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Abstract 

 

It is widely-assumed that in today’s poly-contextual society, organizations ought to serve a 

plurality of contradictory interests to preserve their license to operate. Little has been written, 

however, on the exact dynamics that precedes such service of society. More specifically, the 

interdependence of framing and legitimacy in adequately serving contradictory interests has 

been remotely neglected. In an aim to fill this gap, an exploratory content analysis was 

performed on a longitudinal case study of Volkswagen Group’s emissions scandal. Passages 

(N = 26,400) were coded that originated from Volkswagen Group (VWG), Volkswagen 

Group’s customers, traditional media, and governmental institutions. Significant differences 

were found between the controversial organization and its primary stakeholders in regard to 

mobilization of higher common principles over time. Given the exploratory nature of this 

study, theory was subsequently generated that reflected on a hierarchy in framing. This 

hierarchy contains first-order and higher-order frames, which are argued to comprise a series 

of interrelated building blocks that eventually lead up to legitimacy. Controversial 

organizations, as such, may strategically draw upon these blocks to help close the gap with its 

challengers and eventually repair legitimacy. 

 

Keywords: framing, legitimacy, higher common principles, higher-order frame, first-order 

frame, corporate communication, public relations. 
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“The only propaganda which will ever tend to weaken itself as the world becomes more 

sophisticated and intelligent, is propaganda that is untrue or unsocial.”  

 

Edward L. Bernays, Propaganda, 1928   

 

Introduction 

 

Over the past decades, a considerable amount of organizations has been found to 

‘greenwash’ their practices. Through this act of public relations, organizations deceptively 

promote perceptions of a product, aim, or policy as being environmentally friendly (Kahle & 

Gurel-Atay, 2014). Anticipating society’s current ‘eco-friendly’ preference, such promotions 

are even picked up by the ‘dirtiest’ of profit-minded businesses. Such green advertising is 

therefore often hardly more than a craftily constructed screen held by public relations flacks. 

Or as Greenpeace had pointed out in that regard: no matter how you frame oil, it will still 

always be oil (Walker, 2010). Controversial organizations such as British Petroleum, 

nonetheless, seem to successfully pretend conformity to today’s norms in society through 

their communications. Deceptively communicated conformity to society’s demands may also 

transcend concerns of environmental friendliness, though. In a big pile of notorious and 

lesser-known scandals, numerous controversial organizations such as Kobe Steel, L’Oreal, 

and Lance Armstrong’s US Postal team were later found to have preserved their ‘license to 

operate’ through deceitful communications in other domains of society (Soble, 2017; BBC, 

2014; The Guardian, 2017). 

  ‘Greenwashing’ and suchlike practices have been remotely neglected in academic 

literature as its popular notation does not easily blend with the scientific paradigm. Though, 

communication science scholars may have provided the very foundations on which 

understanding of such public relations practices rests. Entman’s (1993) fundamental theory 

on ‘framing’, for example, may be viewed as highly salient in the set-up of deceitful 

communications. Equally, Dozier, Grunig, and Grunig’s (1995) findings on excellence 

theories in public relations may appear useful, as the authors elaborately discuss dominance 

in the interplay between an organization and its stakeholders. Understanding thereof, may 

also trace back to Van Ruler & Verčič’s (2005) view on the role of communication in 

producing societal legitimacy. This latter concept of ‘legitimacy’ may simultaneously be a 

clue in exposing the underlying nature of the topic of interest. Amongst others, Habermas’s 

(1990) principle of universalization, Luhmann’s second-order observations (as cited in 
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Holmström, 2007), and Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) higher common principles may 

therefore appear useful in pairing dynamics of today’s corporate communication practices to 

concerns of legitimacy. 

  Influential theories like these, however, do not often seem to have been linked in 

researching the topic of deceptive corporate communication. The notion of ‘greenwashing’ 

therefore has maintained its ‘too popular’ connotation. Research to such practices becomes 

more urgent, however, as the amount of cases thereof seems to increase rapidly. An in-depth 

understanding may therefore help detect, tackle, and even prevent these deceitful practices in 

the future. This study therefore attempts to provide the first steps to a solid understanding of 

such corporate communication. At the same time, it hopes to provide potential alternatives to 

sustainably prevent unjust corporate communication from happening. A content analysis of a 

controversial organization’s case study is accordingly opted for to generate theory that helps 

answering the following main research question: how does a controversial organization 

maintain legitimacy over time through communication with its stakeholders?              

   

Theoretical Framework 
 

Formative effect of language 

 

Many scholars have argued that communication not simply entails linearly transmitted 

meaning from sender to receiver, but instead is a symbolic process in which collective 

sensemaking emerges from meaningful interactions between individuals (Carey, 2009). 

Meaning, therefore, only arises in processes of interaction, interpretation, and 

contextualization (Vliegenthart & Van Zoonen, 2011). Built upon this constructivist 

perspective, communication is believed to be a socially constitutive process, in which 

language produces or changes identity, knowledge, and social structures (Schultz, Castello & 

Morsing, 2013). The instrumental perspective, in which communication is viewed as a 

controlled sender-oriented organizational tool, is diametrically opposed as such, as recipients 

are regarded as active processors of information (Carey, 2009). Language is thus viewed as 

having a formative effect on collective sensemaking, and therefore, functions to turn 

circumstances “into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and that serves a 

springboard to action” (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011, p. 16). Along these lines of 

reasoning, communication is not organized by an organization, but instead organizes an 
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organization (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011). Reality, thereupon, is equally organized or 

constituted through communication (Schultz, Castello & Morsing, 2013).  

 

The dialogue imperative 

 

Different actors such as corporations, the media, consumers, and governmental 

institutions take part in this socially constitutive process of communication (Caruana & 

Crane, 2008). Linear stakeholder models are accordingly being replaced by dynamic and 

fluid models, in which the organization is no longer at the very centre (Holmström, 2007). 

The static organizational environment, thereupon, is argued to have been transformed into a 

constant conflict of interests (Luoma-aho, Tirkkonen & Vos, 2013). Luoma-aho & Vos’ 

(2010) notion of ‘issue arenas’ well-illustrate this shift in focus from organization-centred 

thinking toward dialogue that is mostly beyond the organization’s control. Luoma-aho, 

Tirkkonen & Vos (2013) argue that not organizations decide where issues will be discussed, 

but today’s issues themselves determine so. As such, the scenery is subject to continuous 

change in view of interactions between stakeholders in today’s rapidly evolving social and 

digital environment. Issue arenas, therefore, are conceptualized as real or virtual places in 

which topics of shared interests are discussed by the organization and (some of) its 

stakeholders (Luoma-aho, Tirkkonen & Vos, 2013). In functioning as a space that facilitates 

stake exchange, these arenas often show conflicting discourses among stakeholders that have 

departed from different logics (Luoma-aho, Tirkkonen & Vos, 2013). This plurality of 

conflicting voices that is displayed in issue arenas, in turn, is considered to be a necessary 

condition for an organization’s legitimacy building. In so doing, indeed, an organization is 

obliged to “observe the observer” to determine what is reality to whom in today’s poly-

centred society (Luhmann, 2000, p. 449, as cited in Holmström, 2007; Latour, 2005;). The 

reproduction of organizational legitimacy, then, is supposed to be co-constituted between 

organizations and their possibly dissenting publics (Schultz, Castello & Morsing, 2013). An 

organization’s legitimacy, or the measure of the extent to which an organization is found to 

be sensible and morally justifiable, is therefore always at the discretion of the public and the 

public sphere (Munck Nielsen, 2001). Legitimacy, then, is believed to emerge through 

dialogue rather than it is strategically manufactured one-sidedly (Giroux, 2006).  
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Reflecting on higher common principles 

 

The dialogical nature of legitimacy building compels organizations to substitute first-

order observations for second-order observations, as is described by leading sociologist 

Niklas Luhmann (Holmström, 2007). First-order observations, also termed ‘reflexivity’, refer 

to a “mono-contextual, narcissistic perspective from within”, from where the organization 

takes its own worldview for given, and consequently conflicts blindly with deviating 

worldviews (Holmström, 2007, p. 256). Second-order observations or ‘reflection’ on the 

other hand, describe an organization’s macro-oriented approach that facilitates a poly-

contextual worldview (Van Ruler & Verčič, 2005; Holmström, 2007). In the act of reflecting, 

taken-for-granted norms are questioned, upon which reflexive reasons based in “necessity, 

nature, authority, and convention no longer count as valid justification” (Holmström, 2007, p. 

257). By seeing itself as if from outside, a larger and more complex environment is 

considered relevant for the organization (Holmström, 2007). Reflecting organizations, 

thereupon, understand the potential of conflicts, expose their background, and facilitate 

exchange of views among contradicting actors (Holmström, 2007). Only then organizations 

can respond adequately to contemporary ideals revolving around organizational 

legitimization, which today, is expected to be sustainably built through dialogue. 

In reflecting through second-order observations, organizations enable distancing 

themselves from solely non-altruistic motives. Such narcissistic perspectives block an 

organization’s path to obtaining a ‘license to operate’ in today’s poly-contextual society, and 

are therefore to a certain extent, expected to be sacrificed to serve the socially accepted 

definitions of the common good (Van Ruler & Verčič, 2005; Boltanski & Thevenot, 

1991/2006). As a result, the organization’s relevant environment, which typically is the 

metaphorical market, evolves to multiple issue arenas in which a wide range of stakeholders 

bring along several and potentially contradictory logics (Holmström, 2007; Luoma-aho, 

Tirkkonen & Vos, 2013; Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006). The previously fundamental 

standard of profit is consequently often dismissed as sufficient justification for an 

organization’s conduct in society, as the implications of this functional rationale may 

disadvantageously differ per stakeholder (Holmström, 2007; Meisenbach, 2006). Instead, 

present-day’s legitimate organizational behaviour can be viewed as “reasonable, coherent, 

and justifiable according to a principle that is known and acknowledged by all” (Boltanski & 

Thevenot, 1991/2006, p. 71). This view on organizational behaviour coincides with the 

principle of universalization, or principle U, as was described by another leading sociologist 
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and often believed to be Luhmann’s greatest critic, Jürgen Habermas (Meisenbach, 2006). 

