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1 Introduction 
 
In this chapter the problem area of the thesis is introduced and discussed. To 
begin with, the background of the problem is explicated in the section 
“Background”. Thereafter follows the section “Problem Discussion”, in which 
we work our way from the general down to the specific, i.e. to that which we 
intend to investigate. This section leads to the purpose of this essay, presented in 
the section “Purpose”. The delimitations of the study and the disposition of the 
thesis are presented last in the respective chapters, “Delimitations” and 
“Disposition of the Thesis”. 

1.1 Background 
It seems as not a single day goes by nowadays without there being something in 
the news concerning companies and their various activities, which affect society 
as a whole or single individuals or both. In the media these activities – e.g. 
downsizing, compensations to board members or environmental effects of 
production – are carefully scrutinised by journalists and the public, and the 
debate is both value-laden as well as moralizing in terms of what companies 
should and should not do. It appears as if the demands society places on 
companies have multiplied and become tougher over the years, and that this 
development has yet to peak.  
 
In recent years, both media and the public have debated and criticized 
companies for undertaking activities that negatively affect everything from 
single individuals to populations of entire towns and municipalities. Among 
those events that have attracted the most attention in Sweden is the scandal 
surrounding Skanska’s tunnel works in ‘Hallandsåsen’ in the southwest of 
Sweden; the very generous ABB pension granted the former CEO of the 
company, Percy Barnevik, as well as the massive lay-offs of personnel and 
close-downs of production units within the Ericsson organisation.  
 
What these debated issues and other similar events boil down to is the classical 
question and debate of the extent to which companies have a moral and social 
responsibility and whose interests companies exist to serve. 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
Companies, society, ethics and their interrelations have been an issue since the 
days of Adam Smith and his economic theory of the “invisible hand” of markets 
and how the aggregated actions of individuals lead to the satisfaction of societal 
interests (Smith, 1776/1994). However, the academic debate in the 20th century 
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on whether companies should consider not only the profitability interest of 
owners but also the interests of multiple parties in their environments has its 
origin in American law. In 1932 Harvard Law Professor E. Merrick Dodd used 
information from General Electric executives in identifying four company 
interest groups – shareholders, employees, customers and the general public 
(Preston & Sapienza, 1990).  
 
The concept of stakeholders first became a topic for management in the 1960s, 
but it was not until the beginning of the 1980s when scholars such as Edward 
Freeman made the concept of stakeholders a popular field within strategic 
management (de Wit & Meyer, 2002). At that time company strategists began 
turning their attention to questions regarding the purpose and mission of 
organisations (Johnson & Scholes, 1999). Through this development an 
alternative view on how to look upon the purpose of companies emerged. The 
more traditional view of the purpose of companies, i.e. acting to maximize value 
for its owners, was challenged by the notion of taking into consideration the 
interests of all parties affecting – or affected by – the activities of a company 
(Carroll, 1989). Those who advocate the former type of company purpose can be 
said to belong to the so-called shareholder value perspective. Those who believe 
that companies should take into consideration the interests of all parties 
involved, on the other hand, can be said to belong to the so-called stakeholder 
value perspective. (de Wit & Meyer, 2002)  
 
This debate on the purpose and mission of companies is today more relevant 
than ever in the world. The discussion has evolved to encompass matters such as 
business ethics and corporate social responsibility, i.e. issues that relate to 
individuals, society and companies, and more importantly the interaction 
between the three (Grant, 2002). While this interest in stakeholder theory has 
been evident in the world of academics for the past two decades (Wallman, 
1999), it is questionable whether this interest has also manifested itself in the 
way companies act and approach their business environments, if one considers 
the debate in media.  
 
Just as life is seldom black or white, we believe that neither is management 
purely shareholder and stakeholder value oriented, but rather full of grey areas 
in between the two extremes. We believe that companies are affected by, and 
affect, the context in which they are embedded. Single events and more 
prolonged developments in the world interact and all play a part in deciding 
management practice. This could mean that companies over time have shifted 
between the two management forms like a slow oscillatory motion of a 
pendulum, or that there have been rapid shifts in management practice.  
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Every year, in its annual report, a company communicates the most important 
business events during the past year to both the external and internal 
environment of the organisation. In Sweden these annual reports have been 
produced by large companies for a long time and constitute an interesting and 
useful glimpse into the reality of these organisations at given points in time. In 
fact, annual reports are the most important means of corporate communication to 
stakeholders of a company (Thomasson & Arvidsson & Lindquist & Larson & 
Rohlin, 1997). By analysing annual reports produced over a certain period of 
time, we believe, expressions of the two ways of managing companies can be 
detected. Through such an analysis, one would acquire a greater understanding 
for why companies communicate certain messages at certain points in time. 
 
As we see it, the past 30 years are of special interest, as this period of time has 
posed new challenges for corporations and entailed major changes in the world, 
for example through globalisation, the emergence of new markets and 
multinational corporations.1 In line with the reasoning above one could pose the 
question:  
 
Has there been a shift in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder orientation in 
the annual reports of large Swedish companies during the past 30 years, and 
can history explain the development? 

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to find out whether there has been a shift, or several 
shifts, in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder value orientation in annual 
reports of large Swedish companies during the past 30 years. Moreover, the 
findings are elucidated and explained from a historical perspective. 

1.4 Delimitations 
The study only includes Swedish ‘aktiebolag’ (limited liability companies) that 
are not directly owned or controlled by the state, i.e. where the state holds the 
majority of the shares. Furthermore, no co-operatives or companies with similar 
legal company structures, such as KF and ICA, are examined. The main reason 
for this is that these types of companies do not have shareholders. 
 
This study of annual reports is limited to a time scope spanning over the past 30 
years. The specific years in focus are 1972, 1978, 1984, 1990, 1996 and 2001. 
From each of these years six annual reports are selected, all of them being 
among the ten largest companies in Sweden at the particular points in time – all 

                                                 
1 The 30-year perspective is further discussed in section 2.6 “Method in Practice”. 
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in all, this amounts to 36 reports examined. This is further discussed in section 
2.6, “Method in Practice”. 
  
Only the annual reports of each company at each point in time are studied. 
Separate publications, such as environmental reports and similar, are not 
included in this investigation. 
 
We do not look at and evaluate management practice as it actually occurred, but 
only what the companies choose to communicate to their stakeholders in their 
annual reports.  

1.5 Disposition of the Thesis 
This thesis is divided into seven chapters – “Introduction”, “Methodology”, 
“Shareholder and Stakeholder Theory”, “A Historical Account”, “Empirical 
Studies”, “Analysis and Discussion” and “Results and Inference”.  
 
In the first chapter the background, problem and purpose of the study are 
presented. In chapter two, “Methodology”, different perspectives on science and 
knowledge as well as differing views on how to conduct research are presented. 
Each section is concluded by a discussion of our position on the matter. The 
chapter in question also contains our account for the method in practice.  
 
The following chapter, “Shareholder and Stakeholder Theory”, describes the 
theories constituting the theoretical toolbox of this thesis. Thereafter follows the 
chapter “A Historical Account”, in which a selection of events and 
developments of the past 30 years of history are described. In chapter five, 
“Empirical Studies”, the information gathered through interpreting the annual 
reports is presented. The sixth chapter, “Analysis and Discussion”, is the space 
where theory, empirics and history are all woven together, and the resulting web 
is presented in the last chapter of the thesis – “Results and Inference”. 
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2 Methodology 
 
We let the guiding light in this thesis – and in this chapter in particular – be an 
open and broad view on science and the conduct of research, instead of 
excessively trying to label and pigeon hole the characteristics of the study. To 
avoid what Denzin and Lincoln (1998) refer to as methodolatry, i.e. a slavish 
attachment to and defence of method, we let our findings play the leading part in 
this study. In line with this, the reader should not expect to find elaborate 
discussions on every type of label that can be put on this study. Instead we focus 
on clarifying and explaining our method in practice as well as our view on 
reality and knowledge, philosophical approach and scientific methods and how 
these components affect this particular study. 
 
This chapter is divided into six sections: “Reality and Knowledge”, 
“Philosophical Approach”, “Scientific Methods”, “The Study of Documents”,  
“Method in Practice” and “Critique on Our Sources and References”. The first 
four are methodological in character, whereas the latter is an account for the 
practical conduct of our investigation. We believe that presenting the reader with 
views and perspectives of differing schools is beneficial for creating 
understanding for the perspectives that guide us in our thesis work. Therefore 
we present not only the perspective of our adherence, but also a disagreeing 
perspective or view. Each section is concluded with a discussion, in which our 
standpoints are brought forward and discussed in the light of the theories 
presented. 

2.1 Reality and Knowledge 
When writing reports and carrying out research, we believe it is instrumental to 
clarify both for oneself as well as the readers of the report how one as researcher 
perceives reality and the pursuit of knowledge, as this affects the entire conduct 
of the study. 

2.1.1 Ontology 
According to Egidius (1986), there has historically been a struggle between on 
the one side researchers and scientists proposing an objective and unbiased view 
on science and truth, and on the other side researchers claiming that there is no 
such thing as objectivism, but rather that reality and science are subjective in 
their nature.  
 
These two opposite distinctions can be related to the question of the existence of 
things, i.e. the philosophical question of ontology (Johansson, 2000). The 
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struggle between the two poles of subjectivism and objectivism can also be 
described in terms of how one looks upon reality, where the subjectivist view 
aims at understanding reality, whereas the objectivist view aims at explaining 
reality. By the former this is done by looking upon reality as a manifestation of 
human intentions, and by the latter as a structure constituted by universal laws. 
(Wigblad, 1995) Another way of looking upon this, according to Lincoln and 
Guba (1994, cited in Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998:27), is ontological 
relativism, which implies that “there are multiple social realities that are 
products of human intellects and that may change as their constructors change”. 
According to Pettigrew (1997) reality has no ready state, but is rather a dynamic 
process. Pettigrew (1997:338) goes on to elaborate the concept of process and 
expresses it in terms of “a sequence of individual and collective events, actions, 
and activities unfolding over time in context”. The main contribution of 
processual research is, in the words of Pettigrew (1997:338), the ability to 
“catch […] reality in flight”. 

2.1.2 Epistemology 
Closely related to the issue of ontology is the question of what knowledge is, i.e. 
epistemology. Epistemology deals with the issue of knowledge and attempts to 
answer questions regarding the being of knowledge: what is knowledge, and 
what is it possible to have knowledge of? (Potter, 2000) All scientific disciplines 
provide differing answers and solutions to the epistemological questions, and 
there are even disagreements within individual disciplines about the issue of the 
doctrine of knowledge (Travers, 2001).  
 
Discussing these answers or solutions, or but a sample of these, and their 
inherent peculiarities would be too encompassing a discussion, which is why we 
merely touch upon this subject on a shallow level. However, as Travers (2001) 
points out, as a scientist or a researcher, it is important – almost crucial – for the 
study to be aware of one’s own position in terms of the epistemological 
questions.  

2.1.3 Discussion of Our View on Reality and Knowledge 
Explaining reality in terms of objective statements is quite fruitless, in our 
opinion, as we believe that reality is a social construction, i.e. constructed by the 
individuals acting in the same. In line with this, we look upon reality and science 
not as a pursuit for objective truth, but rather as a quest for reaching greater 
understanding of a phenomenon or several phenomena. Hence, our 
interpretation of the annual reports and the societal conditions at the studied 
points in time is aimed at understanding why companies at given points in time 
communicate certain messages and ideas. As we are products of our time, there 
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can be difficulties for us to relate to the past, since we did not participate in the 
creation of these past realities. However, because of our thorough research on 
the time period in question, we believe that we have developed an understanding 
for these “old” realities.  
 
This approach could be viewed as an expression of ontological relativism, as 
described above, in the sense that we study several points in time through our 
study of annual reports, and consequently several realities. We believe that the 
process view brought forward by Pettigrew best explains our approach to 
analyse not only the annual reports – both as individual and collective events – 
but also the context in which they are written. What we are trying to do in this 
study is to capture glimpses of reality in their processual context. Our 
understanding and our ability to interpret the glimpses of realities from the years 
in focus are improved by carrying with us the process view on the three decades 
as described in chapter four, “A Historical Account”, i.e. as a sequence of 
individual and collective events. 
 
Our view on knowledge will inevitably affect how we go about in gathering and 
choosing information, seeing patterns and interpreting phenomena etc. Because 
of this, every researcher has to ponder this issue and be aware of his or her 
position. We believe that certain knowledge can be expressed in universal terms 
– for example basic mathematical rules or laws of physics – that leave no room 
for individual interpretations; irrespective of background and cultural adherence, 
individuals understand and use these rules in the same way. That is not to say 
that this “objective” knowledge will stay objective and true for all eternity, but 
in the ruling paradigm it might do so.  
 
When entering human sciences, it is not as easy to express phenomena in 
universal terms as in the field of natural sciences. We believe that human 
sciences are more bound to social constructions, in that prevailing paradigms 
rule the interpretations made by social actors. As human sciences focus on 
humans and their behaviour and actions, knowledge in this field, we believe, 
cannot be said to be truly objective. In other words: as human beings change, so 
does the knowledge of human beings. A very striking example of that 
knowledge and the human perception of what constitutes knowledge change is 
the 20th century research on racial biology. In the early 20th century, one could in 
a Swedish encyclopaedia under the entry word “Negroes” read about the inferior 
intellect of Negroes to that of Caucasians. Today, of course, this “truth” as well 
as the entire research on racial biology is firmly rejected by society and 
scientists in general. This goes to show that no knowledge can, or should, be 
taken for granted. In relation to this study, we are of the opinion that our 
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findings can be said to be time-bound knowledge that has a certain value today, 
but that may have a different value in the future – however, hopefully not as low 
and rejected as the example above! 

2.2 Philosophical Approach 
It is important to provide the reader of a report or a thesis with an understanding 
of the philosophical standpoints of the authors, since this has an effect on the 
methods and reasoning applied in the study. In this section the two classical 
approaches to science, hermeneutics and positivism, are presented and followed 
by a discussion of our approach. 

2.2.1 Hermeneutics 
Hermeneutics can be understood as “the interpretative study of the meaning of 
human actions” (Potter, 2000:236) and thus it has become an inevitable part of 
studies in human sciences (Gilje & Grimen, 1992). As human beings, we are 
constantly involved in a process of creating meaning and making sense of the 
world around us. In order to grasp and understand the meaning of single 
occurrences, there is a need to place these individual events in a context 
(Sandström, 1996). When the context revolves around human activities and the 
results of the same, this sense-making process can be referred to as the 
hermeneutic circle – the most important concept within the philosophical 
doctrine of hermeneutics (Gilje & Grimen, 1992).  
 
The principles of hermeneutics are, according to Egidius (1986), interpretation 
based on the understanding of meaning and context, being able “to read between 
the lines” and understanding through empathy. A central principle in this 
interpretation process is the hermeneutic circle, or spiral (Gilje & Grimen, 
1992). Kvale (1997) describes this circle as a process in which there is a 
constant alteration between looking at a phenomenon from a holistic and a 
segmental view respectively. The aim of this alteration, or circular process, is to 
increase the understanding of the phenomenon studied as well as of the 
individual elements of the same (Kvale, 1997). According to Johansson (2000), 
this process of interpretation can be ended when the researcher feels there is a 
satisfying coherence between the different interpretations.  
 
A fundamental part of hermeneutics is that of fore-understanding, which is a 
term used to emphasise that we never face the world unconditionally. As human 
beings we always carry with us some sort of understanding of a given 
phenomenon, and cannot claim to be ‘tabula rasa’, i.e. without any fore-
understanding. The fore-understanding is a necessity for hermeneutics, for 
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without it, any interpretation of a phenomenon would be impossible, since 
interpretation requires knowing what to look for. (Gilje & Grimen, 1992) 

2.2.2 Positivism 
The contrasting view, that science and research can truly be objective, is often 
referred to as positivism (Travers, 2001). The positivistic doctrine implies that 
science should be based on systematic observations and that the data in question 
must be obtainable with our five senses – everything else positivists refer to as 
“metaphysics” (Edmond & Hansson, 1995). According to the positivistic ideas, 
the scientist is to assume a neutral position in the study, so as to diminish the 
influence of him or her on the results. In doing so, the scientist should apply a 
set of general methodological rules in the conduct of the study. If research is 
carried out as desired by the positivists, experiments can theoretically be 
repeated over again by other researchers, reaching the same results each time. 
(Patel & Davidsson, 1994) In line with this reasoning, results reached through a 
study based on interpretations would, from a rigid positivistic point of view, not 
have any validity or reliability. 

2.2.3 Discussion of Our Philosophical Approach 
The principles of hermeneutics, as described above, are well coherent with our 
view on how to best create meaning and understanding out of the information 
and sources studied in this investigation. This is the case, as the focus of our 
attention, the annual reports, are results of human actions. Our method in 
practice, when interpreting and making sense of the texts studied, resembles to a 
great extent the hermeneutic circle. This circular process is evident throughout 
the study, as we as researchers constantly alter between viewing the material and 
information gathered and used both as individual segments of information as 
well as a unity.  
 
Having embraced the ontological relativistic view on reality, a need arises to 
discuss the credibility of a study conducted under these circumstances and 
premises. Credibility, in terms of reaching a believable interpretation of the 
material studied, is in our opinion achieved by juxtaposing our interpretations of 
the holistic picture of the phenomenon and the many smaller elements that 
constitute the frame of reference, the annual reports and the historical accounts.  
We believe that this procedure leads to the detection of coherence between the 
constituents, the whole picture and the interpretations made. How this is done in 
practice is further elaborated in section 2.6 “Method in Practice” in this chapter.  
 
We do not begin this investigation without a certain fore-understanding of the 
specific instances in time chosen, the companies studied, stakeholder and 
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shareholder management theories, and last, but not least, what we consider to be 
right or wrong, i.e. ethics. Without this fore-understanding we would not be able 
to form a deeper understanding for the issues at stake. No matter how important 
these aspects might be for the interpretation process, it would be virtually 
impossible to account for all our fore-understanding of importance for this 
study. This is one of the limitations of hermeneutics in general and the 
hermeneutic circle in particular.  

2.3 Scientific Methods 
The term ‘scientific method’ refers to the relation between theory and reality and 
in which of these two spheres the study takes its beginning. It is of course 
important to establish whether the study will be driven by theory or empirics. 
The classical designations of these two approaches are deduction and induction 
(Trochim, 2002). A third variant is the abductive way, which is close to being a 
middle way between the two classical approaches (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 
1994). 

2.3.1 Deduction  
When conducting research in a deductive way the scientist relies on already 
existing theories in working his or her way from the universal to the specific 
(Potter, 2000). Deduction is, according to Potter (2000), the purest form of 
logical inference, i.e. the most credible way of using logic in verification of 
hypotheses. With the foundation in a theoretical discipline, the scientist or 
researcher formulates a hypothesis and by means of empirical research 
conclusions regarding the falsification or verification of the original hypothesis 
are drawn (Patel & Davidsson, 1994). 

2.3.2 Induction 
The inductive way of working with theory and empirics, takes its beginning at 
the other end of the logical scale, i.e. in observations (Potter, 2000). Instead of 
anchoring the research in already existing theories, the scientist or researcher 
draws conclusions about the general based on specific observations (Wigblad, 
1995) – the aim of an inductive study is to explore uncharted fields of science 
(Patel & Davidsson, 1994), and ultimately to produce new theories (Trochim, 
2002).  

2.3.3 Abduction 
The abductive way of conducting research does, contrary to deduction and 
induction, not follow the path of symbolic logical reasoning, but is rather a form 
of critical thinking (Yu, 1994). It can also be described as the process of 
inference to the best explanation (Eliasmith, 2002). Abductive reasoning takes 
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its start in a single observation, generally of a surprising nature. This observation 
drives the researcher to seek to explain the observation by a hypothesis or a 
pattern of observations. This explanation or interpretation of the phenomenon 
observed is then tested by additional observations of the pattern. If the theory 
holds, the interpretation can be assumed to be correct. (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 
1994) Even though there might be several explanations that could elucidate the 
pattern, the less credible of these are abandoned in favour of us ‘abducting’ the 
more believable (Yu, 1994). According to Alvesson and Sköldberg (1994), there 
are several similarities between the hermeneutic circle and the abductive 
approach, in that the two both emphasise interpretation and the alteration 
between a holistic view or pattern and singular constituents or observations. 

