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The roles of intertextual relations in corporate codes of conduct 

 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this working paper is to present and discuss a minor study of corporate codes 

of conduct as texts and as instruments for the disclosure of ethical principles of a company. A 

goal, of both the paper and the ongoing project it is based on, is to contribute to the critical 

discussion of corporate social responsibility as a normative practice and also as mediated 

communication between different types of actors. The paper does then include the 

perspectives of, 1) the development of and use of codes of conduct and 2) the code of conduct 

as a document, text and genre. The latter perspective is definitely uncommon in contemporary 

studies of codes of conducts and corporate social responsibility (CSR) than the first. Codes of 

conduct area common subject for studies focused on general discussions of CSR, governance 

and/or ethics but more less so as representations of language or as means of communication. 

However, the importance of codes of conducts as communication of ideas and values and as 

language-in-use or as texts-in-society (Blommaert 2005) is often overlooked or taken for 

granted, and this should also be seen as a starting point of the study. 

 

Corporate codes of conducts are obviously “texts” in a more mundane aspect and this is in 

itself not a reason for a study or discussion outside the field of language studies in general or 

the field of language for specific purposes. The primary motivation for a language-based 

discussion on codes in relation to the development of CSR and corporate self-regulation is 

instead the view of codes as instruments of communication and as texts belonging to a more 

or less fixed textual genre. The notion of genre is central here where ideas of typicality, form 

and function are central in order to better understand how texts are situated and used in 

society and by different groups of users (i.e. both authors and readers, see Swales 1990).  
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Why then study codes of conduct as texts and language in use? A basic analytical approach 

underpinning this study is that texts always are related to other texts – they are intertextual. 

This means that all texts are more or less dialogical in terms of involvement of their reader(s). 

It also means that texts have links and relations to other texts in several ways, which can be 

expressed as chains of texts. The idea of chains of texts has its background in the bakhtinian 

view of literature and language, which has become a useful and influential tool for analysis in 

literature studies as well as in discourse-oriented linguistics (see Allen 2000). The original 

ideas of Bakhtin (1981) were not presented as a methodology or even worded as a theory of 

intertextuality but have over the years been adapted in critical discourse analysis (see 

Blommaert 2005; Fairclough 1992, 1995) and other schools of language studies among many 

others. An inspirational study for the methodology of this paper is Solin (2004) who has 

studied intertextual relations and chains of texts in the field of environmental omissions and 

the relations and meaning making between different genres of texts such as governmental 

reports and the tabloid press. A study on lexical elements of codes of conduct by Béthoux et 

al (2007) also shows the importance of how codes of conducts depend on language and in 

being texts for the framing of content and orientation towards different stakeholders and 

especially company employees. 

 

Intertextuality and codes of conduct 

 

The idea of dialogicity is a central part in the notion of intertextuality; texts are related to texts 

and this means that meaning (and meaning making) also is relational and not fixed to a certain 

text. How we make sense of a certain text at hand depends on our individual possibilities to 

"see", "read" and make sense of its related texts (Allen 2000; Solin 2004). Intertextual 

relations may be direct or manifest; parts from other texts are directly visible in a text at hand, 

by the use of quotes, reported speech or by direct excerpts from other texts. In this study, 

references to other named texts such as codes or standards are examples of manifest or 

explicit intertextuality (Fairclough 1992). A subtler and perhaps also more common way to 

use and identify intertextual relations are as implicit traces of other texts in the ways of loans 

from other genres, styles or voices. This has been labeled as interdiscursivity (Blommaert 

2005; Fairclough 1992) and can be traced to the original ideas of Bakhtin on the many-

voicedness or heteroglossia or all utterances – text and talk. A related approach is taken by 

Linell (1998) with the notion of recontextualization as being "the dynamic transfer-and-
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transformation of something from one discourse/text-incontext ... to another" (Linell 

1998:144f; Solin 2004:271). The idea of recontextualization also brings on the change of 

meaning when something is moved from one text to another. To shape an advertisement as a 

private letter brings in the form and function of the original genre but it is also altered by its 

presence in a new context, a new genre and with the expectations of new functions. 

 

The analytic approach of this study is to see codes of conducts as having both explicit and 

implicit intertextual relations and as being parts in potential chains of texts. A code of conduct 

of a corporation are, as an example, related to other codes of conduct of other corporations, 

i.e. in horizontal text chains, in the sense that codes are used in similar ways by companies 

and that these codes share similar formal and functional traits. Given the relational nature of 

texts, codes of conduct are also related to other types of texts. A vertical chain of texts does 

then imply relations between different types of texts, which may or may not bring light to 

patterns of hierarchy and power. From a rhetorical point of view, this means that corporate 

codes of conduct may use other types of texts for the strengthening of company authority, for 

more transparent disclosure of ideas and values and for communicating a clear image of 

company ethos or even a company brand. To place codes of conduct in vertical text chains is 

therefore a methodological start for the analysis and the study and further operationalized by 

more specific research questions. How are corporate codes of conduct construed as texts? 

How are a sample of codes of conduct explicitly related to other texts, which can be perceived 

as references to values and ethics? What types of external references are made in a code? 

How are these references mediated? Is it possible to distinguish patterns of conformity and 

norms in such reference making? Are there differences in terms of usage between types of 

references made and perhaps also between companies and branches of industry?  

 

These questions are mainly of an empirical nature and addressed in the limited study of codes 

of conduct from 17 multinational corporations listed on the Swedish stock exchange OMX 

Nordic1. The empirical part of the study does further lead to a discussion where more 

questions of the intertextual relations of codes can be raised. Are intertextual relations 

important in the studied sample of corporate codes? Is it possible to talk about genre or genres 

of codes of conduct, based on studies of uses of relations and voice in the texts? How is 

                                                
1 See http://www.nasdaqomxnordic.com 
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responsibility formed in these codes of conduct by interplay of content presentation, text 

functions and form? 

