley, 2014; Graz, 2022) to discuss the balance between private and public governance 
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(Haufler, 2006) of corporate tax. With this the thesis offers a novel perspective of what is 
happening in the political governance dynamics for corporate tax, and insight to how CSR acts 
politically to enable public policy and expose corporate power. This takes the analysis of the 
political dimension of CSR beyond that of filling governance gaps (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, 
2011) or corporations’ impact on citizenship (and rights) through various CSR activities (Matten 
& Crane, 2005). It takes us into the discussion of the corporation as a political actor in political 
and governance processes of shaping public policy. This relates CSR to corporate political activity 
which is only beginning to be more explored in the literature (Anastasiadis, 2014; Bernhagen et 
al., 2022; Broek, 2021; Favotto & Kollman, 2021).  

In summary, the thesis leverages various facets of new institutional theory including the concepts 
of the organizational field, and legitimacy informing this with insights from CSR scholarship, 
sociology of compliance and private governance to enable a multi-level analysis to answer the 
question of how and why some MNCs consider corporate tax a part of CSR and to with what 
implications. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This section outlines the research philosophy, research design and analytical strategy. 
Considerations concerning the methodology for this thesis center around three key themes: a 
social constructivist ontology; an interpretivist, qualitative research project based on a theoretical 
sample; and reflexivity.  These considerations are presented in the first part. The second part 
presents the data collection and the data treatment. This includes how the methodological 
considerations are operationalized in the research design, data collection, and analytical strategy. 
This is followed by considerations of research ethics and finally reflections on the boundary 
conditions and validity of the sample of empirical material.  

This thesis is phenomenon driven. The idea for this research project derives from personal 
observations in a prior capacity (more on the role of the researcher in section 3.1.3) of 
organizational behavior and communication, and not from “gap-spotting” in the literature 
(Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011).  

The opportunity for access to data given the researcher’s background (Fischer et al., 2021) and 
the potential significance from understanding this phenomenon given its connection to tax - which 
is central to the modern state - makes this research highly relevant. The theoretical sampling 
allows to explore the phenomenon in the degree of detail necessary that this warrants (Eisenhardt 
and Graebner, 2007). This thesis thus relies on a theoretical sampling selected from the ambition 
to understand a phenomenon in detail (Geddes, 1990). Although the study involves several actors 
and draws data from different countries (see below), it can be categorized as a type of "single case 
study" because it centers on one defined phenomenon. Single case studies allow for unique in-
depth exploration (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and theorizing about a phenomenon and its 
mechanisms can be very valuable (Fisher et al., 2021). While theoretical samples bring challenges 
for wider generalizations about organizational behavior, selecting data based on the dependent 
variable allows for theorizing about what is happening in the sample and unique opportunity to 
study the details of a phenomenon (Geddes, 1990; Whetten, 1989).  

The focus of the thesis is the development in tax behavior among some organizations and its 
implications. Similar to accounting, tax has been recognized as a social and institutional practice 
(Boden et al., 2010; Hopwood & Miller, 1994; Oats, 2012) and tax has been demonstrated to 
effectively be researched through a variety of approaches such as ethnography (Boll, 2014), and 
social network analysis (Christensen, 2020). This thesis continues these advances as it applies an 
interpretivist approach.  

3.1 Research philosophy 
Given the intense media attention, and the focus on the lack of tax payments by well-known global 
brands, the research on MNCs being responsible in their tax practices has often been met with the 
question, “well, how do you know, that they do, what they say that they do”? Which resonates 
with a more fundamental question of academic pursuit: how can we know what we know? What 
do we believe it is possible to know? This brings me to my first point of framing the methodology 
for this thesis.   
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3.1.1 Social constructivism 
The thesis is social constructivist in nature trying to understand the reality which is perceived by 
the main actors in the debate concerning the relationship between CSR and corporate tax. The 
basis of social constructivism is that reality is constructed, and the meanings attached to reality 
are of utmost importance (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). A central point of interest is then how 
meaning is created, and value is attached to it (Dobbin & Vican, 2015). This thesis looks at this 
from three levels of analysis. Paper 1 explores the meso-level when a collective rationality is 
developed among diverse constituents of a strategic action field which is forming. The paper 
explores the actors’ viewpoints and motivations as these play a role in shaping the meaning that 
is being agreed over time attached to the notion of responsible corporate tax practice. Paper 2 
studies the complex construction process of compliance in MNCs from the perspective of tax 
professionals as they seek to balance this with new legitimacy requirements from CSR. Finally, 
paper 3 elevates the analytical level to the macro-level where it analyzes the emergence of a 
private governance type for responsible corporate tax and how this alters the political dynamics. 
The thesis thus demonstrates how social constructivism can be useful to explore multiple 
analytical levels of a phenomenon. The overarching research question of “how and why do 
organizations consider tax a part of CSR – and with what implications?” seeks to be descriptive 
as it explores a phenomenon in depth and explanatory by drawing on theoretical concepts and 
theorizing in answering the question. It primarily aims to uncover the subjective understandings 
of the world and the meaning behind organizational developments and change. The choice of 
methods for this purpose is qualitative and interpretive methodology is applied. 

Social constructivism gain ground with the book by Berger and Luckmann (Berger & Luckmann, 
1967; Dobbin & Vican, 2015) and its uptake in organization studies is varied (Burrell & Morgan, 
1979). Management and organization studies have come to appreciate qualitative research and 
social constructivist approaches to knowledge creation (Gephart Jr, 2004; Jonsen et al., 2018). In 
particular the foundational work of new institutional theory brings in the social constructivist 
approach (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Powell 
& DiMaggio, 1991). This work challenges traditional ideas of rationality, and the central role of 
functionalism, and introduces myth and ceremony as equally important socially constructed ideas 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977). As demonstrated in this thesis, it remains a relevant frame for studies of 
organizations enbedded in their institutional environments.  

3.1.2 Qualitative material and interpretive methodology 
Tax is an area of study enshrined in data and large numbers, accounting codes, and techniques. It 
has drawn media headlines related to the exposure of corporate tax avoidance and its astronomical 
figures reported by whistleblowers or NGOs. This thesis takes a different approach. The point of 
interest is social change in organizations driven by human relations. It is understanding the 
phenomenon in itself, how it is constructed, what meaning actors attribute to their daily practices 
with this construct, and how it is enacted in MNCs. The goal is also to understand responsible 
corporate tax practice in its societal context. For this purpose, a data collection strategy based on 
qualitative material is applied (Gabriel, 2018).  It moves from the conviction that “qualitative 
methods are well poised to understand and explain complex and messy ethical phenomena” 
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(Reinecke et al., 2016, p. xiii). Qualitative materials, notably interviews, are key to accessing 
people’s perceptions and thoughts on social processes and their practices as they describe it as 
experienced. These are central points of interest from hermeneutics and phenomenology, which 
are the sources of interpretivist methodology (Yanow & Ybema, 2009) 

When approaching new empirical settings and exploring phenomena that are not well known or 
subject to prior research the choice of qualitative material is particularly relevant (Flyvbjerg, 
2006). It can assist in mapping of the salient issues involved by the actors and organizations 
directly implicated in the phenomenon as it unfolds over time (Gerring, 2012). However, such 
mapping and determining events over time does not neglect the interpretive approach to the 
material. Rather, the interpretive search for meaning requires that focus on contextual meaning, 
as it engages in abductive logic, and assist in the continuous moving of the baseline in the search 
for meaning of the material at hand (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011). Inspired by hermeneutical 
traditions, the knowledge creation is evolving, as the researcher becomes more knowledgeable in 
the process (Yanow & Ybema, 2009). While perceived as complex to apply to management 
studies, the hermeneutic tradition has great value for research design and reflection points for 
conducting interviews (Robinson & Kerr, 2015).  A further detailed description of the qualitative 
data sources collected follows below. However, before this, the role of prior knowledge in the 
collection of this data is relevant to reflect upon (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011, Chapter 2), as 
the reflexive approach applied in this thesis.   

3.1.3 Reflexivity 
This thesis defines reflexivity as “the development of an understanding of the effect the researcher 
has on the research process and the possible outcomes of the research” (Robinson & Kerr, 2015, 
p. 778). This aligns closely with the distinction drawn between reflective practice and reflexivity, 
where the latter appreciates the co-creation of research between the subject and object of research 
(Gabriel, 2018). The role of reflexivity is deemed important for qualitative research (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2009; Cassell et al., 2009), and by some it is suggested as a key component in the 
validity and reliability debate concerning qualitative research (see below on validity and 
reliability) (Gosovic, 2019; Klag & Langley, 2013).  

For this thesis and topic and the role of the researcher it seemed particularly evident due to the 
researcher’s prior knowledge of the issue and former involvement with the NGO sector. Moving 
from the practice of influencing work to researching a phenomenon, the adoption of which I was 
previously employed to push for, necessitates some reflection and reflexivity. As a quote from 
one of my first interviews illustrates:  

“The dialogue in itself, and I think I have written this in an article, the dialogue in itself, in 
which you have played a part yourself, ‘the tax dialogue’ (name of a dialogue project 2014–

2017) in Denmark.” (Interview Tax Advisor A2, 2019) 

This quote comments on the role this dialogue played for him. It is evident that the researcher had 
a key role in this and that he is aware of that. For almost ten years I worked with international 
development NGOs to influence decision makers in public and private sectors to take into account 
the impact on the poorest people in the world. Among this work, one goal was the adoption of 
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responsible corporate tax policies by MNCs. After this experience I moved into academia and 
pursued this PhD project to explore this phenomenon as it began to be more commonly adopted 
by MNCs. Undoubtedly, my past experience and motivation for the study has influenced the 
analytical lens I originally applied to the process, the data collection, the design of the research 
question, and the research design.  

However, through the research process, as knowledge accumulated, this changed. Setting out, 
somewhat naively, to document what had happened over time, the focus of the thesis took on the 
interpretive and social constructivist orientation towards how meanings had been shaped and 
created (paper 1) and how narratives and practices assumes symbolic meaning and interact with 
political dynamics (paper 3). Both the starting point of the research and the evolution of the study 
over time underscore an appreciation of the researcher's role in interacting with the social world 
and how meanings are created. A process which starts at the co-creation of ‘text’ when 
interviewing (Robinson & Kerr, 2015) or when interview subjects are selected. The demonstration 
of this, how to make readers understand how this “interpretation of interpretation” (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2009) happens in practice, and what it means for the validity and reliability of 
qualitative research is a work in progress (Klag & Langley, 2013). With this section on 
methodology, this thesis aims to make the research process as transparent as possible, so that the 
analytical conclusions gain validity in the eyes of the reader. There are two focus points for 
reflexivity for this thesis. The first is the insistence on being able to be surprised – keeping an 
open mind, and not looking for conclusions to fit pre-existing presumptions. You must allow the 
material to speak for itself, which also places requirements on your data collection strategy and 
the design of this, while being aware of the role of the researcher in co-creating that material 
(Robinson & Kerr, 2015). This concerns both which data was collected, and how that data is 
interpreted and analyzed (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011). In practice the two are hard to 
separate, as is also apparent in the section on analytical strategy below.   

The initial contacts into the network of tax professionals were established prior to the research 
role, when I was involved in one of the NGOs partaking in the “field”. This particular knowledge 
offered opportunities for the research itself (Fisher et al., 2021) and can give particular access to 
“elite interviews” (Mikecz, 2012). However, it also gives way for considerations of reflexivity 
and the role of prior knowledge (Robinson & Kerr, 2015; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011) and 
the “independence” of the researcher (Gosovic, 2019). The approach in this thesis to data 
collection appreciates the connectedness between the researcher and the data (incl. its collection) 
and the requirement for reflexivity this brings (Gosovic, 2019; Robinson & Kerr, 2015).  

An illustrative point of the role of the researcher in the very design of the empirical material 
collection is in this thesis the case of the interview guide. While all interviews were carefully 
prepared with a focus on a natural flow of conversation to create an atmosphere of trust and 
intuitive answers, in this preparation an interview guide was made (Mikecz, 2012). It served as an 
instrument for the researcher to make sure to cover all the aspects considered relevant of the topic 
at hand and have specific phrasing for cases of where the conversation was not flowing naturally 
or naturally covering certain aspects of interest. The interview guide is included as appendix 8.1 
appears in retrospective as biased towards a pre-assumed position on corporate tax as part of CSR. 



36 
 

While this thesis is a theoretical sample of exploring the viewpoints of those who have been 
actively engaged with corporate tax as CSR, this still merits consideration. However, given the 
forthcoming nature of the interviews and the triangulation (see below) of interview materials with 
other empirical material, this discrepancy does not undermine the findings or conclusions of the 
thesis overall, but is an example of how there will be indiscretions and mistakes made during 
empirical material collection shaped by the researcher, and the importance of reflecting upon these 
once they are discovered (some time, as here, late on in the project).  

Another example concerning the role of the researcher pertains to existing knowledge. While the 
pre-existing knowledge of the researcher gives advantages (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; Fisher et 
al., 2021; Mikecz, 2012), it also presents as challenges. It also gives way to considerations of 
impression management by interview subjects, given pre-established connections with the 
researcher, and the conscious decision to inform interview subjects of the researcher’s prior role 
in the NGO sector. This might well have given reason for interview subjects to reflect on their 
engagement with the researcher and possibly incentivize them to angle responses to what they 
believe would be favorable given the connection to the NGO environment. While particularly 
visible in this case with this example, questions of impression management should always be a 
concern of researchers (Grodal et al., 2021). There are considerations of to what extent we can be 
sure of “the truth” from qualitative and quantitative data sources, and questions if research can be 
replicated for other qualitative management researchers with experience from practice (Cassell et 
al., 2009). The empirical material is always subject to interpretation by the researcher (Ahrens & 
Chapman, 2006).  

One way in which to overcome these challenges and imperfections in the preparation of material 
and the past of the researcher was to focus on creating a natural flow of conversation among the 
researcher and the interviewee, and to grant the interviewee complete anonymity (Mikecz, 2012). 
Tax is a sensitive subject, and allowing anonymity presents a way in which for interview subjects 
to speak more freely. Another strategy to mitigate impression management can be to include 
several data sources (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and perform a type of triangulation, which is 
also applied in this case (see below). 

3.2 Research design  
3.2.1 Data selection strategy 
The focus of this thesis is the phenomenon of responsible corporate tax practice. Given the 
purpose of the thesis is to explore the phenomenon in question in depth, its origin, meaning, and 
interactions, the focus was on a strategic selection of material that would facilitate this insight.  

The data selection strategy was oriented around gaining access to those people who had played 
key roles in the advancement of the coupling of CSR and corporate tax practices and collecting 
relevant contextual information from publications and observations. Given my own previous 
experience in the NGO sector, I had an initial list of contacts both from the for-profit organizations 
who were of particular interest as the research scope concerns MNCs, and also from the non-tax 
stakeholders in the field. The aim was to get perspectives from tax professionals and from non-
tax professionals to gain perspectives on the development of the agenda over time, key reference 
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points, key actors, and interpretation of meanings and developments. This would be coupled with 
empirical material from desk research and observations.  

While strategic and deliberate, the data collection also had to take into account the reality of 
pursuing research on this particular topic, which led to the following reflections: 1) this is a highly 
politicized topic, which had implications for how to design and conduct interviews, 2) key actors 
are senior elite professionals, which had implications for access, and 3) this is a topic highly 
technical in nature, which in particular impacted reflexivity in relation to the role of the researcher 
to interview subject Mikecz, 2012). 

Given the material of interest for the project was those organizations involved in communication 
in more and different modes than traditional ways of reporting and communicating on tax, the 
hope was that the effort the organizations had put into producing the communication material 
would also allow for the relevant employees to further elaborate on this. Furthermore, the tax 
directors known to interact with NGOs and participate in dialogue meetings and at public events 
to speak to their “tax approach” might also be mandated by their corporations to participate in 
interviews. This also proved to be the case.  

The desk research had two functions. Firstly, to give insight into who could be potential interview 
subjects by mapping the prominent publications. Secondly, to be a source of information in its 
own right. Similarly for observations. These proved essential for access to people for interviews. 
However, they also served as their own source of information as they gave unprompted 
perspectives and viewpoints, allowed observations of interactions between actors, and enabled 
ultimately a type of triangulation with the other data sources. Observations and appreciation of 
data gathered at events can purposefully be better utilized and theorized (Gross & Zilber, 2020; 
Hoffman, 1999; Lampel & Meyer, 2008). 

Both the prior role as practically involved in the environment, as well as the nature of the topic 
where more communication was developed, and the change in tax culture to become more outward 
oriented and appreciative of the range of stakeholders in tax beyond merely the tax authorities, all 
proved to support the aim of the data collection strategy.  

3.2.2 Unit of analysis 
All together the papers 1, 2, and 3 answer the overall research question of how and why 
organizations consider tax a part of CSR – and with what implications by looking at organizational 
behavior from three different levels of analysis – the macro interplay between public and private 
governance (paper 3), the meso level of the organizational field (paper 1), and the individual 
organizational level of change processes (paper 2).  

3.2.3 Analytical strategy – abduction 
As outlined above the reflexivity, qualitative data, and interpretive approach in a frame of social 
constructivism sets out a certain perspective on knowledge creation, that sets the parameters for 
the analytical strategy and what is intended to be achieved by this. The focus on inter-subjectivity 
and the primacy of the interviews in all three papers and the thesis overall underlines this. 
Qualitative research can appear unsystematic and raise uncomfortable questions in terms of 
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whether it is rigorous, but these claims have been fundamentally challenged by the demonstration 
of the systematics that qualitative, interpretive, studies entail (Gioia, 2021; Shenton, 2004). 

For this thesis, the analysis benefits from the abductive approach to qualitative research in 
combination with interpretive traditions. In many ways the abductive approach draws on a 
simplified version of the elements of grounded theory open coding and second order themes from 
these open codes (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). However, an abductive approach recognizes 
that as a myriad of first and second order codes emerge, the application of knowledge of theory is 
applied during the coding process to make sense of whether the findings emerging challenge or 
demonstrate particular theoretical viewpoints. The back and forth between coding and theoretical 
knowledge acquisition characteristic of what has been labelled the abductive approach (Alvesson 
& Sköldberg, 2009). This approach is neither inductive nor deductive – terms that are usually 
applied to the positivist research approach. The overriding concern was to allow for respect for 
the data meanwhile ensuring the analysis was theoretically informed. However, when studying 
meaning we have to allow for the theory to be grounded in the informants’ understanding of their 
world(s) (Gioia, 2021).  

Grounded theory and abductive reasoning have similarities (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), 
however, interpretive research devote itself more explicitly to the phenomenological inspired 
hermeneutic tradition (Yanow & Ybema, 2009), that places emphasis on the researcher, 
reflexivity and the role of prior knowledge (Robinson & Kerr, 2015; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 
2011). Abduction, and its dynamic relationship with both theory and data captures well the part 
of the analytical process, which is also finding a relevant theoretical frame. While philosophy of 
science and research methodology sets some limits as to where your overall home is (Burrell & 
Morgan, 1979), there can still be choice of theory which relates to what emanates from the data 
as particularly relevant.  

An example of how abduction (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) and the non-linear process of the 
“conceptual leap” from data analysis to theory (Klag & Langley, 2013) happened is present in 
paper 2. This paper details the way in which the integration of CSR with corporate tax is a part of 
a “responsibilization process” and is intertwined with compliance practice. The central concern 
of compliance and the impact on compliance practice of the changing views on tax in 
organizations was a surprising element that became clear through the coding process. Coding the 
interview data from tax professionals with open coding clearly placed “compliance” at the top of 
the content of the interviews, despite not having been a central part of the interview guidelines 
(see appendix 8.1). This spurred further enquiry into this central role of compliance, a revisit of 
the theories and literature on compliance practice and tax, and ultimately led to paper 2 through 
an abductive analytical process.  
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3.3 Data Collection 
Table 1 Data collection overview 

Data source Quantity Pages 

Interviews 44 interviews (42 hours)   500 pages single spaced 

Observations 71.5 hours  65 field notes pages 
(single spaced) 

Public 
documents/reports 

54 documents  1198 pages 

Source:  author – please see appendix 8.2, 8.3 and table 4 below for more detailed information 

3.3.1 Geographical scope 
It was not a priori decided to limit the research to specific locations or to ensure a specific 
geographical coverage as the study has an exploratory nature and is transnational in nature. For 
the thesis overall, the starting point was Denmark and UK due to existing network in these 
countries. While there was no ambition to limit the data collection to these locations, as the snow-
ball method was used only few data sources came from other locations and these were also OECD 
countries. Overall, the data is drawn from relatively similar systems in terms of coordinated 
democratic market economies albeit their legal systems differ. 

That the data collection centers on Denmark and the UK reflects the ability of the researcher to 
draw on existing network, and a probable center for the developments concerning the phenomenon 
in these countries. Further studies into the geographical spread of the phenomenon could be of 
interest but have not been the focus of this study. It is relevant to note that it coincides with 
countries known for their strong traditions of CSR (Brown & Knudsen, 2015; Knudsen et al., 
2015; Midttun et al., 2006, 2015). These boundary conditions are further reflected in the limitation 
section 5.4 below.  

3.3.2 Interviews 
The group of interviewees are a purposefully selected group identified from a combination of 
research, personal relations, and snowball sampling. This method for sampling is described as 
particularly relevant when no list or source for identifying the members of interest, but rather that 
information is held among the members themselves (Given, 2008; Mikecz, 2012). The topic in 
question – CSR and corporate tax – and the wish to understand this phenomenon in depth through 
those advocating for it and practicing it, and the pool of these people being rather small, made a 
strategic and targeted approach relevant. The strategy was to reach the leaders of the field for 
responsible corporate tax practice as identified from their public engagement on the topic or 
through reference from their peers in the sector. In particular, since the focus was to understand 
the development of the phenomenon, the current cutting edge, and the initial driving factors 
behind it, it seemed important to reach the pioneers and those considered as “best practice” among 
their peers.  
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Interviews were all semi-structured and followed the same interview guide (see appendix 8.1). 
The interviews were either conducted in English or in Danish language. For analytical purposes 
the translation was made from Danish to English.  

Table 1 List of interviews (anonymized) 

Interview Position Years 
exp. 

Industry m/f Headquarter 
/location 

A1 Partner  20+ Tax advisory m UK 
A2 Partner 20 Tax advisory m Denmark 
A3 Tax director 35+ MNC - Pharmaceutical m Denmark 
A4 Senior tax advisor 20+ Tax advisory  m Denmark 
A5a Partner 20+ Tax advisory m Netherlands 
A5b Advisor <5 Tax advisory f Netherlands 
A6 CEO 20+ Tax advisory m Denmark 
A7 Lawyer/advisor 15 Industry Representation m Denmark 
A8 Accountant/advisor 15 Industry Representation m Belgium 
C1 Tax director 20 MNC - Engineering m Denmark 
C2 Tax director 10+ MNC - Energy m Denmark 
C3 Tax director 20 MNC - Engineering m Denmark 
C4 Tax director 10+ MNC - Pharmaceutical f  Denmark 
C5 Tax director 20+ MNC - Extractives m Denmark 
C6 Tax director 20+ MNC - Shipping f Denmark 
C7 Tax director 20+ MNC - Publishing m UK 
C8 Tax director 15+ MNC - Construction 

products 
f Denmark 

C9 Tax Director 20+ MNC - Foodstuffs f UK 
C10 Tax director 20 MNC - Energy m Sweden 
C11 Tax director 25+ MNC - Energy m Spain 
C13 Head of tax policy 

and sustainability 
<10 MNC - Extractives  m UK 

C14 Tax Director 20+ MNC - Energy m Finland 

CC1a Advisor (CSR) and 
VP 

20+ MNC f Denmark 

CC1b Advisor (CSR) 20+ MNC f Denmark 
CC2 Head of sustainability  10+ MNC f Denmark 
CC3 Head of sustainability  10+ MNC m UK 
I1 Advisor  20+ Investment organization f UK 
I2 Head of ESG  15+ Pension fund f Denmark 
I3 Head of ESG  20+ Investor m Denmark 
I4 Head of tax  15+ Pension fund m Denmark 
I5 CEO  20+ Investor relations/ESG m Denmark 
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I6 Head of ESG 15+ Pension fund m Denmark 
N1 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m UK 
N2 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m USA 
N3 Advisor  10+ NGO MSI m UK 
N4 Director of policy  20+ Anti-poverty NGO m Denmark 
N5 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m Denmark 
N6 Director  20+ NGO - tax focus m UK 
O1 Advisor 10+ Political party secretariat f Belgium 
O2 Advisor 10+ Industry rep m Belgium 
O3 Advisor 10+ CSR industry rep f Belgium 
O4 Project manager  10+ NGO MSI f Netherlands 
O6 Advisor  10+ IO f France 
O7 Advisor  10+ NGO CSR m UK 
O8 Head of Chapter   15+ IO national chapter f Denmark 

Source: author 

It is worth reflecting on the characteristics of the MNCs who have contributed to this study, as 
much of the theorizing and conclusion concern them, and it adds strength to the theorizing to 
consider the “when, where and whom” the study concerns (Whetten, 1989). This is followed up 
on in the discussion section. There are two groupings of characteristics: the organizational 
characteristics and the relational characteristics. Concerning the organizational characteristics, the 
MNCs are very large organizations. This has several implications. Firstly, it means they have 
significant resources and are well equipped to be at the forefront of legislative and regulatory 
requirements as well as developing their own internal procedures and processes where they seem 
fit. Their size will also mean they are among those first targeted for new legislation. For example, 
the new corporate legislation often has a marginal cut off point at 250 employees, of which all of 
the MNCs in this study supersede.  

Relationally, these are well established MNCs who have been firmly present in European markets 
and beyond for decades. They have strong reputations and ambitions within the CSR field and 
most have a strong history or established policy of engaging stakeholders. They can have reasons 
to consider themselves at risk for tax media stories such as public contracts or government 
shareholders, significant tax breaks reducing the tax payment, a recognizable brand which would 
make a catchy campaign, etc.  

These MNCs are thus not your average enterprises, but significant in size, reputation and 
resources. This gives context to the sample size, the findings, and reflections for the durability of 
the phenomenon observed.  

3.3.3 Observations 
The selection of the events for this study has been that the focus of these events includes a specific 
business responsibility/CSR angle. The events took the shape of larger conferences where CSR 
was but one theme among other more traditional tax themes (new regulation, political 
developments, report launches) to smaller events purposely kept small to ensure an open and 



42 
 

honest dialogue (personal conversations with NGOs). Given the geographical scope of the 
participants and the research taking place while the global COVID-19 pandemic restricted 
physical travel, much of the participation was “online” and not in person. This impacted the access 
to the networking and “small talk” that would usually be facilitated at the coffee or lunch 
accompanying the event. On the other hand, it allowed more flexibility for attendance as it 
eliminated travel costs. Some of the events were clearly for and attended by tax professionals and 
other events were organized to bring together tax professionals with non-tax professionals such 
as NGOs or politicians. The events took place primarily in Denmark, but also in the UK and in 
Belgium. This was due to the existing contacts that facilitated access, and also reflected the places 
where the phenomenon is more in focus, and finally a consideration that the events had to be in 
English or Danish language to have relevance for the researcher.  

In total 71.5 hours of events were attended (see appendix 8.2).  

For each event notes were taken during the event. The notes cover observations and impressions. 
They focus on the tone and atmosphere, the audience and audience reactions, noteworthy elements 
of the agenda, and in some cases direct quotes from speakers.  

3.3.4 Desk research  
Thirdly, the thesis relies on desk research of publicly available material. This collection has been 
built from knowledge of the field of research, recommendations from the interviewees, cross-
referencing material and following the debate in media and specialist outlets over time, and 
internet search.  

The material dates back to 2000, where it appears the first linkage of CSR and corporate tax 
emerges (Oxfam, 2000). The publications also gave an indication of a timeline and which years 
there were peaks of activity, that in particular informed the longitudinal study in paper 1. Again, 
publications were limited to Danish or English language.  

The collection is primarily so-called “grey” material published by private organizations; however, 
it also includes some material by state actors or international organizations (see Adams et al., 
2017). The criteria for selection have been, as for the events, the explicit coverage of business 
ethics or CSR in relation to corporate tax. It should be noted that the research takes place during 
a time when there has been extraordinary activity related to corporate tax, notably from the EU 
and the OECD, who have published reports, conducted consultations, and prepared and passed 
legislation at a previously unprecedented level. Here below table 3 with brief overview of the 
material. Please see appendix 8.3 for a full list of materials.  
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Table 3 Desk research overview 

Category of 
publications 

Description Number of 
publicatio
ns 

Page
s 

Examples (see 
appendix 8.3)  

Policy documents 
by governments 
or international 
organizations 

Policy documents released 
from administrators to 
guide and give direction 
or information on policy 
areas 

7 100 OECD (2011) 
European Commission 
(2011)  

Private 
corporations, tax 
advisors & 
industry 
organizations – 
tax specialists 

This ranges from surveys 
by large accounting and 
tax advisors on CEOs to 
specific policies on tax by 
individual corporations 

15 226 Maersk (2016) 
Vodafone (2017) 
ICC (2017) 

Investors, 
consultancies, 
NGOs, media – 
non-tax 
specialists 

This material is usually 
targeted at media and 
public as audiences and 
are more overtly 
attempting to set an 
agenda for policy makers 

32 850 Sustainability (2006) 
PRI (2015) 
Oxfam (2000) 

Total  54 1198  
Source: author  

3.4 Data treatment 
As already mentioned, the approach to the data treatment is an interpretive approach (Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow, 2011) and abductive in nature (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). This section 
provides an overview of how the data treatment and the steps of the analytical process took place 
over time. The overriding concern is to understand the research subjects’ understandings and 
perceptions of the world. The final part reflects on the analytical process and its various steps and 
saturation of material.  

3.4.1 Interviews  
Interviews were conducted face to face or over online video. If in person, they usually took place 
at the place of work of the interviewee. With video interviews, interviewees would also be at their 
workspace whether a home office or in office. For face-to-face interviews and online interviews, 
I recorded the interview either on my phone (audio) or in the online meeting function (Microsoft 
teams).  

While interviewing I would follow the interview guide (see appendix 8.1). At times it would not 
be followed in the order as outlined, but towards the end of the interview I would ensure that all 
questions had been covered. For the most part the interviews flowed as quite natural 
conversations. Given the previous experience with the topic of concern, and a familiarity with 
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some of the interviewees prior to the interviews, this allowed for a natural conversation. Most 
interviewees seemed quite comfortable speaking about the topic, and the atmosphere was always 
friendly, involving what appeared to be a genuine interest in contributing to my research.  

During the interviews, I would take handwritten notes. These offered a way to supplement the 
audio recording in case of lack of clarity or served as notes for myself to look into issues as further 
aspects related to the transcription. Already in the process of gathering this material does the 
analytical process begins its initial steps, as experience from interviews build and information can 
be brought into the interview process to ensure the conversation flows.  

The majority of the interviews were transcribed by me from audio to word program. This included 
a second analytical step where impressions of the material, its richness (or not), and major themes 
would begin to settle. Some of the latter interviews were transcribed by an automated service, and 
then checked by me running through the audio alongside the suggested transcription. This would, 
similarly to my own transcription, offer a first chance to gain impressions of the interviews and 
the major themes and emphasis of the interviewees.  

Preparing for coding, the interviews were divided up into tax professionals and non-tax 
professionals. This was done to enable order of the content and greater comparison among the 
groups as a technique to not get lost in the vast amount of material. The people who comprise the 
sample of interviews are from a variety of backgrounds. The most relevant dividing line is their 
profession as either tax professionals or non-tax professionals. However, the category of non-tax 
professionals is quite diverse and ranges from investors to NGO activists to CSR professionals (in 
house with MNCs or with other organizations).  

Table 4 Division of interviewees 

 Tax professionals Non-tax professionals 

 

Roles 

In-house tax directors (MNCs), 
tax advisors, business 
association representation 

NGOs, investor ESG professionals, CSR 
professionals in-house (MNCs), CSR 
professionals (advisory or business 
representations) 

Source: author  

Each of the two groups was coded in Nvivo which allowed for a simple overview of the codes, 
comparison between files of the codes, and a simple way to restructure and create second order 
codes. The first round of coding was so-called “open codes” simply drawn from the material as it 
was read across the screen. See appendix 8.4 for the full list of first order codes and second order 
themes. Some examples of the first order open codes are found in the following table.  
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Table 5 Examples of coding 
Nb. First order code Sample supporting quote 
1 Expectations on 

corporations 
“I was saying that our work is really broad based and our 
corporate facing work is just a piece of it. It includes a lot of 
policy work in US and internationally, in dozens of countries 
worldwide. So there’s this whole policy strand of our work, then 
there is also the corporate facing strand of our work. Even as we 
are pushing for policy change for all countries we also think that 
individual companies also have responsibility to act more 
responsibly on tax.” N2, 2019 

2 Technical vs 
political 

“Maybe it would be negative for them if they became known as 
tax dodgers, but otherwise I do not think it is ’hot’ enough 
politically. It is for tax havens, but not on corporate 
responsibility, this is the agenda of the corporations and the 
investors, it is just too complicated to communicate politically.” 
N4, 2020  

3 “Tax is different” “I could tell this was an area that was really sensitive. It was 
difficult for me as a CSR person to enter that space. Because there 
were so many interests at stake in tax. It was kind of another 
level.” O8, 2020 

4 Reputation “Depending on the company the public, media, is a big issue. So 
in particular the ones who are very brand and consumer oriented 
who are vulnerable to a backlash they are thinking very much 
about what they say.” A2 

Source: author 

The first order codes became stable over time and no further codes were added after coding the 
first 12 interviews (six of each of the two groups). Subsequent interviews’ codes were all 
contained within the existing codes drawn from the initial interviews, with the odd refinement as 
more material became known and analyzed. Please see appendix 8.5 for examples of how open 
codes were compiled.  

Second order coding was done at a late stage of the analytical process, once all material had been 
coded and decisions had been made on what would compose the three independent papers that 
comprise this thesis. It was during the process of the analysis for each paper that second order 
codes would be made in consultation with the theoretical framework applied. This would also 
enable a process of collapsing some codes, as it became apparent that they were really comprising 
similar material. For example, an open code “new regulation,” describing the role that this plays 
for tax professionals in the process of changing their culture for tax practices, was collapsed with 
the code “inherent uncertainty (of legislation),” which detailed the nature of tax legislation for 
MNCs and how it is so difficult to create legislative certainty.  
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The interview data was the richest data for this project. The archival and observation data was 
useful to complement and support the findings drawn from interview data, but it is the interview 
data on which this thesis relies the most.  

3.4.2 Secondary material 
The treatment of the archival data to prepare for analysis was to systematize by year of publication 
and source/actor who produced the material. It was continuously filed as new items came to my 
attention either through mentions in interviews or through media reports. The process of collecting 
further data from publications and “grey material” ended by the exit of 2022.  

While the material was read as it emerged in different segments, it was revisited once it became 
clearer how it would be put to purpose. The archival data served three main purposes. Firstly, 
from the material was gained a sense of the years in which most material emerged, and by which 
actors. This assisted paper 1 in the outlining of the different phases of the field structuration 
(Langley, 1999). It also supported the notion that it is a concept growing in strength over time and 
becoming more mainstream.  

Figure 1 Publications analyzed (by year of publication) 

 

Source: author 

Secondly, the insights from the material provided an overview of what content each actor group 
was pursuing and allowed for a comparative approach to the meaning actors gave to responsible 
corporate tax which supported the findings and analysis in paper 3.   

Thirdly, the data gave relevant insight into what actors were relevant to speak to, and for some of 
the actors it contextualized their involvement in the developments over time. For example, it 
showed how one of the founders of Tax Justice Network, an influential NGO campaigning on tax 
justice in corporate tax affairs, was also an author on one of the early publications outlining the 
content of “responsible corporate tax.”   

3.4.3 Observations 
The notes from observations were written down by hand during the events and transferred to 
electronic word processing immediately after. This gave opportunity to add to the notes the 
immediate reflective points from the events.  

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

Number publications reviewed



47 
 

Box 2: Example of field notes  

30-40 people. Mostly men. Beautiful rooms. Everyone appeared to know each-other. Colloquial 
but business type atmosphere. It’s a small world and some are former colleagues and 
competitors… Some quite top of the sector and very successful in what they do.  

My impression: noteworthy that ALL presentations made strong points about the role of moral 
and ethics and how that has taken a bigger role. Many specifically referred to tax as previously 
having been a technical skill, now it is a need to be aware of the societal expectations and have a 
moral and ethical grounding in what you do as well as the technical expertise. (Field notes, 
Copenhagen, September 2019) 

Analytical treatment of the notes from observations serves mostly to complement findings from 
the interview data. It confirms the conclusions drawn from the coding process of the interview 
data and the analytical conclusions in the papers, and in some cases can highlight or underline 
specific points that have been reiterated in public spaces or at the events.  

An example of this for this thesis was the interview code of “communication and dialogue” by tax 
professionals, which highlights how engaging with stakeholders and communicating tax data and 
tax policy to external stakeholders is now part of their process. This insight gained from the code 
was complemented by the observation of events of the dialogue going on between tax 
professionals and non-tax professionals, which confirmed the friendly and constructive 
atmosphere that interview subjects also described. In particular, for field analysis, events have 
been found to be critical for field formation, and under-utilized and under-theorized (Gross & 
Zilber, 2020; Hoffman, 1999; Lampel & Meyer, 2008).  See example box 3 for how this manifest 
in field notes.  

Box 3: Example from field notes 

It takes place at the offices of one of the participating companies. The companies have had a 
meeting without stakeholders, just them, prior to the external stakeholders joining. It is Chatham 
house rules. The atmosphere is a bit strained. People do not know the NGOs. Only one or two 
aside from the B-team members know the NGOs. The ones that do know each other have a friendly 
banter and exchange. There does seem to be a cooperative spirit for the most. Companies and 
stakeholder share a willingness to understand each other and a sort of shared mission. These are 
the “good guys” companies that have embraced the criticism by NGOs of some corporate 
practices, that this group of corporations feel they are not the subject of because they pay “a 
responsible tax.” (Field Notes, London, 2019) 

Observations also gave way for further reflection on the reflexive nature of the project, as I was 
asked to give reflections at one of the meetings given my historic involvement from before 
entering academia (Tax Dialogue, February 2020). This underlines how the engagement of the 
researcher with the subject of research co-constructs meanings during the research project (see 
above section 3.1.3 Reflexivity).  
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3.4.4 Triangulation  
Triangulation is the comparing of findings across different data sources. It is a commonly used 
strategy in qualitative studies to ensure convergence in findings and address issues of “validity” 
of findings (Rouse and Harrison, 2016). In this thesis triangulation between different data sources 
assisted in supporting the quality of the findings between what is expressed in interviews with 
observations made by the researcher. Observations were made in spaces not designed for the 
research. Interviews were specifically held to gather data.  