According to this principle of universalization, organizations only operate legitimately when 

“all affected can accept the consequences and the side effects its general observance can be 

anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interest” (Habermas, 1990, p. 65). 

Habermas’s principle, as befits the co-constitutional nature of legitimacy building, does not 

comprehensively prescribe how an organization should operate in society, though. Rather, it 

describes a procedure for developing mutually agreed upon norms of behaviour through 

discursive public communication with stakeholders (Meisenbach, 2006).  

Understanding how legitimacy is built through such discursive public communication 

has been subject to scrutiny in Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) book On Justification: 

Economies of Worth. In line with Habermas (1990), the authors argue that to behave justly, is 

to divest oneself of individuality publicly by reflecting upon the general interests of humanity 

(Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006). Closely related to the sociologist’s principle of 

universalization, Boltanski & Thevenot (1991/2006) therefore call into existence six so-called 

‘higher common principles’. Higher common principles “constitute the basic political 

equipment to fabricate a social bond”, and are principles to which an organization resorts 

when seeking to maintain, build, or repair legitimacy (Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006, p. 

71). By the same token, these principles are also mobilized if certain stakeholders openly 

disagree with the focal organization, and accordingly, pursue a contention (Boltanski & 

Thevenot, 1991/2006). A higher common principle, then, values the strength of the 

justifications that are brought forth. This principle can thus be argued to regulate legitimate 

forms of agreement (Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006). Such a principle, in turn, is 

accommodated within the boundaries of a prearranged ‘polity’ (see Figure 1). The latter 

comprises a fixed framework that provides the very foundation on which a higher common 

principle is built. These boundaries of a polity enable debate to solely centre around an 

organization’s controversial behaviour, according to the rationale the higher common 

principle has provided. As such, the overarching framework of a polity prevents arguments 

from degenerating into a challenge of a higher common principle’s sense of worth (Boltanski 

& Thevenot, 1991/2006).  

This ‘worth’ that is valuated, then, reflects upon the common good that a higher 

common principle is believed to call upon. Worth does therefore not denote value from a 

mercantilist perspective, but instead, refers to what is considered nobler from a symbolic 

perspective (Banoun, Dufour, Andiappan, 2016). As such, organizations and their 

stakeholders are argued to ‘compete’ for worth along the lines of the higher common 
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principle. If the stakeholders eventually agree upon the focal organization’s sense of worth, 

the debate has been ended. Legitimacy, thereupon, is built, maintained, or repaired.  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Visualization of Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) legitimacy structures. This figure displays  

the key concepts that surround maintenance of legitimacy, according to the authors. 

 

As this theory may come across as rather complex, an example will be provided that 

revolves around one of Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) six higher common principles 

and the polity in which it is accommodated. In this market polity, based on Adam Smith’s 

findings in his Theory of Moral sentiments (1759/1976), it is suggested that the market bonds 

individuals through competing for rare goods offered to the appetites of all. Smith 

(1759/1976) argued that competition between these appetites, in turn, is solved by market 

price mechanisms that evaluate the worth of those goods (Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006). 

As such, ‘competition’ constitute the equipment to fabricate a social bond, upon which it 

occupies the role of a higher common principle. The sense of worth is consequently estimated 

according to the desirability of a good, which is judged by means of the price people are 

willing to pay for the goods. A business thus might mobilize the higher common principle of 

competition, as it argues to serve the common good through agreeable pricing of rare goods. 

Its main stakeholder group, the consumers, in turn determines whether to agree on the cost it 

has to compensate for the desired goods. If the consumers indeed pay the price the business 

demands, the former and the latter have come to a legitimate agreement along the lines of the 

higher common principle of competition within the market polity. If the consumer considers 

the costs too high however, the business’s claim to legitimacy can be viewed as unfounded as 

it was unable to pass the test of market competitiveness.         
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Boltanski & Thevenot’s polities 

 

Next to the market polity, Boltanski & Thevenot (1991/2006) have identified five 

other polities: the industrial polity, the domestic polity, the polity of fame, the civic polity, 

and the inspired polity. In addition, the green polity was also introduced by Thevenot, Moody 

& Lafaye (2000) nine years after the publication of the initial book. Like the market polity, 

these polities all accommodate specific higher common principles, modes of evaluation (i.e. 

worth), and testing measures (see Table 1). For outlining those polities next, it is solely 

referred to Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2000) 

findings. In the industrial polity, firstly, ‘productivity’ entails the higher common principle to 

which organizations and stakeholders resort when building or questioning legitimacy. The 

worthiness of an organization, in turn, depends on the technical efficiency of workers and 

machines. The test organizations at play must pass to be entitled to legitimacy within the 

industrial polity, is that of competence and reliability. A manufacturer that operates unreliable 

machines, for example, will therefore be deemed unworthy within this context. The domestic 

polity, in turn, accommodates the higher common principle of ‘hierarchy’. The notion of 

hierarchy is assessed through an actor’s esteem or reputation. These assessments are 

employed within a local context. Such esteem and reputation, then, are predominantly tested 

through faithfulness, trustworthiness, and honesty. If an organization pass such assessments, 

it is considered legitimately, hierarchically superior to its local environment. As the principle 

highly values locality, metaphorical foreigners are often deemed unworthy in turn. The higher 

common principle in the polity of fame, nextly, comprises the reality of public opinion. As 

such, the worth of each being depends on the opinion of others. The mode of evaluation 

therefore is the degree of fame an actor brings forth, which is tested through popularity and 

recognition. Legitimacy in the polity of fame is thus built when organizations are reputed, 

success-having, and respected in the eyes of their publics. The civic polity, then, reflects on 

the higher common principle of the preeminence of collectives. Such a collective 

preeminence is likely to be evaluated through the collective welfare an organization 

generates. The level of collective welfare an organization generates is tested by means of the 

equality and solidarity an organization has contributed to through rules and regulations. 

Formal, unifying organizational policies or practices, therefore, will make a strong case in 

passing the legitimacy test in the civic polity. The final original inspired polity, relies on the 

outpouring of inspiration as its higher common principle. According to Boltanski & Thevenot 

(1991/2006), the mode of evaluation is the degree of ethereality (i.e. being not earthly, or 
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heavenly) in which worth is deemed “something that cannot be controlled” (p. 158). Inspired 

actors are believed to abandon common sense in favor of extravagance and are sometimes 

despised by the world at large. Artists, for example, are often deemed to be legitimate in the 

inspired polity, as they inspire and encompass others and even bring fulfillment. The green 

polity, lastly added by Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye (2000), can be traced back to the higher 

common principle of ecological preservation for future generations. As such, its mode of 

evaluation comprises the level of environmental friendliness an organization brings forth in 

its practices. To test this, an organization’s direct or indirect degree of sustainability and 

renewability are taken into account. If an organization is acknowledged considerable effort to 

sustainably preserve the ecosystem, it most likely can rely upon legitimacy in the green 

polity.    

 Additionally, it will be examined throughout this study whether new polities may 

have emerged since Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye (2000) added the green polity eighteen years 

ago. As the remaining polities also trace back to a book (1991) that was unable to include 

nearly three decades of a rapidly evolving society, new polities may have emerged over time. 

Therefore, the following research sub question is brought forward.  

 
RQ1: Which higher common principles emerged over time in addition to Boltanski & Thevenot’s  

(1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2000) findings? 

 

 

Table 1. Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2000) higher  

common principles. 
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Agency in mobilizing higher common principles 

 

Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) higher common principles are further built upon 

by Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011). Directly deducted from the notion of worth in higher 

common principles, Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011) bring forward so-called ‘orders of 

worth’. Similarly, these orders of worth indicate the worthiness of an organization’s 

(justification of) behaviour, according to what the higher common principle prescribes in a 

certain polity. These orders of worth are mobilized to resolve disputes between organizations 

and stakeholders (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011). Orders of worth, as such, provide 

sensegiving mechanisms that “furnish relevant stakeholders with discursive resources with 

which to express agreement or discord” (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011, p. 1832). An 

organization’s legitimacy is thus built, maintained or repaired when discursively invoked 

justifications are robust enough to withstand public scrutiny (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 

2011). The earlier discussed tests of worth, then, determine the effectiveness of these 

justifications in the public arena, as they assess the strength of public arguments in relation to 

the higher common principle that was mobilized (Patriotta, Gond, Schultz, 2011; Boltanski & 

Thevenot, 1991/2006).  

Vital in outliving these tests of worth are ‘competent agents’ that are able to influence 

logics in support of their organization’s work of justification (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 

2011). These competent agents, that typically are communication practitioners of 

organizations (or their stakeholders), seek compromise when institutional arrangements are 

disrupted by emerging controversies (Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006; Patriotta, Gond & 

Schultz, 2011). Particularly when such controversies arise, competent agents extensively 

engage in public debate to clarify why an organization’s appeal to a higher common principle 

is just (Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006). The organization’s stakeholders’ agents, in turn, 

develop arguments to determine the appropriateness of the justification that was brought 

forward, along the lines of what the higher common principle prescribes (Patriotta, Gond & 

Schultz, 2011). In so doing, stakeholders are “not prisoners of their own institutional worlds”, 

as they are able to strategically combine justifications from various principles to back 

criticism (or support) toward the organization at stake (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011, p. 