2.3.4 Discussion of Our Scientific Method  
This study cannot, in our opinion, be said to be either empirically or 
theoretically driven, although more weight is put on the empirical side. We look 
upon our research as one in which empirics and theory are interwoven, in the 
sense that empirics can be said to constitute an engine and theory is petrol. 
Without petrol, the engine will not drive our thesis forward, and without the 
engine, the petrol is useless.  
 
Because of the processual approach, both to thinking and method, we find it less 
fruitful do discuss our study in terms of inductive or deductive research, since 
our research is not exclusively explanatory or explorative. Instead, following the 
spiral process of the hermeneutic circle is the foremost applied scientific method 
in this study. Because of the similarities between abduction and the hermeneutic 
circle, there is abductive thinking and acting present in the scientific method 
practised. Our choice of explanatory parameters, described in section 3.8, 
“Putting Theory to Work – a Synthesis of Purpose and Theory”, is an example 
of the presence of abductive reasoning, since the choice of parameters inevitably 
rules out certain plausible explanations for our findings. This does not mean that 
our findings are less credible, as our choice of parameters in effect is a 
narrowing of the scope of the study, as well as a result of the abductive way of 
inferring the best possible explanation. 

2.4 The Study of Documents 
The use of documents as a source of information in a study raises questions in 
terms of how to analyse and approach the written word and how to interpret 
pictures. Also, the researcher must establish the origin and purpose of a 
document. In this section we attempt to straighten out some of the question 
marks surrounding these issues. 
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2.4.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Methods 
In the field of social sciences, researchers have for a long time relied on 
documents as a source of information (Sapsford & Jupp, 1996). In the study of 
documents, the researcher is faced with several choices on how to analyse and 
interpret the information. The choice made among different methods also greatly 
affects the aspects of reality generated by the study. Among the first choices to 
make is whether to quantify the information found in the texts and perform a 
statistical, quantitative, analysis. If the scientist finds this method less suitable 
for the purpose of the study, he or she can choose to perform a qualitative and 
interpretative analysis of the text. (Halvorsen, 1992)  
 
As mentioned, the choice of method is a determinant for the outcome of the 
study, and also the use of the outcome. Usually the quantitative analysis of 
information aims at generating results, which can be generalised and applied to a 
greater population than that covered by the study. The qualitative research has 
another aim: to create understanding, analyse and interpret the entirety of a 
phenomenon. (Patel & Davidsson, 1994) 
 
Interpretation is an important aspect of both quantitative and qualitative 
research, but at different stages of the respective processes. In quantitative 
research, the interpretative aspects enter the arena once all data has been 
gathered and quantified, i.e. the results and conclusions are interpreted in order 
to find for example alternative explanations to the numbers and figures produced 
in the study. This interpretation and invention of alternative explanations is the 
vehicle for reaching credibility for the conclusion originally made by the 
scientist. (Wigblad, 1995) In contrast to this late stage of interpretation stands 
qualitative research, in which interpretation is a constantly present factor. 
Instead of interpreting only the results of the research work, the qualitative 
process involves interpretation at multiple levels of the work. (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1998) 
 
According to Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998), in the traditional ‘paradigm wars’ 
between proponents of qualitative and quantitative methods respectively, 
mediators have appeared who advocate peace and mixed methodology in our 
time. These have launched a pragmatist theory, where there is compatibility 
between the two traditional sides. One example of these mixed methods can be 
found in the parallel/simultaneous mixed method designs, which entails the 
simultaneous gathering of both qualitative and quantitative information that is 
analysed in a balancing way. 
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2.4.2 Type and Use of Sources 
According to Sapsford and Jupp (1996) it is important to take into account for 
what reason and which audience documents are produced, as this affects the 
informational content of the documents in question.  
 
Written sources are generally referred to as secondary sources. However, 
according to Denzin and Lincoln (1998) texts written in a particular time, about 
that specific time, can be said to be primary sources. Secondary sources, 
Sapsford and Jupp (1996) argue, are those texts that are written in a context 
other than that of the topic. In line with this, a primary source could be for 
example a journalistic article about a contemporary issue. A secondary source, 
then, could be a text written by a historian in our time on the subject of the First 
World War. Thus, secondary sources tend to reproduce, interpret and review 
information found in primary sources (Sapsford & Jupp, 1996).  
 
Sapsford and Jupp (1996) argue that there are two ways of confronting the use 
of documents, the direct and indirect way, or a combination of the two. The 
direct way is more or less synonymous to a literal reading of the text, whereas 
the indirect way involves taking into account not only the literal text, but also 
the circumstances surrounding the text (Sapsford & Jupp, 1996). For example, a 
low-cost retailer could emphasise the low prices by using very modest and low-
profile advertising and pamphlets, while a luxury retailer could use the exact 
words of the low-price actor, but wrap the message up in a glossy package to 
emphasise the exclusiveness. In other words, using the direct approach would 
lead to the two retailers being interpreted in the same way, whereas using the 
indirect approach, or a combination, would accommodate a more encompassing 
interpretation and impression. 

2.4.3 Interpreting Pictures 
The old expression ‘a picture says more than a thousand words’ is indeed of 
some relevance when interpreting documents. Language and pictures are 
different – they cannot be compared using the same criteria. Language is like a 
time sequence, in which one meaning follows the other. Pictures, on the other 
hand, provide several meanings simultaneously. (Sandström, 1996) The reason 
for this, according to Sandström (1996), is that language is linear and pictures 
are multi-dimensional.  
 
Photographs are of course pictures or images, which according to Berger (1972), 
are reproductions or recreations of sights. When taking a photograph, the 
photographer’s way of seeing is reflected in his or her choice of sight among an 
abundance of alternative sights. In turn, when we look at a photograph, we 
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situate ourselves in the motif of the picture. (Berger, 1972) Therefore, according 
to Waddington (2002) it is important when analysing visual information to 
distance oneself from the image and Waddington suggests one ask the following 
questions: 

•  What clues are in the picture to establish time and place? 
•  What is happening in the picture? 
•  What is the significance of the event? 
•  What can and what cannot be learnt from the picture? 
•  Why do you think the picture was produced? 
•  What message is the picture trying to communicate? 

2.4.4 Discussion of Our Study of Documents 
The traditional way to label a hermeneutic text study would be to call it a 
qualitative study. However, as annual reports to a large extent contain 
information vested in figures, we find it hard to label our study as an exclusively 
qualitative study. We are indeed interpreting both qualitative and quantitative 
information obtained simultaneously from the same sources. As a result, one 
could say that we are using a mixed method in the use of qualitative and 
quantitative research. Our approach therefore bears resemblance to what 
Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) refer to as a parallel/simultaneous mixed method 
design. However, as the interpretation of the written word constitutes the main 
ingredient in this study, there is more qualitative than quantitative ingredients 
put in our dish. In adopting this mixed method, we find it important to clarify 
what our opinion is of the ideas of Wigblad (1995) concerning the late entry of 
interpretation in the quantitative research process. Wigblad’s reasoning can be 
somewhat misleading, we believe, since interpretation, as we see it, is an 
inevitable part at all stages of almost all research disciplines.  
 
This thesis work entails the study of primarily financial documents: annual 
reports. These contain different kinds of information, some of which is required 
by law, and some that is voluntary. According to the Swedish Ministry of 
Finance (2002), the main purpose of annual reports is to provide financial 
information to all stakeholders of a company. In other words, the reports are 
written with a purpose to provide stakeholders with financial information, not to 
be analysed in terms of stakeholder and shareholder orientation. However, with 
or without this intention of the companies, there is a lot of “soft” information 
vested in annual reports in addition to the strictly financial. It is mainly this soft 
information communicated through the annual reports that is of interest in this 
study, and which indicates what type of management perspective the company 
communicates, intentionally or unintentionally, to its environment.  
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The empirical focus of this study is on written texts produced by human beings 
on the behalf of organisations – annual reports. Annual reports are primary 
sources, as they are written in a time, for that particular time. These sources of 
information are interpreted both in a direct and indirect way, i.e. we look at the 
text in its literal meaning as well as try to read between the lines and look at the 
circumstances surrounding the text as a whole. In addition, we look at the 
pictures in the reports and thereby try to form an even more comprehensive 
image and understanding of the document. When looking at the pictures, we try 
to distance ourselves from our contemporary frame of reference and situate 
ourselves in the respective time context. In analysing pictures and photographs 
displayed in the annual reports, we use the questions posed by Waddington 
(2002) as an aid in the interpretation process. Especially the last question, “What 
message is the picture trying to communicate?”, is put in focus.  
 
Our written descriptions of the pictures in the reports cannot convey the multi-
dimensional being of pictures, which is why we include a selection of images 
from the reports in appendix 2, so the reader can judge for him or herself. 

2.5 Critique on Our Sources and References 
We have used a variety of sources throughout the thesis in order to diminish the 
risk of biased information. This risk is especially apparent when writing 
historical accounts, since history, according to Denzin and Lincoln (1998), is 
always the lived experience of a number of individuals, making these types of 
accounts somewhat biased. In order to minimize the risk of biasness, the list of 
references is more comprehensive in the chapter “A Historical Account” than in 
other chapters of the thesis. The information stems from sources such as 
journalists, politicians, government offices and political scientists representing 
both the right and the left sides of the political arena. 
 
In the chapter on shareholder and stakeholder theory, we give an account for 
ideas of proponents of both sides. The sources are all widely published scholars 
on the areas in focus. 
 
The Internet is not always a reliable source of information, and for this reason 
we here give an account for our Internet sources. Waddington holds a doctor’s 
degree, and is lecturing history at the Cardiff School of History and Archeology. 
Trochim is professor in the Department of Policy Analysis and Management at 
Cornell University. Yu holds a Ph.D degree in educational psychology at 
Arizona State University. Eliasmith holds a Ph.D and is assistant professor at the 
Department of Philosophy and at the Department of Systems Design 
Engineering at the University of Waterloo. Other Internet sources used are well-
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known institutions such as the European Parliament and the Swedish Parliament 
and newspapers such as Sydsvenska Dagbladet. In addition, we have to some 
extent used the websites of companies and other organisations. 

2.6 Method in Practice 
In this section of the thesis our practical conduct when carrying out the study is 
described and elaborated. Under the heading “Establishing the Scope of the 
Study” our chosen scope of the study is clarified and motivated, and under the 
heading “Selecting Annual Reports” we explain our conduct in choosing 
companies and annual reports. The heading “Drawing the Historical Picture” 
deals with the purpose of our selection of which historical events and 
developments to include in the historical account. Under the fourth heading, 
“Interpreting the Annual Reports”, the interpretation process of the annual 
reports is explained in detail, and under the fifth and last heading, “Discussion 
and Critique on Our Method in Practice”, our method in practice is put under the 
magnifying glass and critically reviewed. 

2.6.1 Establishing the Scope of the Study 
As already mentioned in the problem discussion, the time scope of this study 
spans from the beginning of the 1970s until 2001. The reason for us deciding 
upon this 30-year time span is based on the following reckoning, which has to 
do with the economic and political development in Sweden in the post-war-
period. Up until the late 1960s Sweden experienced a strong positive economic 
growth and relative political stability. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the 
circumstances surrounding the economic and political conditions and situation 
changed: the Social Democrats dominating position in Swedish politics was 
threatened, a number of laws governing work-related issues were passed and the 
internationalisation process of Swedish companies took off. In the international 
arena the emergence of the peace movement, the impact of the 1973 oil crisis 
and world-wide economic downturn put its mark on the situation of Swedish 
companies. All these occurrences posed new challenges to companies, which is 
why we find it interesting to choose this time setting for our study. Moreover, it 
was not until the 1980s that the academic debate on the matter of shareholder 
and stakeholder management theory took off, leaving the time period before the 
1970s less interesting. 
 
In choosing the exact years of study, i.e. those years from which we pick a 
number of annual reports, we had to take into consideration our decision to limit 
the study to the past 30 years. In doing so, the starting point becomes 2001, as 
there at this very moment are no later annual reports produced. The last year, 
becomes 1972, since both the first and the last years of the time period are 
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included. Within this time period there are a number of years that we suspect 
could be “outliers” in terms of information communicated in annual reports. 
Examples are 1973, when the first oil crisis shook the world; 1982, when the 
Swedish currency in a one-year-period was devaluated by 25 per cent; 1987, 
when stock markets all over the world crashed and 1997, when a number of 
Southeast Asian economies suffered severe problems, affecting the global 
economy. In trying to avoid these years, we found that choosing every sixth year 
would solve the problem, leaving us with the years of 1972, 1978, 1984, 1990, 
1996 and 2001. The observant reader might notice that the time span between 
the last two years in focus, 1996 and 2001, only amounts to five years. The 
reason for this is obviously a ‘mathematical bug’, which is caused by the fact 
that the first and the last years are both included in the study, leading to this 
result. 

2.6.2 Selecting the Annual Reports 
After establishing which years to investigate more closely, our attention turned 
to how many and which companies to study. We decided on investigating the 
largest companies at the respective points in time, since we find it reasonable to 
believe that major corporations lead the way and set the standards for private 
companies as a group. Even though our sample is not perfectly representative 
for the entire population of privately owned Swedish companies, we find it 
likely to be the case that our sample does reflect the state of affairs and the 
general view on stakeholder and shareholder value perspective at the respective 
points in time. 
 
We began by looking up which privately owned companies that were the largest 
in Sweden at the now given points in time, using a well-known Swedish source 
of business information. When comparing the top-ten-lists of large private 
companies with the collection of annual reports in the university library we 
found that the availability of reports differed between the years. We picked out 
those reports available from the largest companies on the top-ten-lists and 
thereafter contacted the respective companies in order to obtain the remaining 
reports, so as to get a hold of all ten reports for each year. Since some of the 
companies no longer exist and sometimes companies no longer have copies of 
old annual reports, we could not acquire all 60 reports. However, we found that 
settling for six reports from each year was viable and thus this study includes 36 
reports. We find it reasonable to believe that this selection of reports is sufficient 
to fulfil the first part of the purpose of our study – to find out whether there has 
been a shift, or several shifts, in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder value 
orientation in annual reports of large Swedish companies during the past 30 
years. 



Methodology 
 

 18

 
The table on the next page displays the top-ten-lists of large Swedish companies 
for the years in focus, with the selected and studied companies in bold.  
 
  Table 1: Selected Companies among Top-Ten Largest Companies 
 

 1972 1978 1984 
  1 
  2 
  3 
  4 
  5 
  6 
  7 
  8 
  9 
10 

AB Volvo 
Johnson-Koncernen 
AB Svenska Kullagerfabriken 
ASEA 
SAAB-Scania AB 
Telefon AB L.M. Ericsson 
AB Skånska Cementgjuteriet 
Gränges AB 
Salénkoncernen 
Svenska Tändsticks AB 

Volvokoncernen 
Axel Johnson Gruppen 
AB Electrolux 
SAAB-Scania AB 
ASEA AB 
AB SKF 
Telefon AB L.M. Ericsson 
AB Skånska Cementgjuteriet 
Beijerinvest AB 
NK-Åhléns AB 

Volvokoncernen 
ASEA 
Electrolux 
Ericsson 
SAAB-Scania 
A.Johnson & Co 
J S Saba 
SKF 
Nordstjernan 
Skanska 

 1990 1996 2001 
  1 
  2 
  3 
  4 
  5 
  6 
  7 
  8 
  9 
10 

ABB 
Volvo 
Electrolux 
STORA 
Ericsson 
Axel Johnson 
Procordia 
Skanska 
SCA 
SAAB-Scania 

ABB 
Volvo 
Ericsson 
Electrolux 
Tetra Laval 
Skandia 
SCA 
Pharmacia Upjohn 
Skanska 
STORA 

ABB 
Ericsson 
Volvo 
AstraZeneca 
Skanska 
Pharmacia 
Electrolux 
Akzo Nobel 
Stora Enso 
Volvo Personvagnar 

 
The sources of information used to compile the lists of each year are accounted 
for in chapter five, “Empirical Studies”. 

2.6.3 Drawing the Historical Picture 
As the second part of our purpose is to elucidate and explain our findings from a 
historical perspective, there is a need for us to delve into modern history – to 
read up on and give an account for the historical events of the past 30 years. As 
this in itself is quite an undertaking, we invested considerable time in 
researching historical texts concerning the past 30 years. The first step in this 
process was to go through yearbooks, annuals and other recapitulations of these 
past times. By doing so, we formed an overview of the decades in focus. This 
holistic picture of historic developments gave us the ability to take the second 
step: to identify and in depth investigate specific events and occurrences of 
special interest.  
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The selection of historical events and developments presented in chapter four, 
“A Historical Account”, is the result of our historical research. The idea behind 
chapter four is twofold: firstly, we want to give the reader a good understanding 
of the time period as a coherent sequence of events, and secondly we wish to 
provide the reader with information on single occurrences that we believe is of 
special interest for this study. In trying to avoid a premature analysis, we 
collected the information for and wrote the historical account before we read and 
interpreted the annual reports. 

2.6.4 Interpreting the Annual Reports 
When interpreting the reports, both the direct and indirect method of confronting 
and interpreting these documents were used. This manifested itself in us looking 
at which stakeholders that are explicitly and directly mentioned or visible in the 
texts and pictures of the reports, as well as reading between the lines and trying 
to interpret to which stakeholders the information is likely to be directed.  
 
Our process of interpreting the content of the annual reports can be described as 
a constant alteration between interpreting information segments – CEO 
statements, figures regarding dividends paid, pictures etc. – and viewing the 
whole report as a unity. 
This process helped us in reaching an understanding of the message 
communicated by the individual reports and continued until reaching what we 
considered to be a credible and viable interpretation of both the individual 
information segments and the individual reports as a whole. At this stage in the 
process it was possible to look for patterns and uniform messages among the 
reports studied from each of the years in focus.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The Interpretation Process of the Annual Reports 
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The different parts constituting our interpretation process of the annual reports 
this far are made explicit in the three lower levels of the figure above – 
information segments, individual reports and reports of the respective years. The 
result of this part of the interpretation process is accounted for in chapter five, 
“Empirical Studies”. In the first six sections of chapter six, “Analysis and 
Discussion”, we take the interpretation process even further, as the information 
gathered in the reports is analysed using our theoretical toolbox, and the findings 
are examined in the light of the historical context in which they were written.  
 
In chapter seven, “Results and Inference”, we arrive at the upper level of 
interpretation in the figure above, in which the reports are viewed from a 
holistic, processual, perspective. In this section, we look at the development in 
the annual reports over the years as a process, in order to find out whether there 
has been a shift, or several shifts, in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder 
value orientation. When relating the holistic development to history, we do not 
only take into consideration the interpretations of the collection of reports for 
each year in focus, but also the interpretations of individual information 
segments in each report. This jump back to the individual information segments 
is necessary for us in order to understand why the detected development has 
occurred. By doing this jump we are able to compare the changes in the way 
single stakeholder groups are dealt with over the entire period, thus giving us the 
opportunity to view the process from a historical perspective. 

2.6.5 Discussion and Critique on Our Method in Practice 
In order to create credibility in a study based on interpretations, there is an 
explicit need to discuss the process surrounding these interpretations. In section 
2.6 and its subsections, we try to the best of our ability to give as thorough a 
description as possible of the stages in our interpretation process. However, 
because of the complex structure of the mind, it is virtually impossible to 
describe every single mental process in words. 
 
The empirical basis in this study consists of annual reports, i.e. documents 
produced with the intention to provide stakeholders with financial information. 
It is our belief, that even though these documents are generally regarded to be of 
financial nature, a large proportion of the communication in these reports can be 
used for interpretation of ‘soft’ information.  
 