An example is the way in which different data sources support the overarching analytical structure 
of paper 1 in this following figure. This figure 2 visualizes how the data materials were used to 
complement each other and assist a type of triangulation of the findings. 

Figure 2 Coding structure for paper 1 

 
 

Source: Author 

Figure 2 is the final presentation of the input for the constructs. The paper (1) in itself, which this 
figure is an example from, has been taking shape over a process of a few years. Throughout, this 
paper, and this example, has benefited from the developments of the other papers that 
complement, and supplement each other to amount together to the answer to the research question 
for the overall thesis. The analysis, and accumulation of knowledge of the topic, and of the 
theoretical constructs and framing applied, all co-developed alongside each other over time.  
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Another example of the usefulness of triangulation of different data sources is the references by 
tax professional interviewees to the collaborative nature of the dialogue meetings and events on 
the topic of corporate tax and CSR. Given the information of the background of the researcher in 
the tax justice movement it could be expected that portraying of tax professionals as open minded 
and collaborative, rather than skeptical and dismissive, is a favorable impression they would be 
interested to portray. Firstly, this was corroborated by the interviews conducted with other 
stakeholders in the debate – in particular NGOs have no reason to support this view, if they did 
not perceive it. Secondly, observations at events that brought together multi-stakeholders 
confirmed this impression by the researcher – see example of field notes box 2 above. Moreover, 
for written material it is difficult to gain an impression of the character of the collaborative work 
gone into their production, although it was noted that key publications were endorsed by other 
actors (for example private sector tax professionals providing constructive forwards to NGO 
publication, ActionAid, 2015) or expressed appreciation of input (for example B-team, 2018). 
Interviews could support the collaboration and communication among diverse actors in the 
production of these publications.  

Triangulation can both question convergence and allow for divergence in viewpoints and different 
angles to the material (Rouse and Harrison, 2016). In this thesis, there is a consistency among 
these three types of data. This gives witness to a story that is very strongly understood by the 
organizations involved. This also assists in overcoming the risk of impression management (see 
above), and gives more credibility to the findings from interviews, as they were corroborated in 
public events and written material (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

3.4.5 Validity and reliability 
The concepts of validity, reliability, and generalizations as applied to social science are often 
discarded as oppressive reminiscences from a modernistic approach to truth and science (Kvale, 
1995). In the US, the debate has even been connected to a political wish to discredit qualitative 
research (Cho & Trent, 2006). As terms that are closely associated with positivist science, and 
social constructivism as a critique and dismissal of this ontology, these terms have struggled to 
find their relevance for interpretivist, and qualitative, research projects. However, as Kvale (1995) 
discusses, it greatly depends on how you interpret the concepts. As qualitative research is a “broad 
church,” the considerations we use to discuss and judge its validity and reliability should be 
equally broad ranging (Welch & Piekkari, 2017).  

Qualitative research can appear unsystematic and raise uncomfortable questions in terms of 
whether it is rigorous, but these claims have been challenged by the demonstration of the 
systematics that qualitative, interpretive studies entail (Gioia, 2021). Rigor can be seen as a 
process of establishing and conveying credibility (Rheinhardt et al., 2018) and one of the ways to 
do this is to allow for transparency into the way in which the data has been collected and treated. 
This has been proposed to be understood as a transactional approach to validity (Cho & Trent, 
2006). Others have taken a more radical approach directly challenging the notion of validity for 
qualitative research. This speaks to the idea that there is an element of a “conceptual leap” 
connected to abductive and reflexive research; that it is hard to define and even to 
methodologically map when and how this leap takes place; and that the research will be primarily 
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personal and individual (Klag & Langley, 2013). To move forward from this recognition and 
appreciate the difficulties of methodologically capturing the inference from description (Gerring, 
2012), we have to place greater stress on the methodology of qualitative studies, and transparency 
in the “honest and frank narratives of the paths toward theory” (Klag & Langley, 2013, p. 163). 
A reflexive approach can thus play a role in enhancing the validity of a qualitative research project.  

This research project attempts to bring forth the reflexive nature of the project in the account 
above, which presents an extensive account of the considerations of the research design, the data 
collection, and the data treatment, to give insight to the analytical process throughout the process, 
and the role of the researcher. It does not pretend to be a linear process, or a straight line from 
idea through research design to analytical conclusions and write up. 

3.5 Research ethics 
Corporate tax can be conceived as a particularly sensitive topic especially given the media focus 
in recent years (Mayer & Gendron, 2022). The ethical focus in this project has been concerning 
the conduct of organizations and the role of ethics and morals in practice as expressed by tax and 
CSR professionals. Ethics has therefore been very central to this thesis, as it has for other scholars 
researching tax practices (Alm & Torgler, 2011; Doyle et al., 2009, 2014, 2022; Frecknall-Hughes 
et al., 2017).   

Moreover, when engaging in treatment of data and representing interviewees’ viewpoints and 
perceptions there is always an obligation to be ethical and transparent in the research conduct. 
Being clear and concise in communication with the people for interview is not only a matter of 
ensuring you can continue to access such data, but also an ethical issue relating to how you treat 
their data and respect their time and input. Throughout the project, I have been conscious of the 
time I am asking people to contribute to answering my questions, and I hope everyone feels they 
have been treated with respect and transparency in purpose of the project and the use of the data.  

There has been considerable media attention to the issue of tax affairs of multinationals, which 
has shrouded the topic in a great degree of sensitivity, and professionals show reluctance to 
publicly engage on the topic. Fortunately for me, the behavior that was of greatest interest to me 
was subjects’ participation in the movement to change this attitude; therefore, most interviewee 
subjects expressed a willingness to communicate, even if they did show significant cautiousness 
concerning what they said.  

Personally, I come from a background outside academia as an activist, and activists at times have 
had challenging relationships with private organizations. So, when campaigning for 
organizational change, I was conscious to be transparent about my past, my present role, and the 
exact use of the material I was collecting. I also attended the CBS research ethics course for PhD 
students, which was helpful to further increase my awareness of the issues outlined here 
concerning data management, compliance with general data protection regulation (GDPR), the 
ethics council of Copenhagen Business School and transparency and ethics in research conduct in 
general.  
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4. SUMMARY OF PAPERS 

4.1 Paper 1:  Where fields meet: the structuration of an interstitial field for 
responsible corporate tax practice 

This paper studies how responsible corporate tax went from an idea to an accepted practice among 
selected actors in order to explore the growing relationships between corporate tax and CSR. The 
paper finds the structuration of an issue-based field for responsible corporate tax lodged between 
the existing fields of corporate tax and of CSR. This allows for the paper to explore what role 
inter-field dynamics played in the structuration of an emerging interstitial field for responsible 
corporate tax.   

This paper finds the issue-based field structurated over four phases starting from an isolated idea 
launched in 2000 to a collective rationale and emergent field infrastructure in the phase from 2018 
onwards. The institutional work of heterogenous actors (NGOs, investors, MNCs) built over time, 
starting with an idea which lay latent until the seizing of exogenous opportunities in adjacent 
fields by catalysts. Through creating spaces for inter-actions and open mindedness by a variety of 
actors there was an influx of resources from both the CSR field and the corporate tax field. 
Combining these components of ideas, opportunities, catalysts, interactions, resources and open 
mindedness builds a collective rationality of responsible corporate tax practice drawing on both 
the CSR field and the corporate tax field. This new interstitial field pulls closer together the CSR 
field and the corporate tax field in social space, as professionals (CSR and corporate tax) take the 
established ideas back into their “home” fields. The fields of CSR and corporate tax were 
previously thinly related and socially distant but are now linked through this shared interstitial 
field.  

The paper models these inter-field relations in a unique combination of a study of institutional 
work and field structuration. This paper thus draws on central concepts of institutional theory of 
fields (Wooten & Hoffman, 2017; Zietsma et al., 2017) and institutional work (Lawrence et al., 
2009) to illuminate an under-researched area of inter-field relations (Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016; 
Liu, 2021; Zietsma et al., 2017) and empirical developments concerning the linkage between CSR 
and corporate tax.  

As a theoretical contribution the paper extends institutional theory by refining the dynamics of the 
“interstitial field” concept (Zietsma et al., 2017), showing how new fields emerge at the 
intersection of existing ones. It identifies five core components (ideas, opportunities, catalysts, 
resources, and open-mindedness), some coming from CSR and corporate tax, others unique to the 
new field itself. This mapping highlights the critical role of inter-field dynamics and collaborative 
spaces that facilitate shared learning and emergence of collective rationality. 

Empirically, the study reveals how responsible corporate tax practices develop within the broader 
social web of fields. It demonstrates how actors incorporate moral considerations into corporate 
tax, transcending traditional legal and shareholder norms. This insight reframes corporate tax as 
a social and institutional practice, co-created and institutionalized through collective 
rationalization. 
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The paper’s contribution to the thesis lies in modeling inter-field dynamics and 
institutionalization, explaining both the emergence of responsible corporate tax and its 
implications for CSR and corporate tax fields. This study deepens understanding of moral 
considerations in corporate tax and broadens institutional theory by examining how collaborative, 
cross-field efforts facilitate new field formation encouraging further studies of inter-field 
relations.  

4.2 Paper 2: Responsibilization of corporate tax compliance – how tax professionals 
integrate CSR and the law 
This paper studies the relationship between CSR and legal compliance in corporate tax practice 
among selected tax professionals who commit themselves to being “responsible” in corporate tax 
practice. It explores the sense-making of elite tax professionals from major multinational 
corporations and top advisors from tax service firms regarding how CSR and corporate tax 
practice are related and the role of critical elements for responsible corporate tax in practice.  

Through exploring tax professionals’ sense-making of responsible compliance, the findings show 
how tax practitioners integrate CSR into legal compliance. These professionals identify a 
responsible corporate tax practice as a shift away from the past pursuit of corporate tax avoidance. 
They articulate external dynamics of regulatory and non-regulatory character and internal 
organizational values as critical shapers of this change in practice. Organizationally, tax 
professionals underline the centrality of the tax director in a role for pursuing responsible 
corporate tax practice but dependent on a supportive top management as well as a roll-out through 
a tax policy to operational practice. Together these elements are theorized as responsibilization of 
legal compliance.  

The paper presents corporate tax compliance on a spectrum where responsible compliance stands 
in contrast to the mechanistic compliance with the letter of the law. Responsible compliance also 
goes beyond risk-adverse compliance. Existing literature on corporate tax practice portrays 
corporate tax practice as a pursuit of tax avoidance and risk considerations. This paper advances 
our understanding of differences in compliance culture and how business ethics and compliance 
traditions can interact in practice. Such insight can improve the performance of existing regulation 
and improve the articulation of future legislation.  

Theoretically, the paper advances our understanding of how sociology of compliance and CSR 
can be combined to leverage a relevant analysis about co-construction of organizational practices. 
It also challenges institutional theory to engage with the socio-legal tradition to appreciate the 
nuances of “law in action” and the socially constructed nature of the law as an institution. The 
overall contribution to the thesis is that this paper answers how, at the organizational level, 
corporate tax is considered part of CSR, through the construct of responsibilization of legal 
compliance. 
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4.3 Paper 3: Legitimacy of private governance for corporate tax 
This paper studies the growing number of private governance initiatives for responsible corporate 
tax which connect CSR and corporate tax, and the perspectives from those professionals who are 
engaged in supporting these initiatives. The paper analyzes the sources of legitimacy for this 
emergent private governance and discusses what this means for the interaction with public 
governance in the context of corporate tax.   

This paper demonstrates a new private governance for responsible corporate tax practice 
supported by diverse actors. There are multiple initiatives where MNCs are echoing other private 
actors’ views on what constitutes responsible corporate tax practice which in the aggregate 
constitutes an emergent private governance form. This is compared with and contrasted to 
traditional corporate tax practice by elaboration of its content and the legitimation processes 
involved. Legitimacy for the new private governance is of moral and pragmatic character which 
are intertwined. The cognitive legitimacy of the traditional corporate tax practice is challenged, 
and the exclusive prerogative of the state as governance actor in tax is questioned. Conflicting 
legitimacy relations can indicate pathways towards social change and underlines the political 
nature of private governance. In this case, the private governance mode is theorized to crowd in 
public governance in such that the symbolic expression of private governance enables more 
political space for public governance.  

This paper contributes to answering why and with what implications corporate tax is considered 
part of CSR. The paper shows how legitimacy changes in the global governance context enable 
some MNCs to accept corporate tax as part of CSR and how private governance for responsible 
corporate tax practice has emerged as an alternative to existing, increasing delegitimized, 
practices. This has governance implications as the new private governance is theorized to crowd 
in public regulation. 

The paper argues that this constitutes a relevant and timely contribution to scholarship on global 
tax governance. It provides relevant insight to public-private governance interactions which have 
been focused on existing public policy or how private governance impacts on the social or 
environmental issue at hand, but not discussed the broader questions of legitimacy concerning 
governance and authority of public and private actors. The case of corporate tax gives relevant 
insights due to the nature of the topic and to the cognitive legitimacy perceptions of the state as 
the legitimate tax authority and of corporate tax as a cost to be minimized.  

The paper contributes to corporate tax governance literature through its analysis of a new private 
governance and its interaction with public governance. This dynamic is so far unexplored in tax 
governance literature. With its focus on legitimacy, it combines central concepts from 
organizational theory with private governance.  This paper brings to institutional theory a 
perspective at the macro-level of how institutionalization processes and their symbolic value can 
take a political role in the institutional environment and engage and inter-act with macro-level 
institutions such as the state (public governance). 
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4.4 Table summarizing papers  
Table 6 Summaries of papers 

Research 
question 

How and why do some MNCs consider corporate tax as part of CSR and with what 
implications? 

Title Paper 1: Where fields meet: 
the structuration of an 
interstitial field for 
responsible corporate tax 
practice 

Paper 2: Responsibilization of 
corporate tax compliance – how 
tax professionals integrate CSR 
and the law 

Paper 3: Legitimacy of private 
governance for corporate tax 

Empirical 
focus 

Issue field emergence  Organizational practices  Private governance 

Level of 
analysis 

MESO (Organizational 
field) 

MICRO (individual 
organization) 

MACRO (societal) 

Research 
question 

How did responsible 
corporate tax emerge and 
what role did inter-field 
dynamics play?   

How do tax professionals 
integrate CSR and legal 
compliance in corporate tax 
practice? 

From what sources do private 
governance initiatives on 
corporate tax practices derive their 
legitimacy, and with what 
implications for the public 
governance of corporate tax? 

Theoretic
al focus 

Field emergence (Hoffman, 
1999), inter-field relations 
(Liu, 2021, Fligstein and 
McAdam, 2011), and 
institutional work 
(Lawrence and Suddaby, 
2006).  

Sociology of compliance 
(Edelman & Talesh, 2011; 
Parker, 2011), CSR and 
corporate discretion (Knudsen 
and Moon, 2022), CSR for the 
law (McBarnet et al., 2009) 

Private governance and its 
interaction with public 
governance (Cashore et al., 2021; 
Eberlein et al., 2014), Legitimacy 
as a process (Suchman, 1995, 
Suddaby et al., 2016).  

Data Longitudal study of desk 
research, interviews with 
multiple actors, 
observations 

Interviews with tax 
professionals, observations,  

Desk research, interviews with 
multiple actors, observations 

Paper 
findings 
and main 
argument 
(s) 

This paper finds emergence 
of an interstitial field for 
responsible corporate tax 
practice through four phases 
from 2000-today. The paper 
argues that this emergence 
depends on institutional 
work drawing from the 
adjacent fields for CSR and 
for corporate tax. The paper 
models how the field 
emergence relate to adjacent 
fields. 

This paper finds the social 
construction of corporate tax 
compliance shaped by legal and 
non-legal factors.  It details the 
central role of the tax director, a 
supportive top management, 
and an engaged tax policy to 
enact responsible corporate tax 
practice. Responsible corporate 
tax practice stands in contrast to 
corporate tax avoidance but also 
goes beyond a risk-adverse 
focus. 

This paper finds an emergent 
private governance for 
responsible corporate tax practice 
supported by diverse actors and 
manifest in different initiatives. It 
finds the supporting moral and 
pragmatic legitimacy sources 
intertwined while it challenges the 
cognitive legitimacy of the 
traditional corporate tax practice.   
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Paper 
contributi
on (s) 

The paper contributes to the 
literature on tax as a social 
and institutional practice 
with a perspective from 
outside the corporate tax 
field.  

The model of the inter-field 
relations and field 
movements brings insight to 
inter-field dynamics in field 
theory and institutional 
work.  

The paper explores responsible 
corporate tax in practice not 
previously explored empirically 
and not recognized in tax 
practice literature.  

The paper conceptualizes this as 
the responsibilization of legal 
tax compliance. This 
contributes to literature on 
business ethics and CSR by 
explicating the practical relation 
to compliance practice.  

The paper contributes to corporate 
tax governance literature with the 
analysis of the emergent private 
governance for corporate tax so 
far unexplored.    

It contributes to scholarship on 
private governance and the 
growing literature on interactions 
between public and private 
governance with its focus on 
legitimacy.   

Contribut
ion to 
thesis 

RQ 

 

 

 

 

 

This paper adds to 
answering the how and the 
why some MNCs consider 
corporate tax as part of CSR 
through institutional work 
with components of ideas, 
catalysts, resources, inter-
actions and open minded-
ness, and field formation 
manifest as collective 
rationalization among those 
involved in the field 
formation.  

This paper answers how 
organizations consider tax as 
CSR by developing a 
responsible corporate tax 
compliance and specify key 
components of this.  

This paper contributes to 
answering why and with what 
implications corporate tax is 
considered part of CSR. Some 
organizations consider tax as part 
of CSR due to legitimacy 
processes shifting, and the 
implications are theorized to bring 
more, not less, public governance.  

Institutio
nal theory 

This paper engages the 
agency-structure question 
and argues that these are 
mutually supportive through 
institutional work (agentic, 
but collective) and the 
institutional structures of 
fields that form and shape 
the wider web of fields.  

This paper draws on elements 
from “old” institutional theory 
by looking at how 
organizational values play a 
role for actors in organizations 
to shape (legal) practices. The 
paper underlines the social 
constructivist foundation of 
institutions such as “the law” 
and “CSR”.  

 

This paper brings to institutional 
theory a perspective at the macro-
level of how institutionalization 
processes and their symbolic 
value can take a political role in 
the institutional environment and 
engage and inter-act with macro-
level institutions such as the state 
(public governance).  

Source: author 
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5. DISCUSSION 

The central question of this thesis is how and why some MNCs consider tax a part of CSR and 
with what implications? This section outlines the empirical, conceptual and theoretical 
contributions derived from addressing this question. Additionally, it presents the limitations of the 
study and offers suggestions for further research, considering the findings, contributions, and 
constraints identified in the thesis.   

5.1 Empirical contribution 

The empirical contribution of this thesis is insight into the phenomenon of “responsible corporate 
tax practice” through a purposely selected sample of material. As described previously, this is so 
far unexplored in literature. Therefore, this is a unique contribution to existing literature on the 
tax practice of MNCs, where literature generally portrays a uniform picture, or assumption, that 
all tax professionals are in pursuit of tax minimization (Anesa et al., 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018) 
or consider tax as a profit center (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017). While extant literature 
acknowledges a socio-legal perspective on the law as malleable (Gracia & Oats, 2012; Mayer & 
Gendron, 2022) and recognizing the multiple facets of the role of tax practitioners, which “require 
greater ethical complexity” (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017, p. 731), it portrays a consistent picture 
of tax practitioners as primarily concerned with tax minimization. Literature is silent on alternative 
practices. This thesis demonstrates that, albeit still a small fraction of MNCs, there are some 
MNC’s who quite purposefully, and well reflected about it, engage in a different practice than 
corporate tax avoidance.  

From the findings of this thesis responsible corporate tax practice can be described as a practice 
which goes beyond regarding tax as a cost, and which is sensitive to the institutional environment, 
and with organizational, relational, and political implications. This advances our view on 
(corporate) tax as a social and institutional practice (Oats, 2012) and supports the inclusion of 
corporate tax and its institutional changes and implications in the canon of fiscal sociology 
(Christensen, 2020; Gribnau, 2015).  

This thesis does not seek to establish that the MNCs examined are not rational or profit seeking. 
As will be discussed below, the thesis engages institutional theory to understand how these 
organizations as embedded in their environments balance considerations of organizational 
purpose with institutional pressures for changing their corporate tax practice.  

The empirical material has been carefully selected for the purpose of examining how and why 
some organizations consider corporate tax as CSR in a theoretical sample of those who have been 
the front runners in this development. This in-depth pursuit of knowledge has not allowed for an 
appreciation of how far and wide this spreads among organizations generally, but has focused on 
the concept of responsible corporate tax and its development among selected MNCs and tax 
professionals advising those MNCs in the context of other private actors who also support this 
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agenda. These MNCs and tax advisors in question, while anonymized, are well-established, large, 
and conventional organizations.  

In addition to this empirical contribution, the thesis adds insight to existing literature through 
conceptual and theoretical contributions, which are outlined in the following sections.  

5.2 Conceptual contributions 

The three papers each present conceptual contributions that are connected and come together to 
advance a multilevel analysis and understanding of the phenomenon of responsible corporate tax 
practice. This section presents these three conceptual contributions, what they mean, and how 
they connect to literature on corporate tax practice.  

5.2.1 Responsibilization of corporate tax compliance 

The conceptualization of responsibilization is as an organizational process of change responding 
to a changing organizational environment and drawing on internal organizational resources and 
values. In this process CSR considerations integrate with legal compliance practice. The process 
reaches across the organizational levels as it involves support from top management, through a 
central role for the tax director, to an operational tax policy as a tool for use in the everyday 
guidance of tax practices. CSR as culture and organizational value influences the way in which 
tax is practiced, and this is evident in how tax compliance is about more than “the spirit of the 
law” but takes on corporate governance elements. The process for reaching a “responsible 
corporate tax practice” is described as inclusive across the organization and informed by external 
stakeholders. This demonstrates a complexity in tax compliance considerations (Ostas, 2020), and 
the moral agency of humans as central in compliance practices (Pérezts & Picard, 2015) as a 
contrast to the view on tax professionals as conflating ethics with risk (Doyle et al., 2009) or 
separation compliance from tax practice (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017).  

Responsibilization is the rethinking of legal compliance aligned with the spirit of the law and the 
interpretation of corporate social responsibilities. It reflects how organizations take responsibility 
for their engagement with the law in their compliance practices. Responsibilization stands in 
contrast to its twin concept of managerialization by Edelman (2016) which is the succumbing of 
legal compliance to business values and stripping compliance of the spirit of the law. The latter 
better represents corporate tax avoidance, and the representation in literature of corporate tax 
compliance practice.  

The spectrum from managerialization to responsibilization is described in detail in paper 2 and 
can be summarized in the figure below. This spectrum allows for contrasting corporate tax 
avoidance from responsible corporate tax practice, and responsible corporate tax practice from a 
risk-adverse alignment with “spirit of the law”. Freedman (2012) have also suggested there to be 
a spectrum; however, she suggests a spectrum of tax avoidance from more to less aggressive.  
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Figure 3 Spectrum of compliance in relation to CSR 

 

 

 

Source: author 

The findings of paper 2 of how tax professionals perceive their practice in an organizational 
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letter or the spirit of the law (McBarnet, 2003; McBarnet & Whelan, 1991; Ostas, 2004; Picciotto, 
2007).  

This insight into how some organizations consider tax as part of CSR provides a relevant and 
timely contribution to a growing stream of literature which has been exploring the relationship 
between corporate tax and CSR conceptually (e.g., Avi-Yonah, 2014; Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 
2018; Dowling, 2014; Hilling & Ostas, 2017; Moon & Vallentin, 2019). This literature has not so 
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process of matching the possibilities of the law not only to the spirit of the law, but also to the 
legitimacy demands of society (Knuutinen, 2014; Matten & Moon, 2020) which echoes the 
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to tax law (McBarnet, 2003; McBarnet & Whelan, 1991; Picciotto, 2007) and broader compliance 
practices (Dobbin & Kelly, 2007; Edelman et al., 1999).  

The responsibilization of tax compliance presents how CSR interacts with legal, operational, and 
technical requirements of the business organization and represents an “entire business” approach 
to CSR (Matten & Moon, 2020). This underlines the point that CSR is also dynamic, and changes 
alongside societal dynamics and the influence of these dynamics are reflected in the social 
constructions of compliance (Burdon & Sorour, 2020; Matten & Moon, 2020; Parker & Nielsen, 
2009). 

This thesis demonstrates that CSR is relevant in issue areas already governed by complex 
legislation (Schmidt & Buhmann, 2020). Past theorization of CSR through institutional theory 
have also tended to overlook the complexity of the law as socially constructed and “law in 
practice” with more classical presentations of “the law” as coercive institutional pressures 
(Brammer et al., 2012; Campbell, 2007; Matten & Moon, 2008) drawing more on political science 
inspiration than sociology of compliance. Responsibilization suggests that more research should 
explore this inter-action between CSR and legal compliance (Knudsen & Moon, 2022; McBarnet 
et al., 2009). Even the more developed literature on CSR as related to “government” (as 
representing the law) has emphasized the role for government in mandating CSR practices (Gond 
et al., 2011; Knudsen & Moon, 2017) and does not do justice to the complexity of the law in some 
topic areas (Wu & van Rooij, 2021), or abroach the shortcomings of the territorial limitations of 
national law in face of MNCs (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 2016).  

5.2.2 Meso-level analysis and modelling inter-field dynamics 

Meso-level analysis and modelling of the inter-field relations in the structuration of the interstitial 
field for responsible corporate tax practice brings several relevant insights to the concept itself 
and to relevant literature. It can appear normatively intuitive to connect corporate tax to CSR due 
to its sustainability impacts (Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018) and multiple stakeholder 
expectations (Hillenbrand et al., 2017), yet it presents significant implications for MNCs in terms 
of core practices such as legal compliance and cost reduction (Dowling, 2014) as demonstrated in 
the responsibilization process in paper 2. The motivation and perceived necessity for these is 
explored in paper 3. The meso-level analysis gives insight to the dynamics of how the idea itself 
of responsible corporate tax grows to become a collective rationale among diverse actors. This 
happens by capitalizing on exogenous opportunities in adjacent fields. The instability in the 
corporate tax field, which is well described in tax literature (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; 
Picciotto, 2022) also given the role of the media (Mayer & Gendron, 2022; Scarpa et al., 2024) is 
combined with the strength of the CSR field (Bondy et al., 2012; Gond & Nyberg, 2017). Catalysts 
leverage these factors to create spaces for interaction attended by professionals from both fields. 
This enables ideas to grow into co-creation of alternative collective rationalities for corporate tax 
practices through open mindedness. This provides insight into the individual practices of 
institutional work (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006), and how it relates to field structuration 
(Hoffman, 1999; Zietsma et al., 2017), and to inter-field dynamics (Furnari, 2014; 2016).  
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The central notion of the catalysts further brings insight to the relational aspects of responsible 
corporate tax practice through the role of activists in inducing change (Jenkins & Newell, 2013; 
McBarnet et al., 2009). It is known that activists have played a role in the global tax governance 
context (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018) despite the challenges of the technical nature of the debate 
(Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016, 2018) yet extant literature on global tax governance and diverse 
actors refer more often to the conflictual relations between NGOs and tax professionals broadly 
in the transnational field (Christensen, 2020; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). The field structuration 
presented here gives on the contrary, a sense of collaboration and shared agenda (Buchanan et al., 
2022; Van Wijk et al., 2013) expressed through the analysis of the inputs that all the actors bring 
as resources, open mindedness, and the overlapping and shared roles such as catalysts.  

In addition, the model in paper 1 brings insights from individual field level to inter-field dynamics. 
This meso-level analysis brings the perspective of inter-field relations attributes importance to 
interstitial field structuration beyond the issue in question and discusses implications for adjacent 
fields as they are shifted in social space. As the interstitial field for responsible corporate tax 
emerges it pulls in opportunities, and resources from adjacent fields. As the ideas take hold, the 
professionals travel back into their “home fields” with them and thereby shift these home fields 
towards each other and amplify field dynamics in those fields. Paper 1 demonstrates the relevance 
of inter-field dynamics to understand developments in each field, as well as nuances our 
understanding of the implications for adjacent fields of the structuration of interstitial fields 
(Furnari, 2016). The normative push for the entry of “morals” in corporate tax practice (Radcliffe 
et al., 2017) might well have links to this interstitial field, which could be explored further as 
nascent deinstitutionalization (Oliver, 1992) of corporate tax avoidance. The instability and 
“scanning practices” by professionals for new developments (Christensen and Seabrooke, 2022) 
also appear relevant to explore further in connection to the emergence of responsible corporate 
tax.  

This brings a nuance of the role and influence of tax professionals (Christensen, 2021; Picciotto, 
2015; Porter & Ronit, 2018; Rixen & Dietsch, 2015; Rixen & Unger, 2021). Combined with 
findings from paper 3 on the implications of the emergent private governance, it questions the 
stronghold of tax professionals which is described in literature (Picciotto, 2015) and it also 
questions the limited impact of tax activists (Kellow, 2018; Picciotto, 2015) when reflecting on 
their key role in the emergence of the interstitial field.  

5.2.3 Private governance of responsible corporate tax 

Raising the analytical level to the societal level, paper 3 investigates the emergence of responsible 
corporate tax as private governance. The focus of the analysis is the changing legitimacy of 
corporate tax practice and the implications for existing tax governance as a new private 
governance enters the complex governance context.  

Legitimacy is a central concept for institutional theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) and it brings 
attention to the symbolic value of responsible corporate tax as an attempt to regain legitimacy for 
corporate tax practice. The moral and pragmatic legitimacy of the private governance for 
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responsible corporate tax presents it as an alternative to existing increasingly de-legitimized 
practices. This emergent private governance challenges the cognitive legitimacy of corporate tax 
avoidance as cost minimization. It also plays a complex role towards the state (and by extension 
the law) challenging the state as the only legitimate governance actor, but at the same highlighting 
the primacy of the state as the legitimate actor. Private governance of corporate tax underlines the 
discretion available for corporations, but also their willingness to limit the use of this discretion.  

This new private governance form is theorized to crowd in further public regulation. Paper 2 
focused on the organizational changes and adaptations, here it is apparent that there is also a 
symbolic value to responsible corporate tax as it plays a role in shaping the organizational 
environment by crowing in further public governance. This form of private governance is 
supported by a broader coalition of private actors and in its symbolism, it feeds into a highly 
politicized context (Christensen, 2021; Roland & Römgens, 2022) and underline how private 
governance is fundamentally political (Bartley, 2007; Graz, 2022).  

The conceptualization of private governance as crowding in public governance has relevance 
beyond the issue area of corporate tax. Several of the major issues of modern governance of 
corporations transcend national borders and raise the question of the role of CSR (Cutler et al., 
1999; Ruggie, 2018; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). This is of continued relevance as MNCs increase 
in size and number over time and by their organizational structure transcend national borders 
(UNCTAD, 2016). As governments continue to pursue a balance of regulation of businesses’ role 
in society including the role and relevance of CSR (Kinderman, 2012; Kourula et al., 2019; 
Shamir, 2008), these questions of the political nature and role of CSR, and what role and 
responsibility MNCs themselves take in this, remain relevant (Gond & Nyberg, 2017; Kinderman, 
2016; Rhodes & Fleming, 2020; Ruggie, 2018; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). Here CSR takes on a 
more critical role in the analysis of business and society relations and enables reflection on, rather 
than necessarily the advancement of, corporate power (Banerjee, 2010; Shamir, 2008). It 
maintains the relevance of a simple definition of CSR as “the responsibilities of enterprises of 
their impact on society” but highlights that this definition does not specify who sets determines 
what those responsibilities include. This enables also breaking away from the primary focus on 
the managerial aspects of CSR, and into a discussion of how CSR enables organizations to shape 
society through their role in society as vehicles of privileges and power (Hinings & Greenwood, 
2002).  

The way in which a collective expression of CSR in this thesis is conceptualized as a private 
governance which crowds in public regulation underlines the discretion in interpreting the rules 
as tax professionals see fit. This echoes the literature that takes issue with the idea of CSR as the 
solution to the challenge of corporate tax avoidance (Christians, 2014; Freedman, 2006, 2018; 
Oats & Tuck, 2019) and many of the concerns of the political perspectives on CSR of corporate 
accountability (e.g., Matten & Crane, 2005; Scherer, 2018). Questions pertaining to corporate 
accountability are not explored in depth in this thesis, but there are influential strands of political 
aspects of CSR which could usefully be applied to explore this in more detail (Matten & Crane, 
2005; Scherer, 2018).  
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The thesis illustrates that corporate discretion in tax matters remains widespread and leaves the 
question of who should have authority to govern (Haufler, 2006) in matters of corporate tax 
practice outstanding. This is illuminated by looking at legitimacy dynamics of private governance 
and advance the discussion of CSR as a type of pre-formal law (Buhmann, 2006; Gjølberg, 2011) 
and to a role of a political dynamic in its interaction with public authority (Bartley, 2007; Bernstein 
& Cashore, 2007; Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein et al., 2014) and thereby a critical role for CSR 
in business-society analysis. 

For the literature on tax governance which recognizes that there are structural changes underway 
for corporate tax (Christensen, 2020; Eccleston & Elbra, 2018; Rixen & Unger, 2021) this 
conceptual insight adds a relevant perspective to the debate of ongoing political dynamics. 
Challenges for tax governance remain (Picciotto, 2022) especially given the role of tax 
professionals in maintaining the technical complexity and possibility of corporate tax avoidance 
(Christensen, 2021; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Picciotto, 2015). This thesis argues that a significant 
political dynamic is underexplored in this literature on tax governance as it fails to take account 
for the empirical developments concerning CSR and corporate tax as a form of private 
governance, and an alternative way in which professionals are engaging their competences and 
power.  

 In summary, this thesis delivers relevant empirical and conceptual contributions to 
literature on corporate tax as a social and institutional practice through CSR as private governance, 
the implications for the corporate tax field from the emergence of an interstitial field, and how 
legal tax compliance and business ethics integrate in practice. While these conclusions are based 
on an exploratory study of a small theoretical sample and not representative of generalized 
developments, it is relevant to acknowledge these developments as part of the overall picture of 
what is happening in the governance and practice of corporate tax. Through theorizing in sample, 
it gives explanatory basis for the developments we observe and their potential implications. With 
this, the thesis argues that the relationship between CSR, corporate tax and MNCs merits a place 
in the canon on fiscal sociology (Christensen, 2020; Gribnau, 2015; Martin et al., 2009) alongside 
the power of organizations as shapers of legislation and powerful lobbyists (Christensen, 2020; 
Van de Vijver et al., 2020, Picciotto, 2022) and that this is a topic to follow in its future 
development.  

5.3 Theoretical contributions 

This thesis investigates the institutional embeddedness and dynamics of organizations as their 
behavior evolves in response to society’s changing priorities. The thesis explores how core 
concepts of institutional theory assist in making sense of the socially constructed reality among a 
group of organizations. Overall, the contribution is to appreciate the relevance of institutional 
theory as a framework for explaining contemporary challenges and empirical developments 
concerning the governance and behavior of some of the most powerful organizations of our time 
– the MNC – in a multilevel analysis.  
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5.3.1 A multi-level analysis: aspects of agency and structure 

An overarching theme of the thesis is the relationship between agency and structure which is 
present in all three papers. Moreover, as these three papers come together, they demonstrate the 
way in which actions and institutions are closely linked in the co-construction of organizations 
and their environment (Suddaby et al., 2010). Such multi-level analysis has been called for as a 
relevant development for institutional theory (Powell & DiMaggio, 2023) and for contemporary 
analysis of business and society (Brown et al., 2022).  

Institutional work aims to bridge the agency-structure divide with focus on the inter-action among 
actors, and the co-construction of the institutional environment (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; 
Suddaby et al., 2010). The thesis extends institutional work and field theory into the space of inter-
field relations (Furnari, 2016; Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016; Liu, 2021) with its modelling of inter-
field dynamics from the emergence of an interstitial field. While institutional work and seminal 
work on “field theory” recognize the centrality of the notion of there being multiple fields and a 
“web of fields” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011; Lawrence et al., 2009), institutional theory has 
limited vocabulary and insight to the inter-field dynamics (Liu, 2021). This “web of fields” 
constitutes the institutional environment for organizations, and the emergence of an interstitial 
field, through institutional work, affects as it shifts field in social space, revealing the dynamics 
of the agency and structure relation. The thesis further advances insight to our understanding of 
fields as relational spaces and how fields emerge and interact with each other (Furnari, 2016, 
2018; Liu, 2021; Wooten & Hoffman, 2017) in the wider “web of fields” (Fligstein & McAdam, 
2011). The model presented in paper 1 detailing the components of ideas, catalysts, opportunities, 
resources and open mindedness is the visualization of this contribution.  

Moreover, the way the three papers interrelate illuminates various aspects of the inter-dependence 
between agency and structure. In paper 2, at the organizational level, the thesis illustrates that 
organizations have engaged in a responsibilization of tax compliance. This organizational process 
enables professionals to engage with open-mindedness and bring resources to the field emergence 
process which is detailed in paper 1. The inter-action between these organizational level 
developments and the meso-level emergence of a field appear to be developing alongside each 
other and in inter- or co-dependence. The responsibilization of legal compliance is dependent on 
the field emergence and the field emergence is dependent on organizations who develop their 
internal practices which generate resources and a mindset that facilitates interaction. 