1828). Also when harmonious arrangements do not seem in jeopardy, these agents are 

expected to engage in continuous work of justification across polities to maintain (or 

question) a certain level of legitimacy (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011). Stability, therefore, 

necessitates deliberate effort on an ongoing basis through public debate (Patriotta, Gond & 
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Schultz, 2011). Public controversies, in both the present and the hypothetical future, thus 

require organizational agents to construct arguments that provide satisfactory rationales. 

These rationales ought to appeal to the sense of justness of stakeholders that most probably 

have departed from different logics (Patriotta, Gond, Schultz, 2011). If an organization fails 

such a legitimacy test, as its being unable to satisfactorily handle disagreement, its ‘license to 

operate’ in society is likely to be threatened (Van Ruler & Verčič, 2005). Legitimacy is thus 

maintained to the extent that agents are able to balance higher common principles in their 

discourse, developing justifications robust enough to withstand public scrutiny (Patriotta, 

Gond & Schultz, 2011). 

 

Evolution of communication management 
 

Assigning substantial agency to organizations in building legitimacy implies far-

reaching consequences for organizations and their practice of public relations. In embracing a 

macro-oriented approach of reflection, an organization now is able to consciously adjust 

himself to processes of legitimacy building. Consequently, it knows how “to modify the 

resultant process in any given social act in terms of his adjustment to it” (Mead, 1962, p. 134, 

cited by Ritzer, 2000). In a less scientific notation, the focal organization knows what role to 

play in society, or, what role it is expected to play. Along this line of reasoning, the generic 

principle of communication management, thus can be viewed as “maximizing, optimizing, or 

satisfying the process of meaning creation using information, persuasive, relational, and 

discursive interventions to solve managerial problems by co-producing societal legitimation” 

(Van Ruler & Verčič, 2005, p. 243). Preservation of an organization’s ‘license to operate’, as 

such, becomes the primary concern of communication management (Van Ruler & Verčič, 

2005; Holmström, 2007). 

  This evolution of communication management may unfold ambiguously, as can be 

accurately elaborated upon by means of the Excellence theory in Public Relations that was 

developed by J. Grunig, L. Grunig & Dozier in fifteen years of study (Grunig, 1992; Dozier, 

Grunig & Grunig, 1995; Grunig, Grunig & Dozier, 2002). In essence, the authors construct 

two axes that determine the degree of symmetry (i.e. symmetrical or asymmetrical) and the 

direction (i.e. one-way or two-way) of an organization’s public communication. Would an 

organization seek to conform to the practice of ‘excellent PR’ according to Grunig & Grunig 

(1992), it needs to communicate symmetrically with its public through dialogue, mutual 

understanding and respect, and negotiation. This is what Dozier, Grunig & Grunig (1995) 
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have built further upon when calling into existence the so-called ‘win-win zone’. Neither the 

organization’s position nor the public’s position is believed to dominate discourse in these 

zones (Dozier, Grunig & Grunig, 1995). Instead, communication is utilized to transport these 

public’s and the organization’s discourses into a zone in which both positions are sufficiently 

paid attention to.   

  Although conforming to Grunig & Grunig’s (1992) standard of two-way 

communication, organizations may also communicate rather asymmetrically. In doing so, 

organizations might attempt to strategically govern discourse to influence truth, knowledge, 

and meaning in the larger social system (Berger & Reber, 2013). As such, organizations may 

use power to help create and recreate worldviews (Berger & Reber, 2013). Powerful 

organizations may delegitimize unfavourable meanings in turn, causing the creation of 

meaning to be a “contested process among producers and consumers” that hold differing 

positions in terms of power (Berger & Reber, 2013, p. 182; Van Ruler & Verčič, 2005). By 

the same token, organizations may use power to maintain an unjust status quo by promoting 

preferred positions, influencing perceptions, and fabricating meaning by producing and 

disseminating discursively constructed texts (Berger & Reber, 2013). Nonetheless, like the 

symmetrical variant, this two-way asymmetrical communication may still be found to co-

produce social legitimization, as it is difficult to determine to what extent organizations have 

biased the stakeholder’s view of reality while seemingly holding genuine dialogue. To 

consider these complicated dynamics in more depth, influential communication theories on 

the indispensability of ‘framing’ are turned to in the next section (Entman, 1993; Goffman, 

1974; McQuail, 2010).  

 

The unavoidable act of framing 

 

Long before Entman (1993) introduced his groundbreaking Framing: Toward 

Clarification of Fractured Paradigm, Goffman (1974) illustratively noted that a ‘frame’ is 

indispensable “to organize otherwise fragmentary items of experience or information” (as 

cited in McQuail, 2010, p. 380). A frame, therefore, is argued to give sense to isolated items 

of fact, predominantly comprising “what exists, what happens, and what matters” (McQuail, 

2010; Gitlin, 1980, p. 7). Individuals in general, and communication professionals more 

specifically, thus engage in continuous framing activities (e.g. categorising, bracketing, and 

labelling experiences) to provide a discursive narration of an event, decision or issue. 

(Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009). Both semantic and performative functions relate to 
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such narrations. The former functions as an explanation for the actor at play itself, while the 

latter shapes the other actors’ interpretations, providing a basis to negotiate a common 

understanding (Quinn and Dutton, 2005). Actors, thus, are believed to mobilize a discursive 

template that provides coherence to a set of ideas (Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009). 

Along this line of reasoning, it is practically impossible to depart from pure objectivity, and 

therefore at the same time, as good as unavoidable to introduce unintended bias (McQuail, 

2010). 

‘To build’ an organization’s frame, in consequence, is “to select some aspects of a 

perceived reality and make them more salient in communicating a text”, while 

simultaneously obscuring other elements (Entman, 1993, p. 52; Vliegenthart & Van Zoonen, 

2011). Most frames, as such, are defined by both the inclusion and omission of explanations, 

evaluations, and recommendations (Entman, 1993). Communication professionals thus make 

particular pieces of information more noticeable, meaningful, or memorable to audiences 

(Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009; Entman, 1993). Such an increase in salience, in turn, 

enhances the probability that recipients discern and process meaning an organization seeks to 

transmit (Entman, 1993). Frames are therefore argued to be part of a collective struggle over 

meaning that takes place through a multiplicity of media (Vliegenthart & Van Zoonen, 2011). 

Organizations, thereupon, might give sense to a set of events through through a specific 

frame to increase the likelihood of an account being accepted by relevant stakeholders 

(Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009). However, these stakeholders themselves discursively 

construct meaning of the events too, based on their own specific identity (Cornelissen, 

Carroll & Elving, 2009). As Leydesdorff & Hellsten (2005) more specifically argue in this 

regard, is that each stakeholder group differently identifies relevant information and meaning 

provision to words, although being equipped with similar information and codes. A variety of 

frames is therefore likely to emerge, as most stakeholders reason from greatly deviating 

logics, and accordingly construct meaning differently (Van der Meer, Verhoeven, Beentjes & 

Vliegenthart, 2014). 

  Subsequently, argue Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving (2009), a negotiation of frames 

among stakeholders may be witnessed to reach consensus (Van der Meer et al., 2014). As this 

process of negotiation is strongly guided by the identities of the actors at play, organizations 

are encouraged to consider the wider ramifications an event or decision brings along for a 

particular stakeholder group (Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009). By looking ‘beyond the 

press release’, communication professionals may facilitate themselves in invoking accounts 

that are plausible and reasonable to most stakeholders involved (Cornelissen, Carroll & 
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Elving, 2009). The likelihood of frame alignment or ‘frame crystallization’ may therefore 

depend on the degree of reflection an organization manages to display in regards to the 

perceived incongruence in identities and interests (Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009; Van 

der Meer et al., 2014; Holmström, 2007). An organization that fails to reflect on this 

incongruence, may find itself faced by permanently diverging accounts of events or 

decisions. This, in turn, is considered utterly undesirable as a wide dissemination of these 

accounts may eventually undermine the organization’s frame. 
 

Hierarchy in framing 
 

By linking framing theories to Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) and Patriotta, 

Gond & Schultz’s (2011) findings on higher common principles, interesting insights may be 

brought forth to today’s field of corporate communication. What seems particularly salient is 

the ostensible antecedence of framing processes to the mobilization of higher common 

principles. What may become apparent, is a certain ‘hierarchy’ in the notion of framing. 

Along these lines, it might be argued that Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011) have extended the 

notion of framing to different levels, and consequently have split framing theory into two 

consecutive levels.  

  This hierarchy in framing can be best explored by the very foundation of dialectics. 

Particularly the ‘dialectic triad’ that sprung from this philosophy, appears useful in 

elaborating upon these different levels. Fundamental to this philosophy is the centrality of 

continuous contradiction, which is believed to be the most appropriate way to understand 

changing reality (Ritzer, 2008). A contradiction in this respect is defined as the “dynamic 

tension between unified opposites in a system” (Werner & Baxter, 1994, p. 350) Change, 

then, “emerges from interactions between proponents of current institutional arrangements 

and parties espousing contradictory arrangements” (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2009, p. 122). 

