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Abstract 

This thesis studies the case of the SDG project ‘FN’s verdensmål - fra Filantropi til Forretning’ initiated by the 

Confederation of Danish Industry (DI). The SDG project was developed in order to make the SDGs relevant in 

a business context for the 21 project participants, DI’s members and Danish businesses more broadly. With 

the project coming to an end, this thesis set out to study DI and the participating companies’ experiences of 

the project. By applying the new institutionalist perspective by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), the thesis studies 

how the SDG project facilitated the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism. Based on qualitative 

interviews, the empirical analysis shed light on how the mimetic and normative mechanisms have been 

facilitated in the project through the diffusion and establishment of models, and by enabling a network of 

professionals to form and engage in a process of professionalization. Further, the empirical analysis suggest 

that the DI and the project participants are spreading the models and norms established in the project in a 

wider SDG field. In relation to the empirical findings, the paper opens up a discussion of the maturity of the 

SDG field and how the SDG project facilitated a space within which the mechanisms did not only occur 

separately but also intertwined in a co-creation process of models and norms. Thus, the thesis concludes on 

how the SDG project facilitated mimetic and normative isomorphism through the diffusion models, the 

creation of a network of professionals and by allowing a space for the co-creation of models and norms.  



 2 

Table of Contents 

1 Introduction ...................................................................................................................................................... 4 

2 Case Description ................................................................................................................................................ 6 

2.1 The Sustainable Development Goals and Private Sector Engagement ............................................................. 6 

2.2 The Confederation of Danish Industry ............................................................................................................... 8 

2.3 The Project ‘FN’s verdensmål - fra Filantropi til Forretning’ ............................................................................. 9 
2.3.1 The Participants ............................................................................................................................................ 9 
2.3.2 The Boot Camps .......................................................................................................................................... 10 

2.4 Conclusion of Case Description ....................................................................................................................... 11 

3 Theory ............................................................................................................................................................. 11 

3.1 Theoretical Framework: Institutional Isomorphism ........................................................................................ 12 
3.1.1 New Institutionalism and Legitimacy ......................................................................................................... 13 
3.1.2 Organizational Fields and the Process of Structuration ............................................................................. 13 
3.1.3 Institutional Isomorphism and its Mechanisms .......................................................................................... 15 
3.1.4 Mimetic Isomorphism ................................................................................................................................. 15 
3.1.5 Normative Isomorphism ............................................................................................................................. 16 

3.2 The Expectations of this Thesis ....................................................................................................................... 18 

3.3 Literature Review: Isomorphism, its Mechanisms and Socially Responsible Behavior .................................... 19 
3.3.1 The Construction of CSR and SDGs in Various Institutional Contexts ......................................................... 20 
3.3.2 Case Studies of Mimetic and Normative Isomorphism .............................................................................. 22 
3.3.3 Why do Organizations Behave in a Socially Responsible Manner? ............................................................ 25 
3.3.4 The Contribution of this Paper ................................................................................................................... 26 

3.4 Conceptualizing the Theory ............................................................................................................................. 29 
3.4.1 The SDG Field .............................................................................................................................................. 31 
3.4.2 Legitimacy ................................................................................................................................................... 31 
3.4.3 Mimetic Isomorphism in the SDG Project .................................................................................................. 32 
3.4.4 Normative Isomorphism in the SDG Project ............................................................................................... 33 

3.5 Conclusion of Theory Section .......................................................................................................................... 34 

4 Methods and Data ........................................................................................................................................... 35 

4.1 A Case Study of the SDG Project ...................................................................................................................... 35 

4.2 Philosophy of Science ...................................................................................................................................... 37 

4.3 Data Collection ................................................................................................................................................ 37 
4.3.1 Interview Guides ......................................................................................................................................... 39 
4.3.2 Ethical Considerations ................................................................................................................................ 41 

4.4 Data Analysis .................................................................................................................................................. 41 
4.4.1 First Cycle Coding ........................................................................................................................................ 42 
4.4.2 Second Cycle Coding ................................................................................................................................... 43 
4.4.3 Transferring Data to the Analysis ............................................................................................................... 45 

4.5 Conclusion of Methods and Data .................................................................................................................... 46 



 3 

5 Analysis ........................................................................................................................................................... 46 

5.1 DI’s Reasoning Behind Initiating the SDG Project ........................................................................................... 47 
5.1.1 Preparing the DI Members for Future Challenges ...................................................................................... 47 
5.1.2 The 21 Test Pilots ........................................................................................................................................ 49 

5.2 The Companies’ Reasoning Behind Joining the SDG Project ........................................................................... 52 
5.2.1 Translating the SDGs ................................................................................................................................... 52 
5.2.2 Learning from Others ................................................................................................................................. 54 
5.2.3 Communication .......................................................................................................................................... 55 
5.2.4 An Engine for Development ........................................................................................................................ 56 

5.3 Mimetic Isomorphism: the diffusion of models and tools ............................................................................... 58 
5.3.1 Diffusing Models and Tools Amongst the Project Participants .................................................................. 59 
5.3.2 Co-creating Models and Tools .................................................................................................................... 62 
5.3.3 A Collective Learning Process ..................................................................................................................... 65 

5.4 Normative Isomorphism: Developing a Network of Professionals .................................................................. 66 
5.4.1 An Atmosphere of Openness ...................................................................................................................... 67 
5.4.2 Professionalization: Defining the Methods and Conditions of Sustainability Work ................................... 69 
5.4.3 Network Interaction Outside the SDG Project ............................................................................................ 73 

5.5 Summing up how Mimetic and Normative Isomorphism was Facilitated in the SDG Project ......................... 74 

5.6 Spreading the knowledge: Moving Beyond the Scope of the SDG Project ...................................................... 75 
5.6.1 Reaping the Benefits of the Test Pilots ....................................................................................................... 76 
5.6.2 Project Participants Spreading the Knowledge .......................................................................................... 79 

5.7 Conclusion of the Analysis ............................................................................................................................... 83 

6 Discussion ....................................................................................................................................................... 85 

6.1 The Maturity of the SDG Field: The Field is Emerging ..................................................................................... 85 

6.2 Overlap Between Mimetic and Normative Isomorphism ................................................................................ 87 
6.2.1 Co-creation: Defining a Model Whilst Simultaneously Creating Norms ..................................................... 88 
6.2.2 Enabling Mimetic Behavior Amongst a Group of Professionals ................................................................. 89 

6.3 Increasing Legitimacy for DI on the SDG Agenda ............................................................................................ 91 

6.4 Has the SDG field Emerged to Become more Structured? ............................................................................... 93 

6.5 Conclusion of Discussion ................................................................................................................................. 95 

7 Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................................... 96 

8 References ...................................................................................................................................................... 98 

 

  



 4 

1 Introduction 
In 2015 the UN Member States agreed to adopt the 2030 Agenda with its 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) and 169 targets (UN General Assembly, 2015). With this all-encompassing and universal approach, 

involving a wide range of actors in both developing and developed countries, the agenda differs from 

previous efforts to solve international development issues as it calls for action from a much greater number 

of actors in society (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). Thus, with the challenges of sustainable development 

ahead and with this new plan at hand, reaching the SDGs is now put on the agenda across different sectors 

in society as it encourages all countries and stakeholders to embark on a collective journey towards its 

achievement (UN General Assembly, 2015). 

In 2017 the Confederation of Danish Industry (DI), with funding from Industriens Fond, initiated the project 

“FNs Verdensmål - Fra Filantropi til Forretning” (the UN SDGs - From Philanthropy to Business) to help their 

members apply the agenda in a business context (Industriens Fond, n.d.). Following this initiation of the 

project (henceforth, the SDG project), DI engaged 21 companies in meetings and four boot camps between 

the years 2018 and 2020. As Denmark’s largest business and employers’ organization (Dansk Industri, n.d.-

h), DI and Industriens Fond saw it as critical for the future competitiveness of their members to contribute 

to this agenda (Industriens Fond, n.d.). Thus, the intention of the SDG project, which is indicated by its name, 

was to encourage organizational change by implementing a focus on the SDGs into a business context and 

thus move away from sustainability being a philanthropic side business, and towards becoming an integral 

part of business strategy in Danish companies. With this purpose in mind, the SDG project set out to involve 

21 Danish businesses spanning different industries and it was developed to further the SDG agenda amongst 

the 21 project participants, as well as to inspire DI’s 11,700 member companies, and Danish businesses in 

general, to move in a similar direction (Industriens Fond, n.d.). Thereby, the SDG project engaged DI and the 

participating companies in a collective development process, by putting 21 companies and a number of DI 

consultants in the same room and allowing them to openly discuss possible solutions for how to move closer 

towards SDG implementation.   

With the project coming to an end, this master thesis is studying the project participants’ experiences of the 

project process by applying the theory ‘The Iron Cage Revisited: Isomorphism in Organizational Fields’ by 

Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell (1983). Their new institutionalist perspective presents an 

understanding of organizational change as influenced by the institutional context. Rather than assessing the 

extent to which these organizations have changed throughout the project process, the thesis sets out study 

how the SDG project facilitated the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism during the project process. 

Thus, the thesis focuses on studying the experiences of a group of organizations taking part in the same 
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project process, guided by a business and employers’ organization, in their quest to implement the SDGs in 

a Danish business context. With this research topic in mind, the research question of this thesis is: 

 

How did the SDG project ‘FN’s verdensmål - fra Filantropi til Forretning’ 

facilitate the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism? 
 

The research question serves the purpose of exploring the SDG project as a facilitator of isomorphic 

processes. This is done by examining how these mechanisms are displayed in the experiences of the DI 

consultants and group of organizations taking part in the project. The novelty of this research focus is that it 

studies the SDG project and its role as a facilitator of institutional isomorphism amongst the project 

participants as well as DI. Thus, rather than looking at a group of organizations’ individual journey towards 

SDG implementation, we attempt to study how the project process is experienced by the organizations 

involved and how the isomorphic mechanisms are facilitated in their collective journey towards achieving 

the SDG agenda within a business context.  

The academic relevance of this thesis derives from its very focus of the SDG project as a facilitator of 

isomorphic mechanisms. Previous scholarly work has focused upon unveiling how different concepts of 

socially responsible behavior is defined within different institutional contexts (e.g. Boxenbaum, 2006) and 

how isomorphic mechanism encourages socially responsible behavior amongst business (e.g. Campbell, 

2007). With the specific focus on the facilitating role of the project, our thesis adds to existing work on 

institutional isomorphism by studying a project initiated by a large business and employers’ organization and 

how the project has facilitated isomorphic mechanisms. The role of business and trade organizations in 

encouraging isomorphic behavior is mentioned in the literature as relevant for the facilitation of isomorphic 

mechanisms but have received little attention in previous empirical case studies on how isomorphic 

processes influence socially responsible behavior amongst business. Further, limited attention has been put 

on studying the mechanisms of isomorphism in a project context, as previous scholars have often applied the 

theory to a wider group of organizations in society.   

This thesis takes a qualitative approach and data is derived from interviewing the project participants and DI 

consultants. Through this methodological approach, the thesis adds to the extensive body of quantitative 

studies on the topic of institutional isomorphism, by providing more in-depth descriptions of how the 

mechanisms of institutional isomorphism were facilitated in the project through the descriptions of 

experiences by the interviewees. Further, a qualitative approach is relevant to reveal the potential empirical 

complexities of these mechanisms. 
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Thus, this thesis is studying how institutional isomorphism has been facilitated in the SDG project and the 

paper proceeds as follows. Firstly, we provide a presentation of the case by elaborating on the SDGs and their 

relevance in a business context as well as introducing DI as an organization and the SDG project itself. This is 

followed by the theory section of this thesis, which introduces the perspective of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

and formulates three expectations for the empirical analysis, which is followed by a review of relevant 

literature. The theory section concludes with the conceptualization of the theoretical concepts. Following 

the theory section, we introduce the methodological considerations of the paper, including detailed 

descriptions of decisions made in the context of collecting and analyzing the data. This is followed by an 

analysis section, where the findings of the paper are thoroughly presented with the aim of displaying how 

the isomorphic mechanisms have been facilitated through the project. The findings of the analysis are further 

discussed in relation to any specifically compelling findings and complexities in the data and a 

recommendation for further research is presented. Finally, the paper concludes by shortly presenting how 

SDG project facilitated the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism. 

2 Case Description 
This section constitutes the case description of this thesis. The Sustainable Development Goals are presented 

along with a description of their relevance in a business context. Further, DI and their focus on sustainable 

development in a business context is described. Finally, the SDG project is introduced, and descriptions of 

the boot camps are provided.  

2.1 The Sustainable Development Goals and Private Sector Engagement  

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and their 169 targets were developed by the UN with the aim 

to “stimulate action over the next 15 years in areas of critical importance for humanity and planet” (UN 

General Assembly, 2015, p. 1). On the 25th of September, 2015, world leaders met at the United Nations in 

New York and agreed to adopt the 17 goals and 169 targets which address issues related to social inclusion, 

economic growth and environmental protection, which were developed with the aim of bringing forth a 

collective agenda “unprecedented in scope and significance” (UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 1). Along with 

the goals and targets, came the overarching expectation that “business, government and civil society actors 

will be equally responsible for progressing a more sustainable path forward” (Scheyvens et al., 2016, p. 371). 

Through this engagement of other actors, the SDGs break free from their predecessor, the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), an agenda which was “state-centred, duty based, and negatively framed 

agreement aimed at ‘developing countries’” (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018, p. 209). Instead, the SDGs are 

centred around partnerships, catching opportunities and is positively framed towards developing and well 
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as developed countries (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). Thus, the SDGs are developed as both universal, 

by applying to all countries, and comprehensive, by cutting across different sectors (Kharas and Zang, 2014). 

This all-encompassing format and holistic approach of the goals was developed as a result of an extensive 

consulting process which involved actors from all parts of society, spanning governments, business, civil 

society as well as academia and the scientific community (Kharas and Zang, 2014, pp. 27-28). Following this 

global and inclusive consultation, 17 goals (see Figure 1) were developed with the aim of pleading common 

action towards sustainable development (UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 6).  

 

Figure 1: The 17 SDGs (Source: The UN, n.d.)  

Thus, international business actors were involved in the post-2015 consultation process and under the 

guidance of UN Global Compact, CEOs from three hundred large corporations were allowed to present their 

views (Kharas & Zhang, 2014, p. 27). After the development of the SDGs, a large amount of international 

companies responded in support of the new framework (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). Thus, the private 

sector has been put in the foreground through the development of the SDGs (Scheyvens et al., 2016, p. 372). 

Further, the importance of gaining private sector engagement in order to realise the 2030 agenda has been 

made clear as the private sector “brings resources and technology to the table and is indispensable to a 

successful post-2015 agenda” (Kharas and Zhang, 2014, p. 32). However, aligning the agenda of business with 

that of sustainable development does not come without its challenges. Critics towards aligning the two 

motives argue how there is a ”clash between the dominant business model, which is based upon short-term 

planning with a narrow focus on finances, and a sideline agenda of longer-term planning with social, 

economic and environmental goals” (Scheyvens et al., 2016, p. 380). This clash between the business and 

development perspectives, presents challenges in SDG implementation for businesses that are operating 
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under a traditional business model. Thus, if wanting to integrate the SDGs in their business, corporations are 

forced to move “beyond a ‘business-as-usual approach” (Scheyvens et al., 2016, p. 381). This is confirmed 

through the ‘UNGC Accenture Strategy CEO Study on Sustainability’ (UN Global Compact and Accenture 

Strategy, 2019) where it is brought forward how 88 percent of the interviewed CEOs believe that our global 

economic systems needs to focus on equitable growth, warning that the current growth model is part of the 

problem. The SDGs urges them to re-shape their internal business model and business strategy in order to 

implement the SDGs and help realizing the 2030 agenda and the SDGs poses both an opportunity and a 

potential challenge from the perspective of businesses. 

Thus, the SDGs can be used by companies to improve their CSR engagement by assessing impact and being 

strategically sensitive to global sustainable development challenges (Schönherr et al., 2017). Therefore, 

companies can contribute to the SDGs by enhancing “positive impacts through (e.g. poverty alleviation, 

livelihoods, health and education) and reduce negative ones (e.g. resource consumption, pollution, human 

rights violations) across bottom lines” (Schönherr, et al. 2017, p. 42). Thus, the different formulations of the 

SDGs encourage business to introduce company strategy which both contributes through positive impacts of 

“doing good” as well as negative impacts of “do no harm” (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018, p. 214).  

2.2 The Confederation of Danish Industry  

The Confederation of Danish Industry is Denmark’s largest business and employers’ organization with 11,700 

companies as members, encompassing both small and medium sized businesses as well as larger 

corporations (Dansk Industri, n.d.-c). DI represents both the manufacturing and service industries in various 

sectors (Dansk Industri, n.d.-h). DI state how their mission is to help Danish companies win (Dansk Industri, 

n.d.-h). They describe themselves as having three main tasks in accomplishing this mission. First, they 

negotiate collective agreements with labor unions as a part of the Danish labor market model and advice on 

labor and employment law. Second, they work to influence business legislation from the local to the 

international level. Third, they provide their members with services and network (Dansk Industri, n.d.-h).  

In relation to sustainability and business, DI argues how “The companies of the future are those who take 

responsibility for people, environment and climate” (Dansk Industri, n.d.-b). Thus, the confederation clearly 

connects responsible business behavior through future proofing, and they present how companies who take 

part in creating a responsible future also “open doors to new business opportunities” (Dansk Industri, n.d.-

b). Thus, DI sees the competitive advantage in sustainable development and they work with spreading the 

knowledge around and the implementation of the 10 principles of the UN Global Compact, the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals, the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, and the OECD 

Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (Dansk Industri, n.d.-b). Further, in relation to their work with 
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influencing business legislation, DI presented their 2030 plan ‘Sammen skaber vi grøn vækst’ in 2019, stating 

that they commit to the Danish Government’s goal of reducing CO2 emission with 70 % by 2030 (Dansk 

Industri, n.d.-d). The plan consists of 160 political proposals to create economic growth, jobs and reduce CO2 

(Dansk Industri, n.d.-d). This plan can be considered a commitment from DI in contributing to reducing CO2 

emission, but the plan should also be considered an attempt to influence to how Denmark should work with 

sustainable development in a way that takes Danish businesses into account. In line with their increased 

focus on sustainability, the project ‘FN’s verdensmål – fra Filantropi til Forretning’, which this paper 

examines, is a further initiative developed to help businesses implement and spread the knowledge in 

relation to sustainable development, with a specific focus on the SDGs. 

2.3 The Project ‘FN’s verdensmål - fra Filantropi til Forretning’  

The project ’FN’s verdensmål – fra Filantropi til Forrretning’ (SDG project) was initiated in 2017 and ran over 

the course of two years from 2018 to 2020 (Dansk Industri, n.d.-f; Industriens Fond, n.d.). It involved 21 

Danish companies, that went through a development process focused on understanding and converting the 

SDGs into new business opportunities (Industiens Fond, n.d., Dansk Industri, n.d.-g;). DI is responsible for 

managing the day-to-day operations of the project and it is executed in corporation with Industriens Fond 

(the Danish Industry Foundation), Global Compact Network Denmark and Copenhagen Business School 

(Industriens Fond, n.d.; Dansk Industri, n.d.-g). The 21 companies are meant to be used as cases to inspire 

the rest of the Danish business community (Industriens Fond, n.d.). The original website, which described 

the SDG project was altered in early May 2020, now it works as a communication and inspiration platform 

for businesses in how to work with the SDGs (Dansk Industri, n.d.-e). 

2.3.1 The Participants 

The 21 participating companies in the SDG Project spans sectors and industries (Dansk Industri, n.d.-a). A list 

of the 21 companies can be viewed in Table 1. The companies have throughout the project engaged in a 

development process which was constructed to help them, but also works as case studies in order to inspire 

other companies (Industriens Fond, n.d.). One way through which they inspire other companies is through 

the project website, where each participating company is presented along with what they have done and 

how they have worked with the SDGs (Dansk Industri, n.d.-a).  

bObles A/S  Krüger A/S 

DuPont Nutrition & Biosciences LE34 A/S  

Egmont A/S Orana A/S 

Fischer Lightning  Peter Larsen Kaffe A/S 
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FLSmidth A/S Plus Pack A/S 

Gehl A/S Roskilde Festival  

Haldor Topsøe A/S  Royal Greenland A/S 

Hempel A/S  Stena Recycling A/S 

Herning Vand  Stjernholm A/S 

Kamstrup A/S  Tasso A/S  

Kopenhagen Fur  

Table 1: The 21 company participants (Dansk Industri, n.d.-a) 

 

2.3.2 The Boot Camps   

As part of the project process, four large boot camps have been facilitated by DI. Each boot camp was two 

days long and the participants had lunch and dinner together, thus they the boot camps mixed both formal 

and informal interaction amongst the participants (see Appendix A-D). During the boot camps a number of 

different models and tools were introduced, some of which will be further elaborated upon in the analysis of 

this paper. Two boot camps were arranged in 2018, in April and August respectively, one event in April 2019 

and one in March 2020 (see Appendix A-D).  

The invitation to the first boot camp can be found in Appendix A. This boot camp took place in April 2018 and 

the objective was “to ensure that all participants fully understand the business potential of the SDGs and 

develop a draft strategy to translate them into concrete business results”. Here the participants were 

introduced to each other and the focus was on initiating the participants journey towards 2030 with a 

number of exercises and lectures from other companies such as Carlsberg and IBM Cloud Tech and an expert 

in disruption and transformation from Dare Disrupt. During the boot camp the tool Value Scan was 

introduced (see Appendix J).  

The invitation to the second boot camp can be found in Appendix B. The second boot camp was held in 

August 2018 and was called ‘From sustainability to sale’. The objective of the boot camp was twofold. Firstly, 

the participants were supposed to provide sparring and critical feedback to each other’s progress and 

challenges. Secondly, the boot camp was focused on stakeholder alignment and engagement with specific 

focus on sales and marketing as well as financial opportunities. During this boot camp a number of the project 

participants presented their journey of implementing the SDGs and inspirational talks were held by 

employees from Ørsted and IFU (the Investment Fund for Developing Countries) and a professor from CBS. 



 11 

During this event the participants were divided into smaller groups for further discussions in smaller groups 

of four.  

The invitation to the third boot camp can be found in Appendix C. This boot camp was held in April 2019 and 

was named “From Reporting to Business Impact” and the objectives were threefold. Firstly, for the project 

participants to provide sparring and critical feedback to each other.  Secondly, to learn about reporting and 

impact measurement, and, thirdly, to provide steps through which the companies could engage their entire 

organization. This boot camp delivered presentations from a number of the project participants as well as a 

presentation from the company Chr. Hansen on the topic of employee engagement and one from Maersk on 

sustainability reporting.  This event also consisted of a number of breakout sessions where the companies 

were divided in smaller groups of four for further discussions.  

The incitation to the fourth boot camp can be found in in Appendix D. This boot camp was planned to take 

place on the 24th of March 2020. The data collection for this study took place prior to this boot camp, however 

it is deemed important to present the boot camp theme either way. The name of the fourth boot camp was 

“Organizational Challenges and Climate Change” and the objectives of this boot camp was also threefold. 

Firstly, to provide further sparring and knowledge sharing opportunities amongst the participants. Secondly, 

to present ways through which companies can reduce CO2 emissions and, thirdly, to provide information and 

inspiration of how to tackle obstacles on organizational structure and incentives. This boot camp had a 

presentation from Harvard Business school on handling company disruption and opportunities of 

sustainability and to inspirational talk on how to make sustainability a value proposition and differentiator 

and on CO2 neutrality respectively.  

2.4 Conclusion of Case Description 

This section has presented the SDGs in a business context. Thus, DI used the project boot camps to introduce 

the project participants to different topics and issues related to the SDGs and sustainable development. 

Further, the boot camps were used as a space where they could introduce a number of different tools and 

models, some of which will be elaborated upon in the analysis of this paper. Following this introduction of 

the SDGs and the context of the case, this thesis will now move on the present the theoretical framework 

applied to study this case. 

3 Theory   

This section presents the theoretical considerations of this paper which are inspired by a new institutionalist 

approach. It starts off by introducing the theoretical framework presenting the concept of institutional 
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isomorphism coined by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). The theoretical framework is followed by an 

introduction of three expectations developed with the purpose of guiding the research towards answering 

the research question. This section is followed by a literature review of previous scholarly work applying a 

new institutionalist approach to the study of socially responsible behavior in a business context. Finally, the 

section concludes with a conceptualization of the theory, introducing the concepts applied for our research 

purposes.  

3.1 Theoretical Framework: Institutional Isomorphism 

The theoretical framework of this paper adopts a new institutionalist approach, which consists of a vast 

amount of literature on how organizations change within their institutional context (examples from literature 

review: Misani, 2010; Campbell, 2007; Masocha and Fatoki, 2018). One central contribution within this body 

of literature is the influential paper ‘The Iron Cage Revisited: Isomorphism in Organizational Fields’ written 

by Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell and published in 1983. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) formulated 

the concept of institutional isomorphism, which describes how organizations, that are part of the same 

organizational field, become increasingly homogeneous. Their new institutionalist perspective illustrates 

how organizational change is influenced by pressures within the institutional context (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983) and how individual choice and preferences are understood as embedded in a specific cultural and 

historical context (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). Therefore, the approach is skeptical of the rational actor 

model (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991) as it argues how rational actions within a field, in the aggregate, often 

leads to “homogeneity in structure culture and output” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 147) even if this is 

not necessarily more efficient. Thus, their theoretical perspective explains organizational change as the result 

of interaction between organizations and actors within a field and how this change is driven by legitimacy 

rather than efficiency.  

Although the purpose of this paper is not to evaluate to what extent organizational change has occurred, the 

theoretical approach introduced by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) is particularly useful for this paper as it 

serves to understand how organizations are influenced by other organizations in the same organizational 

field. Thus, when studying a group of organizations going through the same SDG project process, the 

perspective of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) allows for an examination of the participants in the SDG project 

as a part of an institutional context, rather than as closed entities making rational decisions in isolation from 

their external environment. Thus, by applying a new institutionalist perspective, we contend that the 

participants of the SDG project are influenced by DI as well as each other in the SDG project. The novelty of 

this thesis is that we examine how the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism are facilitated in the SDG 

project rather than evaluating the degree of change at an organizational level or the extent to which the 
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participants are becoming homogeneous. This gives a more in-depth understanding of how the mechanisms 

are at play in the project in order to shed light on the role of the SDG project as a facilitator in the process of 

institutional isomorphism.  