In the macro-level analysis of how organizational level dynamics engage with the state this 
connection is further apparent. In field level analysis the state (alongside professions) is seen as 
key actor (Fligstein & McAdam, 2015; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991) but often conceived as the 
source of “coercive pressures” (Scott, 2001). This thesis explores the inverse relationship of field 
level dynamics influencing the state and organizations as vehicles of power and influence (Hinings 
& Greenwood, 2002). The concept of private governance crowding in public governance 
underlines how field dynamics are intricately connected to the shaping of the organizational 
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environment, which in return is the source of institutional pressures that will condition future 
organizational behavior.  

Figure 4 Interrelation of concepts 

 

Source: author 

The dynamics and conclusions from different analytical levels are thus closely intertwined and 
act together in inter-dependence as illustrated here in this figure 4 as cogs in a wheel. This brings 
forth the value of multi-level analysis. It is through the field formation and building of a collective 
rationalization that ideas for responsibilization take shape and become normalized and 
internalized among field participants. Meanwhile it is also the MNCs who have responsibilized 
their tax practices who are willing to engage in interactions, and to commit to private governance, 
which is generated at the field level. The symbolic (and substantial) outcomes of the field in shape 
of emergent private governance have implications for the organizational environment, which in 
turn is the source of the pressures which has led to responsibilization among the organizations in 
question.  

The most novel contribution of this multi-level analysis is the inter-field dynamics and the societal 
level analysis of interaction between public and private governance. Institutional theory has been 
criticized for being absent of power analysis and not willing or able to critically discuss the role 
of organizations in society (Munir, 2015, 2020). As this thesis opens for insight to new aspects of 
what role organizations play in co-constructing their environment for corporate tax governance 
and practice, it also demonstrates how institutional theory (and CSR) can form basis for a critical 
conversation of whether this is an appropriate role to play for organizations.  

Responsibilization 
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Field 
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5.3.2 Stability and change: Institutionalization and institutions 

Central to institutional theory are the concepts of institutions, institutionalization, and institutional 
pressures. This section presents insights into how these core concepts are interrelated and 
enlightens dynamics of stability and change from this study of the phenomenon of responsible 
corporate tax.  

This thesis submits the beginning of the institutionalization of the idea of “responsible corporate 
tax practice” following the definition that “institutionalization involves the processes by which 
social processes, obligations, or actualities come to take on a rule-like status in social thought and 
action.” (Meyer and Rowan, 1977, p. 341). This thesis explores the changes in legitimacy leading 
to emergent private governance initiatives, and the alternative sense-making of tax professionals 
as they embark on the responsiblization of legal tax compliance breaking from a past practice of 
corporate tax avoidance. In the interstitial field we observe the components and interactions for 
responsible corporate tax practice institutionalizing among a group of organizations who engage 
regularly and share viewpoints. However, this institutionalization of responsible corporate tax 
practice among a small group of organizations (albeit of significant size and possibly influence) 
arises in the midst of a different, dominant, tax practice of corporate tax avoidance, which the 
literature is overridingly concerned with understanding and observing (Anesa et al., 2018; 
Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; 
Picciotto, 2015; Radcliffe et al., 2018).  

As already discussed, with its exploratory nature this thesis does seek to establish whether there 
is a general institutionalization of responsible corporate tax practice across MNCs. It establishes 
its presence among some organizations and theorizes future implications. This co-existence of 
different organizational behaviors (responsible tax practice and corporate tax avoidance) indicates 
normative fragmentation (Oliver, 1992) and implies greater instability in the corporate tax field 
as indicated by the movement of fields. As Suchman (1995) notes, and as explored as present in 
paper 3, it is when legitimacy pressures are in conflict that there is ground for social change. The 
idea of responsible corporate tax practice is offering an alternative, and a challenge to the 
cognitive legitimacy (and institution) of corporate tax avoidance, which previously enjoyed a rule-
like status also for the professionals now committed to a responsible practice. Such alternatives 
have been shown as relevant for inducing change in institutional theory (Greenwood et al., 2002) 
although institutionalization is more often conceived as a stabilizing force (Wooten & Hoffman, 
2017), we see here the dual role.  

Central to the context of this thesis and a strong example of an institution is “the law” (Scott & 
Davis, 2015). To reiterate, institutions can be defined as “composed of cultural-cognitive, 
normative, and regulative elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide 
stability and meaning to social life” (Scott, 2001a: 48) – in Scott and Davis, 2015, p. 258). 
However, what this thesis demonstrates is the instability, rather than stability, and heterogeneity 
when it comes to meaning within the law as it governs corporate tax practice. Ambiguity of the 
law is particularly strong for corporate tax law as it aims to regulate organizations that operate in 
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multiple jurisdictions (Picciotto, 2022), and this thesis demonstrates how some organizations are 
responding to this challenge finding alternative ways to organize (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, 
Oliver, 1992). Private governance for responsible corporate tax exemplifies the duality of stability 
and change related to the institution of the law as it both challenges the law as efficient (by going 
beyond), yet also encourages more law (by crowing in public regulation).  

The content of the law itself has not been the subject of analysis in this thesis, however, nor has it 
been argued that the law has been “a constant”. The thesis argues that we observe changes among 
the different regulatory, normative and cognitive-cultural institutional pressures (Hoffman, 1999; 
foreword by Edelman in Selznick, 2020) that sustain the institution of the law. These pressures 
are interdependent (Hoffman, 1999) and this thesis opens ways in which notably coercive 
pressures are sustained by the other ones in the challenging of the cognitive-cultural and normative 
pressures to engage in corporate tax avoidance in response to corporate tax law. This supports the 
relevance of conceiving the law not exclusively as “hard law” as defined earlier in this thesis, but 
as “law in context” or a “legal order” which encompasses more than the law as written word 
(Selznick, 2003).  

Such an understanding of the law also facilitates the room for more nuance in organizational 
responses to the law, which this thesis has as one of its key findings. While the theoretical 
possibility of heterogenous organizational responses has long been recognized in literature on tax 
law (McBarnet & Whelan, 1991), this thesis demonstrates that this alternative practice is 
unfolding and how it relates to institutionalization, institutions, and institutional pressures. 
“(I)nstitutional pressures exist only to the degree that internal and external participants believe in 
them and engage in the institutional work necessary to perpetuate them” (Suddaby et al., 2010, p. 
1235) which also means that if the work to maintain institutions is not performed then they can 
demise (Oliver, 1992). This underscores again the dichotomy between stability and change in 
relation to institutionalization and institutions, and the importance of exploring the normative 
fragmentation that is unfolding.  

Insights into dynamics among institutional pressures are relevant for understanding the 
limitations, and potential, of the law for effective regulation of MNCs and cross-border issue 
areas. This thesis has explored corporate tax practice; however, the institutional nature and 
limitations of the law is an issue beyond corporate tax (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 
2016). MNCs are continuously challenging the territorial boundaries of the law with their 
structural power and organizational form (Ruggie, 2018). Moreover, some issues, in their nature, 
reach beyond national boundaries such as human trafficking, climate change, and more.  

With its incursion into the core concepts of institutions and institutionalization, the thesis thus 
presents how they remain relevant concepts to discuss and explain how stability and change are 
intimately linked for contemporary organizations. Institutions and institutionalization are 
indications of stability, but institutions, as subject to the pressures that sustain them, are also in 
continuous maintenance or challenge through intertwined sources of institutional pressures.  
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5.3.3 Social construction of institutions and bridging old and new institutional theory 

The thesis studies aspects of the relationship between organizations and the law – and the socially 
constructed nature of both institutions - which still leaves much to be explored from contemporary 
institutional theory perspective. The continuous work to bridge “old” and “new” institutional 
theory is key to such exploration (Hirsch & Lounsbury, 1997; Selznick, 1996; Suchman & 
Edelman, 1996).  

MNCs are immersed in legality from when they are born (incorporation) until they no longer exist 
(e.g., when a corporation dissolves) (Edelman & Suchman, 1997) and scholarly interest in how 
businesses comply with the law has been a longstanding area of interest (Parker, 2011). However, 
new institutional theory has struggled with appreciating the complexity of “the law” from a socio-
legal perspective (Suchman & Edelman, 1996). For example, this shines through in Hoffman’s 
seminal piece on the issue-based field where he outlines regulatory pressure with reference to 
Dimaggio and Powell’s original reference to tax laws:  

“Regulative (or legal) aspects of institutions most commonly take the form of regulations. They 
guide organizational action and perspectives by coercion or threat of legal sanctions. 
Organizations accede to them for reasons of expedience, preferring not to suffer the penalty for 
noncompliance. For example, corporations adopt new pollution control technologies to conform 
to environmental regulations, and nonprofits maintain accounts and hire accountants to meet tax 
law requirements” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983 in Hofmann, 1999, p. 1999). 

The reference to “noncompliance” in the quote here rather gives the sense of a simplistic view on 
the law and legal compliance, which this thesis has explored to be more complex. This thesis 
demonstrates how legal compliance is shaped by more than “hard law” that organizations in a 
binary fashion either comply with or are in noncompliance of (Edelman & Talesh, 2011). The 
way in which organizations comply with the law is of critical relevance for the institutionalization 
of the law in question in practice. This draws on “old” institutional theory which has a stronger 
grasp on the norms and values inherent in the “legal order” (Selznick, 2003). 

Past theorization of CSR through institutional theory have also tended to overlook the complexity 
a socially constructed “law in practice” with more classical presentations of the law as coercive 
institutional pressures (Brammer et al., 2012; Campbell, 2007; Matten & Moon, 2008). In the 
above, the thesis argues that these institutional pressures are inter-acting, and that the institution 
of the law is more complex than a generator of coercive pressures for compliance or non-
compliance. Through its findings and conclusions this thesis thereby nuances our understanding 
of the mutually constitutive relationship between CSR and the law (McBarnet et al., 2009, 
Knudsen & Moon, 2022) as well as it probes into the relationship between the state and the law. 

The incursion into the law as a 'legal order,' based on the appreciation of the social construction 
of strong and historic institutions such as the law, challenges the reliance on legal formalism in 
(in particular “new”) institutional theory (Suchman & Edelman, 1996). This suggests that studying 
the prevalence of legal formalism is a relevant topic for future research and can give insight into 
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the aim to bridge old and new institutional theory. One place to start could be a literature review 
looking at how the law is conceptualized. The brunt of new institutional theory field studies has 
looked at regulatory pressures (Zietsma et al., 2017) which often portray the law as something 
that comes from outside in (Gurses & Ozcan, 2015; Zietsma et al., 2017).  

This social construction of organizations, the law, and CSR is complete through this thesis, and 
its conclusions support that more should be done of the social constructivist foundations of 
institutional theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) and the complexities that the dynamics of agency-
structure and stability-change generate (Powell & DiMaggio, 2023). This will enable institutional 
theory to have continued relevance in face of contemporary challenges in business-society 
relations, and the complexities of modern organizations and “law in practice” bridging the “old” 
with the “new” (Edelman & Suchman, 1997; Selznick, 2003; Suchman & Edelman, 1996).  

This thesis has argued for institutional theory as a relevant frame for understanding the 
institutional embeddedness of organizations and its dynamics. However, to explore this in depth 
it has confined itself to a select area of inquiry and the following discusses the limitations that this 
incurs, as well as giving suggestions for future research to strengthen the insights from this study. 

5.4 Boundary conditions, limitations and future research 

Reflecting upon the exploratory nature of this thesis on responsible corporate tax practice and 
how it has prioritized to gain insight, some issues have been given insufficient attention and would 
merit further dedicated studies and research strategies of their own.  

Boundary conditions and broadening the scope  

The how and why of MNCs considering corporate tax as part of CSR merits a discussion of the 
boundary conditions for why these MNCs and why not more or others. Reflecting on this question 
can enhance theorizing (Whetten, 1989) despite being an often-neglected aspect of organizational 
research (Busse et al., 2017). However, it should be noted that this is not a study of the size or 
scale of the phenomenon of responsible corporate tax or aiming to give predictions on the 
generalizability of the phenomenon beyond the actors in this study. Rather it is an exploratory 
case study about the phenomenon itself and its dynamics (Fisher et al., 2021). Nevertheless, it is 
relevant to be aware of the boundary conditions of the empirical material of the study. 

There are contextual boundary conditions for the sample. The MNCs are large organizations with 
strong and well-established CSR traditions, and most of them are headquartered, and shaped by 
the culture and traditions, in northern European countries which are known for their strong 
traditions of stakeholder engagement and CSR (Midttun et al., 2015; Strand & Freeman, 2015). 
These are powerful organizations who also hold large public affairs departments, which includes 
roles such as “strategy and governance” or “shaping global agendas”. These are MNCs invited to 
agenda shaping events such as the World Economic Forum or at the United Nations Global 
Compact. The MNCs are also experienced in engaging stakeholders. Either they are shaped by a 
national culture where this is an intrinsic part of the ways of working (Scandinavia) or they have 
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taken an approach to stakeholders to involve them many years ago due to the nature of their 
business (extractives) or the size and scale of their brand has made this a sensible strategy as a 
type of “scanning work” (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022) for issues that might arise on the 
agenda pushed by stakeholders.  

In addition, there are temporal boundary conditions for the theorizing in this thesis. This is in 
essence detailed in paper 1 in terms of the catalysts and the opportunities, and the contextual 
factors are represented by the resources. These boundary conditions, in this sense also overlap 
with being engaged in the emergence of responsible corporate tax practice, because this is 
ultimately what narrows the group of organizations to which the theorizing of this thesis applies.  

These considerations open relevant questions for future research.  For example, what constitutes 
critical mass for a social issue to become a shared societal concern? When does an issue graduate 
from “institutionalizing” to becoming an “institution”. Can an institution be only for some and 
not for others?  

To explore these relevant questions, we need much more empirical research and from more, and 
more diverse, contexts. The GRI and the B-team – sources of the emergent private governance for 
responsible corporate tax - are global initiatives with members from also emerging and developing 
economies, which opens for such diversity to be explored. This would add further insight into 
who are the organizations who submit themselves to these normative pressures.  

Deepening the analysis of additional aspects of the law and legal environments 

A deepening of the analysis of the legislative environment would also be of interest. One strategy 
could be exploring how certain legal and non-legal initiatives have been particularly influential in 
shaping the sense-making concerning tax practices (McBarnet & Whelan, 1991). For example, 
the emergence of “general anti-avoidance rules” (GAAR) which present a way in which regulators 
attempt to alter taxpayers’ compliance with the spirit of the law rather than the letter of the law 
(Freedman, 2006; Schmidt & Buhmann, 2020). Similarly, there are developments in legislation 
concerning corporate reporting on sustainability issues which would have been interesting to 
explore for overlap or relation to the discussion about responsible corporate tax practice. Finally, 
the initiative across several OECD countries of “cooperative compliance” is a relevant 
development (Goslinga et al., 2021; Larsen, 2019) which could be explored in more depth in 
connection to the emergence of responsible corporate tax practice.  

Connected to this, the thesis has had a particular focus on diverse private actors, which leaves a 
particular blind spot concerning the role and influence of tax authorities and tax legislation. This 
omission presents as relevant opportunities for further exploration of the interaction between legal 
regulation and tax practices, and another relevant interdisciplinary approach between public 
administration and management studies.  

Another aspect of interest related to corporate management and compliance practices, which this 
thesis has not covered, is the influence of different national characteristics on the law and their 
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implications for CSR. For example, the differences between common law and civil law (Amor-
Esteban et al., 2018), the contrast between coordinated market economies and liberal market 
economies and their impact on CSR traditions (Jackson & Apostolakou, 2010; Matten & Moon, 
2008), and the role of stakeholder engagement versus government enforcement traditions (Gond 
et al., 2011; Matten & Moon, 2008). Such difference between markets and how they are governed 
and their influence on corporate behavior as it pertains to the adoption of “responsible corporate 
tax practice” would be a relevant future research angle to further illuminate the boundary 
conditions for business willing to change their tax practices from potentially a comparative 
approach (Van de Vijver et al., 2020).  

Connected to this, the paper relies on a simple definition of the law as hard law meaning the legal 
texts, judicial decisions, and administrative regulations which are available at national level. This 
definition was chosen to be able to analyze in a demarcate fashion compliance with hard law from 
“soft law” (Buhman, 2016). For MNCs and corporate tax practice, it could be argued that there is 
a pertinence in looking at the wider “legal order” (Selznick, 2003) because much national 
legislation is transpositions of agreement made as “soft law”. Future studies could explore in more 
detail the legal nature of corporate tax law and how this relates to CSR (and not just to legal 
compliance) and to hard law and its challenges such as the territorial limits. There could be 
insights to be gained from looking at increased coordination of law between countries, and from 
EU initiatives such as the common consolidated corporate tax base, which presents some ideas 
for reform from taxing MNCs as separate entities to taxing them as unitary actors on their 
aggregate activity (Picciotto, 2022).  

One final limitation which will be mentioned, although there are more not exhausted here, is the 
deliberate lack of consideration of MNCs’ tax payments. The growing literature on the 
quantitative efforts related to studies on CSR and corporate tax avoidance have been mentioned 
in the thesis, but also that they fail to deliver a uniform picture (Jemiolo & Farnsel, 2023). Given 
the nature of the issue of corporate tax avoidance there are multiple ways in which one would 
assess the indication of its exercise, but no certain way of knowing. Corporate tax avoidance is 
not a legal term (Knuutinen, 2014) and it is a moving target (Freedman, 2012). Moreover, the 
particularities of each MNCs corporate structure, asset pricing, and intra-firm trading, make 
uniform comparisons or assessment of end of the year tax payments practically impossible. Macro 
modeling and aggregate understanding of the phenomenon of corporate tax avoidance (Tørsløv et 
al., 2018) is relevant for political purposes, and detailed individual investigations of MNCs tax 
practices and payments (see for example Ylönen & Laine, 2015 or Christensen & Murphy, 2014) 
provide valuable insight to what might be happening. However, the simple application of 
“indicators” of tax avoidance, such as low effective tax payments, presence in “tax havens”, does 
not deliver this type of insight, nor do they give a reliable indication of corporate tax avoidance. 
It must be recognized that an MNC with very low effective tax payment might not be engaged in 
corporate tax avoidance. Although the likelihood of an MNC with a very high effective tax 
payment is not likely involved in corporate tax avoidance. Therefore, the uncertainty associated 
with judgements on whether tax avoidance is being practiced across many MNCs who are not 
subject to individual detailed analysis must be deemed as high.   
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Given its limitations, but also given its insights, this thesis opens many opportunities for future 
research. The theoretical sampling raises pertinent questions to the conclusions’ generalizability 
beyond this sample in question. However, findings and theorizing might be transferable to other 
topics. Tax is a topic that raises central issues of concern for society, but it also has common traits 
to some of the other major issues of concern in the business-society relations of our modern 
society. Corporate tax is not the only policy area where nation states are challenged by the 
territorial boundaries of hard law (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018). Climate change, human rights, 
environmental issues, modern slavery, are all issues of major concern relating to MNCs’ practices 
and complex organizational structures which transcend nation state boundaries. Future studies in 
these issue areas could add interesting insights to the exploration of the relationship between CSR 
and legal compliance and the law. This could draw on the role of social movements, which is also 
an undercurrent in this present thesis in paper 1 and paper 3. There are already exciting strands of 
overlap between organization studies and social movements (de Bakker et al., 2013; den Hond & 
de Bakker, 2007; Lounsbury et al., 2003; Schneiberg & Lounsbury, 2017) including field theory 
(Clune & O’Dwyer, 2020; Fligstein, 2001; Hensmans, 2003; O’Sullivan & O’Dwyer, 2015) that 
this topic of corporate tax practice can certainly contribute towards. 

6. CONCLUSION 

The thesis delivers an analysis of an emerging contemporary organizational phenomenon of the 
connection of corporate tax to CSR which is labelled responsible corporate tax practice. It studies 
this phenomenon in detail with a purposefully collected sample of interviews with those actors 
who have been involved in its emergence and advocate for its relevance, observations of meetings 
and events where these actors engage and advance the phenomenon, and extensive desk research 
of documents published related to the relations between CSR and corporate tax. This is a study of 
how organizations are embedded in an institutional environment, and how those organizations co-
construct this environment through their relational, organizational and political practices and 
actions.  

This thesis was motivated by a desire to understand why some MNCs are linking corporate tax 
practice and CSR. In theory CSR stands in contrast to the dominant description of corporate tax 
as driven by legal and shareholder value. Why would these two different worlds meet and how 
does such a meeting look in practice? What implications would it have? The thesis has answered 
these questions through an empirical analysis of qualitative original data carefully selected based 
on their first-mover role in advancing responsible corporate tax practice through an interpretive 
methodology and an institutional theoretical frame.  

Through three individual papers and an introduction this thesis demonstrates that some MNCs 
consider corporate tax a part of CSR because of a combination of shifts in institutional 
environment, opportunities to engage in co-construction of an alternative legitimate tax practice, 
and the willingness to adapt organizationally to this alternative practice. There are several 
implications of these changes of symbolic and material nature. These MNCs are demonstrating a 
responsible corporate tax compliance that goes beyond the law and integrates CSR 



72 
 

considerations. Moreover, CSR in the collective emerges as a type of private governance for 
responsible corporate tax practice which shifts the political dynamics in (global) tax governance. 
At the meso-level, a dynamic for these developments is the creation of an interstitial issue-based 
field for responsible corporate tax, which brings together the established fields of CSR and 
corporate tax.  

This thesis delivers new facets of tax as a social and institutional practice complementing extant 
literature on the powerful role of tax professionals, as it zooms in on one a pioneering group of 
“responsible” tax professionals. This exploration of a different practice is a valuable empirical 
contribution to a growing literature on how tax professionals respond to their institutional 
environments and dynamics of tax governance, which is so far unexplored.  

Through its multi-level analysis of responsible corporate tax practice, it demonstrates that 
responsible corporate tax practice has organizational, relational, and political implications and 
should be understood in its contemporary context of complex societal and regulatory pressures of 
law and politics. With this the thesis brings new understandings of the intersection between CSR 
and the law, private governance and legitimacy, and inter-field relations, which enables reflections 
on effective law making, and corporate power and accountability, and on the concept of CSR. 

Theoretically, the thesis brings insight and nuance to three aspects of institutional theory. Firstly, 
it engages the tension between agency and structure when combining the three papers and how 
their findings are intertwined to deliver a picture of how organizations are co-constructing their 
institutional environment as they change, adapt, and become part of societal dynamics. Secondly, 
the thesis discusses the dichotomy between stability and change. Responsible corporate tax is 
beginning to institutionalize with implications for existing connected institutions. It also 
underlines the inseparable relationship between an alternative practice gaining legitimacy in the 
context of an existing practice becoming delegitimized. Thirdly, and finally, the thesis 
underscores the social constructivist foundation of institutional theory as it pertains to also highly 
institutionalized institutions such as the law, CSR, and corporations’ pursuit of cost minimization 
considering shifting legitimacy dynamics.  

While the thesis answers how and why some MNCs consider corporate tax as CSR and with what 
implications, it also opens new questions. These include to what extent have the social 
construction of the law been appreciated in field level studies, what is critical mass for 
institutionalization, and will tax governance shift as the private governance for responsible 
corporate tax grows in strength across additional regions beyond the scope of this study? 
Ultimately, it raises the question of whether these developments explored in this thesis will lead 
to a more effective solution to the challenge of corporate tax avoidance by MNCs and leverage 
greater tax income?   
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8. APPENDICES 

8.1 Interview guide 
Intro by me: 

- Information; recording, anonymity, GDPR 
- Introduce myself 

Questions: 

Basic: 

- State your name and current position in the company and maybe a little on your 
professional journey – how long in this position, where were you before? What 
education? 

- You are responsible for operations in how many countries? 
- Where is your company headquartered?  

When and what?  

• As a tax director, how do you see the developments internationally around corporate 
taxation of MNCs? What is happening and why is it significant from your perspective?  

• Reflecting back over the years you have been working professionally with tax, can you 
describe what you think has changed?  

• Which actors? 
• How does it relate to compliance?  

On your experience as organization (corporations): 

• Can you describe your tax approach?  
o Would you consider your policy/approach as “responsible? What do you mean by 

that?  
• Who are the relevant people involved internally (or externally)? 
• Any relevant material that comes to mind in relation to this topic that you have used or 

found useful/inspirational? (GRI, UNGC, UNGP, DI, Government, others?)  
• What has been activities/actions directed externally?  
• Who do you see as the relevant actors on this agenda in the broader field? Who 

participates in the debate? 
• Why is not just regulated by law?  
• How do you think being “responsible” beyond compliance impacts your relationship 

with tax authorities?  

Finally 

• How is tax different from other “CSR” issues? 
• How do you think/expect this agenda to interact with development of policy/hard law? 
• Any points, concluding remarks you want to raise?  
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• Who else should I speak to in your view?  

 

Thanks very much 

ENDS 

 

8.2 List of observations 
2017  What event Hours 

25-okt Meeting with Danish Standard for scoping meeting on developing a fair 
tax mark in Denmark 1 

2018     

10-jan Public debate about tax avoidance in Danish Parliament with presence of 
Spotify 

1.5 

28-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
12-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
29-okt NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 

05-nov Academic conference on “Tax and CSR,” University of Copenhagen, 
Denmark 7 

2019     
08-maj Academic conference on corporate income tax, CBS, Denmark 3.5 
14-jun Presentation by Academic G. Zucman on “the hidden wealth of nations” 1 
26-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 

10-sep 
Annual meeting of Danish Accountants Association with the theme “trust 
in Danish business” 3 

16-sep Meeting CSR Sweden steering group on corporate tax, Lund Sweden  5 
23-sep NGO/Business meeting in UK 3 
26-sep Danish Accountants association seminar: future of tax advisors 3 
08-okt Academic conference “project tax havens,” Aalborg University, Denmark 7 
29-okt Academic seminar on tax and CSR, CBS, Denmark 2 
28-nov Inauguration speech by Tax professor at CBS Peter Koerver Schmith 1 

2020     
29-jan GRI launch tax standard (online, UK) 1 
19-feb Tax Day Accountancy Europe, Brussels, Belgium 6 
27-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 2.5 
27-maj Network Meeting on tax and CSR (online, Denmark) 2 

   
2021     

08-jan Conference responsible tax by law firm (Denmark) 3 
02-feb ESG and tax event by PWC Netherlands 1.5 
09-feb ESG and tax event NASDAQ KPMG Denmark 1 
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10-jun PRI event 1 
10-nov CBS event tax and morality (academic) 1.5 
12-nov DANSIF responsible tax event 1 

2022     
10-feb Shareholder activism event on tax  1 

Total   71.5 
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8.4 Full list of open code and themes 
 Tax professionals Non-tax professionals 

Themes 1st order codes 1st order codes 

Dynamics Comm & dialogue How to engage business in this 

Corporate tax governance Motivations  

As individual Reform of system 

Corporate structure BEPS  
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Managerial process Digitalization of economy 

Risk management Why important or why work on 
tax as CSR 

Role of the board Opposition to this 

Frontrunners Stakeholders  

Link to international tendencies Who drives the agenda  

Corruption  

Link to other glob gov  

Power  

Push back  

Relation to authorities  

Courts  

What’s next  

Meaning Compliance meaning Company examples  

CSR connection Change in practice  

Ethics Relation to compliance  

Cultural differences Resp tax components 

Normal practice Outstanding issues  

Responsible tax meaning Tax is different  

Transparency Sensitive topic  

What’s new Technical vs political  

Political role of corporations Transparency  

Origin Challenge for legislators Expectations on corporations  

Inherent uncertainty Business and law making  

In the past Power 

New regulation Change in context 

Rel to media National differences 

Reputation CSR 
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What drives the agenda Tax regulation and BEPS 

Who are relevant  

Advisors’ role  
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8.5 Examples of coding and quotes 
1st order code Quote examples 

“As individual” 

Description: How the 
individual tax 
professional describes 
their approach and 
how it relates to them 
as a person. Includes 
descriptions of how 
they have played a 
role in particular 
change processes.  

 

“Purpose is important for me, otherwise I do not feel I can be personally 
invested.” A3 

“being committed to some kind of a healthy business environment is, I think, 
crucial. And that perhaps comes from that I've been growing up with the idea 
that I got from my parents, and I respect still, is that honesty is the sort of 
ground stone that you should always build on. That if you can't be honest, then 
then you will fail at some point of time anyway.” C14 

“Previously, the tax director, and you will see this among some of the former 
generation of tax directors who are still around, he/she was the brightest one 
of the lot who got promoted, the one who could take anyone on the technical 
aspects. Today you do not have to be the brightest technically, you have to be 
a people manager. There has been a tremendous shift in what type of tax 
director you see, and I am one example.” C8 

“…because I had a very good relation to our former CFO. We could go for a 
run together during lunch break. He was very extrovert. It is a question of 
people.” C1 

“(I) think it is more of a personal reflection, why do you enjoy working with 
tax law? Because it is challenging, it is complicated, there is high public 
attention, but I also think that maybe you become more picky in terms of your 
employer, who you want to work for. And who you might not be so 
comfortable working for. You think about the tax dimension of this question.” 
C2 

“I think we have to realize it is a different time, and we all benefit from openly 
saying this might be what they do, but we did it this way, and this is why we 
would never do what they do, because it’s inconceivable for us. I thought we 
could take part in shaping the debate, so we are not caught in bad light as others 
are, but also it might make the politicians think ‘alright, this legislation we 
now have to pass to put a stop to this behavior, how can we ensure it does not 
impact acceptable behavior, which most people…’.” C2 

“Now this becomes very subjective, at least for me. I am the one running this 
and pretty much on my own. My views, as a ‘grumpy old guy,’ this is what 
becomes XX’s viewpoint. XX does not have a point of view you can say. It is 
always the people who are in charge.” C1 

 

“In the past” 

Describe how it was in 
the past. To make a 

“…if you go back to the 1990s you had this mantra of shareholder value, 
growth and earnings per share. If you can reduce the effective tax rate you 
push up the earnings per share and you are less vulnerable to take over or you 
can use your share price to acquire other businesses and expand. And you 
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contrast to how they 
see it today.  

really got this mindset of what can we do then to reduce the ETR (effective tax 
rate). And it got out of hand.” A1 

“As these ‘dark men’ who lure the companies to implement these corporate 
structures. And this has happened for sure. It is not taken out of thin air.” A2 

“In 2000 when I started, it was an indicator of competitiveness to be 
competitive on the tax rate compared to your peers alongside other key 
indicators. I don’t think today, you would see the tax rate in investor 
presentations any more, but this was done at the time.” A3 

“It is true the tax area was 15 years ago like a black box only for tax people. 
We were not interested in making ourselves understood by others and the rest 
of the world was not very interested in understanding us. It was a black box 
but everyone was more or less comfortable there. It was a discussion between 
the tax people and the tax administrations and, well, it’s up to you. I think that 
changed dramatically from the last ten fifteen years.” C11 

“So when I started in tax, which I think was 2007, 2008, so just before the 
financial crisis happened and even through the first few years of that, actually, 
I think the tax industry and the tax advisory industry and the tax professionals 
industry was dominated by what we would now call very aggressive, 
aggressive tax planning, and that was very common place.” C13 

“I think if looking at what has happened sort of a lot, really a lot, if I compare 
time back to 1987, for example. So. I thought that things were complex then, 
but actually, I mean, they were really simple. I mean, national rules where 
national rules were what they were then then sort of a lot of less international 
transactions. I mean, and it was perhaps more like an add on maybe the US 
companies had a lot of kind of a far reaching tax planning and I'm sure of that. 
But I mean in Finland and in the Nordics it was more of the sort of thought 
when I started, the management thought that, well, we take care of taxes by 
the fact that we have a name or this is looking at that one. And I think there 
was a perhaps a kind of a disconnection, but also that it was all of us very 
strongly that business comes first and then we will clean up whatever it is and 
try to be as compliant as we can.” C14 

“When I started 12 years working with tax, tax was a small corner of the 
accounting department in a dusty corner. Nobody took any interest in what we 
did or why… (i)t was probably to least cool thing you could do. But then it 
became clear that some corporations have not been very responsible and made 
a lot of money on this, and this tainted the view on all corporations.” C2 

“I believe that ten years ago, it was perfectly okay, if you were investing in 
one country, you would look at what countries had the best DTA (double tax 
agreements) and you would make a steppingstone structure. France for 
example, there was no DTA, so you would create a holding structure in the 
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UK, to benefit from UK’s DTA. Many would refrain from this today, because 
if you don’t have substance.” C2 

“Yes, I will put it this way, tax has reached the agenda of the top management, 
and also the board. Where in the past, you would have these tax people in a 
closed back room to calculate the taxes when the accounting numbers were 
ready.” C3 

“Which is why these fancy tax structures were really difficult to design for the 
Danish tax system. Not thereby said that there were none. In my old days as 
tax advisor, I had colleagues and partners who were very good at finding these 
tax structures who were in no way illegal, they were very well done, but they 
created some tax benefits you would not have had otherwise.” C4 

“When I started there were two things. There was tax evasion which was 
illegal, and then there was tax planning, and there were no limits for what was 
possible. If you could find some way to save on taxes which was not illegal, 
you would. Nobody really gave more thought to it.” C5 

“What drives the 
agenda” 

Covers when there are 
descriptions of 
motivation and also of 
events or external 
factors which are 
experienced as 
influential for pushing 
the relationship 
between CSR and 
corporate tax.  

 

“…now I think that is a good example of where a kind of CSR approach links 
to a better way of doing business. …when we looked at it from tax, we didn’t 
start from that angle at all. It was clear that our business is selling tax advice, 
and we need to do it properly. I think I have said this before, but when you are 
involved in the debate there is two angles to it, one is that is it our license to 
operate that society expects more, and there is more misunderstanding or the 
debate gets very public or very heated if we are not seen to do the right thing, 
we are losing our license to operate, so it’s kind of mission critical.  