 

The framework of corporate codes of conduct  

 

Corporate codes of conduct are voluntary instruments of self-regulation. Contemporary use of 

corporate codes of conducts has been called a second wave of voluntary codes (Kolk et al 

1999; Jenkins 2001). The first wave took place in the 1970's where model or template codes 

for corporate use where developed by organizations like the UN and the ILO in order to meet 

injustices between developed and developing countries. Companies and organizations did not 

pick up this effort and it was not until the 1990's that a new wave of code development and 

usage took place. The use of voluntary codes began in US corporations and has since then 

spread to the rest of world. In Sweden, companies have largely adopted codes since the early 

2000's even if earlier examples also can be found. Codes are in general focused on the 

company impact on social conditions and the environment (Jenkins 2001). The fast 

dissemination of codes of conduct has been attributed to the spread of globalization and the 

creation of global value chains (Jenkins 2001) where companies become part in vast chains of 

actions in other countries and in contexts that differ from home industry situations. The 

development towards increased globalization and the dependence on value chains has then 

resulted in a void of regulation where corporate self-regulation has been presented as a 

solution and to which codes of conduct belong as an instrument.  

 

Another cause for the increased use of codes of conduct has been the pressure on more 

responsible and ethical behaviour of companies from customer groups, NGO's and watchdog 

organizations together with the almost panoptical possibilities of the Internet society of today. 

Codes have then become a widespread type of document and are a central issue of discussion 

and for research in the also growing field of corporate social responsibility or CSR. The 

possible correlation between companies with codes of conduct and performance is especially 

an area of interest for research. In the last then years, the United Nations Global Compact 

(UNGC) has become a specific initiative for raising awareness of corporate global 

responsibility. The UNGC is a United Nations initiative to encourage businesses worldwide to 

adopt sustainable and socially responsible policies, and to report on their implementation 

(UNGC 2011). The initiative has however also received critique that it lacks possibilities for 

monitoring and sanctioning participants and also for admitting corporate members that do not 
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comply with other established standards and that actually breaks other types of human rights 

agreements2. 

 

A sample of companies and their codes of conduct 

 

The material for this study is texts, labeled as codes of conduct or similar, from 17 

corporations listed on the large cap list of the OMX Nordic Stockholm exchange. The sample 

of companies is presented in appendix 1. The corporations are all well known and established 

since long in their fields of trade, with international presence, both in terms of ownership and 

business. The corporations are selected because they are generally perceived as prominent and 

in some cases also word leading in their respective areas. The selected companies are 

generally seen as Swedish or Scandinavian even if they are owned by multinational 

shareholders and with headquarters outside Sweden. A reason for these criteria of selection is 

that Sweden and Scandinavia are seen as parts of the world with high standards of business 

ethics and low levels of corruption and that Swedish companies also have a long presence as 

multinational enterprises. The companies' stocks are listed as major equity or "large cap" on 

the Stockholm exchange and they have sizeable numbers of employees, both in Sweden and 

in the rest of the world. Three of the selected companies are labeled as world leading ethical 

companies in their respective fields3. The sample of corporations should also be seen as 

representative for the development of the Swedish economy and industry with companies 

from manufacturing, retail, service and finance.  

 

The chosen companies are further good examples of more overarching changes in the 

Swedish economy where the transition from national business orientation to international 

orientation and globalization is perhaps the most prominent change over the last 30 years. But 

these changes also encompass the complex relations between the Swedish national state and 

the companies in terms of ownership, market deregulations and mutual dependencies. It is 

possible to distinguish a transition over time where larger Swedish companies today are far 

more globally than nationally oriented, not only in business terms but also in their self-

presentation (Tengblad & Ohlsson 2010). Another  issue is that Swedish companies have 

come to rely more on self-regulation than on co-operation with official stakeholders such as 
                                                
2 The Global Compact Critics as an example: http://www.globalcompactcritics.net/ 
3 Electrolux, H&M and SCA (Ethisphere website 2011). 
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government authorities when it comes to communication of responsibility and of a more 

general public image (see Tengblad & Ohlsson 2010). The increased uses of an up-to-date 

corporate code of conduct as a regulatory instrument, and perhaps also as an indirect 

marketing strategy, can be seen as a part in these changes. Further, the homogeneity of a 

predominantly Swedish staff of employees cannot be taken for granted anymore since the 

large national companies increasingly are multinational enterprises. A possible assumption is 

therefore the necessity to present work place norms and business ideals for a multicultural 

staff in many countries of operation and also for a broader group of stakeholders than before. 

 

The codes as documents and texts 

 

The selected codes are documents in the sense that they are parts in the public information of 

companies. The codes are accessible from the company websites and it is in most cases 

possible to order the code in print form from the website. All the 17 codes are also presented 

as distinct pdf-files, which are downloadable even if the main message sometimes is 

reformulated elsewhere on the company website. The codes differ significantly in side length 

(see appendix 1) and overall design even if they basically focus the same issues and present 

similar content. It is clear that the codes are designed for being documents since they are 

formated as pdf-files in all corporations. This gives the codes status as text artefacts as they 

are "codes" in a physical way; they are possible to be downloaded, to be printed and to be 

produced in paper form. When the codes are "coded" as documents, they are given a certain 

level of importance by the company. They are obviously also texts that carry content and are 

presumed to function in specific ways, which makes it necessary to see the code of conduct as 

a text genre.  