3.1.1 New Institutionalism and Legitimacy 

As a starting point, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identifies a paradox of how rational actors make their 

organizations increasingly similar as they try to change them. They argue how “the engine of organizational 

rationalization has shifted” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 147) and thereby they contest Weber’s argument 

that the rationalist order has become an iron cage. According to Weber, bureaucratization, which is how the 

rationalist spirit manifests itself, is the result of competition in the marketplace, competition among states 

and the need for rulers to control their staff or citizenry (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). On the other hand, 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) find that change in organizational structure is less driven by competition or the 

need for efficiency, instead what drives organizational change is a process which makes organizations similar 

and not necessarily more efficient. Thus, organizations compete for more than resources and costumers, 

they compete for institutional legitimacy and social and economic fitness (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 

Legitimacy is a central concept for the theory of DiMaggio and Powell (1983). This paper applies the definition 

by Suchman (1995) where legitimacy is defined as a “generalized perception or assumption that the actions 

of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 

beliefs, and definition” (p. 574). Organizational legitimacy has become as important as having resources and 

customers. This results in organizational change driven by the hunt for being perceived as taking appropriate 

measures towards various stakeholders. With the SDGs becoming increasingly important amongst business 

actors, this hunt for legitimacy may also encompass actions undertaken to be socially, economically and 

environmentally responsible.  

3.1.2 Organizational Fields and the Process of Structuration  

The organizational field is a central concept for new institutionalists and, thus, a central part of the theoretical 

framework of this paper. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) define organizational fields as:  

“organizations that in the aggregate constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource 

and produce consumers, regulatory agencies and other organizations that produce similar services and 

products” (p. 148).  

Although this definition is argued to be useful for understanding a great number of industry specific fields, 

the definition of fields presented by Scott (1995) is proven useful for this paper, as it elaborates on the 

definition of DiMaggio and Powell (1983). Scott (1995) argues that an organizational field is “a community of 
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organizations that partakes of a common meaning system and whose participants interact more frequently 

and fatefully with one another than with actors outside the field” (p. 56). This definition presents a broader 

conception of the field, where fields might exist across industries and is thus deemed useful for this paper.   

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) contend that the similarity across organizations arise out of a process of 

structuration (Giddens, 1979) of organizational fields: 

“[…] highly structured organizational fields provide a context in which individual efforts to deal rationally with 

uncertainty and constraint often lead, in the aggregate, to homogeneity in structure, culture and output” 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 147).  

Structuration refers to the duality of structure where agency and structure are mutually dependent (Giddens, 

1979, s. 69). This means that structure both constrains and enables action and the structure becomes 

manifested in the agent. Thus, the agent reinforces and reproduces the structure through interaction 

(Giddens, 1979). Therefore, the emergence and structuration of organizational fields happens through 

activities of actors. 

Fields exist to the extent that they are institutionally defined, they emerge out of the process of structuration, 

which entails the following four parts: 1) increasing interaction among organizations in the fields; 2) 

emergence of sharply defined interorganizational structures of domination and coalition; 3) increasing 

information loads that the organizations must comprehend; 4) development of the mutual awareness among 

participants in organizations that they are involved in a common enterprise (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 

148). When organizational fields are new there is a high degree of diversity, whereas throughout the 

emergence and structuration of the field a push towards homogenization can be identified (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983). When new actors enter the field, they will become homogenized (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).  

It is argued that through the process of structuration, in the long run: “organizational actors making rational 

decisions construct themselves in an environment that constrain their ability to change further in later years” 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 148). At this point, adoption of practices become a question of legitimacy 

rather than performance, as once a practice has been approved amongst a number of actors the likelihood 

of others adopting this practice increases, whether it is rational or not (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Despite 

individual attempts to change organizations, in the aggregate, these attempts will lead to homogenization 

and thereby the decrease the extent of diversity, which existed prior or early in the emergence of the field 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). When adopting the inter-organizational field as at level of analysis, it allows for 

an understanding of how organizations find it advantageous to engage with other organization within the 

field despite solving different tasks and having different goals (Wooten and Hoffman, 2017).  
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3.1.3 Institutional Isomorphism and its Mechanisms 

The process of homogenization in fields is denoted isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Isomorphism 

can be defined as, “a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that 

face the same set of environmental conditions” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 149). Organizations need to 

take other organizations into consideration as they compete for institutional legitimacy in the field (DiMaggio 

and Powell, 1983). Institutional isomorphic change is identified to happen through three mechanisms: 

coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). The three mechanisms derive 

from different conditions but may not always be empirically distinct (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Mimetic 

isomorphism occurs as a response to uncertainty, normative isomorphism stems from professionalization 

and coercive isomorphism derives from formal regulation but can also arise from cultural expectations 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This paper focuses on first two: mimetic isomorphism and normative 

isomorphism. Coercive isomorphism is deemed less relevant for this paper as it is not expected to be explicitly 

prevalent within the SDG project, although it is recognized that cultural expectations of SDG adoption and 

the threat of future regulatory implications might exert pressure on a societal level.  

3.1.4 Mimetic Isomorphism  

Mimetic isomorphism happens when organizations imitate or model other organizations as a response to 

uncertainty or ambiguity (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This might happen when goals are ambiguous, 

solutions are unclear, or when the environment creates symbolic uncertainty (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 

Under these conditions, organizations look towards organizational peers they perceive successful (DiMaggio 

and Powell, 1983). The authors refer to this process of imitation as a form of modeling (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). Modeling can happen unknowingly and unwillingly for the organization that is being imitated and, 

further, it can occur both implicitly through the diffusion of models or ideas through personnel transfer, or 

more explicitly by e.g. industry trade associations or consultancies (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Even 

innovations can be correlated to modeling, as innovations many times are the result of a failed attempt to 

model another organization (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Further, these mimetic pressures might become 

strengthened if an organization has either a skilled labor force or broad customer base (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). This is due to the fact that the larger the amount of employees working for a firm or the larger the 

customer base, the more pressure these organizations feel to provide their labor force or customer base with 

the same services and products as their peers provide (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This is especially relevant 

in critical and urgent situations as organizations can gain legitimacy by saying at least we are trying to do 

something (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 151). 
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Because of the process of modeling, new organizations are often similar to older ones, even if they strive for 

diversity (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Managers tend look towards other organizations when building or 

restructuring their organizations, thus new organizations are built upon the models of old ones and there is 

little variation for managers to choose between (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 152). Models that are 

diffused by large consultancies are powerful as they are visible and easy for other organizations to mimic, as 

opposed to the organizational strategies and policies of individual firms which are less observable for 

outsiders (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Thus, the adaption of and selection between similar models plays a 

key role in mimetic isomorphism amongst organizations, as they offer a limited amount of strategic and 

practical decisions for organizations to choose from.  

Organizations tend to model other, similar, organizations within their field that are perceived as being 

legitimate and successful, thus mimetic behavior is driven by a quest for legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). Organizations are therefore more likely to model other organizations that are perceived to be 

legitimate as these practices are perceived to reflect favorably and provide legitimacy to their own 

organizational behavior (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Further, an organization which is labelled as less 

legitimate within one setting, can gain legitimacy by adopting organizational practices that are considered 

legitimate in another setting (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). For example, philanthropic behavior can become 

more legitimate in a business-type setting if it is executed under business-like practices (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983).  

3.1.5 Normative Isomorphism  

Normative isomorphism primarily stems from professionalization; “a collective struggle of members of an 

occupation to define the conditions and methods of their work, to control the production of producers […] 

and to establish a cognitive base and legitimation for their occupational autonomy” (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983, p. 152). Various professionals with diverse skill sets exist within every organization, however 

professionals with a specific skill set or position may be very similar to professionals with similar skill sets or 

positions in other organizations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Thus, professionalization is the process 

through which these professionals engage with each other across organizations to establish norms for their 

professional occupation.  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify two important sources of normative isomorphism. The first one stems 

from the formal education system and how the focus of academic curricula result in the “legitimation in a 

cognitive base produced by university specialists” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 152). This entails that, 

when holding the same educational background, staff members in key positions tend to approach issues in 

the same way as they hold a shared conception of what “policies, procedures and structures” (DiMaggio and 
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Powell, 1983, p.152) are legitimate and normatively accepted. In this manner, universities create norms 

which professionals adopt and bring into their workplace, leading to isomorphic processes amongst 

organizations where professionals with a similar educational background work (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 

Although this form of normative isomorphism is important to mention, it will not be focused upon in this 

paper as the focus is on the mechanisms of isomorphism facilitated through the project process and not what 

educational background the project participants might have.  

The second source of normative isomorphism stems from the development of professional networks 

spanning organizational boundaries, through which norms and organizational models diffuse quickly 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 152). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how “[p]rofessionals and trace 

associations are another vehicle for the definition and promulgation of normative rules about organizational 

and professional behavior” (p. 152). Such mechanisms can create a network of professionals that are working 

towards similar goals across organizations and shape organizational behavior “that may override variations 

in traditions and control” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 152) within their individual organizations. Through 

this mechanism, networks of professionals have the ability to influence organizational change by influencing 

the implementation of new practices using the knowledge they have gained through their cross-

organizational network.  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) further argue how professionalization of management occurs simultaneously as 

the structuration of the field. Structuration establishes an area within which a hierarchy is established, and 

where knowledge, information and personnel move between organizations. This process creates a form of 

“status ordering” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 153) amongst organizations, giving certain professions and 

organizations a certain form of status within the field. This process can be complimented through 

governmental recognition of these key firms through the allocation of grants or contracts, which provide 

them with further legitimacy and visibility. Thus, the recognition makes the structure and modes operating 

very attractive to copy by other organizations who aim to receive similar rewards. In a similar manner, trade 

associations are arenas for recognition according to DiMaggio and Powell (1983) and, thus, provide these 

companies with both legitimacy and visibility as well as give key personnel increased influence in other 

organizations and settings. 

Further, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how organizations will engage in a competition for status within 

their field in order to attract professionals, as prestige and resources are key to attract talent. This 

competition will encourage isomorphism as organizations want to ensure that they can provide the same 

conditions and benefits as other organizations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 154). When companies focus 
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on sustainability it can, in the light of DiMaggio and Powell (1983), be considered a way of gaining the status 

of being a responsible employer and business in order to attract professionals.   

This section has presented the theoretical contribution of DiMaggio and Powell (1983), which serves as a 

theoretical foundation for this study. Summing up, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identifies an increasing 

homogeneity among organizations within the same field. The process is driven by a need for organizational 

legitimacy rather than efficiency and is denoted institutional isomorphism. Institutional isomorphism is a 

constraining process making organizations resemble other organizations in their field that face similar 

environmental conditions. In this paper, two mechanism of institutional isomorphism are deemed relevant: 

mimetic and normative isomorphism. Mimetic isomorphism is driven by uncertainty and ambiguity. 

Organizations tend to mimic other organizations that they perceive to be legitimate. This is done by adapting 

models used by these organizations or by adopting models diffused by consultants. Normative isomorphism 

stems from professionalization. Professionals share characteristics with other professionals across 

organizations potentially more than they do with professionals in their own organization. Thus, 

homogenization across organizations stems from diffusion of practices through networks of professionals 

spanning organizational boundaries.  

3.2 The Expectations of this Thesis  

Based on the theoretical framework presented, this paper has developed three expectations that are aimed 

at guiding the research towards answering the research question. These expectations are based on an overall 

assumption that an SDG field exists consisting of organizations which deem the SDGs relevant for business 

development in Denmark. This assumption is based on the fact that the SDGs are gaining increased focus in 

the business world as presented in the case description. Based on this assumption, we have developed 

expectation 1, 2 and 3 below.  

Expectation 1: We expect that DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field, i.e. a common 

meaning system, where the SDGs are deemed relevant for business development. This expectation is based 

on the assumption above, being that the SDG field exists in the first place. In relation to this expectation, we 

expect that the project participants are engaging in the SDG project as they deem the SDGs relevant for 

business development and, because of this, they engage in a hunt for legitimacy within the SDG field.  

Expectation 2: We expect that mimetic isomorphism is facilitated in the project through the diffusion of 

models presented by DI of how to adopt the SDGs. This expectation builds on the pre-existing knowledge 

that DI has presented a number of models and tools to the different project participants that are meant to 

help them implement the SDGs into their internal organizational strategy and, hence, use as a means to 

overcome any uncertainty and they might face within the SDG field.  



 19 

Expectation 3: We expect that normative isomorphism is facilitated through cooperation and networking 

activities between the project participants. This expectation builds on the pre-existing knowledge that a 

number of boot camps took place during the project process, through which a group of professionals could 

meet and discuss issues related to implementing the SDGs in a business context. This opens up for a 

possibility that the SDG project has facilitated mechanisms of normative isomorphism, through a process of 

professionalization, by having a collaborative angle to the project.   

Based on the theoretical framework of this paper, these three expectations have been developed. The 

expectations will guide the empirical analysis while still allowing the data to reveal unexpected findings. 

These expectations are developed with the purpose of guiding the research and the reader through the 

consecutive parts of the thesis. This paper proceeds to examine how the concept of isomorphism has been 

used within the literature of socially responsible corporate behavior. 

3.3 Literature Review: Isomorphism, its Mechanisms and Socially Responsible Behavior  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) constitute an integral part of new institutionalism through contributing with the 

influential concept of institutional isomorphism, which has been widely applied since its introduction 

(Greenwood and Meyer, 2008). The following section provides an overview of literature that has been 

inspired by the work of these early scholars to study social action, CSR, and the SDGs amongst companies 

situated in different institutional contexts. This review of previous literature takes a starting point in the fact 

that “[s]ocially responsible behaviour is a prerequisite for sustainable development” (van Zanten and van 

Tulder, 2018, p. 214). However, socially responsible behavior can take many forms (van Zanten and van 

Tulder, 2018) Thus, the group of scholars presented in this section all define corporate social action in 

different ways, spanning concepts of CSR, social action and SDGs in a business context. Despite their diverse 

understanding of what socially responsible behavior entails, they are all considered valuable to frame the 

academic context of this paper as their empirical enquiry is to study corporations’ socially responsible 

behavior in relation to their institutional environment. The section introduces these different scholarly 

perspectives in order to provide an overview of the academic landscape on the topic of isomorphism and 

social action and in order to illustrate where this research paper compliments and differentiates from the 

work of the previous scholars. Thus, the different perspectives are discussed with this paper’s research focus 

in mind. Overarching in this review is the questions of why corporations construct and adopt socially 

responsible behavior in a similar manner and why corporations even engage in such behavior in the first 

place. The first section introduces scholars that focuses on constructs of socially responsible behavior as 

influenced by the institutional environment, which arguably constrains and enables action, the second 

section presents scholars who go into more detail on how the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism is at 
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play in various contexts, with specific focus on the mechanisms of normative and mimetic isomorphism. The 

third section presents institutionalist perspectives to why organizations act in a socially responsible manner.  

3.3.1 The Construction of CSR and SDGs in Various Institutional Contexts 

This section presents scholars, who have examined how socially responsible behavior of corporations is 

constructed in various environments from a new institutionalist perspective. This allows for an understanding 

of these constructs as influenced by the context in which they are situated. Boxenbaum (2006) provides an 

example of this by examining the impact of the societal context in Denmark on constructs of CSR. By 

conducting a case study of a number of Danish businesses and she identifies how these businesses have 

created an institutional hybrid, consisting of foreign and familiar institutions that “make a new CSR construct 

innovative, legitimate and continuous with existing practice in the business setting” (Boxenbaum, 2006, p. 

1). The author therefore underlines how CSR practices are adaptable social constructs that are modelled after 

the social context where they are present. In order to do so, the companies are using a legitimate institution 

in Denmark, namely the Social Democratic Government 1994-2001, to enable the translation of the new CSR 

concept into a Danish context and, as a means to implement a CSR focus that is aligned with existing business 

practices (Boxenbaum, 2006, pp. 19-20).  Here legitimacy was given to companies through an external actor, 

which resulted in the adoption of the concept and the integration of CSR practices in the Danish business 

sector. Thus, the Social Democratic Government acted as a mediator to translate the concept of CSR in 

Denmark, and Boxenbaum’s (2006) paper underlines the importance of national institutions in facilitating a 

unanimous understanding of the CSR concept into a national context. This highlights the relevance of 

examining mediating institutions also in relation to adopting the SDGs.  

In a similar manner as Boxenbaum (2006), Hess and Warren (2008) apply new institutional theory to argue 

that institutional fields affect the construct of CSR. They add to this perspective by arguing how there is an 

ongoing ‘institutional war’ among corporations, along with a variety of actors in the institutional field, e.g. 

investors, consumers, consultants, academics and NGOs, on how to define what is meaningful CSR and what 

is not (Hess and Warren, 2008). The authors argue how organizations’ development of social initiatives is 

dependent on institutional pressures external to the organization (Hess and Warren, 2008, p. 176) e.g., 

inspired from DiMaggio and Powell (1983), the quest for legitimacy and dependency on other organizations 

within their field. Further, when social initiatives are started by corporations, they also contribute to shaping 

the issue of corporate social responsibility in the institutional field (Hess and Warren, 2008). Thus, this entails 

the duality of structure and agent, which is key in institutional theory and means that organizations are 

influenced by their context in shaping social initiative whilst also influencing the construction what 

meaningful initiatives entail. Further, they examine what incentivizes corporations to adopt a ‘meaningful 
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social initiative’ as opposed to a symbolic initiative (Hess and Warren, 2008). A meaningful initiative is one 

that is sustainable and has potential for significant positive impact (Hess and Warren, 2008, p. 163). The 

authors’ do, however, also argue how organizations are not only relying on their institutional climate to 

define the concept, as the degree to which organizations practice social responsibility depends on how they 

strategically respond to the social pressures in their institutional context (Hess and Warren, 2008). Thus, the 

argument underlines that corporations’ engagement in social welfare is dependent on “institutional 

pressures, perceived competitiveness benefits and the firm’s core values” (Hess and Warren 2008, p. 189). 

Further, symbolic initiatives might have positive impact, as when called out it can influence stakeholders to 

put more pressure on firms (Hess and Warren, 2008).  

Matten and Moon (2008) contribute to the literature in examining the CSR construct across different national 

contexts by comparing the CSR practices of corporations in Europe, where CSR practices tend to be more 

implicit, to those of the U.S., where CSR is expressed more explicitly. Matten and Moon (2008) use new 

institutionalism to explain how CSR conceptualization can change in line with changes of an institutional 

context. Due to differences in the institutional pressures in each country, the authors argue how implicit and 

explicit CSR practices stem from the institutional context in the national business system (Matten and Moon, 

2008). Thus, differences in CSR behavior stems from “long-standing, historically entrenched institutions” 

(Matten and Moon, 2008, p. 406), due to political, financial, educational and labor systems (Matten and 

Moon, 2008, p. 407). They further extend this argument by using new institutional theory to explain how the 

institutional environment can change its perception of what CSR is, as a result of mimetic, normative and 

coercive pressures (Matten and Moon, 2008). Thus, changes in the balance of how implicitly or explicitly CSR 

is perceived, reflects changes in the historical institutional context within the nation as well as changes in the 

organizational field (Matten and Moon, 2008). With this background, they argue how there has been a 

change in the national institutional environment and how the three forms of isomorphic pressures resulted 

in a shift towards more explicit CSR practices in Europe (Matten and Moon, 2008). By providing this focus, 

the authors open up for comparative analysis of how the concept of CSR is perceived within different national 

contexts, as well as how its meaning within these contexts can become reconstructed as a result of 

isomorphic pressures.  

Moving the focus specifically to the SDGs, Van Zanten and van Tulder (2018) examines the SDGs as a goal-

based institution, which MNEs contribute to shape. Due to the still relative novelty of the SDGs, limited 

research has been conducted to examine the corporate adoption of SDGs from an institutionalist perspective 

(van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). Van Zanten and van Tulder (2018) apply institutionalism to explain how 

the SDGs work as a normative form of pressure, by being a form of soft law, which functions through 
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regulation and pressure from cultural groups. The authors then move on to argue how multinational 

enterprises are also part of shaping institutions which guide their sustainability behavior “beyond national 

regulatory regimes” (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018, p. 211). Thus, “MNEs help form institutions that can 

not only govern, but also guide, their sustainable development activities” (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018, 

pp. 211-212). Further the authors argue how also the concept of the SDGs can be viewed a as a goal-based 

institution (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). By viewing the SDGs as an institution, the authors use DiMaggio 

and Powell (1983) to argue how the goals can exert normative pressures, which incentivizes businesses to 

work with the SDGs in order to gain legitimacy (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). Using survey results from 

81 out of the Financial Times Global 500 countries in Europe and North America, the article explores the SDG 

initiatives undertaken by firms and find how they all take on a rather passive and indirect focus towards the 

SDGs (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018).  As a response to this, the authors suggest how cross-sectoral 

partnerships are needed in order to increase more active SDG engagement amongst MNEs (van Zanten and 

van Tulder, 2018). The theory addresses the question of how MNEs co-create institutions and also how they 

adapt to these institutions through their actions taken towards the SDGs (van Zanten and van Tulder, 2018). 

Therefore, they examine the SDGs from an institutionalist perspective highlighting institutional pressures and 

the question of legitimacy and, further, how the national institutional context influence adoption by 

comparing European and North American MNEs.  

The theories in this first section of the literature review have applied new institutionalist theory to examine 

the construct of corporate social actions. How the concept of socially responsible behavior is defined, 

depends on the institutional context within which the construction takes place. Further, corporations along 

with other societal actors within the field influence the construction of the concept through their social 

actions. This further illustrates a dynamic nature of socially responsible corporate behavior as it can change 

over time. This literature review now moves to present theoretical contributions focusing on the process of 

institutional isomorphic change and goes in more detail about the three mechanisms: mimetic, normative 

and coercive isomorphism in relation to socially responsible corporate behavior. 

3.3.2 Case Studies of Mimetic and Normative Isomorphism 

The scholars in the above section focus on the constructs of socially responsible corporate action in various 

context, this section dives into scholars who have taken a closer look to the three mechanisms of institutional 

isomorphic change, all of the mentioned case studies include a focus on the mimetic and normative 

mechanisms of isomorphism.  

Inspired from DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Misani (2010) argues how firms tend to adopt similar CSR 

practices instead of differentiating themselves as a means of gaining a competitive advantage within the 
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market. Thus, organizations tend to conform when it comes to CSR practices, instead of performing (Misani, 

2010). The author identifies three explanations to the increasing similarity across organizations, one of them 

is institutional isomorphism and its three mechanisms (Misani, 2010). By using the case of self-regulatory 

systems in the steel industry to lower carbon emissions, the author argues how, in the organizational search 

for legitimacy amongst stakeholders, isomorphic pressures result in conformity amongst CSR practices across 

organizations (Misani, 2010, p. 738). Thus, the author uses the theory of isomorphism, to explain how 

institutions such as public opinion, governments, courts and interest groups put pressure on organizations 

to converge towards the same CSR practices (Misani, 2010). This happens as a result of these stakeholders 

defining what is appropriate CSR behavior, which is then adopted by organizations in their hunt for legitimacy 

and to avoid social and economic sanctions (Misani, 2010). Thus, Misani (2010) provides a link between 

industries and their stakeholder and an institutional explanation to why organizations tend to focus on a 

limited set of social practices, instead of finding their own solutions to issues that are pressing for their 

specific organization. 

Misani (2010) study the steel industry on a global level, whereas other scholars have studied the isomorphic 

mechanisms on a national level. Contrary to the above focus on the normative and coercive mechanisms of 

institutional isomorphism Masocha and Fatoki (2018), investigate the role of mimetic isomorphism in the 

process of operationalizing the social, environmental and economic aspects of sustainable development by 

studying 222 small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in South Africa. Using questionnaires, the authors found 

that mimetic processes were present in all three facets of sustainable development, being economic, 

environmental and social (Masocha and Fatoki, 2018). This means that the level to which SMEs adopt 

sustainable practices, is largely dependent on the extent to which its counterparts focuses on sustainable 

development (Masocha and Fatoki, 2018). The study specifically unveils how SMEs imitate larger or more 

successful organizations as a means to gain legitimacy and how sustainable practices, amongst the studied 

actors, is becoming increasingly important as a mean to gain a competitive advantage against other 

organizations (Masocha and Fatoki, 2018). Therefore, the authors underline a clear connection between 

sustainable practices and mimetic isomorphism and through their research they present a useful case study 

which underlines the correlation between the two factors.    

Masocha and Fatoki (2018) provide a case study of mimetic isomorphism within a national context. Other 

scholars have zoomed in the focus of their studies further by looking at the prevalence of institutional 

pressures in local communities and how they influence companies’ involvement in social action 

(Galaskiewicz, 1985, Marquis et al., 2007). By focusing on the philanthropic community in Minneapolis-St. 

Pauls, Galaskiewicz’s (1985) and Galaskiewicz and Burt (1991), have applied new institutionalist theory to 
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unveil how normative institutional factors within the local community results in more or less social action for 

organizations. Theirs studies of the philanthropic community have unveiled the importance of cultural and 

normative institutions in creating incentives for organizations to act socially responsible.  

Galaskiewicz (1985) tests the hypothesis by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) that norms are established in the 

context of professional associations that influence how professionals evaluate clients. He starts off by arguing 

how nonprofits receive more money from corporate donors if they are positively recognized by contribution 

officers (Galaskiewicz, 1985). He examines the structure of professional networks and tests if closeness of 

officers result in recognition of the same nonprofits (Galaskiewicz, 1985) and concluded that as an increasing 

number of professionals enter into the scene, the more consensus is created with regards to which nonprofits 

are worth investing in and those that are not (Galaskiewicz, 1985, p. 656). This then means that the more 

professionals who are part of a network, the more homogenous are the opinions of this community in terms 

of giving contributions to nonprofits. Thus, once a strong professional network is established, the decisions 

of a whole community of donors are likely to become very homogenous (Galaskiewicz, 1985, p. 656). 

Galaskiewicz and Burt (1991), elaborated on this topic of studies, by concluding how direct or indirect 

personal contact does not make a difference for officers’ decision making, instead the evaluations are shaped 

by the opinions of their peers within the whole structure of professionals (Galaskiewicz and Burt, 1991, p. 

103).  These authors thus examine the network aspect of normative isomorphism and how normative 

processes shape the perceptions and understandings of corporate officers in communities of professionals 

(Galaskiewicz and Burt, 1991). 