Present-day’s contradictions are thus argued to drive change endlessly, as contradictory 

understanding of reality are to be resolved over time, causing subsequent contradictions to 

eventually unfold as the dialectical process recycles (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2009). The 

‘sources of the future’ are therefore said to exist in the present (Ritzer, 2008). In that regard, 

dialecticians argue that today’s manifestations will “inevitably spawn an opposing form” 

tomorrow, after which a clash between contradictory logics is to reconcile into a new 

synthetic form in the long term (Ritzer, 2008, p. 162). Translated into a so-called triadic 

model, dialecticians identify an initial thesis, subsequent counteracting antithesis, and 
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unifying synthesis, which are recycled endlessly as present day’s synthesis is believed to be 

the future source of contradiction (Ritzer, 2008).  

  This dialectic triad serves as a methodological backdrop to the possible emergence of 

multi-leveled frames over time. The thesis stage would then comprise a focal organization’s 

elementary frame, which provides a discursive narration of whatever issue (Cornelissen, 

Carroll & Elving, 2009). At the very elementary level, an organization thus gives sense to 

isolated items of fact according to “what exists, what happens, and what matters” in 

accordance with what a higher common principle prescribes (McQuail, 2010, p. 380). This 

frame may find itself contested in the antithesis stage, in which the focal organization’s 

primary stakeholders frame the issue according to their own contradictory logics (Van der 

Meer et al., 2014). These logics, in turn, may bring forth differently mobilized higher 

common principles. Such contesting frames are particularly expected to emerge at times of 

controversy, as the focal organization appeared unable to satisfactorily transcend a mono-

contextual perspective (Holmström, 2007).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Dialectical backdrop to evolution of frames. Each block represents a frame. According to  

Hargrave & Van de Ven’s (2009) theory on contradiction, the frames in elementary stages  

(i.e. thesis, antithesis) are expected to reconcile into a new frame throughout the synthesis. 

 

As dialecticians prescribe, however, the thesis and antithesis will eventually reconcile 

into a synthesis. In this case, it would mean that the tension between the focal organization 

and its challengers will eventually generate a new frame. Although frame alignment (or 

crystallization) may be prerequisite to such dynamics, a synthesis stage would not be 

synonymous to the former (Van der Meer et al., 2014). An alignment denotes the 



 

 

INTRODUCTION TO HIGHER-ORDER FRAMES IN COMMUNICATION    17 

 

convergence of existing frame arrangements, whereas dialecticians suggest the outset of a 

new frame to evolve from current frames (see Figure 2). Along this line of reasoning, such a 

novel frame is then expected to safeguard the focal organization’s legitimacy, as both the 

proponent and challengers have agreed upon new arrangements.  

These potential dynamics of a hierarchy in framing are yet to be explored. To do so, 

research questions are drafted that shed light on the nature of the frames that are used 

throughout the dialectical process. Firstly examined is the dynamic tension that is believed to 

inevitably sprout from the focal organization’s thesis in primary stakeholders’ antitheses, as 

Hargrave & Van de Ven (2009) have suggested. The frames brought forward in the thesis and 

antithesis are thus believed to be evaluated significantly different from each other. Frames, in 

that respect, may display evaluative discrepancies in either ‘repertoire’ or ‘valence’ (Patriotta, 

Gond & Schultz, 2011). Repertoire relates to the average amount of each higher common 

principle being mobilized by the focal organization or stakeholder (Patriotta, Gond & 

Schultz, 2011). These differ most likely, as proponents and challengers depart from different 

backgrounds and therefore privilege different principles. Discrepancies in evaluation may 

also become apparent in ‘valence’. Valence denotes the intrinsic attractiveness (i.e. positive 

valence) and averseness (i.e. negative valence) of an event, object, or situation (Frijda, 1986). 

Valence, in this respect, thus indicates whether a higher common principle is believed to be 

adhered to or not. The focal organization may thus mobilize the exact same higher common 

principle as its challengers, but still significantly differ in interpretation of valence. Taking 

into account both these evaluative discrepancies, the following sub question is drafted. 
  

RQ2: What evaluative discrepancies in valence and repertoire unfold between the thesis and antithesis  

stages in the mobilization of higher common principles? 

 

What is examined subsequently, is the extent to which the focal organization and its 

primary stakeholders are eventually to reconcile into a new synthetic form. As this synthesis 

stage is believed to be agreed upon by both the focal organization and its stakeholders, it is 

expected to display differences with regard to both previous stages (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 

2009). Indeed, proponents and challengers must partly distance themselves from previous 

frames to eventually give rise to new agreements (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011). A newly 

developed synthetic may only then be able to establish on fertile soil. The synthesis is 

therefore believed to be significantly different from previous stages, in terms of the indicators 
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that also applied to the first sub question: valence and repertoire. The second sub question is 

therefore drafted as follows.  

 
     RQ3: What evaluative discrepancies in valence and repertoire unfold between the synthesis and  

previous stages in the mobilization of higher common principles? 

 

Methods 

 

Discourse analysis  
 

In determining which research strategy would best accommodate answering how a 

controversial organization maintains legitimacy over time through communication with its 

stakeholders, it is considered good practice to first assess the ontological position that would 

be of most value to this study. Ontology refers to a system of beliefs that reflects what 

constitutes a fact (Bryman, 2008). The central question to which this ‘study of being’ 

revolves around, is whether social entities need to be perceived as objective or subjective 

(Blaikie, 2010). That is to ask, should social entities be considered “objective entities that 

have a reality external to social actors” or can and should they be viewed as “social 

constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors” (Bryman, 2008, p. 

18)? Given the earlier reflection on the formative effect of language, the dialogue imperative, 

the co-constitution of legitimacy, and the unavoidable act of framing, it would make sense to 

adopt a subjective viewpoint throughout this study’s research. In choosing between an 

objectivist or constructivist ontological stance, the latter is therefore given precedence as it 

challenges the suggestion that organization is pre-given and that social actors have no role in 

fashioning reality (Bryman, 2008). Instead, social reality is viewed as an ongoing 

accomplishment of social actors (Bryman, 2008). Thus, the categories that are believed to aid 

the organization’s and stakeholders’ processes of frame building are ‘social products’, in that 

they have no built-in essence, but instead are constructed in and through interaction (Bryman, 

2008).  

  Entwined with this viewpoint on ontology is the notion of ‘discourse’, that has been 

subject to scrutiny by many influential communication scholars (McQuail, 2010; Hall, 1980; 

Scheufele, 2008; Smith & Bell, 2007). Discourse is typically defined as an “interrelated set of 

texts”, of which the “production, dissemination, and reception” brings an object into being 

(Philips and Hardy, 2002, p. 3). Either written or verbally, actors are believed to call such 
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discourse into existence through the use of language. Yet, discourse is much more than 

simply language: it is viewed to be constitutive of the social world (Bryman, 2008). To 

examine the discourses that are brought forth by different actors, is to understand structures 

of dominance, power, and control as manifested in communication (McQuail, 2010). The 

practice of doing so, often termed ‘critical’ discourse analysis, therefore comprises exploring 

why some meanings are “privileged or taken for granted and others become marginalized” in 

communication (McQuail, 2010; Bryman, 2008, p. 509). 
 

Mixed methods 

 

 To understand the role of communication in the interplay between a focal 

organization and its main stakeholders when building, maintaining, and repairing society-

wide legitimacy over time, an analysis of discourse was employed along the lines of Patriotta, 

Gond & Schultz’s (2011) methodological approach. Similarly, an exemplifying case study 

was opted for, in which the main actors’ discursive communication has been subject to a 

content analysis. The case addressed Volkswagen Group’s emissions scandal that sprang in 

September 2015. The analysis of discourse, in that respect, enabled the identification of 

discrepancies between Volkswagen Group (VWG) and its primary stakeholders in mobilizing 

higher common principles. Although it is certainly true that exponents of discourse analysis 

typically favour qualitative methods, as was illustrated by Patriotta, Gond & Schultz’s (2011) 

amongst others, a quantitative approach was also employed in this study (Bryman, 2008). 

Initially, a qualitative approach was adopted to answer the first sub question in regard to 

today’s update on higher common principles. Then, a series of quantitative methods were 

performed to gain an in-depth understanding of the data that was brought forth by the content 

analysis. Elaboration will be provided after having introduced this study’s case of VWGs 

emissions scandal.  

 

Volkswagen Group’s emissions scandal 

 

The case of German car manufacturer Volkswagen Group’s emissions scandal was 

most likely not an isolated incident. As of the 21st century at the very least, a considerable 

amount of organizations in every domain of society have been found guilty of deliberately 

misleading stakeholders in displaying seeming conformity to today’s norms and values. In a 

big pile of notorious and lesser-known scandals, significant players such as Parmalat, Kobe 
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Steel, L’Oreal, FIFA and BP were all exposed for fraudulent organizational behaviour during 

the past two decades. Common denominator to all these organizations, however, is that they 

did not cease to exist. This continuation is highly salient to this research, as it emphasizes the 

fundamental framework of the dialectic routine, from thesis to antithesis, and from antithesis 

to synthesis, in the co-constitution of legitimacy. Analogous to this dialectic triad, then, are 

the stages before, during, and after the controversy. VWGs widely-covered case was selected 

to closely demonstrate these dynamics, as such dialectic boundaries can be more easily 

illuminated through this case’s extensive scope of relatively reliable accounts.  

Through an initial study of judicial, newspaper, and blog reports, a chronicle was built 

first that identified the main turning points and “isolates the key episodes in the controversy”, 

as was prescribed by Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011, p. 1814). These turning points, then, 

were brought forward to determine the boundaries of the dialectical processes. That is, 

timestamps were identified that indicated the most natural start of each of the three dialectical 

stages (see Table 2). This chronology of events is based on extensive readings of judicial 

accounts complemented with newspaper and blog reports (United States District Court, 2016; 

EPA, 2017; Dreyfuss, 2015; Bartlett, Naranjo & Plungis, 2017; Marketwired, 2013; 

Nieuwenhuis, 2015; Cars, 2017; Hotten, 2015). From these readings, the following three 

stages were decided to consecutively qualify as thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.    