When judging the value perspective of the reports for each of the years, we let 
the two respective theories in their rigid form be the extreme points on our 
‘mental scale’. In doing so, we end up with a position of the reports in between 
the two extreme forms. This type of interpretation process is of course highly 
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subjective in the sense that we use a combination of our minds and the theories 
at hand to produce these judgements – no references to already existing scales of 
this kind are made. In the last chapter, “Results and Inference”, we try to 
disclose our mental scale to the reader in figure 5, “Shift in Terms of 
Shareholder versus Stakeholder Value Orientation in Annual Reports”. 
 
When we describe the ownership of the companies, we only account for large 
owners in terms of capital invested, not in terms of voting rights. In Sweden the 
voting right of shareholders varies between the two types of shares that exist, the 
A and B type. The fact that we choose not to give an account for voting rights 
when this is possible lies in the assumption of ours, that all invested Kronas are 
equally important to the company. In line with this reasoning, the voting power 
becomes an insignificant issue. Those holding the A type of shares, can hardly 
vote against the majority of those holding B shares, since these in effect could 
sell their shares as an expression of their discontent, and as a result the company 
– and holders of both types of shares – would loose money.  
 
Continuing on the note of shares, as much as we would like to, we are unable to 
include information on changes in share price of the companies during the time 
period. This information cannot be found in the reports and, despite many 
attempts to find this information, we do not have the resources to find the data in 
question for the entire 30-year time period. In terms of measuring shareholder 
wealth as described in section 3.2, “The Shareholder Value Perspective”, we are 
left with dividends paid. Even though we are not in possession of all facts for 
measuring shareholder wealth, we are of the opinion that dividends paid do 
express signals of the companies trying to satisfy shareholders. As a substitution 
for the changes in share prices of the respective companies, we could have 
included a chart of the General Index of the Stockholm Stock Exchange for the 
time period in question. However, we do not believe that this information would 
add to our analysis, since one company during a substantial part of the time 
period alone accounted for a large proportion of the total value of the Stockholm 
Stock Exchange. 
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3 Shareholder and Stakeholder Theory 
 
Theories limit the actual vision of researchers, at the same as theories act as 
guiding lights for researchers and illuminate problem areas of interest. 
(Halvorsen, 1992)  In this chapter two differing management perspectives are 
presented and described. The theories as such are not evaluated or criticized, but 
are rather used as a toolbox when mapping out what kind of management 
perspective the different annual reports communicate. For this reason there is no 
discussion of, or critique on, the credibility of the theories included in this 
chapter. 
 
Different stakeholders and stakeholder interests are in the focal point of this 
essay, and therefore a section defining the stakeholder concept, ”A Definition of 
the Stakeholder Concept”, opens the chapter. This section is followed by a 
description of one of the two approaches, “The Shareholder Value Perspective”, 
in which one single stakeholder group of the firm is in focus. The following 
section deals with the other approach of interest, “The Stakeholder Value 
Perspective”. Thereafter follows a section, “Understanding Stakeholders”, which 
gives a more in depth account for the stakes and power of different stakeholders. 
The differing views of the two perspectives on the social responsibility of 
companies are elucidated in the section “Ethics and Corporate Social 
Responsibility”. The theories presented in the chapter are summed up in the 
section “Overview of the Two Value Perspectives”. Last in the chapter is the 
section “Putting Theory to Work – A Synthesis of Purpose and Theory”, in 
which we intertwine our purpose with the theories presented in this chapter.     

3.1 A Definition of the Stakeholder Concept 
In order to reach an understanding of the concept of stakeholder management, it 
is essential to first establish to what the term stakeholder refers. Firstly, the word 
‘stake’ needs to be explained. A stake in this case refers to having “an interest 
or a share in an undertaking” (Carroll, 1989:56) or it could be described as “[a] 
share or an interest in an enterprise, especially a financial share” and a 
“[p]ersonal interest or involvement” (Lexico Publishing Group, LLC, 2002).  
 
These explanations of the word ‘stake’ lead us to the term stakeholder and its 
connotation and below are three different approaches to explaining the meaning 
of the term stakeholder. Although the three definitions describe the same 
phenomenon, there are distinct differences between the three. Since there are 
many ways to look at the concept of stakeholders, it is important to identify the 
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one used as a foundation in this study. One of the more wide-ranging definitions 
of the term stakeholder is: 
 

“Any identifiable group or individual who can affect the achievement 
of an organization’s objectives or who is affected by the achievement 
of an organization’s objectives.” (de Wit & Meyer, 2002:832)  

 
Although the definition captures the general meaning of the concept, we believe 
it would be beneficial for a better understanding if the concept was somewhat 
more precisely defined. Johnson and Scholes (1999) represent another 
perspective, in which the individual and his or her interests and incentives seem 
to be in focus: 
 

“Stakeholders are those individuals or groups who depend on the 
organisation to fulfil their own goals and on whom, in turn, the 
organisation depends.” (Johnson & Scholes, 1999:213) 

 
We believe that such a focus can be rather misleading in a thesis with a purpose 
to find out whether companies have become more oriented towards stakeholders 
or shareholders in one form of their corporate communication. This is the case, 
because of Johnson and Scholes’ focus on individual actors instead of 
stakeholder groups. Instead, we find the following definition more precise in 
terms of defining stakeholder groups and how they are affected by, or affect, the 
organisation: 
 

“Stakeholders are all those interest groups, parties, actors, 
claimants, and institutions–both internal and external to the 
corporation–that exert a hold on it. That is, stakeholders are all 
those parties who either affect or who are affected by a 
corporation’s actions, behavior, and policies.” (Mitroff, 1983:4)  

 
Mitroff’s definition is used as a working definition of the term stakeholder 
throughout our study. 

3.2 The Shareholder Value Perspective 
Shareholder value advocates argue that the reason a company exists is to create 
and maximize value for its owners, i.e. those people owning shares in the 
company (de Wit & Meyer, 2002). One of the classic authors on the topic of 
shareholder value, Milton Friedman, argues that the sole responsibility of 
companies is to generate as much money as possible for their owners (Friedman, 
1972). This implies that the primary goal of managers is to implement and 
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pursue strategies that ensure the most economic value to shareholders, measured 
in terms of the rise in share price and dividends paid to shareholders. (Rappaport 
in de Wit & Meyer, 2002) However, the task of actually measuring shareholder 
wealth creation in establishing the best way to create the most value for 
shareholders is a difficult one. The most direct way of measuring shareholder 
wealth is the total rate of return to shareholders, i.e. the worth of dividends plus 
the increase in share price. (Johnson & Natarajan & Rappaport, 1985) In other 
words, in the shareholder value perspective, profitability is of utter importance. 
Decisions are made based on economic rationale and in self-interest of the 
company and not based on moral obligations or sentiments (de Wit & Meyer, 
2001). 
 
Another way of explaining the rationale behind the shareholder value approach 
is according to Rappaport (1987) that unless the demands of the financers are 
seen to, the organisation as such faces the danger of being discontinued. This is 
the case, since ignoring the financial aspects of dividends and share price means 
that the likelihood of the owners of the corporation withdrawing their support, 
i.e. selling their shares, increases (Rappaport, 1987). According to Brealey and 
Myers (2000) this type of shareholder action, selling off shares in a company, 
signals discontent with the way the company is managed.  
 
The fact that there is a separation of ownership and management in many 
companies is one of the significant challenges for representatives of the 
shareholder value approach (de Wit & Meyer, 2002), and this challenge is 
referred to as the principal-agent problem (Brealey & Myers, 2000; de Wit & 
Meyer, 2002; Oviatt, 1988). The problem lies in making sure that the managers 
(agents) of a company are really working in the best interest of the shareholders 
(principals), and not pursuing their own personal agendas (Brealey & Myers, 
2000). According to Sherman (1988) there are several ways of ensuring that the 
managers in a company act in the way they are contracted to do, i.e. maximising 
share value in the long run. This can be done, for example, by paying managers 
high salaries, compensation paid partly in company shares or options, or through 
linking the level of compensation to the value of company shares. According to 
Johnson and Scholes (1999) the role of the board is to ensure that the 
management works towards fulfilling shareholder interests – the board 
constitutes the controlling body of the organisation. 
 
Furthermore, de Wit and Meyer (2001) argue, it is of significance that members 
of the board are in some way ‘neutral’ to the company, i.e. they should be 
outside directors but still own shares in the enterprise. This means that when 
ownership and control are separated, the CEO and the chairman of the board 
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cannot be one and the same individual if shareholder value creation is to be 
ensured. 
 
The traditional shareholder value view on the company and its stakeholders, as 
described by Milton Friedman, includes three major actors: shareholders, the 
company itself and its customers (Mitroff, 1983). The relations between these 
three actors can be portrayed as in figure 2 below. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: “A Traditional Stakeholder Map” (Mitroff, 1983:20), authors’ adaptation 
 
According to Friedman (1972), the largest responsibility of the company is to 
the shareholders, as they provide working capital to the company. In return for 
this, shareholders expect to receive dividends. The customers, on the other hand, 
purchase goods, services or products for which they pay the company a certain 
amount of money, i.e. income for the company. (Mitroff, 1983)  

3.3 The Stakeholder Value Perspective 
Contrary to the shareholder value perspective, the stakeholder theory implies 
that all stakeholders, not just shareholders, should be taken into account by 
management, since they all possess some degree of power to affect the welfare 
of the firm (Carroll, 1989). With this in mind, Friedman’s view as described 
above cannot be said to be very stakeholder-oriented, as the number of 
stakeholders identified is limited and the emphasis is put on the importance and 
needs of the shareholders. The expanded view on stakeholders includes not only 
the three actors depicted in the figure above, but also other internal and external 
actors that can be said to have a stake in the company (Harrison & St. John, 
1994), and that the organisational purpose is to serve all parties – stakeholders – 
involved (de Wit & Meyer, 2001).  
Donaldson and Preston (1995) argue that in the stakeholder value view of a 
company, stakeholders are seen as both influencers and beneficiaries in a 
corporate endeavour, i.e. in the company and its operations. The main measure 
of success in such a corporation is the level of satisfaction reached among its 
stakeholders (de Wit & Meyer, 2002). 
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Figure 3: “The Organisation and its Stakeholders” (Harrison & St. John, 1994:12), authors’ 
adaptation 
 
In the model above, there is a distinction between internal and external 
stakeholders. The internal stakeholders are all members of the actual 
organisation or company and are constituted by those individuals or groups of 
individuals which are either owners of, employed by, or managers of an 
organisation (Harrison & St. John, 1994). The external stakeholders are 
individuals or groups outside the organisation but that nevertheless are actively 
or passively trying to influence the actions and decisions made inside the 
organisation (Mintzberg, 1989).  
 
The broader external environment is the framework in which the organisation is 
present and is in the original model by Harrison and St. John (1994) constituted 
by society, technology and the global economy. We have chosen to make an 
addition to these three constituents: the environment. Environmental issues and 
sustainability have become increasingly important in the management of large 
corporations (Fineman, 2001), and since the original model, as we see it, does 
not fully capture this aspect, we decided to add “the environment” to the broader 
external environment in our model. According to Harrison and St. John (1994), 
one single organisation has very little impact on the broader external 
environment, but is subject to great influence by the same. Being aware of 
trends and developments in this broader environment is important for 
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companies, as the broader external environment affects not only the company 
but also all stakeholders in its operating environment. 
 
The model might give the impression that the specific groups of stakeholders are 
separate entities and that individuals only belong to one stakeholder group. 
However, in reality this is usually not the case – there are inter-relations between 
different stakeholder groups, i.e. they affect each other and work together in 
various ways (Harrison & St. John, 1994), and individuals might – and often do 
– belong to several groups at the same time (Johnson & Scholes, 1999). 
 
If the main dilemma in shareholder value theory is the principal-agent problem, 
then the major dilemma in stakeholder theory is the plentiful amount of 
“principals” for agents to consider (Tetlock in Kramer & Neale, 1998; Jensen, 
2001). According to Jensen (2001) the management in a stakeholder oriented 
company continuously has to make decisions on which stakeholder group’s or 
groups’ interests to see to in the first place, as it is impossible to satisfy all 
interests of all stakeholder groups. The reason for this is that different 
stakeholder groups have different interests, and perceive organisational 
problems differently, which in practice creates a problem for management in 
deciding which interests to take into consideration (Mitroff, 1983). However, 
how to balance these necessary trade-offs between often conflicting interests is 
not elaborated in traditional stakeholder theory (Jensen, 2001; Preston & 
Sapienza, 1990). 
 
In the stakeholder value perspective, corporate governance is not a matter of 
separating ownership and control, but rather a matter of corporate democracy. 
This involves encouraging other stakeholders than merely management and 
board to participate in the governance of the company (Freeman & Reed (1993) 
in de Wit & Meyer, 2001), such as the government and company employees. 

3.4 Understanding Stakeholders 
In order to understand stakeholders, one has to consider two things: the 
stakeholder’s stake in an organisation, and the stakeholder’s power over an 
organisation. Furthermore, it is important to take into consideration the 
stakeholder’s active interest in strategies pursued by the company.  
 
There are many ways of classifying the various types of stakes a stakeholder can 
have in an organisation and different authors use different labels to explain more 
or less the same thing. Below these different stakes are described. 
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All types of owners – fund organisations, board members and managers holding 
shares in the organisation or any person owning a share or more – have the same 
stake: ownership (Carroll, 1989; Harrison & St. John, 1994), or equity (de Wit & 
Meyer, 2002). Other stakeholders, such as employees, suppliers and financial 
intermediaries, have an economic stake in the company. This means that they are 
in some way and to various degrees economically dependent on the organisation 
(de Wit & Meyer, 2002; Harrison & St. John, 1994).  
 
A third type of stake is what Carroll (1989) refers to as a moral right or an 
interest, or what de Wit and Meyer (2002) call influencers and what in the terms 
of Harrison and St. John (1994) is expressed as a social stake. This implies that 
the group has an interest in the organisation behaving in a socially and morally 
responsible way (Harrison & St. John, 1994). Two examples of stakeholders 
having this type of stake in an organisation are activist groups and governments. 
The question of social responsibility and ethics is further discussed in section 
3.5, “Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility”. 
 
In order to establish the types of influence and power different stakeholders can 
exert on an organisation it is helpful to define what power is. Power is “a 
relationship among social actors in which one social actor, A, can get another 
social actor, B, to do something that B would not otherwise have done” (Pfeffer 
cited in Mitchell & Agle 1997). When referring to stakeholders, power comes 
from controlling a resource, which is critical to the operations of the 
organisation (Nwankwo & Richardson, 1996).  
 
There can be said to be three types of stakeholder power: formal, economic and 
political (de Wit & Meyer, 2002; Harrison & St. John, 1994). Formal power is 
expressed in the ability and contractual right to make decisions on behalf of the 
organisation or some part of the same, whereas economic power derives from a 
stakeholder group’s ability to withhold e.g. capital, business transactions or 
services (Harrison & St. John, 1994). Political power comes from the capability 
to influence the organisation by means of political processes (de Wit & Meyer, 
2002). 
 
Now that the two dimensions of the roles of stakeholders are presented, i.e. their 
respective stake and power, it is possible to closer analyse the different 
stakeholder groups. Employees of an organisation, for example, could be said to 
have an economic stake and economic power (Harrison & St. John, 1994), as 
they are dependent on the organisation to pay them salaries or wages, and as 
they have the power to decide not to work. Governments, on the other hand, can 
have a social stake in and political power over an organisation (de Wit & Meyer, 
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2002). This is the case, since governments harbour a social interest in the 
conduct of the organisation and possess the power to legislate in matters of 
special concern. Shareholders constitute a third group of stakeholders, who 
holds an ownership or equity stake and has formal power over the organisation 
(de Wit & Meyer, 2002). The equity stake, of course, comes from the capital 
invested in the company, whereas the formal power comes from the right to vote 
in matters concerning the governance of the company.  
 
From the perspective of the company, there is a need to keep stakeholders 
informed about the strategies and actions of the organisation. Depending on the 
level of interest and the power of different stakeholders, the management of the 
organisation in question can divide the stakeholders identified into four groups. 
By doing so, the company can form what it believes to be the most appropriate 
type of relationship to every stakeholder. (Johnson & Scholes, 1999) This can be 
visualised in the power/interest matrix, as shown below in figure 4. 
 
 

 Low High 

Low A Minimal effort B Keep informed 

High C Keep satisfied D Key players 

 
Figure 4: “Stakeholder mapping: the power/interest matrix” (Johnson & Scholes, 1999:216) 
  
Those stakeholders that hold a high level of interest in the organisation, its 
strategies and mission and that also have a strong ability to exert power over the 
organisation are the key players to the organisation. On the opposite side of the 
matrix are those stakeholders that require little attention from the company, as 
they have a low interest in the organisation and possess a low degree of power to 
influence the same. (Johnson & Scholes, 1999) The logic of this reasoning is not 
only applicable to the stakeholder value perspective, in trying to serve and 
satisfy all stakeholders involved, but also to the shareholder value approach, but 
in a different way.  
 
If stakeholder management is both the means and end in the stakeholder value 
approach, it could in the shareholder value perspective be seen as only a means 
to reach the goal of serving owners and ensuring shareholder value growth. 
Paying consideration to stakeholder groups does not necessarily imply that the 
purpose of the organisation is to serve and satisfy these groups. It could be the 
case that treating stakeholders well is a means of ensuring long-term 

LEVEL OF INTEREST 
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profitability, and not an expression of fulfilling moral obligations. (de Wit & 
Meyer, 2001) For example, treating a very powerful union well, might serve the 
profitability of the company in both the short and long run, in an attempt to for 
example reduce the risk of costly, long-drawn strikes breaking out. 

3.5 Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility 
With the introductory words of his famous work “Nicomachean Ethics” the 
Greek philosopher Aristotle (350 B.C./2002) laid the foundation for the doctrine 
of ethics:  
 

“Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, 
is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has 
rightly been declared to be that at which all things aim.”  

 
Many years have passed since the days of Aristotle, nevertheless ethics are still 
essential in the way humans organise the society in which they live. Although 
the words of Aristotle deal with the good in actions of humans, it does not 
answer the question of what ethics actually are. In our opinion, one of the more 
comprehensible answers to that question is that “[a]n act, decision, or behavior 
is ethical if it is consonant (in agreement) with prevailing norms or standards of 
society.” (Carroll, 1989:83).  
 
The idea of corporate social responsibility is rooted in the concept of ethics 
(Carroll, 1989) and is an intrinsic part of the stakeholder value perspective (de 
Wit & Meyer, 2002). A corporation that takes its obligations to its stakeholders 
further than the minimum which is required, can, according to Johnson and 
Schools (1999), be said to act in a socially responsible way. More specifically, 
corporate social responsibility involves that a company selects goals, which aim 
to satisfy the desires of society, and judges the effects of company activities not 
merely from a perspective of profitability but also from ethical standards and 
social desirability (Boatright, 2003). 
 
Those arguing in favour of corporate social responsibility as an intrinsic part of 
managerial practice and thinking are of the opinion that company and society are 
inseparable (Fagerfjäll & Frankental & House, 2001). According to Mintzberg 
(1989), one of the arguments for companies to go beyond that which is the 
absolute minimum obligation to stakeholders is that strategic decisions made by 
corporations will inexorably have both economic as well as social effects. In 
other words, it is naïve to believe that a decision can involve only economic 
aspects (Mintzberg, 1989). 
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The advocates of the shareholder value approach, with Friedman in the 
forefront, argue that companies do not have a social responsibility. Friedman 
(1972:165) took this view almost to an extreme in his work “Capitalism and 
Freedom”, when stating that for a company “there is one and only one social 
responsibility – to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase 
its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game […]”. In other words, 
issues concerning social responsibility, such as employment, the environment, 
consumer interests and societal progress, are not within the realms of a 
company, but should rather be left to governments or individuals (de Wit & 
Meyer, 2002). 

3.6 Overview of the Two Value Perspectives 
Now that both the shareholder and stakeholder value perspectives are presented 
and described in the sections above, the two perspectives are put side by side 
below for easy comparison and as a quick reminder for the reader. This table 
captures some of the most noteworthy differences of the two value perspectives, 
but we ask of the reader not to think of the table below as a replacement for the 
text in this chapter. 
 