These elaborate studies by Galaskiewicz (1985) and Galaskiewicz and Burt (1991) of institutional pressures 

and networks at a community level have influenced Marquis et al. (2007) who points out the lack of 

frameworks to analyze the “community-based nature to social action” (p. 926). In a response to this, the 

authors present a theoretical model showing how pressures in the metropolitan area where companies are 

based, result in corporate social action (Marquis et al., 2007). The authors therefore use institutional theory 

to answer the question of “[w]hy do corporations engage in social action?” (Marquis et al., 2007, p. 925). 

Using the concept of isomorphism, the authors theorize how corporations, due to their need for legitimacy 

within their local community, conform to social action if other corporations within their geographic 

community is doing the same (Marquis et al., 2007). This creates “systematic patterns that vary by 

community” (Marquis et al. 2007, p. 926). Three pressures are identified in the theoretical model: cultural 

cognitive, regulatory and social normative (Marquis et al., 2007). Most relevant for this paper, is social 

normative pressures, which relates to the role of social networks in “promoting conformity to local norms” 

(Marquis et al., 2007, p. 935). Thus, by shaping the analysis around geographic areas as institutional fields, 
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the authors conclude that there is a relationship between corporations and their communities, which shapes 

their efforts to social action (Marquis et al. 2007). Thus, the above-mentioned scholars (Galaskiewicz, 1985; 

Galaskiewicz and Burt, 1991; Marquis et al., 2007) view the corporation in a community context and use new 

institutional theory to unveil institutional pressures at a community level, including dimensions of normative 

isomorphism, which results in increased social action amongst corporations.  

3.3.3 Why do Organizations Behave in a Socially Responsible Manner?  

Having reviewed how the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism is used to study various cases at a global, 

national and community level, the question of why corporations engage in socially responsible behavior is 

addressed. Examining this question, Campbell (2007) presents a relevant set of propositions and asks the 

question, under which conditions are corporations most likely to act in socially responsible ways than not? 

(p.947). Answering this question, Campbell (2007) draws on two bodies of literature, institutional analysis in 

sociology and comparative political economy, when focusing on how institutions constrain and enable action. 

In this way he presumes that organizations are embedded in institutions that affect their behavior at different 

levels, and the perspective of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) is applied to examine such forces on a field level 

(Campbell, 2007). When understanding corporate social behavior, Campbell (2007) defines it as minimal 

responsible behavior e.g. ‘do no harm’ and rectify harm done and he assumes that in the absence of 

institutional constraints corporation will be more likely to act irresponsible. Two categories for the seven 

propositions are presented, two propositions relate to economic conditions and thus highlight a competitive 

aspect of corporate social behavior and five relate to institutional conditions. He divides the institutional 

conditions into those which constrain action and those that enable action (Campbell, 2007). The institutional 

conditions that constrain action derives from the proposition that corporations are more likely to act socially 

responsible if state enforced regulation exist to ensure such behavior or if industrial self-regulation is in place, 

which is potentially based on the perceived threat of future state intervention (Campbell, 2007, pp.955-956). 

Further, corporations are more likely to act socially responsible if private, independent organizations in their 

environment monitor their behavior and potentially mobilize to change it (Campbell, 2007, p.958). Lastly, 

Campbell (2007) proposes two propositions that enable action. He argues that corporations will be more 

likely to act in socially responsible ways if normative calls for such behavior is institutionalized in the 

environment in which they operate, this can derive from e.g. business school curricula (Campbell, 2007, 

p.956). Further, corporations are argued to be more likely to act in socially responsible ways if they belong 

to trade or employer associations that are organized in a way that promotes such behavior and if they are 

engaged in an institutionalized dialogue with their stakeholders (Campbell, 2007, p. 960-962). Thus, through 

his seven propositions, Campbell (2007) aims to explain why organizations are more or less likely to act in a 
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socially responsible manner and hence his perspective provides a number of different factors to consider 

when studying socially responsible behavior in various institutional contexts.  

Campbell (2007) does not explicitly connect his propositions to coercive and normative isomorphism as 

described by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) although a clear connection can be identified. This connection is 

explicitly drawn by González (2010), who applies the theoretical framework of Campbell (2007) to social 

responsible behavior Spanish Electricity Sector (SES) and add a proposition about mimetic isomorphism. 

Thus, the study unveils the pressures put on organizations within the same field, to act socially responsible 

or not. The author ties Campbell’s (2007) propositions to DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) concepts of 

normative and coercive isomorphism and add the perspective of mimetic isomorphism to explain socially 

responsible behavior. He finds that all three mechanisms are prevalent within the sector, resulting in the 

implementation of CSR practices (González, 2010, p. 399). The shift towards CSR practices is, therefore, not 

only based on internal decisions stemming out of the rationale of economic growth, but also they serve the 

purpose of increasing organizational legitimacy (González, 2010). In his study, González (2010) adds the 

aspect of competitive isomorphism as a potential pressure for organizations conforming to socially 

responsible behavior. He argues that what drives adoption of CSR practices are the considerations by the 

corporations that this will give them a future competitive advantage in market which is increasingly 

liberalized. By using this “broader competitive and institutional context in which organizations operate” 

(González, 2010, p. 400), the author concludes how both competitive and institutional pressures have 

created an environment favorable to socially responsible behavior in the SES. This perspective is relevant as 

it applies a qualitative approach to understand the mechanisms of isomorphism within a specific industry 

and it highlights that competition and financial resources are other potential important conditions that drive 

adoption of socially responsible actions by firms. Further, that the perception by a corporation that future 

competitiveness depends on adopting CSR is a strong driving force (González, 2010).  

3.3.4 The Contribution of this Paper 

There are a great number of scholars who have applied new institutionalist theory in various settings and at 

various levels, to explain how social action, CSR and SDG initiatives are affected by the institutional 

environment in which organizations exist. The scholars mentioned above have all, in one way or another, 

addressed both why organizations adopt social practices, as well as how these practices are adopted in 

different institutional contexts.  

One body of scholarly work have addressed how CSR and SDG concepts emerge and are shaped in different 

national contexts (Boxenbaum, 2006; Hess and Warren, 2008; Matten and Moon, 2008; van Zanten and van 

Tulder, 2018). These scholarly perspectives have proven useful through their exploration of how CSR and the 
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SDGs shape the actions of different actors within a specific context, and how these actors take part in shaping 

the social agenda of companies. These scholars contribute to the body of research by studying the creation 

of a new concept within an institutional context. This perspective helps shed light on how a number of 

different organizations take part of shaping the actions within a field and helps explain why the perception 

of CSR, social responsibility and the SDGs vary within different national contexts and amongst different 

actors. Further, the perspective of Boxenbaum (2006) provides a study of how a legitimate organization can 

take part in translating a CSR concept within a national context and underlines the importance of national 

institutions when introducing and shaping new concepts, by focusing specifically on the actions of one actor 

in the field. This way of studying how a number of actors in a national context, are shaped by the actions of 

one larger organization, aligns with the focus area of this paper, which studies SDG implementation in 

Denmark with a specific focus on the role of DI. However, rather than focusing specifically how the SDG 

concept is shaped within a Danish context, this thesis differs from the work of these scholars by zooming in 

specifically on the role of DI as a facilitator of isomorphic processes within a project context. Thus, instead of 

focusing on a wide group of actors in the field and how they perceive the concept of the SDGs, our study is 

focusing on how a few organizations within the DI facilitated project context are influenced by normative 

and mimetic mechanisms.  

In the literature review, other scholars have focused on case studies to show how the different mechanisms 

of isomorphism, all addressing mimetic and normative mechanisms of isomorphism, can help explain why 

organizations engage in CSR initiatives in different contexts. Misani (2010) apply institutional isomorphism 

and the corporate hunt for legitimacy as one reason to the similarity amongst CSR activities on global level. 

The author provides a straightforward explanation to why CSR practices are shaped in a certain way (Misani, 

2010). Thus, by focusing on homogeneity, this perspective can help shed light on why organizations change 

in the same direction within a global context. Thus, Misani (2010) provides a framework which further studies 

can apply in order to understand the very ins and outs of the homogenous practices within specific industries.  

However, this perspective diverts from the focus of this thesis, firstly, as our focus lies on organizations within 

a national context across different industries and, secondly, as this paper does not focus on studying 

homogeneity within the SDG field but instead the prevalence of the isomorphic mechanisms.  

Mashocha and Fatoki (2018) have focused more explicitly on how mimetic isomorphism can incentivize and 

push organizations towards becoming more sustainable and socially aware within in a national context. 

Masocha and Fatoki (2018) use new institutionalism to explain how a focus on sustainability has become 

influenced by uncertainty in the environment and, thus, resulted in mimicry amongst SMEs in in South Africa. 

This perspective is deemed useful in understanding how uncertainty leads to mimicry within a specific 
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context, however the perspective of this paper adds the normative aspects by studying aspects of 

professionalization as well as mimetic isomorphism. 

Zooming in further and focusing on normative aspects of isomorphism, a number of other scholars have 

focused their case studies on unveiling isomorphic pressures within on a local level. By examining how the 

local community affects companies’ focus on social action (Galaskiewicz 1985; Galaskiewicz and Burt, 1991; 

Marquis et al., 2007), these scholars bring forth important perspectives which support the argument that the 

local community, and the normative pressures within this community, plays a big role in the adoption of 

social practices. This perspective is highly relevant when studying SDG adoption, but as the case studied in 

this paper is on collaboration at a national level, spanning communities, the scope of this paper is wider 

compared to these earlier studies. However, that is not to say that institutional mechanisms on a community 

level are not important within a Danish context. 

The final focus of the review of previous scholarly work focuses on answering the question of why 

organizations undertake socially responsible behavior. By focusing on normative and coercive pressures, 

Campbell (2007) develops a number of hypotheses explaining under what conditions organizations act in a 

socially responsible manner. Following this perspective, González (2010) applies the framework of DiMaggio 

and Powell (1983) as well as Campbell (2007) to explore institutional isomorphism at play amongst Spanish 

electricity companies. Thus, González (2010) study a national context within which the analysis of 

isomorphism takes place. This perspective is relevant to understand the mechanisms of institutional 

isomorphism within the context of corporations acting socially responsible. However, our perspective 

provides an additional level to the study of isomorphism by focusing on a smaller group of actors participating 

in a project facilitated by a large Danish business and employers’ organization.  

Thus, with these previous scholarly perspectives at hand, we have attempted to provide an overview of the 

vast amount of literature applying a new institutionalist perspective to socially responsible behavior within 

a business context. This paper adds to this body of literature by applying a new institutionalist lens to the 

study of a small number of organizations working towards SDG implementation under a project initiated by 

Denmark’s largest business and employers’ organization. This thesis studies how the SDG project has 

facilitated isomorphic mechanisms amongst the project participants, by focusing specifically on normative 

and mimetic isomorphism. 

The novelty of the project is its focus on a specific SDG project and how the interactions between the project 

participants and DI has resulted in the facilitation of mimetic and normative processes. Thus, as opposed to 

the above-mentioned studies, the project adds to previous research by studying a group of actors that are 

part of the same project and guided by the same business and trade organization.  The role of such 
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organizations in processes of modeling and professionalization, are underlined by DiMaggio and Powell 

(1983) however, none of the scholarly work presented in this section study this specific relationship in 

relation to social business practices.  

Further, the paper applies a qualitative study of a number of companies, which is diverts from the large 

number of quantitative studies on the topic. This qualitative methodology, which is built up on interviews 

with the different participants and DI consultants, is deemed valuable for this type of study as it allows us to 

gain detailed descriptions of how the mechanisms of isomorphisms have taken shape in the project process. 

The following section will further describe how a number of theoretical concepts will be studied in this 

research paper. This will be done in relation to the previously mentioned expectations: 

Expectation 1: We expect that DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field, i.e. a common 

meaning system, where the SDGs are deemed relevant for business development. 

Expectation 2: We expect that mimetic isomorphism is facilitated in the project through the diffusion of the 

models presented by DI of how to adopt the SDGs.  

Expectation 3: We expect that normative isomorphism is facilitated through cooperation and networking 

activities between the project participants.  

Based on these expectations, this paper moves on to conceptualizing the theoretical framework, which 

focuses on the key dimensions of the project and explains how the theoretical framework and a number of 

theoretical concepts has helped guide our empirical analysis of the data.  

3.4 Conceptualizing the Theory   

Based on the previous literature review it is deemed relevant to include the perspectives of Campbell (2007) 

and González (2010) to link the concept of isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) to that of corporate 

social behavior. This section conceptualizes these theoretical contributions in order to examine the 

expectations proposed earlier in this section.  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify homogeneity among the organizations in organizational fields. This 

process is denoted institutional isomorphism, a constraining process which makes organizations resemble 

other organizations in their field that face similar environmental conditions (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). As 

previously stated, this paper applies DiMaggio and Powell (1983) to explore the SDG project as a facilitator 

of the mechanism of institutional isomorphism. Thus, we examine the procedural aspect of isomorphism, 

rather than examining whether the participating organizations are becoming increasingly homogeneous. 

Thus, we examine whether the project participants are part of the SDG field (expectation 1), how the project 
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facilitated mimetic isomorphism (expectation 2), and how the project facilitated normative isomorphism 

(expectation 3) 

The perspectives from Campbell (2007) and González (2010) are applied as they explore the relationship 

between corporate social action and isomorphism, which is deemed useful for understanding the 

mechanisms of isomorphism at play when corporations adopt the SDGs. Thus, this paper conceptualizes the 

SDG agenda as an extension of Campbell’s (2007) definition of CSR as “minimally responsible behavior” 

(p.951), i.e. ´do no harm´. The SDGs encourages corporate behavior, which entails both the aspects of ‘do no 

harm’ as well as aspects of ‘do more good’ (Buhmann et al., 2019). Thus the SDG agenda entails a more all-

encompassing understanding of responsible behavior compared to that of Campbell (2007), however this 

does not make the contribution of his theory any less relevant in the context of understanding SDG 

implementation as we do not evaluate the level of responsibility undertaken by the participants. The 

comparison between the perspective of CSR introduced by Campbell (2007) in the context of the all-

encompassing understanding of the SDGs can be seen in Figure 2. Thus, the perspective of Campbell (2007) 

adds a perspective relevant for our analysis, by explicitly theorizing how normative pressures may encourage 

social initiatives. In a similar manner, the theory of González (2010) is adopted in order to gain an 

understanding of the mimetic pressures at play which may result in corporations’ engagement with the SDGs. 

The following elaborations on the mechanisms of isomorphism, will therefore be conducted by combining 

the perspective of DiMaggio and Powell (1983), with that of Campbell (2007) and González (2010). 

 

Figure 2: CSR and the SDGs within the ‘do no harm’ and ‘do more good’ paradigms 
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3.4.1 The SDG Field   

In order to study the case using an institutional perspective, this paper conceptualizes the SDGs as an 

organizational field. We expect that DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field, i.e. a common 

meaning system, where the SDGs are deemed relevant for business development. This understanding of a 

field elaborates on the industry level field presented by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). The definition used for 

this conceptualization, is that of Scott (1995) where he argues that in the organizational field, participants 

interact more frequently than with those outside the field and partake in a common meaning system (p.56). 

As such, the project participants are expected to be part of the SDG field, consisting of organizations who 

believe that the SDGs are important for business development.  It is further the argument of this paper that 

the project participants do not themselves embody the entirety of the field, as the SDG field includes other 

actors that interact with each other through focusing on the SDGs. These organizations span different sectors 

and industry segments, which makes the definition of Scott (1995) a relevant elaboration on that of DiMaggio 

and Powell (1983), who aim their definition of a field towards more traditional industrial sectors including 

suppliers, customers and regulatory agencies. Studying the SDGs as a field which spans industries enables an 

analysis of diverse organizations belonging to different industries. This is arguably necessary to grasp the 

diverse aspects of the companies participating in the SDG project and to analyze the isomorphic mechanisms 

present within the SDG project and further, to consider the potential for these mechanisms to diffuse among 

other actors within the field. The extent to which the empirical analysis meets the expectation that the 

project participants are part of the SDG field, will be identified by examining whether a common 

understanding among the interviewee can be identified that the SDGs are important for business 

development. Further, it might be identified that the interviewees consider that they need to focus on the 

SDGs for future legitimacy in the field, as DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that structured fields constrain 

actions of organizations, thereby it is not an option not to adopt the SDGs. Further, as fields consists of a 

community of organization that interact more frequently than with those outside the field, the partaking in 

the field can be identified in the extent to which the project participants describe interaction with each other 

and DI e.g. through network activities. It might also be identified that they interact with other organizations 

that focus on SDGs within business development.  

3.4.2 Legitimacy 

DiMaggio and Powell (1993) argue how the process of isomorphism is driven by a need for organizational 

legitimacy rather than efficiency. We apply the definition of the legitimacy by Suchman (1995) as a 

“generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate 

within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definition” (p. 574). Due to the growing 

focus on the SDGs in Danish society, an increased focus on the SDGs by companies is seemingly deemed 
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appropriate and desirable behavior by the companies. However, through the conceptualization, legitimacy 

is dependent on how other actors evaluate the legitimacy of the companies, which cannot be examined 

through our empirical analysis. Therefore, legitimacy can identified through how the SDG project is perceived 

by the companies and DI to provide them with legitimacy in relation to the SDG agenda. Thus, how the SDG 

project legitimizes the companies’ and DI’s work with the SDGs, and further the companies’ perception of 

their change towards integrating the SGDs as driven by legitimacy rather than efficiency. 

3.4.3 Mimetic Isomorphism in the SDG Project 

In this paper it is expected that mimetic isomorphism will be facilitated trough the SDG project (expectation 

2). Hence, the project is expected to introduce a number of models and tools that are expected to diffuse 

amongst the involved actors. Mimetic isomorphism is driven by uncertainty and ambiguity (DiMaggio and 

Powell, 1983). In this paper, uncertainty and ambiguity might be identified in that data through descriptions 

of findings it challenging to work with the SDGs in a business context. Mimetic isomorphism happens when 

organizations model other organizations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), which can happen through the 

diffusion of models by e.g. business associations. González (2010) expands this argument into a setting 

relevant for this paper, by arguing how the tendency to model other organizations, is also prevalent amongst 

organizations who decide to adopt sustainable practices as a response to uncertainty (p. 398). In this sense, 

the SDG project can be considered a means to alleviate some of this uncertainty and ambiguity through 

providing a space where mimetic isomorphism can take place through the diffusion of models and tools. 

Thereby, it is expected that DI will present a number of tools and models for the companies to use when 

implementing the SDGs in their business and that participating companies experience these tools as useful 

in overcoming the uncertainty around the SDGs. 

González (2010) further argues how an organization that is considered a prevalent actor within the field of 

sustainability, through award recognition and a high ranking in sustainability indexes, is more likely to provide 

models and strategies which other organizations mimic to gain legitimacy (González, 2010, p. 398). Due to 

the status of DI being Denmark’s largest business and employers’ organization and the fact that the SDG 

project engaged presentations from a number of Denmark's most progressive businesses in terms of 

sustainable practices, this paper expects that the models diffused by DI are likely to be modeled by its 

participants. Further, organizations often model structures of other organizations as these are more visible 

to external actors (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). The SDG project facilitates a space where the project 

participants arguably can gain access to the strategic decisions of other organizations, which they might not 

have gained without the project boot camps and by just observing each other’s actions in the wider SDG 
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field. Thus, the SDG project can arguably be a facilitator of mimetic processes by introducing the 21 

companies to a number of models and tools and provide a space for imitation. 

3.4.4 Normative Isomorphism in the SDG Project  

Normative isomorphism is expected to be facilitated throughout the SDG project (Expectation 3). Hence, the 

project is expected to facilitate interaction and networking amongst the professionals involved in the project 

(normative isomorphism). As previously stated, normative isomorphism stems from professionalization, 

which entails the process where a group of professionals defines the methods and conditions of their work 

and (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.152). This further entails how professionals share characteristics with 

other professionals across organizations potentially more than they do with professionals in their own 

organization (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This is examined in the data through the positions occupied by 

the interviewees and how they feel a connection with the other project participants that occupy similar 

positions. Thus, by bringing together a number of professionals working with sustainability, the SDG project 

facilitates a forum where these professionals can discuss the conditions and methods of their work. This will 

be identified by examining whether the project participants have shared knowledge and discussed how to 

work with the SDG and how this have contributed to solve the challenges they potentially experience 

entering the SDG project. This could potentially define methods for how to work with the SDGs amongst this 

group of professionals. Thus, the form of normative isomorphism that occurs through professional networks 

spanning organizational boundaries (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) is considered as a fundamental part of the 

theoretical framework of this paper. This perspective is deemed relevant as the SDG project provides a 

setting where networks among the participants can be created, which might lead to a common 

understanding of SDG issues amongst these professionals. Whether a network is established amongst the 

project participants will be identified in the data through description of meetings between the project 

participants outside the DI facilitated bootcamps.  

As a result of this facilitation of a network, the SDG project itself is part of creating an institutional 

environment where the particular focus on the SDGs is diffused amongst the participants.  As argued by 

Campbell (2007), organizations may have an increased focus on social practices if they belong to trade 

organizations that promote socially responsible behavior. Meaning that consistent interaction with 

professional peers with a similar mind set, may lead to decision making that takes into account the long-term 

impact of decisions and overrun decisions favoring short-term gain. A number of examples are provided by 

Campbell (2007) where “business associations were responsible for institutionalizing a normative climate 

that facilitated socially responsible corporate behavior among their members” (p. 959). It might be identified 

that DI through the SDG project seeks communicate to their members that the SDG are an important agenda 
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for businesses and thereby contribute to institutionalizing a normative climate facilitating socially responsible 

behavior among members. From the perspective of the companies it might be identified that it matters that 

the SDG project is initiated by DI as business and employers’ organization setting normative standard that 

they feel they need to conform to. Thus, the SDG project might be considered a facilitator of the normative 

process amongst the professionals belonging to the participating companies. This is the case, as having 

professionals promoting and diffusing responsible behavior is facilitated across organizations and happens 

through “sectoral social dialogue and the search for consensus with other social agents” (González, 2010, p. 

399). This underlines the relevance of examining how a mediating business association enables and 

encourages an increased focus on the SDGs across a network of professionals. Lastly, normative isomorphism 

can arise from companies wanting to offer the same conditions as other companies in order to attract talent 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This might be evident from the extent to which the participants in the SDG 

project, see that having a business that focus on the SDGs is important for future talent attraction. This can 

be identified in potential perceptions that the SDGs works as a way of branding the organizations as attractive 

employers for future personnel.  

This section has presented how we conceptualize the theory by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Campbell (2007) 

and González (2010) in order to examine our expectations in the empirical analysis. It has argued that 

expectation 1 will be identified through perception that the SDGs are important for business development 

and that the interviewees feel they need to adopt the SDGs to be legitimate in the future. Expectation 2 will 

be identified through how models and tools have been introduced to the companies and how it resonated 

with them. Expectation 3 will be identified through descriptions of interaction, knowledge sharing and 

network activities.  

3.5 Conclusion of Theory Section 

This section has presented the theoretical framework of this thesis. Theory by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

explains how organizational change is influenced by the institutional context through the mechanisms of 

institutional isomorphism. This theory is thus relevant as it can explain how DI and the project participants 

influence each other throughout the SDG project. We do not evaluate the level of change nor the degree of 

homogeneity instead we examine how these mechanisms are facilitated through the SDG project to shed 

light on the role of the project as a facilitator of institutional isomorphism. In order to do so, we have 

presented three expectations to guide the empirical analysis. Through a review of the literature on corporate 

social behavior within new institutional theory, we find it relevant to include theory by Campbell (2007) and 

González (2010) to our theoretical framework. These theories are combined in the conceptualization 
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presenting how we expect to identify the theory in our data. This thesis now proceeds to a methods section 

describing how we have approached the case and conducted our empirical analysis.  

4 Methods and Data  
This section presents the methodological considerations of this thesis. It is presented how we approach the 

SDG project as a case study following an abductive approach. The case study is based on interviews with 

the DI consultants and employees from the participating companies, and in this section, we present how 

we collected the data and our ethical considerations in relation to the interviewees. Further, we present 

how the data was processed through two cycles of coding.  

4.1 A Case Study of the SDG Project 

This thesis presents an interview-based case study of the SDG project ‘FN’s verdensmål - fra Filantropi til 

Forretning’. A case study is defined by an interest in understanding an individual case, which can be 

considered a specific and bounded system where certain features are inside these boundaries and other 

features are outside (Stake, 2000). The research started with an intrinsic interest in the SDG project as a case 

of 21 different companies being invited to join a common project related to SDG implementation by the 

biggest business and employers’ organization in Denmark (Dansk Industri, n.d.-a). Thus, the SDG project was 

considered an interesting case and rather novel of its kind when it comes to initiating SDG implementation 

amongst a diverse group of actors. With the starting point of an interest in the SDG project, we proceeded 

to examine how this case could be understood and studied, and we found how the theoretical contribution 

of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) could shed light on the role of the SDG project, as a project initiated by a 

business and employers’ organization, in facilitating the mechanisms of isomorphism amongst a group of 

organizations. According to Stake (2000), the purpose of an intrinsic case study is not theory building or 

generalization, instead the main purpose is to understand the case itself. However, this does not exclude the 

fact that insights from the case study might still be applicable or relevant in the study of other cases (Stake, 

2000). In this thesis, we do not aim to build theory or to generalize across cases. However, we do believe that 

the findings can provide insight into the role of project like the SDG project, initiated by a business and 

employers’ organization and how this facilitates the mechanism of institutional isomorphism. Thus, the 

contribution of the study is the examination of an aspect of DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) theory, which, to 

our knowledge, has received little attention.  

When conducting this case study, an abductive approach is followed. Abduction "refers to an inferential 

creative process of producing new hypotheses and theories based on surprising research evidence” 

(Timmermans and Tavory, 2012, p.170). Abduction, rather than setting previous theoretical ideas aside, start 
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from a broad theoretical conception (Timmermans and Tavory, 2012, p.180). The starting point in this 

research is the intrinsic interest in the case of the SDG project and by applying prior knowledge through the 

theoretical contribution of DiMaggio and Powell (1983), three expectations are built, which are meant to 

reflect what the research of the case is expected to reveal. Thus, initially the research approach was rather 

deductive. Once the expectations were built, the approach changed towards being more inductive. The 

expectations guided the research without working as a limitation, since new knowledge, understandings and 

meanings were generated through an iterative research process. Thus, the expectations built from theory 

were examined through the empirical research, whilst allowing new understandings about the case to 

emerge. In this way, we allow ourselves to be guided by the data and deviate from the expectations and the 

theoretical framework.  