 

August 1, 2008 - September 17, 2015. Backed by an extensive campaign that trumpeted its 

diesel cars’ low emissions, German car manufacturer VWG begins global sales of 

Volkswagen Touaregs and Volkswagen Jettas, model year 2009. Epitomized by then-

chairman Martin Winterkorn’s ambition, being quoted that “we will devote all our energy to 

permanently establishing the Volkswagen Group as the world’s most sustainable automaker”, 

the manufacturer releases millions of other Volkswagen, Audi, and Porsche cars in the 

following seven years. These vehicles are all marked by relatively low carbon dioxide (CO2) 

emissions levels. The ‘Clean Diesels’ not only win various environmental awards, but are 

also entitled to tax breaks thanks to their environmental friendly nature.       

 

September 18, 2015 - January 10, 2017. Independent research organization International 

Council on Clean Transportation (ICCT) intends to prove that modern diesels significantly 

contribute to improvement to air quality. Three cars, among which was a Volkswagen Jetta, 

are fitted emissions testing equipment on a real-life trajectory in the U.S. The Volkswagen 

Jetta is found to exceed NOx standards -  which is among the regulated toxic emissions - by 
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up to 35 times the legal limit. While being assessed in the laboratory, however, the Jetta 

withstands the tests easily. Thereupon, the ICCT informs the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA). After having repeated the ICCTs tests, the Environmental Protection Agency 

contacts VWG for an explanation of deviating real world NOx emissions. Not being satisfied 

with the latter’s account, the EPA threatens on September 3rd to not certify VWGs 2016 

model diesels. In response, the German car manufacturer admits that software was installed 

in their vehicles to deceive tests. On September 18, the EPA publicly shares with the world 

that VWG has violated the Clean Air Act:  

 
“As detailed in this Notice of Violation (NOV), the EPA has determined that VW 

manufactured and installed defeat devices in certain model year 2009 through 2015 diesel 

light-duty vehicles equipped with 2.0 L engines. These defeat devices bypass, defeat, or 

render inoperative elements of the vehicles’ emission control system that exist to comply 

with CAA emission standards” (EPA, 2015, p. 1). 

 

Triggered by elaborate media coverage, the EPA’s findings lead to the outset of a global 

scandal. Shortly after this controversy breaks loose, VWGs Chairman Winterkorn resigns.   

 

From January 2017 onwards. Charged by the U.S. Department of Justice on behalf of the 

EPA, VWG agrees to plead guilty to three criminal felony counts on January 11, 2017. It 

agrees to pay a criminal penalty of 2.8 billion dollar. Additionally, injunctive relief is dictated 

to prevent future violations. In separate civil resolutions of environmental and financial 

claims, VWG agrees to pay another 1.5 billion dollar. The agreements resolve several alleged 

violations. Thereupon, VWG is repeatedly granted approval to modify emissions for rigged 

vehicles. In addition, the manufacturer is authorised to implement nationwide environmental 

friendly investment plans. 

 

Operationalization 

 

 From the chronicle of events that was outlined, three primary stakeholders were 

identified in addition to focal organization VWG. These relate to the actual customers in 

possession of a rigged vehicle, the traditional media covering the controversy, and 

governmental institutions that have monitored and prosecuted VWG. After the identification 

of the primary actors, a content analysis was opted for to examine the higher common 

principle that they had mobilized in their discursive frames over time. A codebook was 
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therefore constructed to systematically assess collected material from these actors (see 

Appendix A).  

  The codebook was inspired on Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) ‘semantic 

descriptors’, as the authors had reported in the margins of On Justification: Economies of 

Worth (p. 159-211). These coherent sets of descriptors suggest the mobilization of a given 

higher common principle in an actor’s frame. Later, Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011) had 

supplemented the initial descriptors in view of their own research. The list of markers that 

emerged thereafter was used to code the passages at play (see Appendix A, Table A2). To 

ensure reliable coding, in turn, ten percent of the data was coded twice, in that a second coder 

was employed to check the consistency of the coded text with Boltanski & Thevenot’s 

(1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2000) interpretation of each polity. As the 

data varied from written or visualized, to spoken a form, the analysis was employed 

manually. The operationalization of the variables that were analyzed in the codebook are 

outlined next.  

   

Actor’s identity 

 

 As for variable ‘actor’s identity’, it was examined to which of the identified (group 

of) actors the passage at stake belonged: 1) Volkswagen Group, 2) Volkswagen Group’s 

customers, 3) the traditional media, or 4) governmental institutions. The allocation of these 

actors to the dialectical stages can be found in Table 2. Volkswagen Group relates to the 

organization that steers subsidiaries such as Volkswagen, Audi, and Porsche. With regard to 

this study, subsidiaries apart from Volkswagen are believed to be equally relevant, as they 

have been found to install defeat devices as well. Volkswagen Group’s customers involve 

private consumers that have bought a car without knowing it was installed with defeat 

software. The traditional media entail quality newspapers from the U.S and the U.K, hence 

written in English, that have extensively covered the emissions scandal and its aftermath. 

Fourth actor group governmental institutions refer to a plurality of governmental bodies that 

have monitored VWG’s compliance and handled the organization’s violations throughout the 

indicated time period. In ‘Data collection’, it is clarified how data of these actors was 

retrieved. It is also indicated what quantities these data were composed of. 
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Table 2. Dialectical stages identified by timestamps. 

 

Type of passage 

 

 The unit of analysis in this study was chosen to be a ‘passage’, in accordance with 

Patriotta, Gond & Schultz’s (2011) methodological approach. Defined by Miles & Huberman 

(1994), each passage, either written, visualized, or spoken, is bound by a clear ending and 

expresses at least one coherent idea. A text may thus comprise more than one passage. 

Examples of such passages are provided in the codebook, in Appendix A. Through variable 

‘type of passage’, it was indicated whether such passages contained written text, an image, a 

video, or a combination of options. 

 

Date of passage 

 

In order to examine whether the mobilization of higher common principles had 

evolved over time, the passage’s date of release was indicated.  

 

Mobilization of higher common principles 

 

In coding which higher common principle was mobilized in the passage at play, 

Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) semantic markers were called into play. Patriotta, Gond 
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& Schultz’s (2011) additions to these markers were also considered. A passage, then, was 

allocated to a given higher common principle if it contained at least two markers that 

corresponded with a single set in the list. If a passage contained at least two markers from 

more than one polity, it was allocated to all applicable options. As such, the recurrence of 

higher common principles in discourses of VWG and its stakeholders over time was 

systematically quantified. 

 

Unallocated passages  

 

As Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody and Lafaye’s (2000) 

establishment of polities mostly trace back to a book that was unable to include nearly three 

decades of a rapidly evolving society, possibly new polities (and thus higher common 

principles) were also accounted for. Frequently appearing new semantic markers that 

theoretically could not be allocated to an existing polity were therefore kept separate. 

Thereupon, it was examined whether unallocated descriptors could form a coherent set that 

indicated the presence of new polities. These newly emerged polities were subsequently 

taken into account when the remaining data was coded.  

 

Valence of passage 
 

As for evaluative comprehension of the passage at play, it was indicated whether the 

tone of voice was predominantly positive, negative or neutral (Frijda, 1986). By including 

‘valence’ it was not only examined whether the mobilization of higher common principles 

had evolved over time, but more specifically, also whether the focal organization’s 

stakeholders view a particular mobilization to be justified or not. If valence would have been 

left out, it would be hard to determine what the mobilization of higher common principle for 

the stakeholders’ part actually mean. ‘Positive’ was indicated when the focal organization 

was, either explicitly or implicitly, argued to adhere to the higher common principle that was 

mobilized in the passage. ‘Negative’ was indicated when the focal organization was argued to 

fail to comply with the higher common principle that was mobilized in the passage. ‘Neutral’, 

for its part, applied if no clear stance on the focal organization’s adherence was observed in 

the frame.     
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Data collection 

 

A two-stage sampling technique was employed to collect the data (Neuendorff, 2002). 

For doing so, document counts were first converted to passage counts to understand the scope 

of the population. A percentage of text documents were therefore withdrawn from each 

actor’s (i.e. VWG, VWGs customers, traditional media, governmental institutions) 

contribution to the population. These documents were then scanned to calculate the amount 

of passages they contained on average. Both the percentages and calculations that were used, 

are discussed for each actor individually in the course of this section. The scope of the 

population was found to equate 26,400 (N). 

   
Table 3. Stratification of population (N = 26,400) along the lines of dialectical stages. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  The first sampling stage, then, comprised a stratification of the data that was set up 

along the lines of the dialectical backdrop to this research (Neuendorff, 2002). As such, three 

strata were set up that represented the stages of VWGs controversy (i.e. thesis, antithesis, 

synthesis). These strata were called into play to ensure the actors’ unskewed representation of 

passages in the eventual sample (Neuendorff, 2002). A non-stratified data frame would most 

probably have led to overrepresentation of a particular actor, as the amount of passages the 

actors had produced greatly differed among themselves. For example, as will be elaborated 

upon in the course of this section, VWGs customers produced 11,624 passages during the 

antithesis stage, whereas governmental institutions and traditional media respectively 

produced ‘only’ 1,031 and 744 passages. A random sample from a non-stratified data frame 
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would therefore mainly account for the customers’ discourse, whereas at the same time, the 

remaining actors’ contributions would have been reduced to a minimum. The eventual 

findings would then not represent the primary stakeholders’ discourses as a whole, but merely 

that of VWGs customers. Each stratum was therefore decided to comprise 600 passages, 

which were withdrawn from the population in equal measure (see Table 3).   