Table 2: “Shareholder value versus stakeholder values perspective”, (de Wit & Meyer, 
2001:811),   authors’ adaptation 

 

 Shareholder Value 
Perspective 

Stakeholder Values 
Perspective 

Emphasis on Profitability over 
responsibility 

Responsibility over 
profitability 

Organisations seen 
as Instruments Joint-ventures 

Organisational 
purpose To serve owner To serve parties involved 

Measure of success 
Share price and 

dividends (shareholder 
value) 

Satisfaction among 
stakeholders 

Major difficulty Getting agent to pursue 
principal’s interests 

Balancing interests of 
various stakeholders 

Corporate 
governance through 

Independent outside 
directors with shares Stakeholder representation 

Stakeholder 
management Means End and means 

Social responsibility Individual, not 
organisational matter 

Both individual and 
organisational 
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3.7 Putting Theory to Work – a Synthesis of Purpose 
and Theory 

When combining the theories put forth in the preceding chapter with the first 
part of the purpose of our study – to find out whether there has been a shift, or 
several shifts, in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder value orientation in 
annual reports – a synthesis occurs. In order to fulfil the first part of the purpose, 
we need to establish what to look for in the annual reports. There is obviously a 
need to identify which stakeholders that are acknowledged and the space and 
attention these groups are given.  
 
In order to determine the importance of shareholders as a stakeholder group, we 
need to look at the signs of a shareholder value approach being the primary type 
of management used in a company. In doing so, we look at the space and 
attention given specifically to shareholders as a group, and at the importance 
attached to profitability and the creation of value for shareholders. Furthermore, 
in order to fulfil the purpose, we need to examine the annual reports in terms of 
finding determinants of corporate social responsibility.  
 
As an annual report consists of not only written words, but also a mixture of 
pictures, graphs, statistics and different lay-outs, we need to take these separate 
elements into account when forming a holistic opinion on the orientation of a 
report. To avoid being locked up within the confines of these different 
parameters we must also have an open mind to other pieces of information that 
cast light on the respective perspective of the reports. Among other pieces of 
information the broader external environment as described by the companies is 
included in order for us to detect which events that seem to be significant for the 
companies at the respective points in time. Thus, we end up with the following 
list of information to look for in the annual reports: 
 

•  Which stakeholders are acknowledged and to what extent? (relative 
importance) 

•  The importance of shareholders in terms of being a stakeholder group  
•  The importance of profitability, dividend per share, the creation of value 

for shareholders etc. 
•  Corporate social responsibility: educational and environmental 

programmes, descriptions of firm environment and society etc. 
•  General impression of report: text, pictures, layout etc. 
•  Other information of interest for this study: e.g. governance structure 
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•  Information for the later explanation of our findings: descriptions of 
broader external environment, owner structure etc. 

 
The second part of the purpose in this study – to elucidate and explain our 
findings from a historical perspective – requires more than the information 
obtained in the annual reports. Therefore, we need to consider the context of the 
firms at the respective points in time. By context, we primarily mean the 
political, economic, legal and social environments of the firms. In order to 
diminish the risk of overestimating the importance of the historical context, we 
believe it to be beneficial for our analysis to also look at owner structures in the 
firms and other company related facts. This results in the following list of 
information, or explanatory parameters, to gather and take into consideration: 
 

•  The broader environment of firms: domestic and international political, 
economic, legal and social environments 

•  Owner structure and other information of interest: reported profits or 
losses etc. 

 
The information of all the above parameters is presented in chapter five 
“Empirical Studies”, with the exception of the broader environment of the firms, 
which is accounted for in the following chapter, “A Historical Account”. 
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4 A Historical Account 
 
In this chapter we give a concise account for the events and developments of the 
three decades in focus, from the end of the 1960s and up until 2001. The 
information in this chapter is divided into four sections: “The 1970s”, “The 
1980s”, “The 1990s” and “2000-2001”. In appendix 1 we include a bar chart 
over the GDP development in Sweden during the last 50 years. 
 
By including this chapter in the thesis we intend not only to provide the reader 
with information about single events and occurrences, but also to give the reader 
an opportunity to form a more general and processual understanding for the 
three decades. Since the information in this chapter is closely related to that in 
the following chapter, “Empirical Studies”, we leave it up to the reader to 
choose in which order to read the two chapters. However, as a courtesy to the 
reader we give three different suggestions on how to do this.  
 
One approach is to read the chapter at a stretch, and then continue with the 
empirical chapter. Another approach is to read the two chapters in the opposite 
order, i.e. read the chapter on “Empirics” first and then this chapter, “A 
Historical Account”. A third way, which we recommend, is to read the historical 
account for a decade first and then read the corresponding empirical sections – 
for example first read section 4.1, “The 1970s”, and then the two sections 5.1 
and 5.2, “The Annual Reports of 1972” and “The Annual Reports of 1978” 
respectively. We believe that this last approach gives the reader a better 
understanding and a wider general picture of the phenomena in focus. 

4.1 The 1970s 
The 1970s were years of relative instability in the world, in terms of democracy, 
peace and political stability. South European countries such as Greece, Portugal 
and Spain experienced coups in which totalitarian regimes were overthrown and 
replaced by a slow process towards democracy. (Tägil, 1987) A number of wars 
raged in the world during parts of the 1970s, the heftiest and most ill-famed 
being the war in Vietnam, which came to an end in 1973 (Lindorm, 1978).  
 
Between the two superpowers of the world, the Soviet Union and the USA, there 
was still tension, although a certain balance and stability was maintained in 
terms of power. (Jönsson & Elgström & Jerneck, 1992) Attempts were made to 
limit the military build-up between the two powers and their allied nations 
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through the SALT2 agreements. (Tägil, 1987) These did not imply any 
disarmament, but rather a control of already existing levels of armament. 
(Jönsson et al, 1992) In the USA President Richard Nixon was forced to resign 
in 1974, one year after the Watergate scandal was uncovered, and was 
automatically succeeded by Gerald Ford (Lindorm, 1978). After the 1976 
elections, Jimmy Carter took over the presidential seat (Tägil, 1987).  
 
Some countries in Europe faced the constant threat of terrorism from rebel 
groups, e.g. as ETA in Spain, RAF in West-Germany, The Red Brigades in Italy 
and IRA in Northern Ireland. During the Olympic Games in Munich 1972, a 
Palestinian resistance group, “Black September”, took a number of Israeli 
sportsmen hostage, which resulted in a shoot-out and several casualties, 
including everyone in the hostage. (Kumm, 1998) 
 
An issue that came to dominate the political agenda of the late 1970s and the 
early 1980s was the future of nuclear power in Sweden. (Lewin, 1997) On the 
27th of March 1979, an accident occurred in the Three Mile Island nuclear power 
plant in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, which received global attention and added to 
the debate in Sweden (När Var Hur, 1982). In 1980 a referendum on the future 
of nuclear power in Sweden was held and in line with the results of the vote the 
decision was made in the parliament to limit the number of reactors to twelve, 
and the use of nuclear power was to be discontinued by the year of 2010. 
(Lewin, 1997) 
 
The world economy suffered one turbulent economic crisis after another: early 
in the 1970s, the Bretton Woods exchange rate system collapsed 
(Europaparlamentet, 2000); the impact of the oil crises in 1973 and 1979 shook 
the Western nations by their very foundations and the Keynesian ideas of fiscal 
stimulation could no longer solve the economic problems of the West (Tägil, 
1987).  
 
During the late 1960s and the early 1970s the hippie movement attracted 
supporters in many countries of the world. The hippies advocated a message of 
universal peace and love, demonstrated against war and had a liberal view on for 
example drugs and sex. (Nationalencyklopedin, 1992) In the later part of the 
1970s another movement saw the light of day, or rather of night – the anarchistic 
and rebellious punk movement. This movement protested against everything in 
society, and the members of this subculture showed their discontent through 
their appearance and music. (Ferrer, 1983) 

                                                 
2 Strategic Arms Limitation Talks 
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In Sweden, the end of the 1960s saw the beginning of strikes and protests among 
workers, and these continued to occur during the first years of the next decade 
(Nycander, 2002). Perhaps the most influential in spurring the continued strikes 
and the debate surrounding the rights of workers was the strike of LKAB mining 
workers in Lapland (Hedenius, 1996). This put democracy in the workplace on 
the political agenda and through new legislation the rights of workers were 
consistently strengthened during the 1970s. (Nycander, 2002) In 1970 the 
Swedish two-chamber parliament was reformed to consist of only one chamber 
(Larsson, 1993). During the entire post-war period the political situation had 
been very stable with social democratic governments. In the 1973 election this 
political stability was turned upside-down, when the two political sides ended up 
with 175 parliamentary seats each. As a result of this ‘draw’, the parliament 
during its three year-term sometimes had to draw lotts in order to pass or dismiss 
bills. In the next elections in 1976 the right wing parties won the election and 
jointly formed a right wing government for the first time. (Hadenius & Molin & 
Wieslander, 1988)  
 
The so-called “Paragraph 32” had been debated since it came into effect in 1906, 
and in the 1970s the debate intensified. Paragraph 32 gave employers the 
exclusive right to run and delegate operations as well as hire and dismiss 
employees at their own discretion. The unions, with ‘LO’, The Swedish Trade 
Union Confederation, in the forefront, demanded more influence for employees 
in companies, i.e. increased corporate democracy. Two new laws to the benefit 
of employees came into effect in 1974 and 1977, ‘LAS’ – Lagen om 
anställningsskydd (The Security of Employment Act) – and ‘MBL’ – 
Medbestämmandelagen (The Industrial Codetermination Act) – respectively. 
(Nycander, 2002; Schiller, 1988) In 1976 a law controlling the representation of 
employees on company boards was enacted, stating that in companies with more 
than 25 employees, employees were entitled to appoint two board members 
representing the workforce (Rättsnätet, 2002). 
 
In 1974 the so-called ‘Främjandelagen’ was passed, which among other things 
aimed at increasing the number of elderly and persons with disabilities in the 
workforce. Three years later, the appearances of the work environment were 
regulated in ‘Arbetsmiljölagen’ (the Work Environment Act), a law aimed at 
preventing bad health and accidents in the workplace. (Sveriges Lagar, 2000) 
 
From the end of the Second World War, investments made by the Swedish 
industry had been on a steady, yearly increase. Between 1976 and 1982, 
however, Sweden suffered the deepest plunge in industrial investments since the 
beginning of the Industrialisation in Sweden – investments in machinery and 
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fixed assets decreased by more than 40 per cent. (Eklund, 1995) Together with 
the two oil crises and rising labour costs, this fall in investments led to a 
structural crisis that was to plague the Swedish economy far into the 1980s. In 
addition, between 1976 and 1978 the Central Bank of Sweden chose to 
devaluate the Swedish currency three times by a total of 16 per cent. In 1980, 
however, the currency was revaluated by 10 per cent in an attempt to hold back 
inflation. (Feldt, 1991) The crisis in the Swedish economy affected the 
traditional industries worst: the textiles and ready-made clothing industry, the 
iron and steel industry, the forest and wood-processing industry and the ship-
building industry. Many companies, especially within these industries, saw 
themselves forced to turn to the government for financial assistance – loans. 
(Riksdagens årsbok, 1978) 

4.2 The 1980s 
In the 1980s, right-wing winds spread across Europe and other parts of the 
world. In Europe, the most obvious example of this right-wing interest was the 
victory of Margaret Thatcher and the Conservative Party in the UK in 1979. On 
the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, in the USA, the Republican Ronald Reagan 
won the 1980 presidential election and came into power in 1981. (Tägil, 1987) 
Reagan was re-elected in the 1984 election and came to hold the presidential 
seat for eight years. In 1988 Reagan handed over the key to the White House to 
his republican colleague George Bush Sr. 
 
Prime Minister Thatcher made major cut downs in the public sector and 
introduced vast tax reductions, especially for the already wealthy. Thatcher’s 
colleague overseas, US President Reagan, were to abandon his predecessor 
Carter’s attempts to ease the tension between the two superpowers USA and the 
Soviet Union; instead of disarmament, President Reagan chose to put priority on 
building up the military power of the USA in the belief that a demonstration of 
power would force the Soviet Union to approach the West. (Tägil, 1987) 
Moreover, Reagan launched a considerable taxation reform, which led to 
constant deficits in the federal budget during years that follow (Hallenberg in 
Lindahl, 1998). The armament policy of the USA in the early 1980s led to 
extensive peace demonstrations in both Europe and the USA (När Var Hur, 
1982).  
 
In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachov came into power in the Soviet Union, and with this 
a new more open era began. Gorbachov advocated international peace and 
disarmament (Tägil, 1987) as well as major changes in domestic policy (Jonson, 
1998). After Gorbachov came into power in the Soviet Union a change in the 
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Cold War took place. Instead of increasing armament, the two super powers 
began negotiating extensive disarmament (Jönsson et al, 1992).  
 
The dangers of nuclear power became evident once again in 1986, as an 
explosion occurred in a nuclear power plant in Chernobyl, Ukraine (at the time a 
part of the USSR), spreading a cloud of radioactive particles over large parts of 
the European continent (Tedin, 1987). 
 
During the 1980s, a number of great steps in the field of medicine were taken. 
The detection and treatment of cancer improved as did the organ transplant 
techniques (Tägil, 1987). In contrast to this medical progress, HIV and AIDS 
were in the mid-1980s recognised as a fast-growing threat to humanity – in 1986 
between five to ten million people world-wide had been infected by the virus 
(Atterstam, 1987). 
 
In 1982, the crisis in the world economy worsened with growing unemployment 
rates, decreasing production and increasing protectionism (Heldt, 1983). In 
Great Britain the unemployment rates reached an all time high of almost 14 per 
cent in 1982 (När Var Hur, 1983). The years of recession during the early 1980s 
left their footprints in many countries, e.g. by the change in fiscal policy – 
instead of spending one’s way out of a recession, which caused increasing debt, 
the new medicine was cost cutting in the public sector (Schön, 2000). A 
reflection of this new way of thinking was the transfer of parts of the public 
sector to private ownership (Sundberg, 1986). The economic situation took a 
turn in 1983, when new industries and branches flourished and the globalisation 
of business took off (Schön, 2000). A five-year positive trend on the stock 
markets of the world was broken on the 19th of October 1987, when the so-called 
‘Black Monday’ crash occurred and stock markets all over the world plummeted 
(Sundberg, 1988). Overnight, the ever so bright view on the future of the world 
economy went pitch black (Feldt, 1991), and many feared that the deep 
recession of the 1930s would repeat itself (Sundberg, 1988).  
 
One of the more long-drawn negotiations between nation states started in 1986. 
The so-called Uruguay Round on trade liberation was held under the wings of 
GATT. The round was finally concluded eight years later, in 1994, and one of 
the results was the formation of the WTO – the World Trade Organization. Also, 
agreements on the largest decrease in tariffs in history were made. (WTO, 2003) 
 
In the 1980s Japanese companies became international players and challenged 
existing multinational corporations. These newcomers – generally referred to as 
the ‘Japanese threat’ by their competitors – won tremendous success in many 
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areas, for example cars, consumer electronics and motorcycles. (Kotler & 
Armstrong & Saunders & Wong, 1996) 
 
In 1989 one of the most important events in the post-war-period took place: the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the Iron Curtain that divided the East from the West. 
This was the beginning of the end of the Cold War and communism in Europe. 
(ANNO 89, 1990), and in country after country in Eastern Europe dictators were 
over-thrown (När Var Hur, 1993).  
 
In Sweden, the early 1980s was characterised by an unstable political situation 
and a constant struggle to keep inflation down. The three parties of the centre-
right government saw differences in many issues, and in 1981 one of the parties 
of the ruling coalition, because of a disagreement in tax policy, chose to leave 
the government. In spite of this, the two remaining parties managed to stay in 
power until the elections of 1982. (Hadenius, 1996) In 1982 the Social 
Democratic Party won the elections and formed government. Their first major 
decision was to devaluate the Swedish currency by a modest 16 per cent. As the 
centre-right government had devaluated the Krona by 10 per cent in late 1981, 
the Swedish currency had thus been downvalued by 25 per cent in one year. 
(Hadenius et al, 1988)  
 
One of the more significant political discussions of the post-war-period, and 
especially the 1970s and 1980s, was the introduction of ‘löntagarfonderna’ (the 
wage earners’ investment funds). The Social Democrats and the Communist 
Party were both in favour of a fund in which the unions were majority owners. 
(Lewin, 1997) After the 1982 elections the Social Democrats implemented these 
debated funds, supported neither by the business community (Hadenius et al, 
1988) nor the people (Lewin, 1997).  
 
In 1984 the circumstances surrounding the illegal export of weaponry to a 
number of countries were uncovered. The extent of these political and illegal 
affairs grew during the 1980s and resulted in prosecution and conviction of the 
President of Bofors Industries, but the governmental involvement in these 
dubious affairs could not be established by the Stockholm City Court. 
(Nationalencyklopedin, 1990) 
 
In 1986 the murder of the Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme sent shockwaves 
across the nation and the world. An intense investigation process was initiated, 
but to this very day, more than 16 years after the tragedy, the mystery of the 
murder remains unsolved. Immediately after the murder, the deputy Prime 
Minister Ingvar Carlsson was made head of the Social Democratic Party and in 
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the days that followed Carlsson was elected Prime Minister by the parliament 
(Thorsson, 1987). Carlsson’s leadership was quite different from that of his 
predecessor Palme, in that Carlsson was more willing to reach political 
compromises and avoid conflicts (Hadenius, 1996). 
 
The 1988 elections were historical – for the first time in 70 years a new political 
party, ‘Miljöpartiet de gröna’ (the Green Party), made the 4 per cent limit and 
became represented in the parliament (Hasselquist, 1989). This was a reflection 
of the growing importance of environmental issues, which had come to play an 
important part in Swedish politics in the later part of the 1980s (Anshelm, 1995). 
 
On the economic side, the 1980s began in a recession, which lasted until 1983. 
The six years that followed were characterised by steady industrial economic 
growth and low rates of unemployment. (Eklund, 1995) In the mid-1980s the 
globalisation trend hit Swedish industry and both the Swedish economy as well 
as companies began an intense and rapid internationalisation process (Schön, 
2000). At the same time, the government was struggling with massive budget 
deficits and a high rate of inflation (Eklund, 1995). One of the reasons for the 
high rate of inflation – higher than in most other OECD countries – were the 
increasing wages and prices.  
 
As the traditional Swedish collective bargaining system partially fell apart 
during the 1980s, subsections of unions started haggling over whom should lead 
the way on the road to higher wages, leading to a wages-wages spiral (Eklund, 
1992). Moreover, the higher wage level drove companies to price their products 
higher, which, in turn, led to workers demanding higher wages, causing a 
wages-price spiral (Eklund, 1995). A more extensive labour market policy was 
implemented and one of the core issues involved lowering the increasing 
exclusion on the labour market of individuals with occupational injuries and 
disabilities (Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen, 1995). In 1987 the 1976 law governing 
the representation of employees on the boards of companies was repelled. The 
content of the old law was expanded to give employees in large companies (with 
more than 1000 employees) the right to appoint three board members. (Sveriges 
Lagar, 2000) 
 
The Swedish system of progressive taxation – in which marginal taxes were on 
extremely high levels – proved to be a source of unfair income distribution 
during this decade, and especially in the latter part of the 1980s. In combination 
with the high rate of inflation and generous rules for tax deduction, the tax 
system was malfunctioning and beneficial to those well-acquainted with the 
system. (Eklund, 1992) 
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The repeated devaluations of the Swedish Krona in the late 1970s and early 
1980s removed the pressure on the domestic industry for structural change, the 
latter being something which was highly necessary for the Swedish economy to 
keep pace with other OECD countries. (Henrekson, 1991) 
 
In the mid-1980s the financial markets of Sweden were deregulated. The driving 
forces behind the deregulation process were the increasing budget deficit and the 
internationalisation of capital markets. (Jonung, 1993) The deregulation of the 
capital and financial markets led to increased competition among banks and 
financial institutes. In the battle for customers, the banks’ lending policies 
became more and more liberal as they lent at lower and lower interest rates and 
sometimes against poor collateral. (Larsson, 1998) The latter was particularly 
common in the real estate business (Larsson, 1998), but in the early 1990s, the 
lending and spending frenzy came to an abrupt end.  