The second thing, is our ability to lead, and what we want to do, cause we don’t 
want to go to work and undermine society, we want to be there to do something 
that is worthwhile and therefore thinking about how does tax fit in and what is 
our role in helping to bring together business, citizens and government is the 
way we lead as a profession. So that goes to the heart of how you do business, 
what is your purpose of business rather than the CSR approach. So, I think the 
whole tax debate links more to how you do business than the CSR.” A1 

“…And this have spread to the, as you have seen, pension fonds bringing 
forward their guidelines to fund managers. They want to drive a development. 
With the size of pension fonds in Denmark it seems natural, that they are part 
of front running in this behavior. Their words count.” A2 

“YY wants to be part of creating a room for dialogue. … We have 150 offices 
around the world, you wouldn’t get these on board if there was no commercial 
interest at stake also to be honest. Maybe not directly, it is more indirectly, but 
it is about being a part of a global trend. If it matters to the surrounding society 
then it matters to business.” A2 

“The big lense light was of course the publication of the lux leaks papers. That 
was what changed everything. If people say that before they were looking into 
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their tax comply, oeh, tax policies and strategy they are just lying, they were 
not. There was not one multinational seriously taking tax as a corporate 
governance issue before the publication of the lux leaks. And it was a side 
show. With lux leaks and the bail out of the banks, people started getting more 
interesting in who was paying up for that bill. So tax became more of an issue. 
But even then tax professionals at multinationals and at the large tax advice 
firms and the tax administrations and governments themselves, tried 
everything they could do to marginalize the importance of tax to society.” A5 

“Then more and more, and I think this is positive, there are more who have 
chosen the proactive approach. When it is not mandatory, and it only is in the 
UK as far as I am aware, to publish policies or strategies. Many still feel 
obligated to do so, because of their reputation, some want to look good to the 
media, or if they are state owned or the likes, then they have to be at the 
forefront of this.” A6 

“I will say that after starbucks, google, BEPS, CBCR, the scandals, 
Vodaphone, riot into began voluntary to produce tax transparency I got 
interested in that area. Now it is high on the agenda but the focus for a MNC 
that has B2B business not to consumers they are focused on reducing the tax 
rate. So a bit of a mixed picture I would say. A bit short of what I perceive as 
developments. I think it was high pressure a few years ago, lots of discussion 
with NGOs, ActionAid, what is good tax governance structure etc. and I 
participated in networks and tried to push for more that tax policy should be at 
board level, that it should be public, I don’t see any problem in reviewing our 
CBCR, it is not business secrets, it is just information, but colleagues said ‘no 
no no,’ but Vodaphone have proved that it can be public. But it is not the 
general, not a lot of a companies that pick that journey.” C10 

“Again, not very well balanced, between what was supposed to, what you are 
obliged to, and what you would be receiving from the tax authorities. But at 
the end we are one of the big tax payers of the country, how can I explain that 
I don’t want to be there. How can I explain that to my shareholders, to my 
clients, to my providers, to others, that I am not interested in being transparent, 
on being collaborative with the tax authorities. So what we did was, that we 
have no option, we need to join that process. And not only in Spain, but in the 
same way and with the same obligations that we are assuming here in [country] 
according to that code, we will extend that commitment to the rest of the 
countries where we operate. It doesn’t matter if there is a tax authority that 
wants us to be in that way. We will apply the same concepts worldwide.” C11 

“I think the financial crisis was probably what drove not just the BEPS project 
that was that was related to it, but the greater the need for revenues and the 
displeasure with corporates and the banks in particular, but also corporates 
drove this debate with some good work by NGOs and some politicians in terms 
of getting it up the agenda about fair tax. I don't think people cared that much 
when they had money in their pockets and everlasting, eternal economic 
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growth, how much tax corporates were paying. But I think suddenly people 
started to care a lot more after the financial crisis. I think that's what gave us 
the BEPS project. I think the BEPS project was something that made relatively 
minor changes to the tax system.” C13 

“I believe we all benefit from the most informed debate about tax. You asked 
who I see as natural stakeholders in tax matters; this is, of course, tax 
authorities, politicians, Industry associations, NGOs, the general public. 
Because you can have an opinion about who does or does not have a legitimate 
interest, but if people are discussing corporate tax payments, then I believe the 
corporations have an interest in that debate. We can do this by publishing 
information about what we pay and what we don’t pay and why this is so. … 
I think it is better to be open to begin with instead of people asking why we 
are not paying taxes in country X and Y. I think when we publish our position 
on different policies, this improves the debate.” C2 

“We are a corporation who care a lot about how we impact the world around 
us. It is ingrained in our DNA. Of course we are also partly here for the 
shareholders, but mostly for the consumers and the consumers live in a world. 
If you look at it from a business perspective, it does not make sense if we with 
one hand look to get approval for a new product locally, and on the other try 
to pull out tax revenue. That does not leave a good basis for business.” C4 

“And also I think a contributory factor at the time was that it seemed a bit 
faceless the global financial crisis. Nobody was really sure who was 
responsible for it. So it never really felt that anyone, I think was held to 
account. In that type of environment it made it very easy to start to look at who 
can we blame. And by this I don’t mean to say that large businesses are 
blameless. What I mean to say is that I think they were an easy target in many 
respects because generally large businesses don’t like to talk about taxation. 
It’s sort of a no win situation from a PR point of view. Even if you are doing 
everything perfectly right, it’s not a topic that in general, people want to talk 
about. So I think you have that kind of a general reluctance to put the other 
point of view in an environment where scapegoats were being targeted.” C9 

“It is a mix of different elements. Some new rules, new norms, some 
guidelines, some best practice examples among legislators on new rules they 
want to introduce, But at the same time a shift in attitude in public opinion 
across Europe at least.” A6 

 

 

“Tax is different” 

Covers descriptions of 
how tax is different or 

“Tax as a topic is so dynamic you sort of expect changes happening all the 
time. We have seen this over the past 2-3 years that regulation has been 
introduced without much notice, new systems and processes are required to 
comply, so if, even just from a compliance perspective they need to be on top 
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compared to other 
CSR topics 

of this issue. But I would say they need to go beyond compliance they need 
to look at the spirit of the legal instruments and see why a certain legislation 
have been put in place, they need to look at what their stakeholders are 
demanding from them without which they might not be able to pass by in the 
longer term.” I1 

“Well, for one it is incredibly complex, so there are a lot of people who 
cannot really, there is a big part of the ESG sector who couldn’t be able to 
work with it because they don’t have sufficient economic skillset. I mean, 
you have to be able to read the annual accounts and be able to tell the 
difference between deferred tax and current tax and paid in case otherwise 
you are a bit lost. This keeps a good deal of people away from the topic.” I5 

“I cannot remember any other topic which has been discussed as intensively, 
whether or not it is of CSR at all. Including, I mean you can say for the 
supply chain in second and third degree, how far does the responsibility go, 
this you can discuss at length, even if it has been established by UN high 
commissioner for business and human rights and the OECD guidelines for 
MNCs in 2011.” I6 

“Yeah, some people make the comparison that tax is where environment was 
ten years ago. I think every topic is different. In terms of corporate tax, you 
have to in a way believe in a certain social model to understand why CIT is 
important to be paid in the first place. There are some counties where no 
corporate taxes are levied at all. I guess in those countries, either tax havens 
or very oil rich countries, to have a debate about corporate tax is either 
outside that country’s social model. But if you assumed that a social model 
requires free universal health, education, social protection, certain 
involvement by the state, which is think is legitimated by the SDGs, they 
cannot be the achievement of the SDG by private investments alone in those 
social sectors. So, if that argument is accepted by corporates they cannot 
deny the fact that CIT has to be paid or at least that taxes has to be paid in 
that context.  For corporates not to pay taxes would be very unusual if you 
are trying to levy enough taxes for those objectives. In a way it is similar to 
the environment, as corporates have to understand that the existence of a 
clean environment is essential for preserving life, or corporates have to 
understand that the existence of certain labor standards is important for social 
cohesion. Although in the past slave labor has existed and indeed modern 
slavery still exists. So, I think it first takes an assumption for what society 
should look like before corporates can even engage. And there have been 
some companies who don’t want to engage because they don’t believe in that 
particular social model.” N1 

“I thought, and I have said this all along about CSR and corporate tax, that in 
many other CSR areas you can draw the business case. You can make a 
business case for fair trade, for being climate responsible. Competitive 
advantages beyond reputational risk which you can reduce, then there is 
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hardly, being responsible in corporate tax is potentially quite expensive, and 
few competitive advantages, I mean you can try to articulate the economic 
benefits, but it’s tough, and I don’t believe it myself (laughs).” N4 

 
“I would say that tax is an incredibly complex area. And as we all know, as 
soon as a case like this lands, you almost need a tax professional to translate 
it for you. Right? It might be easier to get a handle on an environment case. 
Not necessarily, but tax always lends itself to complexity and a need for 
professional translation. So that is one thing that is important, so reaching out 
to colleagues in the ministry of finance for a case like this for example. Then 
the second thing is in international policy terms it is quite a fast-moving area. 
I have mentioned the BEPS work before, and that is not something I work 
with directly, but you know we all know that it has moved pretty quickly and 
the gaps that have been filled is quite impressive. So, one thing is to make 
sure you stay on top of that at the global policy level then you have to add to 
that what is happening at the country level too. So, I think there is those kind 
of three layers of complexity that would land w any tax case. Plus the fact 
that most likely in the business you are likely dealing with the head of tax, 
and how likely they are to be integrated with the work of the head of 
sustainability or VP or whoever it is, who would hold the responsible 
business conduct agenda in the company, that is questionable. How much 
would those individuals be talking to one another, you know because they are 
such different disciplines, right?” O6 
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Paper 1: Where fields meet: the structuration of an interstitial field for responsible 
corporate tax practice 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

To understand the increasing connections between corporate tax practices and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) among a group of Western European multinational corporations (MNCs), 
this paper studies the emergence of “responsible corporate tax practice” 2000–2020. The paper 
finds a field structuration in the interstitial space between the two mature fields of corporate tax 
and of CSR. The structuration happens through four field phases, where in the latter two phases 
institutional work by diverse actors brings to life the latent ideas which gain relevance through 
exogenous opportunity and catalytic activities. This process is characterized by inter-actions, open 
mindedness and influx of resources from all actors from different “home” fields. The paper 
theorizes that the issue-based field for responsible corporate tax shifts the adjacent fields of CSR 
and of corporate tax closer to each other. It presents a model for this shift and details the core 
components and dynamics. This enables advancing field theory on how emerging fields are related 
in a larger web of fields through institutional work.  

 

KEY WORDS: Issue-based field, corporate tax, CSR, inter-field relations, institutional work 

 

Journal submission note: This paper is currently under review by the journal Accounting, 
Organizations and Society  
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2000 Oxfam, a social justice NGO, suggested that a part of the trajectory to overcome the global 
injustice of corporate tax avoidance is for multinational corporations (MNCs) to accept corporate 
tax as part of their corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Oxfam, 2000). This came alongside a 
strong criticism of corporate tax avoidance by MNCs. Corporate tax avoidance is understood as 
the way in which MNCs organize their corporate tax practices to technically be compliant with 
the law but arranged so that MNCs pay minimum corporate taxes (Picciotto, 1992) 6. Fast forward 
to 2018, where a growing number of examples indicate that corporate tax now belongs on the 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) agenda which two decades earlier had been unimaginable 
among tax professionals.  

Extant literature has explored the technicalities of tax avoidance (Christensen & Murphy, 2004; 
Freedman, 2006; Picciotto, 1992; Sikka, 2010) and how tax professionals continue to practice tax 
minimization (Anesa et al., 2018; Latulippe, 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018). This paper, on the 
contrary, explores how an alternative narrative has emerged that accepts corporate tax as part of 
CSR. This raises questions of how value frames from two different fields, the CSR field and the 
corporate tax field, are combined and with what implications for originating fields (Furnari, 2014, 
2016). Studying this through the lens of institutional work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) enables 
insight to a little explored area of field theory; inter-field relations (Furnari, 2016; Liu, 2021; 
Zietsma et al., 2017). The paper articulates the research question: How did responsible corporate 
tax emerge and what role did inter-field dynamics play?   

The paper adds insights into the power and role of the tax profession in society (Anesa et al., 2018; 
Gracia & Oats, 2012; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018) and of the institutional work 
they engage in (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Gracia & Oats, 2012). The tax profession and 
tax field are closely related to the accounting field (Doyle et al., 2009; Sikka, 2009) and plays an 
important role in society (Boden et al., 2010; Lamb et al., 2004). Tax revenue, and its surrounding 
governance mechanisms and dynamics of institutional change is a key element sustaining the 
modern western state (Tilly, 1992) and works as an impetus for critical points of social change 
(Martin et al., 2009).  Compared to tax, CSR is a relative new phenomenon which has grown in 
strength and organizational relevance (Heli Wang et al., 2016; Matten & Moon, 2020; Waddock, 
2008). Studying a phenomenon that brings together CSR and corporate tax bears relevance, as 
both dimensions are critical points of interaction between organizations and society.  

The paper is structured as follows. The first section presents the relevant literature on tax 
professionals, corporate tax practice, and morals and CSR to demonstrate how this paper can 
contribute new insights. The second section accounts for the theoretical apparatus which will be 
applied to analyze the empirical material. This empirical material and its collection and treatment 
is covered in the third section. Fourthly is the presentation of findings and analysis, which is 

 
6 Given this definition, this paper will use tax avoidance and tax minimization interchangeably to express the same 
meaning 
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followed by a discussion as the fifth section. Finally, the conclusion sums up the findings and 
contributions of the paper.  

 

PROFESSIONALS IN THE CORPORATE TAX FIELD AND CSR 

The tax profession has been singled out as a specialization separating it from the broader field of 
accounting (Doyle et al., 2009). Many studies refer to a field for tax professionals, only a few go 
to lengths to describe the field itself (Anesa et al., 2018; Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022). Some 
perceive the field as transnational (Gracia & Oats, 2012; Radcliffe et al., 2018) and only a few 
take an explicit national approach (Anesa et al., 2018). Extant studies demonstrate how powerful 
tax professionals are (Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018), and how they adapt to new 
pressures from their environment (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Mayer & Gendron, 2022). 
Tax professionals engage in “scanning work” to navigate challenges to their existing powerful 
positions in the field (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Greenwood et al., 2002) or boundary work 
in relation to the regulatory power in the field (Gracia & Oats, 2012). The high level of 
technocracy dominating the tax field insulates it from more radical change (Anesa et al., 2018; 
Picciotto, 2022) and inter-action between actors are described as conflictual, between NGOs and 
tax professionals (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022, p. 4; Picciotto, 2022). Despite the entry of 
NGOs and the intense media attention to the topic of corporate tax practice (Mayer & Gendron, 
2022), the tax field continues to be depicted as an insulated community of powerful tax 
professionals dominated by technical complexity (Picciotto, 2015), professional networks 
(Christensen, 2021), and insistence on tax minimization and resistance to change (Anesa et al., 
2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018). This stands in contrast to the observations of connections between 
corporate tax and CSR, which this paper explores.  

Given the attention to the corporate tax practices of MNCs and role of tax professionals in face of 
public and media resentment to corporate tax avoidance (Mayer & Gendron, 2022; Picciotto, 
2022) there has been a growing interest in understanding how tax professionals respond to ethical 
or moral issues in their professional remit. Anesa et al (2018) finds in the Australian tax field, that 
there is no uptake of a more moral practice because professionals struggle to see what this would 
mean in practice. Radcliffe et al. (2018) find morals entering the (transnational) corporate tax 
field, but not altering the ultimate purpose of tax practice to be in pursuit of cost minimization. A 
study by Doyle et al (2009) finds that ethics in tax practice are operationalized as risk management 
and question the genuine commitment to ethical principles over reputational gains. Another study 
on moral reasoning among tax practitioners finds very low levels due to their socialization as tax 
professionals (Doyle et al., 2013). To date there has been no exploration of those tax professionals 
building connections between corporate tax and CSR.  

In contrast to the corporate tax field, the CSR field, more than most fields, relies on relations to 
other fields across the business community (Higgins et al., 2018). In literature CSR is studied as 
a vehicle for activists to push for change in fields (King & Pearce, 2010). Empirical studies discuss 
what degree of changes, radical to incremental, can be achieved by activists as they leverage CSR 
to influence mature fields (Evans & Kay, 2008; O’Sullivan & O’Dwyer, 2015; Van Wijk et al., 
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2013). While some are more optimistic in relation to the outcomes which can be achieved 
(O’Sullivan & O’Dwyer, 2015) others are more skeptical of the transformative power of CSR 
(Archel et al., 2011; Banerjee, 2010; Buchanan et al., 2022). This paper adds to these perspectives 
a view on how the CSR field is influenced by the emergence of a new field.  

This paper studies a sample of actors and empirical material about the connections growing 
between CSR and corporate tax. While the focus is not on the corporate tax field nor the CSR 
field it questions what role inter-field relations play in the emergence of an issue-based field for 
CSR and corporate tax. Thus, it fills a gap in our knowledge on the empirical development of the 
relationship between CSR and corporate tax from a field theoretical perspective.  

The following section details the central theoretical concepts that will leverage the analysis from 
the empirical material, and what contribution this paper brings to field theory and institutional 
work.  

 

INTER-FIELD RELATIONS AND INSTITUTIONAL WORK 

The section outlines core concepts from institutional theory and how they are leveraged in the 
empirical analysis. The focus is on field structuration, inter-field relations, and institutional work. 
Based on these, a model of the concepts’ interrelation that can assist in lifting the analytical task 
pertaining to the empirical material is presented.  

3.1 The field and its structuration 

The field concept is central to institutional theory (Wooten & Hoffman, 2008) and it assists our 
understanding of how organizations relate to each other in their institutional environment. Field 
theory sets out to explain “change and stability rooted in a view of social life as dominated by a 
complex web of (…) fields” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 2) yet has tended to focus more on 
outcomes and stability than change (Wooten & Hoffman, 2017). The field construct is at a level 
which is higher than the individual organization (Zietsma et al., 2017) and can be defined as: “a 
meso-level social order where actors (who can be individual or collective) interact with knowledge 
of one another under a set of common understandings about the purposes of the field, the 
relationships in the field (including who has power and why), and the field’s rules” (Fligstein & 
McAdam, 2011, p. 3).  

Fligstein and McAdam (2011) present four aspects that underlie the settlement (or structuration) 
of a field. Firstly, at a settled stage there is a consensus about what is going on in the field and 
what ties actors together. This consensus might be more diffuse at less settled stages. Secondly, 
there are recognized field actors. Thirdly, there are shared rules that govern the field which denote 
what are the actions and interactions that are legitimate in the social space they share. Fourthly, 
there is an interpretive frame, or a collective rationale (Wooten & Hoffman, 2008), which signals 
the field, but which might be seen from different perspectives by the different actors.  

Fields are relational spaces and can, as is particularly apparent in the “issue-based field” 
(Hoffman, 1999) be characterized by diverse actors and viewpoints as arenas for conflicts. This 
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focus on power dynamics within the field is echoed in the research on the corporate tax field 
(Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Mayer & Gendron, 2022), which is still dominated by tax 
professionals (Anesa et al., 2018; Picciotto, 2022; Radcliffe et al., 2018). The interstitial field, a 
subcategory of the issue-based field, is characterized as occupying that space in between fields 
where fields meet or overlap and coalesce over a joint interest in an issue or challenge (Zietsma 
et al., 2017, p. 401-402). It thereby allows for an explicit focus on actors who are lodged in other 
“mature” fields and to advance our understanding of inter-field relations (Furnari, 2014). 

3.2 Actors, institutional work and inter-field relations 

Actors in fields are social and they rely in their inter-action with others on “social skill” (Fligstein, 
2001). This resonates with the notion of institutional work defined as: ‘the purposive action of 
individuals and organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions’ 
(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006: 215). These field actors can take roles as incumbents, challengers 
or governors of a field (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011) or they can have a catalytic role in field 
formation (Villani & Phillips, 2021) or a particular “elite” role in field structuration (Zietsma et 
al., 2017). Inter-actions among and practice of societal actors and how actors individually or in 
the collective enable institutions to develop, persist, or perish are central “to unpack the relational 
and interactive moments of institutional production” (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006, p. 249). In 
the corporate tax field, the focus is on maintaining the institution of corporate tax avoidance by 
tax professionals (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Gracia & Oats, 2012) and the marginal role of 
non-tax actors (Christensen, 2021; Picciotto, 2015; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016).  

Institutional work recognizes that the “web of fields” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 2) is central 
to understanding change and institutions themselves; “if we are to know anything about the 
institutional logic of a particular organizational field, we cannot understand that logic without 
exploring and gaining insight into the logics of the social fields that surround it.” (Lawrence & 
Suddaby, 2006, p. 248). However, inter-field relations are not much studied in literature (Kluttz 
& Fligstein, 2016; Liu, 2021; Zietsma et al., 2017) and language to understand distance and 
proximity between fields and their relations is only beginning to emerge (Liu, 2021). Fields are 
described as nested within each other like a Russian doll, linked or adjacent to each other, and can 
be distant or proximate in social space (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011; Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016; 
Liu, 2021). Existing scholarship approaching the topic of inter-field relations presents studies of 
how activists manage to leverage elements from one field into another (Evans & Kay, 2008; 
O’Sullivan & O’Dwyer, 2015; Van Wijk et al., 2013), how one field partitions (Faulconbridge & 
Muzio, 2019), or how sub-fields are contained within one field (Quirke, 2013), or when 
boundaries of a field are shifting (Suddaby et al., 2007). These examples are focused on impacts 
on existing fields, where this paper presents a new field emerging and theorizes the impact on 
existing adjacent fields.  
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Model 1: Inter-field relations as an interstitial field emerges  

 

I. 

 

 

 

II.  

Source: author 

I. Two thinly linked but distant fields where the lines represent the thin lines of linking 
the two fields, but a space in between the fields denotes that they are not overlapping.  

II. Linked fields through a shared space – through an interstitial field emergence and 
structuration that overlap with both adjacent fields and indicate the fields being 
proximate in social space. The thick arrows indicate the institutional work and field 
structuration which pulls the existing fields A and B closer in social space.  

This model depicts a situation (I) where two fields are only thinly related and distant in social 
space. At this stage there is no shared space where these fields interact or share a space. The 
second (II) presents how the emergence of an interstitial field (Zietsma et al., 2017) creates a 
social space where there is scope for interaction, and where frames and logics from both field A 
and field B are transposed into the new interstitial space and thereby more proximate. This 
requires institutional work by actors from both fields A and B (Furnari, 2014).  

The model is explored and refined through analysis of empirical material in this paper and allows 
for extending institutional work and field theory into the realm of inter-field relations and deepen 
our knowledge of the “web of fields”. To study this, data has been collected from the actors active 
in this interstitial space, as the following section outlines. 

 

METHODOLOGY – DATA COLLECTION AND TREATMENT 

The particular interest of this paper is the relations between two mature fields and how actors 
engage in this space. For this purpose, empirical material on the perspectives and actions of 
relevant actors has been collected as a theoretical sample (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537). The focus is 
on the actors engaged in establishing connections between CSR and corporate tax. Qualitative 

Field A Interstitial 
field Field B

Field A Field B 
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methods have been chosen for their ability to explore in depth a new phenomenon of which little 
is known (Flyvbjerg, 2006) and that “qualitative methods are well poised to understand and 
explain complex and messy ethical phenomena” (Reinecke et al., 2016, p. xiii). This builds on a 
growing body of literature drawing on qualitative data to study tax as a social and institutional 
practice (Anesa et al., 2018; Boden et al., 2010; Christensen, 2020; Gracia & Oats, 2012; Mulligan 
& Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018). The following details the empirical material collected, its 
treatment, and reflects upon challenges and limitations, and the role of the researcher.  

4.1 Data collection 

Three different qualitative data sources have been collected; archival material, interview data, and 
observations. The archival material from 2000 to 2020 constitutes a type of process data (Langley, 
1999) that is publicly available; this is combined with data collected from interviews and through 
observations during the years 2019–2021. Each source of data brings specific qualities and 
limitations.  

Desk research: The desk research of publicly available written materials published in the years 
2000 to 2020 focused on identifying material with a clear corporate responsibility dimension 
connected to corporate tax practice. Three main entry points to the research were used: author’s 
knowledge from prior work with the topic, references provided by the interviewees, and internet 
search. Publications were in English and Danish (see appendix A for full list of desk research). 
The sources of the publications were NGOs, investors, International Organizations, 
Multistakeholder initiatives (MSIs), and media outlets. It does not include academic papers. This 
desk research found that the number of publications increased over the years 2000-2020. The total 
page numbers of publications exceed one thousand pages.   

Figure 1: Number of publications on CSR and corporate tax published 2000-2020 

 

Source: author 

Observational data: The observation of events took place in Denmark, Belgium, Sweden, and the 
UK in the years 2019–2021 and totaled more than 71 hours focused on events concerned with 
CSR and corporate tax. Access to observation had two primary origins: author’s prior network 
and knowledge of events, and information seeking from specialized networks and communication 
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channels (such as CSR forum, Accountancy Europe Tax email updates). For field analysis, events 
have been found to be critical for field formation, and under-utilized and under-theorized (Gross 
& Zilber, 2020; Hoffman, 1999; Lampel & Meyer, 2008). See appendix B for full list of 
observations which included multistakeholder events and specialized events for professional 
peers. The multi-stakeholder events gave opportunity to observe the actors’ acknowledgement of 
and engagement with each other (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011; Hoffman, 1999) where the tax 
specialized events gave opportunity to observe how the issue of CSR was presented among tax 
professional peers.  

Interviews: 41 semi-structured interviews (43 interviewees) were conducted with tax and non-tax 
professionals from Europe actively involved in the development and promotion of combining 
CSR and corporate tax practice of multinational corporations. The interviewees were selected for 
their active role, interest, or knowledge in this combination of professional worlds of CSR and 
corporate tax. Interviewees were collected through three access points; the prior network of the 
researcher, through LinkedIn or other public profiles, including their participation at public events 
where they broached the topic of corporate tax and CSR, or through the snow-ball method. The 
latter is for professional circles, and elite interviews, a very advantageous way to obtain contacts 
and commitments to interviews. Interviewees are European based (except for one based in North 
America). Interviews were conducted in English or in Danish following an interview guide. See 
appendix C for a full list of interviewees.  

4.2 Data treatment  

Archival data: Material was prepared for analysis by organizing by year of publication and by 
which source/actor produced the material. Material was continuously filed as new items came to 
the attention, for example by reference in interviews. The archival data served three main 
purposes. From the material a timeline was built to gain a sense of the years in which most material 
emerged, and by which actors (see appendix E for timeline). This assisted in the identification of 
the different phases of the field structuration (Langley, 1999). It also supported that it is a concept 
growing in strength over time. Secondly, the insights from the material provided an overview of 
what position each actor group took on the issue and track the development of a collective 
rationale (Hoffman, 1999). Thirdly, the data gave relevant insight into which actors were relevant 
to speak to combined with observations and interviews.  

Observation: The notes from observations were written down during events. This gave the 
opportunity to add to the notes the immediate reflective points from the events. Analytical 
treatment of the notes from observations served to complement findings from the interview data. 
It confirmed the conclusions drawn from the coding process of the interview data and the 
analytical conclusions from desk research and would highlight or support analytical conclusions 
drawn from other empirical material. An excerpt from field notes is provided here, which 
illustrates how observations allow for unique insight into the informal exchange between actors 
and characteristic of the inter-action.  

It takes place at the offices of one of the participating companies. The 
companies have had a meeting without stakeholders, just them, prior to the 
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external stakeholders joining. It is Chatham house rules. The atmosphere is a 
bit strained. People do not know the NGOs. Only one or two aside from the B-

team members know the NGOs. The ones that do know each other have a 
friendly banter and exchange. There does seem to be a cooperative spirit for 

the most. Companies and stakeholders share a willingness to understand each 
other and a sort of shared mission. These are the “good guys” companies that 
have embraced the criticism by NGOs of some corporate practices, that this 
group of corporations feel they are not the subject of because they pay “a 
responsible tax.” (Field Notes, multi-stakeholder meeting, London, 2019) 

In particular, the observational data analytical process provides the reflection and abstraction level 
needed to engage in the “conceptual leap” (Klag & Langley, 2013) going from open-source 
coding, bringing those to the second order thematic coding and finally to more overarching 
conclusions. 

Interviews: Interviews were conducted face to face or through online videoconference. Meetings 
in person usually took place at the place of work of the interviewee. Interviews were recorded. 
The data treatment of the interviews included three discrete analytical steps as expressed in figure 
2.  

Figure 2: Analytical steps concerning the interviews 

 

Source: author 

Notetaking during the interviews offered a way to supplement the audio recording in case of lack 
of clarity or marking issues of particular importance. The transcription from audio to text delivered 
a second analytical step where impressions of the material, its richness (or not), and major themes 
began to settle. To prepare interview material for coding, the third analytical step, the interviews 
were divided up into tax professionals, CSR professionals, and “non-corporates”. This was done 
to enable order of the content and greater comparison between the actors from different home 
fields.  
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•Interview itself
•Handwritten notes filtering the most intuitively relevant 
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•Transciping audio to text
•Impressions of the major themes and how interviewee 

subjects stress parts of the content
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Table 1: Categorization of interviewees 

 Tax 
professionals 

CSR professionals “Non-corporates” 

 
Roles 

In-house tax 
directors 
(MNCs), tax 
advisors 

In-house (MNCs), 
advisory, or business 
representations 

NGOs, Investors, Multistakeholder 
Initiatives, International 
Organizations, business 
associations 

Source: author 

Interviews were coded in Nvivo which allowed for a simple overview of the codes and a way to 
create order and structure the codes. The first round of coding was so-called “open codes” simply 
drawn from the material as it was read across the screen (see appendix D for list of codes). The 
first order codes became stable over time and no further codes were added after coding of the first 
five to six interviews (of each of the two groups). Subsequent interviews’ coding was all contained 
within the existing codes drawn from the initial interviews, with the occasional refinement as 
more data was analyzed. Overarching thematic labeling was done once all interviews had been 
analyzed and were informed by theoretical framing. This produced the second order themes: 
dynamics, meaning and origin. For this paper “dynamics” has been particular central given its 
focus. In this process of revisiting codes with a theoretical framing some first order codes 
collapsed, as it became apparent that they were really comprising similar material. For example, 
an open code “new regulation,” describing the role that this plays for tax professionals in the 
process of changing their culture for tax practices, was collapsed with a code “inherent uncertainty 
(of legislation),” which detailed the nature of tax legislation for MNCs and how it is so difficult 
to create legislative certainty.  

4.3 Reflections on methodology and role of the researcher 

This paper performs a qualitative analysis with an abductive approach (Alvesson & Skjöldberg, 
2009). This allows for a reiteration between theory and analytical findings and recognizes the 
qualitative study as profoundly theoretical (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006). The coding process for 
the interviews resembled the first stages of grounded theory (Gioia, 2021); however, the abductive 
approach allowed for a theoretically informed reflection on these first stages of coding. 
Furthermore, as outlined above the messiness and the vast amount of data does not detail a 
completely structured or replicable process of analysis (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). This 
process of iteration between theory and data analysis was performed over several rounds in the 
reflexive process of abduction (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009) and final analysis includes a 
significant “conceptual leap” which is hard to describe (Klag & Langley, 2013).  

The approach in this paper to data collection appreciates the connectedness between the researcher 
and the data (incl. its collection) and the requirement for reflexivity this brings (Gosovic, 2019; 
Robinson & Kerr, 2015). There are considerations of to what extent we can be sure of “the truth” 
from qualitative and quantitative data sources. The data sources are always subject to 
interpretation by the researcher (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006) as described above. This gives way 
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for central reflections on reflexivity and the role of prior knowledge (Robinson & Kerr, 2015; 
Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011) and the “independence” of the researcher (Gosovic, 2019). 

While the pre-existing knowledge of the researcher gives advantages (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006; 
Mikecz, 2012), it also gives way to considerations of impression management by interview 
subjects, given pre-established connections with the researcher, and the conscious decision to 
inform interview subjects of the researcher’s prior role in the NGO sector. While particularly 
visible in this case, questions of impression management should always be a concern of 
researchers (Grodal et al., 2021). A strategy to mitigate impression management can be to include 
several data sources (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), which this paper does.  

4.4 Limitations of the empirical material 

This type of theoretical sampling is helpful for exploring a phenomenon in detail (Fisher et al., 
2021) and assists in extracting the characteristics and theoretical importance of a phenomenon 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Geddes, 1990; Hoffman, 1999). However, it presents limitations 
for generalizations beyond the sample in question (Whetten, 1989). 

The organizations in the sample present certain characteristics that become boundary conditions 
for the theorizing of the paper. Relevant for this is the size and “maturity” of the MNCs 
participating. These are large organizations with significant CSR resources and traditions as 
reflected in the empirical material supporting the analysis. This is not the average corporation with 
operations in a few countries (which is the definition of an MNC). These are large corporations, 
with associated relations and brand recognition that makes them vulnerable to risks from for 
example NGOs campaigns concerning tax practices.  

Related to this, the geographical spread of the sample reflects the researcher having an existing 
network in Denmark and being based in Denmark at the time of undertaking the research. The 
Western European scope gives way to consideration of the different national characteristics, e.g. 
the coordinated market economy versus the liberal market economies and the impact on CSR 
traditions (Gjølberg, 2009; Jackson & Apostolakou, 2010; Matten & Moon, 2008) or the role of 
stakeholder engagement (Strand & Freeman, 2015) which is not sufficiently explored in this 
paper. The relevance of such national characteristics of organizations would be a relevant future 
research angle especially given the different findings from studies of the tax field in other 
geographical locations (Anesa et al., 2018, Radcliffe et al., 2018).  

 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

This section presents the findings and their analysis in two segments. Part I details the four phases 
of an interstitial field for CSR and corporate tax structurating. Part II explores the actors, 
interactions, and manifestations of the ideas encompassed in this and, finally, models how this 
relates to adjacent fields.  

5.2 Part I: Four field phases of an interstitial field structuration 
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1. Pre-2010 – Islands of information  

The year 2000 marks the start of social justice NGOs articulating the role of offshore tax havens 
and offshore financial centers in maintaining global poverty (Oxfam, 2000). In this publication, 
the first mention of the connection between CSR and corporate tax from NGOs is articulated.  

Standards on payment of taxation in host countries should join environmental 
and labour standards as part of the corporate responsibility agenda. 

Standards requiring TNCs 7 to refrain from harmful tax avoidance and 
evasion should be factored into official and voluntary codes of conduct for 

TNCs and for the tax planning industry. (Oxfam, 2000, p. 2) 

This is the beginning of the framing of corporate tax as part of CSR even if it includes it as a 
minor part of a wider concern with corporate tax avoidance. Only very few links of CSR and tax 
exist currently such as the OECD guidelines for multinational enterprises which has a limited 
section on tax which is not explicit on the CSR dimension (OECD, 2000). Over the following 
decade, only a few more publications emerged on the topic. However, these detail closely what 
incorporating corporate tax as CSR could look like for private sector actors (Henderson, 2006; 
Sustainability, 2006). The ideas are well developed, but support for them is non-existent.  

Tax directors, thinking back, describe this time as one for tax minimization, where if it was legal, 
it was okay. There is no consideration of moderation or a responsibility to apply principles of 
ethics or decency.  

So, when I started in tax, which I think was 2007, 2008, so just before the 
financial crisis happened and even through the first few years of that, actually, 
I think the tax industry and the tax advisory industry and the tax professional 

industry was dominated by what we would now call very aggressive tax 
planning, and that was very commonplace.  (Interview C13, Tax Director 

MNC, 2021)  

This quote by a tax director from an MNCs, who is now an integral part of thinking about tax as 
part of CSR, expresses how this was a different time for tax practices. Being “aggressive” in tax 
practices means minimization where at all possible, which indicates no consideration of 
responsibility towards the wider society, or any moral considerations associated with corporate 
tax practice.  

Prior to 2010 there are no consistent interactions focused on the issue of corporate responsibility 
related to corporate tax among NGOs and corporations. The publications (Henderson, 2006; 
Sustainability, 2006) indicate some inter-action in the form of information gathering, but there 
does not appear to be more consistent inter-action or follow up of the publications or buy in from 
MNCs.  

  

 
7 TNC – Transnational Corporations 
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2. 2010–2015 Interstitial space becomes apparent 

This phase marks a turning point in the minds of the actors who come to support the relation 
between CSR and corporate tax practice. Almost all interviewees refer to the financial crisis of 
2008–2009 as a turning point in terms of public attitude that shapes MNCs’ willingness to change 
their ways, and they also reference the relevance of the media leaks (known as “lux leaks”, 
“paradise papers” and more – see appendix E).  

I think a contributory factor at the time was that it seemed a bit faceless the 
global financial crisis. Nobody was really sure who was responsible for it. So, 

it never really felt that anyone, I think, was held to account. In that type of 
environment, it made it very easy to start to look at who can we blame. And by 
this I don’t mean to say that large businesses are blameless. What I mean to 

say is that I think they were an easy target in many respects because generally 
large businesses don’t like to talk about taxation. (Interview C9, Tax Director 

MNC, 2020) 

The interviewees recall the earliest accounts of purposefully coupling the tax planning agenda 
with notions of corporate responsibility, which they date to 2010 (Interviews). They describe 
meetings where it is on the agenda, often hosted by tax advisors with presentations or input from 
NGOs. One MNC makes explicit reference to beginning their work on reflecting on tax practices 
as pressured by NGOs.  

The tax reporting, the tax compliance, in 2008, 9, 10, I think, was not on the 
radar at all. But we started the journey in 2009 when we had a lot of media, 

NGOs attention in multinational companies not paying any tax, and the 
counter reply was; yeah, we don’t pay corporate income tax, but we pay other 

taxes. (Interview Tax director C10, 2020) 

This illustrates how corporate tax entered on the radar towards an external audience by media and 
NGOs, however, the initial response was to try to shift focus on to other taxes than corporate 
income tax.  

Emergence of publications point to a more systematic attention to the issue by NGOs (IBIS, 2012; 
Christian Aid, 2011; ActionAid, 2013; IBIS, 2014). In 2010 the first public protests Vodafone’s 
tax behavior take place and are reported in the media, and further case studies of corporate 
behavior by NGOs (ActionAid, 2010; ActionAid, 2012) also made the media. In addition, the first 
major media leak pertaining to corporate tax matters make worldwide media coverage in 2014 
with the so-called “Lux leaks.” These documents revealed favorable tax agreements for several 
large MNCs in Luxembourg that guaranteed them to pay very little corporate tax (Galego, 2014).  

In this phase, corporate tax avoidance was more broadly becoming politicized (Roland & 
Römgens, 2022). In 2012 the OECD launched a major project for the G20 and OECD countries 
to curb corporate tax avoidance through political negotiation over improvements to the soft laws 
governing international business taxation (OECD, 2012). It ran through to 2015 when its 13 
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actions to fight corporate tax avoidance were adopted by the G20 (and several developing 
countries) known as BEPS. However, it was met with skepticism from NGOs.  

The publications demonstrate an emerging consensus around how CSR and corporate tax should 
be linked and largely echo earlier ideas. The main actors pushing the narrative on the link between 
CSR and corporate tax forward are activist NGOs and investors. Socially responsible investors 
begin convening explorative roundtables with MNCs to form their positioning on the topic (PRI, 
2015). Towards the end of this phase in 2014 the Fair Tax mark is launched in the UK. This is 
developed by an NGO who offer an opportunity for corporations to engage in a process to be 
“certified” as paying their taxes in a fair manner (Fair Tax Mark, 2014). There are few MNCs 
involved, and they do not appear to be coordinated and are not seen publicly supporting the 
agenda. There are no best practice examples from industry itself at this stage (Latulippe, 2018; 
Mikler & Elbra, 2018). 

This phase is characterized by more information-sharing, ideas consolidating, and a recognition 
of a shared interest among heterogeneous actors (NGOs, investors, MNCs) in the issue.  The 
interactions are not systematic or regular, and more of an exploratory nature.  

3. 2015–2018: A fragmented issue-based field begins to align 

Starting in 2015 further publications specifically linking corporate tax and CSR emerge. This now 
includes investors (Nordea Asset Management, 2014; PRI, 2015) and three major NGOs join to 
deliver a publication (ActionAid, 2015) which is consistently referred to as the “go to” publication 
framing the issue (Interviews). The intensification of inter-action begins in these years and 
investors and NGOs are the key catalysts as they convene the meetings and spaces for tax and 
CSR professionals to come together.  

In Denmark over the years 2015–2017 three to four half-day meetings a year take place that bring 
together diverse organizations with tax and non-tax professionals with around 20 people. 
Participants include tax directors of MNCs, NGOs, investors, lobby organizations, CSR 
professionals, and tax advisory services. The initiative is called “the tax dialogue” and meetings 
were initially hosted at neutral meeting venues and led by an NGO. Later on, meetings we also 
hosted by various participants. Medium-sized conferences (approx. 100 people) with international 
speakers also took place. This added support to the link between corporate tax and CSR from 
international organizations such as the OECD and the EU who feature as keynote speakers 
(European Commission, 2016b). Similar events, dialogue meetings and conferences, took place 
in other European cities (London, Madrid, the Haag). Investor networks run events on the topic 
although with a less varied constituency as they did not always include NGOs or tax advisory 
services.  

Information-sharing among constituents is now shifting from being primarily a one-way process 
from NGO’s targeting MNCs, to becoming a conversation, facilitated by catalytic actors creating 
spaces for dialogue. Often initiated by NGOs and investors, MNCs participate and respond with 
corporate reporting to meet some of the requirements from non-tax stakeholders. For example, 
one major Danish MNC included in its sustainability report in 2015 a section on corporate tax 
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(Maersk, 2016). Similarly French Total took a stance against so-called “tax havens” as it 
disinvested from certain jurisdictions. In 2017 Vodafone released its groundbreaking report with 
82 pages related to tax affairs and sets a best practice example for reporting (Vodafone, 2017). 
Corporations bring in their resources through their experiences sharing information of processes 
and reflections from within corporations. MNCs have thus publicly entered the information-
sharing process demonstrating mutual awareness of the issue of linking corporate responsibility 
to corporate tax. MNCs bring additional material resources as they host meetings and conferences.  

In 2016, the European Commission also put the topic of corporate tax and CSR on the agenda for 
their platform for good governance in tax matters (European Commission, 2016a). The Fair Tax 
Mark now has a dimension explicitly for MNCs, and the numbers of MNCs being certified is 
growing in numbers. In the Netherlands, a tax transparency award has been developed and 
initiated as a yearly process (VBDO, 2015). Investors have also increased their work on the issue 
(NBIM, 2017; PRI, 2018).  