The case study is based on 16 interviews, including 13 company interviews and 3 interviews with consultants 

from DI. Interviews are considered very relevant for the purpose of this study as interviews can unfold 

interviewees’ meanings of experiences (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). Thus, we examine the case of the SDG 

project through the participant’s accounts of their experiences reflecting back on the project process. It this 

sense, the interview data is considered to reflect the meanings that are generated through experiences in 

participating in the SDG project. Although, it is important to underline how even though interviews are 

deemed very useful in the process of understanding these experiences, further value could be gained through 

also observing the actions of the participants. According to Jerolmack and Khan (2014), there is a risk of 

attitudinal fallacy, denoting how “self-reports of attitude and behaviours are of limited value in explaining 

what people actually do because they are overly individualistic and abstracted from lived experiences” (p. 

178). To overcome this issue, Jerolmack and Khan (2014) recommend that interviews are complemented 

with observations. Initially in this research, the intention was to conduct observations at the final boot camp 

of the SDG project, however it was not possible to gain access to the boot camp as  DI intended to provide a 

closed forum for only the project participants and DI staff. Further, one could argue that ideally the whole 

process of the project should have been followed, but this was not possible as the project process started 

two years ago. Through observation we would have been able to verify the extent to which DI presented 

tools and models and how the interviewees interacted, however when studying how the mechanism of 

institutional isomorphism are facilitated, interviews gives us a deeper understanding as we get the meanings 

of experiences of the interviewees which would not have been possible through observations. E.g. we are 

not only interested in whether they interacted or not, but what this interaction meant to them. Thus, ideally 

both observations and interviews could have been conducted, however interviews provide the deepest 

understanding of how the mechanisms of isomorphism were facilitated. 
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4.2 Philosophy of Science 

This research is inspired by a critical realist theory of knowledge. Critical realism is “interested in identifying 

the structures that define the limitations and expressions of the objects studied” (Egholm, 2014, p. 115) 

and it aims to unveil how structures define the actions of people (Egholm, 2014, pp. 115-116). This 

approach is relevant when applying a new institutionalist perspective, which is concerned with how 

institutions constrain and enable action. Critical realism believes that structures and interrelationships exist 

in reality, even if they cannot be observed, which means that its aim is to unveil the “structures and 

mechanisms that exist in the world” (Egholm, 2014, p. 116). This understanding of the world entails that 

mechanisms such as isomorphism cannot be observed, but are assumed to exist in the real world and in 

order to study these mechanisms, we as researchers need to identify “recurring patterns and elements” 

(Egholm, 2014, p. 116) in a large amount of data.  

This paper has made an attempt at this process by gathering and analyzing data from a number of 

organizations in order to identify patterns in an attempt to uncover the mechanisms of isomorphism at 

play. Although, an adequate analysis within critical realism would include more data sources of various 

kinds, due to the scope of this paper it is deemed suitable to follow a critical realist approach in an attempt 

to find patterns in the data. Critical realism views the individual as a reflection of the community, making 

the individual both subject to structural conditions while also influencing these conditions (Egholm, 2014). 

In a similar manner this paper views the organizations and their actions as a part of a community working 

with SDG implementation whilst at the same time shaping this community, which reflects the “interaction 

between structure and individual” (Egholm, 2014, p. 125). This makes an abductive approach relevant 

(Egholm, 2014), which is what is applied in this research paper through formulating expectations and 

testing them through data while allowing new understandings to appear. Thus, critical realism can help 

shed light on how this paper sets out to answer the research question. 

4.3 Data Collection  

The data collection strategy was to interview members of the companies participating in the SDG project as 

well as consultants from DI. The purpose of this was to gain a broad understanding of the case in order to 

avoid misinterpretation. Such misinterpretation can be avoided through triangulation. Triangulation is “a 

process of using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning” and thus identify different ways a phenomenon is 

perceived (Stake, 2000, pp.443-444). Through this strategy it is possible to compare meanings across both 

the project participants and compare these with the experiences of the consultants from DI and thus gain an 

in-depth understanding of the case and reduce the risk of misinterpretation.  
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All 21 companies were contacted via e-mail or phone calls and invited to participate in the research (See e-

mail template in Appendix E). 13 companies agreed, three declined and five companies did not respond to 

the inquiry. The companies interviewed are listed in Table 2. The interviewees from the 13 companies were 

relevant to interview based on the fact that they represented, along with 2-3 colleagues, these companies in 

the boot camps and meetings of the SDG project. The data collection strategy was to gain a broad 

representation of the participants involved in terms of industry and number of employees. This strategy 

proved successful as a very diverse group of companies were interviewed, which is found to also reflect the 

broad representation of companies involved in the project. However, it is important to point out that there 

is a risk of bias in terms of the companies not wanting to participate in the study, as it might be due to their 

lack of commitment to the SDG project or because of them having a less positive attitude towards the project. 

This was not possible to determine prior to the data collection period. However, as the purpose of this paper 

is not to evaluate the successfulness of the SDG project, this issue is less pressing, yet important to 

acknowledge.  

Company Industry 

FLSmidt  Cement and mining industry 

Haldor Topsøe Chemical and refining industry 

Herning Vand Water industry 

Kopenhagen Fur Textile industry 

LE34 Construction, law and consulting industries 

Royal Greenland Food industry 

Plus Pack  Packaging industry 

DuPont Nutrition & Bioscience  Food, health, pharma and biotech industries 

Stena Recycling  The recycling and reuse industry 

Tasso  Iron and steel industry 

Stjernholm Water industry  

Fisher Lightning Lightning industry 

Hempel  Paint Industry 

Table 2: Companies interviewed (Dansk Industri n.d.-a)  

Interviews with three consultants from DI were arranged. Two interviewees are business developers working 

with sustainability and have been in charge of the boot camps and in contact with the companies throughout 

the project process. One interviewee is the overall project coordinator and focuses more on the external 
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communication of the project. The interviews with the DI consultants served the purpose of understanding 

the reasoning behind SDG project and their experiences of the process of the project. 

Five interviews were conducted face-to-face and 11 interviews were conducted as phone interviews. Face-

to-face interviews were conducted when possible and phone interviews were conducted when necessary, as 

the companies are located all over Denmark and it was not possible to visit them all within the time frame of 

the data collection period. Further, as this research is highly dependent on access to several actors involved 

in the SDG project, only accepting the face-to-face interviews would have resulted in fewer interviews, thus 

phone interviews served as a means to get rich data for the analysis. Further, the very format of conducting 

phone interviews is not perceived to have lowered the quality of the data.  Face-to-face interviews involve 

“a bodily presence with access to nonlinguistic information expressed in gestures and facial expression” 

(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015, p. 174) and such information can be very valuable in interviews, however this 

is deemed less relevant in this research as the interviewees are considered representative of their companies 

and we are interested in their perceptions and experiences more than their attitudes and emotions. Further, 

our experience from the interviews, was that the phone interviews worked just as well as the face-to-face 

interviews as the interviewees seemed relaxed and willing to share their experiences openly. In one face-to-

face interview and one phone interview the interviewees were very short on time and that influenced the 

interviews and data quality in negative manner. Thus, rather than the bodily presence between interviewer 

and interviewee being an issue, the fact that the interviewee had time and could sit down and focus on the 

interview was deemed more important and gave the most rich data.  

For the purpose of keeping consistency throughout the research, it was preferred to hold the interviews in 

English as the translation of quotes and transcripts from Danish to English bear a risk of meaning being lost. 

Further, as the SDG project was conducted and communicated in English, it was assumed that the 

interviewees would be comfortable speaking English despite it not being their native language. For this 

reason, we asked if the interviewees were comfortable to hold the interviews in English, whilst offering them 

conduct the interviews in Danish if they preferred to do so. This resulted in three interviewees preferring to 

hold the interview in Danish. Quotes from these interviewees are presented in English in the analysis. The 

rest of the interviews were conducted in English. 

4.3.1 Interview Guides 

The interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes and followed a semi-structured interview guide. The 

interview guide had predefined six themes with suggested questions adhering to each theme. The semi-

structured format allowed the interviewer to be inspired by these questions whilst leaving room for follow-

up questions in order to gain in-depth responses from the interviewees. Further, this allows the interviewee 
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to introduce topics that were not a part of the interview guide and thus might be novel to the research. For 

the purpose of the dual perspective of the study, two interview guides were made. One interview guide 

suited for interviews with the companies (see Appendix F) and one interview guide suited for the interviews 

with consultants from DI (see Appendix G). The two interview guides followed the same themes and the 

same format, with a few questions, phrased in different ways in order to match the perspective of the 

interviewee. 

Both interview guides were developed with the theoretical framework in mind and theoretical concepts were 

used to guide the general topics and the questions. Thus, the questions were thematically related to the 

research question and the theoretical concepts of the paper. The interview guides were expanded upon 

during the data collection process as a new topic came up in the first two interviews with the companies that 

was not entirely covered by the interview guide. These were deemed relevant to incorporate into the 

interview guide after these initial interviews. Thus, these later additions challenges cross-interview 

comparison between the first two interviews with companies and the later ones, however the questions 

were considered relevant for the research. The questions added are question 13A and 13B (see Appendix F)  

 

The company interview guide started with an introduction, where the interviewee was informed about the 

research focus, the interview format, and the recording and confidentiality aspects of the research (see 

Appendix F). The interview guide was divided in six sections: intro questions and reasoning; initiatives; 

interaction; network; project tools; final questions for reflection. All of the six sections of the interview guide 

are developed in a manner which reflects the project process. The interviews started off with some 

introductory questions to make the interviewee comfortable in the interview setting. Second, the 

interviewees are asked about reasons for joining the SDG project and potential challenges they encountered 

in the process of implementing the SDGs, in order to capture potential uncertainty and ambiguity about the 

SDGs. The interview guide also includes one section related to project interaction, which is meant to unveil 

any normative mechanisms of the project as well as a section on models diffused throughout the project, 

which is meant to reflect any mimetic mechanisms of the project. These questions were complimented with 

a number of questions which allowed for general explanations and reflections regarding the project process. 

Thus, the interview guide was inspired by the theoretical concepts of the research, however it also provided 

the interviewee with the ability to expand and explain outside the question framework.  

The interview guide for the DI consultants had a similar introduction as described in the previous section and 

it covered the same six themes as the interview guide for the companies meant to capture the same 

theoretical concepts. The questions asked, where phrased to capture the DI consultants’ perspective of the 
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SDG project and to understand their reasoning behind initiating the project, further it served the purpose of 

triangulating the experiences of the companies. An example of the rephrasing of questions is how the 

company question, “What tools (talks, meetings, models) have been the most useful for your company in 

relation to the SDGs?”, was rephrased to, “What tools (talks, meetings, model) have received the best 

response?” (See Appendix G). 

4.3.2 Ethical Considerations 

As previously stated, any issue related to confidentiality was discussed prior to the interview start in order 

to gain informed consent from all interviewees (Brinkman and Kvale, 2015, p. 93). Therefore, all interviewees 

were informed that the interviews were recorded and that the company name would be disclosed in the 

research paper, which entailed that the interviews were not fully anonymous. All interviewees were 

comfortable with this set up, however a couple of the interviewees requested to see how their quotes were 

used in the analysis in order to confirm that their statements were not taken out of context. This wish was 

granted and the small sections where their quotes were used, were sent to the interviewees for approval 

prior to the hand in date. Despite this agreement, it has been decided to not display the company names in 

the analysis. Thus, in the analysis the interviewees will appear as Company 1-13 and the DI consultants as DI 

Consultant 1-3. This increases anonymity but does not ensure it completely, which is deemed acceptable 

since the interviewees accepted this lack of anonymity prior to the interviews. Because of the fact that we 

did not promise them full anonymity, it is important to underline the fact that a non-anonymous study might 

restrict the interviewees’ answers, although this is deemed less likely in this study as the questions are of a 

less sensitive character.  

Therefore, a non-disclosure agreement was not signed as the interview topic was not deemed sensitive and 

as the findings of the research are deemed valuable to share with all of the project participants as well as 

DI. As a result of this, an executive summary will be sent to all interviewees to provide an overview of the 

findings of the empirical analysis. For the purpose of the hand-in of this thesis the individuals interview 

transcripts are included in Appendix M-CC but they will not be made public. 

4.4 Data Analysis  

All 16 interviews were recorded and transcribed in verbatim, where we transcribed half of the interviews 

each. For the interviews in English, an AI tool called Otter (AISense Inc., n.d.) was used to both pre-transcribe 

and record the interviews. This tool transcribed the gist of the interviews to provide a rough transcript prior 

to the start of the analysis. These interviews were then read through and re-transcribed by in order to ensure 

that the tool Otter had caught the correct sentence structure and wording. This process of reading the 

interviews also started off the data analysis through a further familiarizing with the data. The Danish 
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interviews were transcribed by the native Danish speaker in the group, as it was deemed most suitable in 

order to ensure that the proper meaning of the interviews was captures in the data transcripts. These 

transcripts were kept in Danish throughout the entire coding process in order to ensure that the actual 

meaning of the interviews did not get lost in translation. After the interviews were transcribed, they were 

coded using the coding program Nvivo (QSR International, 1999). This program was deemed useful not only 

to gather the data in one place, buts also for structuring the emerging codes and, thus, the analysis. Both 

researchers took part in coding and analyzing of all interviews in order to limit the risk of misinterpretation. 

The coding was conducted in two cycles.  

4.4.1 First Cycle Coding  

Once all interviews were transcribed the first round of coding was undertaken. In this round of coding a 

number of codes and sub-codes were developed prior to the actual coding process. Although the analytical 

process of this paper is submerged within an existing theoretical framework, these codes were constructed 

in a manner, in which they could capture aspects not part of the theory and diverging from our expectations. 

Therefore, the first coding cycle was aimed at enabling an open interpretation of the empirical results in this 

initial phase of the analysis.  

This first cycle coding process used a holistic coding method (Miles et al., 2014), which is deemed useful 

“when the researcher has a general idea of what to investigate in the data” (p.77). This method proved to be 

appropriate as, instead of conducting line by line coding, it applies codes which capture the overall content 

of the data and establishes overall categories in the data (Miles et al., 2014). This coding method enabled an 

overall understanding of the interviewees’ general perceptions and experiences. As previously stated, these 

first cycle holistic codes were inspired by the interview guide whilst allowing unexpected codes to emerge. 

Although the interview guide is informed by the theoretical framework, the first cycle codes were developed 

without putting a theoretical lens on the construction of codes. Thus, a number of broad codes were 

developed under which a number of sub-codes were established, which were deemed to reflect the 

interviewees experiences. An example is the code Interactions (see Figure 3), which had a number of sub-

codes aimed at reflecting the interviewees’ experiences in relation to their interaction with other participants 

as well as the DI staff. These codes do not reflect any theoretical concepts, instead they reflect the 

interviewees experiences of the project.  
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Figure 3: Code: interactions 

Thus, the coding example above, shows the open form of coding which was constructed in order to avoid 

skewing the analysis in any specific direction and ensure room for a more open interpretation of the data. 

Although it is important to underline that we as researches cannot entirely avoid all theoretical 

preconceptions we might have. Approaching the data without preconceived ideas would be more relevant 

in a strictly inductive research, which is not the aim of this paper. Thus, this coding strategy follows the 

abductive approach. With this in mind, the lack of theoretical influence proved useful during the first cycle 

coding, as a number of new codes were added which reflected new patterns that emerged throughout the 

coding process. This process revealed the heuristic nature of coding (Miles et al., 2014, p. 73), where new 

patterns emerged as we discovered the data. Thus, the first cycle coding proved effective in creating an 

overview of the data and preparing it for the more focused coding process which took place through the 

second cycle coding.  

4.4.2 Second Cycle Coding  

Through the first coding cycle, a number of patterns emerged which showed some interesting themes and 

categories in the data. However, these patterns did in fact span across some of the first cycle codes and, thus, 

it proved important to re-visit the data and the existing first cycle codes through a second cycle of coding and 

analysis. The purpose for this phase of the analysis was therefore to gather the data into more meaningful 

themes of analysis (Miles et al., 2014, p.86), which could reflect the emerging patterns of interest. This was 

done by re-reading the first cycle codes in their context and considering their relationship to the general 

patterns which had emerged as important themes and categories throughout the process of the first cycle 

coding. This called for a re-consideration of the initial codes, which resulted in an even deeper analysis of the 

data where new codes emerged and old codes changed shape or were exchanged for new codes, which 

aimed to represent the data in a more accurate manner. Further, a number of codes were considered as 

being too broad and new sub-codes were developed in order to capture the actual meaning and complexities 
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of the data. An example of this was the code Reason (see Figure 4), which had no sub-codes after the first 

cycle coding and after being further analyzed, it changed to become a theme with tree codes and eight sub-

codes were added in order to display the nuances identified in the analyzed data. 

 

Figure 4: Theme: Reason 

Further, during the process of the second cycle coding, a number of theoretical concepts were introduced 

into the coding framework as codes and sub-codes were developed in order to reflect the theoretical 

framework of the paper, while still maintaining inductively developed codes. This was deemed helpful in 

unveiling patterns in the data which were related to the research question. Here we also re-visited the three 

expectations of the paper to uncover how these were reflected in the data, whilst exploring how the data 

revealed unexpected findings. To introduce the theoretical framework in the middle of the coding process in 

this manner, allowed us to tie patterns within the data to the concepts of institutional isomorphism. This 

guided the analysis in the direction of the theory and a number of codes changed name and were re-

structured in order to reflect, not only the identified patterns, but also how these patterns were linked to 

theory. Throughout this process, the code Interactions (see Figure 3) was re-named to the theme Normative: 

Developing Professional Networks and the previous sub-codes were once again analyzed, re-evaluated and 

gathered into new codes and sub-codes (see Figure 5). This theme with belonging codes and sub-codes are 

related to the theoretical concept of normative isomorphism but includes aspect not covered by theory as 

well e.g. “open atmosphere”. Thus, this process is an example of how units with a theoretical connection 

emerged as codes and sub-codes and created meaningful units of analysis with a connection to the research 

question and the expectations of the paper, whilst allowing space for the unexpected findings.   
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Figure 5: Theme: Normative: developing professional networks  

Therefore, throughout the second coding cycle, the data was disentangled and organized into clear patterns 

which provided extra details and a clear connection between the data and its meaning for the research and 

the theoretical framework of the paper. In order to avoid naming the patterns too quickly by rushing through 

the process (Miles et al., 2014, p. 87) the codes were cross-checked, new codes were created, and names 

were changed throughout the iterative process of analyzing and coding the data. The changing of names is 

illustrated in the code “open atmosphere”, which was turned into an In Vivo code reflecting how the 

interviewees described the atmosphere at the boot camps. Both researchers were involved in this process 

and, thus, the data and responding codes were analyzed and interpreted through a collective process. Thus, 

the second cycle coding process resulted in a final version of the coding tree which can be viewed in Appendix 

H along with a table of descriptions of the themes, codes and sub-codes in Appendix I. These represent 

themes, codes and sub-codes that emerged as a result of finding common meanings, explanations and 

experiences amongst the project participants.  

4.4.3 Transferring Data to the Analysis  

The quotes presented in the analysis have been subject to some minor changes. These have been undertaken 

in order to ensure consistency and a clearer understanding of the quotes by removing unnecessary fill out 

words which might complicate the reading and distract the reader from the actual meaning of the sentence. 

An example being how the original transcript of the sentence: “because we had absolutely no idea how to, 

how to do it so we had a theory” stated by DI consultant 2, which has been altered for the purpose of the 

analysis where we have removed the repetition: “because we had absolutely no idea how to do it, so we had 

a theory”. However, the original quotes in the transcripts (see Appendix M-CC) have not been altered in order 

to limit any confusion of the original wording of these quotes. Further, all Danish transcripts have been kept 

in Danish in order to avoid skewing or altering the meaning of these transcripts through a translation. The 

Danish quotes presented in the analysis have been translated and the original versions in Danish can be found 

in Appendix O, V and BB.  
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4.5 Conclusion of Methods and Data  

This section has presented the methodological approach of this thesis. The thesis provides a case study of 

the SDG project, where data collection has been conducted through interviews with the company 

participants and DI consultants. The thesis follows an abductive approach, where the starting point was the 

three expectations developed from the theoretical framework. During the analysis we moved away from the 

expectation and allowed the data to guide us towards revealing unexpected findings that were not a part of 

the expectations. In the second cycle coding the expectations were re-introduced to understand how the 

findings aligned and departed from these. The results of the analysis are presented in the following section.  

5 Analysis  

In this section the findings of the empirical analysis are presented.  The structure of the analysis follows that 

of the three expectations with the purpose of answering the research question of how the SDG project 

facilitated the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism. The first expectation is that DI and the project 

participants are part of the SDG field, where the SGDs are deemed relevant for business development. The 

findings related to this expectation are presented in the section 5.1 and 5.2, which elaborate on the reasons 

behind why DI initiated the SDG project as well as the reasons the project participants had for joining the 

project. These sections present how DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field and deem the 

SDGs relevant for business development, however a great degree of uncertainty and ambiguity is identified 

around how to link the SDGs to business. The second expectation is that mimetic isomorphism is facilitated 

through the diffusion of tools and models by DI. The findings related to this expectation is presented in 

section 5.3. This section elaborates on which tools and models were deemed useful for the participating 

companies and how a six competencies model was developed through a process of co-creation. The third 

expectation is that normative isomorphism is facilitated through cooperation and networking activities 

between the project participants. The findings related to this expectation are presented in section 5.4. This 

section elaborates on how a space for knowledge sharing was facilitated during the boot camps, creating a 

network of professionals working with the SDGs across companies. Findings from section 5.3 and 5.4 will be 

summarized in Model 2 in section 5.5. Section 5.6 presents an unexpected finding. The section presents how 

the models, tools and norms from the project are now diffusing beyond its the scope into the wider SDG 

field. The findings of the empirical analysis are illustrated in a model that will be continuously expanded upon 

to explain our findings. Model 3 illustrates the overall findings and is presented on page 83. 
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5.1 DI’s Reasoning Behind Initiating the SDG Project 

This section presents the reasoning for why DI initiated the SDG project, these findings show support for 

expectation 1, that DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field, i.e. a common meaning system, 

where the SGDs are deemed relevant for business development. It is found that DI is a part of the SDG field, 

i.e. a common meaning system where the SDGs are deemed relevant for business development, however 

uncertainty and ambiguity exist in terms of how the SDGs are implemented into a business setting.  The 

findings illustrate a dual objective with the project from the perspective of DI. Firstly, DI aims to help the 

project participants in finding ways through which they can work with the SDGs and, secondly, they use the 

project to gain experience working with the SDGs with the aim of diffusing successful models, tools and 

practices amongst the rest of the DI members and more generally in the Danish business realm. Thus, DI aims 

to diffuse the learnings from the project to a larger group of companies within the greater SDG field.  

5.1.1 Preparing the DI Members for Future Challenges  

During the interviews, it became prevalent that the SDG project was initiated as a response to a growing 

focus on SDGs in Danish society, where DI perceive that in order to be legitimate, they need to address the 

SDGs. Along with this need for legitimacy, a substantial amount of uncertainty and ambiguity present 

challenges to Danish business and DI on how to meet the demands of tomorrow. Thus, the SDG project is a 

response to an outside pressure on Danish businesses, where DI, in their role of business and employers’ 

organization, wants to help their members meet this challenge by facilitating a process of organizational 

change. Thus, the SDG project emerged out of a need to prepare Danish business life for the challenges and 

opportunities presented through the increasing sustainability focus in Danish society. This focus was 

identified by DI Consultant 1, who states how:  

“[W]e could see down the horizon, even a few years ago, that sustainability was going to be a major 

challenge for society and for legal and policymakers, [but] was also going to open up a whole range 

of both threats and opportunities for our members. So we wanted to really kind of position to help 

[…] them navigate this landscape” 

The SDG project emerged from a perception that sustainability would exert a pressure on and be a challenge 

to Danish businesses. In response to this, DI was aiming to help their entire member community to increase 

their focus on sustainability and the SDGs in order to prepare them for the challenges ahead. Thus, an 

element of coercive mechanisms is at play in the perception that coming legislation and changes in policy 

will insert increasing pressure on Danish businesses and force them to address sustainability issues. 

Therefore, the main objective of the project from the perspective of DI is to help their member community 

in becoming prepared for future challenges:  
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“Because it is about being competitive. Because we believe it is a ‘mega trend’. In the same way 

digitalization was 15 years ago, sustainability is an equally big trend. It is about attracting someone 

like you, because we know that this is was young people look at. It is also about the fact that you 

cannot run a sustainable business in a world that is not sustainable. It creates way too much 

uncertainty and if there is something businesses don’t like it is uncertainty. So it is about creating 

some stability” (DI Consultant 3) 

Thus, DI perceives that an increased focus on the SDGs is a growing trend which presents a great amount of 

uncertainty on how to actually implement this into a business setting. Therefore, the aim of the project is to 

help businesses in succeeding with implementation of the SDGs into their business model, and thus, gain a 

competitive advantage by becoming more responsive to future market demands of the 21st century. This is 

further elaborated upon by DI Consultant 1 in relation to DI’s role in defeating this uncertainty: 

“Like, our core mission is not to achieve the SDGs, our core mission is to help Danish businesses 

succeed and thrive. So, we are kind of capitalist to be honest. We also fortunately tend to believe 

that in order for Danish businesses to thrive in the 21st century they're gonna have to be 

sustainable”  

This consultant sees it as the core mission of DI to help their members thrive. Due to the trend of the SDGs, 

helping members thrive means helping them become sustainable. From the quotes presented, it can be 

argued that DI is a part of the SDG field, i.e. a common meaning system, where it is no question that the SDGs 

should be addressed in order to be considered legitimate. Being part of this field, the DI Consultants 

experience that DI has to change as well and therefore, prior to earlier, helping their members thrive now 

means helping them become sustainable. This means that in order to be legitimate in this field, DI also need 

to address the SDGs. Due to their role of being a business and employers’ organization that must help and 

guide members, which results in the SDG project. However, it is also prevalent that the uncertainty revolving 

around the SDGs present great complexities around how companies can actually implement them into their 

business model. These challenges are further elaborated upon by DI Consultant 2:  

“I mean, when you work with the sustainable development goals you can change your mindset, so 

instead of like making additions that is related towards generating more wealth or sales or 

whatever, increasing your company, suddenly [you] have to like switch your mindset and start 

thinking about how can my company contribute to a better world. Since it's a completely different 

perception of doing business, and that change is a big mouthful” 



 49 

It can be further identified in the above statement that DI perceives how some of the uncertainty and 

ambiguity around SDG implementation, arises from the fact that in order to implement a focus on the SDGs 

into business, it requires a change in mindset. This uncertainty around sustainability is thus perceived by DI 

as something which presents challenges to their member organizations and encourages them to ask DI for 

help. DI Consultant 3 continues to elaborate upon this:  

“Because we experience that many businesses approach us and say, ‘we understand that we need 

to integrate sustainability into our business, but how do we do it?” There is no standard way of 

doing it” 

According to DI Consultant 3, DI experiences interest from their members in terms of integrating 

sustainability in their businesses, but great uncertainty and ambiguity revolves around how to do it. 