 

Naming is framing 

The naming of a specific genre is an important since genre names and name recognition make 

texts stabile and possible to code for usage, i.e. labels like fantasy novel, research report or 

cookbook recipe all denote recognizable genres with certain connotations to form, function 

and traditions. To name, and subsequently also to code, is a recurring trait in the use of 

established and commonly recognized genres. The name or title "code of conduct" is present 

in 14 of the sampled 17 texts and it is usually linked with the company name as in "the SCA 

code of conduct". In those cases where the name "code of conduct" not is used, a similar 

wording can be found such as "the business code of practice", "the business principles of Alfa 
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Laval" or "the Electrolux workplace standard". Even if these examples of code texts are 

named differently, they are still referred to as "codes" and do not differ from others in use or 

in internal reference on company websites. The code of conduct as a genre does then appear 

to be a relatively established by name and in frequent usage in the sample corporations. In 

comparison with all the 58 listed companies in the OMX Stockholm exchange (as of May 

2011), a significant majority (45) present distinct codes of conduct on their websites, which 

further strengthens the code of conduct as an established genre in use. A notable exception is 

the major Swedish investment companies, which however form a small group of the listed 

companies and where references generally seem to be made to codes of owned companies. 

 

The codes of conduct of the 17 sampled companies share several similarities in terms of text 

structure and reader orientation, despite their differences in length (see appendix 1). Such 

similarities further helps to distinguish the code of conduct as a distinct genre since 

assumptions on fixed text structures often is a prerequisite for recognizing a genre, especially 

in non-fiction texts (see Swales 1990; Skulstad 2002). A systematic and detailed mapping of 

the text structure of the codes at hand is not in the immediate scope of this paper but a short 

description of the code content and general structure is helpful when understanding the code 

of conduct as an established genre and also for the analysis of the references to relations that 

are made in the codes. The codes are, despite differences in length, generally reader-oriented 

and with the guidance of a "company voice" as a recurring theme. The company is usually 

manifested as "we", with a monologic author voice, sometimes directly from the CEO or as 

the manifest voice of the organization. The voice of the CEO is most commonly heard in the 

initial parts of the codes. The proposed reader may in most cases be identified as employee 

even if other stakeholders such as contractors or shareholders also are directly addressed as in 

the example from H&M below:  

 
This Code of Conduct specifies what we require from our suppliers, their subcontractors and other 

business partners in order to fulfil our commitment to our Board of Directors, to our employees, to 

our customers, to our shareholders and to other stakeholders. It is the responsibility of H&M’s 

suppliers and other business partners to inform their subcontractors about H&M’s Code of 

Conduct and Policy for Homework, and to ensure that these are implemented in every factory and 

workplace that produces, finishes packs or otherwise handles goods or performs services for 

H&M. (H&M, code of conduct) 
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A common strategy is the use of an initial text part where the company CEO asks the 

reader/employee to carefully read and always be aware of the principles stated in the code of 

conduct at hand, and also invokes the company ethics and values as presented in the code as 

being always present in company management. The example below from the code of conduct 

of ABB is an example of this:  

 
We want to be recognized as a world-class leader in everything we do, and we want all our 

stakeholders to be proud of their association with ABB. 

I urge you to read the Code thoroughly and play your part in turning into action the high standards 

of conduct which all our stakeholders expect of ABB. 

Finally, if you are unsure about how to behave in any specific situation, please do not hesitate to 

speak to your management, HR or local compliance officer for support and guidance. 

Thank you for your personal contribution to ABB’s overall commitment to compliance 

and integrity in everything we do. (ABB, code of conduct) 

 

The passages that follow are in general focused on company activities and thematized where 

use of company assets, communication with stakeholders, work place conditions, the 

environment, human resources management and competition with other companies are 

recurring areas in all sampled codes. Industry specific themes appear for certain industries, 

such as the disclosure of financial information in the codes of bank companies or fair 

treatment of young age workers in codes of manufacturing companies with branches in 

developing countries. The clear orientation towards an employee-reader in the sampled codes 

is very much in line with the results of the linguistic analysis of code content by Béthoux et al 

(2007). The authors shows that their sample of codes have the companies' employees as main 

target group and that the employees are responsible for the implementation of the principles 

stated in the codes, and also to protect the assets of the company (Béthoux et al 2007:77). The 

relative homogeneity when it comes to disclosed content and the format used in my sample of 

codes, despite differences in code length, gives an indication that the code of conduct is quite 

stable as a text genre. The 17 codes from separate companies in different industries tend to be 

more similar than different in content structure, author tone and language style. Given the 

reciprocal nature of texts-in-use and discourse practices, this stability of a labeled genre 

would also be an indicator of the conventionalization of how a corporate code should function 

from a company point of view (Fairclough 1992). 
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Intertextual relations in the codes of conduct 

 

To study the intertextual relations of codes conduct means the use of close reading techniques 

as a primary methodological tool. As a first step, all codes of conduct in the sample have been 

closely read and all possible references to external sources have been marked and evaluated. 

As a second step, references have been categorized after type of source and category relations 

have been interpreted. The results are both an organization of possible references and an 

analysis of relations between such references and the codes of conduct. The results are 

presented in commentary discussion below and illustrated with tables and examples.  