Hence, there are now more structured relations among actors through the habitual dialogue 
meetings and the established network of actors active in supporting the idea of corporate tax as 
part of CSR (Observations). The conflict and contestation of viewpoints is minimal, and 
publications continue to align with the original ideas dating from prior phases. Actors are taking 
an interest, and there is a buildup of a core constituency that interacts through dialogue 
(publications directed at each other) and interactions (meetings, information sharing, co-hosting 
of events).  

4. 2018 onwards: An issue-field consolidating with institutional infrastructure 

After 2017 in Denmark the meetings were continued systematically. The initial funding raised by 
NGOs to support the dialogue initiative ran out, but voluntary in-kind contributions in terms of 
meeting rooms, time, and catering by the private organizations (investors, MNCs) allowed the 
meetings to continue a regular basis (observations, interviews).  

In 2018 the B-team 8 released their “principles for responsible tax – a new bar” with 12 signature 
MNCs. The signatories doubled over the next three years (B-team website, 2022). The principles 
largely echoed NGO- and investor material on “responsible corporate tax” (see ActionAid et al., 
2015, PRI, 2015). In 2019, the GRI released the “Tax Standard 207" with an expectation that all 
GRI compliant corporations that identify tax as material will adhere to it from 2021 onwards (GRI, 
Launch Event, 2020). The standard received a warm welcome from NGOs and investors, who 
saw their ideas largely replicated. Several MNCs committed to an early adoption (Observations, 
Interviews).  

Among tax professionals who are engaged in advancing the idea of “responsible corporate tax” 
and the connection between CSR and corporate tax, a notion of this being the only right way to 
see corporate tax is developing.  

 
8 The B-team is a coalition of NGO and industry leaders which include high profile CEOs of large MNCs – see 
www.bteam.org  
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(I)f I think about where we are now, I think most large business would be 
happy to say we comply with the spirit as well as the letter of the law. But I 

can remember that being a big debate back in 2010 where, you know, people 
had a different perspective on it. (Interview C9, Tax Director MNC, 2020) 

The “spirit of the law” becomes a euphemism for thinking about corporate tax practice 
responsibly, which is also echoed in publications (ActionAid, 2015, PRI, 2018, B-Team, 2018). 
This quote expresses how this is perceived as the normal practice, whereas in the past this was not 
a given.  

At a meeting in 2020 in Denmark, participating actors took stock of the inter-actions and dialogue 
that had been ongoing for 6 years. An excerpt from field notes gives a sense of the atmosphere 
and outcome.  

The room was full to its capacity. The venue was pretty neutral being at [name 
of venue]. The meeting host is [NGO], but it is held in a very friendly and 
dialogue-oriented atmosphere where they do not try to impose their views. 

They were interested in a frank debate about how to continue the dialogue and 
were honest and open about their internal debates about whether to continue 

to organize it. They have had a consultant do surveys and interviews with 
participants to take stock and this workshop she presented the findings. … 

The consultant presentation and input from participants confirms that this 
remains a relevant space. There is some desire to go back to a smaller size 
group to allow for more in-depth conversations about what is referred to 

several times as a “technical” topic. An investors comments “it is born out of 
technicalities”. Although others also point out that it is also political. 

(Observation; The Tax Dialogue, 2020; Denmark). 

This note illustrates the mutual awareness among actors of each other’s relevance in a common 
debate and the ways in which actors engage each other through dialogue and meetings to exchange 
viewpoints. 

The topic of combining CSR and corporate tax introduced in 2000 now, almost 20 years later, 
appears among this group of actors as a recognized area of institutional life (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983). As the next section will explore, this still entail different perspectives on what exactly that 
means (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011), but there has been formed a community which engages each 
other and shares a constructed cultural frame that assigns importance to the idea of corporate tax 
and CSR as linked.  

5.2 Part II: Actors, inter-actions, and ideas consolidating – modelling the dynamics of inter-field 
relations  

This section details the actors, interactions, and ideas that are part of the field structuration 
described above. These elements are combined in a model that will illustrate the connection to the 
adjacent fields of corporate tax and of CSR.  
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Actors  

In the field for responsible corporate tax practice there are two central actor groups. There are the 
NGOs and investors who in the initial phases play a central convening and a catalytic role as they 
are the instigators of spaces bringing together previously unrelated actors. These are the actors 
that see the opportunity as the interstitial space become more visible considering the tax field 
experiencing external shocks (financial crisis, Luxembourg leaks, OECD BEPS project). These 
actors are central actors and critical for the establishment of a new field.  

The other central group is composed of the corporate professionals who come from tax and from 
CSR professions. These professionals can be either in-house at an MNC or in the advisory industry 
and be either specialized in CSR (or ESG – environment, society, governance - as investors refer 
to it) or in corporate tax. The professionals from in-house MNCs bring validity to the idea of 
responsible corporate tax practice as they are the only ones with the capacity to enact it, as well 
as they bring resources in terms of their technical expertise. It is not until tax professionals and 
CSR professionals from MNCs visibly enter the spaces for dialogue created by NGOs and 
investors that the field begins to consolidate (phase 3 above). This group can be termed central 
and elite actors in the field for responsible corporate tax practice.  

Within the MNCs this is the first time for in-house CSR people to meet their corporate tax 
colleagues and there is a dynamic between the two professions which indicates a power imbalance. 
They see this space as equally relevant and a boundary space for both.  

There is this tendency for the tax people to say to CSR people, if I can be a bit 
stereotypical,” don’t you bother your pretty little head with this, because it is 
simply too complicated, tax is hard, and it should be left for experts like us”. I 
mean, there have been some cultural differences here, and the ability to work 
progressively with the topic has been due to some progressive people being 
able to bridge these differences. (Interview CC1, CSR professional, 2020). 

This quote speaks to the challenge of CSR and tax people to work together, but also the 
personalities, the open mindedness and willingness, that have made the collaboration work. Others 
describe similar trajectories of learning to work together over time.  

The CSR team always use them to contact other stakeholders like NGOs, 
Oxfam and others, they come to us, they send questionnaires, and we answer 
the questionnaires, and we discuss with them some of our policies and rules. 

Sometimes they don’t understand us, and we don’t agree with their 
conclusions, but I think there are more and more fluid conversations. 

(Interview C11, Tax director MNC, 2020) 

This quote express recognition of the expertise that the CSR team possesses, which is needed for 
this space where tax professionals now engage NGOs and other external stakeholders. The quote 
also expresses that collaboration between tax and CSR colleagues is improving even if there can 
be differences of opinion or misunderstandings.  
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The entry of the “elite actors” (Zietsma et al., 2017) have been determining for the field to 
structurate, yet there is broad agreement that the initial space carved out for building relations 
between corporate tax to CSR has been brought on by NGOs and supported by investors’ 
involvement.  

There is no doubt that NGOs over a broad stroke have played a part in this 
agenda. There is no corporation who would like more than to say that it had 
no influence at all (laughs), but they have, they have. (Interview tax director 

C6, 2020) 

And then there is something new at the table that is happening, which is 
investors. Large investors want to see comparable tax data. And most of them 

want to see it public. (Interview tax Advisor A5, 2020) 

These two quotes testify to the importance that MNCs and advisors attribute to the role played by 
NGOs and investors. The latter quote reflects the natural attention which is given to financial 
stakeholders. The former quote presents the reluctance, yet the acknowledgement, of the relevance 
of NGOs concerning corporate tax.  

Further on the periphery of the field are government or regulatory (such as the EU) actors. They 
do not play a prominent role, however, there are examples of government initiative tangential to 
the field for example the UK legislative requirement for large businesses to publish a tax strategy 
(Quentin, 2018). Another example is the European Commission convening a platform for good 
governance in tax matters, or as a keynote speaker at a conference devoted to the topic of linking 
CSR and corporate tax. These governmental or regulatory actors do not take an active role in inter-
acting continuously on the topic nor are they present at the meetings and structured relations on 
the topic. Where the regulatory actors (here included the European Commission) play a minor 
role related to linking corporate tax and CSR, they play a major role in shifting the regulatory 
environment for the corporate tax field (Picciotto, 2022; Rixen & Unger, 2022; Roland & 
Römgens, 2022), which provides an exogenous push for becoming engaged with the agenda.  

The engagement between the elite actors - MNC or advisory professionals - and the catalytic 
actors - investors and NGOs - are critical to the emergence of the field. The next section turns to 
these interactions and their characteristics and dynamics.  

Characteristics of inter-actions  

It is the regular practice of meeting, building trust, dialoguing, engaging each other in a shared 
space that feels comfortable and safe which advances the possibility of a ‘collective rationality’ 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). These interactions are characterized by a sense of relevance and 
this space for engagement among diverse actors has been welcomed by those involved. The space 
has become characterized by openness towards different viewpoints and learning, and by a 
willingness to engage and explain.  

I think it is better to be open to begin with instead of people coming with 
questions… This includes when we publish our position on various new 
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(regulatory) efforts, I think this improves the level of the debate. (Interview 
C2, Tax director MNC, 2020) 

… I think it goes if you want to be a trusted corporate leader than anyone, 
everyone in [company X], if we have the opportunity to help stakeholders 
understand our business, understand the issues that businesses are facing, 
understand our sustainability journey, we should take those opportunities. 

That's what that's what a leader does in this space. (Interview C13, Tax 
director MNC, 2021) 

Both quotes speak to the benefits for corporations of being in this conversation about their 
behavior, but also their willingness and open mindedness. The first quote gives more a sense of a 
pull into the conversation, a necessity to partake as the conversation is ongoing whether one 
engages or not. The second quote gives a more initiative-taking position as it articulates a sense 
of duty to be involved and to provide a business perspective. Both quotes underline that 
communication and dialogue are key parts of the “rules of the game” for this field (Fligstein & 
McAdam, 2011). These are “rules” drawn in from the CSR field, which is characterized by 
dialogue and engagement, which on the other hand are traits uncharacteristic for the corporate tax 
field (Picciotto, 2015).  

Tax professionals all recognize that in the past, there was a closed space around corporate tax 
practices, described as a “black box.” Now, as the quote above illustrates, and the following quote 
expresses, there is a “normal practice” developing around the dialogue with, for example, NGOs 
as stakeholders in corporate tax practice.  

I actually think there has always been an interest in hearing the perspectives 
of the NGOs in order to understand their point of view. It was very clear that 
we had very different views of the (tax) world for a while. (Interview C6, Tax 

Director MNC, 2020) 

This quote also references the movement in positions and viewpoints between tax professionals 
and NGOs by saying that there were “very different views of the (tax) world for a while” as if 
perspectives have now aligned. The moving “towards” each other and mutual learning is widely 
recognized among the interstitial field members. Moreover, the quote expresses that the 
willingness has been there longer than the opportunity to engage the NGOs in practice.  

Viewpoints are not without their friction but remain framed in a willingness to engage and 
acknowledge each other’s relevance in the space.  

I think on the overall basis we are trying to have a good discussion in relation 
with the NGOs. (Which) may understand that we might disagree but so that's 
the life. That's at least with the family. Sometimes you agree or sometimes you 

disagree. (Interview C14, Tax director MNC, 2021) 

This quote compares the engagement with NGOs to that of family and thereby attributing 
relevance to the engagement. This quote also illustrates the willingness to see beyond differences 
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and disagreement and an open mindedness that something can still be learned and gained from 
such differences.   

Resources from adjacent fields 

The most visible expression of the field existence is the publications and expressions of the 
collective rationality (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991) as a type of field infrastructure (Zietsma et al., 
2017). However, it is through the interactions and the devoted resources of elite and catalytic 
actors that this comes to life. This includes the specialized technical knowledge of corporate tax 
specialists drawing on the corporate tax field to translate into a conversation with non-tax actors.   

But we're put under pressure because this is the only public data available to 
NGOs and the media and politicians and the public. They see accounting 

profit and they think tax should be paid on accounting profit. I can understand 
why they would think that. (Interview C13, Tax director MNC, 2021) 

This expresses the concern that tax data will be misinterpreted by non-specialists and that this is 
not an unreasonable misunderstanding. It also expresses the intrinsic knowledge that is held in the 
corporate tax field, and which translates into resources necessary for an interstitial field to be 
applicable to the tax practices and not disconnected from the lack of technical knowledge.  

The way in which this translation is enabled is by drawing on resources from the CSR field. The 
following quote illustrates a perception that corporate tax is an example of the way the profession 
of CSR has become equipped to enter core areas of business practice.  

… this (tax) could be one of the issues, which demonstrate that it (CSR) is not 
something separate, but it is the way in which you run your business, which is 

not about one issue or another, but about the way in which you do business 
(interview CC2, CSR director, 2020) 

This presents a view on CSR as something that perforates the entire business and is not isolated 
to one department. Another tax advisor speaks to how CSR has moved from the periphery to be 
about how you run your business, exemplified through the engagement with corporate tax as an 
area.  

I realized that this was an area (tax) that was very sensitive, and it made it 
difficult for me as a CSR person to enter this space. Because there were so 
many interests at stake in tax. It was kind of on another level. I see this was 

the case for many corporations. Those corporations where CSR professionals 
began to look into this, this meant beginning to fiddle with some structural 

challenges, competitiveness and other departments like legal, economic 
affairs, in a different manner. CSR is in movement, and it is getting closer and 
closer to the core of the business, but when I started [in XX], it (CSR) was in 

the periphery (of the business). (Interview O8, Advisor International 
Organization, 2020) 
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This speaks not only to how corporate tax has entered the CSR agenda, but to how CSR has taken 
up more space and matured internally in MNCs as well as the power dynamic internal in MNCs 
between, in this case, tax and CSR, as presented above, which persist. 

Corporations are a part of the world, so when a change happens in how you 
perceive things, then they make note of this too. CSR has taken a lot of space 

for many years now. (Interview A6, Tax advisor, 2020) 

This demonstrates how MNC’s take note of CSR and its growing relevance for their business. 
This justifies taking on board elements from the CSR field into their professional practice related 
to corporate tax. Both preceding quotes presents CSR as an opportunity emerging in the CSR field 
that transmits outside the CSR field boundaries.  

The interstitial field which has emerged draws on the adjacent fields in terms of resources and 
actors, but also presents the changing ways in which these two adjacent fields are increasingly 
able to contain viewpoints from different perspectives by stretching their ways of working. The 
corporate tax field stretching to translate its specialist knowledge to non-specialists, and the CSR 
field to engage in business areas previously untouched by CSR.  

From the analysis above we can visualize how the adjacent fields play a role in the structuration 
of an interstitial field for responsible corporate tax and update the hypothetical model 1. Model 2 
depicts the different stages of how the mature fields relate to the interstitial space and what key 
components (indicated in italics) of the field structuration are in play at each stage.  
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Model 2: Stages for relations between mature fields in an interstitial field structuration 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Source: author    

Arrows represent:  

 Perforated from circle to circle: actors moving direction of arrow. 
 Complete from circle to circle: ideas moving direction of arrow. 

Thick arrows outside of the circles: exogenous developments which push in the direction 
of the arrow.  

Circles represent:  
 Perforated: a space which is not consolidated as a field. 
 Complete: established field. 

Initial stage (1): There are limited relations between the fields. The ideas that exist, linking two 
fields, are isolated and not accompanied by interactions. They do not exist in a particular space or 
supported by actors who recognize each other. This is phase one and two in the structuration of 
the interstitial field for responsible corporate tax.  

Formative stage (2): Exogenous issues in the “web of fields” that the interstitial field sits in, here 
represented by the mature fields of CSR field and corporate tax field constitute opportunity. At 
this time, interstitial spaces (Furnari, 2014) are set up where inter-actions can intensify, and 
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catalysts (Villani & Phillips, 2021) engage in work to get more “elite” actors (Zietsma et al., 2017) 
involved. The perforated arrows represent professionals migrating into the space to interact 
coming from their “home fields”. All actors involved deploy resources (time, technical 
knowledge, materials) and exercise open-mindedness treading outside their “home field” to 
discuss issues of relevance to that field. The complete arrows represent ideas and framing 
(Suddaby and Viale, 2011) that come from both fields into this new space.  

Settled stage (3): A field emerges occupied by NGOs and investors and professionals who share 
ideas and acknowledge each other’s relevance in the issue and engage each other systematically 
(Hoffman, 1999, Fligstein and McAdam, 2011). Efforts to maintain the space and build and 
strengthen structured interactions initially by catalysts become a shared responsibility where 
resources are pooled from multiple sources. Field infrastructure (Zietsma et al., 2017) 
consolidates. Through the interactions of professionals and the consolidation of ideas the adjacent 
fields of CSR and of corporate tax receive new ideas emanating from this shared interstitial field. 
This is represented by the depiction of the mature adjacent fields as closer in proximity to each 
other. This model visualizes how the idea of responsible corporate tax emerged and settled through 
a field structuration and the central role of inter-field dynamics in this process.  

The model components are ideas, opportunity, catalyst, open mindedness, inter-actions, and 
resources. The opportunity is exogenous and associated with the broader environment of fields. 
This is described in literature as external jolts or triggers (Hoffman, 1999). An example from the 
corporate tax field is the BEPS project (Radcliffe et al, 2018) and the financial crisis as described 
in phase III above. MNCs’ tax practices were vilified and made the question of corporate tax 
practice a material concern for many MNCs (Mayer & Gendron, 2022). The opportunity from the 
corporate tax field is the instability or a beginning deinstitutionalization (Oliver, 1992). From the 
CSR field the opportunity presents itself as its growing strength as described above in phase III 
and as becomes apparent as the field infrastructure is modelled on established CSR tools (good 
governance, dialogue) or reporting standards (GRI). CSR has risen in visibility and relevance for 
organizations (Heli Wang et al., 2016; Waddock, 2008), which made the framing of the 
compatibility between corporate tax and CSR in practice difficult to dismiss (Bondy et al., 2012). 
This notion of opportunity is one component which is exogenous to the field formation and 
exemplifies how the web of fields and inter-field dynamics are critical for this interstitial field 
formation.  

A catalyst(s) (Villani & Phillips, 2021) seizes the opportunity. In this case the catalyst enables the 
creation of spaces for actors to meet and convene.  It is initially the NGOs and investors who play 
the role as catalyst where they must balance the role of enticing other actors to action and 
providing a sense of agency within a defined space for action. NGOs treaded this balance carefully 
in relation to promoting “responsible corporate tax practice” primarily placing themselves as 
convenors of dialogue spaces, rather than critical watchdogs. The opportunities and catalysts pave 
the way for professionals from adjacent fields to come together and discuss the ideas and co-
create shared rationales through interactions. The interactions are the physical meetings and 
conversations, the process to produce reports, standards, and discussion papers, and the 
coordinating and co-organizing conferences. These are spaces, physical or virtual (online, phone 
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calls) where relations are built and trust and shared viewpoints are established, critical for shaping 
a community and a shared sense of belonging.  

Both groups of professionals, CSR and tax, bring relevant resources and exercise open-
mindedness to take part in spaces where cognitive and cultural frames are challenged (Suddaby et 
al., 2007). Resources are the availability of time and people, but also technical skills (Viale et al., 
2017), material resources to operationalize the meetings, and networks and ideational influence 
into home fields. As members of the interstitial issue-based field, professionals do not abandon 
their homefields but move back and forth between the fields.  

 

DISCUSSION 

This section will discuss the findings of the structuration of the interstitial field for responsible 
corporate tax and the role for inter-field dynamics. First it presents a discussion of how an issue-
based field emerges in a web of fields, then it moves to discuss the characteristics of the actors 
and dynamics of the process, before finally a discussion of the contribution to the understanding 
of the dynamics in the corporate tax field and the limitations of this paper.  

6.1 Field structuration and inter-field dynamics 

Existing literature has not visualized how field shifts in social space towards each other or 
explored inter-field relations in detail (Furnari, 2014, 2016; Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016), but mostly 
been concerned with change from within fields (Clune & O’Dwyer, 2020; Hoffman, 1999) or by 
leveraging frames from outside into a field (Evans & Kay, 2008; O’Sullivan & O’Dwyer, 2015; 
Van Wijk et al., 2013). This paper has deepened our knowledge of how frames and resources are 
drawn from adjacent fields into the creation of a new field combining frames from multiple (two) 
fields. The model (2) contributes to visualizing how the emergence of a new field with its own 
characteristics of open mindedness and inter-actions, yet, which has impacts on adjacent mature 
fields. When professionals engage in expanding the jurisdiction they operate in, or colonize new 
territories, this has repercussions for social change (Suddaby & Viale, 2011) and the maintenance, 
creation, or disruption of institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006). 

The paper demonstrates the central role of the web of fields (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011) in 
institutional work as actors bring their resources from adjacent fields into new field structures. 
The inter-field dynamics are evident in the exogenous opportunities that flow from adjacent fields. 
In the corporate tax field, there are instabilities and institutional changes (Anesa et al., 2018, 
Radcliffe et al., 2018), which presents an opportunity in this context for “de-institutionalizing” 
(Oliver, 1992) corporate tax avoidance as it encourages actors to exercise an open mindedness to 
engage in new spaces and discuss new collective cognitive frames for corporate tax practices. The 
inter-field relevance is also apparent in the resources drawn from both adjacent fields into the new 
field emerging.  

The institutional work that goes into the structuration of the interstitial field for responsible 
corporate tax thus both acts to maintaining the institution of CSR, disrupting the institution of 
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“corporate tax avoidance”, and beginning the institutionalization of “responsible corporate tax 
practice” through actors purposeful and reflexive actions and inter-actions. This opens field theory 
for thinking about inter-field relations more systematically and with its focus on the structuration 
of a field and the role of inter-field dynamics, the relevance of process rather than outcomes 
(Suddaby et al., 2010).  

This paper rests on a theoretical sample of those who have been actively engaged in the 
structuration of the interstitial field. While we can theorize the dynamics we observe in this sample 
(Whetten, 1989), it is not an indication of a generalization of what is happening in all fields. 
However, we can theorize that adjacent fields can be impacted by field emergence when it happens 
in a close interrelatedness where resources are pooled and there are actors who transfer from home 
fields into the new field and back again. A field emergence where the regular inter-actions, and 
the new relationships across organizations and are formed to exercise influence on 
institutionalized practice (Suddaby et al., 2010) and lays the foundation for normative 
fragmentation (Oliver, 1992) or maintenance of institutions (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006) in 
adjacent fields.  

Through the relevance and interconnectedness as the web of fields is visualized, we get a stronger 
sense of the reciprocal co-construction of organizations and their environment (Suddaby et al., 
2010) through the focus on inter-field relations (Furnari, 2016). The process dynamics of the 
model bring nuance to our understanding of the dynamics of issue-based field formations 
(Buchanan et al., 2022; Hoffman, 1999). It extends the theorizing of interstitial spaces and their 
impact on existing fields (Furnari, 2014). It would be for future studies to understand the diffusion 
of these field-specific value frames in the corporate tax field or the CSR field.  

6.2 Rethinking “us and them”: Actor characteristics and process dynamics  

The actor characteristics in this case of field structuration bring new facets to the descriptions of 
actors and their interaction in issue-based fields. It illustrates how it is not only the roles they 
occupy (Liu, 2021; Villani & Phillips, 2021; Zietsma et al., 2017), but the qualitative 
characteristics they bring, and the way in which they interact.   

The issue-based field here is not here a space characterized by conflict (Hoffman, 1999), but an 
example of the varieties in ways, including more collaborative, actors interact (Van Wijk et al., 
2013). While the analysis did reveal tensions and dividing lines that were not immediately 
observed in the field structuration phases, there are no clear “challengers” and “incumbents” 
(Fligstein & McAdam, 2011) nor a tense relationship as organizations respond to institutional 
pressures (Oliver, 1991). The emphasis is rather on the central role of catalysts, which also act as 
brokers, yet they are not neutral actors (Liu, 2021), and their ability to bring in “elite” actors by 
the creation of neutral spaces. The institutional complexity present in the interstitial field (Villani 
& Phillips, 2021) is managed not through resistance and animosity, but collaboration and shared 
purpose (O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008; Van Wijk et al., 2013).  

The “social skills” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011) and the element of “brokerage” (Liu, 2021) are 
present among the CSR and tax professionals expressed as an open mindedness to new practices 
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different from their “home” fields and established cognitive frames. While there has been calls 
for more research on the roles of different actors in fields and in field formation processes (Wooten 
and Hoffman, 2017), this study underlines how these roles can be overlapping or “shared” and 
thereby responds to that call, and how the roles of actors are intrinsically linked to their actor 
characteristics and the resources – material and ideational – that are enabling the interactions. The 
actors in this interstitial field examined in this paper is small in numbers and limited 
geographically compared to the transnational fields for CSR (Gond & Nyberg, 2017) and for 
corporate tax (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022) yet engage in activities which holds repercussions 
for social change (Suddaby & Viale, 2011). 

6.3 The changing relations between the tax and the CSR professional fields 

This paper deepens our knowledge about tax professionals, power, and morality (Anesa et al., 
2018, Radcliffe et al., 2018) in its insights from those who have played a key role in advancing 
the relationship between corporate tax and CSR practice – a grouping that have not previously 
been singled out and studied with qualitative methods. It also adds insight to CSR professionals 
and aspects of the CSR field, which is not covered in depth in literature, but rather often leveraged 
to analyze adjacent fields or issues (Buchanan et al., 2022; Clune & O’Dwyer, 2020; Gond & 
Nyberg, 2017).  

The structuration of the interstitial field for responsible corporate tax represents a normative 
fragmentation (Oliver, 1992) of the collective rationality and cognitive frames of the tax field, 
which are in literature mainly described as shaped by legal and shareholder logics (Christensen & 
Murphy, 2004; Kellow, 2018; Picciotto, 2022). While it underscores a strengthening and 
consolidation of the diversity and reach of the CSR field into new aspects of established business 
practices with potential for further expansion of the practice of CSR (Heli Wang et al., 2016; 
Waddock, 2008). This challenges the powerful tax professionals (Mulligan & Oats, 2016) resting 
on technical expertise and elite networks (Christensen, 2021; Picciotto, 2015) and presents 
antecedents to changes to a field, which has been resistant to change. Further studies of responsible 
corporate tax practice could bring value to management practices. Where the examination of its 
diffusion into the corporate tax field and the CSR field could likely further enrich field theories 
and broaden the geographical scope of this paper.  

Moreover, further studies into the regulatory institutional pressures (Scott & Davis, 2015) is 
warranted as the “web of fields” also relate to a “state field” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2015) or a 
“legal field” (Edelman & Suchman, 1997) where many developments are happening both for CSR 
(Gond et al., 2011; Knudsen & Moon, 2017) and for corporate tax (Gelepithis & Hearson, 2021; 
Radcliffe et al., 2018).  

The paper adds to a growing tradition of considering tax as a social practice (Boll, 2014; 
Christensen, 2020; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018), tax professionals as reflexive 
agents (Radcliffe et al., 2018), and the inclusion of corporate tax practice in the canon of fiscal 
sociology (Boden et al., 2010; Christensen, 2020; Oats, 2012).  In this paper, looking outside of 
the mature field of corporate tax presents the case of why inter-field relations are relevant, and we 
should broaden our view from looking at fields in isolation (Furnari, 2016).  
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CONCLUSION 

This paper advances our understanding of the role of organizations in overcoming the complex 
challenges of corporate tax avoidance, and the role and relevance of CSR in this endeavor. It 
underlines how accounting and its sub-disciplines are connected intimately to organizations and 
their role in society.   

It presents a study of the emergence of responsible corporate tax practice and found that this has 
happened through the field structuration of an interstitial field with a central role for inter-field 
dynamics. The paper presents a model of the field structuration process including the role of 
adjacent fields. The core components of ideas, opportunity, catalyst, inter-actions, resources, and 
open mindedness are working together for institutional maintenance (CSR field), - disruption 
(corporate tax field) and - creation of new practices (interstitial field) and provide insight to the 
way in which institutional work operate in practice and in the web of fields. This presents a 
deepening of our knowledge of institutional work and inter-field dynamics in field structuration 
as well as it provides insights into the actor dynamics and characteristics of field structuration 
processes.  

The paper places itself in the growing literature on (corporate) tax as a social and institutional 
practice and it highlights the powerful role of tax professionals. The paper provides perspectives 
on how tax professionals are influenced by - and engage with - a wider web of fields. It does so 
by analyzing CSR and corporate tax in the emergent institutionalizing of “responsible corporate 
tax practice”. The paper adds to literature on the ways tax professionals engage in institutional 
work (Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Gracia & Oats, 2012) with a distinct inter-field 
perspective. The data is exclusive to a small group of actors, but the theorizing of inter-field 
dynamics allows for a connection to developments in the corporate tax field – in particular on the 
emergence of moral frames and institutional instability (Anesa et al., 2018, Radcliffe et al., 2018) 
and the relevance and impact of looking beyond the immediate professional field (Furnari, 2016).    
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26-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting 
“The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 

Multistakehold
er dialogue 20 3 

10-sep 
Annual meeting of Danish 
Accountants Association with the 
theme “trust in Danish business” 

Members 
event 120 3 

16-sep Meeting CSR Sweden steering group 
on corporate tax, Lund Sweden  

Scoping 
meeting 

10 5 

23-sep NGO/Business meeting in UK Multistakehold
er dialogue 20 3 

26-sep Danish Accountants association 
seminar: future of tax advisors Public event 50 3 

08-okt 
Academic conference “project tax 
havens,” Aalborg University, 
Denmark 

Public event 80 7 

29-okt Academic seminar on tax and CSR, 
CBS, Denmark Public event 50 2 

28-nov 
Inauguration speech by Tax 
professor at CBS Peter Koerver 
Schmith 

Public event 50 1 

2020       

29-jan GRI launch tax standard (online, 
UK) Public event 120 1 

19-feb Tax Day Accountancy Europe, 
Brussels, Belgium Public event 120 6 

27-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting 
“The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 

Multistakehold
er dialogue 

20 2.5 

27-maj Network Meeting on tax and CSR 
(online, Denmark) Member event 40 2 

2021       
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08-jan 
Conference responsible tax by law 
firm (Denmark) Public event 100 3 

02-feb 
ESG and tax event by PWC 
Netherlands (online) 

Public event 100 
1.5 

09-feb 
ESG and tax event NASDAQ KPMG 
Denmark (online) Public event 100 1 

10-jun PRI event (online) 
Members 

event 40 1 

10-nov 
CBS event tax and morality 
(academic) Public event 40 1.5 

12-nov DANSIF responsible tax event 
Members 

event 40 1 
2022       
10-feb Shareholder activism event on tax  Public event 50 1 
Total     71.5 

 

Appendix C: Full list of interviewees (anonymized) 

Intervie
w 

Position Year
s 

exp. 

Industry m/
f 

Headquarter/locati
on 

A1 Partner  20+ Tax advisory m UK 
A2 Partner 20 Tax advisory m Denmark 
A3 Tax director 35+ MNC - Pharmaceutical m Denmark 
A4 Senior tax advisor 20+ Tax advisory  m Denmark 
A5a Partner 20+ Tax advisory m Netherlands 
A5b Advisor <5 Tax advisory f Netherlands 
A6 CEO 20+ Tax advisory m Denmark 
A7 Lawyer/advisor 15 Industry 

Representation 
m Denmark 

A8 Accountant/advisor 15 Industry 
Representation 

m Belgium 

C1 Tax director 20 MNC - Engineering m Denmark 
C2 Tax director 10+ MNC - Energy m Denmark 
C3 Tax director 20 MNC - Engineering m Denmark 
C4 Tax director 10+ MNC - Pharmaceutical f  Denmark 
C5 Tax director 20+ MNC - Extractives m Denmark 
C6 Tax director 20+ MNC - Shipping f Denmark 
C7 Tax director 20+ MNC - Publishing m UK 
C8 Tax director 15+ MNC - Construction 

products 
f Denmark 
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C9 Tax Director 20+ MNC - Foodstuffs f UK 
C10 Tax director 20 MNC - Energy m Sweden 
C11 Tax director 25+ MNC - Energy m Spain 
C13 Head of tax for 

policy and 
sustainability 

<10 MNC - Extractives  m UK 

C14 Tax Director 20+ MNC - Energy m Finland 
CC1a Advisor and VP 20+ MNC f Denmark 
CC1b Advisor (CSR) 20+ MNC f Denmark 
CC2 Head of 

sustainability 
 10+ MNC f Denmark 

CC3 Head of 
sustainability 

 10+ MNC m UK 

I1 Advisor  20+ Investment 
organization 

f UK 

I2 Head of ESG  15+ Pension fund f Denmark 
I3 Head of ESG  20+ Investor m Denmark 
I4 Head of tax  15+ Pension fund m Denmark 
I5 CEO  20+ Investor relations/ESG m Denmark 
I6 Head of ESG 15+ Pension fund m Denmark 
N1 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m UK 
N2 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m USA 
N3 Advisor  10+ NGO MSI m UK 
N4 Director of policy  20+ Anti-poverty NGO m Denmark 
N5 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m Denmark 
N6 Director  20+ NGO - tax focus m UK 
O1 Advisor 10+ Political party 

secretariat 
f Belgium 

O2 Advisor 10+ Industry rep m Belgium 
O3 Advisor 10+ CSR industry rep f Belgium 
O4 Project manager  10+ NGO MSI f Netherlands 
O6 Advisor  10+ IO f France 
O7 Advisor  10+ NGO CSR m UK 
O8 Head of Chapter   15+ IO national chapter f Denmark 

 
Appendix D: List of open codes and second order themes  

2nd order themes 1st order codes 
Dynamics Comm & dialogue 

Corporate tax governance 
As individual 
Corporate structure 
Managerial process 
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Risk management 
Role of the board 
Frontrunners 
Link to international tendencies 
Corruption 
Link to other glob gov 
Power 
Push back 
Relation to authorities 
Courts 
What’s next 

Meaning Compliance meaning 
CSR connection 
Ethics 
Cultural differences 
Normal practice 
Responsible tax meaning 
Transparency 
What’s new 
Political role of corporations 

Origin Challenge for legislators 
Inherent uncertainty 
In the past 
New regulation 
Rel to media 
Reputation 
What drives the agenda 
Who are relevant 
Advisors’ role 

 
 
Appendix E: Timeline built from desk research 

Year What Who What/Notes 
1998 OECD report on harmful tax 

practices 
OECD  

2000 Oxfam publication on tax  Oxfam – NGO First articulation of CSR and tax but 
in the overall frame of tax havens  

2003 EITI inception MSI  
2005 A good practice framework 

to combine tax management 
with social responsibility 
based on consultation with 
companies 

Hendersen – 
investment manager 

First coupling of responsible tax and 
more elaborate framework for 
responsible tax practice 
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2006 Responsible tax discussion 
paper includes principles 

Sustainability – 
supported by tax 
advisors 

First “responsible tax policy” 

2006 Mind the tax gap TJN Includes examples of good reporting 
practice 

2007 Discussion paper tax 
transparency 

PWC – tax advisory 
firm 

Basis for their total tax contribution 
reporting framework 

2008 Death and taxes Christian Aid Ground-breaking report equating 
tax avoidance with lost lives 

200809 Financial crisis Global event   
2010 Opinion piece in OECD 

observer 
By tax advisors Coupling CSR and tax 

2010 SAB miller case ActionAid NGO case  
2010 Vodafone public protest UK media Media story 
2012 Starbucks case and 

renegotiation in UK 
UK media Media story 

2012 BEPS project launches OECD/G20 Policy initiatives 
2014 Lux leaks ICIJ Media leak 
2015  Fair Tax Mark for MNCs Fair Tax Mark Labelling initiative 
2015 HSBC Swiss leaks ICIJ Media leak 
2015 VBDO tax transparency 

benchmark 
Dutch Investors Assessment of companies’ level of 

tax transparency 
2015  OECD BEPS concludes OECD + 136 

countries 
Policy initiatives 

2015 PRI tax guidance Investors (global) Guidance for CSR and tax 
2016 EU anti-tax avoidance 

directive 
EU Policy initiative 

2016 CSR Europe report on 
responsible tax 

Corporate interest 
organization  

Guidance for CSR and tax 

2016 EU tax good governance 
platform 

MSI A discussion of CSR and tax 

2016 Panama papers ICIJ Media leak 
2016 EU ATAD directive and 

CBCR Directive 
EU Policy initiatives 

2017 Paradise papers ICIJ Media leak 
2017 UK requirement for large 

businesses to public tax 
strategy 

UK government Policy initiative 

2018  Cum-ex files ICIJ Media leak 
2018  B-team responsible tax 

principles 
B-team – business 
and civil society 
leaders 

7 principles for responsible tax 
practice – 12 companies sign up in 
2018 

2019 GRI 207 standard for tax GRI/MSI Global standard 
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2021 Agreement on a global 
corporate minimum 
corporate tax  

OECD ++ (136 
countries)  

Policy initiatives 

2022 Agreement on a role for the 
UN in scoping out enhanced 
tax cooperation 

UN Policy initiatives 

 

  



156 
 

Paper 2: Responsibilization of corporate tax compliance – how tax professionals 
integrate CSR and the law 

 

ABSTRACT 

Amid increasing societal pressure to view corporate tax as part of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR), this paper explores the intersection between legal compliance and CSR. Drawing on 
interviews with private-sector tax professionals who consider corporate tax practices an element 
of CSR, the study examines the implications for legal tax compliance. The findings reveal that 
these professionals perceive legal compliance as a multidimensional concept shaped by business 
ethics. This perspective marks a shift from the traditional view of corporate tax compliance as a 
technical, accounting-focused task disconnected from core business values. The paper identifies 
three critical factors for integrating CSR with legal compliance in corporate tax practices: 
supportive top management, an engaged tax director, and a substantive tax policy. These factors 
are theorized to enable the responsibilization of legal compliance wherein legal compliance is 
imbued with ethical considerations and embedded within the organization's CSR framework. By 
exploring this intersection, the paper broadens the understanding of CSR as a dynamic construct 
that interacts with legal practice, helping tax professionals navigate evolving challenges in 
compliance. It contributes to the literature on tax as a social and institutional practice, shedding 
light on a less-explored development where tax professionals move beyond the traditional 
priorities of cost minimization and strict adherence to the letter of the law. 

Key words: CSR, corporate tax, legal compliance, business ethics, sociology of compliance, 
institutional theory 

 

Journal submission note: This paper, in a lightly shortened version, have been submitted to the 
Journal of Business Ethics on December 7th 2024 and is currently “under review” at time of 
submission.  
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INTRODUCTION  

At first glance, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate tax practice may seem like 
two unrelated aspects of organizational life. CSR is guided by societal values and focuses on the 
impacts of corporate actions on society. In contrast, corporate tax practice is traditionally viewed 
as a rule-driven, compliance-oriented activity, often associated with the legal frameworks and 
back-office functions of the accounting department, primarily aimed at cost minimization. 