4.3 The 1990s 
The 1990s were a decade of radical and substantial changes in the world. At the 
beginning of the 1990s the world saw the definite end of the Cold War (Jönsson 
et al, 1992). The reunification of Germany, the fall of the Soviet Union and the 
split-up in two republics of Czechoslovakia are some examples of how the world 
map was redrawn. In another part of Europe, the circumstances surrounding 
domestic conflicts were not as fortunate – a drawn-out war was to plague the 
former Yugoslavian Republic, in which ethnic cleansing and human rights 
violations abounded. (Simensen & Tägil, 2001)  
 
Another conflict, but much shorter in time, arose in the Middle East, as Iraq 
invaded the oil-producing nation of Kuwait. Sanctioned by the UN a military 
coalition under American leadership drove the Iraqi troops back and put an end 
to the immediate conflict (Hugemark, 1992). The environmental effects of the 
Gulf War were considerable and the fires and spills in and around the oil-wells 
of Kuwait heavily damaged the soil as well as the marine environment in many 
areas (Ag & Durrant, 1992).  
 
The US presidential elections in 1992 resulted in victory for the Democratic 
Party and their candidate Bill Clinton took possession of the White House. 
Clinton held the presidential position and stayed in office for two consecutive 
terms, and handed over the torch to the Republican George W. Bush in the 2000 
presidential elections. 
 
The final blow to the Soviet Union was the failed coup of 1991. Before that, 
Boris Yeltsin was elected president in Russia in 1990, at the time a part of the 
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Soviet Union. After the coup Yeltsin gained increasingly more power and at the 
end of 1991, when the Soviet Union ceased to exist, Yeltsin was the single 
leader of the Russian Federation. Although the Soviet Union was dissolved, 
Yeltsin initiated the CIS, the Commonwealth of Independent States, a post-
Soviet union between a number of former Soviet Republics. On New Year’s Eve 
in 1999 Yeltsin announced his immediate resignation and Vladimir Putin 
overtook the presidential post. (Simensen & Tägil, 2001) 
 
During the Cold War, the UN could not engage in peace-keeping operations, 
since the Soviet Union constantly used their right of veto to block all 
suggestions and attempts to make decisions to carry out such operations. 
However, after the end of the Cold War the UN came to play a more active role 
in international politics. Since then, UN peace forces have contributed to 
stability in conflict areas. (Simensen & Tägil, 2001) 
 
The 1992 UN environment conference in Rio de Janeiro resulted in the 
environmental action plan Agenda 21. In 1997 a follow-up to this conference 
took place, which proved to be a failure. The Agenda 21 action plan had not 
been put into practice and the global environment had in many respects 
worsened. In the 1997 conference the member states could not reach any new 
agreements, mainly due to differences between industrialised and developing 
countries. (När Var Hur, 1997) 
 
Childrens’ rights were in the centre of attention during the 1990s. In 1989 the 
UN accepted the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was ratified by 
the Swedish parliament in 1990 (Socialdepartementet, 1992). In 1996 the first 
world congress against the commercial sexual exploitation of children was held, 
two months before a sex crime scandal was revealed in Belgium, stirring up 
feelings all over the world (ANNO, 1997). 
 
Right-wing extremism and Neo-Nazism became an issue in the 1990s. In several 
European countries extremist parties gained the sympathy of voters and as a 
result saw an increased representation in the parliaments. (Nord, 1993) Also in 
other Western countries crimes related to racial issues occurred; in Los Angeles, 
USA, a number of white police officers assaulted an African-American male. 
The acquittal of the police officers provoked the black community resulting in 
massive riots in parts of Los Angeles. (Matthis, 1993) 
 
The later part of the 1990s saw the beginning of a financial crisis, which started 
in Thailand in 1997. In July of that year, the Thai currency could no longer be 
tied to the US Dollar and was let to free-float. This was the beginning of a pan-
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South Asian financial crisis (Soros, 1998), which also spread to other large 
economies such as Russia and Japan, severely affecting the global economy on 
the whole. 
 
Terrorism found new ways in the 1990s. In Tokyo, Japan, a religious group 
called Aum Supreme Truth sect released poisonous gas in the underground train 
system (Reid, 1995). In the same year, 1995, Christian fanatics planted a bomb 
under a federal building in Oklahoma City, USA, causing the death of 168 
people. Many governments, including the American, saw themselves forced to 
pass new anti-terrorist laws after these and similar events. (Mälarstedt, 1996) 
 
Technology improved rapidly during the 1990s, and some expressed this 
development in terms of a “third industrial revolution”. With the exceptional 
growth in computer technology, the Internet soon became a reality - at one point 
100.000 web pages were added to this global computer network every hour! 
(Simensen & Tägil, 2001) Another very important part of this rapid 
improvement in technology was the introduction of mobile phones, which hit the 
consumer markets in the 1990s. Sweden was for a long time in the forefront 
when it came to mobile phones per person. (Holst, 1994) With the new 
developments in technology came also the ability to transfer capital and 
information all over the world in no time at all (Simensen & Tägil, 2001), and 
all of a sudden the world became a much smaller place. 
 
In the early 1990s the Swedish economy was hit by the worst recession in the 
post-war period; the unemployment rate tripled, banks and the bank system 
faced a collapse and the economic growth was negative during three years. The 
former so well-merited Swedish model finally had to be abandoned, as it proved 
unable to cope with the ratio of inflation – unemployment. (Eklund, 1992) 
 
Due to the increased lending in the late 1980s and the high degree of poor 
collateral, the Swedish bank system was hit by the sudden downturn in the real 
estate business. This was the first sign of the crisis that would hit the Swedish 
bank system in the early 1990s – a crisis which consisted of uncontrolled credit 
losses among many Swedish banks. These massive losses had their roots in three 
factors: firstly, the sharp decline in commercial real estate prices led to huge 
credit losses for many banks – especially those which had many customers in 
the real estate business. Secondly, the deep recession itself affected Swedish 
companies negatively and the many bankruptcies caused a new wave of credit 
losses for Swedish banks. Thirdly – slightly lagging behind the real estate 
business and companies – private persons, non-corporate businesses and local 
government finances were unable to handle their financial undertakings, 
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something which deteriorated the already pressured finances of the Swedish 
banks. The severity of the crisis left the Swedish government with no choice but 
to intervene and help banks with financial support. (Lybeck, 1992) 
 
Parallel to the development of the crisis in the Swedish bank system, the 
Swedish currency was under constant pressure from both domestic as well as 
foreign actors in the financial market. In the autumn of 1992, the central bank of 
Sweden had to abandon the fixed exchange rate after a final attempt to hinder 
the outflow of Swedish currency by raising the discount rate to a whopping 500 
per cent level. (Dennis, 1998) Since these events in 1992, Sweden has to this 
date had a floating exchange rate. 
 
The rate of unemployment rocketed in the early 1990s – between 1990 and 1993 
the rate of unemployment demonstrated a fivefold increase, from 2 per cent in 
1990 to almost 10 per cent in 1993 (Andersson & Elsässer, 1997). 
 
During the recession of the early 1990s, Sweden applied for membership in the 
European Community. As a result of the referendum on the issue in 1994, when 
a slight majority of the Swedes voted for a membership, Sweden became a 
member state of the EC in January 1995. (Hadenius, 1996)  
 
The elections in 1991 resulted in the dethroning of the Social Democrats, the 
entry of two new political parties – ‘Ny Demokrati’ (New Democracy) and 
‘Kristdemokratiska Samlingspartiet’ (The Christian Democratic Party) – in the 
parliament and the formation of a centre-right government. This minority 
government had to turn to the one of the parliamentary newcomers, Ny 
Demokrati – a party of discontent – for support in several questions during the 
period of office (Hadenius, 1996), sometimes causing turbulence in the 
parliamentary situation (Ekdahl, 1992). One of the first bills presented by the 
new government and passed by the parliament was to abolish the wage earners’ 
investment funds, which had been introduced by the Social Democrats after the 
1982 elections (Lewin, 1997). 
 
In 1993 the Swedish telecom market was deregulated (Gylling & Grönlund, 
1998), and in 1994 the electric power market and the railway traffic were 
deregulated and privately owned companies were allowed to compete with the 
former monopolists (När Var Hur, 1994). The ownership in Swedish companies 
changed dramatically during the 1990s. During this period foreign ownership in 
Swedish companies increased fourfold. Moreover, by 1999 one fourth of the 
Stockholm Stock Exchange value was held by institutions, e.g. share investment 
funds, pension funds and insurance companies. (Kask, 1999) 
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After showing a growing interest in the environment in the 1980s, peaking 
around the elections of 1988, the Swedish people gradually during the early 
1990s lost interest in these questions. Instead, the environmental issues were 
replaced by questions concerning the economy and employment. (Bennulf, 
1994) In 1993, however, the implementation of the 1992 Agenda 21 action plan 
for sustainable development of the global environment took off in Sweden 
(Jönsson, 1994), and once again the interest in environmental issues rose. This 
was especially evident in the parliamentary work and in a general consciousness 
among Swedes in terms of ecological sustainability (Älmeberg, 1999).  

4.4 2000-2001 
The shift to the new decade – and a new millennium – was not very dramatic 
and very few millennium bugs bit the population of the planet. More dramatic 
were the protests and riots that came to leave their mark on the last days of the 
old millennium and the first couple of years of the new millennium. In a few 
days in November and December 1999 Seattle experienced violent protests and 
riots during the World Trade Organisation conference (Postman & Broom & 
King, 1999). At the EU summit in Nice, France, in 2000 the delegates were 
welcomed by intense protests and riots (SVT, 2000), and also at the G8 summit 
in Genoa, Italy, in 2001 the same thing occurred, which resulted in one activist 
being shot to death by the police (SVT, 2001). During the EU summit in 
Gothenburg, Sweden, in June 2001, the city was hit by riots and violence 
leading to massive damages on the city pride, the street ‘Avenyn’ (Magnusson, 
2001).  
 
One of the participating protest organisations at the EU summit in Gothenburg, 
Attac, had since its start-up in Sweden earlier in 2001 quickly attracted 
thousands of members. Its core message is fair international trade by for 
example the introduction of taxation of international capital transactions. (Attac, 
2002) 
 
In 2000, the IT business suffered a tremendous shock, as share prices of these 
overvalued companies fell dramatically on stock exchanges all over the world, 
generally referred to as ‘the burst of the dot-com bubble’. This resulted in the 
entire IT business being abandoned by financial intermediaries and financers. 
(Ritzen, 2000) 
 
In March of 2000, Vladimir Putin won the presidential elections in Russia and 
thus continued his time in office. In the USA, George W Bush was declared to 
be the winner of the presidential election after much ado and weeks of 
recounting votes. (SVT, 2000) 
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2000 was also the year when Sweden lost one of its most precious national 
treasures, SAAB Automobile, to the American automobile giant General Motors 
(SVT, 2000). However, in the same year the Volvo Corporation purchased the 
truck division of Renault, and included in the deal was the American truck 
manufacturer Mack Trucks, making Volvo the largest European manufacturer of 
commercial vehicles (Axelsson & Nettersand, 2002). In 2001, Ericsson 
announced its new joint venture with the Sony Corporation, forming the Sony 
Ericsson Mobile Communications company (Sony Ericsson, 2003).  
 
In several European elections in 2000, right-wing parties carrying extremist 
opinions managed to gather much sympathy and many votes. This development 
was evident in the elections for example in Austria and Norway. (Mellbourn, 
2000)  
 
The former president of Yugoslavia, Slobodan Milosevic, was on the 1st of April 
2001 arrested and brought to jail (SVT, 2001). He stands accused of numerous 
war crimes and genocide before the Hague War Crimes Tribunal. 
 
The 2001 decision of the International Olympic Committee to award Beijing, 
China, the Summer Olympics in 2008 was controversial and questioned by 
human rights organisations and politicians all over the world (SVT, 2001). 
 
On the 11th of September 2001, the USA was paralysed by the terrorist attack on 
the two towers of the World Trade Center in New York, and the Pentagon in 
Washington D.C.. This sent shockwaves all over the world, and nations quickly 
allied themselves with the USA in the fight against terrorism. On the 7th of 
October the same year, the USA launched its attack on Afghanistan, where 
allegedly the mastermind of the terrorist attacks in September, Usama bin Laden 
of the Al Qaida terrorist network, had gone underground. 
 
In October 2001, Kofi Annan – and the UN – was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize for his work in creating a better organised and more peaceful world (SVT, 
2001) 
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5 Empirical Studies 
 
Accounting for a number of theories would be quite futile without presenting 
empirical data. Halvorsen (1992:44) states that “[e]mpirics without theory is 
empirism. Theory without empirics is philosophy or formal logic.” In this 
chapter our empirical findings are presented in six sections, one for each group 
of annual reports, starting with “The Annual Reports of 1972” and ending with 
“The Annual Reports of 2001”. Each respective section is opened by a 
presentation of which reports that are included that particular year. This is 
followed by an overall interpretation of the reports of the year. Thereafter we 
give an account for the statements of the CEO and the chairman of the board, 
when available in the reports, which is followed by a description of the 
identified stakeholders and their respective importance. After this we describe 
how the companies have portrayed their broader external environment, followed 
by owner structure, presented financial results, dividends paid and focus on 
profitability. Last in each section are accounts for corporate social responsibility 
and pictures respectively. In appendix 2, the reader finds a selection of images 
from the annual reports of the different years to further elucidate our 
interpretations. 
 
Generally, the reports from the 1970s are not as encompassing as the annual 
reports of present time. As the established praxis and the laws governing 
accounting principles have over time changed and become more extensive, so 
have the annual reports. As a result of this, the different sections below 
sometimes do not contain the same information, e.g. regarding owner structure, 
and are not equal in length.  
 
Although financial intermediaries are a stakeholder group in our stakeholder 
model, there is no information presented regarding this particular group in this 
chapter. We assume that all information that can be said to be directed to 
shareholders is also of interest for financial intermediaries. The same reasoning 
is applicable to the relation between employees and unions, in that information 
regarding or geared towards employees also can be considered to be of interest 
also for unions, as unions in effect are representatives for employees. 

5.1 The Annual Reports of 1972 
For the year 1972 the annual reports studied are those of ASEA, Ericsson, 
Gränges, SAAB-Scania, Skånska Cementgjuteriet and Volvo. These six 
companies were all at that time among the ten largest privately owned 
companies in Sweden, according to Veckans Affärer (1973).  
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In the 1972 reports, the information conveyed is very much geared towards 
strictly financial information – income statement and balance sheet and their 
respective notes, sales and market statistics etc. In terms of which stakeholders 
and stakeholder groups the companies studied mention in their respective reports 
are foremost the Swedish government and shareholders. All companies include 
these two stakeholder groups to a large extent and especially the information to 
shareholders is in focus in all the reports. The government is mentioned as a 
customer, a legislator and an influencer on the Swedish economy, whereas the 
shareholders, of course, are the owners of the respective companies.  
 
Among other stakeholders that are mentioned are employees and customers. 
Employees as a group are given more attention and space in three of the reports. 
In the Volvo report for example recreational facilities and preventive health care 
for the employees are elaborated on and described. Moreover, Volvo has two 
representatives of the work force on the board of directors and representatives of 
the work force are invited to participate in parts of the decision-making process, 
in so-called ‘samråd’ (joint consultation), which is also the case in Ericsson and 
ASEA. Among the six, only one company, Volvo, has included a statement by 
the chief executive of the corporation, in which employees and the Swedish 
government are in focus. Moreover, the Volvo CEO guarantees that production 
will be kept in Sweden. Customers are explicitly mentioned in all reports, but 
not elaborated on in detail. Other stakeholders mentioned in the reports, but 
much less frequently, are management, competitors, venture partners and local 
communities.  
 
When describing their external environment in more general terms, the 
companies stress their international presence and their wish to expand this 
presence. Furthermore, the global economy – currency fluctuations, inflation 
etc. – global and national markets for the respective products and governmental 
decisions are referred to when describing the external environment. In particular 
the Middle East is brought up as a market of interest and importance. Skånska 
Cementgjuteriet brings up the “unfortunate” issue of a high degree of 
unemployment in its line of business.  
 
In terms of financial results, all companies show positive results, and all but 
Gränges have increased their profits in relation to 1971. Dividends paid to 
shareholders are on average around 50 per cent of net profits, with two 
exceptions – Gränges and Volvo. Dividends paid by Gränges amount to 133 per 
cent and in the case of Volvo 28 per cent. The textual emphasis on profitability 
was not particularly pronounced in most of the reports, with the exception of the 
Gränges report, in which there was a clear focus on profitability.  
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In about half of the number of reports studied, environmental consciousness is 
explicitly described, although in moderate terms. However, one of the 
companies, Gränges, has devoted one page to describe its environmental work. 
Gränges and Ericsson both have programmes for improving the possibilities of 
employment for individuals with work related disabilities. Moreover, some of 
the companies have educational programmes or similar for their personnel, and 
sometimes also for individuals external to the company, in the form of for 
example scholarships.  
 
Pictures and graphics used in the reports show mostly company products, 
machinery, and buildings. A remarkably high number of the products and 
machines on display are painted in orange and green. Out of the pictures 
showing a surrounding environment, i.e. portraying more than just the products, 
several are situated in international environments. This is evident since there are 
famous landmarks, e.g. Big Ben in London and the Alps, in the pictures. 
Gränges and Ericsson top the list of having many and large photographs in their 
reports and Gränges is the only company that chooses to portray its management 
and board of directors using pictures. In the SAAB report, the pictures chosen 
are more aesthetically appealing than in the other reports. 

5.2 The Annual Reports of 1978 
For the year 1978 the annual reports studied are those of ASEA, Electrolux, 
Ericsson, SAAB-Scania, SKF and Volvo. These six companies were all at the 
time among the ten largest privately owned companies in the Kingdom of 
Sweden, according to Veckans Affärer (1979).  
 
The internationalisation process is in full swing and there is a trend among the 
six companies to diversify operations and break into new lines of business. The 
devaluations in 1977 and the consequences of the same are brought up in several 
annual reports of 1978. MBL is mentioned in both negative and positive terms – 
Ericsson accounts for the positive spirit in the work to decentralise and increase 
employee co-participation in decision-making, whereas SAAB-Scania reveals 
that there have been problems reaching an agreement on the issue of employee 
co-participation. 
 
Three of the annual reports, Ericsson, SAAB-Scania and Volvo, begin with a 
statement of the respective chief executives. Two of the statements deal with, 
among other things, how the political situation in Sweden has affected the 
business. The SAAB-Scania statement is rather critical of certain governmental 
decisions affecting their line of business. The statement of Ericsson’s CEO gives 
praise to the employees and their efforts which have brought about increased 
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sales. In the Volvo statement there is considerable emphasis on financial issues 
with only brief references to matters of energy, safety and employees.  
 
The stakeholders that are represented in the annual reports are primarily 
shareholders, customers and employees. The shareholders are given much space 
and attention in this group of reports, as plenty, or perhaps even the majority, of 
the voluntary information revolves around shareholders and their interests. 
Customers are given a fair share of the space in the respective reports. This is 
mostly evident through the extensive descriptions of new products and their 
superiority. Employees are mentioned in both positive and negative terms; 
Ericsson, SAAB-Scania and SKF all view their employees as important 
resources of the companies, whereas Volvo does not. Instead Volvo expresses 
concern over the demands of employees and unions for higher wages. In the 
report of ASEA one group of employees is singled out as being the most 
important and valuable – engineers. Two companies communicate that they 
have implemented educational schemes for the employees.  
 
The Swedish government and other governments as well as venture partners of 
the companies are often mentioned, but rarely elaborated on in detail. Moreover, 
local markets and local communities are described by some of the companies, 
mostly in terms of the current and future market prospects.  
 