 

Explicit references to other codes - upward relations 

The sampled codes of conduct from the 17 companies all have relations that can be 

categorized as "upward" in a vertical text chain. This means that explicit references are made 

to other types of texts where regulations, ethics and values are central issues. These texts can 

sometimes also be labeled as "codes" even if they not necessarily are named in that way. I 

have categorized these references to other codes based on their affiliation, content and 

function. A majority of these references are codes that are multilateral and well-known 

declarations of human rights. This category includes United Nations declarations together 

with similar protocols and standards from other international organizations such as the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) or the The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD). These types of texts are referred to in almost all the sampled 

codes of conduct as shown in appendix 2. Three company codes do not include any external, 

upward references at all: ABB, Nordea and Volvo Group. The remaining 14 companies all 

make some kind of references to an external code, and the frequency of mentions are shown 

in table 1 below.  
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Table 1: mentioned external codes in frequency order 
Text/code Referred to in number of codes 

(of 17) 
UN Declaration of Human Rights 
ILO Declaration of Fundamental Principles of Work or separate ILO 
Conventions 

9 
9 

UN Global Compact 
OECD Guidelines for Multinational Companies/Enterprises 

5 
5 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 2 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
Declaration of Helsinki 
Good Clinical Practice and Good Laboratory Practice 
IFPMA Code of Pharmaceutical Marketing Practices 
WHO Guidelines for drug donations 
The Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 
The UN Convention Against Corruption 
BSR Guidelines 
Swedish Code of Corporate Governance  

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

 

As seen in table 1, the UN Declaration of Human Rights is mentioned in 9 of 17 codes. The 

ILO Declaration of Principles of Work or separate ILO Conventions add up to the same 

frequency of references. The UN Global Compact and the OECD Guidelines for 

Multinational Companies are both mentioned in five of the sampled codes. These five texts 

are accompanied by some 10 other types of codes or standards where the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child is the only one mentioned twice. The rest are referred to in one code of 

conduct only where several such "one-time codes" are found in the same code, e.g. references 

to medical-oriented standards appear mainly in the code of medical company Astra Zeneca. It 

is possible to distinguish a pattern of references to a more broad set of codes of ethical rights, 

which are mentioned in several of the sampled codes and to a more specific set of codes or 

standards, invoked by certain companies. Examples from the broad set of codes such as the 

UN Declaration of Human Rights or the ILO standards are then always present in reference 

when other, more specific, codes such as the Swedish Code of Corporate Governance or the 

Declaration of Helsinki are referred to. 

 

Explicit references to legislation 

When analyzing the sample of codes of conduct, it is clear that references to legislation or 

related standards based on some kind of agreement or regulation are very common. 

References in this category are actually more common than the explicit references to external 

codes or standards mentioned above. All of the 17 sampled codes include references to 

legislation where a generic adherence to "laws", "legislation" and "international", "national" 

or "local" laws mostly is used. These kind of references are present in all codes but several 
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examples of more specific references occur together with references to the environmental 

management ISO 14001 standard as shown in table 2 below:  

 

Table 2: references to specific legislation/standards in frequency order 
Category reference Referred to in number of codes (of 17) 
competition laws, antitrust laws, anti-corruption laws 5 
labour laws [and similar] 
ISO 14001 

4 
4 

money-laundering laws 
environmental laws 
safety regulations [and similar] 
data protection laws 

1 
1 
1 
1 

 

The most frequent subcategory is references to laws against competition, trusts and corruption 

with five separate mentions in the code sample. Labour laws or similar have together with 

ISO 14001 four references per category. The remaining posts are single references to other 

types of specific laws.  

 

Other types of references 

The external explicit references of the codes are several and they can be patterned into a broad 

set of internationally acknowledged sets of declarations or standards that are generally 

recognized in a majority of the sampled of codes of conduct. The same pattern can be seen for 

"laws" and "legislation" on a very general level, where all the 17 codes in the sample adhere 

to laws in general ways. More specific codes and laws are also mentioned in a number of 

codes. But in the close reading analysis of the code text, it is also clear that there are many 

references to other types of relations, which are not so easily categorized. These references 

may be treated as explicit or manifest intertextual relations in some cases but there are also 

examples of more subtle or implicit references, which come closer to being interdiscursive 

references. Hence, they are more difficult to determine and identify and they deserve a similar 

systematic description and discussion as the more explicit references presented above.  

 

In a majority of these more unclear references, an unbound reference is made to "human 

rights" or "ethical principles". The generic reference is not backed by an explicit code such as 

the UN Declaration of Human Rights or similar. As seen in the table presentation of 

references in appendix 2, these references are common and also often directly accompanied 

by more explicit references to named external codes or standards elsewhere in the text. 

Another category is adherence to company specific values such as "Sandvik's business ethics 
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and values " or "our core values". These references are line with the dominating employee-

orientation of corporate codes reported in Béthoux et al (2007). The codes are predominantly 

oriented towards an employee-reader with a message of encouragement to follow and 

implement the code standards that is underlined with references to a company-specific ethic. 

In line with this, a category of references to contextual or more subjective relations is 

recognized in the sample codes. This concerns references to "good judgment and common 

sense" in the code of conduct from Astra Zeneca or to "integrity and good judgment" in the 

code of Getinge. The financial corporation SEB applies directly to its employees with a 

reference to "your sound judgment". As discussed in the study of Béthoux et al (2007), 

employees are usually directly addressed in codes of conduct and they also play an important 

part in the implementation of a code of conduct from a company perspective. A final and 

perhaps more unclear category of relations concerns references to what can be labeled as 

"local customs" or "local culture". These associations are mainly made in text parts formed 

around themes of corruption and competition where the sampled corporations make 

statements on their principles of fair business. This is mainly done by references to 

legislation, in general or more specific, but also by address to "local" limits or customs. This 

pattern of what can be called hedging the responsibility by appealing to local praxis is found 

in a minority of the sampled codes but still remains a category of some frequency, and 

subsequently also of interest. 

 

Relation types 

 

The references described so far can be organized in categories of explicit and more implicit 

references. The mapping and organizing into categories is useful in the sense that it gives an 

overview of what relations are made in the codes of conduct and facilitates a description of 

possible text chains. Further, more implicit and interdiscursive relations are found, as 

presented in the previous passage. The presentation of categories of explicit and implicit 

intertextual relations leads to a discussion of how these relations are mobilized and used in the 

sampled codes of conduct. The following part of the paper is therefore focused on how the 

explicit references are framed in the codes and also a more detailed discussion on possible 

patterns of the interdiscursive relations found in the codes. 