However, on closer examination, corporate tax practice and CSR share more connections than one 
might initially think. Tax payments are inherently social in nature, serving as the foundation of 
societal welfare and being closely tied to significant societal transformations (Martin et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, corporate tax practices have come under increasing scrutiny, with media outlets and 
NGOs taking on a watchdog role to hold multinational corporations (MNCs) accountable for their 
tax-related behaviors (Scarpa et al., 2024; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). 

Multinational corporations (MNCs) have faced significant critique for engaging in corporate tax 
avoidance (Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018; Hillenbrand et al., 2017; Mayer & Gendron, 2022; 
Payne & Raiborn, 2018; Seabrooke & Wigan, 2016). Corporate tax avoidance is commonly 
defined as “a literal interpretation of the law while purposefully circumventing its spirit” (Ostas, 
2020, p. 83). This critique of corporate tax avoidance, often viewed as a presumed legal practice, 
has spurred a growing body of literature addressing ethics and corporate tax avoidance (Alm & 
Torgler, 2011; Doyle et al., 2013, 2022; Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017; Lenz, 2020; Ostas, 2020; 
West, 2018) as well as the intersection of CSR and corporate tax practices (Bird & Davis-
Nozemack, 2018; Christensen & Murphy, 2004; Dowling, 2014; Jenkins & Newell, 2013), 
including stakeholder expectations (Hillenbrand et al., 2017). 

However, a key gap in this literature concerns what constitutes ethical corporate tax practices or 
tax practices infused with CSR from the perspective of professionals. In contrast, existing 
empirical studies on tax professionals often emphasize the dominant narrative that tax 
professionals universally pursue tax avoidance (Anesa et al., 2018; Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 
2015; Mulligan & Oats, 2016; Radcliffe et al., 2018). Additionally, scholarship on corporate tax 
law explains this tendency as a natural outcome, given the centrality of legal frameworks in tax 
matters (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017; Freedman, 2012). 

Over the past decade, there has been a growing convergence between corporate tax, CSR, and 
business ethics. In 2019, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) introduced a reporting standard for 
corporate tax (GRI, 2019). This followed a 2018 commitment by a coalition of business leaders 
to establish “a new bar for responsible corporate tax” (B-Team, 2018) and the 2015 certification 
of the first multinational corporation (MNC) with the “Fair Tax Mark,” a private labeling initiative 
(Fair Tax Mark, 2014). 

These developments have occurred against the backdrop of a proliferation of new regulations that 
add to an already intricate ruleset, coupled with the increasing politicization of what has 
traditionally been a highly technical agenda (Roland & Römgens, 2022). 
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In this context, the paper articulates the following research question: How do tax professionals 
integrate CSR considerations into legal compliance in corporate tax practice? 

Institutional theory helps explain why organizations respond to institutional pressures in their 
organizational environments (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991), shaping CSR 
as an organizational practice (Campbell, 2007; Matten & Moon, 2008). It also informs 
sociological approaches to understanding legal compliance behavior (Nielsen & Parker, 2012; Wu 
& van Rooij, 2021) and highlights the dynamic, co-constructed nature of compliance (Boll, 2014; 
Gilad, 2014; Parker, 2011; Pérezts & Picard, 2015; Wu & van Rooij, 2021). 

This paper draws on both perspectives to explore how professionals engage in practices that 
simultaneously respond to normative and regulatory pressures within the institutional 
environment of MNCs. Institutional theory acknowledges that regulatory and normative pressures 
are often intertwined (Hoffman, 1999; Scott & Davis, 2015), a dynamic also evident in CSR 
scholarship that uses institutional theory (Brammer et al., 2012; Matten & Moon, 2008, 2020). 
However, while CSR perspectives often emphasize normative pressures (Campbell, 2007) and 
view CSR as operating "beyond compliance" (Matten & Moon, 2008; Sheehy, 2015), the 
sociology of compliance places greater focus on internal and legal stakeholders (Parker, 2011). 

By combining these perspectives, this paper seeks to understand how organizations navigate 
increasing regulatory legal pressures alongside normative expectations shaping their practices. In 
doing so, the paper contributes to a small but growing body of scholarship that examines the 
intersection of CSR and the limitations of the law (Buhmann, 2006, 2016; Freedman, 2012; 
Knudsen & Moon, 2022; McBarnet et al., 2009; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 2016). 

The paper presents original findings derived from a strategic approach to gathering insights from 
tax professionals who actively engage with corporate tax as an aspect of CSR. By doing so, the 
paper seeks to understand what this integration entails in practice. The paper contributes to the 
expanding scholarship on the intersection of law, ethics, and tax practices (Alm & Torgler, 2011; 
Doyle et al., 2022; Fatemi et al., 2020; Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017; Scarpa & Signori, 2020) 
and adds to discussions on the relationship between CSR and corporate tax practices (Bird & 
Davis-Nozemack, 2018; De la Cuesta-González & Pardo, 2019; Dowling, 2014; Lanis & 
Richardson, 2012, 2015; Moon & Vallentin, 2019). This study provides insights into an alternative 
approach to corporate tax compliance, contrasting with previous research that has predominantly 
focused on tax minimization as the primary concern (Anesa et al., 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018). 
These findings are enabled by the distinctive nature of the empirical material examined. 

The paper begins by outlining the existing discussions in the literature on corporate tax 
compliance and CSR, highlighting how this study contributes to the conversation with a new 
empirical focus. It then explains how CSR perspectives are combined with the sociology of 
compliance to facilitate the analysis. Third, the paper details the methodology used for data 
collection and the approach to empirical analysis. This is followed by a presentation of the 
findings and analysis in the fourth section. The fifth section discusses the analysis, leading to the 
final section, which offers conclusions and reflections on potential directions for future research.  
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COMPLIANCE PRACTICE: AN UNDERSTUDIED DIMENSION OF THE 
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CSR AND TAX  

This section demonstrates how the literature on corporate tax and CSR or ethics have left 
outstanding an exploration of compliance which is central to tax practice. Secondly, this section 
demonstrates a gap in our knowledge concerning the development among some MNCs that 
corporate tax practice aligns with CSR.  

Corporate discretion of MNCs in relation to tax law has a long interest of scholars (Hansen et al., 
1992; Picciotto, 1992) including how tax law allows for this discretion (McBarnet & Whelan, 
1991).  Legal and accounting literature has explored how corporate tax practice unfolds, including 
the technical terms and workings (Hashimzade & Epifantseva, 2017; Picciotto, 1992; Sikka & 
Willmott, 2010). There appears consensus that corporate tax law is complex and contestable, and 
challenged by taxpayers’ attempts to evade and avoid their tax liabilities (Braithwaite, 2003) 
through accounting technicalities (Sikka, 2010).  

This literature suggests a mindset where the taxpayer (the corporations) merely considers whether 
something is legal and how they can benefit their shareholders (Christensen & Murphy, 2004; 
Latulippe, 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018; Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015), and what technical 
design of the law and regulation is more appropriate in such a situation (Braithwaite, 2003; 
Freedman, 2006; McBarnet, 2003; Picciotto, 2007). For example, Frecknall-Hughes and Moizer 
(2015) divide UK tax practitioners work into “tax compliance” and “tax planning/avoidance 
work”. The latter “involves a definite and deliberate manipulation of the taxpayer’s affairs to 
reduce the amount of tax payable.” (p. 57). Tax compliance is described with the aim “to ensure 
that the reporting of these economic events complies with tax law, but using whatever latitude is 
possible to present the information in the best possible way to serve a client’s interests.” (p. 56).  
This aligns with empirical studies find that ethics among tax professionals in a tax scenario are 
low (Doyle et al., 2013) and that ethics are primarily a concern of risk management for tax 
professionals (Doyle et al., 2009). One study suggests this is due to the law-and-order primacy in 
tax context (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017) and Doyle et al. (2022) examine this further to also 
find that this is not only the case for tax practitioners, but also for control groups.  

Turning to growing literature on corporate tax as a social and institutional practice (Boden et al., 
2010; McKerchar, 2008; Oats, 2012) there is a slighter broader view of tax professionals and their 
skills. This literature finds tax professionals skillfully adapt to a changing regulatory environment 
(Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022; Radcliffe et al., 2018). Studies demonstrates how tax 
professionals are resilient and apt at incorporating changes into a maintenance of their existing 
positions of power (Anesa et al., 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018; Christensen & Seabrooke, 2022), 
yet they maintain a pursuit of corporate tax avoidance (Anesa et al., 2018; Freedman, 2006). 
Radcliffe and colleagues find, “In spite of recent disruptions to tax practice in the form of 
heightened public and regulatory concern over the tax strategies of corporations, many 
professionals continue to see their role as pure tax minimization while remaining within the letter 
of the tax law” (Radcliffe et al., 2018, p. 50). So, while this perspective on tax professionals aligns 
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more with institutional theory’s premise that organizations are subject to normative pressures, 
there are no findings on how this manifest in practice.  

A contrasting, and growing, normative literature suggests that tax should be considered part of 
CSR. This draws on the philosophical relationship between ethics and tax practice, to argue that 
morality of the law is in conflict with corporate tax avoidance (Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017; 
Gribnau, 2015; Lenz, 2020; Ostas, 2020; West, 2018). What should connect CSR or ethics and 
corporate tax is to argued as professional integrity (Hilling & Ostas, 2017), incompatibility of 
corporate tax avoidance with a CSR profile (Gribnau, 2015), the ability of tax and CSR together 
to enable a well-functioning state (Avi-Yonah, 2004), and the sustainable management of our 
commons (Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018) or international development (Christensen & Murphy, 
2004; Jenkins & Newell, 2013). With respect to how this relationship should be managed in 
practice some advocate a “professionally honest” interpretation of the law (Hilling & Ostas, 2017), 
a stress on the moral imperative to follow “the spirit of the law” (Jenkins & Newell, 2013; Moon 
& Vallentin, 2019, McBarnet et al., 2009), and simply to “say no” to tax schemes that do not align 
with business purposes (Avi-Yonah, 2014). This is broadened to encompass corporate governance 
(Christensen & Murphy, 2004; De la Cuesta-González & Pardo, 2019; Gribnau & Jallai, 2017; 
Hillenbrand et al., 2017; Moon & Vallentin, 2019) which is a more classical “beyond the law” 
approach to CSR (Sheehy, 2015).  

However, empirical studies have not yet looked at tax professionals’ practice in this intersection 
of CSR and the law. Empirical studies explore the stakeholders’ varied demands on corporate tax 
practice (De la Cuesta-González & Pardo, 2019; Hillenbrand et al., 2017; Payne & Raiborn, 2018) 
and the role of media (Kanagaretnam et al., 2018; Mayer & Gendron, 2022; Scarpa et al., 2024). 
However, this body of literature, to the knowledge of this author, does not include empirical study 
of how the relationship between CSR and corporate tax compliance is managed in practice by 
professionals.  

To summarize, there is a relevant and growing body of literature that is interested in the 
relationship between the law, business ethics or CSR, and corporate tax practice which can be 
enriched with insights from the tax professionals who claim to be actively advancing the agenda 
that fuses CSR and corporate tax.  

 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK: CSR AND SOCIOLOGY OF COMPLIANCE  

A distinctive feature of corporate tax is its heavily regulated context. While CSR is often viewed 
as extending beyond legal compliance, this paper explores how the realms of compliance and CSR 
intersect. First, this section introduces the specific CSR tradition that the paper draws upon, 
situating it within the broader array of CSR perspectives. Second, it presents the sociology of 
compliance and discusses how this integrates with the CSR perspective to frame the analysis of 
the empirical material.  

This paper defines CSR in a broad manner as “the responsibility of enterprises for their impacts 
on society” adopted from the European Commission (2011). This definition does not separate 
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CSR from business operations, but rather stresses the relationship between corporations’ activities 
in their core function and the impacts these generate for society (Matten & Moon, 2020). This 
broad definition distinguishes itself from traditional and influential perspectives on CSR which 
conceptualize CSR by its voluntary nature and in addition to legal compliance and in addition to 
the profit-making imperative of the firm (Davis, 1973; McWilliams & Siegel, 2011). Considering 
CSR in a broader perspective includes reflecting on the role of government in inducing CSR 
practices (Matten & Moon, 2008) and more recently the clarification of corporate discretion in 
relation to the law (Knudsen & Moon, 2022). Here corporations are dependent on legitimacy 
perceptions of their stakeholders and that these include government and societal actors (Brammer 
et al., 2012; Campbell, 2007; Matten & Moon, 2008, 2020). This allows for considering CSR as 
a type of self-regulation (Brammer et al., 2012; Sheehy, 2015) or even informal law (Buhmann, 
2016) or a precursor to formal law (Cutler et al., 1999). 

This paper, focusing on corporate tax, conceptualizes law as hard law which are usually 
understood as legislation, judicial decisions, and administrative regulations (Selznick, 2003), 
while the broader notion of the “legal order” comprises also notions of soft law (for example 
internationally agreed guidance such as the OECD’s framework for responsible business conduct), 
but also private self-regulation such as CSR (Sheehy, 2015). Compliance can be defined as 
“conscious obedience to or incorporation of values, norms or institutional requirements” (Oliver, 
1991, p. 152) and can mean in this definition compliance with a broader “legal order”. When 
compliance refer specifically to hard law, this paper employs “legal compliance.” However, the 
paper will demonstrate that those boundaries are highly fluid (Selznick, 2003). 

Sociology of compliance is the study of how compliance behavior relates to society (Edelman & 
Suchman, 1997) which connects well with the idea of CSR, although with a stronger focus on 
internal “stakeholders” in organizations as shapers of compliance practice (Parker, 2011) and the 
nuances and dynamics of compliance and the law (Edelman & Talesh, 2011). For sociology of 
compliance the key question is not whether or not you are compliant but how businesses comply 
with the law (Edelman & Talesh, 2011), what motives shape this compliance practice (Nielsen & 
Parker, 2012), and how this compliance is constructed (Burdon & Sorour, 2020). Societal factors 
can thus play a role in the shaping of compliance through affecting the professionals’ motives, for 
example through pressuring certain behaviors to attain legitimacy consistent with institutional 
approaches to CSR (Campbell, 2007; Matten & Moon, 2008). Constructions of compliance have 
been demonstrated to be of particular relevance in areas where the law is vaguely formulated  or 
incomplete  and does not give clear guidance for compliant practice (Edelman, 2016) which is the 
case for corporate tax (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015) including if in pursuit of “the spirit of 
the law” (Freedman, 2012; McBarnet, 2003; Picciotto, 2007).  

Important work in the sociology of compliance has shown that the process of constructing 
compliance often involves subordinating legal ideals to pro-business logics. This has been labelled 
“managerialization” and proven to be consequential for the civil rights movements in the USA 
(Edelman, 2016). This resonates with the description of corporate tax avoidance as “gaming the 
law” by applying the law to the principles of profit-seeking behavior without regard for its original 
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intention or spirit (Picciotto, 2007) or engaging in “creative compliance” (Gribnau, 2015; 
McBarnet, 2003). 

Building on sociology of law, Knudsen and Moon (2022) suggest looking at corporate discretion 
in relation to the law and develop two categories “to conform” or “to enhance” the aim of the 
law/public policy through corporate discretion. These both stand in contrast to 
“managerialization” or “gaming” the law. With relation to corporate tax, “conforming” is the idea 
of paying taxes in relation to the law, because taxes will fund the government and government 
policies also include policies to advance the social good and simply by conforming, the 
corporation is doing CSR.  “Enhancing” is the idea to ensure that the law is implemented to its 
potential and its “spirit” or intention as defined by the lawmakers. The three ways in which CSR 
and legal tax compliance can co-exist in organizations are presented in table 1.  

Table 1: Relation between CSR and corporate tax compliance 

Relation 
between CSR 
and corporate 
tax practice 

Separate (I) 
Co-existing & supporting 

(II) Integrated (III) 

Relation to the 
law  

Gaming the law – “creative 
compliance” or 
managerialization of legal 
ideals 

Conforming with the law –
even the spirit of the law 

Enhancing the law – 
Co-constructed 
compliance with spirit 
of the law and more 

Tax practice  Corporate tax avoidance 
(elevated risk appetite) 

Legal compliance (risk 
adverse) 

Responsible corporate 
tax practice 

Role of CSR  CSR as separate from legal 
compliance and economic 
responsibilities  

CSR in support of business 
objectives 

CSR and business 
ethics relate intimately 
to how corporations 
create value and do 
business – affecting 
legal, operational, and 
economic practices.  

Source: author with input from Edelman, 2016, Knudsen and Moon, 2022, McBarnet et al., 2009 

As presented in this table1, there are different ways in which corporate tax practice can relate to 
CSR practices. The organizational practices can I) co-exist, but be separate and decoupled, II) 
they can co-exist and potentially be supportive of each-other, or III) they can integrate and be 
inseparable from each other. These are the three types presented in table 1 built on ideas from 
CSR literature (McBarnet et al., 2009, Knudsen & Moon, 2022) as well as insights from sociology 
of compliance (Edelman, 2016).  

Bridging CSR scholarship to sociology of compliance enables to stress the external factors in a 
complex and dynamic environment where scholars have been primarily focused on intra-
organizational factors to shape corporations’ constructions of compliance (Parker, 2011). 
Combining these perspectives presents a relevant opportunity examine the external and internal 
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dynamics in the particular context of corporate tax practice which has received much political and 
media attention (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018; Mayer & Gendron, 2022).  

 

METHODOLOGY  

Data has been collected as a theoretical sample (Eisenhardt, 1989) to enquire into the specificities 
of those tax professionals who consider a connection between CSR and corporate tax practice. In 
line with the interpretivist tradition of analysis (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009), the aim of the 
analysis is to reveal impressions and understandings of compliance practice and not to test 
hypotheses (Parker & Nielsen, 2009). Qualitative methods were chosen for their ability to explore 
in depth a new phenomenon of which little is known (Flyvbjerg, 2006) and because the issue area 
is complex and of ethical nature (Reinecke et al., 2016).  

Empirical material 

The analysis draws on 19 semi-structured qualitative interviews with 20 tax professionals. The 
interviewees are selected for their active role, interest, or knowledge in this combination of 
professional worlds of CSR/business ethics and corporate tax. Given the elite status of most 
interviewees (Christensen, 2021), a clear strategy prior to approaching them was employed 
(Mikecz, 2012). This included drawing on the author’s personal network initially, and 
subsequently relying on the snow-ball method. For professional circles it can be advantageous to 
obtain contacts and commitments to interviews when referred through a colleague (snowball 
method) rather than contacting individuals without prior engagement.  

Interviews followed an interview guide (see Appendix A). They were conducted in English or 
Danish language, recorded, transcribed, and translated were relevant. The informants have been 
anonymized, and informed thereof, to ensure most frank and candid conversations. The interviews 
lasted from 45 minutes to 1.5 hours, averaging just under one hour.  

Table 2: Interviews (anonymized) 

Interview Position m/f Industry Headquarter 
Size 
(employees) 

C1 Tax director m MNC – Engineering Denmark 10.000+ 
C2 Tax director m MNC – Energy Denmark 5.000+ 
C3 Tax director m MNC – Engineering Denmark 5.000+ 
C4 Tax director f  MNC – Pharmaceutical Denmark 20.000+ 
C5 Tax director m MNC – Extractives Denmark 20.000+ 
C6 Tax director f MNC – Shipping Denmark 20.000+ 
C7 Tax director m MNC – Publishing UK unknown 

C8 Tax Director f 
MNC - Construction 
products Denmark 10.000+ 

C9 Tax Director f MNC – Foodstuffs UK 148.000+ 
C10 Tax director m MNC – Energy Sweden 20.000+ 



164 

C11 Tax director m MNC – Energy Spain 20.000+ 

C12 Tax director m MNC – Pharmaceutical Denmark 20.000+ 
C13 Head of tax  m MNC - Extractives  UK 20.000+ 
C14 Tax Director m MNC – Energy Finland 19.000+ 
A1 Partner  m Tax advisory UK n/a 
A2 Partner m Tax advisory Denmark n/a 

A4 
Senior tax 
advisor m Tax advisory  Denmark n/a 

A5a Partner m Tax advisory Netherlands n/a 
A5b Advisor f Tax advisory Netherlands n/a 
A6 CEO m Tax advisory Denmark n/a 

 

Table 2 presents the full list of interviewees. The tax professionals are either group in-house tax 
directors for MNCs (14) or tax advisors in senior positions among the most dominant accounting 
firms advising MNCs on tax practice (6). The in-house tax directors have direct responsibility for 
the tax practice of the corporation they work for. Targeting tax directors enabled questions on 
determining strategic orientation and a full overview of the activities of the entire group. Tax 
advisors give advice on such activities and can shape the debate and norms for corporate tax 
practice. They also hold insight from their engagement as advisors to in-house tax departments. 
Moreover, there is considerable professional overlap as most of the informants have professional 
experience from both in-house functions and tax advisory services.  

All interviewees were European, European based, or had worked in a European context. The 
majority in Denmark attributed to the fact that the researcher was located in Denmark and had a 
professional network in Denmark. Northern European countries have a strong CSR tradition 
(Knudsen et al., 2015; Midttun et al., 2015) which aligns with the idea that these organizations 
where these professionals work are where we would expect such pioneering movement to have 
its origins. This is not explored in this paper, but further studies could fruitfully develop 
comparative studies between countries concerning tax practices.  

71.5 hours of participant observation from events targeted at tax professionals, where tax 
professionals (advisors and in-house tax directors) spoke publicly and broached the topic of 
“responsibility.” These events took place primarily in Denmark, but also in Belgium (with a 
European focus) the UK, and online (See appendix C). Participatory observation gave the 
opportunity to observe the tax professionals speak to their peers as the audiences were other tax 
professionals. This enabled mitigation of impression management from the interviews, as tax 
professionals could be observed enacting (or not) the same viewpoints expressed in interviews.  

In addition, desk research on the relationship between business ethics and corporate tax practice 
over time in conjunction with the intense media and regulatory focus on corporate tax avoidance 
culture. This enabled document analysis of publicly available material by a variety of non-state 
actors over the years 2000–2022, as well as background research on the regulatory developments 
from OECD and EU from the years 2012–2021 (please see appendix B for list of desk research). 
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The role of the researcher in qualitative research is a relevant point of reflection (Robinson & 
Kerr, 2015) especially given the author’s prior involvement in the “tax justice movement” and 
that the interviewees were aware of this. This prior role on the one hand allows for knowledge of 
the issue area, existing contacts (Fisher et al., 2021), and the ability to minimize the power 
imbalance between elite professionals and researcher (Mikecz, 2012), yet it also creates concerns 
for impression management (Grodal et al., 2021) especially concerning a sensitive topic such as 
corporate tax practice. To mitigate impression management a strategy to include several data 
sources (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) was applied. However, this does not eliminate the 
connectedness between the researcher and the data (incl. its collection) and the reflexivity which 
this should accompany (Gosovic, 2019) in the analysis of the data (Robinson & Kerr, 2015).  

Analytical strategy 

For the interview material, the process for analysis was neither an inductive nor deductive 
approach to the material, but an abductive approach that allow for a more reflexive approach to 
learning and theoretical development (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009; Robinson & Kerr, 2015). 
The first order of coding when reading the material was descriptive in nature. It captured what the 
content was about in its narrative format. Examples of codes are “compliance,” “tax system 
challenged,” “Government responsibility,” “cultural shift in MNCs corporate responsibility,” 
“corporate governance.” This line of coding led to the centrality of the issue of compliance. 
Building on the descriptive codes and reflecting more theoretically on the findings through an 
interpretive analysis (Yanow & Ybema, 2009) allowed a translation into the concepts known from 
the conceptual framework presented and to combine CSR theory with sociology of compliance. 
Such an abductive analytical approach aligns with the interpretive tradition building on origins of 
hermeneutics that this study places itself in (Yanow & Ybema, 2009). This complements well the 
challenges of doing research into business compliance (Parker & Nielsen, 2009; Wu & van Rooij, 
2021) and complements the literature on tax practice which recognize that tax, and corporate tax, 
is usefully studied from a multitude of methods and philosophical traditions (McKerchar, 2008; 
Oats, 2012).  

 

FINDINGS & ANALYSIS  

This section presents the findings and analysis from interviews in three segments: A) Reflections 
on how corporate tax practice used to be; B) Presentation of the complexity of the question of 
compliance; and C) The components of responsible compliance practice 

A. A past of managerialization of legal ideals in corporate tax practice 

It is clear from tax professionals who identify with linking CSR and corporate tax that this is a 
radically new situation from a not-too-distant past. The past situation was one of less complexity, 
because the agreement was that if it was legal, it was okay.  
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“There used to be the common perception that tax was a legal discipline and there was a right 
answer and a wrong answer, and if you were on the right side (of the law) then it was okay. If 
the legislation allowed for it, it was okay. This has changed completely.” (Interview C6, 2020) 

The center of the focus was compliance with the letter of the law, and nobody disputed this. Some 
tax professionals describe the way in which tax was after thought to the business decisions.  

“Business comes first and then we will clean up whatever it is and try to be as compliant as we 
can.” (Interview tax director C14, 2020) 

This quote expresses that compliance was to the extent possible, although the greater point here 
is that tax came as an exercise after the business decision, because tax professionals would never 
jeopardize the business decision.  

“If I take back to, you know, the beginning of that time and before that… using the legislation as 
written to support a set of facts, that was probably never intended by that legislation.” 

(Interview tax director C9, 2020) 

From this quote there is an illustration of this sense of using the law to support decisions for the 
corporate purpose, rather than regarding the law for its intention and having that as a priority.  

The normality of this situation is apparent from all interviews, and what interviewees consider 
changed the situation is also in agreement: growing public attention to the issue of corporate tax 
planning, but always in the context of legal compliance considerations, as expressed by the 
following quote:  

” For example in London, the beginning of this millennium, maybe 2000 to 2005 this was at its 
height. The structures you created; they were completely outside the intention of the law. They 
were. But nobody believed it mattered. Then some big cases rolled in England, that you should 
pay attention to the intention of the law – and there are court cases were judgements go both 

ways.” (Interview C5, 2019) 

Here is expressed that court cases are being paid attention to, and the way in which courts rule in 
tax cases are also beginning to shift alongside broader societal developments.  

This past practice of using the law to the purpose of the business with no regard for its intention 
or “spirit” changes in the years that follow the financial crisis 2008/2009 also due to the external 
attention to the issue of corporate tax practice.  

“15 to 20 years ago I used to give a presentation when I was at [X] talking about the interest 
the public had in environmental issues. And asking, why is it no one is interested in tax which 

was the case 20 years ago. Totally different situation today.” (Interview tax director C7, 2019) 

As this quote expresses, compared to 20 years ago, today there is a radically different external 
situation concerning corporate tax affairs. The next sub-section describes how in this new context 
compliance intersects with broader legitimacy concerns among those who express a “responsible 
corporate tax practice.”   
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B. The complexity of legal compliance  

The descriptions of how tax professionals manage corporate tax practice today still center on the 
relationship with the law and the notion of being compliant. Although being legally compliant is 
not always straightforward despite the best intentions.  

“When push comes to shove on whether the right amount is paid (in tax) or 
not you only have one tool, and that is whether they are in compliance with 

the rules or not. This can be discussed, and this is why there is so many court 
cases on tax, with the very very complicated ruleset and because we live in a 

very complex world there are always things that can be discussed.” (Interview 
A6, 2019) 

The second point concerning compliance underlined in this quote is that even if someone is 
compliant, there is no guarantee they will avoid being taken to court by tax authorities. There is 
always something “to be discussed.”  

“From my perspective, the greatest role for companies is to keep on the right 
side of the rules ("at holde sig på dydens smalle sti indenfor reglerne”). But 
that is not that simple, because the rules are not simple. A lot of what you do 

is super complex, and when you combine that with some very complex rules in 
three, four or ten countries at once, then it is not so black and white that you 

can print it in the daily press.” (Interview A4, 2019) 

This quote expresses that being compliant is complex in and of itself, and even if one is compliant, 
this might not translate to a very appealing story in the media or to the anticipated ruling in a court 
case.  

Nevertheless, this complexity, being legally compliant still carries an aura of being mechanical 
and uncontroversial. Compliance thus has a dual nature. On the one hand it is a checklist to be 
ticked. Even if, given the complexities of tax law, being compliant, and not least demonstrating 
compliance, can be seen as a challenge and uncertain in itself. Compliance is both described as a 
non-issue, as operational or mechanical, but it is also described as an area of uncertainty, due to 
the complexity of the organizations (MNCs) and operating in multiple jurisdictions each with its 
own intricate legislation.  

What is the reality is that in very complex systems that big corporations are… there is nothing 
that is just right or just wrong. Typically you are in a space where you have say “tchhaa, 

maybe, maybe not, where are we, we don’t know”. (Interview A6, 2019) 

Compliance towards tax authorities remains the front and center concern for the practice of 
corporate tax, and the aim to be compliant is a given. However, compliant behavior and lifting the 
burden of compliance is not always straightforward, as expressed here.  

In addition, given the changing context and shifting stakeholders of corporate tax practice, there 
is a build-on to the operational or mechanical legal compliance: “Being compliant is like the 
minimum. … You need to be compliant. And after that you have choices” (Interview C2, 2019). 
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This is not only about what you do in addition to legal compliance but also about how one chooses 
to be compliant. Among the tax professionals in this study a key reference point for their approach 
to corporate tax practice is to follow the “spirit” or the “intention” of the law:  

“This thing about responsible tax and paying your fair share and not doing 
aggressive tax planning, what I understand by this is that you calculate your 
taxes in accordance with the rules, but also from the intention of the rules. So 
you should make an effort to identify the intention of the rules. You shouldn’t 

take two rules and put them together and get a strange result.” (Interview C9, 
2020) 

This quote expresses that this is potentially not that difficult; one just must make sure “not to get 
a strange result.” Others supplement this by saying that it is not difficult to know, as a tax 
professional, the intention of the law. Rather, the constricting factors have been being allowed to 
apply this by top management, and not be tasked to strive for so-called cost-effective tax practice 
as described above. For all tax professionals in this study, following the spirit of the law is today 
uncontroversial. As expressed in the following quote, there is the perception that this is the most 
common approach today.  

“So, if I think about where we are now, I think most large business would be 
happy to say we comply with the spirit as well as the letter of the law.” 

(Interview C10, 2020) 

While there is agreement on following the intention of the law, there is also a more intangible 
dimension. For some, this is described as doing “normal” tax planning, but this is hard to describe. 

“We have a mandate to do normal tax planning, and then it is up to me and the team to decide 
what is normal tax planning, and what is other tax planning possibilities we can do, but we think 

is tax driven, artificial, doesn’t feel right in the stomach.” (Interview C10, 2020) 

As the quote expresses, ultimately the definition of “normal” comes down to a “feeling,” and in 
this sense it is very subjective and dependent on the individual tax director and their assessment 
of what is normal, which will also depend on their ability to know or assess what other corporate 
tax directors are assessing as “normal.” This places tax directors as central and powerful in the 
relation to tax practice, even when acting on mandate from their top management. The complexity 
of the issue area of corporate tax reduces top management mandates to acting “normal,” however, 
this leaves ample discretion for tax directors to define what that means.   

Others more expressly speak to the idea of a moral dimension to tax practice.  

“… there is an increased awareness on the fact that there is such a thing as 
tax moral. There is definitely something more to it than just whether the rules 

are followed or not, something more is needed in a way.” (Interview A4, 
2019) 
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“It is clear for me, that what I perceive as the legal tax planning practice has 
had or has taken on a moral dimension. This has made it difficult for 

corporations to win sympathy for just having applied the rules that are there.” 
(Interview A1, 2019) 

As both quotes here express, this is related to the fact that the rules, and being compliant with 
those, poorly translates to the wider set of stakeholders that now are present in the debate. The 
latter quote explicitly mentions the idea that corporations seek understanding for their practices; 
they seek to regain some legitimacy, which they saw as lost in the media leaks and vilification of 
some corporations’ tax affairs.  

Some of the tax professionals express some apprehension concerning applying ethics or morals 
to tax practice and compliance, all the while they agree that this is becoming relevant.  

“I think that yes, we consider paying taxes one of the most important contributions to society. 
But I think in this area we sometimes talk about to be ethic, but I don’t like that because I think 

ethic is subjective. It is too subjective. I think it can be absolutely different of views. I think being 
ethical is something that is not very well understood at any time. An ethic is not law. Probably 
the ethic should be behind the law and the law and the legislation should embedded by ethics. 

Whatever ethic it is on each country. But as a taxpayer I need not be worried about ethic, I need 
to worry about being compliant with legislation.” (Interview C11, 2020) 

“(I)f every individual in a tax department has to sit down and do a judgement on the ethical, 
moral, interpretation of a law, then the law will be interpreted in a thousand different ways. I do 

not think that is meaningful either, so I am more of a proponent for a more classical 
interpretation of the law and a tiny layer of moral and ethics.” (Interview C8, 2020) 

Both these quotes articulate the fall back to the comfort zone of “legal compliance” and the 
interpretation of the law as the ideal overriding logic for corporate tax practice. However, as 
articulated above, the complex nature of legal compliance for MNCs in tax practice dictates a 
degree of discretion which makes such a simplification insufficient. Compliance is complex, not 
black and white, and it shifts over time. Staying within the rules and being legally compliant is 
the front and center of tax practice, but it encompasses both mechanical aspects and judgements 
of how this aligns with the law, and with societal expectations. This latter is referred to as a “Daily 
mail test,” indicating the relevance of non-legal stakeholders. Overall, the interviews demonstrate 
that there is scope to be compliant in diverse ways and the discretion for this lies with the 
corporation in question.  

While the law and legal compliance, and in this case the “spirit of the law” is the comfort zone of 
the tax practitioners here, there is also something more clearly “beyond compliance.” This is a 
space where tax professionals are required to define their own approach (that also shapes their 
compliance practice) and allow for them to go beyond what is the requirement of the law.  

“I think it is more about what does it means for you to follow the law. Is it the wording of 
the law or do you also consider the intention? Do you go further than merely following the law? 
This is the old question of when are you a “good citizen,” is it when you follow the law, or is it 
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when you do something extra; engage yourself in the local community, volunteer, assist your 
community, donate to WWF or similar? Does it take something extra? Arguably, in the tax area, 
this is challenging because you cannot simply pay extra, than what you owe, but we have to find 

a way to say: alright, how do we find a way, where we pay the right amount in tax, not too 
much, not too little, and how can we be an active part of society in other ways for example by 

reporting more than what is required. Maybe make it clear there are things we could do that we 
will not. Because it is not our business ethic.” (Interview C2, 2019) 

This quote expresses when operating in a heavily regulated space, there are limits to what one can 
do (you cannot voluntarily pay more tax, for example). However, the quote also indicates that 
organizations can do things that are relevant and beyond the legal requirement, such as reporting 
or being visible about elements not present in their tax practice.  

“It is a move toward governance instead of compliance. Compliance is simply a checklist and if 
you’ve done it then you are okay. Whereas the governance is much more: who takes the 

decision, how do we ensure it is embedded, and how do we ensure we take the right decision. 
Who takes responsibility I suppose governance is about. Who is responsible, who is accountable 
and are we doing the right thing, where the compliance mentality is more of a check box, and as 

long as you can tick the box you are okay.” (Interview A1, 2019) 

These two quotes both articulate the dimension “beyond” compliance and how this relates to 
internal governance practices and how organizations can be “an active part of society” both of 
which are core elements of CSR. The next sub-section presents the dynamics of these changes in 
process that accompany these tax professionals’ contemporary views on tax practices and the 
intersection between CSR and compliance.  

C. Components of responsible tax compliance 

The change process described by the tax professionals of the context, actors, and experience 
leading to the development and enactment of “responsible corporate tax practice” includes both 
internal and external factors. There are structural shifts in the context for corporate tax compliance 
that manifest as external drivers, but also internal organizational changes and new lines of 
cooperation and dialogue within organizations that are relevant for the emergent perspective.  

External drivers 

The scale and pace of legislative change and new compliance and reporting requirements are 
something that all informants consider significant. Most describe this as something that adds to 
the complexity of the legal context, and it is this complexity which is really at the core of the 
concern about compliance.  

“Yes, there has been a whirlwind of changes. Internationally and nationally, 
for everyone in this, besides the global trends, we have a stream of local 
adaptations and local variations and local exceptions that you need to be 

aware of. So, it has become incredibly more complex.” (Interview A4, 2019) 
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Opinions divide on how effective new measures will be in terms of reducing scope for corporate 
discretion in tax practice. Some believe it will stop the most aggressive schemes and initiatives, 
while others point to the newness being overstated and that “… many of the measures contained 
in the BEPS 9 project, were measures already in place prior to BEPS gaining its catchy name and 
title” (Interview A4, 2019).  

A common message among the interviewees is that the political signaling from policy makers is 
important. Clearly, the pace of the legislative change and the political signal this brings is a 
pressure point for rethinking the approach to compliance from being purely mechanical to 
something else: “With the BEPS work there is a number of our advisors who realize that there are 
other things that matter than what is the best technical solution” (Interview C6, 2019).  

Of the drivers non-legal in nature, most of the informants refer directly to the financial crisis as a 
turning point for the public debate on corporate tax affairs. They all refer to the media leaks known 
as “Panama Papers” and “Lux leaks” etc. Most tie this to the context of budgetary constraints, 
which has led to a situation of looking for a “face to blame” for the crisis (Interview tax director 
C10) and moving into factors beyond legal compliance. Everyone agrees that the increased public 
interest and the sensational media stories have significantly shifted the public interest and overall 
environment for the tax planning affairs for MNCs. 

“I think people are as interested in tax as they are in environmental and other 
aspects of corporate behavior. And probably the trigger for that was the 

economic downtown when people started to think about economic issues more 
seriously.” (Interview C7, 2020) 

This quote expresses how tax is seen to have risen on the agenda for corporate social responsibility 
up alongside the environment, and this shift has taken place since the financial crisis.  