The global economy is often referred to and its effects on the respective 
companies are explained. Here, the focus is on the oil prices, inflation and 
devaluations. In addition, many of the companies choose to describe each 
market individually and separately, both in terms of general economic facts, 
sales and profitability. There is a clear focus in the reports on technology and 
how it will contribute to greater sales. In the case of Electrolux, there is an 
abundance of sentences only pointing out whether this or that market or product 
is profitable. In the Ericsson report, on the other hand, the order intake for each 
market is carefully accounted for.  
 
For the year of 1978, the companies all show positive results – only two of the 
companies, ASEA and SKF, report a decrease in profits in relation to those of 
1977. Three of the companies, ASEA, Ericsson and Volvo, pay dividends in the 
range of 40 – 50 per cent, one pay only 32 per cent of net profits (SAAB-Scania) 
in dividends, whereas the two outliers, SKF and Electrolux pay 74 per cent and 
96 per cent respectively. The majority of the reports communicate that 
profitability is of great importance and strived for. 
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Ericsson and SAAB-Scania both make efforts to communicate that they take 
care of the company employees and their respective families. Ericsson mentions 
that it has established schools and leisure activities for the family members of its 
employees in Saudi Arabia. SAAB-Scania runs two industry schools for youth 
and provides immigrant workers with education in Swedish. SKF communicates 
that it supports its South African subsidiaries work for social reforms in the 
country, despite the efforts of the Swedish government to hinder further Swedish 
investments in South Africa.  
 
The pictures in the reports are characterised by repeatedly displaying company 
products and the use of the same. The products are often in focus, whereas its 
user is of lesser interest in the photograph, or not included at all. Ericsson stands 
out by portraying individuals forming a multi-ethnic group of users, and 
Electrolux chooses to begin its annual report with three pages of photographs of 
board members and management – no other company has photographs of the 
management or the board. 

5.3 The Annual Reports of 1984 
For the year 1984 the annual reports studied are those of A.Johnson & Co HAB, 
ASEA, Electrolux, Ericsson, SAAB-Scania and Volvo. These companies were 
at the time all among the ten largest privately owned companies in Sweden, 
according to Veckans Affärer (1985). 
 
In the 1984 reports the presence of Japanese companies on the world market and 
their increasing market share are apparent and are generally viewed as a threat. 
The Asian market is fast-growing and is looked upon by several of the 
companies as a promising market, whereas the West-European markets are 
stagnating.  
 
All of the reports of 1984 include statements by the respective chief executives 
of the companies. The statements are geared towards expressing the importance 
of short-term profitability and how acquisitions are a good option for growth. 
Very few stakeholders, except shareholders and competitors, are accounted for 
by the CEOs in their statements. Volvo constitutes an exception, as its CEO 
brings up the significance of employees and how to create a dialogue between 
management and employees in order to increase motivation and the degree of 
commitment. The significance of the employees is also shortly noted in the 
statement of the A.Johnson & Co CEO. 
 
Shareholders are the primary targets of the reports of 1984 – the focus on 
profitability is very high, the strategies for conquering markets in order to reap 
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short-term profits are in the focal point and continuous economic growth is 
guaranteed. The runners-up in the 1984 race for attention are the customers. 
There is ample communication directed to customers and almost all the 
companies stress their ability to tailor-make products and business solutions for 
customers. In contrast to this, Electrolux chooses not to emphasise the 
importance of customers. Instead of letting the products be the showpiece and 
describing the supremacy of these, the company describes the profitability of 
each product and each market. The competition is mentioned by most of the 
companies studied, and mostly revolves around the “Japanese threat”.  
 
The Swedish government is a factor influencing some of the companies, as 
communicated by the reports, by for example being a customer and legislator. 
Local communities and suppliers are brought forward by a couple of companies 
as important for the current and future business. Venture partners are especially 
brought forward as important in the report of A.Johnson & Co. In the reports in 
general, management as a stakeholder group is given space and attention, mainly 
through the statements of the executive officers.  
 
Employees are in the 1984 annual reports hardly given any space at all. With the 
exception of SAAB-Scania, the companies only report so-called hard facts 
prescribed by law regarding the personnel, e.g. the number of employees and in 
which country they are employed. SAAB-Scania has a need to recruit new staff, 
and encourages the employees to jointly with management market SAAB-
Scania as an exciting place to work.  
 
All companies describe their markets in detail and how the demand for their 
respective products has changed during the year that has passed. The global 
economy and the economic situation in different countries are described on the 
surface in most of the reports. A spirit of belief in the future and a positive 
outlook on the general development in the world are communicated by all 
companies. This bright view on the future is especially evident in the report of 
Ericsson, which sees no boundaries for the growth in telecommunications.  
 
The ownership is accounted for in all companies except A.Johnson & Co. In 
those in which ownership structure is accounted for, all but one, Volvo, have a 
private company or a foundation as the largest owner. In Volvo the largest 
owner is the Fourth National Pension Insurance Fund, a pension fund under 
government control. The largest owners as a group are banks and insurance 
companies, mostly through their pension and investment funds. Another major 
owner in ASEA, Ericsson and SAAB-Scania is the investment company 
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Investor or the Knut and Alice Wallenberg foundation, both controlled by the 
Wallenberg sphere of companies. 
 
In terms of financial results, all companies report positive net results, and all but 
one, Ericsson, have increased their profits this year. Dividends paid range from 
18 per cent (SAAB-Scania) to 30 per cent (Ericsson) of the profits. A.Johnson & 
Co is the outlier, paying a dividend of 7 per cent of net profits. As stated above, 
the focus on profitability is in the reports is very high. 
 
The reports all accentuate company products: the text and pictures deal with and 
display to great extent different products and product areas. The report of 
A.Johnson & Co differs somewhat from the others, in that the pictures display 
for example scenic views of Stockholm and New York in twilight. Besides this 
focus on products, the companies communicate an interest in diversification. 
Volvo, for example has entered the food industry, and devotes one page to this 
new line of business. The reports are quite glossy and nice and the pictures are 
in some cases artistic and inspiring. Three of the companies, Electrolux, SAAB-
Scania and Volvo, devote significant space to display their respective managers 
and board members in photographs. ASEA chooses to display its president and 
vice-president in pictures, Ericsson gives an account for its management in 
words and A.Johnson & Co includes a photograph of its management deep in 
conversation. 

5.4 The Annual Reports of 1990 
For the year 1990 the annual reports studied are those of ABB, Electrolux, 
Ericsson, Procordia, STORA and Volvo. These companies were at the time all 
among the ten largest privately owned companies in Sweden, Veckans Affärer 
(1991). 
 
In the 1990 reports acquisitions and synergies stick out as important parts of the 
corporate strategies. Brands and branding appear to increase in significance 
together with a shift back to focusing on core business, for example as some of 
the companies give an account for their divestments made of non-core 
businesses. Eastern Europe is mentioned in several reports as a new promising 
market, whereas the existing markets are forecast to bear less fruit in the coming 
years. Decentralisation is on the agenda in terms of management and leadership 
philosophy in a majority of the reports. 
 
Statements of senior executives, and in two cases also chairmen, are present in 
all reports. ABB and Volvo both have statements from the chairman and CEO. 
The ABB statements stands out in some respects, as a plentiful number of 
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stakeholders – shareholders, joint venture partners, managers, customers, 
employees and governments – are attended to, and a description of the 
environment, the global economy and world politics is made. The Gulf War is 
mentioned in several of the statements of the companies as well as the 
environment and recycling. Venture partners and employees are acknowledged 
in the statement of the Volvo chairman. In this statement Procordia is mentioned 
because of Volvo’s large ownership in the new Procordia corporation.  
 
Shareholders and competitors seem to be the primary receivers of the 
information communicated in the annual reports of 1990. Employees as a 
stakeholder group receive various degrees of attention throughout the different 
reports. Three companies do not devote any extra space to the employees, other 
than that prescribed by law. However, two of these have savings schemes for 
their employees in terms of favourable loans for purchasing shares in the 
company. Of the remaining three companies, two devote relatively much space 
to this particular stakeholder group, whereas the third tend to its employees in a 
section on the company’s environmental work. Venture partners are given a fair 
amount of attention in the reports. Ericsson and Volvo discuss their venture and 
research partners, whereas STORA gives detailed descriptions of the various 
subsidiaries and their respective operations. Customers are an important receiver 
of information in a majority of the reports, something that is particularly evident 
in the ABB report. ABB stresses that the customer must be in the centre of 
attention of all employees and managers. Local communities and governments 
are only touched upon in a small number of the reports, and not in depth.  
 
World politics and the global economy are two factors present in all the reports 
to various extents. In four of the reports these factors are elaborated on and 
discussed in relation to company activities. Many of the companies studied 
describe the development in each of their markets separately and meticulously, 
e.g. demographic conditions and solvency of countries.  
 
The ownership of the companies is accounted for in all reports but one, ABB. In 
Procordia, Volvo and Fortia are the two major shareholders, each holding 39 per 
cent and 34 per cent of the share capital respectively. In Electrolux, the majority 
shareholder is ASEA, holding 10.5 per cent of the share capital. In the remaining 
three, private investment companies are the largest shareholders. Besides these 
owners, pension funds and investment funds are large shareholders in all 
companies.  
 
In terms of financial results all the companies but Volvo show positive results. 
In relation to the year before, Volvo reports a loss of SEK 1 billion, SEK 5 
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billion lower than the result of 1989. Electrolux and Procordia report lower net 
profits than the preceding year, whereas the result of ABB is more or less 
unchanged. Only STORA and Ericsson present net profits in excess of the year 
before. The focus on profitability throughout the reports is high or even very 
high in all reports except for those of Procordia and ABB. However, the 
management of Procordia asks of its shareholders to bare with the low earnings 
per share this year, in order to lay the ground for future profits. Half of the 
companies pay dividends amounting to around 30 per cent of their profits. Two 
of the companies pay high or very high dividends, STORA (61 %) and 
Electrolux (124 %). In spite of its loss of SEK 13.10 per share and a decrease in 
share price of 53 per cent, Volvo pays a dividend of SEK 15.50 per share. 
 
Several of the reports communicate that the environment and environmental 
issues are of importance to the company. Two examples of this are STORA and 
ABB, of which the former has an entire section on the environment and the 
corporation with environmental organisations and governments, and the latter 
has an environmental perspective throughout the report. Volvo has a different 
approach to the issues of concern for the environment; two prizes are awarded 
groups or individuals, one for environmental work and one for traffic safety 
work. 
 
The pictures in the reports of 1990 mostly portray products, production and 
employees. Electrolux and STORA stand out among the reports in terms of 
pictures chosen; the only people depicted in the Electrolux report are the 
management and the board of directors. In addition, the pictures of products are 
somewhat unpleasant – pictures of huge chain saws, stoves with hotplates left 
burning etc. In the STORA report, managers are a given a great deal of 
attention, in the form of photographs of every president of each subsidiary 
accompanied by the key figures of the respective subsidiary. In all reports, there 
are comprehensive accounts for managers and board members, in terms of both 
text as well as pictures. 

5.5 The Annual Reports of 1996 
For the year 1996 the annual reports studied are those of ABB, Electrolux, 
Ericsson, SCA, Skandia and Volvo. These companies were at the time all among 
the ten largest privately owned companies in Sweden, according to Månadens 
Affärer (1997). 
 
The 1996 reports communicate a widespread approach to forecast the future and 
the complexities tied to future business. Also, risk management appears to be in 
focus, as it appears in several of the reports. Apart from these two elements, all 
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companies seem to be content and satisfied with the successful year that has 
passed. 
 
In the statements of the respective CEOs and chairmen of the selected 
companies, ABB and Skandia refer to a large number of stakeholder groups, and 
show gratitude to the employees and management. Volvo and Ericsson take 
pride in their good results for the year gone by and pat themselves on the 
shoulders. Furthermore, Ericsson gives a very extensive account for its project 
‘2005 – Ericssons väg in i nästa sekel’ (2005 – Ericsson’s way into the next 
century), in which 500 experts have contributed to a prognosis of the future of 
Ericsson. Among many interesting conclusions in this study is that Ericsson 
believes it can look forward to a bright future in which sales of end consumer 
products, e.g. mobile telephones, will reap great profits. 
 
The annual reports of this year communicate that shareholders constitute the 
stakeholder group that is the prime target for the information conveyed. In many 
of the reports, when interpreted in the direct way, shareholders appear to be the 
most important group of stakeholders. However, customers score equally high 
on the list of importance, and are given much space and attention, e.g. by laying 
stress on products and presentations of these. In addition, customers are 
interwoven in the text throughout the reports. Skandia claims that its customers 
are the most valuable resource and ABB goes even further and discusses 
customers as a part of the business by being an entity of the supply chain.  
 
In four of the reports employees are given their own designated space, 
sometimes up to three pages, and in the two remaining reports employees are 
mentioned in short but positive terms. Skandia refers to the competency of its 
staff as the most important means for reaching competitive advantages and long-
term profitability, and the CEO of ABB refers to the employees as the company 
lifeline to the future. Management is also given a fair share of 
acknowledgement, besides the statement of the CEO and the customary 
photographs of the executive management, in more than half of the number of 
reports.  
 
Competitors are mentioned and referred to in some of the reports, even though 
the information in all reports can be said to in some way be communicated 
messages to competitors – Electrolux for example flexes its muscles by 
emphasising its size and power. Venture partners are exemplified and elaborated 
on in several of the reports of 1996, whereas government and suppliers are given 
less attention. 
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All reports have a focus on their respective markets, and describe these rather 
thoroughly. Two of the companies differ somewhat from the others in their 
perception of themselves in relation to the outer environment. ABB sees itself as 
a part of this outer environment and reflects upon the bilateral influence. 
Electrolux, on the other hand, gives its description of the world under the 
heading “Corporate Economy”, without hardly any references to the company 
itself being influenced by this outer environment.  
 
In two of the investigated companies, Electrolux and Volvo, the Fourth National 
Pension Insurance Fund is the largest owner. In Ericsson and SCA the 
investment company Industrivärden is the largest owner, and in Skandia AMF 
Pension, jointly owned by the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise and the 
Swedish Trade Union Confederation, is the largest owner. Other large owners 
are private pension and investment funds, such as Morgan Stanley Trust Co. and 
Svenska Handelsbanken Aktiefonder. All companies report positive net results, 
and Ericsson, Skandia and Volvo have increased their results in comparison to 
the year before. Dividends paid range from 16 per cent (Volvo) to 50 per cent 
(Electrolux and SCA) of net profits. The emphasis on profitability is high in half 
of the number of reports, whereas the rest stress gaining market shares more 
than increasing profitability. 
 
Most of the corporations account for environmental programmes and employee 
educational programmes. Volvo, for example, presents its ‘Sweden 2000’ 
programme, which strives for giving youth and immigrants better opportunities 
to succeed on the labour market. Skandia presents its HMS programme – ‘Hälsa, 
Miljö, Säkerhet’ (Health, Environment, Safety) – for corporate customers, a 
programme designed for preventing and decreasing the number of work related 
accidents. SCA devotes more than four pages to information regarding its 
environmental work, for example recycling, and one page to its human resource 
management. Electrolux dedicates two pages of its report to information on its 
environmental work, whereas Ericsson and ABB do not elaborate much on 
environmental work or employees.      
 
In terms of layout and structure the reports of 1996 cannot be said to be uniform. 
Skandia emphasises its brand in the pictures throughout the report, by always 
displaying an umbrella of some sort in one or the other way. ABB chooses to 
stress its multi-ethnic workforce, whereas Ericsson lets mathematical fractals 
accompany the text throughout the report. When browsing through the 
Electrolux report, one sees joyful pictures and words such as ‘environment’, 
‘complete solutions’ and ‘business partner’, but when reading the text there is a 
focus on information clearly aimed at shareholders. Electrolux and Skandia each 



Empirical Studies 
 

 

 58

devote three pages in their respective reports to management and the board, both 
in text and colour photographs. ABB devotes more text than pictures to its 
management and board, except for the CEO and the chairman of the board, who 
are displayed in full colour. The remaining three companies, Ericsson, SCA and 
Volvo, each devote a centrefold to their management and board. It is 
noteworthy, that the pictures of these groups in the three reports are 
monochrome or black and white. 

5.6 The Annual Reports of 2001 
For the year 2001 the annual reports studied are those of ABB, AstraZeneca, 
Electrolux, Ericsson, Skanska and Volvo. These companies were at the time all 
among the ten largest privately owned companies in Sweden, according to 
Veckans Affärer (2002). 
 
The annual reports of 2001 communicate an emphasis on customer and cost 
focus. In addition, most of the companies bring forward the issues of 
environmental sustainability and social responsibility. Skanska and Ericsson 
present their annual reports in two separate publications, one accounting mostly 
for financial matters and the other for operations in general.  
 
The information communicated in the statements of the CEOs and chairmen 
differs between the respective reports. In most of them, profitability and 
rationalisations are the main topic, while others bring up issues such as 
corporate culture, terrorism and corporate social responsibility. The CEO of 
ABB assures to fulfil the promise to cut down on staff by 12,000 employees 
worldwide, whereas the CEO and chairman of AstraZeneca both give praise to 
the staff. The chairmen of AstraZeneca and Skanska both discuss a large number 
of stakeholders. Customer satisfaction is another topic in a couple of the 
statements. 
 
Customers, shareholders and employees are all stakeholder groups of large 
interest in the 2001 annual reports. However, these groups are not dealt with to 
the same extent and in the same manner in all reports. Customers are an 
important stakeholder group in all of the reports, even though shareholders are 
the most important group in three of the reports, as communicated by the 
companies in question – Electrolux, Ericsson and Skanska. A majority of the 
companies account for their respective venture and research partners, among 
which many universities are mentioned. Examples of this can be found in the 
form of Ericsson’s account for its newly formed joint venture with Sony, 
whereas ABB cooperates with more than 70 universities and research institutes 
from all over the world. Competitors are mentioned sporadically in about half of 
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the number of the reports and so are suppliers. Activist groups are also 
mentioned in one of the reports, that of AstraZeneca.  
 
The great number of stakeholders in the reports is accounted for in various ways, 
depending on company. In the AstraZeneca report employees, customers and 
venture and research partners appear frequently and are given much space. In 
the Volvo report all larger stakeholder groups, e.g. employees, customers, 
shareholders, unions etc., are communicated to be equally important. ABB 
communicates a focus on business success on its respective markets and gives 
much space to management, venture partners and customers. Employees are of 
differing importance in the reports – Skanska chooses to elucidate the situation 
of its managers and leadership training, whereas Volvo states that the company 
has a company-wide forum for discussing questions of importance and that the 
company on a regular basis carry out satisfaction surveys to improve the 
working environment of its employees. Furthermore, Volvo expresses a wish to 
form mutually beneficial relationships with the unions present at the production 
plants. Ericsson informs the reader about the people and culture of the company, 
and on large investments in education and training. AstraZeneca accounts for its 
employees in a very positive manner, and describes its global employee 
programme, ‘Well-Being’, which aims at ensuring the well-being of its 
employees in all respects. The other two companies, Electrolux and ABB, do not 
give the same amount of space to their employees, but nevertheless account for 
various aspects of their employee work.  
 
Ericsson, ABB, Volvo, Skanska and AstraZeneca look at themselves as a part of 
the outer environment and communicate a wish to contribute to and assure a 
sustainable development. All five are listed on the Dow Jones Sustainability 
Index – ABB and Skanska even point out that they are at the top of the list in 
their respective line of business, and AstraZeneca is also included in the ethical 
FTSE4Good Index on the London Stock Exchange. Volvo dedicates a section to 
a general discussion of the world economy, demand, interest rates, etc., but 
makes no clear connection between this outer environment and the company 
business itself. Electrolux, on the other hand, does not mention much about the 
outer environment at all and how it interacts with the company. Skanska gives 
an account for its markets and how well the corporation has done during the past 
year on each market.  
 
Due to differences in national accounting principles, two of the companies do 
not account for the ownership of their share capital in their 2001 reports, ABB 
and AstraZeneca. In the case of Volvo only groups of owners are accounted for, 



Empirical Studies 
 

 

 60

and not separate owners. For this reason the section on ownership is excluded 
this year. 
 