This section has demonstrated that DI is part of the SDG field, i.e. a common meaning system, where SDGs 

are important focus points for businesses in order to be considered legitimate and thus shows support for 

expectation 1. Changes in their national environment influence DI to change as well and focus on 

sustainability issues also to help their members meeting future market demands and to help them respond 

to legal and cultural pressures i.e. coercive isomorphism. Thus, DI takes on a facilitating role, as the increased 

focus on sustainability also comes with a great deal of uncertainty of how sustainable practices, and 

specifically the SDGs, can be implemented into a business setting..e. coercive isomorphism. Thus, DI takes 

on a facilitating role, as the increased focus on sustainability also comes with a great deal of uncertainty of 

how sustainable practices, and specifically the SDGs, can be implemented into a business setting. 

5.1.2 The 21 Test Pilots  

Thus, DI is a part of the SDG field, where the SDGs are deemed relevant for businesses and where an 

expectation exists that coercive mechanisms will increasingly encourage and pressure business to become 

more sustainable. This growing focus also resulted in a lot of uncertainty and ambiguity around how business 

can do this. In this instance DI perceived their role in the process to help and guide their members in a 

direction which ensured competitiveness. This direction required SDG implementation and an increased 

sustainability focus from Danish business. However, the uncertainties around sustainability and the SDGs did 

not only present challenges for the member organizations, but also DI were confronted by the complexities 

of how to implement the SDGs into a business context and how they, as a business and employers’ 

organization, could increase their focus on sustainability in order to service their members and remain 

legitimate. This uncertain situation was elaborated upon by Consultant 2 when stating how “a few years back 

we didn't actually know how to implement the SDGs as business drivers, a lot of people didn't know how to 

work with SDGs and in general you could say”. This uncertainty within DI as an organization, coupled with 
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the uncertainty of the member organizations, led to the development of the SDG project. The project was 

developed in order to provide DI with experience, whilst helping the 21 project participants and diffusing any 

valuable knowledge across their member community. knowledge across their member community.  

“So it was simply because we needed to gather some experience, because we had absolutely no 

idea how to do it, so we had a theory, […] which parts the companies needed to go through in order 

to benefit from working with SDGs as drivers but we had to test these theories and the reason why 

we did it was we wanted to make sure that we didn't just invent something and assume that they 

would work.” (DI Consultant 2) 

Thus, the project was used by DI to test different theories and methods and learn through the project 

participants. This was further elaborated upon by DI Consultant 1:  

“So, all of the stuff kind of figuring out the hypotheses about what might work with companies 

testing it against the company's actual experience. And then developing kind of tools and an 

approach based on that”  

This shows how the project stemmed out of the need to gain knowledge from working with the 21 

participants and thus, gain hands on experience on how to implement the SDGs and make Danish companies 

competitive within the market:  

“The purpose has been to examine the machinations and figure out how to work with it 

strategically. The second thing is that we as an organization see that this theme means a lot if you 

want to remain competitive. So it is our job as an organization to be forward-looking and be on our 

toes. This what the project is an attempt to do.” (DI Consultant 3) 

Therefore, the project was not only designed to work in favor of the 21 companies, but it also served the 

purpose of co-creating methods which DI aimed to diffuse amongst the rest of its members and thereby 

influence organizational change amongst a number of other actors within the SDG field:  

“we found these 21 companies, which were all very different. I mean they are spanning from large 

multinationals to small startups. They're from all various industries different industries, and those 

who also have like different maturity levels in terms of sustainability. So that was actually made on 

purpose from our side because we wanted to make sure that the tools we made were applicable 

in any industry, and in any type of organization afterwards.” (DI Consultant 2)  

Thus, the constellation of the company group aimed to reflect the diversity of the landscape within Danish 

business life, spanning small startups to large multinationals. This was elaborated upon by DI Consultant 3: 
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”[y]es, what we though was that we wanted to represent Danish business community as broadly as possible. 

This entails both difference in size and industry. So, it was deliberately chosen... that we did not just take 21 

from the food industry”. Through this set up, the 21 companies where considered not only to gain value from 

the project, but the precondition of their participation was that they also had to have patience with DI and 

allow them to test theories and models through them in order for DI to gain value and experience from 

working with the SDGs. DI Consultant 1 elaborated upon this trial and error method by stating: “they were 

our guinea pigs our test pilots”. When asked who they were test pilots for, DI Consultant 1 continued:  

“The rest of Danish business life. The rest of DI’s 11,000 members, plus the rest of all of those 

Danish companies, everywhere.  So if we can if we can test something out with them and it works. 

Then we can confidently draw it up on our website and share it with everybody and be like ‘hey 

this is a tool that lots of Danish companies have tried the success'. Because Industriens Fond paid 

for the project. And they're really concerned that we don't just help 21 companies” 

Therefore, the dissemination of knowledge and experience is at the heart of the project and the project 

process aims to create value and experience for both the participating companies as well as DI as a member 

organization with a great influence in the Danish business society, also as this is a demand from Industriens 

Fond. The main message that DI wants to portray through this project and through their work with the SDGs 

is that the SDGs presents an opportunity for Danish businesses and this opportunity lies in creating hands on 

strategy which addresses the SDGs and sustainability as part of the core business model.  

”A great part of the project is about getting other businesses to understand how important this 

agenda is. So, you could say that the 21 companies that are part of the project are pilot companies 

that set an example. But this whole story and getting to the corners of the country to these 

companies and let them understand that the way they have worked with sustainability during the 

past 10 and 20 years is different from the way they need to work with sustainability today. That the 

SDGs give them a brand-new framework to integrate in into their business […] now you can start 

working much more strategically with it and utilized commercial business opportunities. And that 

is not the traditional way of looking at sustainability and going from philanthropy to business” (DI 

Consultant 3) 

Thus, the reason behind DI starting the project stems out of the perception that there is an increased value 

in focusing on the SDGs on a national level amongst Danish businesses. However, this focus comes with a 

great amount of uncertainty on how this can be practically and strategically done. In order to overcome this 

uncertainty, DI needs to test theories, strategies and methods in order to establish a framework for how to 

transform sustainability and the SDGs into business strategy. Further, the project participants are expected 
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to spread their knowledge to other DI members. Thus, a part of the contract for joining the project has been 

that ”the companies that are a part of the project are more or less under an obligation to also set an example 

for other companies” (DI Consultant 3). Meaning that DI is using the project participants as “test pilots” who 

can diffuse the successful models and theories to a greater part of their member community.  

This section has found that DI is a part of the SDG field, i.e. a common meaning system, where the SDGs are 

deemed important for businesses development and thus expectation 1 is met. Indications have been found 

that cultural coercive mechanisms exist in the SDG field putting pressure on DI and businesses to change 

towards becoming more sustainable in order to be considered legitimate. The SDG project is DI’s response 

to this. Thus, DI need, in order to be considered legitimate within this field, to change and develop tools and 

methods to help their members meet the challenges of integrating the SDG. Therefore, the objective of the 

SDG project is to help the 21 companies and to co-create models and tools to diffuse beyond the boundaries 

of the project to the greater SDG field of Danish businesses willing to increase their SDG focus. The following 

section will elaborate on the number of reasonings behind the companies’ participation in the project. 

5.2 The Companies’ Reasoning Behind Joining the SDG Project 

This section presents the reasons to why the companies joined the SDG project, these findings also show 

support for expectation 1, that DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field, i.e. a common 

meaning system, where the SGDs are deemed relevant for business development. It is identified that the 

project participants are a part of the SDG field, where the SDGs are deemed relevant for business 

development, but they experience uncertainty and ambiguity in terms of how to do this. They see the SDG 

project as a response to overcoming this uncertainty and ambiguity. A trend can be identified in the data 

which points towards four intertwined reasonings behind the companies joining the project. The first reason 

stems out of the uncertainty and ambiguity around translating the SDGs into business strategy, which 

resulted in a need for guidance from DI. The second reason can be derived from the fact that the participants 

see an inherent value in learning from others in order to overcome this ambiguity and uncertainty. The third 

reason stems from the a pursuit for legitimacy and the fact that the project is perceived to provide the 

participants with an increased amount of legitimacy through increasing their external communication of their 

SDG work. Finally, the participants perceive the project as necessary to get started in their SDG 

implementation. Thus, the project is perceived useful as an engine for organizational development.  

5.2.1 Translating the SDGs  

As identified by DI, one of the main issues for companies in implementing the SDGs relates to the uncertainty 

around how the goals can be translated into a business setting. The issue with the SDGs for companies seems 
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to stem from the perception that the SDGs are in fact very difficult to understand and adopt in a business 

setting. This was argued by Company 1:  

“[T]he main challenge is that the SDGs are not made for companies. As you might know, they're 

made for governments and national institutions, so if you look at the SDG number 13 climate 

change, then there's actually no recommendations about reducing co2 emissions on a company 

level. So some of it is not very logical from a company perspective and that's why we wanted to 

join forces with other companies and understand more about what they do and so on” 

This indicates the confusion around the SDGs and the difficulty perceived by the companies in implementing 

the goals into their business as they are not perceived to be developed with a company context in mind. 

Despite this, the SDGs are still considered relevant for businesses indicating how they partake in the SDG 

field. This is further elaborated upon by Company 5: is further elaborated upon by Company 5:  

“I would say that it's the main challenge, I think is... It took us a little while to understand the SDGs 

in company context. Because the SDGs are designed for countries, and just kind of translating that 

into a business context. That was a little bit challenging because we didn't want to go out and talk 

about, for example climate, […] unless we could support the sub goals, and that's a little bit 

challenging for companies”  

This indicates how the SDGs are not perceived by the companies as being clearly suitable for implementation 

within a business setting. Although, despite this challenging formulation of the SDGs and the perception that 

the goals and their respective indicators are better suited for sustainability work within countries, the project 

participants still see the value in integrating them into their business model. However, it is also clear that the 

question on how to undertake this quest, coupled with the ambiguous focus of the goals, creates a great 

amount of uncertainty amongst the project participants.  

“It was basically because when the SDGs were introduced, we had a little knowledge […] We had 

not really taken the time to understand exactly how did it link into our business” (Company 5) 

Here, Company 5 emphasizes the uncertainty around how to link the SDGs to their business model. Thus, a 

big incentive for joining the project stemmed out of a need to understand how the SDGs could be linked to 

business:  

“[i]t was new to us to have a more clear language which these 17 symbols gives, and the underlying 

knowledge. And that was the new part, and this was where I saw that there was a potential for us” 

(Company 7)  
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The interviewee saw a potential in the SDGs early but needed help in developing a clearer language and 

gaining knowledge about them. Company 10 continues to argue how their reasoning behind joining the 

project also stems out of this uncertainty of how to work with the SDGs in a more strategic manner. “[W]e 

wanted to learn more about the SDGs and how to put it into more strategic way of working with, with working 

with a business and the business model” (Company 10). A further example is described by Company 13: 

“[W]e had been talking about, for quite some time, what is it and how can we work with it. And if 

we want to work with it, how, is it done and then, you know, do you need to work on all 17, can 

you make some relevant ones? So how can it be done in a way, so it makes sense” 

Thus, the project was deemed useful in other to “both understand the SDGs, but also to see how we could 

use them going forward” (Company 5). Meaning that overcoming the uncertainty and ambiguity around the 

SDGs in a business setting was considered the overarching rationale behind joining the SDG project and the 

companies saw value in having DI guide them towards understanding how to strategize around the SDGs. 

The fact that the companies, despite this uncertainty about how to translate the SDGs, still considered them 

relevant for their business indicate how they are a part of the SDG field. Thus, the project was perceived a 

way through which the participants could gain methods and advice on how to create a business strategy 

around the SDGs.  

5.2.2 Learning from Others  

This uncertainty of how to understand and translate the SDGs and sustainability in a business context, was 

not only perceived to be alleviated through the involvement of DI, but also through the collective knowledge 

sharing that would take place throughout the project process. Thus, an aspect of great significance for the 

participants was the opportunity to be part of a small business community and learn from each other. This 

was underlined by Company 1:  

“The reason we joined is because we could see that the focus on the SDGs was increasing and we 

wanted to learn from the other companies and learn from their experience”  

In a similar manner to DI, Company 1 identifies the increasing focus on the SDGs and find that learning from 

the other companies in the project is beneficial. This is also elaborated upon by the interviewee from 

Company 5, who describes the value in learning from what other companies are doing: 

“So we've thought okay, why not join the project and learn as we go along, and also learn from 

what other companies doing.” 
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This aspect of learning from other companies also motivated the entry of Company 7, who argues that the 

accessibility of a network and the ability to gain inspiration from others is a very useful way through which 

they could understand how  to work with the SDGs in a more tangible manner: 

“For me it was a fantastic opportunity to make a.. do business using the SDGs as a foundation. That 

was what the project was about, and then it was an opportunity to […] develop the network and 

get inspired and get knowledge on how to make use of it.” (Company 7) 

Thus, the empirical analysis shows how networking and knowledge sharing was an important aspect of the 

project and how it made the project appealing for the project participants when deciding whether to join or 

not. This indicates how sharing experiences and networking with other organizations and professionals from 

the SDG field with a similar intent, i.e. SDG implementation, was perceived valuable to the interviewees. 

Thus, the holistic perspective of the project, being a combination of gaining knowledge from DI as well as the 

other project participants, created a setting which incentivized the companies to join.  

5.2.3 Communication 

Another reasoning behind entering the project is related to the perceived value of how the project can assist 

the participants in gaining legitimacy through externally communicating about their SDG work. This 

demonstrates that the project participants are also motivated to join the project in order to be considered 

legitimate within the SDG field. Thus, some of the project participants perceive the project as a way through 

which they can communicate their SDG focus and be considered legitimate by their stakeholders. This is 

described by Company 1:  

“Of course you can talk about joining a project like that. You know on LinkedIn and other places 

you communicate about your involvement in it. They automate some videos where, where we 

talked about how we work with SDGs […]. I believe where our company, our own internal 

communication have not used it until now because of various reasons but there's that side of it of 

course, we also aware of that, that you know to use it also as a platform to communicate about 

what we do on sustainability”  

Thus, Company 1 perceives the project as a means through which they can communicate what they do and 

how joining the project provides them with new channels and ways of communicating their activities. This 

aspect was further elaborated upon by Company 2, who deemed it useful to use the project when 

communicating their activities also outside of Denmark:  

“Well it's of course to work further with SDGs and the whole communication part and then we also 

had an idea that we would try to use this to look at how could we actually expand out of Denmark” 
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Therefore, a number of participants saw the project as an opportunity not only to learn about how to work 

with the SDGs, but as a way through which they could communicate their work externally. This indicated how 

the project is not only perceived to give them internal strategic value, but also ways through which they could 

gain legitimacy within the SDG field:  

“[W]e found the SDGs to be a more common communications platform to try and better address 

what our solutions does to our overall customers and to society as a whole. So we found it to be a 

very good possibility of linking our nerdy business to the real world” (Company 3)  

This way of linking the company to its external stakeholders is also expanded upon by the interviewee from 

Company 8, who uses the SDGs and the SDG project as a way through which they can brand themselves as 

sustainable. This branding is, for them, very important when it comes to attracting young talent:  project as 

a way through which they can brand themselves as sustainable. This branding is, for them, very important 

when it comes to attracting young talent:  

“We need to differentiate us in the market. And you can only do that by being a brand. […] That 

means that if [Company 8] has a positive and a good reputation on the market. We will be more 

capable of attracting and also maintaining existing employees” (Company 8) 

Thus, it is clear that learning how to use the SDGs as a tool for how to communicate company sustainability 

activity was a great incentive to join the project. A lot of the participating companies had already started to 

work with sustainability in one way or another, however there was uncertainty around how to communicate 

their sustainability activities outside the organization. Thus, the project was perceived as a way through 

which they could leverage the uncertainty around how to externally communicate their activities and learn 

how to tell their story in order to gain legitimacy as sustainable businesses within the SDG field.  

5.2.4 An Engine for Development  

With the previous sections in mind, an underlying reason to why the participants joined the project is due to 

a perception that it would provide a push in the right direction and help expand existing initiatives. Company 

1 describes this by stating how they “use it as a as a Kickstarter […] to work more focused on the SDGs”, 

which seems to sum up the collective view of how the project could help start up new initiatives as well as 

help organizations become more focused in their already existing initiatives. This is further elaborated upon 

by Company 2, when stating how the project “could help us develop from where we were at a time and work 

closer and get more new experience with how to use the SDGs”. This value of focusing on the SDGs through 

the project was also underlined by the interviewee from Company 11, when stating how:  
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“Well, before we entered the project, we already knew that we wanted to look much more into the 

UN Development Goals. And we had done a preliminary analysis of our sustainability efforts. And 

then this project came up and it was also really good timing for us. We knew we had to make a new 

strategy, sustainability strategy or program. So, a mix of a really good match and timing, and an 

area that we really wanted to focus on” 

The interviewee sees a value in incorporating and using the knowledge of DI on their journey of implementing 

the SDGs to overcome the uncertainty around what the SDGs actually mean in a business setting and get the 

process started.  This was clearly explained by Company 9 when they stated how “the reason to go with a 

project with the SDGs was definitely that we had already started this journey and it was nice to be part of 

something that was built on top of this”. Meaning that many of the companies found themselves in a cross 

roads, where their work with sustainability, and specifically the SDGs, needed an extra engine and a push in 

the right direction, which resulted in them joining the project and use it as the “next step […] to work with, 

instead of just ending the journey by maintaining the level we had reached” (Company 13).  

This section has presented how the project participants are a part of the SDG field, where the SDGs are 

deemed important for business development, which supports the first expectation of this paper. This is 

identified through the fact that the companies want to implement the SDGs despite the perception that they 

are not suited for companies. In response to this, they wanted to join the project in order to receive 

assistance on how to integrate the SDGs in their business strategy, which is important in order to be 

considered legitimate within the SDG field. It is clear that the uncertainty and ambiguity around the SDGs 

presents questions around how to integrate the SDGs in their business strategy, as well as how to externally 

communicate their activities and, through this communication, gain legitimacy for their sustainability work. 

Because of this uncertainty, all of the interviewees identify the relevance of the SDG project in alleviating 

some of these uncertainties. Further, the interviewees describe a value in learning from the other project 

participants through the SDG project. Model 1 illustrates the findings from the two first sections of this 

analysis. It illustrates how the companies and DI are part of the SDG field within which uncertainty, ambiguity 

and need for legitimacy exists in relation to SDG work. The arrows indicate that they enter the SDG project. 

The following two sections presents findings related to expectation 2 and 3 of this paper and elaborate upon 

the internal workings of the SDG project and how this facilitated mimetic and normative isomorphism 

amongst the project participants.  
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Model 1: Companies and DI in the SDG field  

5.3 Mimetic Isomorphism: the diffusion of models and tools  

This section presents the findings related to expectation 2 of this paper that mimetic isomorphism is 

facilitated in the project through the diffusion of the models presented by DI of how to adopt the SDGs. 

Throughout the empirical analysis it has become prevalent how a large focus of the SDG project events 

revolved around introducing a number of models and tools that could be tested through the 21 participating 

companies. This section elaborates upon how DI has used the SDG project to introduce these different 

models and tools to the project participants with a dual objective. Firstly, to provide some strategic value to 

the project participants and, secondly, to gain some experience within DI of what tools work and which ones 

does not. The empirical findings are aligned with expectation 2 as the data shows how DI provided a group 

of organizations with the same toolkit which they can use individually for their internal organizational 

strategizing and thereby facilitated mimetic isomorphism. However, it has also been found that the tools 

were not deemed useful by all the interviewees thereby a deviation from expectation 2 is found as well. What 

also emerged throughout the empirical analysis is the fact that DI uses the SDG project to test different tools 

and methods, which has led to a process of co-creation between DI and the participating companies. Thus, 

the project participants have provided feedback and hands on experience on how the tools and models work.  
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5.3.1 Diffusing Models and Tools Amongst the Project Participants  

A number of different models and tools were described as being useful by the project participants. As clear 

trend in the data was the fact that there was high levels of engagement and praise for the tools and models 

which focused on initiating an internal process within the companies. This is elaborated upon by Company 

13 who describes how the tools introduced from the beginning of the project process helped them focus 

their SDG initiatives from the start:  

“So some of these tools in the beginning, you know, going from very little knowledge […] to become 

more specific about what we want and how is it the SDGs can support, what we want. And how can 

we be focused about it. I think these were the best ones, especially the one that we had the process 

about, the one I mentioned before with the negative impact and then what can effect ourselves 

and where is the money also in relation to this”   

Thus, the tools that concretely involved SDG consideration for the development of the business model of 

companies are the ones deemed most useful. This is due to the fact that they helped the companies in 

focusing their SDG work from the very beginning. The tool measuring impact mentioned by Company 13, is 

a tool called the Value Scan (see Figure 6). This tool was mentioned by many of the interviewees as an 

important tool to get their SDG strategizing started.  

 

Figure 6: Value Scan (see Appendix J) 
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Also, the DI consultants reflected over the fact that the Value Scan was the most popular tool as it makes the 

SDGs very tangible in a company setting. This tool was also expressed by DI Consultant 2 as the most 

appreciated tool:  

“It's actually one of the first tools, the Value Scan. Because that's what differentiates it from a lot 

of existing tools. […] no matter which kind of company, you can see yourself in it. And then it also 

makes it very tangible what your contribution is. Not only in terms of which sustainable 

development goals but also in terms of […] damaging impact or positive impact but also what kind 

of potentials you are already seeing in your existing setup. […] . So, so I think that's what's received 

most best responses” 

Therefore, the Value Scan was considered very useful as it helped the participants to identify the potentials 

with the SDGs and, thus, focus their existing business processes towards the new potentials. The finding that 

this tool was useful by several companies indicate the facilitation of mimetic isomorphism through the SDG 

project. DI Consultant 2 moves on to argue how this tool helps companies in seeing potentials by clearly 

combining the SDGs with business:  

“[I]f you look at all the tools that we developed. That one is the one that combines business and 

Sustainable Development Goals, that one is the one that actually links the two right? […] it's 

because it certainly makes Sustainable Development Goal very tangible and applicable. […] Because 

it also is also the one that enables them to understand, where they have some true like impact 

measurements, where they have to start like make a life cycle analysis […]. It's also a tool that 

enables them to make this larger vision. So, it's kind of the starting point for this journey” 

Thus, the Value Scan was deemed useful for companies in starting their journey in working with the SDGs 

and help them see a link between the SDGs and the goals of the company. This perception of the tool was 

further elaborated upon by Company 11: 

“[W]e used the value scan tool that they presented in the very first boot camp and we used that 

for entering into a very deep analysis of the entire SDGs and sub-goals. That was extensive but 

needed, I think, and it gave us a clear view and much more certainty that what we were doing was 

the right thing” 

Hence, the Value Scan helped Company 11 by providing them with a clear view of how to work with the 

SDGs. In a similar manner, Company 13 found the Value Scan useful for assessing their impacts and learning 

how to focus their SDG approach:  
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“Basically we started to find out which, which numbers [SDGs] can we relate to. And that was a 

really good task where you kind of you look at ‘Okay, […] what are your negative impacts? What 

can you do, and which impacts are you in a position, where you can work with them?’ And also, 

‘where is the financial benefit to work with that’” 

Therefore, the Value Scan engaged some of the companies from the beginning and made them reflect over 

their impact and, hence, start the internal thought process. This was also elaborated upon by the interviewee 

at Company 3, who finds it: “a way to ignite the right thoughts and get inspired”. This shows how the Value 

Scan was helpful for the companies at the start of the project process to initiate the process of working with 

the SDGs. This was further elaborated upon by Company 12, when stating how “Value Scan, we appreciated 

that one” and explaining how they have used it at an internal event: “When we do our Value Scan with our 

employees […] at an internal event”. The finding that the Value Scan was useful for several of the companies 

to get started, to evaluate impact and to identify potentials indicate, in support of expectation 2, the fact the 

mimetic isomorphism was facilitated through the SDG project. 

Another tool which proved helpful in this manner was the Future Fit Model, which was introduced by a group 

of external consultants. This model was also deemed useful for mapping impact. This was elaborated upon 

by Company 5:  

“And we started using the future fit model, which was introduced quite early in the process I 

think it was maybe the second meeting where the consultants from Future Fit came, just to 

present it as a way of mapping your impact and we actually as one of the first companies in 

Denmark started using that tool. […]  So that was definitely beneficial for us” 

Thus, DI did not only diffuse their own tools, but they also endorsed successful models developed by other 

companies and diffused the Future Fit model amongst the 21 participating companies. The usefulness of the 

Future Fit model was also confirmed by Company 11, who elaborated upon the value in engaging in systems 

thinking when working with the SDGs:  

“But also the Future Fit I know has inspired my superior a lot […] So also, it has inspired us to 

perhaps, instead of looking theoretically at people, planet and profit, view our sustainability to 

more look into a system thinking that everything is linked [...] that everything that we do have an 

effect, right?”  

Therefore, the Future Fit model gave inspiration to the company on how to work with the SDGs. Apart from 

the Value Scan and the Future Fit model a couple of other tools were also mentioned as useful for companies 

in focusing and starting up their SDG work. Thus, the SDG project diffused a number of different tools that 
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all, to a various extent, created different forms of value for a number of the project participants. Even though 

the models and tools have varied in shape and focus, the common denominator for all of the most mentioned 

tools was the fact that they helped the project participants in focusing their SDG implementation process. 

Therefore, the models and tools with this focus on initiating and focusing the business process were diffused 

amongst a large part of the interviewed project participants and thereby indicating mimetic isomorphism 

through the diffusion of models and tools. 