What characterizes this public interest is perceived as skepticism and a mistrust in the tax affairs 
of the large corporations. However, the tax professionals also recognize that the mistrust and 
skepticism are not unfounded.  

“And there is a need also, and I think we should all acknowledge that, there 
was a need to improve the compliance standards of large companies. And by 

that, I mean the tax legislation may allow you to do something, but you should 
always stop and ask yourself, okay I can, but should I? Just because someone 

gives you permission to do something, you know, should you do it?” 
(Interview C10, 2020) 

This interviewee describes how there was a need for throwing light at how MNCs practiced 
compliance underlining the intertwining of compliance with practice and societal expectations. 
Given the descriptions above of how tax practice used to be managed as a pure cost reduction 

 
9 BEPS refers to ”base erosion and profit shifting” which is the name of the major reform packaged proposed by 
OECD and negotiated among countries 2012–2015.  
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exercise, this comment recognizes the need there was for an external push to shift the compliance 
standards to a different place today.   

“Because you can have an opinion on who have or do not have a legitimate 
interest, but if people are talking about the tax payments of a corporation, I 

believe corporations have an interest in (being in) that discussion.” (Interview 
C2, 2019) 

From this quote there is a sense of this not being only a choice by corporations; rather the external 
environment, the overall situation, has delivered a new set of stakeholders who are in the debate 
today, whether corporations like it or not. Corporations can have an opinion on whether this is 
right, but at the end of the day, they must decide how best to respond to this situation. The tax 
professionals in this paper have taken the proactive route, while other tax professionals appear 
stuck in “the old ways” of tax minimization (Radcliffe et al., 2018) and struggling to see the 
practical implementation of alternative approaches (Anesa et al., 2018).  

The following sub-section examines how the tax professionals in this paper have made changes 
and enact this pro-active approach to shifting compliance and governance concerning tax practice.  

Internal governance changes 

The individual tax directors play a significant role in shaping the approach to compliance, taking 
steps to change the practice, and creating new governance structures. This starts when a tax 
director takes a new position in a new corporation: “I could easily, but I said this at the interview 
for this job in XX, if you want me to sit and do tax projects (tax optimization), then this is not the 
job for me, I don’t want a job that is just that” (Interview C12, Tax Director MNC). Others 
highlighted the sense of relief when they finally joined a corporation where there was a different 
practice (Interview C4). For most of the tax professional interviewees, they were the ones 
personally to initiate the journey that their employer organization took, as they developed a more 
responsible corporate tax practice.  

Some go as far to say that the entire function of the tax director has changed:  

“I will say, that as a tax director, also a modern tax director, who has to keep up with these 
things, many tax directors today have a different profile than they did 10-15 years ago. Before, 
the tax director, and you will see this among some of the ‘old’ tax directors who are left, it was 
being the brightest in the bunch who got promoted and could run over all the others technically. 
Today you do not need to be the brightest on the technical rules, you have to be a manager – a 
people manager. So, an enormous shift has happened in what type of tax director you see, and 

that I am an example of.” (Interview C8, 2020) 

There is a sense of identification by tax directors, and personal pride, which is expressed in this 
quote with the statement “that I am an example of.” This is a shift away from technically saving 
costs through tax practice, toward managing the governance of a complex organizational practice 
with many different pressures internally and externally.  
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For the management of these complexities, tax professionals point to the internal governance 
structures and the need for agreement upwards in the management hierarchy from the CFO, CEO, 
and board, who all must sign off on the approach taken. Everyone places a “tax policy” as a central 
tool to ensure internal management and accountability, to give practical guidance, and, in most 
cases, also externally signaling the approach the corporation is taking.  

“We feel like we need a tax strategy, why, because it gives us clarity concerning our approach 
in this area. Just like, you can call it an environment strategy, waste strategy, and more. 

Because that way, we take a position on the topic.” (Interview C12, Tax Director MNC, 2020) 

Here it is clear that there are internal benefits (clarity) and a signaling value (taking a position). 
Governance structures create stability and enable the security for the tax director to make 
judgement calls when there are conflicts between cost reduction and taking a “responsible” 
approach. Equally, governance structures downwards to employees across the MNC are 
important.  

“Then you also build a certain culture around this. We actually took it one 
step further, because I told my people in tax functions that they had a mandate 

to say no to something that violates this (principle). I had a code of conduct 
made with five statements, which specified what we did and what we did not 
do, and what they could refuse to do. This was signed by their closest line 
manager all the way up the system.” (Interview C12, Tax Director MNC, 

2020) 

“And our governance bodies, board of directors and so on, they are also involved in that 
process. They are in charge of that policy. They are in charge of taking care of the risks and 
they are in charge of being informed, duly informed so they can manage those risk in the tax 

area too.” (Interview C11, 2020) 

Both quotes underline the function a tax policy has and the buy-in and awareness that is created 
from establishing it and rolling it out internally. Another tax director explains who they consulted 
in developing their responsible corporate tax approach, which was led by the tax department:  

“The entire business. Our businesspeople, operational people, different 
business units, of course the management, meaning the CFO, our CEO, the 
vice presidents for various business units. So, we really discussed this a lot 

and have been into the various details of what it means for us and what effect 
it will have.” (Interview C2, 2019) 

This expression of the variety of internal stakeholders that were involved also testifies to the 
changed nature of tax in corporations. It is no longer an isolated accounting practice for cost 
reductions. For all interviewees, and all tax directors, ownership internally – vertically and 
horizontally – is key to the successful implementation. They are aware that this is a way of doing 
taxes that needs shared agreement and support, both up and down governance chains, within the 
entire corporation. The development of an organizational tax policy is central to this exercise.  
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The salient issues involved in a “responsible” approach to tax include three core elements: 
commitment from top management, a tax policy as manifestation of internal governance and 
ownership processes, and a motivated tax director committed to a principled way of enacting 
corporate tax.  

 

DISCUSSION 

This section is organized around three reflections from the findings and analysis. The first is how 
it is possible to theorize a responsibilization of legal compliance as corporate tax practice 
integrates with CSR. Secondly, how this adds to the existing literature on tax as a social and 
institutional practice as it presents a different way to approach corporate tax compliance. Thirdly, 
this expands the conceptual reach of CSR into engagement with the law. 

Responsibilization of corporate tax compliance 

The findings portrayed a dual nature of corporate tax practice which on the one hand was 
mechanical and operational compliance task, and on the other a complex exercise intertwined with 
expectations of internal (organizational, financial) stakeholders and external legal (the courts and 
regulators) and non-legal (the media, NGOs) stakeholders. The centrality of compliance for the 
tax professionals made it inseparable from the wider societal considerations. The management of 
compliance has become integrated with core organizational elements known to CSR: good 
governance (Christensen & Murphy, 2004; Gribnau & Jallai, 2017; Jenkins & Newell, 2013; 
Moon & Vallentin, 2019) and concern for stakeholders (Hillenbrand et al., 2017; Knuutinen, 
2014; Payne & Raiborn, 2018). These tax professionals did not consider tax practice as separate 
from compliance contrary to prior studies (Frecknall-Hughes & Moizer, 2015) Rather the shifts 
in tax practice as something which would shape compliance, as well as considering legal 
compliance as the frame for what was possibly to commit to in a tax policy. Therefor corporate 
governance and management components become shapers of legal compliance, as well as they in 
themselves demonstrating elements “beyond compliance”. This process of shaping compliance in 
this case by CSR can be theorized as responsibilization of legal compliance, which has identifiable 
organizational components as shown in figure 1.  
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Figure 1: The key components in responsibilization of legal compliance 

 

 

 

Source: author 

Figure 1 presents a visual overview of the core components in the responsibilization of 
compliance described as related to external environmental pressures and the compliance practice 
for the tax professionals in this study. Tax directors are central to defining the approach but are 
dependent on support from the top management to understand the consequences and endorse the 
mandate for the practice. Critical are also management tools to roll out the approach wider in the 
organization. There are thus both critical vertical and horizontal lines of this figure and the tax 
director is centrally placed. 

Top management awareness and attitude: this means both giving a mandate to take an approach 
that considers more than the letter of the law and signing off on a policy that enacts that in practice. 
Thereby taking responsibility for the corporate tax practice to be aligned with the organizational 
culture of CSR.  

Reframed tax director role: the technical skills have been delegated or outsourced, and the role of 
the tax director is to be a people manager and a liaison between the top management (sometimes 
a part of the top management) and also have an awareness of the external environment and take 
accountability for the corporate tax policy and its enactment.  

Substantive responsible tax policy: while tax policies of MNCs have been criticized for being 
“boiler plates” or empty shells (Quentin, 2018), they can also be practical and critical tools in 
managing a practice that requires a clear direction and mandate. In the case of responsibilization 
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of tax compliance, the tax policy is substantive and is used as an everyday tool to navigate 
complex decisions.  

Figure 1 visualizes the relation between external changes in the environment of organizations of 
legal and non-legal nature to the impact on tax compliance practice. This translates through the 
components of management support, tax director, and the organizational tax policy. Here tax 
professionals realize tax compliance as a complex process beyond risk assessment co-constructed 
by the wider institutional environment and organizational values and culture (Suddaby et al., 
2010) such as the approach to CSR (Weaver et al., 1999). It is an example of how organizations 
take responsibility for how they engage the law rather than delegating the responsibility for 
organizational practice to the “letter of the law” or simply regarding tax as a profit center 
(Frecknall-Hughes et al., 2017).   

New facets of tax as social and institutional practice: compliance as integrated with CSR 

We can position this responsibilized compliance practice on a spectrum related to CSR 
corresponding to the table 1 presented above. Figure 2 (below) moves table 1 from theory to 
practice and focus on the relationship between compliance and CSR, adding a dynamic dimension. 
Freedman (2012) has also suggested there to be a spectrum for tax practice; however, she suggests 
a spectrum of tax avoidance from more to less aggressive. Figure 2 here goes beyond this.  

Figure 2: Spectrum of tax compliance relationship with CSR 

 

 

Source: author 

This spectrum ranges from I) a pure focus on the law and its letter, through II) a practice which 
adheres to a professional decency concerning the intention or spirit of the law and presents as risk 
adverse, to III) tax compliance integrated with CSR. Position III this paper explored in detail and 
corresponds to a “responsibilized” corporate tax compliance practice. The spectrum should be 
seen as dynamic represented by the arrow at the bottom of the spectrum. What will influence 
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where an organization sits on the spectrum consists of external and internal factors. External 
factors include how regulatory standards change over time (Picciotto, 2022). Secondly, 
organizational culture and values will influence how CSR is considered within an organization as 
something separate from, to support, or integrated with corporate purpose (confer table 1) and 
likely also change over time (Matten & Moon, 2020). In addition to these external and internal 
factors there might be individual organizational experiences with media exposure, risk adverse 
board members, or dependence on government contracts or public procurement.  

Additional institutional factors such as legal traditions or cultures of engagement with 
stakeholders are likely to also play a role. In Scandinavian countries there is a longer tradition of 
a more “implicit” CSR where a responsible approach is emanating from the institutional 
environment of organizations (Matten & Moon, 2008). The tax professionals contributing to this 
paper all identify with and are associated with organizations who have high profiles in CSR. They 
are also located in countries, the vast majority in Denmark, where CSR is highly regarded and 
carries long traditions for engaging stakeholders (Gjølberg, 2011; Strand et al., 2015). Future 
studies could explore these geographical and cultural differences further including whether the 
different legal traditions of common law or civil law systems might have a relevance for how 
organizations construct compliance.  

CSR and the law 

While not all legislation allows for scope for interpretation (Wu & van Rooij, 2021), in the case 
of corporate tax it is particularly pertinent (Freedman, 2012) and in conceptual and practical ways 
present challenges for CSR (Dowling, 2014; Moon & Vallentin, 2019). This paper has explored 
in detail the intersection with the boundary of the law as one of those challenges (Dowling, 2014). 
Tax compliance integrated with CSR presents a practical example of “CSR for the law” 
(McBarnet et al., 2009) or the idea for corporate discretion to “enhance” the law and the intention 
of the government who made the law (Knudsen & Moon, 2022). The responsibilization of 
corporate tax presents how CSR interacts with legal, operational, and technical requirements of 
the business organization and represents an “entire business” approach to CSR (Matten & Moon, 
2020). This underlines the point that CSR is also dynamic, and changes alongside societal 
dynamics and the influence of these dynamics are reflected in the social constructions of 
compliance (Burdon & Sorour, 2020; Parker & Nielsen, 2009).  

However, critical across the spectrum in figure 2 is the corporate discretion for interpreting the 
rules. There remains an accountability challenge also related to responsible corporate tax practice 
(Freedman, 2018; McBarnet et al., 2009) and the “free rider” potential (Jenkins & Newell, 2013). 
The notion of “the spirit of the law” has its own interpretive challenges (Picciotto, 2007, Schmidt 
& Buhmann, 2020; Van de Vijver, 2022) and more so, can it be questioned if corporate 
governance elements and a consideration of CSR delivers an accountable result. This outstanding 
accountability issue adds further to the task ahead for effective corporate tax legislation 
concerning MNCs and their particular characteristics which transcend territorial borders of 
traditional hard law (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018). Following the trajectory of CSR and 



178 
 

corporate tax in practice among professionals might provide future case studies on the relationship 
between CSR and hard law (Buhmann, 2006, 2016; Sheehy, 2015).  

 

CONCLUSION  

This paper has presented an empirical exploration of how tax professionals manage the integration 
of CSR and legal compliance in corporate tax practice. It has looked explicitly at those tax 
professionals who identify with connecting the two issue areas to be able to explore how these 
conflicting agendas come together and shape constructions of compliance.  

This paper presents empirical evidence to this literature on a more complex relation between the 
law, ethics, and tax practice aligning with a growing normative literature arguing for its relevance. 
This is a shift from a focus on the letter of the law and legal formalism to a corporate tax 
compliance practice integrated with CSR that goes beyond adhering to “the spirit of the law”. The 
paper positions this approach on a spectrum of compliance practices, ranging from conflicting 
with CSR, to co-existing with CSR, to being fully integrated with CSR. This presents a relevant 
contribution to literature on corporate tax practice of tax professionals who uniformly portray tax 
professionals as in pursuit of tax minimization where ethics are at best a risk assessment. 
Nevertheless, the persistent level of corporate discretion raises questions of accountability for 
corporate tax practice, and points to persistent challenges for more effective and precise legislation 
to be articulated, which is a longstanding debate concerning tax legislation (Freedman, 2006; 
McBarnet, 2003; McBarnet & Whelan, 1991). 

The paper introduces the concept of the responsibilization of legal compliance, theorizing that tax 
directors play a pivotal role in this process. Supported by top management, they operationalize 
tax policies shaped by organizational culture, CSR commitments, and external pressures. 
Responsibilization reflects how organizations take responsibility for their engagement with the 
law in their compliance practices. 

The paper delivers a timely and relevant contribution to a developing body of research on 
corporate tax as a social and institutional practice. It presents compliance as relevantly explored 
through qualitative methods to capture the nuances of the social construction (Parker & Nielsen, 
2009; Wu & van Rooij, 2021). Through its analysis of the relationship between compliance and 
CSR it offers insight into how some professionals are changing organizations’ practices adapting 
to new stakeholder demands and the different ways organizations comply with regulation. This 
underlines the intersection between CSR and the law, which is a developing line of scholarship 
for CSR theory and practice. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Interview guide 

Intro by me: 

- Information; recording, anonymity, GDPR 
- Introduce myself 

Questions: 

Basic: 

- State your name and current position in the company and maybe a little on your 
professional journey – how long in this position, where were you before? what 
education? 

- You are responsible for operations in how many countries? 
- Where is your company headquartered?  

When and what?  

• As a tax director, how do you see the developments internationally around corporate 
taxation of MNCs? What is happening and why is it significant from your perspective?  

• Reflecting back over the years you have been working professionally with tax, can you 
describe what you think has changed?  

• Which actors? 
• How does it relate to compliance?  

On your experience as organization (corporations): 

• Can you describe your tax approach?  
o Would you consider your policy/approach as “responsible? What do you mean by 

that?  
• Who are the relevant people involved internally (or externally)? 
• Any relevant material that comes to mind in relation to this topic that you have used or 

found useful/inspirational? (GRI, UNGC, UNGP, DI, Government, others?)  
• What has been activities/actions directed externally?  
• Who do you see as the relevant actors on this agenda in the broader field? Who 

participates in the debate? 
• Why is not just regulated by law?  
• How do you think being “responsible” beyond compliance impacts your relationship 

with tax authorities?  

Finally 

• How is tax different from other “CSR” issues? 
• How do you think/expect this agenda to interact with development of policy/hard law? 
• Any points, concluding remarks you want to raise?  
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• Who else should I speak to in your view?  

 

Thanks very much 

ENDS 
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Appendix C: observations 

2017  What event Hours 

25-okt Meeting with Danish Standard for scoping meeting on developing a fair tax 
mark in Denmark 1 

2018     

10-jan Public debate about tax avoidance in Danish Parliament with presence of 
Spotify 1.5 

28-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
12-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
29-okt NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 

05-nov Academic conference on “Tax and CSR,” University of Copenhagen, 
Denmark 7 

2019     
08-maj Academic conference on Corporate income tax, CBS, Denmark 3.5 
14-jun Presentation by Academic G. Zucman on “the hidden wealth of nations” 1 
26-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 

10-sep Annual meeting of Danish Accountants Association with the theme “trust in 
Danish business” 

3 

16-sep Meeting CSR Sweden steering group on corporate tax, Lund Sweden  5 
23-sep NGO/Business meeting in UK 3 
26-sep Danish Accountants association seminar: future of tax advisors 3 
08-okt Academic conference “project tax havens,” Aalborg University, Denmark 7 
29-okt Academic seminar on tax and CSR, CBS, Denmark 2 
28-nov Inauguration speech by Tax professor at CBS Peter Koerver Schmith 1 

2020     
29-jan GRI launch tax standard (online, UK) 1 
19-feb Tax day Accountancy Europe, Brussels, Belgium 6 
27-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 2.5 
27-maj Network Meeting on tax and CSR (online, Denmark) 2 

2021     
08-jan Conference responsible tax by law firm (Denmark) 3 
02-feb ESG and tax event by PWC Netherlands 1.5 
09-feb ESG and tax event NASDAQ KPMG Denmark 1 
10-jun PRI event 1 
10-nov CBS event tax and morality (academic) 1.5 
12-nov DANSIF responsible tax event 1 

2022     
10-feb Shareholder activism event on tax  1 

Total   71.5 
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Paper 3: Legitimacy of private governance for corporate tax 
 

ABSTRACT 

A growing number of private governance initiatives are emerging to promote responsible 
corporate tax practices supported by diverse private actors. These initiatives increasingly tie 
corporate tax to corporate social responsibility (CSR). Given that taxation is core to the modern 
state and an exclusive state prerogative, this development raises questions about the legitimacy of 
such private governance initiatives and their implications for the public governance of corporate 
tax. This paper analyzes the sources of legitimacy of this emergent mode of private governance 
for responsible corporate tax practice as a way to gain insight to the political role of private 
governance and advance our understanding of the dynamics between public and private 
governance in the context of corporate tax. Grounded in the findings the paper theorizes how 
private governance can crowd in public governance, meaning how the symbolic expression of 
private governance enables more political space for public governance.  

Key words: corporate tax, MNC, private governance, legitimacy, CSR 
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INTRODUCTION 

Due to various media leaks and investigative reports by journalists and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) there is increased public awareness that MNCs are escaping national tax 
rules through the strategic use of accounting practices (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018), reducing their 
tax bills significantly. While such corporate tax avoidance — defined as “the minimisation of 
one’s tax liability through legal means” (Gracia & Oats, 2012, p. 308) — is not necessarily illegal, 
it is increasingly portrayed as a significant challenge to the (public) governance of MNCs’ tax 
affairs that has proven difficult to solve through public policy initiatives (Rixen & Unger, 2022). 
In this context, some MNCs begin to portray their corporate tax practice as linked to corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) and various private governance initiatives have emerged to promote 
responsible tax practices, including a standard for voluntary global reporting on tax (GRI, 2019) 
and an NGO certification scheme (Fair Tax Mark, 2014).   

The rise of these private governance initiatives—rules or regulations and decision-making 
mechanisms that are dominated by private actors in pursuit of some collective goal (Eberlein et 
al., 2014)—corresponds to observations from other issue areas where private governance emerges 
as a response to governance gaps or market failures (Fransen, 2012).  However, as tax is so heavily 
regulated by public governance and closely connected to sovereignty of the modern state (Bartley, 
2018; Rixen & Dietsch, 2015), this raises pertinent questions concerning the space for, and 
legitimacy of, such private governance emergence. Corporate tax is a heavily rule driven and state 
governed issue area (Rixen & Unger, 2022), and any private governance emergence would have 
the potential to undermine or challenge the legitimacy and efficiency of such public governance.  

Legitimacy and legitimation dynamics are considered relevant for understanding the role and 
emergence of private governance (Cashore, 2002). However, existing efforts to theorize the 
interaction between public and private governance do not explicitly cover legitimacy (Cashore et 
al., 2021; Eberlein et al., 2014; Knudsen & Moon, 2022). As a result, while the potential for 
competition for legitimacy among private governance initiatives is widely recognized (Fransen, 
2012), little remains known about the competition for legitimacy between public and private 
governance initiatives and its consequences, especially in the context of governance issues where 
states have undisputed governance mandates. This leads this paper to articulate the research 
question:  From what sources do private governance initiatives on corporate tax practices derive 
their legitimacy, and with what implications for the public governance of corporate tax? 

In order to investigate this research question, this paper draws on a theoretical sample of 
qualitative empirical material concerning the emergence of private governance of corporate tax 
practice. Desk research on the phenomenon of linking CSR to corporate tax from 2000 to 2021 is 
supplemented with observations and interviews with the key actors in the development of the 
governing standards, principles and reporting frameworks which make up a private governance 
for corporate tax.  

The main findings from the analysis are that there is a consistent private governance approach to 
corporate tax supported by multiple private actors. While it is still small in scale in terms of the 
number of MNCs it covers it is consistent and growing over time. The legitimacy sources are 
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found to be intertwining when it concerns moral and pragmatic legitimacy, while the cognitive 
legitimacy of existing corporate tax practices and governance appear to be challenged. The 
emergent private governance for corporate tax makes direct, and indirect, reference to public 
governance. These findings present how private governance has implications for public 
governance through its symbolic presence and the legitimacy shifts it reveals.  

The study of the legitimacy of private governance of corporate tax and its implications for public 
governance is a timely and relevant contribution to the study of global tax governance growing in 
volume and complexity (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018; Rixen & Dietsch, 2015; Rixen & Unger, 2022). 
Moreover, the paper provides insight into legitimation dynamics of private governance in the 
context of a heavily regulated area of public policy central to the modern state and thereby 
contributes to advancing our understanding of private governance in theory and practice in face 
of contemporary challenge of effectively governing one of the most powerful organizations of our 
time; the MNC (Ruggie, 2018).  

The paper is structured as follows. The first section situates the research question in relation to 
literature on corporate tax governance and more specifically the literature on private governance 
and legitimacy. Then follows a description of the methodology including what sources of 
empirical material were collected for this paper and how they were analytically treated. The paper 
then moves to presenting the findings and analysis. The discussion follows in a separate section 
also pointing to avenues for future research before concluding the paper.  

 

THE GOVERNANCE OF CORPORATE TAX – WHAT ROLE FOR PRIVATE 
GOVERNANCE?  

This section situates the research question in the existing literature on corporate tax governance 
and private governance. Currently private governance literature is not well connected to tax 
governance literature.  

Corporate tax avoidance by MNCs as a challenge for state regulators is a topic which has been 
around for a number of years (Braithwaite, 2003; McBarnet & Whelan, 1991; Picciotto, 1992). 
While opinions differ on the gravity of the impact, there is general agreement in literature that this 
arises from a challenge for national legislation to effectively govern the international character of 
MNCs’ operations and power (Christensen & Murphy, 2004; Freedman, 2012; Ruggie, 2018) 
linked to the technical expertise of tax professionals (Christensen, 2021; Picciotto, 2022). 
Literature has increasingly moved to focus on the possibility of improving global governance of 
MNCs tax practices and the challenges that lie in this (Christensen & Hearson, 2019; Rixen & 
Dietsch, 2015; Rixen & Unger, 2022). In the literature on the governance of corporate tax, the 
changing policies of the state remain the central context (Eccleston & Elbra, 2018; Roland & 
Römgens, 2022, Christensen & Hearson, 2019, table 1 p. 1070; Picciotto, 2022, Gelepithis & 
Hearson, 2021).  

The role and influence of private actors in tax is well established as an “integral part of governance 
processes” (Webb, 2006) at various stages of the policy cycle (Porter & Ronit, 2018). Global tax 
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governance is portrayed as dominated by corporate interest and power (Gelepithis & Hearson, 
2021; Ruggie, 2018) guided by legal and shareholder maximizing principles (Christensen & 
Murphy, 2004; Latulippe, 2018, Mikler & Elbra, 2018). This contrasts with private governance, 
as defined in this paper, which literature on global tax governance has so far neglected the 
relevance of (Rixen & Unger, 2022). Literature has only briefly treated aspects of its emergence 
such as the role of transparency (Alstine & Smith, 2018; Freedman, 2018; Oats & Tuck, 2019) 
and questioned any legitimacy that might arise from private governance efforts by corporate actors 
(Kellow, 2018).  

Governance is an umbrella term that can be understood at the same time as a process and a 
structure or form to give direction to practice achieving collective goals (Eberlein et al., 2014). 
The more specific notion of private governance is rules or regulations and decision-making 
mechanisms that are dominated by private actors and differentiate itself from public governance. 
An important premise in this paper is that governance is not a zero-sum game where one 
governance form cancels out or retracts from another (Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein, 2019; 
Ruggie, 2004), but rather that governance forms are entangled and interact in various ways 
(Cashore et al., 2021).  

Scholars have theorized the responses of states to private governance (Marques & Eberlein, 2021) 
and how private governance in areas of legality regimes become “grounded” in public regulation 
(Bartley, 2022). Studies have also explored how the state can influence or encourage private 
governance (Gulbrandsen, 2014) and CSR (Gond et al., 2011; Knudsen & Moon, 2017). Eberlein 
and colleagues (2014) set out that private governance can interact in various ways with other 
regulatory actors. This can lead to situations of competition, coordination, cooptation, and chaos 
and lead to different effects. While their main concern is the impact on social and environmental 
conditions, the authors suggest to also look at “the effects of interactions on the regulatory 
capacity and performance of actors in a regulatory space” (p. 13). A more explicit focus of how 
CSR (which in the aggregate can be considered private governance (Brammer et al., 2012; Sheehy, 
2016)) interacts with public policy is found in more recent literature (Knudsen & Moon, 2022, 
Cashore et al., 2021). Moon and Knudsen (2022) have explicit focus on how CSR can be 
supported in various strengths by public policy, and how CSR can support in various degrees 
public policy. Similarly, Cashore and colleagues (2021) have focused on the two-way interaction 
between private governance and public policy. They, however, broaden the analysis to look at this 
in the “governance sphere” which they argue: act as sites of contestation and problems solving 
and through which legitimacy, authority, and problem solving are produced, and affect, both in 
positive and negative ways, the ability of governance in general to address enduring 
environmental and social challenges” (p. 1179).   

This paper picks up central elements from this existing literature on interactions with a focus on 
the insights to be gained from analyzing sources of legitimacy. Moreover, this paper shifts the 
focus from existing public policy (as the output of government) (Cashore et al., 2021, Knudsen 
and Moon, 2022) to the regulatory capacity of governments inspired by Eberlein et al (2014). This 
allows for a discussion of regulatory capacity and competition through the central concept of 
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legitimacy of governance modes and conceiving private governance as political (Bartley, 2014; 
Graz, 2022).   

Legitimacy is defined as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 
beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). This definition allows for the view of legitimacy 
as a process (Suddaby et al., 2016) and as something that is construed between different social 
actors. To operationalize the relationship of legitimacy to private governance the paper relies on 
the differentiation between types of legitimacy by Suchman (1995). There can be functional, or 
strategic, aspects to organizational behavior to achieve legitimacy (pragmatic) as well as there can 
be elements which are so engrained that the alternative is hardly conceivable (cognitive) (p. 575-
577). While moral legitimacy is the idea that there is such a thing as “the right thing” (p. 579). 
From the perspective of legitimacy as process, each type will be constructed through complex 
social interactions (Suddaby et al., 2016). 

Legitimacy is central for private governance, as it is what makes governance effective without 
other enforcing powers (Cutler et al., 1999). This paper takes up this central role of legitimacy to 
enhance our understanding of the interactions between public and private governance.  

Legitimacy has been explored in detail for private governance (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Black, 
2008; Bowen, 2019; Cashore, 2002) and demonstrated how private governance can compete for 
legitimacy (Fransen, 2012). Legitimacy is thus recognized as central for private governance 
(Cashore et al., 2021; Eberlein et al., 2014; Ruggie, 2018). However, it has not been explored in 
detail in relation to its role in shaping private governance interactions with public policy. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Sampling strategy 

The interest of this paper is to understand the emergence of private governance for corporate tax, 
the legitimacy challenges such initiatives face, and the relationship between private governance 
and the governance context such initiatives develop in. Understanding the legitimacy challenges 
that private governance initiatives experience requires in-depth insight into both the initiatives 
themselves and their governance context, as well as access to the actors driving such initiatives. 
Furthermore, conceiving legitimacy as a process, access to observations of social interactions has 
been considered essential. Therefore, a strategy to gather a theoretical sample of empirical 
material from sources of different kinds – documents, interviews, observations - that give insight 
to the specific phenomenon in question (private governance of corporate tax) has been designed 
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Geddes, 1990). Given the novelty of the phenomenon and the 
centrality of tax to the modern state the focus on studying the phenomenon in detail is merited 
(Fisher et al., 2021).  

The selection of private governance initiatives and appropriate informants and events for 
observation was informed by the pre-existing knowledge of the researcher. This was strongly 
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guided by my professional expertise and experience working with NGOs and tax experts on these 
specific issues in a previous role, which can be advantageous for studying a new phenomenon 
(Fisher et al., 2021). This professional expertise not only permitted me to identify relevant key 
actors but also established a knowledgeable starting point for approaching interviews which is 
recognized as advantageous when conducting “elite” interviews with expert professionals on 
complex issues (Mikecz, 2012). It also enabled an entry point into the desk research on the topic 
as key terms and publications were already known to the researcher. Onwards from this pre-
existing starting point, concerning interviews, was applied a snowball strategy with the outset in 
the initial key actors identified as central. This was based on two considerations. Firstly, that those 
with most knowledge of who were relevant to interview is held by those people already involved. 
Secondly, to access “elite” actors in a close-knit professional community personal rereferrals were 
critical to widen the data collection.   

Empirical material 

The strategy facilitated the collection of 42 qualitative interviews, more than 1000 pages of desk 
research, and more than 70 hours of participant observation at events for or with tax professionals 
and other actors involved in the emergence of private governance for corporate tax (which 
included a broader focus on terms such as “business ethics and corporate tax”, “CSR and corporate 
tax” as “private governance” is rarely deployed as a term in practice).  

Given the recognized difficulty of gaining access to elite networks, (Mikecz, 2012) the 
geographical spread of the interviewees is centered on Denmark, where the author is located and 
have an existing network of contacts for corporate tax which presented a particular opportunity 
for access (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Reflecting the fact that corporate tax is a transnational 
issue, the networks I accessed resulted in interviews with tax- and non-tax professionals from 
OECD countries (Denmark, Sweden, Spain, The Netherlands, UK, and USA). The corporate 
actors are tax directors for MNCs (13) or tax advisors (9) or CSR professionals (9). The non-
corporations are the investors (6) and NGOs (7) (appendix A). Interviews were semi-structured, 
and informants were anonymized to ensure most frank conversations. The interviews lasted from 
45 minutes to 1.5 hours, averaging just under one hour conducted in English or Danish language.  

The desk research aimed to uncover what initiatives exist to understand to what extent they come 
together as a form of “private governance”. This includes data gathering steps and analytical steps 
to select material to focus on in the analysis. There was a process to search broadly among publicly 
available material (on the internet) for publications linking CSR and corporate tax. This excluded 
newspaper articles and material which was not in English or Danish language. Newspaper articles 
were excluded as the focus was on locating material that could act in a “governance” capacity and 
not reporting on developments or perceived facts. Language requirements were applied for 
practical reasons. In addition, the interviews and attendance at events were used for information 
gathering on which publications were made reference to or considered as “best practice”. The 
final full selection covers material from policymakers and material produced by private actors 
aiming to influence policymakers or concerning the tax practice of multinational corporations 
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over the years 2000–2022. Combined it comprise more than 1,000 pages (please see appendix B 
for full list).   

In addition to desk research on published material and interviews to gather viewpoints on 
specifical issues, empirical material was gathered from observation of events. This method was 
chosen to give insight to how actors, MNCs, NGOs, investors identified from the desk research 
and from prior knowledge to the relevant actors, would interact with each other. This allows 
insight into the atmosphere among actors, are they collaborative or conflictual, and whether 
viewpoints are shared and mutually supported, or whether their different approaches are in 
competition. Defining legitimacy as a process (Suddaby et al., 2016) necessitates gaining an 
understanding of the interaction between actors and viewpoints, and at events this can be observed 
in an organic manner compared to posing direct questions at interviews or attempting to read 
between the lines in publications. Observations at events were focused on the specific issue of 
CSR and corporate tax as the main, or a significant, part of the agenda, and not events generally 
on corporate tax governance. The observations take place primarily in Denmark, but also in UK, 
Sweden, and Belgium (including online events) from the years 2017–2021 and amounts to more 
than 70 hours of observation (appendix C). Observations also allowed triangulating the 
information gathered from interviews and from desk research in terms of attribution of importance 
to events and written materials.  

Data treatment and analytical strategy 

The different sources of empirical material were subject to their own analytical processing. 
Interviews were coded with the help of Nvivo. Interviews were divided into “corporate actors” 
(inclusive of tax advisors and CSR advisors working in the for-profit sector) and non-corporate 
actors. Both groups were subject to initial thematic coding, and subsequently a second order 
coding to identify over-arching themes. The first order of coding when reading through the 
material was descriptive in nature and captured what the content was about in its narrative format. 
Examples of first order codes are “relation to government,” “cultural shift in MNCs corporate 
responsibility,” “technical versus political.” Thematic coding resulted in three over-arching 
themes for both groups of interviews: origins, dynamics, and meaning. Alongside the coding 
process was the development of the theoretical framing as an iterative process of revisiting data 
and analysis while developing the theoretical frame (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). This resulted 
in the final focus on legitimacy as an operationalization of the analysis which led to a revisiting 
of the interview material and the final analytical structure as presented in the paper drawing 
primarily from the interview material “meaning” as it was devoted to exploring the content of the 
private governance. However, from “origin” and “dynamics” there were also drawn analytical 
findings.   

The written material from desk research (appendix B) was separated into core material pertaining 
to the connection between CSR and contextual material. Within the core material the key reference 
documents as identified by the researcher and by interviewees were identified. These key core 
documents were analyzed in a comparative manner to explore the content of the private 
governance which resulted in table 4. The remainder of the material informed the governance 
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context and major events framing the private governance initiatives. Both the observations and 
the desk research are informed by the interviews who have given context and confirmed the main 
events and material that these tax and non-tax professionals consider significant.  

From observation at events handwritten notes were taken and transferred to a file afterwards. 
These notes included select quotes but mostly analytical impressions of the atmosphere and tone 
of discussion and main narratives, as well as the interaction patterns between different actors.  

Reflexive approach  

For this paper, appreciation of the central role of the researcher (Grodal et al., 2021) is particularly 
evident as the author has been involved with the research topic in a previous non-academic role. 
This personal background has allowed for unique access to the network of relevant actors, but 
also poses challenges in terms of the already central role of the researcher in qualitative research 
(Gosovic, 2019) as well as impression management considerations (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 
2007). The paper addresses this with three initiatives. Firstly, the presentation in this section of 
the strategy for gathering material and analytical approach provide a degree of visibility into the 
analytical process, which is always important for qualitative research (Ahrens & Chapman, 2006) 
which is highlighted by the background in the practical field of the author of this paper. Secondly, 
particular attention to reflexivity concerning the collection of material and the analytical process. 
This materializes as an awareness of the role the researcher plays in relation to the material in 
question and the analytical process (Gosovic, 2019; Robinson & Kerr, 2015). Finally, the ability 
to triangulate the sources of empirical material also allows for a way in which to reflect on the 
analytical conclusions (Rheinhardt et al., 2018; Rouse & Harrison, 2016).   

Limitations  

This paper examines a group of actors and organizations purposefully chosen for understanding 
the phenomenon, however, it limits the ability to make strong claims about the general prevalence 
of private governance initiatives or their broader perception. There is evidence that other (and 
likely most) MNCs exercise a strategic and instrumental approach to tax management (Anesa et 
al., 2018, Radcliffe et al., 2018, Picciotto, 2022). This is a relevant context to bear in mind, and a 
relevant expansion of the findings in this paper would be to look at what extent there is uptake of 
the private governance among MNCs in quantitative terms, and who are the MNCs and what are 
their defining characteristics including exploring the question of geography in more detail as it is 
established that institutional environment for organizations matter for their engagement with CSR 
(Gjølberg, 2009; Matten & Moon, 2008) and that Nordic countries and Scandinavia, where most 
of the material for this paper is gathered, has a particular tradition for CSR (Midttun et al., 2015; 
Strand et al., 2015).   

 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS: LEGITIMACY OF PRIVATE GOVERNANCE OF 
CORPORATE TAX  
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This section presents the findings and analysis of the empirical material. This is presented in two 
parts. The first part explores private governance for responsible corporate tax by outlining a shared 
content, the actors involved, and the characteristics of governance. The second part identifies and 
analyses the role of and changes in legitimacy.  