In terms of financial results only three companies report positive net profits, 
AstraZeneca, Electrolux and Skanska, and among these only AstraZeneca has 
increased its profits in relation to the year before. In general, net profits have 
decreased by large amounts, and Ericsson, being the worst off, reports a SEK 42 
billion plunge in net profits, which 2001 amounts to a loss of SEK 21 billion. 
Two companies, Ericsson and ABB, do not pay any dividends to their respective 
shareholders, whereas the rest do. AstraZeneca and Electrolux both pay 
dividends amounting to 40 per cent of net profits, whereas Volvo, with a loss of 
SEK 3.50 per share, pays SEK 8.00 per share. Skanska reports a profit of SEK 
0.05 per share, and pays a dividend of SEK 3.00 per share. Profitability is 
highlighted as highly significant in three of the reports and as rather important in 
two. AstraZeneca does not discuss profitability in general terms, but profitability 
is accounted for in connection to the sections on products. The focus in the 
AstraZeneca report is more on having a result-oriented corporate culture. 
 
In two reports corporate social responsibility is explicitly mentioned and 
discussed. AstraZeneca has a large section on corporate social responsibility, in 
which the company communicates its belief that corporate social responsibility 
is not a voluntary activity, but something that is present in every aspect of their 
business. Skanska has established a Code of Conduct to ensure that ethics, 
human rights and good relations with employees are constantly present in the 
daily operations. ABB devotes a section to sustainable development and 
declares to have a goal to become a better ‘citizen’. Electrolux expresses its 
concern for the environment and concludes that there is higher profitability for 
products that do not have a negative influence on the environment. One of 
Volvo’s core values is the environment, something that is apparent throughout 
the report. Ericsson reports it has been awarded the world’s first global 
ISO14001 certificate, for its environmental work. Almost all of the companies 
donate either money or products to charity projects or directly to disaster areas.  
 
The pictures in the reports of 2001 are in general appealing and scenic and 
mostly display products and humans working on or using these products. 
AstraZeneca is the only company that does not use an extensive amount of 
pictures in its annual report. Ericsson chooses to portray almost exclusively 
employees in the pictures, while Skanska seems to avoid people in favour of 
showing Skanska projects around the world. Board members and management 
are given significant space in all six reports, in terms of pictures and 
presentations. 
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6 Analysis and Discussion 
 
In this chapter we analyse and discuss the information gained from the annual 
reports in light of the theories on shareholder and stakeholder value 
perspectives. This analysis is then elucidated and explained by the historical 
context in which the respective reports were written. The idea behind presenting 
the findings in this chapter year by year – and not as one single 30-year time 
period – is to provide a foundation to stand on when in the last chapter “Results 
and Inference” interpreting the holistic development during the entire time 
period.  
 
As already touched upon in the problem discussion, we do not believe in 
labelling companies as purely shareholder or stakeholder value oriented. Instead 
we find it more interesting to detect movements in between the poles in order to 
see the small changes that constitute the larger development in the process. In 
this chapter these small changes between the years are in focus and one can say, 
in the words of Pettigrew, that information unfolds over time in context. 
 
Only those changes that we perceive as significant and worthwhile to analyse 
and discuss are accounted for in the respective sections below. The chapter is 
opened by the section “The Annual Reports of 1972” and concluded by “The 
Annual Reports of 2001”. 

6.1 The Annual Reports of 1972 
The annual reports of 1972 are in our opinion to be considered as quite 
shareholder value oriented. There is not a distinct emphasis on profitability, but 
on the other hand responsibility is even less pronounced, which according to the 
categorisation of de Wit and Meyer indicates the companies having a 
shareholder perspective. Even though half of the companies communicate 
having some environmental consciousness and educational programmes, social 
responsibility does not seem to be a company matter, as we do not detect signs 
of this work and way of thinking being an intrinsic part of company operations. 
The ideas that company and society are inseparable, in line with the reasoning of 
Fagerfjäll et al, and that decisions have more than economic effects are not 
communicated by or evident in the reports. Photographs included in the reports 
mostly depict products, buildings and machinery. In our opinion, especially the 
two latter motifs can be interpreted as being information geared towards 
shareholders and financial intermediaries, whereas the first, products, is mostly 
of interest for customers.  
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Instead of seeking to satisfy stakeholder needs and wants, we believe that the 
measure of success can be said to be to create value for shareholders, in line 
with the reasoning of for example Rappaport. This is foremost visible through 
the relatively high percentage of net profits paid to shareholders in dividends.  
 
Few stakeholders are frequently mentioned in the reports of 1972; shareholders 
and the Swedish government constitute what seem to be the two most important 
stakeholders, followed by employees and customers. In a way, this could be 
interpreted as the companies having recognised and taken into consideration 
these four stakeholder groups, at the same time as choosing to give minimal 
attention to other stakeholder groups, hence having a form of stakeholder 
management. We believe that this management is a means for reaching greater 
shareholder value, thus serving the owners. The explanation for us believing that 
the purpose of the stakeholder management in this case is not to serve all parties 
involved lies in the fact that only a small number of stakeholders are given this 
greater attention. Having a real stakeholder value approach implies, according to 
Carroll, that all stakeholders of a company should be taken into account by the 
management. We believe that the companies have identified shareholders, the 
government and employees as being what Johnson and Scholes refer to as key 
players of the company. Customers can be said to be identified by the companies 
as having a high degree of power over and a low interest in the organisations, 
thus locating them in the box Johnson and Scholes refer to as ‘keep satisfied’. In 
our opinion, the explanation for this argumentation can be found in the realms of 
history.  
 
In the case of shareholders, these have a high interest in the companies because 
of their ownership stake. In addition, they have a high degree of formal and 
economic power over the organisation, making them key players. In line with 
the reasoning of Rappaport, seeing to the interests and demands of shareholders 
is essential to an organisation, as these stakeholders by having the power to 
withdraw their support can discontinue the organisation. This is of course true 
for all reports in all the years studied and is not isolated to 1972 in particular.  
 
In the case of the Swedish government, it possesses what Harrison and St. John 
refer to as economic and social stakes in the companies and exerts economic and 
political power. We believe that it in 1972 was important for the companies to 
be on good terms with the government, mainly because of its political power as 
a legislator. We find it likely that the companies at this time gave this 
stakeholder extra attention, in trying to lobby for the companies’ interests not 
being overlooked in the debate on “Paragraph 32” and other laws governing the 
relationship between employers and employees. Moreover, as the Middle East 



Analysis and Discussion 
 

 63

was an important market at this time in history, we believe that the Swedish 
government played an important part as an intermediary in the relationships 
between the Swedish companies and the foreign governments in that region.  
 
The identification of employees as a key player can be derived from their 
economic stake and their economic power. Their degree of power is high, 
especially when organised in the form of unions, and their interest in the 
respective organisations is high, because of their employment in these 
organisations. In the late 1960s and early 1970s strikes occurred on a large scale, 
showing the interest of employees to want to affect decisions made by the 
companies. This leads us to believe that the attention given to employees in the 
reports, both in terms of actual space and in terms of stating their participation in 
decision-making, stems from the fact that the companies wanted to avoid strikes 
and other costly actions by staying on good terms with these stakeholders.  
 
Continuing on the note of employees, we detect two forms of corporate 
democracy in the companies – three companies have so-called ‘samråd’ and 
Volvo has in addition also two representatives of the workforce on the board of 
directors. At this point in time, these actions were voluntary and not prescribed 
by law, indicating that the companies, in line with the reasoning of Freeman and 
Reed, encouraged stakeholder participation in the governance of the companies. 
This could be an expression of two things: one, that there is in fact an interest 
among the companies to satisfy this stakeholder group, or two, that the 
companies use these types of actions to diminish tensions due to the high 
economic power of the employees. 
 
Customers are located in the ‘keep satisfied’ box, because of their economic 
stake and economic power. The economic stake stems from customers being in a 
way economically dependent on the company, by buying and using company 
products. Subsequently, the economic power of customers stems from their 
ability not to buy the products anymore. The difference between customers and 
employees, who also possess the same stake and power, is that customers – 
except for the government – are most likely to be less active in trying to impose 
their will on the decisions of the company. We do not believe that the 
importance of customers can be derived from events in history, but rather that 
the answer lies in the shareholder value orientation of the companies. In 
Friedman’s traditional stakeholder map, described by Mitroff, customers is one 
of the only two actors external to the company, and by providing income to the 
company they are essential to the creation of shareholder value.  
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6.2 The Annual Reports of 1978 
In our opinion, it is fair to say that the reports of 1978 are clearly shareholder 
oriented, more than the reports of 1972. In terms of emphasis on profitability or 
responsibility, the former is much more emphasised than the latter; profitability 
is of great importance and strived for and dividends paid are high. The 
companies are not engaged in any substantial social work, except for perhaps 
SAAB-Scania and SKF, which in line with Friedman’s reasoning indicates that 
the companies regard social responsibility to be an individual and not a company 
matter. References to stakeholder groups are many in the reports, but these 
groups are not elaborated on. The prevailing view on the purpose of companies, 
thus, seems to be to serve owners and not all stakeholders involved in the 
organisations. In line with this reasoning, we believe that the communication 
interpreted as geared towards certain stakeholder groups is a form of stakeholder 
management aiming at creating shareholder value. Shareholders are in our 
opinion, for the same reason as in 1972, the most important stakeholder group 
and key player in the reports.  
 
Customers constitute the second important stakeholder group and can be said to 
have been upgraded to a key player in the reports of 1978. Not only does this 
stakeholder group appear frequently in the text, but it could also be viewed as 
the primary target for the heavy product emphasis in both texts and pictures. 
This upgrade of customers in the power/interest matrix results from an increase 
in the level of interest of customers, we believe. The origin of this increased 
interest in turn is more difficult to determine, but a guess of ours is that the 
customers have become more active in impressing their ideas on the companies 
in terms of product specifications and usability. 
 
Moreover, we believe that the customer focus in the reports owes to an increase 
in the economic power, as described by Harrison and St. John, of customers over 
the companies. This in turn can be explained by the state of affairs in the broader 
external environment of the companies in this time period. The world economy 
was at this time in a bad state, recovering from the 1973 oil crisis and the 
collapse of the Bretton Woods exchange rate system. In Sweden the economy 
was in a critical condition, in which industrial investments had begun to decline. 
It is our belief that these developments led to a situation in which customers 
gained power, because of the bad state of both the world economy as well as the 
domestic – to put it simple: the cake companies fight over grew smaller. 
However, the devaluations of the Swedish currency made in the late 1970s gave 
Swedish companies an advantage over foreign companies on the world market. 
The customer orientation and the product emphasis in the reports, we believe, 
could also be an expression of the companies wanting to make the most out of 
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this competitive advantage over foreign competitors in the tough competition 
that was prevalent in the poor economic environment.  
 
Employees are still a key player, even though one company in this year refers to 
them in what we perceive as negative terms. In three other reports, however, 
employees are referred to in more positive terms. This continued interest for 
employees as a stakeholder group in the reports can from our point of view be 
attributed to changes in the legal environment, for example the enactment of 
LAS and MBL. These changes brought about employees as a stakeholder group 
increasing their power in companies – gaining a degree of formal power, as 
described by Harrison and St. John. 
 
One of the key players in the reports of 1972, the Swedish government, is not 
given the same attention in the reports of 1978, and could be said to have lost its 
role as a key player in the power/interest matrix of Johnson and Scholes. In this 
year, the government is rather located in the ‘keep informed’ box of the matrix. 
We believe that the reason for the lower degree of attention given to this 
stakeholder has to do with the internationalisation process of the companies. The 
internationalisation of operations means that the companies are less dependent 
on the Swedish market, and thus the Swedish government, giving this 
stakeholder a lower degree of power over the organisations. However, it is likely 
that the government still has the same high level of interest in the organisations. 
 
The voluntary actions of some of the companies in 1972, to include employees 
in the corporate governance, seem to have disappeared. Instead, all companies 
have representatives of the workforce on their respective boards of directors. 
This, of course, owes to the enactment of the 1976 law controlling the 
representation of employees on company boards and is not an expression of 
voluntary actions. The repelling of the voluntary kind of corporate democracy 
goes hand in hand with the general decrease in corporate social responsibility, as 
explained by Mintzberg. In comparison to 1972 there are few signs of 
companies taking their obligations to their stakeholders further than the 
minimum, these signs primarily being educational schemes for employees. 
 
The trend to diversify operations can be explained by the same historical, 
economic factor as the customer focus, but in this case the companies were 
trying to spread risk. This could be an additional explanation for why there is a 
focus on new technology and new products – and also diversification – in the 
text and pictures in many of the reports; the companies simply wanted to spread 
risk and find new ways of doing business. Diversification and the attempt to 
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spread risk are, as we see it, not bound to either of the two value perspectives in 
focus in this study.  

6.3 The Annual Reports of 1984 
The reports of 1984 communicate the companies having a distinct shareholder 
value perspective, even clearer than in 1978, as our findings below reveal. In 
Friedman’s opinion, the sole responsibility of a company is to increase its 
profits, and social responsibility is an issue best left to individuals. The content 
of the CEO statements in the reports of this year is very much geared towards 
shareholders in that it communicates that creating shareholder value, by for 
example focusing on short-term profitability, is the primary objective of the 
companies. This profitability focus is prevalent also in the general content of the 
reports. We found very few traces of corporate social responsibility, as brought 
forward by Boatright, in the communication in the reports of 1984. There are 
virtually no activities described, which indicate that the companies are pursuing 
goals that aim to satisfy the requirements of society, or that the companies are 
judging the effects of their decisions from any other perspective than that of 
profitability. These findings indicate that there is indeed a clear shareholder 
value orientation in these reports, and as we interpret the findings, the purpose 
of the organisations is to serve primarily the interest of their owners and the 
organisations are seen as instruments to do this. 
 
Although a number of stakeholders are mentioned sporadically in the annual 
reports, only a few are described in depth, these being shareholders – and their 
prolonged arm, the board of directors – customers and competitors. Management 
can also be said to belong to the group of accentuated stakeholders, in the sense 
that they receive a great deal of space in the reports – both in pictures as well as 
texts. These stakeholder groups closely resemble those depicted in figure 2, “A 
Traditional Stakeholder Map”, as described by Friedman, with management 
representing the company. This view on the company is a factor that in our 
opinion backs up our interpretation of the reports of 1984 as being clearly 
shareholder value oriented.  
 
Competitors, who are not included in the traditional stakeholder map, make up 
the only other stakeholder group that appears frequently in the reports, and 
seems to be identified by the companies as a key player or threat. We think that 
the highlighting this year of competitors in general, and Japanese companies in 
particular, is an effect of the success of Japanese companies in the 1980s on 
markets all over the world. The communication to competitors, and that 
revolving around this particular stakeholder group, is also communication to 
shareholders, we believe. This is our belief since we have the impression that the 
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companies want to communicate just how well they handle this increased 
competition. The in-depth accounts of the companies for the performance on 
each market and for their product lines, together with the positive outlook on the 
future, all point in the direction that the companies want to communicate that the 
competition may be tough, but that they themselves are even tougher! 
 
The fact that management shows up as an important stakeholder group in the 
reports of 1984, we believe is a consequence of the clear shareholder value 
orientation in the reports rather than a consequence of historical events. 
According to Brealey and Myers the major problem in a shareholder value 
oriented company is to ensure that managers work in the best interest of the 
shareholders. It is our belief that the increased attention given to management as 
a stakeholder group is to communicate that there exists no principal-agent 
problem in the companies. In addition, the importance attached to management 
could also be the expression of a satisfaction with the work carried out by the 
management during the past year – 1984 was indeed a good year for the 
companies in terms of profits made during the period. In other words, 
management performed its “duties” to the shareholders and therefore get their 
rightful credit. 
 
The absence of corporate social responsibility, we suspect, could be a result of 
the prevalent values in society during the greater part of this decade. A 
behaviour is ethical, according to Carroll, if it is in agreement with prevailing 
norms or standards of society. In the 1980s, the influence and power of right-
wing and individualistic attitudes increased in many countries in the world. We 
find it reasonable to assume that these societal attitudes also manifested 
themselves in the way individuals perceived the social responsibility of 
companies. By this we mean that what we now might perceive as less ethical 
behaviour – such as illegal export of weaponry or just simply not acknowledging 
the efforts of employees in the annual reports – probably was consonant with the 
societal views of this time. In retrospective, we believe it is fair to say that the 
good economic times and the general positive outlook on the future blindfolded 
people and made people less aware of the gathering storms approaching. 

6.4 The Annual Reports of 1990 
In the reports of 1990 we detect a change in terms of shareholder and 
stakeholder orientation towards the latter. In terms of how profitability is 
pronounced in comparison with responsibility, profitability prevails as the 
winner. The focus on profitability is high – or even very high – at the same time 
as the companies appear to show a greater interest than before for social 
responsibility, visible foremost in their environmental work. Even though the 
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companies show this augmented interest for acting in what Johnson and Scholes 
refer to as a socially responsible way, we do not find the emphasis on 
responsibility to be greater than that on profitability. The high dividends paid in 
1990 also contribute to our opinion that the companies also in this year mostly 
show signs of having a shareholder value perspective. In other words, the 
companies still communicate being more oriented towards creating shareholder 
value rather than trying to satisfy all stakeholders involved in the operations, as 
described by Donaldson and Preston’s view on a stakeholder value oriented 
company. 
 
Several stakeholders receive quite a lot of attention in the reports, these 
stakeholders being shareholders, competitors, customers, management, venture 
partners and employees. We believe that the space and attention devoted to these 
different stakeholder groups is a form of stakeholder management with the 
intention to serve primarily the purpose of the owners, but we also interpret the 
communication as attempts to satisfy some stakeholders.  
 
Customers are still important in the 1990 reports owing to their economic stake 
and economic power. Management is also still important, but perhaps not 
entirely for the same reason as in the 1984 reports. It might still be an expression 
for a principal-agent relation under control, but since the profits made in 1990 
are lower or even in the red, the last reason of ours does no longer hold. 
 
Newcomers this year among the stakeholders identified as important to the 
companies are venture partners. Their importance derives from their economic 
stake, as well as an ownership stake in the joint venture. In addition, this group 
of stakeholders possesses economic power and formal power over the 
organisations. This, in our opinion, would make them key players to the 
respective companies. The reason for venture partners becoming more important 
in 1990, we believe, has to do with the changes in the world market – almost 
entirely new markets have emerged because of the fall of communism in Eastern 
Europe, in combination with the companies forecasting that traditional markets 
will decline in the coming years. In such an environment it is important for 
companies to team up with other companies and research partners in order to 
face these new conditions. 
 
In the majority of the reports of 1990, it is communicated that decentralisation is 
on the company agenda in terms of management and leadership philosophy. 
This, as we see it, could be a step in the direction towards increased corporate 
democracy, as stated by Freeman and Reed. As more decision-making is passed 
on downwards in the organisation, it also becomes easier for different 
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stakeholders to impose their ideas on how the company should be governed, 
since the decision-making moves closer not only to employees but also to 
external stakeholders. This presumption of ours is one of the reasons why we 
find the reports of 1990 to be more stakeholder value oriented. 
 
Another reason for our interpretation of the companies as being more 
stakeholder value oriented this year is the newfound more substantial interest in 
the environment. This interest, in combination with companies showing 
consideration for environmental effects of products and operations indicates that 
the companies view the effects of their decisions along the reasoning of 
Mintzberg, regarding corporate social responsibility. Instead of seeing primarily 
to the economic effects of decisions made, the companies communicate having 
acknowledged the interrelation between economic and social aspects of their 
decisions. The social responsibility in terms of environmental work, we believe, 
could be an effect of the increased environmental awareness in the late 1980s, 
peaking at the 1988 elections, when the Green Party became represented in the 
Swedish parliament. This shows that environmental issues were on the agenda, 
which is probably also why the companies in their 1990 reports chose to 
communicate this type of consciousness.  