 

Explicit references to other types of codes are, as shown above, clearly focused on known and 

well-recognized texts from multinational organizations like the UN, ILO and OECD among 
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the most mentioned. A majority of the 17 selected codes mentions at least one major external 

code and only three companies refrain from such references completely. The mere frequency 

of referred codes gives an indication that vertical text chains exist between the codes of 

conduct and other standards of ethics and principles. But how are these external codes 

referred to? The modalities of references and relations are an interesting feature in this respect 

and this is typically shown in actions and processes taking place in the texts (see Fairclough 

1992). A typical way of expressing modality in relation to an external reference in the sample 

of codes is by the use of phrases with the verb support. The sampled companies show in text 

that they support especially the broad and generally recognized declarations of human rights 

or of workers rights. The code of conduct of Astra Zeneca has the following wording:  

 
Astra Zeneca supports the principles set out in the UN Declaration of Human Rights, and our 

policies detail our high standards of employment practice. These include respecting diversity and, 

as a minimum, complying with national legal requirements regarding wages and working hours. 

We also support the International Labour Organisation’s standards regarding child labour and 

minimum age. (Astra Zeneca, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

A similar example comes from the code of Atlas Copco where the company lists the 

supported codes initially in the publication:  

 
The main international ethical guidelines supported by Atlas Copco are:  

United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

International Labour Organization Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work  

United Nations Global Compact 

OECD's Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises 

(Atlas Copco, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

These two examples have in common that the support passages are found in the beginning of 

the code. This foregrounds a message of support and the external codes are not mentioned or 

referred to further by the companies. Another example comes from the financial company 

SEB, where the support of human rights by reference to a code or guideline appears in the 

middle of the publication, which makes it less prominent:  
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SEB also supports the principles stated in the United Nations Global Compact and the OECD 

guidelines for multinational companies. SEB has thereby pledged to undertake certain 

measures such as continuous reporting, accounting for, and following up, of our commitments and 

goals. (SEB, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

To express support of a code or guideline is also varied in the use of phrases that express 

respect to principles or a guideline or that recognizes human rights. This is a related and 

common strategy in the sample of codes such as in the following examples:  

 
Nokia will respect human dignity and promote human rights. Nokia recognizes, with the 

international community, that certain human rights should be considered fundamental and 

universal, based on accepted international conventions and practices, such as those of the United 

Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights. (Nokia, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

We respect the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights and recognize our 

responsibility to observe those rights that apply to our performance toward our employees and the 

communities in which we operate. (Skanska, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

Company statements of external code support or respect are found in several of the code 

examples and can be said to be in majority as a framework of general modality in references 

to external codes. Another approach is to state that a code of conduct is based on external 

codes or guidelines. These examples are fewer but are still employed in at least three of the 

sampled codes. A typical example of this strategy comes from the code of the clothes retail 

corporation H&M: 

 
We base our requirements mainly on internationally agreed standards such as the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and applicable ILO 

Conventions, as well as national legislation. (H&M, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

A more elaborated version comes from the code of conduct of telecommunications 

corporation Ericsson:  
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Ericsson has based its CODE OF CONDUCT on the United Nations Global Compact, an 

international initiative which is supported by corporations around the world to ensure 

accountability in the areas noted above. 

[...] 

* The Ericsson CODE OF CONDUCT is based on the United Nation Global Compact’s ten 

principles derived from: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, The International Labor 

Organization’s Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, The Rio Declaration on 

Environment and Development and The United Nations Convention Against Corruption. 

(Ericsson, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 

The second part in the Ericsson example is a footnote explanation where the input codes of 

the UN Global Compact are presented in detail, i.e. more external agreements and 

declarations from several high-authority sources such as the Rio Declaration on Environment 

and Development or the United Nations Convention Against Corruption. In this case, a local 

vertical chain of text can be formed from the well-known and established declarations by 

recognized organizations to the UN Global Compact and to the Ericsson code of conduct. 

Examples of completely visible vertical text chains are however rare in the other codes of 

conduct where more general or fleeting statements are made in reference to external sources 

of ethic principles. A tentative conclusion is that there is a slight semantic difference in 

statements of support and respect of an external code or in based on an external code. What 

this might possibly mean in terms of implementation or adherence to certain principles is a 

question that deserves further studies and extended analysis. But even at this level it can be 

stated that the use of these two categories of reference show some possible difference in the 

relation between external codes of authority and a company approach to principle adherence. 

To be based on the UN Declaration of Human Rights is maybe an indication of a stronger 

relation than that a company supports human rights as in the UN Declaration? 

 

The references to external codes of ethical authority are present in the majority of the sampled 

codes and it is relatively clear that these references play some sort of role for establishing the 

codes of conduct as a regulatory instrument for employees and other stakeholder groups. The 

companies' adherence to law and legislation in the codes is similar in reference strategy but 

the modalities shown for this category are stronger and perhaps also more homogenic than the 

references made to external codes. In general, the company sample shows a universal strong 

compliance to "laws and legislation" and with coverage of several levels of laws as stated as 

"local", "national" or "international" laws. A common strategy is to label the level of law 
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compliance as the lowest or minimum level and that the code of conduct of the company 

strives for a higher standard. A typical example comes from the SCA code of conduct: "SCA 

will as a minimum comply with all applicable legislative and regulatory requirements.". The 

code is then a higher standard than the surrounding legal requirements and this is often 

directly formulated towards the reader-employee:  

 
The Code sets out minimum standards that SEB expects you to meet or exceed. Ethical behaviour 

is important as it fosters trust and confidence, our greatest assets. (SEB, code of conduct) 

 