5.3.2 Co-creating Models and Tools  

The previous section established the fact that the empirical analysis found a prevalence of mimetic processes 

through the SDG project as a result of the introduction and adoption of models and tools as undertaken by 

DI and the project participants respectively. However, what also became clear throughout the analysis is the 

fact that whilst a number of tools and models have been deemed useful to some of the participants, some 

of the other participants have not deemed the tools as valuable. Company 1 elaborates on this by arguing 

that they had less of a need for the Value Scan as they had already defined their internal strategy prior to the 

project:  

“I know there was this Value Scan and so on but they were not super helpful for me […]  there's 

nothing wrong with the tool. […] it didn't really move the needle in our work. We also in our 

sustainability strategy it already exist in our company. Maybe for other companies that don’t have 

it in their strategy maybe more”  

Thus, due to the fact that the most valuable tools were deemed useful for companies to initiate and focus 

their SDG process, these tools were not perceived as useful to Company 1 that had already defined their 

sustainability strategy prior to entering the SDG project. This was also the case for Company 2, as the 

company had already built their business model around the SDGs:  

“Yeah, so we already knew which SDGs we wanted to work with. We did the Value Scan and we 

just got confirmation that what we did was, what was the right thing. But it's quite easy for us just 

because the SDGs [specific SDG number] are just a natural part of what we do” 

This indicates the fact that, due to the diversity amongst project participants and their different levels of SDG 

engagement, the different companies also had different expectations and needs when entering the project. 

Thus, the project has not been completely streamlined, where all participants have adopted the models and 

tools in a similar manner. Instead some tools worked very well for some participants, whilst others did not 

use the tools to any greater extent as they were not deemed useful for their individual process. Thus, the 

project process proved useful in testing models and tools in a diverse group of companies, with different 
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competencies and as a means to see what worked and what did not work. This aspect of learning from the 

companies, by introducing tools and seeing what works and what does not, is elaborated upon by DI 

Consultant 3:   

”It is not like we are sitting with all the knowledge. It is some themes which we have brought up, 

for example the thing about focusing. How do you create a vision? How do you measure? How do 

you engage? and so on. And we have, in collaboration with them actually, tried to develop some 

methods to work with these things. And some of it has been good and some has been less good.” 

DI Consultant 3 elaborates upon the project process and how the trial and error method was successful in 

many ways by stating how the project was successful in testing models and introducing ways through which 

businesses can work with the SDGs. This was confirmed by DI Consultant 2 who argues how “it was also for 

them [the participants] to test these tools and give feedback on these tools. So it works like both ways we 

gained experience from it and they also get quite a bit of information”. This indicated a form of co-creation 

between DI and the project participants, which led DI to draw new conclusions on what companies need in 

their process of SDG implementation. 

This aspect of co-creation can clearly be seen through the revision of DI’s 5-step model. Prior to the project 

start, DI developed a guide with five steps, i.e. Forstå (Understand), Match, Mål (Goals) Realiser (Realize) and 

Fortæl (Tell the story). This guide was also presented on their website (see Appendix K) as the five steps 

through which companies can understand SDG implementation. However, what became evident to the DI 

consultants throughout the project process was the fact that the model was in fact not relevant for the 

project participants and, because of this, a complete revision of the five-step model was undertaken during 

the project process to reflect the feedback and the needs of the project participants.  The revision of the five-

step model resulted in a new model with six competencies (see Figure 7). This process of co-creation between 

DI and the project participants is elaborately explained by interviewee 1:  

“We learned through making mistakes. Like we also started off with this idea that it's a five step 

process, you know, we base it on UN Global Compact and you're like, ‘Oh yeah, it's like these five 

steps you need to go through’. And, in fact, we realized, ‘no that's totally wrong’, like, it's about 

competencies that you need to develop and get better and better and better at. And that's what 

really makes the difference. So this idea that it's not a linear journey. But it's these core 

competencies. […] it's also because different companies have different maturity […] it's not like you 

start with one and then you have level two, it's more like no, they're like, these different 

competencies,[…] And also the different roles in the company have different entry points that HR 

might focus on engagement and commercial focus more on innovation. That's another one that 
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we've seen companies like really reflect back on that as we changed the model based basically on 

their experience” […] And also the different roles in the company have different entry points that 

HR might focus on engagement and commercial focus more on innovation. That's another one that 

we've seen companies like really reflect back on that as we changed the model based basically on 

their experience”  

This indicates how the five-step model, which DI set out to introduce actually ended up being revised as it 

was not deemed useful for the participating companies due to their different maturity levels, different 

competencies and the fact that SDG implementation is not a linear process.  As a result of this understanding 

that SDG implantation is not linear and that all companies have different starting points, the new model was 

developed.  

This dis-interest in the original five-step model became clear throughout the company interviews, where the 

interest and knowledge about the five-step model were close to non-existent. We asked specifically into the 

five-step model presented on the DI’s website, however, it was not recognized by many of the participants 

and hardly ever mentioned, with a couple of exceptions, as one of the most useful tools. When it was 

mentioned, the interviewees reflected on individual steps being useful rather than the linear model itself. 

This underlines the statement made by Consultant 1 from DI’s comment on how they “changed the model 

based basically on their [the participants’] experience” and how the project participants helped DI in their 

internal process of developing useful tools for other participants. 

 

Figure 7: The six competencies model (See Appendix L) 
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Thus, the project process resulted in the development of a new tool, consisting of six competencies (see 

Figure 7), which was based on what was deemed useful for the project participants when working with SDG 

implementation throughout the project. Therefore, this model represents how the project process resulted 

in a process of co-creation between DI and the participants.  

5.3.3 A Collective Learning Process 

This co-creation process was a result of the fact that only some of the participating companies found the 

models valuable, meaning that the diffusion of models was not entirely fulfilled. However,  despite the fact 

that not all project participants saw the value in specific models and tools, it became prevalent through the 

company interviews that a collective learning process, consisting of both gaining knowledge of models and 

tools as well as learning from the DI consultants and the other participants, created great value for the project 

participants. Thus, when the tools are complimented by a process of learning, is when the real organizational 

value can be extracted. This is underlined by Company 4 when stating how peer support gets you a really 

long way when working with models and tools: 

“There's just so many frameworks out there and there's so many different directions that it's really 

hard as a professional to figure out [and] to map the whole thing. Yeah. And to know which tools 

are going to be useful or not. Again, this is where the case studies and the peer support can go a 

really far way” 

This statement underlines the complexities around implementing an SDG strategy within different types 

of organizations. Then, being part of a project process is helpful in developing knowledge relevant for a 

specific business and business model. Company 7 underlines this argument by stating how the whole 

project process brought value to their company:  

”No, we havn’t used the tools in methodological way, so we will just say pass to that. Men we have 

still… through our work with the tools, the boot camps created some knowledge, which we have 

used” 

Thus, the combination of being part of a project process resulted in increased knowledge for the project 

participants. This was further elaborated upon by Company 6, which was actually one of the few interviewees 

who found the original five-step model useful for their internal strategizing:  

“And so it's been part of our learning process to show the on the facts, but also show our ambitions 

or what we are initiating and where we want to go and stuff like that, and we say we have learned 

some of that through the project, and through sparring sessions with the other companies, and 

also through the working process with step-five steps” 
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Thus, to sum up, the project gave DI a lot of methodological value as they gained “a very good idea of what 

worked and what didn't work” (DI Consultant 2), which they can could use and diffuse amongst a number of 

their other members. Thus, the project process did not only help the project participants but resulted in a 

process of co-creation between DI and the participants, which led to the development of the new six 

competencies model. This can potentially lead to mimetic isomorphism beyond the SDG project by through 

the diffusion of the six competencies model among DI members In support of expectation 2, this empirical 

analysis indicates how the SDG project facilitated mimetic isomorphism by diffusing models and tools, which 

were adopted within a number of the participating companies. At the same time, other companies saw less 

of a value in the tools due to e.g. their already advanced position when it comes to SDG implementation. This 

reflects the fact that there is no model or tool that fits all different types of companies when it comes to SDG 

implementation and the fact that SDG implementation is not a linear process. Further it contradicts a 

complete fulfilment of expectation 2 as the models DI aimed to diffuse were not completely embraced by all 

participating companies. However, what also became clear throughout the empirical analysis is the fact that 

whether a tool was highly relevant or not, all participants saw a great value in interacting with each other, 

giving each other advice and discussing the different topics and tools provided by DI. This aspect of the 

project which consisted of a group of professionals learning from each other will be further elaborated upon 

in the following section examining the aspects of normative isomorphism facilitated in the SDG project.  

5.4 Normative Isomorphism: Developing a Network of Professionals  

This section presents the findings related to expectation 3 of this paper i.e. that normative isomorphism is 

facilitated through cooperation and networking activities between the project participants. Throughout the 

empirical analysis it has become prevalent that the SDG project facilitated an open space for knowledge 

sharing amongst a group of professionals working with SDG implementation. Thus, the empirical analysis 

shows support for the third expectation of this paper. The findings point towards how, through the SDG 

project, the project participants are part of a process of professionalization, where they are collectively 

defining the methods and conditions of their SDG work. By creating an open forum, which was free from 

competition and allowed knowledge sharing amongst a number of professionals, DI alleviated some of the 

uncertainty around working with the SDGs for this group of professionals working across a very diverse group 

of companies. Thus, the project has interlinked, and hence facilitated, a network of professionals through 

which norms and models are likely to diffuse. The section firstly presents how an open forum, which was free 

from competition, was established through the introduction of the DI boot camps. It then moves on to argue 

how this open forum created a space for knowledge sharing, which enabled a normative process through 

which the definition of the methods and conditions of SDG work amongst this group of professionals took 
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place. Finally, it explores how this knowledge sharing, facilitated by DI, also took place outside the DI 

facilitated boot camps.  

5.4.1 An Atmosphere of Openness  

What unfolded during the company interviews was the fact that many of the project participants experienced 

the boot camps as providing an open atmosphere, where they could freely share their ideas and thoughts 

and exchange knowledge amongst a group of likeminded professionals. This atmosphere was deemed very 

important in their learning process and, further, enabled the process through which they could collectively 

define how to define the terms of their SDG work. Thus, when asking the interviewees to describe their 

experience of the interaction between the participants at the events, a common understanding that DI 

succeeded in creating an ‘atmosphere of openness’ at the boot camps, which facilitated a space for 

knowledge sharing. This is described by Company 1: 

 “[W]e share openly about our challenges and that that has been very good because people, other 

companies have been very open also about challenges and dealing with their sustainability work 

[…] a nice atmosphere of openness.”  

The open atmosphere, according to Company 1, enabled the companies to open up about the challenges 

they were facing in their work with sustainability issues. This is further elaborated on by Company 5. The 

interviewee argues how “I think we have a very high level of confidence in each other and we can be open 

about the challenges we are facing and also get input from the rest of the team.” (Company 5). The 

interviewee finds that the openness was important in order to share challenges among the participants and 

thus resulted in them receiving input from other professionals facing similar problems that were deemed 

useful for their internal work. The interviewee from Company 8 verifies this by stating how:  

“It was really open, when I look into the companies there was some kind of a trust from the start, 

because when you start up a project like this, ‘Why should I share this with you?’ and stuff like that 

but there was some commitment around it. Yeah, I think that was because it was the SDGs, because 

we all have to contribute to the SDGs.”  

The interviewee describes how trust and commitment existed early in the project as opposed to a ‘Why 

should I share this with you?’ attitude. He finds that it is related to the fact that the participants are gathered 

to figure out how to deal with the SDGs and this in a sense gives them a common goal. This was verified by 

the interviewee from Company 9, who describes how the project facilitated an open interaction amongst the 

project participants: 
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“[W]e'd had a good time to talk to other companies and kind of just understand where we're at. 

[…] it was very easy for us to interact and kind of ask questions, […], there were different 

presentations and you could go up after it's been a very loose atmosphere where you just 

everybody's kind of not at home and […] that kind of gave you something, a level to just say ‘hey, 

how do you do that at your place?’ or ‘hey what do you do when you go home?’ […] or ‘can I give 

you a call and talk about this?’”.  

The interviewee experienced how the fact that the participants were placed in a new unfamiliar setting 

created this ‘loose’ atmosphere that made it easy to ask questions, share knowledge and learn from what 

the participants have done or how they deal with issues relating to the SDGs. Thus, the SDG project created 

a great degree of trust in this group of professionals, who were comfortable to share their knowledge and 

experiences. This experience that you could trust each other was to a great degree facilitated through the 

very constellation of the SDG project.  

Because of the diversity of the companies participating in the project, the competitive element was removed 

as they were all from different industries and did not sell the same products and services. The diversity of 

the companies was deliberately chosen by DI and when asked about the reason for bringing together 21 very 

diverse companies, DI Consultant 1 replies: 

”[W]hat was very purposefully chosen to the idea being that like diversity will give us a lot in terms 

of both a safe space, like if we have competing companies next to each other they're not really 

gonna kind of open up and be honest and be like ‘well we're really having problems with, you know, 

executive level engagement and by others’ […] but if they’re sitting next to a small water company 

that vulnerability and learning is much more likely to happen. So, diversity of industry being 

absolutely crucial.”  

According to the interviewee the creation of ‘safe space’ was dependent on the fact that the participating 

companies were not competitors. The open and honest atmosphere would not have been possible between 

two direct competitors. This understanding is verified by the interviewees from the company participants as 

well.  

“So if you’re a food company, you can learn more from other food companies […]. And then there's 

also the challenge of competition in some places of course. […] direct competitors in this space 

would maybe be challenging.” (Company 1) 

The interviewee from Company 1 believes that they would have learned more if they had engaged with other 

food companies during the SDG project, however he finds that this would have challenged the space for 
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knowledge sharing due to the fact they would have been direct competitors. Thus, a competitive 

environment would have hindered them from sharing their experiences and methods of how to work with 

the SDGs. The interviewee from Company 9 also describes the benefit of not being competitors, whilst 

underlining how, despite the diversity of the companies, they experienced similar challenges when it came 

to SDG implementation. 

“[T]he main takeaways here have actually been working with companies, which were very much 

not like us, and knowing that they had the same challenges. This gave us kind of a platform to talk 

to other companies who were not to competitors or suppliers or anything like that, but talk about 

something that in general is important for all businesses to talk about […]”  

It surprised the interviewee that the very diverse companies faced similar challenges in relation to SDG 

implementation. This was related to the fact that the companies shared an understanding that working with 

sustainability is important for businesses to talk about. The interviewee from Company 5 shares the 

perspective that it was beneficial that the companies were not competitors and that they still faced the same 

challenges. “So for us it's very beneficial to meet with other companies and they are not our competitors. 

But they still have exactly the same challenges, that we have. And so I think for all of us it just supports all of 

us in progressing because, you know, otherwise we all have to invent a methodology or a new way to do 

things just, it just so much faster if we share knowledge.”  

The interviewee finds that by removing the competitive element, DI enabled an open atmosphere and a 

discussion amongst a group of professionals facing the same issues. This helped them in progressing, as they 

do not individually have to invent new methodologies or ways of working with the SDGs. Thus, by facilitating 

a safe space amongst a group of professionals, DI enabled a process of professionalization amongst them 

where they could share experiences and practices across various organizations within the same SDG field, 

this indicates how normative isomorphism was facilitated in the SDG project. 

5.4.2 Professionalization: Defining the Methods and Conditions of Sustainability Work  

Thus, by encouraging a safe space for a group of professionals to discuss, DI facilitated a possibility for these 

professionals to openly discuss the challenges and opportunities in dealing with sustainability issues within 

a company context. By doing so, DI helped them in defining the methods and conditions for their 

sustainability work. This process of professionalization occurred through an increased level of knowledge 

sharing amongst this group of professionals, allowing them to discuss what works and what does not. Several 

of the interviewees confirm that knowledge sharing took place and was beneficial. The interviewee from 

Company 3 confirms this perception: “I do find that we have had a lot of value in discussing. Both what we 

did, but also how we did it and why we think that we have succeeded in something”. The interviewee from 
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Company 10 also describes the value of sharing experiences with others and to get feedback and be 

challenged in their approach: 

“When we have these workshops and feedback, we have this feedback situation, where we, we 

talked with the different other companies in the project. […] It was quite good, too. The other 

companies have other eyes on us, if you can say so. It really gives us a push to think, you can say, 

think out of the box, and see our self in another in another context”  think out of the box, and see 

our self in another in another context”  

The experience of knowledge sharing has been found to provide a context for inspiration and help in terms 

of figuring out how to work the SDGs and thus alleviating some of the uncertainty around how to work with 

the SDGs. This is illustrated by the interviewee from Company 4, who vividly describes how, as a professional, 

it is challenging to figure out which way to go and which tools to use.  

“one of the most difficult things in corporate sustainability is that every company is completely 

different. […] It's all different so you can't just pick up a book.[…] like you can't do that in corporate 

sustainability it's only through, case studies that I found that have really that help. What have other 

people done. Did it work? Did it not work? Was it a cool tool? Did they invent it themselves? […] So 

that's sort of support group was especially important there. […] I have just been transparent on 

what I've done and provide feedback on the presentations that they've done. And they've done the 

same. Right? Yeah so I mean it's good to get this little knowledge cluster.”  

According to the interviewee, the work with sustainability is very ambiguous and not something you can 

learn from reading a book. Instead, what he finds helpful are case studies and discussions with professionals 

in similar positions across companies. In the SDG project, the other companies can hence be considered case 

studies which others can learn from. Further, the interviewee found that the feedback session related to 

presentations given by the other companies’ cases, were helpful also because a degree of transparency 

existed. In his words, a little ‘knowledge cluster’ was created within the project, indicating the emergence of 

a cognitive base on how to work with the SDGs among the professionals. This was further exemplified by 

Company 11, when describing how the networking helped them overcome some of the ambiguity and 

uncertainty around the SDGs: 

“Especially the networking part actually. And also the fact that it’s not always easy to take on a 

strategy with the SDGs that are so grand ideas. And you need to sit down and discuss them with 

other companies to actually understand them. Because otherwise, it’s just going to be flowing ideas 

where you don’t feel that you can actually connect with them, so the fact that you’ve been sat 
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down, ‘ok now, what does this actually mean in practical terms, mean for us. How can we convert 

these ideas into actual action? I think, both with Dansk Industri and with the consultants, but also 

especially with the other companies, has been valuable I think and matters.”  

According to the interviewee, the SDG project facilitated this translation of the ‘grand ideas’ of the SDGs and 

finds that both the DI consultants and the other companies were especially valuable in establishing what the 

SDGs actually mean in practical business terms. This indicates how the project enabled this group of 

professionals to openly discuss SDG implementation and engage in a process of establishing the methods 

and conditions for their sustainability work. Further, the discussion eased this translation and helped alleviate 

the uncertainty experienced prior to entering the SDG project. The experience is further elaborated on by 

the interviewee from Company 6: 

“[D]uring the boot camps you had the time to actually engage and share knowledge. But, but also 

the other sessions we've had meetings with the presentations and time to ask each other questions 

and also just sitting there in the canteen with the lunch. Also, you can get a little more like one to 

one time and that’s really good because there are some pretty dedicated CSR managers who are 

working on it full time. So, when you're like me, have it on the side of my main job as a [job title]. 

Also, some of them are little ahead of us on their journey”  

The quote highlights that the knowledge sharing also occurred outside the DI facilitated meetings. Therefore, 

the process of professionalization was also facilitated through more informal meetings, e.g. during lunch at 

the boot camps. The quote describes how professionals with various backgrounds participated in the boot 

camps. This further illustrates that sustainability work in companies is conducted by professionals with very 

diverse backgrounds. The smaller companies often had their CEO participating at the events, whereas the 

bigger companies have employed sustainability professionals participating in the events. In the case of 

Company 6, they do not have a sustainability manager, the interviewee has a different professional 

background that do not traditionally work with sustainability. Thus, for this interviewee it is very beneficial 

to talk to sustainability managers and share knowledge with them and learn from their experiences. The 

finding that the professionals can learn from each other despite differences is illustrated in the following 

quotation from DI Consultant 1:  

”putting a bunch of big companies next to each other is certainly interesting but big and small next 

to each other is even more interesting, because the smaller than 10, typically tend to be really agile 

and creative, but have trouble scaling and don't have dedicated resources. Just the opposite [goes 

for the big companies] like they're really well resourced and have lots of you know specialized 

expertise, but it's really hard to get engagement and alignment.”  



 72 

The quotation further illustrates how the challenges encountered by the companies in some respects are 

different related to the size of the specific company. The small companies are very agile, but have less 

specialized knowledge in terms of sustainability, whereas the big companies have specialized knowledge but, 

in many instances, face challenges related to management engagement and internal onboarding within the 

organization. The SDG project has put professionals from these different companies together in a forum 

where they can learn from each other despite differences and, thus establish how to work with the SDGs. 

What has further been found in the empirical investigation is that smaller groups of professionals have been 

formed within the big project group consisting of the 21 companies. Contrary to the experience of DI 

Consultant 1, sometimes grouping the companies in size has been confirmed by the interviewees as being 

useful. This point is described by DI consultant 3, when asked about the interaction and networking activities 

that took place. 

“I think this is part of what they appreciated the most, this thing about sitting with like-minded 

people. And we have some large companies participating and we have actually established a small 

forum for them. And it is really something which they appreciate – because they face the same 

challenges. And the smaller companies are facing the same challenges. So this thing about being 

able to meet in such networks – both at the boot camp where they got to know each other, but 

also in smaller forums – that has been one of the greatest strengths in these projects”. 

Therefore, the diversity in the bigger group, as well as the smaller groups, where organizations could 

exchange ideas with those from companies more similar to theirs, was valuable. As an example, it proved 

very valuable for the professionals from bigger companies to exchange ideas, DI facilitated a smaller group 

for them to meet and discuss any issues they come across when working with the implementation of the 

SDGs these bigger, more hierarchical, organizations. This value is described by the interviewee from Company 

4: 

“But the one thing that they did which was super nice is that they took the five or six bigger groups 

[companies] aside and lumped them together, that's been extremely helpful. That's been probably 

the greatest for us. The greatest outcome of the process like kind of put it obviously our ambition 

is the outcome. But a secondary outcome has just been the sort of support network. Somebody 

within the group called it "sustainability anonymous" Just a bunch of professionals who could get 

together and bitch about what's not working.”  

Related to the above aspect the bigger companies might share similar challenges and the grouping of them 

has resulting in, according to the interviewee a support network that across the companies has been formed. 

In this sense, the SDG project have created a sub-group of this ‘sustainability anonymous’ network, which 
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connects professionals working with sustainability in the different companies and allows them to air their 

frustrations and help each other by sharing knowledge and practices. Thus, the SDG project has facilitated 

networking and knowledge sharing activities at different levels throughout the project process and this has 

enabled a group of professionals, all working with sustainability issue across companies, to work towards 

establishing methods and conditions for what sustainability work is and what it is not, indicating the 

establishment of norms and the prevalence of normative isomorphism. 

5.4.3 Network Interaction Outside the SDG Project 

What was further unveiled through the empirical analysis is the fact that the normative process, stemming 

from professionalization, continued outside the DI boot camps and events. Through the empirical 

examination it has further been found that the project participants met outside the DI facilitated events, 

indicating that the network exist beyond the SDG project. Thus, the project participants are finding value in 

sharing their experiences and their knowledge outside the project:  

“[J]ust knowing who to go to when you have different issues and especially [Company 10], we can 

see that we can get a lot of input from them, and knowledge from them as well. I think it's both 

ways yeah” (Company 2) 

The quote indicates how the project has facilitated a network of professionals which can now help each other 

and a feeling of “knowing who to go to” when certain issues arise. Further, it shows how there is an ongoing 

collaboration between Company 2 and Company 10, indicating how the network established certain ties 

between these professionals and organizations. This aspect is underlined by Company 9, when stating how:  

“There's been really good interaction between the companies so I don't know all of the 20 other 

companies. But I've had some something which is now or somebody I can call up and ask about 

things” 

Thus, the companies now contact each other when they need help with specific things. This is also 

experienced by Company 11, when stating how they received practical help from Company 10: 

“We had a visit from another company, [Company 10], who was here in the house just to discuss 

also how do you use the Value Scan and what’s the next step when you have collected all this data, 

then what are you supposed to do with it. […] on a very practical level, how can you keep on working 

with this” 

This shows how this process of professionalization has continued outside the facilitated events and how 

these professionals are helping each other to overcome issues or share experience.  There are a number of 



 74 

examples of how this process of defining the methods and conditions for sustainability work occurred 

through the network of the project participants outside the DI organized events. One final example is 

described by Company 1, when stating how the network creating around the project is very positive:   

“[Company 4] was very interested in our portfolio. We had an online meeting where we presented 

our experiences to them. So I think that they appreciated that. That also means that I at some point 

can reach out to them if I need some help. So network creation in that way that's positive” 

(Company 1)  

Thus, the project has facilitated a network of professionals who are using each other to understand SDG 

implementation within their organizational context. Therefore, a process of establishing a cognitive base to 

what working with SDG implementation means is emerging through the project.  

Thus, to sum up this section of the analysis, the findings of the empirical analysis support the third 

expectation of this paper, as they uncover how the SDG project facilitated cooperation and networking 

activities amongst a group of professionals. Thus, a forum was created where a process of professionalization 

took place amongst a group of professionals who are struggling to define the methods and conditions of SDG 

work and SDG implementation within a business setting. The section displays how DI, by creating a safe space 

free of competition, facilitated a process of knowledge sharing and learning amongst a group of professionals 

with different organizational backgrounds. This created a cross-organizational network of professionals, who 

shared their experiences on SDG implementation at the SDG project events and boot camps. In relation to 

the large companies, this network was described as ‘sustainability anonymous’, where sustainability 

professionals could open up to each other and get support on their work within a specific profession. Further, 

the analysis showed how the professionals, from the 13 interviewed companies, have continued to use each 

other outside the events and, therefore, the normative isomorphism continued outside the DI facilitated SDG 

project.  

5.5 Summing up how Mimetic and Normative Isomorphism was Facilitated in the SDG 

Project 

The findings from this section and the previous allows us to expand upon the model presented earlier. Model 

2 shows how the mechanisms were facilitated during the SDG project. Mimetic isomorphism was facilitated 

through the diffusion of models and tools, especially the tool Value Scan was deemed useful for focusing the 

SDG implementation by several of the interviewees. However, a few interviewees did not find it valuable 

which they described to the fact that they entering the project had an SDG strategy. What has further been 

found relevant is a co-creation aspect of the SDG project, where DI and the project participants helped each 
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other establish models for SDG implementation exemplified in the six competencies model. The aspect of 

co-creation is addressed under the section for mimetic isomorphism, but this co-creation process can also 

be identified to have traits of normative isomorphism, which will be further addressed in the discussion 

section of this thesis. The SDG project facilitated normative isomorphism by connecting a group of 

professionals in an open atmosphere, where they could share knowledge and experiences which helped the 

participants establish methods of how to work with the SDGs. It can be identified that the interviewees found 

value in being presented to these tools and in sharing knowledge with other professionals, however, whether 

this led to organizational level change cannot be evaluated in this thesis. This analysis now moves on to 

present an unexpected finding of this paper, which is that DI and the project participants are now being 

approached by other organizations requesting to learn from them on how they work with the SDGs. 