To address the stratification of data, passage counts were converted back to document 

counts. This step was driven by concerns of feasibility, as it would have been difficult to trace 

back one particular passage (given the multiple passages a single document may consist of). 

As the amount of passages that were to be taken from each actor were already identified, a 

simple calculation provided the quantity of documents that were needed to represent each 

stratum. For example, each text document that stemmed from traditional media were found to 

contain 9.14 passages. As 200 of this actor’s passages were to be randomly taken to account 

for the antithesis stage, 22 (≈ 200/9,14) documents were selected from the totalling amount of 

134 documents. 

  The second sampling stage, thereafter, comprised the set up of three simple random 

samples (Neuendorff, 2002). From each stratum (n = 600), 120 passages were randomly 

selected for the coding process. As the stratified data frames comprised documents instead of 

passages, random series of the former were picked from each stratum until the threshold of 

120 passages was satisfied. If a document turned out to comprise more than the average 

amount of passages that were expected, only up to 20 percent was coded additionally. If a 

document contained more than 120% of the average amount of passages, the remaining 

passages were left uncoded to prevent the sample from being disproportionately skewed. 

Altogether, 360 passages were thus eventually coded (since a total of three strata had been 

erected). The detailed origins of these passages, and the passages that were left uncoded, are 

discussed next. 

 

 Volkswagen Group. The focal organization’s passages were retrieved from VWGs 

most affected subsidiary marque Volkswagen. From its online U.S. media site 

(‘https://media.vw.com/releases’) 936 text documents were collected, having searched for ‘all 

news’ (including ‘auto shows and events’, ‘sales & marketing’, ‘safety & quality’, 

‘technology’, ‘corporate’, ‘awards’, ‘management’, ‘history’, ‘manufacturing’) from the 

beginning of 2013 through 2017. Text documents from the actual beginning of the thesis 

stage (i.e. August, 2008) through 2012 were not provided access to. As the remaining thesis 

stage documents from January, 2013 through September, 2015 were manifold (551 

https://media.vw.com/releases
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documents), however, the contribution to the population was still deemed of sufficient levels. 

To assess the amount of passages that these text documents contained, 56 (5%) of these have 

been scanned for ‘amount of passages’ per text document. By means of calculating this 

average amount of passages (3.43) within this sample, it was estimated that the total amount 

of passages equated to 2376. Table 3 provides further insights in the breakdown of this figure 

into strata.       

 

 Volkswagen Group’s customers. From the closed Facebook group ‘The Volkswagen 

Diesel Customer Forum (Emissions Scandal)’, counting 6860 members as of January 1, 2018, 

posts were gathered that constituted the VWGs customers’ contribution to the population. 

This closed Facebook group could not only be accessed by affected VWG customers, but also 

by media representatives and researchers. To assess the total amount of passages that the 

posts consisted of, two constructed weeks from May 2016 through December 2017 were 

composed, consisting of posts (including comments) from two randomly selected Mondays, 

two Tuesdays, two Wednesdays, etc. (Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 2014). Such construction was 

necessary as Facebook did not provide any insights in these figures. Based on the constructed 

weeks calculation, it was estimated that the group counted 4458 posts in the indicated time 

period. From the daily 30.86 amount of passages (which equaled 4.40 passages per post) in 

these constructed weeks, it was estimated that the total amount of passages in this group 

equals to 18,561. A further breakdown of this figure into strata is displayed in Table 3. 

 

The traditional media. To avoid a unidimensional view on VWGs emissions scandal 

when coding for media coverage, four different ‘quality’ newspapers are accessed through 

LexisNexis: The Guardian, The New York Times, The Times, and The Independent. Due to 

language barriers only newspapers in English are taken into account. Together, 

aforementioned media had produced 134 text relevant documents from September, 2015 

through December, 2017. To assess the average amount of passages these documents 

contained, 13 (≅10%) of these 134 text documents were scanned. On average, one single 

newspaper article was found to generate 9.14 passages. As such, The Guardian (n = 164), The 

New York Times (n = 767), The Times (n = 118), and The Independent (n = 173) were found 

to generate a total amount of 1222 passages. In Table 3 a further breakdown of this figure 

into strata is shown. These newspapers’ accounts were found by means of the following 

search terms: Volkswagen emission scandal AND emissions scandal AND Volkswagen 
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scandal AND Volkswagen AND Volkswagen Group AND Volkswagen diesel AND 

Volkswagen fix AND Volkswagen software AND Volkswagen defeat AND Winterkorn 

resigned AND Winterkorn resigns AND Volkswagen Guilty AND Volkswagen engines AND 

Volkswagen crisis AND Volkswagen controversy AND emissions scandal AND dieselgate 

AND diesel gate AND Volkswagen diesel gate AND EPA Volkswagen AND ICCT 

Volkswagen AND Volkswagen Environmental Protection Agency.  

 

Governmental institutions. U.S. governmental institutions that have monitored VWGs 

compliance and handled the organization’s violations, are analyzed. Through 

‘https://vwcourtsettlement.com’, 161 court documents, forms, and notices were accessed that 

highlight the U.S. government’s discourse with regard to VWGs behaviour. Similar 

documents had been also accessed through EPA’s web page (‘https://epa.gov/vw’), on which 

11 of the latter’s announcements and statements were presented. To assess the average 

amount of passages such documents contained, 17 (≅ 10%) of 172 documents were scanned 

for passages first. Thereupon, it was found that these judicial text documents generally 

contained 10.94 passages. The total amount of passages that could have been taken from 

‘governmental institutions’ was therefore estimated to equal 1870. Table 3 displays a further 

breakdown of this figure into strata. 
 

Statistical measures 

 

Two types of statistical measures were administered in SPSS to provide an in-depth 

insight in the mobilization of higher common principles over time. These measures were 

employed to facilitate answering sub questions 2 and 3. First, a series of ANOVAs were 

performed to detect a directional relationship between independent variable ‘stage’ and 

dependent variable ‘repertoire’. Ordinal variable ‘stage’, comprising three categories (i.e. 

thesis, antithesis, synthesis), denoted the three different (time) stages from 2013 through 

2017. Variable ‘repertoire’ indicated which of the, at minimum, seven higher common 

principles were mobilized in the actors’ frames in aforementioned time period. ‘Repertoire’ 

was construed as, at minimum, seven binary variables (e.g. is the ‘market’ polity called upon, 

yes or no), to enable treatment as if it were continuous. The binary variables were coded 

dichotomously for doing so. The series of ANOVAs that had been employed thereupon were 

accompanied by measures of effect size Eta Squared (η2). Such measures were administered 

to examine whether repertoire in mobilization of higher common principles significantly (and 

https://vwcourtsettlement.com/
https://epa.gov/vw
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substantially) differed along the three stages that were erected.  

  Secondly, categorical variable ‘valence’, which indicated the evaluative 

comprehension of the units of analysis (i.e. positive, neutral, or negative), was scrutinized in 

association with variables ‘stage’ and ‘repertoire’. A multi-layered cross-tabulation was 

employed for doing so. Lambda’s test was selected to indicate whether the reported 

frequencies were significantly different from each other. Lambda’s test suggests a directional 

relationship between variables, and as such, could have accounted for the effect of ‘stage’ on 

‘valence’. That is, whether valence in mobilization of higher common principles differed 

along the three time stages.  

  Another, second cross-tabulation was administered to measure the relationship 

between categorical variables ‘stage’ and ‘identity actor’. The binary variables that 

represented the higher common principles were added as an extra layer to the cross-

tabulation. This measure displayed development in mobilization of higher common principles 

over time per group of actors. Both the development of the focal organization’s frames, as 

well as the development of the primary stakeholders’ frames were accounted for. As this 

relationship was believed to be symmetric, chi-squared tests were brought forward to 

measure significance levels.  

 

Results 
 

Update of original polities 

 

In outlining the results from the content analysis, findings that relate to the original 

seven polities are reported first. Three of these original seven frameworks were adjusted to 

match today’s corporate standards: the industrial polity, the civic polity, and the inspired 

polity. The former was upgraded to ‘professional’, as semantic markers such as 

‘performance’, ‘analysis’, and ‘information’ were found to be at the very root of this polity. 

Markers that reflected upon the original industrial nature of the polity, such as ‘machinery’, 

‘operator’, and ‘cogwheel’, were seldom found. Change in the inspired polity comprised 

substitution of ‘ethereality’ for ‘leadership’. This alteration was prompted by newly found 

markers like ‘model for others’, ‘ambition’, and ‘forward-thinking’, which complemented 

existing markers such as ‘vision’, ‘idea’, and ‘dreams’. The civic polity, then, was changed to 

‘legal’, as the semantic descriptors that were found mostly covered judicial units. Dominant 

markers such as ‘law’, ‘regulation’, and ‘control’, in turn, are believed to refer to a different 
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context than the original polity had meant to. A substantial theoretical elaboration upon these 

alterations is provided in ‘Discussion’. The mean scores and standard deviations that were 

found for these seven polities are outlined in Table 4. Mean scores, in this respect, denote the 

average recurrence of a polity’s higher common principle per stage.  

   
 Table 4. Mean scores and standard deviations original higher common principles per stage (N = 360). 

 

Newly discovered polities 
 

In addition to the original seven, two new polities appeared from the coding process. 