Cases of strong modality when stating compliance to legislation and laws is interesting when 

put in contrast with statements of adjustments to "local culture" or "customs" as previously 

mentioned as a more dynamic or unclear category of adherence to principles. These types of 

relations are typically present in text themes of competition and corruption. It is generally 

stated the companies in the sample obviously strictly follows laws and regulations in this 

specific field. But a number of examples of adjustment are found in the sampled codes where 

some sort of hedging of this responsibility occurs. Examples of this hedging strategy are 

found in the codes of medical company Astra Zeneca and in medical technology supplier 

Getinge:  

 
We must not use, or consent to the use of, any of our corporate funds, resources or facilities to 

support a governmental entity, political organisation, party or candidate, except where permitted 

by law and where acceptable as part of local custom and practice with respect to 

government/industry engagement. (Astra Zeneca, code of conduct, my emphasis) 

 
Gifts, entertainment, compensation and personal favours may be offered to a third party only if 

they are modest in value and consistent with customary business practice. (Getinge, code of 

conduct, my emphasis) 

 

Albeit this is a modest strategy of a somewhat weaker modality than in the compliance to 

general legislation, it still forms a minor pattern in the sample of codes. There seems to be 

room for some levels of pragmatism in the codes.  
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Discussion – intertextual relations in the codes of conduct 

 

The limited study of the sample of 17 corporate codes of conduct gives some tentative 

answers to the empirical questions raised initially. The studied codes are similar in function 

and content presentation and also in the orientation towards employees as expected primary 

readers even if other stakeholders also are addressed. It is possible to see and describe 

intertextual relations in the codes and there are several examples of explicit references to 

external sources. The two dominating categories of intertextual relations by explicit 

references are to other standards of authority and to references of legislation. These are 

references that are relatively similar in terms of use when seen over the sample as a whole 

even if the references to legislation and similar are more frequent. There are also more 

implicit or interdiscursive relations as in request to the employee-readers' "common sense" or 

"good judgment". It is possible to distinguish patterns of modality in how the reference 

categories of external codes and legislation appear in the code. The category of legislation on 

a general level is adhered to without hedging of responsibility. All the companies have laws 

and legislation as a primary and outmost guideline. But in the area of non-corruption or 

competition laws there are traces of a somewhat softer approach to applicable laws. The 

interdiscursive or perhaps recontextualized appeals to the readers'/employees' common sense 

are often found in text passages that concern these matters. Appeals to adjustment to local 

culture or customs are another example of this. The adherence to law is however the strongest 

and most widespread intertextual relation found in the sample of codes. The category of 

appeals to external codes and declarations is found in a majority of the codes but the 

modalities or adherences to this category of references are in general not so strong as in the 

case of legislation. There are fewer direct examples of references and a common strategy 

appears to be a claim of support or respect or human or workers' rights as coded in an named 

document, i.e. the UN Declaration of Human Rights, the UNGC or in ILO conventions. More 

specific appeals are made to narrower and subject-oriented documents for example medical 

ethical principles in the code of Astra Zeneca. 

 

The sampled codes from the 17 corporations differ in length (as shown in appendix 1) and it 

is possible to see a pattern where the shorter codes have fewer references than longer ones. It 

is also possible to see a pattern in one subgroup of codes with a more widespread use of 

relations to laws and legislation in general than references to external codes and standards. 

Three companies (ABB, Nordea and Volvo Group) make no references at all to external 
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codes. A tendency towards two strategies of using explicit external references can be seen; the 

first and least common tendency is to have (a relative) balance in references to external codes 

and legislation and to have a minor number of interdiscursive or more dynamic relations to 

company values or by applying to employee responsibility. The codes of Electrolux, Ericsson 

and H&M are examples of codes in this tendency. The other tendency are codes showing a 

heavier dependence on references to law/legislation and to having more interdiscursive 

references, which have unclear grounding or that are aimed for employee action. Typical 

codes for this pattern come from ABB, Nokia, Sandvik and SEB. 

 

Discussion – the purposes of codes of conduct 

 

The tentative answers to the empirical questions are interesting from a language studies and 

genre perspective as they show, albeit limited, that codes of conduct are parts in both 

horizontal and vertical text chains. The similarities between codes in this sample give at hand 

that the code of conduct can be seen as an established genre. The patterns of conformity are 

interesting since codes of conduct are voluntary and not depending on external regulations or 

stipulations, as is the case with the genre of annual reports or in financial disclosures (see 

Skulstad 2002; Ohlsson & Tengblad 2010). The practice of corporate self-regulation and 

taking responsibility in terms of disclosure of ethical principles and transparence has 

apparently resulted in the corporate code of conduct as a necessary public document where a 

vast majority of international corporations are producing and using codes of conduct in 

similar ways. The notion of reciprocality between language-in-use and social practices will 

then help to shed light on possible changes and further development of both codes as texts 

and as instruments for disseminating values and ethical principles. To study the micro levels 

of texts such as codes of conduct is most probably a helpful way for better understanding of 

the development and use of corporate social responsibility. This concerns mainly the 

horizontal relations between codes of conduct and the spread of codes from an US context to 

European and Asian corporations in the 1990's and 2000's belong to such chains.  

 

But possible the placing of codes in vertical text chains and their relations to other types of 

texts has formed the main part of this paper where the upward relations to external codes and 

standards and to legislation have been mainly in focus. The downward relations to internal 

policies and standards used on the floor are equally important and should not be neglected 

even if they have not been studied in detail here. There are, however, several references to 
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policies and local guidelines in the code sample as well as intratextual references to a code 

itself. These referred texts are hard to follow since they in general are part of a company's 

internal information. We can see the chain continuing "down" to company specific texts but it 

is definitely more difficult to study the very implementation of public codes of conduct solely 

from a text analysis perspective – not least since these internal texts are more difficult to 

access. Further studies with ethnographic approaches are probably needed for this purpose. 