I. Private governance for responsible corporate tax practice 

Although the original idea to connect CSR to corporate tax practice appear in 2000 (Oxfam, 2000) 
it is the years 2015–2019 where the central initiatives connecting CSR and corporate tax come 
into being. These years, key publications shape the agenda and form basis for activities and events 
that bring together corporations, tax advisors, investors, academics, and non-state actors (see 
appendix C). Central initiatives are CSR Europe, a business interest organization, in 2016 begin 
work with their members on CSR and corporate tax. Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI), 
an initiative of responsible investors, in 2014 begin roundtables with MNCs to understand the 
risks and challenges of corporate tax avoidance. In 2015 three NGOs (Oxfam, ActionAid, and 
Christian Aid) release a joint discussion paper called “Getting to Good” which sets an influential 
tone in the debate on CSR and tax (author’s interviews). In 2018 twelve MNCs sign up for “a new 
bar for responsible tax” (B-team, 2018) which has since grown to 24 MNCs (2022). In 2019 was 
the adoption of the GRI 207 tax standard supported by investors, tax professionals, and NGOs 
(observations).  

Central themes and content 

All of the initiatives by various actors (industry representation, investors, multi-stakeholder, 
NGOs) share themes of content framing the relations between CSR and corporate tax. Table 1 is 
a comparison of the key initiatives and demonstrates the overlap in the ideas and content.  

Table 1: Comparison of initiatives in the private governance for responsible corporate tax 
practice  

Initiative 
name 

ActionAid, 
Christian 
Aid, Oxfam 

PRI Fair Tax Mark B team GRI 

Title of 
main 
document 

“Getting to 
Good” 

Engagement 
guidance on 
corporate tax 
responsibility 

Fair Tax Mark 
Criteria Notes – 
UK-Based 
Multinational 
Standard 

“A New Bar 
for 
Responsible 
Tax” 

GRI 207: Tax 

Author/Ow
ner 

NGO coalition Investor association MSI (NGO led) MSI (business 
led) 

MSI 

Form Discussion 
paper 

Guidance note Criteria for 
certification 

Principles Reporting 
standard 

Year 2015 2015 2014 (updated to 
global standards 
2021) 

2018 2019 
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Overarchin
g message 

Tax 
responsibility 
is a process, 
and it connects 
to 
governments’ 
ability for 
policy reform 

There is a need for 
further disclosure – 
it’s a process of 
continuous 
improvement 

There is a need for 
greater 
transparency  

Drive best 
practice, but 
retain a strong 
focus on 
importance of 
compliance 

Tax is material 
to organizations 
and should be 
subject to 
greater reporting 
- core or 
comprehensive 

Main 
principles 

Transparent, 
assess impacts, 
process in 
dialogue 

Policy, governance 
& risk, performance 

Pay the right tax, 
in the right place, 
at the right time 

Approach to 
tax 
management, 
relationship 
with others, 
reporting to 
stakeholders 

Management 
approach, 
disclosure + 
topic specific 
issues 

Tax is more 
than a cost: 
a social 
contract and 
central for a 
stable 
society 

A source of 
investment in 
the 
progressive 
fulfilment of 
human rights  

Tax related to 
overall profitability 
and economic 
impact on society 

Tax is an issue of 
qualitative 
importance that is 
central to business 
culture and 
practice all the 
way through the 
supply chain  

Tax is vital to 
fund the public 
services and 
infrastructure 
that are critical 
to societies 

Taxes are 
important 
sources of 
government 
revenue and are 
central to the 
fiscal policy and 
macroeconomic 
stability of 
countries  

Role of the 
state: central  

Corporations’ 
engagement 
with 
responsible 
corporate tax 
is key to 
achieve a 
fundamental 
policy reform  

The state has 
regulatory power 
and there are risks 
from being tax 
aggressive and 
benefits from being 
tax responsible 

Firms should seek 
to induce public 
trust in the tax 
system  

Effective tax 
systems matter 
for the growth 
of 
modern and 
inclusive 
economies 

Public reporting 
supports trust in 
tax systems. Tax 
transparency 
also informs 
public debate 
and supports the 
development of 
socially 
desirable tax 
policy 

Risk 
assessment 

Tax avoidance 
creates risks 
for 
corporations – 
minor part 

Reputational, legal 
and 
financial risks posed 
by aggressive tax 
planning – very 
central 

More 
transparency in 
tax assist in risk 
mitigation  

Tax incentives 
market base 
and rule 
governed 

Perception of tax 
avoidance can 
have negative 
impact on 
others, and lead 
to regulatory 
effects 

Tax as CSR Build internal 
system for 
impact 
assessment 
and resolve 
any negative 
impacts 

Tax policy explain 
relation to 
stakeholders, 
company's license 
to operate and 
corporate values 

Tax is more than a 
quantitative issue 
about the amount 
of tax paid but is 
actually an issue 
of qualitative 
importance that is 

No, but will 
make data 
available for 
governments 
to do impact 
assessments of 
tax incentives 

GRI standards 
are a mechanism 
to report on 
impacts 
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central to business 
culture and 
practice all the 
way through the 
supply chain. 

Compliance
: Going 
beyond legal 
requirements
, yet 
respecting 
compliance 

Yes, ensure, 
economic 
activities align 
with tax 
liabilities 

Yes, for example, 
disclosure of 
corporate tax 
structure incl 
transfer pricing 
issues and 
demonstrate 
business driven 

Yes, as legal 
minimum 
standards do not 
respond to the 
questions broader 
stakeholders has 

Yes, for 
example, 
transparency 
of entities, not 
use tax havens, 
pay tax where 
value is 
created  

Yes, but do not 
specify content 
except for 
country-by-
country 
reporting 

Relation to 
stakeholder
s:  more than 
tax 
authorities 

Publicly 
disclose tax 
payments 
detailed, open 
format, in all 
countries, so 
that 
stakeholders 
can understand 
it 

Declare relationship 
with stakeholders 
and impact on tax 
policy 

Deliver an 
approach to 
business all 
stakeholders can 
trust 
Being responsible 
should give a 
boost to those 
business 

Transparency 
on tax 
incentives, 
policy, 
advocacy, etc. 
More 
explanatory 
than data 

Public reporting 
increases trust 
and enables 
stakeholders to 
make informed 
decisions. Have 
a policy.  

Relationshi
p with tax 
authorities: 
a key 
stakeholder 

Work with tax 
authorities 
also on non-
public 
disclosures 

Process to deal with 
ambiguity + 
disclose disputes 

Implicit, but 
centrality is 
relation to wider 
stakeholders 

Cooperative 
with tax 
authorities – 
no disclosure 
publicly 

Have an 
approach to tax 
authorities 

Data 
transparenc
y  

Country-By-
Country 
Reporting 

Country-By-
Country Reporting 

Country-By-
Country 
Reporting 

No Country-By-
Country 
Reporting 

Corporate 
governance 

Policy and 
board sign off 

Detailed incl 
whistleblower 

Central 
components: tax 
policy, named 
director 
responsible  

Board 
responsible, 
policies, 
mechanisms, 
education 

Governance 
principles incl. 
Policy, risk 
appetite, relation 
to economic 
impact and 
business 
strategy 

Sources: author compilation based on ActionAid et al. (2015), PRI (2015), Fair Tax Mark (2014), 
B-Team (2018), GRI (2019) 

Table 1 presents the content and key information of the central initiatives connecting CSR and 
corporate tax. The table enables identifying common headings of the initiatives. Some of these 
headings denote traditional notions of tax. Compliance remains central as does the relation to the 
tax authorities and the recognition of the state as the sovereign actor in setting tax policies. There 
are also new aspects such as the central role of dialogue with stakeholders alongside the 
recognition that tax is more than a cost, the essential role of information which stands in contrast 
to a past of a corporate practice shrouded in secrecy and opacity, and a focus on a process for 
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continuous development. Finally, the initiatives all have a clear focus on management practice 
and governance which are central elements for CSR. Although the structures of the initiatives 
differ in character from principled content (business led as the B-team, or NGO as the “Getting to 
Good” by three major NGOs) to certification (Fair Tax Mark) and the hinging on established 
credible multistakeholder initiatives (GRI).  

There is an identifiable private governance of corporate tax practice for the public good 
recognizing tax as more than a cost and responsible corporate tax as in support of stable tax 
systems. It is, however, a compilation of initiatives and individual corporate support and not one 
coherent governance structure or process.  

There are diverse actors involved in the emergence of private governance for responsible 
corporate tax practice. Social justice NGOs such as Oxfam and ActionAid are some of the most 
visible actors who engage in both campaigns to delegitimize and expose corporate tax avoidance, 
and they have also explicitly worked to change corporate behavior through dialogue initiatives 
and influencing material (ActionAid, 2015; observations). Investors also played an active part in 
developing and advocating for the idea of responsible corporate tax (see PRI, 2015, 2018) through 
convening roundtables and framing the discussions. As one tax advisor describes the central role 
of both NGOs and investors:  

“I think in general, and this is not to take anything away from the role of the NGOs, but 
all of the sudden you have institutional investors with all their funds saying we will only 
invest where we believe in it.” (Interview tax advisor A6, 2020) 

Policymakers appear to have the least active presence in the emergence of private governance for 
responsible corporate tax practice. The examples of government initiatives are not considered 
central for the private actors involved in the development of private governance. For example, 
none of the corporate actors believe the UK requirement for large corporations to publish a tax 
strategy (HM Revenue, 2016; Knudsen & Moon, 2017, 2022) or the OECD guidelines for MNCs 
(2011) to be meaningful in advancing the relation between CSR and corporate tax.    

Critical to private governance are the MNCs. From 2015 onwards there are examples of individual 
MNC practices connecting CSR and corporate tax (Vodaphone, 2017, Maersk, 2016), in 2018 the 
B-team’s initiative is supported by MNCs (twelve well-known brand names in 2018 and slowly 
growing in numbers), and in 2020 there are early adopters of the GRI standard for corporate tax 
(Observations). Although the numbers are small, they are growing, and there is undoubtedly 
corporate support for the private governance of corporate tax.  

The next section explores what legitimation dynamics – moral, pragmatic or cognitive - this 
private governance form brings and what implications this has for the (public) governance of 
corporate taxation.  

II. Legitimacy of emergent private governance 

The legitimation dynamics for the private governance are several and some align while others 
conflict. This sub-section demonstrates how there are moral and pragmatic legitimacy building in 
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the private governance and these increasingly align and converge. This, in turn, challenges the 
cognitive legitimacy of traditional corporate tax practice and by implication the public governance 
they have been subject to.  

Mutually supportive moral and pragmatic legitimacy  

All actors express how private governance meets their ambitions and aims and attributes in a form 
of pragmatic legitimacy. For NGOs the private governance of MNCs accepting corporate tax as 
part of their CSR is not the end goal, but rather one strategic piece in a more long-term agenda. 
NGOs also stress skepticism about the actual change in practice among corporations but 
appreciate the signal value from corporations to influence policy makers.   

In the big picture, I am not sure how much the promises and policies from corporations, 
their increased responsibility, means. However, in the purpose of creating a dialogue, an 
acceptance and recognition from corporations that there is a challenge and that they have 
to be part of addressing this, this paves the way for legislation and for more effective 
initiatives, more than their corporate responsibility. … (t)his does something for creating 
the space for political action. (Interview N4, NGO advisor, 2020) 

What is expressed here is that the private governance might not have a large impact on individual 
behavior or even on tax payments.  At the same time, it is critical that corporations say they want 
to be part of the solution. This is then expected to translate into political action for legislation.  

Tax professionals anticipate the opposite trajectory of supporting private governance, as the 
following quote expresses:  

The way I see it is that the corporations and the tax advisors on the one hand have a role 
in re-establishing the trust [in corporate tax practice]. As long as we do not have trust the 
politicians will be driven by input from various interest organizations, the society at large, 
journalists, then the politician will seek to force more transparency. (Interview A2, Tax 
advisor, 2019) 

This is illustrative of the view that if trust is not restored in corporate tax practice, through for 
example private governance initiatives, it is likely to lead to further public regulation. Therefore, 
it can be said that there is a pragmatic interest from private corporate actors to engage in private 
governance where they themselves have a larger scope of influence than through further public 
regulation.  

Investors appreciate the functionality of the private governance as access to more detailed data 
that enables better risk assessment. This derives from a concern that the regulatory environment 
was not effective enough and material risks are left unregulated. Therefore, an interest grows from 
investors to get more information from MNCs.  

While shareholders tend to have a view that, in general, that companies should make 
profits, if they are using aggressive tax minimization in that process it might results in 
unintended consequences, create reputational issues, governance issues, impact on 
profitability even over the long term. The main issue for us is that, as universal owners, 
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tax is a systemic issue for some of the investors as well.  We have seen some positive 
movements in terms of tax regulation. OECDs work is sort of really pertinent and they are 
doing a great amount of work, but the changes that are flowing through are relatively not 
as effective as we would like, and we know that there are problems that continue to exist. 
(Interview I1, Investor, 2019) 

This position connects the motivation for seeking information and setting up activities to engage 
MNCs on their tax practices to a concern for lack of effective regulation directly mentioning the 
OECD soft law work, which translates into hard law in the individual states.  

As for NGOs the motivation for private governance connects to public governance, as one director 
explained;” …more than anything, it is about moving the space for political action” (Interview 
N4, NGO representative, 2020). How private governance connects practically to enable such 
political space is succinctly captured in the following quote:  

“…when you start getting sets of data [on tax] you can start having better conversations 
as society or constituencies to say well, this is legal and we are not necessarily saying the 
organizations are doing anything wrong, but is this acceptable? And if it is not acceptable, 
is this something that needs to be changed from a policy point of view, from a legislative 
point of view, from a just, maybe commonly accepted, ethically point of view?” (Interview 
MSI O4, 2020) 

This quote explains how information, or “sets of data” becoming available through private 
governance commitments enables insight into evaluation of public policy, and thereby also 
enlarges the scope for shaping future policy agendas. Private governance is challenging a public 
policy, which is maintaining a culture of opacity and secrecy inherent to the corporate tax culture 
(Picciotto, 2007, 2015).  

However, it is more than a pragmatic legitimacy that is gained from encouraging private 
governance of corporate tax. The moral aspects intersect with the pragmatic as private governance 
is seen as a steppingstone towards a fair and legitimate tax system. This also connects to a critique 
of the values underpinning the existing system. As expressed by an NGOs representative: “… 
(T)ax is not just about funding and whatever our politicians and the general public want to fund, 
it's at its core about morality, justice, about democracy.” (Interview N5, NGO representative, 
2022).  

Investors also portray how pragmatic and moral legitimacy are intertwined. Investors describe 
how, initially, their involvement was driven by a classical risk approach. Over time, the narrative 
investors publicly exert link corporate tax to sustainable development and stable and prosperous 
societies, which is a particular social model, and even considerations of “fairness” and a more 
structural concern for stability, which they admit they even struggle to define themselves 
(observations, 2021).  

“It is becoming increasingly clear that a fair and efficient tax system is instrumental to 
address sustainability challenges and ensuring financial stability. It is in investors’ 
interest to consider how corporate taxes contribute to stable, well-functioning socio-
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economic systems that help to achieve investment returns and the SDGs.” (PRI, discussion 
paper, 2021) 

With this, investors’ pragmatic legitimacy concerns overlap with the moral legitimacy of “doing 
the right thing” as expressed in this quote which refers to the sustainable development goals and 
“a fair… tax system”. Investor interests are being served by a moral private governance.  

Corporate tax professionals also recognize the “fairness” dimension that is still outstanding 
pertaining to the global governance framework: “There is also a fairness aspect to this debate as 
well as the underlying tensions between source and residence 10 countries and how to fix that and 
allocation of taxing rights” (Interview C9, Tax director MNC, 2020). Or as the B-Team (2018) 
states in the foreword to their principled document: “As global leaders, we want to lead a drive 
towards fairer, more transparent tax systems, supported and upheld by business.” (B-Team, 2018, 
p. 1). Although, as acknowledged by investors, no one, at this point, defines what “fair” or “fairer” 
means. This signals a role for the private governance in shaping the norms of a future tax system.   

This also stems from an awareness of how corporate practices are perceived, is influencing public 
governance:  

“It was a combination of changes to the rules and changes to perceptions [of corporate 
tax practices]. When changes in perceptions happen, it rubs off on politicians, and 
politicians make the rules, and this is how it goes. We are still in the midst of this process.” 
(Interview Tax advisor A6, 2020) 

This view is a clear illustration that it is not only the rules that are changing, but it is also the 
attitude towards the aim and purpose of tax practices that are shifting. This attitude “rubs off” on 
politicians which leads to further changes in the “rules” meaning the tax legislation. This tax-
advisor also indicates the presence of a more subtle process of shifting norms and attitudes 
connected to the cognitive legitimacy of past practices and governance structures. It becomes 
apparent that the moral and pragmatic legitimation of the private governance for responsible 
corporate tax stands in opposition to tax practice hinged only on tax law. Moral and pragmatic 
legitimacy becomes challengers of a cognitive legitimacy, which was previously unquestioned, as 
the next section explores.  

Challenging cognitive legitimacy of past practices and governance structures 

Exploring motivations for engaging in private governance by corporate and non-corporate actors 
reveals the desire to present a credible alternative to past practices. Pushed by media and NGOs 
shining a spotlight on what was previously the norm for tax practice and framed by a financial 
crisis where missing tax revenue appeared more critical.  

Describing the background for the emergence of the private governance and exploring the 
motivations for participating actors in more detail reveals that this responds to a criticism of a 

 
10 Source and residence countries refer to the status relevant for tax purposes. Often the division falls along the OECD 
(where MNC would be headquartered) versus rest of the world (where the MNC would have activities/resource 
extraction/production).  
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practice that was falling from grace. This shift is for MNCs connected to the role of corporations 
in society following the financial crisis. MNCs experience a sense of being blamed for the crisis, 
and this is the context for the criticism of corporate tax practices. 

“I think a contributory factor at the time was that it seemed a bit faceless the global 
financial crisis. Nobody was really sure who was responsible for it. So, it never really felt 
that anyone, I think, was held to account. In that type of environment, it made it very easy 
to start to look at who can we blame. And by this I don’t mean to say that large businesses 
are blameless.” (Interview C9, Tax Director MNC, 2020) 

As expressed here, the questioning of the legitimacy of existing corporate tax practices is 
exacerbated in a wider context of issues for large corporations. The quote is speaking to corporate 
tax practices and explicitly says that corporations also had something to answer for, but the context 
in which this was raised was conducive for criticism of corporate practices. In particular, the series 
of media leaks beginning in 2011, known as the “Luxembourg leaks,” (or “lux leaks”) exposed 
the considerable scope for corporate tax minimization by MNCs as clearly stated in this quote:  

“The big lens light was of course the publication of the lux leaks papers. That was what 
changed everything. If people say that before they were looking into their tax policies and 
strategy they are just lying, they were not. There was not one multinational seriously taking 
tax as a corporate governance issue before the publication of the lux leaks.” (Interview 
A5, Tax advisor, 2020) 

The Luxembourg leaks was particular because they did not only reveal corporate practices to 
minimize tax, but how this was enabled by formal agreements with the Luxembourg state. 
Interviewees describe a past where the main guiding principle for tax practice was the formal 
rules, and in many cases endorsed by tax authorities and courts of law. One tax director highlights 
the primacy of legal compliance: “… back in the 1980s and 1990s, everything was legal unless 
the court told you otherwise. This was the starting point. There were rules, and anything that 
wasn’t considered illegal was okay.” (Interview Tax advisor A4, 2020).  

Ultimately, the corporate tax practices that the private governance stands in contrast to are 
facilitated by a tax system governed by states through public governance. However, as expressed 
above, in the private governance for responsible tax there is acknowledgement that states are the 
central and legitimate actors to set direction and regulation for tax practices and the “tax system”. 
The private governance plays a role in ensuring support for a “system”. There is thus a duality to 
this as the starting point for private governance of corporate tax is the inefficiency or inadequacy 
of the existing governance situation which led to undesirable practices. This is visible in the 
criticism of the reform initiative known as BEPS 11 led by the OECD and supported by 
governments of the OECD and the G20.  

 
11 BEPS stands for “base erosion and profit shifting” as reference to the consequences of, and activities involved in, 
corporate tax avoidance which “shifts” profits from a high-tax country to a low-tax country and thereby erodes the 
tax base of the high-tax country.  
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“I think the BEPS project was something that made relatively minor changes to the tax 
system. Actually, they were [the changes] revolutionary in many ways, and they were very 
harmful in some ways, and they were very positive in other ways. But it didn’t change the 
fundamentals of the system. (...)It certainly didn’t solve the problems… It was a bit of a 
sticking plaster.” (Interview C13, tax director MNC, 2021) 

Or as expressed by NGOs:  

“…the crucial task of redesigning and renegotiating rules (internationally, regionally and 
nationally) that are fair and coherent – and doing so with the participation of the global 
community – will not be quick or straightforward. For the foreseeable future, therefore, 
companies will continue to face an international tax environment of inconsistent and 
incomplete regulation which offers huge scope for arbitrage and the minimization of tax 
payments, to the continuing detriment of those who depend on tax-funded public goods.” 

Opinions are split on the effectiveness of the reform proposals of the BEPS, and what is expressed 
in both these quotes is a recognition that not everyone believes it to be an effective solution. The 
existence of private governance articulates a need for governance that is not currently fulfilled by 
public governance. This has implications for the legitimacy of the prerogative of the state in tax 
governance.  

The moral and pragmatic legitimacy inherent to the private governance stands in contrast to, and 
conflict with, the cognitive and pragmatic legitimacy that past corporate tax practices focused on 
legal compliance have enjoyed. With this, the private governance also challenges formal laws as 
prescribed by the nation state as the only legitimacy governance framework. The following table 
2 summarizes the difference between traditional corporate tax practice and the emergent private 
governance for responsible corporate tax practice.  

Table 2: Comparison traditional tax practice and “responsible tax practice” 

 Responsible corporate tax practice “Traditional” corporate tax 
practice 

Defining 
principle 

Corporate tax is contribution to 
society and central to stable and 

prosperous societies 

Legal compliance as guidepost and 
tax as a cost to be minimized 

Interest 
orientation Collective: Public goods Individual: Shareholder value & 

Legal compliance 

Legitimacy  Moral & Pragmatic 
 

Cognitive & Pragmatic 
 

Characteristics 
Transparency, dialogue, inclusive 

(acceptance of new legitimate 
actors) 

Opaque, oriented towards tax 
administrators, exclusive 

Relationship to 
the state 

Supporter of the public authority on 
tax, yet challenger of its current 
effectiveness and prerogative 

Public regulator only authority 
with prerogative for governance 
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Governing 
principles and 

structures 

The law 
Societal acceptance/CSR 

MSIs (GRI, B-team) and more 
informal structures (PRI, NGOs)  

The law (formal) 
Fiduciary duty 

Tensions 
With shareholder maximization 

With legal principles 
With public authority 

With public sentiments 
With CSR 

 

Table 2 presents a summary of the findings and analysis presented as a comparison between the 
emergent private governance for responsible corporate tax practice and the alternative (dominant) 
practice of corporate tax. In this presentation it becomes apparent that interest orientation and 
guiding principles have traditionally been oriented towards individual organizational goals and 
not wider public goods. It stresses that there has been no private governance prior to the emergence 
of private governance for responsible corporate tax. Organizational goals and interests have been 
served by a practice that was guided by the law and shareholder value, and cognitive legitimacy 
processes left it unquestioned.  

Overall, the findings and analysis present that there is a private governance mode for corporate 
tax which stands in contrast to alternative, existing, corporate tax practices. This private 
governance challenges norms and ideas inherent to traditional views on corporate tax practice, 
which were previously left unquestioned notably the public authority being the only authority, and 
tax being simply a cost to be minimized for MNCs. Analyzing legitimacy relations has enabled 
insight to how private governance emerges as an alternative to existing corporate practices, yet 
with significant implications for public governance scope for regulatory efficiency and potential.  

 

DISCUSSION 

This section makes three points: Firstly, it argues the relevance of legitimacy in private 
governance in relation to public-private governance dynamics. Secondly, it theorizes how private 
governance in this case can be understood to be crowding in public governance. The third point 
is how the findings of the paper enable a more holistic analysis of the political dynamics of global 
tax governance as a contribution to existing literature.  

The legitimacy of private governance  

Existing private governance literature reaches into management and organizational literature to 
understand governing structures and effectiveness of initiatives (Cashore et al., 2021; Murphy, 
2020). The focus is often on the relation between private governance and existing public policy 
(Cashore et al., 2021) and impact on identified environmental and social issues (Eberlein et al., 
2014). Recent review of the literature presents that private governance should focus on its 
functional role in a well-defined problem orientation (Cashore et al., 2021). Even scholarship on 
the political role of the organization tends to focus on the mechanisms of organizing and governing 
structures (Rasche, 2015; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011) and not foreground the interaction with public 
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authority. Studies of legitimacy of private governance have been focused on individual examples 
(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Cashore, 2002) and not been connected to the interaction with public 
governance. The tensions between types of legitimacy can indicate historical transitions of social 
institutions (Suchman, 1995) and, therefore, how legitimacy analysis is a relevant tool to reveal 
the political nature of private governance (Bartley, 2018; Graz, 2022). 

This paper mends this gap, as it foregrounds the legitimacy relationships that are shifting as private 
governance emerges and demonstrates how legitimacy shifts are related to the balance between 
governance dynamics. The legitimate aspects of private governance should be understood in its 
context of alternative governance modes, and not as isolated to the private governance initiative 
in questions (Cashore, 2002, Cashore and Bernstein, 2007). Moreover, as the findings 
demonstrate, analyzing legitimacy sources of private governance bring insight to the inter-action 
of private and public governance concerning an issue or problem, which a focus on the 
contribution to impact on the problem in question does not facilitate to the same degree. 
Legitimacy is connected to the functionality of private governance initiative itself, but it is relevant 
beyond the private governance initiative itself and can reveal insight into a larger context of 
political dynamics concerning an issue area and its governance mechanisms.  

This focus on legitimacy in relation to inter-actions between governance actors demonstrate how 
organization studies can add significant insights from its knowledge of organizational dynamics 
and processes to literature on private authority (Cutler, 2002; Hall & Biersteker, 2002; Porter, 
2008) and on the political power balance between the state and the private sector (Strange, 1996), 
states and civil society (Bartley, 2014, 2018; Graz, 2022), and the power of corporations (Ruggie, 
2018).  

Theorizing the interaction of private and public governance 

This paper suggests that we can theorize how private governance relates to public governance. 
The defining part for what relation it brings lies in the legitimacy observations. In this case of 
corporate tax, we observe moral and pragmatic legitimacy that the new private governance carries 
indicate a sense of stability, while the way in which it challenges the cognitive legitimacy of 
existing governance structures and practice for corporate tax indicate greater change. This private 
governance for responsible corporate tax challenges the cognitive legitimacy of existing norms 
and attitudes to corporate tax practice. Such a change trajectory needs to be resettled (Suchman, 
1995) and points to an instable situation which will cascade further dynamics.  

Theorizing outcomes of such a resettlement reveals the political role of private governance in a 
dynamic governance context. We can distinguish between private governance that is crowding in 
further public regulation, as in this case. Or the opposite, private governance as crowding out 
public regulation. Crowding in public governance happens when private governance does not 
overtake public governance but paves the way for more public governance. We observe in this 
case how private governance makes direct reference to the primacy of public governance, the 
importance of compliance, the central role of the state, and even by reference to the impact of 
governance on the capacity of the state (through tax payments). This is more over supported in 
the findings, but the primarily symbolic nature of the private governance. Several of the 
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supporting actors directly question its immediate functionality in terms of securing more tax 
payments but highlight the relevance for securing policy space and thus the political signaling. 
The legitimacy of the private governance initiative is not in its output or functionality, or in its 
set-up and “input” of voices being heard, but in its relationship to public governance and support 
of future public governance solutions. Therefore, it is seen to crowd in further public governance.  

On the contrary, crowding out is when private governance takes a distinct functional role and does 
not advocate any dynamic relationship with public governance. Crowding out rests on no intended 
interaction with public governance and a more static solution. It would not involve shifting or 
challenging legitimacy positions between governance actors.  

This theorizing suggests that not only does private governance play different roles in relation to 
existing public policy (Cashore et al., 2021, Knudsen and Moon, 2022) and policy making cycle 
(Eberlein, 2014), but its political nature and inherent political contestation (Bartley, 2018, Graz, 
2022) elevates this to agenda-setting and has implications for the separation of powers between 
states, markets, and civil society (Bartley, 2018; Ruggie, 2018). This suggest that corporations, as 
other non-state actors, are practicing an enlarged political role (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011) which 
manifest through their engagement in private governance (Rasche, 2015) as well as their 
individual practices linked to CSR (Broek, 2021; Knudsen & Moon, 2022).  

Conceiving private governance as the collective expression of CSR (Sheehy, 2015) also brings 
insight to the role of CSR in overcoming some of the limitations of the institutional features of 
the law as governance modality (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018; Sheehy, 2016). This includes the 
territorial limitations that the law has. This goes beyond conceiving of CSR as a precursor to 
public law (Buhmann, 2016) or a functional supplement to the shortcomings of national law 
(Ruggie, 2018) but brings forth the political influence and nature of CSR and the political role of 
the corporation. The private governance – as a consortium of initiatives - of corporate tax does 
not consistently articulate what the public governance solution is to be, however, it clearly 
supports the public governance to be extended beyond its shortcomings that it has today, which 
has led to the emergence of private governance.   

This paper has not explored in depth the origin of the challenge of corporate tax avoidance as 
practiced by MNCs but applied a simple definition that places it within the legal limits of the law, 
but in conflict with the spirit of the law. Exploring the ability of the law to mend the gap between 
the so-called “letter of the law” and “spirit of the law” and the role of territoriality is beyond the 
scope of this paper, but a relevant context to understand in more depth for future studies of the 
legitimacy, relevance and functionality of private governance of corporate tax practice. This 
challenge of the law to achieve effective governance of MNCs is acute for corporate tax practice, 
but also other corporate practices where the organizational form of the MNC challenges the 
institutional features of the national law (Ruggie, 2018).  

Appreciating private governance dynamics in global tax governance  

This paper delivers an empirical exploration of the way in which CSR becomes part of a solution 
to the challenge of corporate tax avoidance through the idea that private governance is crowding 



214 
 

in public governance. This takes the conceptual and normative literature on CSR and corporate 
tax (Bird & Davis-Nozemack, 2018; Dowling, 2014; Moon & Vallentin, 2019) into the 
organizational and governance dynamics through the focus on legitimacy of private governance.  

While the emergent private governance for responsible corporate tax is still small in scale, the 
theorization of how it can crowd in public governance and how the legitimacy dynamics indicate 
social shifts. This elevates the relevance, despite the modest size, for our understanding of the 
dynamics of global tax governance which has neglected this development of private governance 
(Kellow, 2018; Picciotto, 2022; Rixen & Unger, 2022). The private governance presented in this 
paper presents a normative fragmentation (Oliver, 1992) in established norms concerning 
corporate tax practice as the technically focused commercially driven practice founded on legal 
and shareholder arguments (Latulippe, 2018; Mikler & Elbra, 2018; Rixen & Unger, 2022). It 
raises questions of why some tax professionals in this case of private governance align with NGOs 
and public goals, where other tax professionals persist in their focus on legalistic arguments 
(Latulippe, 2018) and tax minimization (Anesa et al., 2018; Radcliffe et al., 2018). The findings 
here indicate that there might be a relevance of the CSR tradition of the Nordic and European 
countries where in the MNCs in this study are located (Matten & Moon, 2008; Midttun et al., 
2006; Strand & Freeman, 2015). Further studies could explore this question of boundary condition 
of participation in private governance for responsible corporate tax, as well as its growth (or not) 
over time.  

Tax is a hyper-regulated space with multiple governance layers (Christensen & Hearson, 2019; 
Gelepithis & Hearson, 2021; Picciotto, 2015; Rixen & Unger, 2022; Roland & Römgens, 2022). 
Yet, states are limited to focus on regulating legal form of organizations within their territories 
and MNCs’ practices challenge this (Ruggie, 2018). This leaves the discrepancy between what is 
formally regulated and what the public sentiment is calling for (Knuutinen, 2014; Picciotto, 2022) 
where private governance and its political nature continues to be relevant to explore as an 
expression of how CSR can complement and interact with the traditional governance modality of 
the law (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018; Schmidt & Buhmann, 2020). Tax remains a relevant 
issue-area of testing theories and practices of regulation (Rixen & Unger, 2022) including the 
“softer” modes of regulation such as CSR and the way in which it interplays with (global) public 
regulation (Buhmann, 2016; Ruggie, 2018).   

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper delivers an analysis of the legitimacy of private governance for responsible corporate 
tax and its implications for public governance. It finds moral and pragmatic legitimacy prevalent 
in the emergent form of private governance and how private governance for responsible corporate 
tax challenges the cognitive legitimacy which has surrounded the public governance of corporate 
tax and corporate tax practices. Literature to date has not explored in detail the way in which 
MNCs, investors and NGOs consider corporate tax as a part of CSR and constitutes a form of 
private governance. The paper provides insight into public-private governance dynamics, as well 
as to the dynamics of global tax governance. This shift and conflict between legitimacy types 
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could indicate the role of private governance in pushing forward a historical transition for 
corporate tax governance.  

The paper theorizes this as private governance which crowds in public governance as a 
contribution to the evolving scholarship on the interactions between private governance and public 
policy. This concept of crowding in – which can be juxta posed to crowding out – operates at a 
more macro level and in relation to agenda-setting for political progress for public goods rather 
than in relation to existing public policy. This advances private governance beyond the functional 
aspects in relation to existing set of policies or legislation already tabled for a given problem 
orientation, but rather for the scope of political possibilities available for complex challenges.   

This paper constitutes a relevant and timely contribution to enhance understanding of the complex 
governance challenge to effectively govern the MNC and the role of private governance in 
contemporary governance dynamics concerning the effective taxation of MNCs.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Full list of interviewees (anonymized) 

Interview Position Years 
exp. 

Industry m/f Headquarter
/location 

A1 Partner  20+ Tax advisory m UK 
A2 Partner 20 Tax advisory m Denmark 
A3 Tax director 35+ MNC - Pharmaceutical m Denmark 
A4 Senior tax advisor 20+ Tax advisory  m Denmark 
A5a Partner 20+ Tax advisory m Netherlands 
A5b Advisor <5 Tax advisory f Netherlands 
A6 CEO 20+ Tax advisory m Denmark 
A7 Lawyer/advisor 15 Industry Representation m Denmark 
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A8 Accountant/advisor 15 Industry Representation m Belgium 
C1 Tax director 20 MNC - Engineering m Denmark 
C2 Tax director 10+ MNC - Energy m Denmark 
C3 Tax director 20 MNC - Engineering m Denmark 
C4 Tax director 10+ MNC - Pharmaceutical f  Denmark 
C5 Tax director 20+ MNC - Extractives m Denmark 
C6 Tax director 20+ MNC - Shipping f Denmark 
C7 Tax director 20+ MNC - Publishing m UK 
C8 Tax director 15+ MNC - Construction 

products 
f Denmark 

C9 Tax Director 20+ MNC - Foodstuffs f UK 
C10 Tax director 20 MNC - Energy m Sweden 
C11 Tax director 25+ MNC - Energy m Spain 
C13 Head of tax for policy 

and sustainability 
<10 MNC - Extractives  m UK 

C14 Tax Director 20+ MNC - Energy m Finland 
CC1a Advisor and VP 20+ MNC f Denmark 
CC1b Advisor (CSR) 20+ MNC f Denmark 
CC2 Head of sustainability  10+ MNC f Denmark 
CC3 Head of sustainability  10+ MNC m UK 
I1 Advisor  20+ Investment organization f UK 
I2 Head of ESG  15+ Pension fund f Denmark 
I3 Head of ESG  20+ Investor m Denmark 
I4 Head of tax  15+ Pension fund m Denmark 
I5 CEO  20+ Investor relations/ESG m Denmark 
I6 Head of ESG 15+ Pension fund m Denmark 
N1 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m UK 
N2 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m USA 
N3 Advisor  10+ NGO MSI m UK 
N4 Director of policy  20+ Anti-poverty NGO m Denmark 
N5 Advisor  10+ Anti-poverty NGO m Denmark 
N6 Director  20+ NGO - tax focus m UK 
O1 Advisor 10+ Political party secretariat f Belgium 
O2 Advisor 10+ Industry rep m Belgium 
O3 Advisor 10+ CSR industry rep f Belgium 
O4 Project manager  10+ NGO MSI f Netherlands 
O6 Advisor  10+ IO f France 
O7 Advisor  10+ NGO CSR m UK 
O8 Head of Chapter   15+ IO national chapter f Denmark 
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Appendix C: Observations 

2017  What event Hours 

25-okt 
Meeting with Danish Standard for scoping meeting on developing a fair tax mark in 
Denmark 

1 

     

2018     
10-jan Public debate about tax avoidance in Danish Parliament with presence of Spotify 1.5 
28-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
12-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
29-okt NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 
05-nov Academic conference on “Tax and CSR,” University of Copenhagen, Denmark 7 

     

2019     
08-maj Academic conference on corporate income tax, CBS, Denmark 3.5 
14-jun Presentation by Academic G. Zucman on “the hidden wealth of nations” 1 
26-jun NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 3 

10-sep 
Annual meeting of Danish Accountants Association with the theme “trust in Danish 
business” 

3 

16-sep Meeting CSR Sweden steering group on corporate tax, Lund Sweden  5 
23-sep NGO/Business meeting in UK 3 
26-sep Danish Accountants association seminar: future of tax advisors 3 
08-okt Academic conference “project tax havens,” Aalborg University, Denmark 7 
29-okt Academic seminar on tax and CSR, CBS, Denmark 2 
28-nov Inauguration speech by Tax professor at CBS Peter Koerver Schmith 1 

   
2020     

29-jan GRI launch tax standard (online, UK) 1 
19-feb Tax Day Accountancy Europe, Brussels, Belgium 6 
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27-feb NGO/Business meeting in the setting “The Tax Dialogue” in Denmark 2.5 
27-maj Network Meeting on tax and CSR (online, Denmark) 2 

   
2021     

08-jan Conference responsible tax by law firm (Denmark) 3 
02-feb ESG and tax event by PWC Netherlands 1.5 
09-feb ESG and tax event NASDAQ KPMG Denmark 1 
10-jun PRI event 1 
10-nov CBS event tax and morality (academic) 1.5 
12-nov DANSIF responsible tax event 1 

      
2022     

10-feb Shareholder activism event on tax  1 
      
Total   71.5 
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