 

Model 2: Mimetic and normative isomorphism in the SDG project 

 

5.6 Spreading the knowledge: Moving Beyond the Scope of the SDG Project  

The previous sections have focused upon how the facilitation of the mimetic and normative mechanisms 

have been identified in the SDG project context. This section elaborates upon an unexpected finding in the 
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empirical analysis, which indicates how the knowledge and learnings that the project participants and DI have 

gained through the project, are now diffusing into the wider field. This finding builds on the expectations of 

the paper by showing how the normative and mimetic mechanisms facilitated through the project process 

are now spreading beyond the context of the SDG project. As stated in the beginning of this analysis, DI’s 

goal with the SDG project was to test a number of models and tools on the 21 companies and eventually, 

through their own organization and the 21 participants, diffuse these models and tools to the rest of the SDG 

field. This final section of the analysis returns to this, by presenting an interesting finding that was not a part 

of our initial expectations, namely that DI and the project participants are now diffusing their knowledge 

beyond the project and into to the wider SDG field. This knowledge diffusion presents both normative and 

mimetic aspects as the project participants, in various ways, take part in the diffusion of models, norms and 

expands the professional network within the context of the SDG field through their interaction with other 

organizations. This indicates that the project participants and DI have obtained the legitimacy they sought 

after when entering the SDG project. As a result of the project, the project participants as well as DI have 

been given recognition of various sorts, which indicate their relevance as actors working with SDG 

implementation within the SDG field. Thus, in relation the expectation 1 of this paper, i.e. that the project 

participants and DI are part of the SDG field, it appears that the learnings from the SDG project are now 

diffusing to other actors within this field.  

5.6.1 Reaping the Benefits of the Test Pilots 

What became evident throughout the empirical analysis is the fact that not only did DI diffuse their models 

and tools amongst the project participants, but the project also increased their opportunities to diffuse 

models and tools to the rest of their members. This diffusion occurred both through their own organization 

as well as through the project participants.  

By testing a number of theories on the project participants, DI planned on gaining experience and legitimacy 

as an organization with knowledge on SDG implementation within the SDG field.  As a result of this, the 

models and tools which proved successful in the project, became part of the external communication of the 

organization. This is elaborated upon by DI Consultant 1:  

“So we have kind of two tracks on the project, one is our work with companies. And the other is all 

of the work we take directly from those 21 companies that we then share with the rest of not only 

DI’s members, but what we call the Danish business life because it's funded by Industriens Fond.[…] 

So all of the all of the stuff kind of figuring out the hypotheses about what might work with 

companies testing it against the company's actual experience. And then developing kind of tools 

and an approach based on that, and then sharing that with my colleague […] in charge of developing 
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the website and doing the podcast and all the different events and seminars that we have launched 

under the project.”  

DI consultant 1 describes the two tracks of the SDG project, one is to work with improving the project 

participants’ knowledge around SDG implementation, which have been described in the above sections and 

the other track is to communicate and diffuse the outcome of the work with the companies to both the rest 

of the DI member community but also to the rest of ‘Danish business life’. The project proved very helpful in 

this process DI consultant 2 say: 

“Because we learned so many things that we have been able to give on to a lot of other companies 

and they've been out. We also now know where we have been lacking knowledge, so we can start 

and we can continue working on gaining that knowledge and spreading that knowledge to more 

companies […] we did not expect going in with 21 companies that will come out with a completely 

new 2030 strategy we were hoping to... but we understood what it would take. And we understand 

what was difficult for them so we can now be more respectful towards that when we meet other 

companies, and we do know how to link the SDGs with business strategy now.”  

The consultant describes how they have increased knowledge on how to help companies work with the SDGs 

and link them to business strategy and they have a better understanding of the challenges that companies 

encounter working with the SDGs. Thus, based on their increased knowledge, DI moves to inform Danish 

business life about how to work with sustainability and share the experiences they have gained throughout 

the project. The project has therefore given them some legitimacy and a voice in the SDG field as a player 

with experience, which can help companies find suitable ways through which they can work with 

sustainability. DI Consultant 1 describes how there is an increasing demand for their services: 

“So, we have a lot of seminars and Uplay presentations, conferences, all the time. And we go talk 

about the project, and then after that, like a lot of people hear about it, they're like, “Oh, that's 

amazing. Can you come out and work with us?” and then we go sell workshops to them” 

Through the project, other Danish companies have therefore heard about the project and believes that DI 

now have the competencies to guide companies that want to link business and the SDGs, indicating both the 

increased legitimacy as well as the increased opportunities for DI to diffuse models and norms within the 

context of the greater field. DI Consultant 2 further elaborates on this:  

 

“[W]e’re now doing consultancy services for all kinds of members so we're typically going to one or 

two companies each week to teach them some of these tools. But we’re also like doing workshops 
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in Kenya, Ethiopia, Colombia, and so on based on this experience. […] every department of DI now 

has have is a subject so we have been working with every industry almost anything from DI service, 

DI transportation to DI trade and tourism […] So we’re doing workshops for all kinds of industries 

in DI now. And in order for them to use devices for their members so no it’s been reaching a very 

wide target group.” 

The interviewee describes how they work with various industries across the DI member community, but that 

they also have done workshops internationally based on the experiences from the SDG project and the 

interviewee continues to describe how there is “a demand from the industries. Now, they've asked us to 

come and highlight how to start working on this agenda […] Because there is a demand, there is a huge 

demand right now. From all industries” (DI Consultant 2). This further illustrates that DI through the project 

is increasingly being recognized as a legitimate actor within the SDG field, as there is a demand from different 

industries for them to help. DI Consultant 3 elaborates: “It has played a part in positioning us in this agenda, 

I mean, there are no other business organization that can match us on this”. The interviewee describes how 

they now are a leading business organization within this agenda. DI Consultant 3 says: 

“I do believe that projects like these can contribute with creating a common understanding about 

what it takes. And the fact that we as a business organization put a lot of effort into this theme, 

this contributes to signal to the business community and the companies saying that this is an 

important agenda. And then you could argue that internationally there is no doubt that DI is maybe 

the organization that is furthest ahead in relation to this. So it also contributes to positioning us in 

the world as a business organization. I mean we are being used an example in other business 

organizations […]. So it also contributes in branding Denmark and the Danish business community 

on this agenda and we believe that this, of course, benefits the companies, but it also benefits 

Denmark and Danish economy that we are in the lead in this agenda” 

 

The quotation highlights a relevant aspect in terms of the role of DI in Danish business society that they 

through the SDG project signal that the agenda is important and can contribute to create a common 

understanding of how to deal with the SDGs. Thus, it can be argued that the SDG project has given DI 

legitimacy within the field of the SDGs in a way that the interviewee feels that they can influence the overall 

business community. As a result of the experience they gained through the SDG project, DI is now positioned 

as one of the leaders within this field and the interviewee describes how they are used as a good example 

for how to work with the SDGs- This has provided them with an increased amount of opportunities to diffuse 

models, tools and norms across the context of the wider SDG field. The following section continues by 

presenting how, not only DI is spreading their knowledge from the SDG project, but how also the project 
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participants are invited to share their knowledge with other organizations in the field. This indicates that the 

participating companies are also considered legitimate actors for spreading knowledge on the SDGs by 

diffusing models, tools and norms and expanding the professional network within the SDG field. 

 

5.6.2 Project Participants Spreading the Knowledge  

 The company interviewees describe how they have been communicating about their involvement in the SDG 

project and how they have been invited to give lectures about their experiences. Further related to the 

project, new business opportunities opened up and some describe that they have been invited to meetings 

with mayors and business councils in their municipality to contribute with driving the SDG agenda forward 

within their local community. Based on this finding it can be argued that the project participants, as well as 

DI, are considered legitimate actors within the field of the SDGs and that they now work to diffuse knowledge 

to the rest of the field. This knowledge is diffused through the professionals participating in the SDG project, 

which indicates an extension of the professional network and increased opportunities for the diffusion of 

models, tools and norms beyond the project context. The increased legitimacy amongst the participating 

companies stems to some extent from the participants’ close collaboration with DI, an arguably legitimate 

business organization within Denmark. This is exemplified by the interviewee from Company 11: 

“[B]eing part of the project also mean that it makes it a lot more serious what we are about to 

publish, or it makes a statement both internally and externally that we are ready to enter into 

serious collaboration with Dansk Industri and put ourselves out there also, so on two different 

levels I would say” 

The commitment to the SDG project is perceived as a serious collaboration with DI and that makes the 

company’s communication about the project more serious both internally and externally. Thus, the fact that 

DI is focusing on the SDGs, gives the interviewee and the organization legitimacy when communicating the 

SDGs. Other companies have further elaborated upon the communicative aspect of the project. Company 1 

describes how they have used the SDG project actively in their branding: “There's also some marketing that 

we were looking for, of course, by joining a project like this”. This is elaborated upon and confirmed by 

Company 8:  

“But we use it actively, proactively in our branding, that now [Company 8] has been selected to 

this. Because what DI did and that was really smart is that they made the branding, that this is a 

really important project for DI. And that meant that the way that they launched these 21 

companies, it was like it was something, the best of the best. And, so we used it early.”  
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Company 8 used the SDG project actively in branding themselves as being part of the SDG project meant that 

the 21 companies were considered the ‘best of the best’ at SDG work. As a result of this, the company now 

have employees approaching them because they want to work with their SDG project: 

"So we can see 3-4 employees came to us and said we would like to work for [Company 8], we 

would like to into the international project, but we also want to be a part of an organisation that is 

proud about what we do” (Company 8) 

In this way a mutual legitimation process is identified showing how both DI and the companies utilized the 

SDG project to gain legitimacy within the field of the SDGs. The same experience is identified in Company 7: 

“It has actually also meant that we have attracted new partnerships and increased interest from employees, 

who looked for a job in the company in relation to this”. Company 7 have, besides from attracting new 

employees, also attracted new partnerships. Company 13 as well is becoming more legitimate within the 

field of the SDGs: 

“today we’re actually seen as a green company not a black company. It's like, the two main things 

we have worked with this of course. Initially the market to find a way to differentiate, but locally it 

has given a lot of good will. Also for example within the DI. Doing articles giving interviews and 

things like this. It brings a lot good things to us.”  

The interviewee describes a change in perception in their local community, now they are considered a ‘green’ 

company whereas before they were considered a ‘black’ company, thus their work has arguably given them 

legitimacy as being a green company. Further, several interviewees describe how they have given lectures, 

held meetings or written articles about their work in relation to the SDG project. This can be considered a 

way through which the knowledge from the SDG project and the tools, models and norms are diffused into 

the larger business community, which further indicates that they are considered legitimate in their work with 

the SDGs: 

“we had an event for 50 other companies from Denmark, where they tried to take this project into 

to broaden it out to a new number of other companies as well and of course I presented and I 

presented on a different occasion about how we do it. And our experiences and so on” (Company 

1) 

The interviewee has presented their case at different occasions and thereby diffused the knowledge form 

the SDG project to several other companies, which indicates how the network around the SDG project is 

broadening and how the opportunities to diffuse tools, models and norms are increasing. Another 

interviewee describes his company as a ‘test case’, where he explains how they work with sustainability in 
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his company: “I do a lot of talks for different setups in DI so we have definitely been used as a test case for 

other companies. So, I do a lot of talks about what we actually do and how we're doing it and so on“ 

(Company 2). This is a further example of how the isomorphic processes and the diffusion of knowledge is 

occurring in the SDG field. In a similar manner, Company 8 has experienced an interest in what they have 

done from outside their industry, and further how the interviewee has written articles and given lectures: 

“This is an example on the branding side of this, because what happened is, when DI made the 

video some stuff, we made press releases about that we joined this project and things like that. […] 

And what happened is that outside our world, people were interested in our history. So I think I 

have been, I've done maybe 10 articles in different literature and social media. Yeah, but also been 

invited to have a lecture around our case” 

In relation the SDG project, the company used it to brand themselves and they got attention from other 

actors ‘outside their world’ who wanted to learn about how they work with the SDGs. In that way the SDG 

project legitimized the company, as a prominent actor within the SDG field resulting in increased attention 

and increased opportunities to diffuse tools, models and norms. This is further exemplified in the following 

quotation, where they interviewee form Company 9 describes increasing interest from other actors also 

because they won a local award for their SDG efforts: 

“We also had […] a business school of some elite students […] visited us, and also [Company 9] won 

[a] SDG award last year  […] [my colleague] has been communicating a lot on this topic and 

presenting a lot, a lot of people have asked her to, kind of, you know, drink a cup of coffee and had 

questions and some of those meetings I've also just taken for, and also like this interview 

sometimes. You know I've been interacting on behalf of [Company 9]. Okay, so a lot of companies 

have approached us and asked us how we work with SDGs.” 

She lists several examples, where the company has presented their case. Further, the interviewee’s superior 

has been very active in communicating on the agenda and they have experienced that several companies 

have contacted them to learn from how they work with the SDGs. Lastly this experience is repeated in 

Company 11 who states how: 

“I know that my superior has been called several times for making talks and speeches and debates, 

[…]. So I know that the other companies have tuned to us to ask how did we actually do it because 

they knew we were in the process and we are willing to share information. So I know my superior 

have been out and I know [my superior] has already handled debates, in a few weeks talking about 

how we’ve been working with the SDGs, so there’s been a lot of attention to the area and that we 

are working with it or that we are trying to get a grip of it.” 
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In this way the project participants are contributing to diffusing the knowledge from the SDG project to the 

rest of the SDG field and the SDG project has contributed to making them legitimate actors on the SDG 

agenda is exemplified in the increasing attention they are getting from other actors within the field. This 

increased attention gives the project participants a number of opportunities to talk to different actors across 

Danish society and allows them to engage in the diffusion of norms, models and tools to these actors. A group 

of companies has also described how they received attention from their municipalities inviting them to 

meetings on how to address the agenda among local businesses: 

“[local] business council have hired a person to be 100 % dedicated to work with sustainability and 

the SDGs in business, schools and institutions. I had a meeting with him yesterday and he was... 

this is not what it is called but I am going to say it anyways ‘blown away’ about where we were in 

this game. […] What this means more concretely is that he said that there was a need for new 

stories and cases and he would use our company as a case to inspire other companies in this area” 

(Company 7) 

In this way, if the representative choses to use company 7 as a case, this arguably contributes to diffusing 

the norms and models of the SDG project, by inspiring local governments and local business. Another 

example of this is Company 8, which has been invited to a New Year’s reception at their local municipality to 

talk about their work with the SDGs: 

“In [city name], we have our head office and [city name] municipality is on of our costumes and 

stuff like that. And we have a very good relationship with the mayor of [municipality] […] So just as 

an example, I was invited to ‘Nytårskur’ to speak about [company name] as a local company, how 

we approached the SDGs”. 

Thus, some of the interviewees  describe how they have a good relationship with their local municipalities, 

and through this they can use the municipality as a platform to communicate about how they have worked 

with the SDGs, and thus contribute to spreading the knowledge to other businesses within the municipalities 

and, thus, widen the network of professionals working on this issue. The interviewee from Company 13 

describes how:  

“We are much more involved with the local politicians […] the mayor of the city have chosen five 

companies to give input to the, to the municipality on how to, for us to give recommendation how 

they could work with the SDGs” 

This section has argued how the SDG project has mutually legitimated DI and the participating companies 

within the context of the SDG field. The empirical analysis shows how, through the SDG project, DI gained 
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experience and, thus, legitimacy as business and employers’ organization. This has resulted in them diffusing 

the successful models and tools, which were developed through the process of co-creation in the SDG 

project. Further, they can diffuse norms about the SDGs in a widened network of professionals involved in 

SDG implementation. In addition to this, the participating companies experienced increased external 

interest, indicating that they as well were increasingly perceived as legitimate and successful actors within 

the SDG field. This has resulted in other organizations asking for advice and help in relation to the SDGs. Thus, 

by being perceived legitimate actors within the field, the interviewed project participants can also be argued 

to diffuse of models, tools and norms within the field. These findings allow us to expand further upon the 

model presented in the previous sections present how the learnings from the project are diffusing into the 

wider field. Thus, Model 3 illustrates all the findings of this analysis.  

 

 
 

Model 3: The SDG project within the SDG field 

 
5.7 Conclusion of the Analysis 

This section has presented the findings from the analysis of this thesis. The analysis was guided by the three 

expectations derived from theory, however unexpected findings are also presented. Expectation 1, that DI 
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and the project participants are part of the SDG field, i.e. a common meaning system, where the SGDs are 

deemed relevant for business development, has been examined through the reasoning behind why DI 

initiated the SDG project and why the project participants wanted to join the project. Supporting expectation 

1, it has been found that DI and the project participants are part of the SDG field, where they find the SDG 

relevant for business development. DI experience and expect future cultural and legal pressures for 

businesses to conform, which indicates that coercive isomorphism existed prior to the SDG project start. 

Despite the understanding that the SDGs are relevant for business development a great amount of 

uncertainty and ambiguity exists for both DI and the project participants around how to integrate the SDGs 

in business prior to entering the project. The SDG project is perceived to be a way to alleviate this uncertainty 

and ambiguity.  

The analysis has further presented findings related to expectation 2 that mimetic isomorphism is manifested 

in the project through the diffusion of the models presented by DI of how to adopt the SDGs. The empirical 

analysis find support for this expectation as models and tools were diffused amongst some of the project 

participants. However, as the tools resonated with only some of the participants and less with others, a 

complete fulfilment of expectation 2 cannot be identified. Thus, adding to expectation 2, a new model was 

developed as a result of co-creation process between the project participants and DI.  

The empirical analysis has further found support for expectation 3, that normative isomorphism is facilitated 

through cooperation and networking activities between the project participants. It is found that DI facilitated 

an open space for knowledge sharing between the project participants and through this process of 

professionalization could take place, where the participants contributed to defining the methods of their 

work in terms of SDG implementation within a business setting. The interaction between the project 

participants created a network of professionals working with the SDGs across organizations illustrating how 

the SDG project facilitated normative isomorphism. 

Lastly an interesting finding in addition to the expectations of this paper has been presented in the analysis. 

It is found how other organizations within the field are reaching out to these organizations in order to learn 

from what they have done, and it has been argued that the SDG project contributed to mutually legitimate 

DI and the project participants within the SDG field.  Thereby it can also be argued that the models and norms 

from the SDG project are diffusing beyond the scope of the project into the SDG field. This thesis now moves 

on to discuss our findings. 
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6 Discussion  
This section discusses the findings of the empirical analysis, which have examined how the SDG project 

facilitated the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism. The section starts off by discussing how, at start of 

the SDG project, the SDG field was in its infancy and how this has implications for understanding the 

mechanisms of institutional isomorphism. In this section, we discuss how the infancy of the field creates an 

overlap between mimetic and normative isomorphism which can be identified in how the two mechanisms 

are intertwined throughout the project process. This means that the SDG project not only diffused models 

and norms, but it also contributed to establishing these models and norms through a process of co-creation. 

This shows for an extension of expectation 2 and 3 of this paper. Further, it is discussed how DI and the 

project participants the increased legitimacy in the field and the fact that they are out spreading the 

knowledge from the project, potentially implies that the SDG field is emerging towards becoming 

institutionally defined through a process of structuration.  

6.1 The Maturity of the SDG Field: The Field is Emerging 

This paper has examined how the SDG project has facilitated the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism. 

According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983), the mechanisms come into play once a set of organizations 

emerges as a field and thereby push the organizations towards homogeneity. It has been assumed that an 

SDG field exists, consisting of Danish organizations who find the SDGs relevant for business development. 

Through the first expectation of this paper, it has been examined whether DI and the project participants are 

part of this field and the data has supported this expectation. In relation to the findings, the maturity of the 

field is discussed as there is an indication that the field is emerging. This will be discussed in order to shed 

light on the complexities around studying an emerging field. Fields emerge out of the process of structuration 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). This question of whether the field have become more structured is addressed 

in the final section of the discussion.   

This paper has applied the definition of a field as a recognized area of institutional life (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983), where a community of actors interact more frequently with each other than those outside the field 

and partake of a common meaning system (Scott, 1995). As established, we assume that an SDG field exists, 

and since the actors examined in this paper have chosen to focus on the SDGs in the context of business 

development, it can be argued that they are part of this field.  The DI consultants perceive that in order for 

their members to thrive and remain competitive they need to become sustainable and implement the SDGs. 

The same can be argued for the project participants, who joined to the project to understand how to translate 

the SDGs into business strategy with the underlying reason that they experience that they must address the 

SDGs. This manifests how by virtue of their focus on the SDGs they are part of the SDG field where the SDGs 
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are deemed relevant for business development. These findings indicate that that expectation 1 of this paper 

has been fulfilled. However, what has also become apparent through the analysis is the fact that a high level 

of diversity was displayed among the project participants when entering the project, therefore the maturity 

of the SDG field should be discussed.  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that when fields are new, a high degree of diversity exists among the 

organizations in the field. Through the emergence and structuration of the field a push towards 

homogenization can be identified (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). In the analysis it has been identified that 

going into the project the project participants’ maturity levels in terms of focusing on the SDGs were diverse. 

This was evident from how the model, value scan, resonated less with companies that had already defined 

their strategy in relation to the SDGs, but was very useful to help the other companies in getting started with 

their SDG work. Further, several of the interviewees have described that when the project started the SDGs 

were still relatively new compared to today, which could indicate that many models and norms around SDG 

work were yet to be established. On one hand, this finding can indicate the high degree of diversity prevalent 

in a new field and on the other hand it could indicate that some of the companies were perhaps not a part 

of the field when entering the SDG project and, thereby, the project encouraged them to enter the field. In 

both respects, the diversity among the organizations indicate that the SDG field was new when the project 

started and the fact that the project participants today are found to partake in the field indicates how the 

SDG field is emerging.  

A degree of uncertainty and ambiguity around how to work with the SDGs in a business context has been 

identified as a motivation for joining the SDG project. This can be related to the fact the SDG field is new. 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how “[u]ncertainty is also a powerful force that encourages imitation” (p. 

151), meaning that uncertainty drives mimetic isomorphism. Since the field is in its infancy, this uncertainty 

could arguably stem from the high diversity amongst the organizations in the field. Because of the newness 

of the field there are few successful organizations to imitate and few predefined models that diffuse from 

consultants, which is also indicated by the fact that DI is challenged in terms of how to guide their members 

within the SDG agenda. Thus, it can be argued that the project participants and DI found that the uncertainty 

and ambiguity they experienced could not be alleviated through imitation in the field and therefore the SDG 

project becomes the solution and thereby a facilitator of mimetic processes. During its life cycle, a field goes 

from consisting of a number of different organizational models, to defining a couple of dominant approaches 

and processes (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). As there were few established models prior to the SDG project, 

DI used the project participants as test pilots and thereby contributed to defining SDG approaches, whether 

these approaches have become dominant within the field cannot be determined on the basis of this study. 
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However, it has been found that the learnings from the project are diffused by both DI and the project 

participants into the wider field. 

Another motivation for joining the SDG project, which relates to the finding that there were few predefined 

models, is the desire to learn from others. Normative isomorphism stems from the development of 

professional networks spanning organizational boundaries, through which norms and models diffuse 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Since the findings indicate that there was a desire to learn from each other, it 

can be argued that the professionals were not well connected prior to entering the project. Since within 

fields, actors interact more frequently with each other than with those outside the field (Scott, 1995), this 

supports the argument that the field was new, as a network amongst these professionals was yet to be 

established through which norms could diffuse. Since normative isomorphism stems from 

professionalization; the struggle to define methods and conditions of a profession (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983), it can be argued that this definition of how to work with the SDGs as a sustainability professional was 

also yet to be established. This can be identified in the uncertainty around how to do so. Thus, as the field 

was emerging, the SDG project facilitated normative isomorphism through bringing together a group of 

professionals which could engage with each other and establish a professional network.  

Thus, it can be argued from the empirical findings that the SDG field was in its infancy. In relation to this, 

complexities on how to study mechanisms of institutional isomorphism in this emerging field can be 

identified. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that the mimetic and normative isomorphism relates to 

organizational mimicking and the diffusion of norms and models. Our findings show support for the 

facilitation of these mechanisms, however, we also found how the SDG project contributed to the 

establishment of these norms and models on how the SDGs should be treated among this group of 

organization. This is exemplified in the development of the six competencies model and the bringing together 

of professionals to establish a network than span organizational boundaries and define norms and 

conditions. Thus, when the field is new, it is possible that there is an overlap between the mechanisms, which 

will be elaborated upon in the next section.  

6.2 Overlap Between Mimetic and Normative Isomorphism 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that the mechanisms of institutional isomorphism may not always be 

empirically distinct but derive from different conditions. In this paper normative and mimetic isomorphism 

have been treated separately, however potential overlaps between the two mechanism should be addressed. 

As discussed in the previous section, the emerging SDG field displays a great amount of diversity and very 

few norms and models around SDG work have been defined. This diversity in the field results in a situation 

where a large number of organizations are individually struggling to understand and define what the SDGs 
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mean in a business context. This presents a field where very little is defined, and it leaves the project 

participants with very few options to model other successful organizations. Further, organizations with 

consultancy services, such as DI, have arguably not yet developed and diffused useful models and tools into 

the SDG field with the purpose to guide Danish companies through the ambiguous situation. Hence, the 

project facilitated an opportunity for a number of actors, uncertain of how to implement the SDGs into a 

business context, by providing them with a safe space, free from competition, within which a number of 

professionals could openly share their knowledge on SDG implementation resulting in establishing a model 

and norms on what SDG work entails. Thereby the findings of our analysis reveal a great deal of complexity 

on how the mechanism of isomorphism, facilitated in the DI project, are empirically intertwined. This section 

proceeds to elaborate on two implications of our findings. First, it will be presented how the co-creation of 

the six competencies model show traits of normative isomorphism as when attempting to establish 

organizational models and strategies, the group of professionals simultaneously engage in a process of 

defining norms on how SDG work should be undertaken. Second, it will be presented how bringing together 

a group of professionals in a safe space to share knowledge enables mimetic isomorphism by facilitating a 

space for imitation. 