These polities were detected through markers that theoretically could not be transferred to an 

existing polity. Firstly found was the ‘philanthropic’ polity. Markers that indicated its 

establishment comprised, among others, ‘charity’, ‘commitment’, ‘communities’, 

‘humanitarian’, ‘inclusion’, and ‘volunteer’. Table 5 displays the average recurrence of this 

polity’s higher common principle per stage, as well as its standard deviation. Secondly found 

was the ‘digital’ polity. This polity was suggested through markers such as ‘computer’, 

‘email’, ‘software’, ‘website’, ‘data’, and ‘connectivity’. This polity’s higher common 

principle’s mean scores and standard deviations per stage are reported in Table 5. The 

theoretical foundation to both the ‘philanthropic’ and ‘digital’ polities are provided in chapter 

‘Discussion’. All markers that were newly discovered during the coding process and 

subsequently allocated to one of the nine polities can be found in Appendix B,Table B1. 
 

 



 

 

INTRODUCTION TO HIGHER-ORDER FRAMES IN COMMUNICATION    31 

 

Table 5. Mean scores and standard deviations of eighth and ninth polities’ higher common principles  

(N = 360). 

 

Quantitative results 
 

The higher common principles presented in Table 4 and Table 5 have been subject to 

further analysis in SPSS. To provide a deeper understanding of the data at hand, frequencies 

of the variables that represent ‘higher common principles’ are firstly differentiated according 

to variable ‘stage’ (see Figure 3).  
 

 
Figure 3. Mobilization of higher common principles over time. The figure shows differences in repertoire  

that was brought forward per stage. 
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Secondly, the directional relationship between the variables that binarily represent 

‘higher common principles’ and ‘stage’ was explored. Therefore, a series of ANOVAs were 

performed with ‘stage’ as independent variable and nine dependent variables that each 

represented one higher common principle. Statistically significant findings in regard to 

groups of ‘stage’ comprised mean differences in the higher common principles of market, 

legal, inspired, green, and philanthropic. As Levene’s test indicated a significant outcome, 

and variances therefore were assumed to be unequal, Dunnett C post-hoc comparisons test 

was brought forward to examine significance levels according to conventional alpha-levels (α 

⪬ 0.05). In case of such unequal variances, Dunnett C test is believed to be most appropriate 

when sample sizes are fairly large (n > 50) and of equal proportion (Shingala & Rajyaguru, 

2015). 

As was stated for ‘market’, a significant effect was found in association with ‘stage’ 

[F(2, 357) = 8.97; p < 0.001)]. Corresponding Eta Squared (η2 = 0.048) indicated a small to 

medium effect in this respect. Examining Dunnett C post-hoc comparisons test, it was found 

that the thesis mean score (M = 0.23; SD = 0.42) was significantly different (p < 0.05) than 

the antithesis mean score (M = 0.44; SD = 0.50). Additionally, it was indicated that the latter 

also significantly differed (p < 0.05) from the synthesis mean score (M = 0.23; SD = 0.43). 

  Further, it was found that independent variable ‘stage’ had a significant effect on 

dependent variable ‘legal’ [F(2,357) = 44.43; p < 0.001)]. Moreover, a large effect size was 

found, as was reported through Eta Squared (η2 = 0.20). Examining Dunnett C’s post-hoc 

comparisons, it was found that the thesis mean score (M = 0.01; SD = 0.22) was significantly 

different (p < 0.05) than the antithesis (M = 0.46; SD = 0.50) and synthesis mean score (M = 

0.19; SD = 0.40). The mean differences between the antithesis and synthesis stages were also 

found to be significantly different (p < 0.05).   

The effect of ‘stage’ on variable ‘inspired’ was also tested to be significant [F(2, 357) 

= 3.92; p < 0.05)]. Corresponding effect size Eta Squared (η2 = 0.02) was indicated at small to 

medium levels. Examining Dunnett C’s post-hoc comparisons test, it was found that the 

antithesis mean score (M = 0.00; SD = 0.00) was significantly different (p < 0.05) than that 

of the thesis (M = 0.05; SD = 0.22)  and synthesis (M = 0.07; SD = 0.25). No significant 

mean deviations were found between the thesis and synthesis stage.  

In addition, it was found that ‘stage’ had a significant effect on variable ‘green’ 

[F(2,357) = 13.15; p < 0.001). Corresponding Eta Squared (η2 = 0.07) displayed a medium 

effect size. Examining Dunnett C’s post-hoc comparisons test, indicated that the deviations 

between the thesis mean score (M = 0.28; SD = 0.45) and both the antithesis (M = 0.13; SD = 
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0.33) and synthesis mean score differed significantly (p < 0.05). No significant mean 

differences were found between the antithesis and synthesis stage. 

  Lastly, a significant relationship was detected between ‘stage’ and ‘philanthropic’ 

[F(2,357) = 10.90; p < 0.001)]. Effect size Eta Squared (η2 = 0.06) indicated a medium 

impact. All mean differences were found to be significant (p < 0.05). Thus, the difference in 

thesis mean score (M = 0.14; SD = 0.35) and both antithesis (M = 0.00; SD = 0.00) and 

synthesis mean score (M = 0.05; 0.22) were of significant levels, as well as the difference 

between the antithesis and the synthesis mean scores. 

 

 Next, a cross-tabulation was performed to examine the impact of independent variable 

‘stage’ on variable ‘valence’. Significantly different frequencies were found (Lambda  = 0.47, 

p < 0.001) with respect to the stages reported in Figure 4. This cross-tabulation therefore 

indicated a strong measure of association. In total, 49.4% of the passages were marked 

‘positive’, 15.3% ‘neutral’, and 35.3% ‘negative’. As for each stage separately, the thesis 

stage was marked fully ‘positive’, whereas the valence antithesis and synthesis were found to 

be less unidimensional. The antithesis stage was marked by 2.5% ‘positive’ passages, 24.2% 

‘neutral’, and 73.3% ‘negative’. The synthesis stage, contrarily, was marked by more positive 

(45.8%) than negative (32.5%) passages. The remaining 21.7% of passages were coded 

‘neutral’.  

 

Figure 4. Distribution of ‘valence’ over time. The figure displays the use of valence per stage in the  

mobilization of higher common principles. 

 

To assess the valence displayed in the passages at hand per higher common principle, 

an extra layer with aforementioned nine dichotomously coded variables was added to the 

cross-tabulation that originally involved ‘stage’ and ‘valence’. Thereupon, the following 

tabulations were found to be significant: ‘market’ (Lambda = .42, p < 0.001) , ‘professional’ 

(Lambda = .43, p < 0.001), ‘fame’ (Lambda = .50, p < 0.005), ‘legal’ (Lambda = .26, p < 

0.05) , ‘inspired’ (Lambda = .47, p < 0.001) , ‘green’ (Lambda = .65, p < 0.001) , 
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‘philanthropic’ (Lambda = .47, p < 0.001) , ‘digital’ (Lambda = .78, p < 0.005). Variable 

‘domestic’ (Lambda = .43, p = 0.24), however, appeared insignificant. Figure 5 was derived 

from these reports.  

 Another cross-tabulation was established that measured the symmetric relationship 

between categorical variables ‘stage’ and ‘identity actor’. Significantly different frequencies 

were found [�2 (6, N = 360) = 266.59, p < 0.001]. To assess the higher common principles 

that each actor had mobilized per relevant stage, an extra layer was added that was composed 

of the nine binarily constructed variables. Therupon, significant outcomes were reported for 

‘market’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 87.35, p < 0.001], ‘professional’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 83.35, p < 

0.001], ‘fame’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 27.83, p < 0.001], ‘legal’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 30.18, p < 

0.001], ‘green’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 54.40, p < 0.001], and ‘digital’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 15.72, p 

< 0.005]. Insignificant outcomes were reported for ‘domestic’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 12.02, p = 

0.06], ‘inspired’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 1.75, p = .42], and ‘philanthropic’ [�2 (6, N = 360) = 

2.96, p = 0.09]. Figure 6 was derived from these reports. 

Figure 5. Valence and repertoire in mobilization of higher common principles over time. The figure  

shows both the use of valence and repertoire throughout each dialectic stage. 
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Figure 6. Repertoire in mobilization of higher common principles per group of actors. The figure  

shows the evolution of repertoire, as seen from VWGs perspective and its stakeholders. 

 

Discussion 
 

Today’s higher common principles 
 

The results of the content analysis suggest three potential updates to Boltanski & 

Thevenot’s (1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2001) findings on higher 

common principles. Such updates may be required to keep pace with today’s advanced 

corporate environment. Firstly suggested, is a substitution of the ‘industrial’ polity by a 

‘professional’ polity. This shift is proposed as the general degree of productivity in overall 

work was found to be measured rather than efficiency of heavy machinery. These findings 

correspond with the widely-assumed shift from the industrial to knowledge era (Uhl-Bien, 

Marion & McKelvey, 2007). A ‘professional’ polity is therefore deemed more inclusive to 

this development.  

 Suggested secondly, is the widened scope of the previously somewhat vague 

‘inspired’ polity. It was found that today’s concept of inspiration would rather match 

associations with ‘leadership’ than previous ‘ethereality’. Leaders account for a collective 

impetus for action and change that produce new patterns of behaviour (Heifetz, 1994; 

Plowman, Baker, Beck, Kulkarni, Solansky & Travis, 2007). Both existing (e.g. ‘vision’, 

‘dreams’) and newly found (e.g. ‘ambition’, ‘forward-thinking’) markers are believed to 

seamlessly fit this notion of leadership.  