 

As a final part of the paper, it seems fit to bring on the "so what?"-question. Is the 

contribution of the paper relevant in a broader and perhaps critical audience of researchers, 

interested in CSR and business ethic? I hope so and I will present some motives for this. The 

use and development of codes of conduct in recent years has resulted in a critical debate 

where several, complex, questions are raised. A central point concerns the fact that corporate 

codes of conduct not are discrete documents to be taken at face value by readers, whether they 

are categorized in stakeholder groups or as corporate analysts. My initial claim that texts are 

dialogical in nature and always stand in relation with other texts is an important clue for better 

understanding of the usage of codes of conduct and it is also an important perspective for a 

critical discussion of corporate social responsibility as a contemporary phenomenon. The 

perspective also implies that the relations between a text, its author and its proposed readers 

as well as its actual readers not are to be treated as stable, easily predictable elements. The 

meaning of a text becomes permanently negotiable and a text holds potential interpretations 

that not always may be expected by its author. The conventions and norms for both producing 

and reading codes of conduct can be seen as stable and fixed within the institutional settings 

of the corporate field but not by others. Contemporary codes of conduct are in general 

attributed to similar functions as described by Jenkins (2001) or Kolk et al (1999), where 

broad presentations of the trend of corporate self-regulation since the 1990’s are included and 

also with a discussion on how to actually take action or to operationalize responsibilities 

disclosed in a code of conduct. The ending words of Kolk et al give a useful summary of a 

potential dilemma: 

 
Extensive evaluation of such instruments is required, as viable monitoring procedures and credible 

coalitions of partners issuing codes will increase the significance of codes of conduct beyond the maxim 

‘words, words, words’. (Kolk et al 1999:175).  
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The apprehension of Kolk et al that codes risk to be reduced to "word, words, words", if not 

monitored and supported by other actors might hold true and may also have some coverage as 

discussed by Lund-Thomsen (2008) in a case study of code stipulations in contrast with the 

reality conditions in producer countries in Asia. My presentation of a vertical text chain 

shows that it is relatively easy for code producers to relate to hierarchically more authorative 

standards such as involvement in the UNGC initiative or by appealing to the UN Declaration 

of Human Rights than to show explicit action-oriented internal texts. The vertical process of 

using upward text relations with higher rhetorical value in terms of authority or ethos in a 

code of conduct may in the end have effect on both how the codes are received and also on 

the incoming high-status text itself. If codes are seen as mere “words, words, words”, this 

attitude may rub off to other, more established texts, since they are increasingly becoming 

related to each other. The dangers of using intertextual relations in ethical instrument making 

is further raised by Baxi (2005): 

 
Of course, no human rights text may by itself stand alone in splendid isolation; each derives its 

normative strength by reiteration of prior texts in the circuit of semiotic overproduction of human 

rights norms. Understandably, all later human rights texts necessarily refer to prior innumerable 

cultural software of ‘hard’ as well as ‘soft’ international law. This intertextuality raises questions 

concerning the integrity of human rights enunciatory instruments. At what point does such an 

amalgam begin to threaten to produce categories of ‘meaningless reference’? – ‘the intelligibility 

question’. Are there ways of determining thresholds for meaningful reference to prior texts?—‘the 

optimality question’. (Baxi 2005:7-8) 

 
If intertextual relations to external codes or to laws and regulations become too obscure and 

too standardized in a plethora of corporate codes, there exists a danger of the credibility of 

corporate self-regulation. The use of codes of conduct should not risk becoming a case of 

stating the obvious or making routine references to values and ethical principles.  
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Appendix 1. Sampled companies from the OMX Stockholm Large cap list 

 
Company Industry No. of employees 

(approx. 2011) 
HQ country Document title Code 

length 
(approx. 
pages) 

ABB power and automation 
technology 

124.000 Switzerland Code of Conduct 28 

Atlas 
Copco 

industrial tooling  33.000 Sweden Code of Conduct 22 

Astra 
Zeneca 

pharmaceutical  62.000 United 
Kingdom 

Business Code of 
Practice 

16 

Alfa Laval manufacturing and 
engineering 

13.000 Sweden The Business 
Principles of Alfa 
Laval 

4 

Electrolux home appliance 
manufacturing 

51.000 Sweden The Electrolux 
Workplace 
Standard 

28 

Ericsson telecommunications 90.000 Sweden Code of Conduct 4 
Getinge medical technology 12.000 Sweden Code of Conduct 7 
H&M retail clothing 59.000 Sweden Code of Conduct 6 
Nokia telecommunications 132.000 Finland Nokia Code of 

Conduct 
8 

Nordea financial services 34.000 Sweden Nordea Code of 
Conduct 

2 

Sandvik engineering (tools) 47.000 Sweden Sandvik's Code of 
Conduct 

2 

SCA paper and pulp industry 45.000 Sweden SCA Code of 
Conduct 

12 

SEB  financial services 19.000 Sweden Code of Business 
Conduct 

27 

Securitas security 280.000 Sweden Securitas Code of 
Conduct 

2 

Skanska  construction 52.000 Sweden Skanska Code of 
Conduct 

4 

SKF manufacturing (bearings) 45.000 Sweden SKF Code of 
Conduct 

2 

Volvo 
Group 

manufacturing 
(commercial vehicles) 

105.000 Sweden Volvo Group Code 
of Conduct 

4 
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Appendix 2. References in the sampled codes of conduct 

 
Company Explicit references to external 

codes 
Explicit references to 
legislation, standards 
and similar 

Other references 

ABB --- laws and regulations 
local legislation 
competition law 
antitrust laws 
applicable law 
money-laundering laws 
procurement laws 
the rule of law 
complex regulatory 
framework 
requirements of 
governmental agencies 

highest standards of business ethics 
and integrity 
the integrity of our words and 
actions 
competitive, free enterprise system 
customary business hospitality 
highest ethical standards 
normal standards of courtesy and 
respect 
ABB's ground rules 
the spirit of environemental laws 
and regulation 