6.2.1 Co-creation: Defining a Model Whilst Simultaneously Creating Norms 

In the analysis it was presented that the six competencies model was the result of a co-creation process, 

which reflected how mimetic isomorphism was facilitated in the SDG project. However, it can be argued that 

this co-creation shows traits of both normative and mimetic isomorphism illustrating how the mechanisms 

overlapped throughout the project process in terms of mutually enforcing pressure to establish the norms 

and models of SDG work. In this process of co-creation, both the companies and DI have worked to establish 

norms through a process of sharing knowledge and by learning from each other. Thus, rather than studying 

the diffusion of dominant models and how well-established norms enforce isomorphic change in the field, 

this paper has unveiled a process of co-creation towards establishing the six competencies model and 

professional norms of how to work with the SDGs. 

This co-creation process of defining the six competencies model was undertaken simultaneously to engaging 

in a process through which the participants in the SDG project define the methods and conditions of their 

work with the SDGs.  Since the field is in its infancy and as there is uncertainty on the SDGs within this field, 

one can argue how professional norms are also in its infancy and in its early process towards becoming 

defined. Further, the network of professionals working on SDG issues, is arguably also in its infancy, allowing 

few opportunities for these professionals to connect. Thus, the group of professionals entering the project 

are not only searching for a model and strategies for how to work with the SDGs, they also enter the project 

with little knowledge on how to work as professionals with SDG implementation. Thus, through the process 
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of co-creating the six competencies model, the project participants are also engaging in a process within 

which they define the methods and conditions of their SDG work illustrating an overlap between mimetic 

and normative isomorphism.  

This process of defining the norms for what SDG work entails does not seem to be exclusive to the 

professionals working for the interviewed companies. It also provides a space for the DI consultants to define 

the conditions of their work in guiding organizations towards SDG implementation. As the findings unveil, 

the DI consultants use the companies to test theories on how to implement SDG work in a business setting. 

Stepping into the project they are unsure of how to do this, and the project presented a process through 

which they tested a number of different strategic theories on the companies. Thus, by helping the 21 

companies, DI simultaneously helped their own employees in establishing what DI’s organizational and 

professional behavior should entail. Thus, the SDG project facilitated a process of professionalization 

amongst a group of professionals, spanning a diverse group of organizations, in defining the methods and 

conditions of their work and this was done through this process of co-creating the six competencies model. 

This finding illustrates a cooperative element of normative isomorphism not touched upon by DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983). In this way, the SDG project facilitated the professionalization of SDG work by bringing 

professionals together in order to discuss company methods for SDG work. Doing this is arguably more 

difficult when sustainability managers are working individually across companies, showing how the project 

facilitated a co-creation process by bringing these professionals together. Thus, the process of co-creation 

also allowed the DI consultants to take part in moving closer towards defining the methods and conditions 

of their work, which resulted in the six competencies model.  

6.2.2 Enabling Mimetic Behavior Amongst a Group of Professionals  

We also see a potential outcome of this co-creation process, which has not been touched upon in the analysis 

illustrating another overlap between mimetic and normative isomorphism. The SDG project gathered a group 

of professionals and facilitated an open space for knowledge sharing to establish the six competencies model 

and, thus, created professional norms as described in the above section. This has the potential to create 

optimal conditions for imitation i.e. mimetic isomorphism. 

The process of co-creation in the SDG project was facilitated by providing the project participants with a safe 

space within which they could openly share their experiences and knowledge, without any worries about 

sharing too much information with their direct competitors. Mimetic isomorphism has been treated in this 

paper as the diffusion of models by consultancies, in this case, DI. However, it is possible that by bringing 

together professionals DI provides a space where they can mimic each other. The project allowed different 

professionals to openly share their organizational strategies and models with each other and thereby reveal 
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to each other how they work. Thus, the mechanism of mimetic isomorphism was facilitated through the 

network of professionals. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how “[t]he modeled organization may be 

unaware of the modeling or may have no desire to be copied” (p. 151). As opposed to this, our findings show 

how the group of companies and the professionals working for them, were knowingly and willing sharing 

their strategies, struggles and experiences. Thus, through the boot camps, DI allowed this group of 

professionals to openly engage in discussions regarding strategy considerations and model implementation. 

This facilitated a way through which these professionals could engage with other companies and gain 

knowledge they would not normally gain access to if the individual organizations were modeling each other 

out in the greater SDG field. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how “changes in policy and strategy are less 

easily noticed”, as opposed to the diffusion of powerful models by consultants. However, what has become 

clear through the project process is the fact that the SDG project has enabled an atmosphere of openness 

and a safe space where different business strategy models have become easily accessible through the 

facilitated discussions amongst professionals working with SDG implementation. Thus, instead of attempting 

to gain access to strategy ideas from afar, the project allowed a number of professionals to discuss their 

success stories, learn from each other and establish conditions and methods of their work, without the fear 

of over sharing to their competitors. Thus, the process of co-creation simultaneously created optimal 

conditions for mimicking by allowing a network of professionals to openly talk about their organizational 

strategies. Whether the imitation has taken place cannot be concluded in this paper, however it is prevalent 

that the SDG project facilitated a space where this could happen.  

We have examined mimetic and normative isomorphism during the SDG project process in an emerging field, 

rather than looking at isomorphism within the context of a well-established field.  This has allowed us to 

contribute with a more nuanced view of how mimetic and normative isomorphism takes place in the context 

of an early field. Instead of only studying the process of modelling of legitimate organizations and a process 

of diffusing norms in a network of professionals within the field, the uncertainty within the SDG field has 

presented a study of the isomorphic mechanisms in an emerging field. Thus, the normative and mimetic 

isomorphism were facilitated through a process of co-creation within the project and to separate them would 

not paint the whole picture of how the project enabled a collaborative approach amongst a number of 

organizations and professionals. In this way, the findings have expanded upon our expectations on how 

mimetic and normative isomorphism would take place in the SDG project, as these also took place as process 

of co-creation of models through a network of professionals defining the methods and conditions of their 

SDG work. This allows us to suggest that the model presenting our findings in the analysis could be elaborated 

upon, thus Model 4 indicates the overlap between mimetic and normative isomorphism. 
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Model 4: How the SDG project facilitated the mechanism of institutional isomorphic change 

6.3 Increasing Legitimacy for DI on the SDG Agenda 

The previous section discussed how the thesis has unveiled a process of co-creation amongst a group of 

actors, which indicates an intertwined relationship between the mimetic and normative isomorphic 

isomorphism through the SDG project process. This section will elaborate on what this co-creation process 

has meant for DI as a business and employers’ organization in their quest to improve their organizational 

legitimacy in the context of the SDG field. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how “[p]rofessional and trace 

associations are another vehicle for the definition and promulgation of normative rules about organizational 

and professional behavior” (p.152). González (2010) and Campbell (2007) further this argument by 

suggesting that organizations are more likely to act in socially responsible ways if they belong to an employer 

association that promote such behavior. Thus, the important role of organizations like DI in defining 

normative rules for professionals are underlined through the work of these scholars. The previous section 

has established how DI facilitated the creation of such norms by providing a safe space, free from 

competition, in which a group of professionals could meet and take part in a process of professionalization. 

However, what has also been found, is the fact that DI used these organizations and the group of 
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professionals to test theories of SDG work as they, as a business and employers’ organization, needed more 

information in order to help their members thrive.  

Due to the fact that the SDG field was young and full of diversity and, thus, uncertainty, DI also found 

themselves in the uncertain situation working with SDG implementation in a business context. This can be 

derived from their initial struggles to provide concrete advice to their member organizations on how to 

implement the SDGs into a business context. Thus, although DI can be considered an organization which 

could define the normative rules about organizational and professional behavior, due to the infancy of the 

field, DI lacked the knowledge and competencies about the SDGs. Instead of providing the project 

participants with a coherent framework for business strategizing, DI used the participants as test pilots and 

the project enabled this process of co-creation where the five-step model was re-considered and re-

structured through the collective action between the DI consultants and the project participants, resulting in 

the six competencies model. Having argued how the co-creation of the model also entails normative rules on 

how to work as a sustainability professional, the SDG project became a way through which DI co-create 

normative rules. Thus, the findings deviate slightly from the argument of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) who 

argue that organizations like DI are a vehicle for defining and promulgating norms. Due to the infancy of the 

field, DI needed the project participants to gain knowledge and, thus, to strengthen their position in the SDG 

field as an actor with enough legitimacy, to reach the point where they could promulgate norms within the 

context of the greater field and thereby potentially influence change at a field level. Thus, it can be argued 

that DI through the SDG project became a vehicle for the definition of norms, however our findings show 

how these norms are not created by DI alone but through a process of co-creation with the project 

participants, and as a result of this project DI have become a more legitimate actor working on the SDG 

agenda.  

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) further argue how models diffused by big consultancies are especially powerful 

as they spread across a number of organizations in society and modeling can also occur when a group of 

organizations are a part in the same trade association (Campbell, 2007). DI is not a traditional big consultancy, 

however with their 11,000 members to which they offer consultancy services they are arguably of similarly 

influence. In relation to the SDGs and the uncertainty and ambiguity in relation to these, DI sees it as their 

role to help their members understand how to implement them in business. However, as stated, DI was not 

in a position to do so when the SDG project started as they lacked the knowledge and competencies to do so 

and thereby did not have legitimacy within the agenda. It has been identified in the analysis that through the 

process of co-creation DI have obtained the required knowledge and developed the six competencies model, 

which arguably makes them more legitimate. This is indicated in the finding that they today are asked to help 
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other members. This arguably puts them in a position where they can diffuse models among their members, 

a position they didn’t have prior to entering the project. Thus, this process of co-creation has arguably been 

proven very useful in DI’s quest to gain legitimacy as an actor, providing potentially powerful models within 

the SDG field. In the analysis it has been presented how also the project participants have increased their 

legitimacy in the field, this will be elaborated upon in the next section along with a discussion of whether the 

SDG field has become more established. 

6.4 Has the SDG field Emerged to Become more Structured?  

In the analysis it has been presented how the tools, models and norms from the SDG project diffuse beyond 

the scope of the project. This is evident in how this group of organizations and professionals are meeting 

with other organizations to discuss and share their insights from the SDG project and their process of 

implementing the SDGs. In the analysis, it has been presented that this indicates that these actors have 

become legitimate within the SDG field. Thereby it can be argued that through the SDG project these actors 

have mutually legitimated each other through the project process. In this discussion it has been argued that 

the SDG field was in its infancy when SDG project started, and this makes it relevant to discuss whether the 

field has emerged to become more established. Fields exist to the extent that they are institutionally defined, 

and this occurs through the process of structuration, which then, in the long run, leads to homogeneity 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983) the process of structuration happens 

in four parts. First, through an increasing interaction among organizations in the field (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). Second, through the emergence of sharply defined interorganizational structures of domination and 

coalition (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Third, through increasing information loads that the organizations 

must contend (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Fourth, through the development of the mutual awareness 

among participants in organizations that they are involved in common enterprise (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). This section will discuss how the findings of this paper can be related to these four parts of 

structuration, however, it will not conclude on whether or not this is the case as this requires an empirical 

analysis of the field. 

In relation to the first part of structuration, it is clear that the project participants and DI interacted during 

the SDG project. Further, this group of organizations and professionals are finding themselves in a situation 

where they are asked to actively engage in the SDG agenda in Denmark. Through a number of different 

sparring sessions, events, workshops and articles DI as well as the interviewed companies are asked to share 

their knowledge with other organizations and professionals aiming to implement the SDGs into their business 

strategy. Thus, it can be argued that the SDG project, providing these organizations with legitimacy on the 

SDG agenda, has also increased the interaction with other actors in the field. Further, DiMaggio and Powell 
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(1983) argue how professionalization occurs simultaneously to the structuration of the field. Given that 

interaction has increased in the SDG field and, thus, that the professional network around SDGs is also 

increasing this also contributes to the structuration in the field.  

Whether structures of the domination and coalition are defined is less established in the data. However, 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue how “professional and trade associations provide other areas in which 

center organizations are recognized and their personnel given positions of substantive and ceremonial 

influence” (p. 153). This seems to be true also for the case of DI and the companies interviewed for this 

project. Thus, it can be argued that through the participation in the SDG project and the branding this has 

contributed with, the participants have arguably gone from being test pilots to becoming frontrunners in the 

SDG field. This can be identified in the fact that DI and the project participants are spreading the knowledge 

in the field. Through communicating about the SDG project and the progress of the project participants, DI 

are presenting the companies as frontrunners on working with the SDG agenda, potentially making them 

dominant in the field, but this should be examined in the wider field and cannot be determined on the basis 

of this study.  

The third part of structuration is less easy to identify through the empirical analysis of this paper. The 

interviewees have described an increasing awareness around the SDGs in Danish society, this indicates that 

an increasing amount of information about the SDG is circulating in the wider Danish Society, which 

organizations must contend with. This arguably forces organizations towards a direction of implementing the 

SDGs. However, a closer examination of this would be required in order to established whether the 

information load is actually growing in the SDG field.  

Finally, in relation to the fourth part of structuration, it can be argued that a mutual awareness has increased 

during the SDG project among DI and the project participants, in fact it was one of the objectives with the 

project to create a common understanding about the SDGs. When the project participants and DI are 

spreading the knowledge from the project, they might also diffuse common understanding. Further, 

González (2010) and Campbell (2007) argue how organizations will be more likely to engage in socially 

responsible behavior if they belong to a trade or employer association which promotes such behavior. Thus, 

it can be argued that DI, as Denmark's largest business and employers’ organization, has taken an active role 

in promoting the SDG agenda and thereby influence their member community to change accordingly. Thus, 

by engaging with other actors in the field, DI could help the development of a mutual awareness and an 

involvement in the common enterprise. 

Through the discussion of the four parts of structuration, it can be argued that some evidence points towards 

the fact that the SDG field has become more structured. According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983) fields can 
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only be determined through empirical investigation. Thus, more research is required to determine this, as an 

implication of this study is that we have not examined the totality of the field and thereby only assumed its 

existence. Doing this connectedness and structural equivalence should be examined (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983). Indications of these can be found through examples of meetings with other actors within the assumed 

field, however more research is required to determine how the field exists and is structured. If the SDGs field 

is found to be highly structured, it implies, according to DiMaggio and Powell (1983) that onwards a process 

of homogenization will take place. However, the degree of similarity was not examined in this study and thus 

the extent of this cannot been determined. Further, in order to study the homogeneity within a field, a 

longitudinal study has to be undertaken. However, the scope of such a study is not only too big for the 

resources of this paper, it can be argued that it in fact it too early to study homogeneity within the emerging 

SDG field, as it is arguably still very diverse. Although, what has been found is that the learnings from the 

project is diffusing beyond its scope and thereby have the potential to influence change at a field level. This 

potential change, however, will be more visible in the future and is challenging to study at this point. 

6.5 Conclusion of Discussion 

This section has presented a discussion of the findings in the empirical analysis. In relation to expectation 1, 

it has been argued that the field was in its infancy when the SDG project started evident form the degree of 

diversity among the project participants and that few models and norms existed on how to work with the 

SDGs. The infancy of the field creates complexities around the findings in relation to expectation 2 and 3, 

where an overlap between mimetic and normative isomorphism has been discussed. This overlap implies 

that not only did the SDG project facilitate the mechanisms through diffusing models and facilitating a 

network, it has also facilitated a process of co-creation of the six competencies model which arguably defines 

norms on how to work with the SDGs. Further is has been discussed how the process of co-creation has 

contributed to increasing DIs legitimacy as a business and employers’ organization, enabling them to define 

norms and diffuse models in the context of the greater field. Lastly, the infancy of the field made it relevant 

to discuss whether it has emerged to become institutionally defined through the process of structuration. In 

theoretical terms, this means that a push towards homogenization starts. Whether organizations in the field 

will become more similar is a relevant question for further research and due to the ongoing process of 

knowledge sharing amongst professionals within the field and as organizations change towards SDG 

implementation, we would argue that such a study would be highly relevant and intriguing to undertake. 
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7 Conclusion 
This thesis has studied how the SDG project, initiated by DI, has facilitated the mechanisms of mimetic and 

normative isomorphism amongst a group of organizations. This has been done by looking at the project 

participants’ and DI consultants’ experiences of the project in the end of its process. The thesis has applied 

the theoretical framework of DiMaggio and Powell (1983) and the research has been guided by three 

expectations; 1) that the project participants are a part of the SDG field; 2) that the SDG project facilitated 

mimetic isomorphism through the diffusion of models; and 3) that the SDG project facilitated normative 

isomorphism through increasing cooperation and networking. By interviewing 13 of the 21 participating 

companies as well as 3 DI consultants, we set out to abductively explore these three expectations with the 

aim of answering the question of how the SDG project has facilitated the mechanisms of institutional 

isomorphism. 

Through the empirical analysis, we found that mimetic and normative isomorphism was facilitated in the SDG 

project. This occurred through the creation of a network of professionals who, in a safe space for knowledge 

sharing, could define the methods and conditions of their SDG work as well as through the diffusion of models 

and tools amongst a number of the project participants. Thus, the empirical analysis provided support for all 

three of our expectations as it, firstly, revealed how the project participants are part of the same 

organizational field, i.e. the SDG field. This is identified as the interviewed participants and the DI consultants 

all find the SDGs as being important for business development. Secondly, a number of models were 

developed by DI and diffused amongst at least a number of the project participants, which indicated an 

uneven diffusion of models. Because of this uneven diffusion, a co-creation process enabled a revision of the 

five-step model to become less linear and expanded to include six interrelated competencies. This constitutes 

an unexpected finding and revealed that DI also gained knowledge from using the companies as test pilots. 

Thirdly, a network of professionals was established through which a process of professionalization could take 

place. This process was enabled through the creation of a safe space within which these professionals could 

openly discuss the challenges and opportunities with SDG implementation and hence define the norms for 

their work as professionals working with the SDGs. 

The analysis further revealed an unexpected finding of how DI and the and the project participants are 

experiencing external interest as they are invited to a number of conferences, workshops and meetings 

where they can share their knowledge on SDG implementation with others in the SDG field. This has been 

argued to indicate how these actors have become legitimate in the field. Further, this interaction in the field 

presents an opportunity to diffuse tools, models and norms in the wider SDG field, indicating the prevalence 
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of mimetic and normative isomorphism beyond the scope of the SDG project. However, more research at a 

field level is required to conclude upon this.    

In relation to these findings, it deemed relevant to discuss the maturity of the SDG field, as data indicated 

that it was in its very infancy. Although the field context has not been studied, the diverse maturity levels of 

working with the SDGs among the project participants when entering the SDG project point towards a field 

where few models and norms have been established. Thus, the SDG project can arguably be seen as a means 

through which some of these models and norms could be established. Because of this, the study of the 

mimetic and normative mechanisms and how they have been facilitated through the SDG project, has also 

showed how the mechanisms could empirically intertwine. Since the SDG field is in its infancy, the findings 

indicate that the project process allowed a group of professionals to take part in a process of co-creation 

where they, through the development of the six competencies model, could also define the methods and 

conditions for their professional work.  

Thus, the SDG project facilitated mechanisms of mimetic and normative isomorphism in an attempt to help 

a group of organizations change towards implementing the SDGs. Whether the project has led to 

organizational change is not for this thesis to answer, however, the findings show how the project has 

facilitated a space where a group of organizations more easily can establish what SDG implementation entails 

in a Danish business context. These professionals and organizations are argued to have increased their 

legitimacy in the SDG field and in a position to diffuse models and norms about the SDGs in the wider SDG 

field. Whether they are actively taking part in the structuration of the wider SDG field is also a question for 

further studies to answer, however, it is fair to argue that both DI and the project participants are in a good 

position to take part in influencing the SDG agenda in the SDG field. 

  



 98 

8 References 

 

AISense Inc. (n.d.). Otter Voice Meeting Notes (version 2.1.12) [App] Available from https://otter.ai/ 

 

Boxenbaum, E. (2006). Corporate social responsibility as institutional hybrids. Journal of Business 

Strategies, 23(1), 45. 

 

Brinkmann, S., & Kvale, S. (2015). Interviews: Learning the craft of qualitative research interviewing (Vol. 3). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

 

Buhmann, K., Jonsson, J., & Fisker, M. (2019). Do no harm and do more good too: Connecting the SDGs with 

business and human rights and political CSR theory. Corporate Governance: The International 

Journal of Business in Society. 

 

Campbell, J. L. (2007). Why would corporations behave in socially responsible ways? An institutional theory 

of corporate social responsibility. Academy of management Review, 32(3), 946-967. 

 

Dansk Industri (n.d.-a). Cases fra Danske og udenlandske virksomheder. Retrieved April 16, 2020, from 

https://www.danskindustri.dk/sdg/cases/ 

 

Dansk Industri, (n.d.-b). CSR og bæredygtighed. Retrieved April 16, 2020, from: 

https://www.danskindustri.dk/politik-og-analyser/di-mener/csr/csr-og-global-compact/ 

 

Dansk Industri. (n.d.-c). DI members - Confederation of Danish Industry. Retrieved 13 May 2020, from: 

https://www.danskindustri.dk/english/about-di/di-members/ 

 



 99 

Dansk Industri (n.d.-d). DI’s 2030 Plan – Kort Fortalt. Retrieved April 16, 2020, from: 

https://www.danskindustri.dk/globalassets/billedarkiv/kampagnesites/2030/dis-2030-plan-

2019_pixi_190x165_web.pdf 

 

Dansk Industri. (n.d.-e). FN's verdensmål (SDG) for bæredygtig udvikling - Dansk Industri. Retrieved 13 May 

2020, from: https://www.danskindustri.dk/SDG-verdensmael/ 

 

Dansk Industri. (n.d.-f). Få hjælp og inspiration til at arbejde med verdensmålene - vi er klar med rådgivning 

- Dansk Industri. Retrieved 13 May 2020, from: https://www.danskindustri.dk/SDG-

verdensmael/have-hjalp-og-inspiration/#danske-sdg-programmer 

 

Dansk Industri (n.d.-g). Om Projektet. Retrieved April 16, 2020, from: 

https://www.danskindustri.dk/sdg/om-projektet/ 

 

Dansk Industri (n.d.-h). Who we are. Retrieved April 16, 2020, from: 

https://www.danskindustri.dk/english/about-di/who-are-we/ 

 

Egholm, L. (2014). Philosophy of science: Perspectives on organisations and society. Hans Reitzels Forlag. 

 

Galaskiewicz, J., & Burt, R. S. (1991). Interorganization contagion in corporate philanthropy. Administrative 

science quarterly, 88-105. 

 

Galaskiewicz, J. (1985). Professional networks and the institutionalization of a single mind set. American 

sociological review, 639-658. 

 

Giddens, A. (1979). Central problems in social theory: Action, structure, and contradiction in social 

analysis (Vol. 241). Univ of California Press. 



 100 

 

González, J. M. G. (2010). Determinants of socially responsible corporate behaviours in the Spanish 

electricity sector. Social Responsibility Journal, 6(3), 386-403 

 

Greenwood, R., & Meyer, R. E. (2008). Influencing ideas: A celebration of DiMaggio and Powell 

(1983). Journal of Management Inquiry, 17(4), 258-264. 

 

Hess, D., & Warren, D. E. (2008). The meaning and meaningfulness of corporate social initiatives. Business 

and Society Review, 113(2), 163-197. 

 

Industriens Fond (n.d.). Fra Filantropi til Forretning | Industriens Fond. Retrieved May 13, 20, from 

https://www.industriensfond.dk/FilantropiForretning 

 

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism and collective 

rationality in organizational fields. American sociological review, 147-160. 

 

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1991). Introduction in Powell, W. W., & DiMaggio, P. J., The new 

institutionalism in organizational analysis. University of Chicago press. 

 

Jerolmack, C., & Khan, S. (2014). Talk is cheap: Ethnography and the attitudinal fallacy. Sociological 

Methods & Research, 43(2), 178-209. 

 

Kharas, H., & Zhang, C. (2014). New agenda, new narrative: What happens after 2015?. SAIS Review of 

International Affairs, 34(2), 25-35. 

 



 101 

Marquis, C., Glynn, M. A., & Davis, G. F. (2007). Community isomorphism and corporate social 

action. Academy of management review, 32(3), 925-945. 

 

Masocha, R., & Fatoki, O. (2018). The role of mimicry isomorphism in sustainable development 

operationalisation by SMEs in South Africa. Sustainability, 10(4), 1264. 

 

Matten, D., & Moon, J. (2008). “Implicit” and “explicit” CSR: A conceptual framework for a comparative 

understanding of corporate social responsibility. Academy of management Review, 33(2), 404-424. 

 

Miles, M., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaňa, J. (2014). Chapter 4–fundamentals of qualitative 

analysis. Qualitative Data Analysis, A Methods Sourcebook (3rd ed). 

 

Misani, N. (2010). The convergence of corporate social responsibility practices. Management Research 

Review, 33(7), 734-748 

 

QSR International (1999). NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis Software (version 12) [Software]. Available from: 

https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/support-

services/nvivo-downloads 

 

Scheyvens, R., Banks, G., & Hughes, E. (2016). The private sector and the SDGs: The need to move beyond 

‘business as usual’. Sustainable Development, 24(6), 371-382. 

 

Scott, W. (1995). Institutions and organizations. Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage. 

 

Schönherr, N., Findler, F., & Martinuzzi, A. (2017). Exploring the interface of CSR and the sustainable 

development goals. Transnational Corporations, 24(3), 33-47. 



 102 

 

Stake, R. (2020). Case Studies. In N.K. Denzin & Y.S. Lincoln, Handbook of Qualitative Research, (2nd ed., pp. 

435-454). London: Sage. 

 

Suchman, M. C. (1995). Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches. Academy of 

management review, 20(3), 571-610. 

 

Timmermans, S., & Tavory, I. (2012). Theory construction in qualitative research: From grounded theory to 

abductive analysis. Sociological theory, 30(3), 167-186. 

 

The UN (n.d.). Communications materials, Retrieved 13 May 2020 from: 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ 

 

UN General Assembly (2015), Resolution 70/1. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (25 September 2015). A/RES/70/1, Retrieved March 5, 2020 from: 

https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E  

 

UN Global Compact and Accenture (2019). The 2019 United Nations Global Compact—Accenture Strategy 

CEO Study on Sustainability. Retrieved May 13, 2020, from: 

https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-109/Accenture-UNGC-CEO-Study.pdf#zoom=40 

 

van Zanten, J. A., & van Tulder, R. (2018). Multinational enterprises and the Sustainable Development 

Goals: An institutional approach to corporate engagement. Journal of International Business 

Policy, 1(3-4), 208-233. 

 

Wooten, M., & Hoffman, A. J. (2017). Organizational fields past, present and future. logics. The Sage 

Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism, Sage, London, 55-74. 