6.5 The Annual Reports of 1996 
The 1996 reports can in our opinion be said to mark the point in time in our 
study, in which the reports are slightly more oriented towards the stakeholder 
value perspective than towards the shareholder value perspective. In terms of 
emphasis on profitability or responsibility, we find the two to be equally 
important in the reports. Except for the usual responsibility showed to 
shareholders, the companies of 1996 show a greater responsibility than in 
previous years to a larger number of their respective stakeholders, for example 
to customers, employees and management. Although receiving less attention 
than the previous four stakeholders, competitors and venture partners also seem 
to be important stakeholder groups. Along the reasoning of Johnson and 
Scholes, the four first stakeholders can be said to have been identified as key 
players, and the two latter are considered to be in either the ‘keep informed’ or 
‘keep satisfied’ box of the power/interest matrix, depending on the industry 
structure. 
 
In this year it is more difficult for us than in the preceding years to establish 
whether the stakeholder management communicated by the reports is primarily a 
means for creating shareholder value or is in fact an end in itself, making the 
goal to serve all parties involved. We believe that in this year the stakeholder 
management is not only a means for ensuring shareholder value, but also a 
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means and an end to serve and satisfy the different stakeholder groups – to fulfil 
certain moral obligations to different stakeholder groups, as expressed by de Wit 
and Meyer. This view of ours is brought about by the overall interpretation of 
the reports of 1996, in how the companies refer to the well-being of these 
stakeholders and for example through the in depth accounts of environmental 
work and employee programmes.  
 
In the reports of 1996 employees as a stakeholder group experience a sharp 
increase in attention, and we believe this can be explained by the rapid 
technological change that took off at the beginning of the 1990s and continued 
over the decade. As a consequence, we reckon that this change brought about a 
new way of thinking about employees, in the sense that they in 1996 are no 
longer seen as merely an input that easily can be bought in the market. Instead, 
we find it likely that in line with the increasing complexity of work tasks, 
companies came to value the competence of skilled employees higher – and 
sought to retain this competence within the company. 
 
A plausible explanation for the increase in attention for management as a 
stakeholder group, which is evident in the reports of 1996, is the Swedish entry 
into the European Union in 1995. One of the four freedoms of the Union is the 
free movement of labour, which in theory means that a citizen of an EU member 
country can work in any other member state. We believe that the Swedish 
companies feared a “brain drain” of competent people – in this case managers – 
and thus tried their best to see to the interests of this stakeholder group. This 
reasoning could also be applicable to employees in general. However, we do not 
consider this explanation to be the sole trigger for this increased attention, but 
we are unable to relate this development to any other historical event.  
 
We believe that the increased environmental consciousness in the reports of 
1996 could be an effect of the rising general interest in environmental issues, for 
example through the implementation of Agenda 21 in Sweden in 1993. 
 
In addition, the increased risk-awareness, which is evident in the reports through 
the sometimes extensive accounts for risk management in the reports, can be 
interpreted as a manifestation of an obligation the companies ‘feel’ they have to 
their stakeholders. The rationale behind our reasoning is that being more 
mindful in the way company resources are used will benefit all stakeholders, 
because stakeholders in line with the reasoning of Mitroff are all those parties 
that affect or, in this case, are affected by the actions, behaviour and policies of 
the respective companies. Employees, suppliers, government etc. are all affected 
by how the company resources are used – when not managed carefully, 
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resources can be lost and operations discontinued, leading to predicaments for 
all parties involved.  
 
An alternative – or perhaps rather supplementary – explanation for the increased 
interest in risk management can be attributed to the historical circumstances of 
the first half of the 1990s. The crisis in the Swedish bank system, which severely 
affected all parts of the Swedish economy, we believe, can have generated the 
companies attaching more importance to managing not only their resources but 
also risks more carefully. In other words, the companies could be trying to 
satisfy one stakeholder group in particular – banks and other financial 
intermediaries; after the crisis of the early 1990s, banks became more cautious 
in their lending policies and the demands on borrowers increased.  

6.6 The Annual Reports of 2001 
In this year, the reports communicate a continued orientation towards the 
stakeholder value perspective. In the relation between profitability and 
responsibility in the reports, responsibility outweighs profitability and is more in 
focus. Many stakeholders are acknowledged and given a great deal of attention 
and consideration. In addition, there is a great deal of importance attached to 
corporate social responsibility. This latter attention and importance has taken the 
upper hand and is prevailing throughout the reports of this year. However, 
shareholders still constitute an important stakeholder group in the reports, which 
is evident through the attention given to profitability and other issues of creating 
value for shareholders. For example, two of the companies pay high dividends 
and two pay medium amounts this year.  
 
Stakeholder management in the 2001 reports is in our opinion both a means for 
companies to satisfy all stakeholders involved and thus an end in itself, as 
described by de Wit and Meyer. This is more clearly communicated in the 
reports of 2001 than in the reports of 1996. In our view, it seems as if the 
companies are aligning themselves to a way of thinking, resembling the idea that 
all stakeholders possess some degree of power to affect the welfare of the firm, 
as described by Carroll, and thus must be taken into consideration for ensuring 
the future survival of the firm. 
  
Customers, shareholders and employees receive the greatest interest in the 
reports, but also venture and research partners, management and competitors are 
in focus. Also, in one or a few of the reports, suppliers, unions and activist 
groups are mentioned. The objective no longer seems to be to serve exclusively 
the shareholders, but also to take into account the interests of other stakeholders. 
We perceive an increase in the number of stakeholders identified as key players 
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and that the companies to some extent look at themselves as a joint venture, 
however incorporating only the key players in this venture. 
 
The growing importance attached to the social responsibility of companies, 
communicated by the reports, is most likely a sign of the companies starting to 
view themselves as inseparable from the society in which they operate, as 
brought forth by Fagerfjäll et al. One company even speaks of itself in terms of 
being a citizen. Also, it seems as if the companies more than before recognise 
that all decisions made by them have both economic and social effects, in line 
with the reasoning of Mintzberg. Examples of this greater responsibility taken 
by the companies are the codes of conduct formulated by the companies, as well 
as the wish to contribute to and ensuring environmental sustainability. In 
addition, the donations of money and products to charity and disaster areas 
indicate that the companies have in fact made corporate social responsibility a 
part of management thinking. Moreover, the fact that almost all of the 
companies are listed on either the Dow Jones Sustainability Index or the 
FTSE4Good Index suggests that our interpretation is credible. 
 
When relating this boosted interest for acting responsible to the historical 
circumstances of the early 2000s, there are some elements of history that we find 
significant in explaining why this change has taken place. Conducting business 
in an ethical and responsible way, consonant with the prevalent norms and 
standards of society, put in the words of Carroll, has become increasingly 
important in our society. Global movements, such as the Attac organisation, that 
protest against the unfair world trade and other forms of perceived injustice in 
the globalised world have gained more and more members and sympathy during 
the first years of the 2000s. In line with this, we believe, it is increasingly 
important for companies to communicate that they conduct business in 
accordance with the demands and expectations of society.  
 
We believe that the change in owner structure that occurred during the 1990s 
also can be said to have had some effects on the way companies choose what to 
communicate in their reports. At the end of the 1990s one fourth of the 
Stockholm Stock Exchange value was held by private and public institutions, 
managing the savings of almost every Swede. This widespread public 
ownership, we believe, has contributed in bringing about the change in annual 
reports towards communicating having more corporate social responsibility. 
When more and more ‘common’ Swedes directly and indirectly own shares in 
companies, it is likely that these individuals look into the state of affairs – for 
example in the annual reports – of the largest Swedish companies, in order to 
make judgements on whether they want to invest in these companies. 
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7 Results and Inference 
 
In this last chapter the findings in this study are seen through a holistic and 
processual perspective, in order to find out whether there has been a shift, or 
several shifts, in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder value orientation in 
annual reports of large Swedish companies during the past 30 years. This first 
part of our purpose is treated in the first section of the chapter, “The Shift in 
Value Orientation”, in which we give the reader our opinion on the development 
of value orientation in annual reports of large Swedish companies. Thereafter 
follows an attempt to elucidate and explain the holistic development from a 
historical perspective, in line with the second part of our purpose, in the section 
“Mapping Out the Development”. We round up the thesis in the section 
“Reflections and Suggestions for Future Research” by giving the reader some 
concluding thoughts and suggestions of ours on future research. 

7.1 The Shift in Value Orientation 
The first part of the purpose of this study is to find out whether there has been a 
shift, or several shifts, in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder value 
orientation in annual reports of large Swedish companies during the past 30 
years. Figure 5 below is our attempt at illustrating how we perceive the 
development over the 30 years that constitute the timeframe of this study. The 
graphic illustration is the end product of the information in our findings, as 
described up until this point in the thesis, weighed together. As the reader can 
see, the figure reveals that a shift in terms of value orientation has occurred.  
 
At each end of the vertical grey lines are the extreme forms of the two value 
perspectives. The horizontal grey line is an illustration of the point at which 
there is neither an orientation towards the shareholder nor the stakeholder value 
perspective in the reports. There are no numbers included on the vertical 
gradation of value perspectives in the graph, as we want to display the 
discovered trend or pattern, in which exact numbers or gradation is of lower 
interest. The contribution of the graph is to show the difference in orientation 
that we believe has taken place over the years.  
 
We cannot with certainty establish exactly when the shift we have detected 
between the reports of 1984 and 1990 actually occurred, but when our findings 
are plotted in the graph, 1984 stands out as the year in which the annual reports 
are indeed most shareholder value oriented. The annual reports of 1990 differ 
from those of 1984 in the sense that elements of the stakeholder value 
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perspective have gained more importance. This difference between the reports 
of 1984 and 1990 results in the shift in orientation displayed in the figure below. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5: Shift in Terms of Shareholder versus Stakeholder Value Orientation in Annual 
Reports 
 
Judging from our analysis it appears that large Swedish companies in their 
annual reports between 1972 and 1984 communicate a stronger orientation 
towards the shareholder value perspective. In 1972 the communication in the 
reports is quite shareholder value oriented and in 1978 this communication is 
clearly oriented towards the shareholder value perspective. This development 
reaches its peak in 1984, when reports exhibit a distinct interest in and focus on 
creating shareholder value.  
 
Judging from our analysis it appears that large Swedish companies in their 
annual reports between 1990 and 2001 communicate a stronger orientation 
towards the stakeholder value perspective. We detect a large change between 
reports of 1984 and reports of 1990 in that the latter are less shareholder value 
oriented. Due to the impossibility to establish the exact point in time when the 
change occurred, we choose to display the line between 1984 and 1990 using 
dots. The trend towards becoming more stakeholder value oriented is reinforced 
by the reports of 1996, in which the communication in fact is more oriented 
towards creating stakeholder value. In the 2001 reports the communication is 
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Stakeholder Value Perspective
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even more geared towards the stakeholder value perspective, confirming the 
trend from the two previous points in time.  
 
The result of our interpretation and analysis is thus the detection of the two 
trends displayed in the figure above – one trend towards a stronger shareholder 
value perspective and one trend towards a stronger stakeholder value 
perspective.  

7.2 Mapping Out the Development 
The second part of our purpose is to elucidate and explain our findings from a 
historical perspective. This has in part already been done in the preceding 
chapter, although only in terms of the interpretations of each year being related 
to history. In this chapter the interpretation of all years in the study, displayed as 
a process in the figure above, is related to history.  
 
The first trend, the one towards stronger shareholder value orientation, can in 
our opinion be explained by two societal developments – the economic decline 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, and the right-wing winds that spread across the 
Western world during the same period.  
 
The economic decline that hit the world in the mid-1970s was the first of its 
kind in the post-war-period. Up until this point Sweden had experienced a long 
continuous economic growth, which made even the possibility of a decline 
unthinkable. When this nonetheless happened and put an end to the permanent 
economic upswing, it had a shocking effect on society. In combination with the 
individualistic winds – visible through the elections of liberal governments in 
both Great Britain and the USA as well as in Sweden and also through the rise 
of the anarchistic punk movement – we believe this caused the trend towards 
more shareholder value orientation in annual reports. This state of the broader 
external environment must have affected companies, in the sense that companies 
to a greater extent ‘tended to their own gardens’, focussing on the bottom line.  
 
We believe that the stronger focus on profitability and creating shareholder 
value in annual reports between 1972 and 1984 stems from this development in 
the sense that communication was geared towards information aimed at 
satisfying primarily shareholders. In an environment hit by recession we find it 
reasonable to believe that capital is a scarce resource – how to maintain capital 
and how to make it grow ought to be of major interest in companies. In other 
words, companies could not risk shareholders being discontent with financial 
results, since shareholders are likely to show their discontent with low 
shareholder value creation by withdrawing their support, i.e. selling their shares. 
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Moreover, in the prevailing social and political environment, the new 
individualistic society could have contributed to the general decline in corporate 
social responsibility. This being the case since the individualistic view pervaded 
the Western society thus making responsibility an issue for individuals and not 
companies, consonant with prevailing ethical values in society.  
 
The second trend, the movement towards becoming more stakeholder value 
oriented, can in our opinion be elucidated and explained by a number of 
developments in the historical context. 
 
All through the 1970s, and the first half of the 1980s, few stakeholders except 
shareholders are accentuated in the reports. Apart from the shareholders, one or 
two other stakeholder groups are considered important, and these tend to vary 
from year to year depending on historical circumstances. However, in the 
reports of 1990 and onwards, more stakeholder groups are identified, 
accentuated and growing in importance in every year studied. Moreover, the 
significance of corporate social responsibility increases steadily over these 
years. We believe that this development towards stakeholder orientation has to 
do with societal progress, both in Sweden and in the world in general. From the 
mid-1980s and onwards several major changes that affect the situation of 
individuals as well as that of companies have taken place. 
 
Society has since the late 1970s, but in particular since the mid-1980s, 
undergone changes, which have brought about a liberalisation of markets. This 
liberalisation process is evident in several aspects of history, and this, we 
believe, has contributed the most to the change from shareholder orientation to 
stakeholder value orientation. The deregulation and liberalisation of markets – 
goods, services, capital etc. – has enlarged the operational arena of companies. 
This new situation has not only increased the markets of companies, but has also 
led to increased competition on these new arenas. The increased competition and 
globalisation have brought about a number of changes in the way companies 
approach and treat stakeholder groups. With more actors on the market, 
customers have greater choice and thus exercise more power over companies. 
This, we believe, explain why customers as a stakeholder group increase in 
importance in the annual reports over the years. In addition, competitors as a 
stakeholder group have gained in importance because of the threat they 
constitute to the survival of the individual companies. In such a competitive 
environment, co-operation in the form of joint-ventures among not only 
companies, but also between companies and other organisations, such as 
universities and other research institutions, is important and has grown in 
importance – something, which is evident in the reports. 
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In the late 1970s ‘MBL’ and ‘LAS’ were introduced, as well as 
‘Arbetsmiljölagen’ and ‘Främjandelagen’, which aimed at strengthening the 
power and improving the situation of employees. However, the more attention 
given to, and increased importance of, employees as a stakeholder group is not 
significantly evident in the reports until 1996. We believe that this late rise in 
importance of employees as a stakeholder group can be explained to some 
degree, when seen in the light of technological change. As technology rapidly 
changed during the 1990s, it is likely that job tasks became more complicated 
and sophisticated, turning those who performed these tasks into more valuable 
resources of the company than before. This technological development coincides 
with the increased importance of employees as a stakeholder group in the reports 
studied, and as we see it, could constitute the explanation for employees 
becoming a more important stakeholder group in the mid-1990s and onwards. 
We cannot, however, find any explanation in history or other parameters studied 
for the lower importance attached to employees as a stakeholder group in the 
reports of 1978, 1984 and 1990. 
 
Management as a stakeholder group has with a start in 1984 received increased 
attention over the years. Since that year, the attention given and significance 
attached to management as a stakeholder group has successively increased in the 
reports. We believe that this development can be explained by the change in 
influence of other stakeholders of the companies, as described above. When the 
number of parties who are much affected by, or who can affect a company’s 
actions, behaviour and policies to a large extent, increase, we believe that these 
groups want to know who is behind the actions, behaviour and policies of a 
company. In other words, the company experiences a need to communicate to 
the other stakeholder groups which individuals who constitute the management 
and what their intention and future plans of the company are. We believe that 
this is why we see an increase in for example CEO statements and photographs 
of management over the years. In addition, as all stakeholders, except perhaps 
competitors, are interested in the future survival of the firm, it is important to 
know who is managing the resources of the firm.  
 
The annual reports communicate that corporate social responsibility has 
increased in significance during the time period studied, especially during the 
1990s and the 2000s. One plausible reason for this increased attention given to 
acting in a responsible way, we believe, has its origin in the change in what 
society perceives as ethical. This change is evident in the historical context in 
for example the ‘environmental elections’ in Sweden in 1988, the introduction 
of Agenda 21, the increased interest in the rights of children and other 
vulnerable groups in society, as well as the growing popularity of different 
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activist groups. Local communities as a stakeholder group are affected by the 
increase in corporate social responsibility, in that for example environmental 
consciousness in companies benefits the local environment. Another example is 
company schools, which have a positive effect on the level of education among 
the citizens of a local community.  
 
Besides historical developments, we see two other possible explanations for why 
there has occurred a shift in terms of shareholder versus stakeholder value 
orientation in the annual reports – ownership structure and changes in profits 
made by the companies over the years. The information gained about ownership 
structure through the reports is not sufficient enough to find out whether this has 
had an impact on the development in value perspective orientation. What we do 
know is that there has been a shift in ownership of the companies noted on the 
Stockholm Stock Exchange towards institutions owning larger proportions of 
the total value. However, we do not see any logical reasons for why this change 
in ownership would result in anything else but perhaps an increased expression 
of corporate social responsibility.   
 
The second additional explanation for elucidating why the shift in value 
perspective has occurred is changes in profits made by companies. We can 
detect a weak correspondence between the profits made by the companies 
studied and the change in value perspective over time – in times of good 
financial performance the companies seem to be more shareholder oriented and 
vice versa. Although, we cannot with certainty say what came first – the chicken 
or the egg, i.e. the increased profits and thus the increase in shareholder 
orientation, or the increase in shareholder orientation and thus the increase in 
profits, and so forth. Moreover, it would require more data to statistically 
establish such a correlation. 

7.3 Reflections and Suggestions for Future 
Research 

Our account above goes to show that no single event has alone brought about the 
detected shift in value orientation. In order to understand the changes in annual 
reports from year to year, it is necessary to apply processual thinking and a more 
encompassing view on the whole period studied. Single events can explain 
single changes, but to see the pattern over time it is necessary to sequence these 
single events and changes, thus arriving at a picture of the holistic 
developments. 
 
When we began this study of annual reports, little did we know that our findings 
would reveal one major shift in value orientation. When we compare the time 
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setting of this shift in orientation with the time of publication of articles by for 
example Freeman, popularising stakeholder value management as a 
management practice, the two coincide. Once again we find ourselves in a 
situation, when we are unable to ascertain which of the two influenced the other 
– if there is an influence at all. Nevertheless, the coincidence of these two 
occurrences is interesting. 
 
During the course of this study we have encountered several intriguing aspects 
worthy of being looked into by future researcher. As this particular study does 
not aim at observing and following the development of single companies in 
terms of shareholder and stakeholder orientation over time, we think this would 
constitute an interesting topic for a thesis.  
 
Another interesting topic for a future study, we think, would be to investigate 
how company purposes and mission statements have changed over the years.  
 
A third suggestion for future research is to look closer into the causal 
relationships between academic research on stakeholder theory and management 
practice – is there a relationship, and can it be established which is the chicken 
and which constitutes the egg. 
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Appendix 2 – A Selection of Pictures from the 
Annual Reports Studied 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

ASEA, 1972 
Orange machinery 

SAAB-Scania, 1972 
Company product in international 

location 
 

Volvo, 1978 
Company product in use 
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SAAB-Scania, 1984
Inspiring view of company product

Electrolux, 1990 
Somewhat intimidating oven 

Electrolux, 1990
Somewhat unpleasant huge chain 

saw
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Procordia, 1990
Company products, production and employees

ABB, 1996 
Multi-ethnic workforce 
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Ericsson, 1996 
Management and board in 
monochrome 

Skanska, 2001
No people – but Skanska project 

‘Uddevallabron’

Electrolux, 2001 
Appealing, scenic view of man using 
company product 