Atlas 
Copco 

UN Declaration of Human 
Rights 
ILO Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work 
UN Global Compact 
OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises 
Global Reporting Initiative  

spirit and letter of the 
laws  
ISO 14001 
local standards [work 
age] 
all applicable laws and 
regulations 

business ethics  
environmental performance 
a shared vision 
core values 
policies related to business ethics 
and social and environmental 
performance 
an environmental perspective 
objective factors 
commitment to environmental and 
social performance 
high reporting standards 
our reputation 

Astra 
Zeneca 

Declaration of Helsinki 
Good Clinical Practice and 
Good Laboratory Practice.  
IFPMA Code of Pharmaceutical 
Marketing Practices 
UN Declaration of Human 
Rights 
the International Labour 
Organisation’s standards 
regarding child labour and 
minimum age 
WHO Guidelines for drug 
donations 

laws and regulations 
relevant laws and 
regulations 
data protection laws 
local laws 
relevant legal and 
regulatory requirements 
legal obligations 
data protection and 
associated laws  
competition and anti-
trust laws 
trade regulations and 
restrictions 

high standards of integrity and 
honesty 
applicable national and international 
codes 
core values 
good judgment and common sense 
high ethical standards  
applicable codes of marketing 
practice 
acceptable as part of local custom 
and practice 
relevant guidelines  
locally established limits 

Alfa Laval UN Global Compact 
OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises 

changing legislation 
law and regulation 
International 
Regulations 

Business Principles 
Core Values 
local culture 
expectations from society 
internationally proclaimed human 
rights 
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Company Explicit references to external 
codes 

Explicit references to 
legislation, standards 
and similar 

Other references 

Electrolux ILO convention No. 138 all applicable laws, 
regulations and 
collective agreements 
national and local law 
updated laws, new or 
revised laws 
applicable collective 
bargaining agreements  
local labour law 
safety legislation 
OHSAS 18001 
sanitation and hygiene 
regulations 
ISO 14001 

ambition to be a good corporate 
citizen 

Ericsson UN Global Compact 
ILO convention No. 138 
UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child 
UN Declaration of Human 
Rights 
ILO Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work 
The Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development 
The UN Convention Against 
Corrpution 

all relevant laws, 
regulations and 
standards 
national laws and 
regulations 
local law 

Human Rights 
internationally proclaimed human 
rights  

Getinge UN Declaration of Human 
Rights 
UN Global Compact 
ILO Principles of Rights at 
Work 
OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Principles 

international and 
national laws and 
regulations 
applicable laws 

local traditions and customs  
integrity and good judgement 

H&M Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights 
UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child 
applicable ILO conventions 
ILO conventions 29, 87, 98, 
100, 105, 111, 135, 138, 170, 
182 
BSR Guidelines 

national legislation 
national law, local law 
local labour laws  
environmental laws 

a responsibility  
long-term, sustainable social and 
environmental standard 
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Company Explicit references to external 
codes 

Explicit references to 
legislation, standards 
and similar 

Other references 

Nokia Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights 

laws and regulations 
the Rule of Law 
all applicable national 
and international laws 
applicable laws and 
regulations 

great amount of responsibility 
highest degree of ethical conduct 
highest standards of ethics/ethical 
conduct 
human rights 
environmental protection 
Nokia Values 
certain human rights are 
fundamental and universal 
accepted international conventions 
and practices 
strict standards 
reasonable hospitality given in the 
ordinary course of business 
ethical, social and environmental 
criteria 

Nordea --- law, regulations, signed 
commitments 

trust and confidence 
good ethics 
the ethical principles  

Sandvik Swedish Code of Corporate 
Governance  
OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises 

legislation or collective 
agreements 
law, regulation and 
international agreements  

international and national business 
ethics 
core values 
Sandvik's business ethics and values 

SCA United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights 

all applicable legislative 
and regulatory 
requirements 
national laws and/or 
collective agreements 
internationally 
recognized labor 
standards 
Antitrust and fair 
competition legislation 

respect, responsibility and 
excellence 
relevant standards 
good faith and mutual respect 
fundamental right of employees to 
decide on whether to be represented 
by recognized unions of their choice 
customs and regulations 
honesty and integrity 
fundamental human rights 

SEB  United Nations Global Compact 
OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Companies 

the laws of all countries 
anti-corruption laws 
applicable law 
local laws 
antitrust and 
competition laws 

people and trust 
High ethical standards, our ethical 
standards 
existing external and internal rules 
ethical behaviour 
core values 
ethics and trust 
best practices 
your sound judgment, highest 
ethical standards 
appropriate international and 
national industry codes of practice 
market principles 

Securitas United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights 
ILO Fundamental Principles on 
Rights at Work 
 

laws 
local laws and 
principles 
national legislation or 
industry standards 
competition legislation 

the highest ethical, moral and legal 
standards 
fundamental basic values 
good corporate citizenship 
fundamental human rights 
mutual respect and dignity 
high ethical standards 
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Company Explicit references to external 
codes 

Explicit references to 
legislation, standards 
and similar 

Other references 

Skanska United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights 
relevant ILO conventions 
International Financial 
Reporting Standards 

national legislation 
applicable national laws 
and principles 
ISO 14001 

ethical business practices 

SKF ILO Convention 138 local minimum-age law 
applicable laws 
ISO 14001 
local legislation 

key areas of responsibility 
similar codes of conduct 
industry standard 

Volvo --- laws and regulations 
mandatory law 

corporate values and culture 
a correct and non-misleading 
manner 
internationally proclaimed human 
rights 

 