  Thirdly, a substitution of the ‘civic’ polity by a ‘legal’ polity is suggested. According 
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to Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) findings, the former was meant to guard the 

‘preeminence of the collective’. The semantic descriptors (e.g. ‘law’, ‘regulation’, ‘control’) 

that were found, however, appeared to predominantly cover judicial units. Boltanski & 

Thevenot’s (1991/2006) original test of worth of ‘collective welfare’ and higher common 

principle of ‘preeminence of the collective’ therefore seem to refer to a  different context. For 

this reason, a breakdown of the ‘civic’ polity is opted for along the lines of Lee & Carroll’s 

(2011) elaboration on corporate social responsibility (CSR). They argue that, amongst others, 

organizations should take legal responsibility by meeting society’s expectations as 

established by law (Lee & Carroll, 2011). This ‘legality’, in turn, is deemed to best fit the 

semantic markers that were initially set up by Boltanski & Thevenot (1991/2006) and 

Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011). Then, the higher common principle would constitute ‘rule 

of law’, whereas the subsequent test as to whether this principle is adhered to, would be ‘legal 

compliance’. The remaining notion of collective welfare, for its part, is captured in a newly 

suggested eighth polity.         

 In addition to suggested updates to the existing seven higher common principles, an 

eighth and ninth polity may have become visible over time. Firstly, an eighth ‘philanthropic’ 

polity has seemingly been established that covers the domain of collective well-being. This 

polity builds further upon another responsibility according to Lee & Carroll (2011), which 

relates to ‘being a good corporate citizen’. That is to say, organizations might contribute 

resources to the community so as to improve overall quality of life (Carroll, 1991). This 

philanthropic approach seemed salient in many of the actor’s accounts. Such communications 

may have been gaining significance, as organizations increasingly attempt to build legitimacy 

by being involved in the betterment of society beyond their economical and legal obligations 

(Lee & Carroll, 2011). Therefore, a ‘philanthropic’ polity seems highly relevant to 

encompass organizational commitment to local communities, educational support, and 

charity donations. The corresponding higher common principle, then, entails the overall sense 

of ‘humanity’ an organization is supposed to conform to. As such, an organization’s license 

to operate can be deducted from their endeavors to directly ‘give’ to society. The test of 

worth that is brought forth to measure such adherence, would accordingly be an 

organization’s contribution of resources to society.       

  The ninth polity that may have been emerged over time covers today’s ubiquitous 

digital growth. Establishment of this polity builds further upon Cascio & Montealegre (2016) 

notion of ‘hyperconnectivity’. As the authors have pointed out, information and 

communication technologies are changing the way in which businesses “create and capture 



 

 

INTRODUCTION TO HIGHER-ORDER FRAMES IN COMMUNICATION    37 

 

value, how and where we work, and how we interact and communicate” (p. 50). Particularly 

the latter seems salient in this respect, as the digital era enables global connectivity  in  “a 

world where an Internet of everyone is linked to an internet of everything” (Wooldridge, 

2015, p. 29). As these digital resources became accessible to the masses, physical borders and 

geographical distances have faded in connecting business, people, and knowledge (Cascio & 

Montealegre, 2016). ‘Connection’, as such, may constitute the higher principle that serves the 

common good of the digital polity. The test of worth, then, entails the online access an 

organization affords to stakeholders, and the ease and rapidity that access simultaneously 

generates. 

 
 Table 6. Update to Boltanski & Thevenot (1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2000) original higher  

common principles. 

  

From thesis to antithesis 

 

Building further upon the newly suggested arrangement of higher common principles, 

VWG and its primary stakeholders were found to frame the course of events that had led to 

the controversy, significantly different from each other. The discrepancies that accrued 

between the proponent and its challengers in the mobilization of higher common principles, 

became apparent in both ‘valence’ and ‘repertoire’ (see Figure 5). Discrepancies in valence, 

labeled ‘reverse use’ by Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011), for example, were illustrated by 

VWG and its stakeholders’ flexible interpretation of the professional’s higher common 
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principle (i.e. productivity) throughout the thesis and antithesis stages. In mobilizing this 

principle, VWG wanted to showcase its expertise and product’s functionality, whereas the 

stakeholders did so to display VWGs unworthiness, as the manufacturer had installed faulty 

devices to feign conformity to performance standards. The focal organization and 

stakeholders consequently mobilized the same principle to reinforce opposite angles.    

  Discrepancies in repertoire, secondly, were illustrated by VWGs profound 

mobilization of the green higher common principle. The manufacturer did so by trumpeting 

the diesel cars’ environmental friendly nature. Stakeholders, however, tested VWGs worth 

relatively little through its apparent deterioration of nature. Instead, stakeholders generally 

privileged mobilizing the legal higher common principle in debating the focal organization’s 

legitimacy. Familiar principles, in that customers would naturally resort to the market’s 

higher common principle, or traditional media to fame’s principle of ‘public opinion’, were 

therefore not necessarily replicated. Thus, feeding back to what Patriotta, Gond & Schultz 

(2011) have elaborated upon, stakeholders were found to exercise agency in order to boost 

multipolar and convincing argumentation. In employing such plasticity - distancing 

themselves from familiar principles - they indeed proved to be “no prisoners of their own 

institutional worlds” (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011, p. 1828).    
   

From antithesis to synthesis    

 

To close the gap that had formed in previous stages, VWG was compelled to 

communicate compromises with its challengers. Previously communicated justifications were 

therefore revisited that could not adequately serve the stakeholders’ interests. For example, 

VWG originally mobilized the green higher common principle extensively. As it was 

resonated relatively by stakeholders little when controversy embarked, however, the 

manufacturer started to significantly lower its density of green communications (see Figure 

6). Instead, VWG started to mobilize the legal higher common principle more often in its 

discourse, as it was being called into question for violation of law earlier. In these 

communications, VWG explicitly showed regulatory compliance in handling complaints, 

judicial penalties, and performance drops. This, in turn, was echoed by its primary 

stakeholders, as governmental institutions now monitored proper implementation of 

sanctions, and customers were experiencing actual lawful accommodation. The focal 

organization’s endeavors generated affirmative results in turn, given the predominant positive 

valence that was expressed in all actors’ legal frames (see Figure 5). VWGs radical shift 
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toward legal communications, which was diametrically opposed to its initial repertoire, is 

what Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011) would typically qualify as a compromising agent.  

  Such agency, however, turned out to not necessarily transcend a given polity. Both the 

market and professional higher common principles, for example, remained salient throughout 

the entire controversy. In terms of valence, however, the synthesis displayed significant 

improvement (i.e from negative to positive) in regard to earlier stages. Stakeholders’ 

complaints that applied to the market higher common principle, for example, were reduced 

significantly after VWG went on to compromise with challengers. Such compromises did not 

transcend the market polity, since the subsequent monetary compensation of consumers, 

refunding of initial profits, and appointment of a new CEO, are all believed to apply to the 

higher common principle of competitiveness (Boltanski & Thevenot, 1991/2006). The 

evolution of professional related communications similarly illustrated such ‘internal’ agency. 

From the synthesis onwards, valence in primary stakeholders’ professional frames appeared 

to significantly improve in comparison with the antithesis. The focal organization managed to 

do so by offering ‘fixes’ to dispose vehicles of deceitful software, as a result of which the 

professional test of efficiency of workers and machines would be passed. The degrees of 

agency that were exercised within the limits of a single polity, appeared sufficient to 

withstand previous scrutiny. VWG, thus, proved able in influencing logics within the same 

polity to repair legitimacy. 

As such, controversial organizations are argued to have no choice but to exercise 

agency in reverting to Habermas’s (1990) principle of universalization. Indeed, VWGs 

compromising agents had to reassure the stakeholders’ acceptance of consequences and side 

effects the focal organization’s can be anticipated to have, as it should satisfy the interest of 

everyone involved at all times. VWG, thereupon, switched perspectives to safeguard 

universal legitimacy it could not extract from prior communications. Agents thus reframed 

previously unacceptable rationales to satisfy the stakeholders’ needs, upon which the latter 

restored the focal organization’s threatened license to operate. To facilitate this agency, VWG 

had distanced itself from one-sidedly promoting discourse. Instead, it embraced the very 

building blocks of Dozier, Grunig & Grunig’s (1995) win-win zone, as the challengers were 

accommodated through dialogue, mutual understanding, and respectful negotiation. The win-

win zone that was accessed thereafter, can thus be viewed as principle U’s catalyst, as it may 

strengthen the challengers’ acceptance of consequences the focal organization can be 

anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interest (Habermas, 1990). 
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First-order and higher-order framing 
 

 Previous dynamics are to be accounted for in answering how a controversial 

organization maintains legitimacy over time through communication with its stakeholders. 

‘Controversial’, as appeared from this study, denotes significant discrepancies between a 

focal organization and its primary stakeholders in evaluating the current state of affairs. Such 

evaluation occurs through mobilization of nine higher common principles, that each generates 

a unique test of worth (see Table 6). These tests are to be withstood for an organization to 

preserve society-wide legitimacy. Evaluative discrepancies between the focal organization 

and primary stakeholders, however, jeopardize an organization’s worthiness as stakeholders 

generate dissimilar reliance on higher common principles. Discrepancies like these manifest 

itself in terms of repertoire and valence. Such disparities are believed to be fueled by 

narcissistic organizations that are incapable of serving contradictory logics from which 

primary stakeholders depart. This mono-contextual understanding of society obstructs the 

establishment of a win-win zone, in which neither the focal organization’s discourse, nor that 

of primary stakeholders prevail. Such equity, however, is deemed imperative in maintaining 

legitimacy over time. In actually reflecting on primary stakeholders’ interests, focal 

organizations are believed to reexamine the common good it is supposed to serve in poly-

centred society. An initial step towards the maintenance of legitimacy throughout 

controversy, therefore, is the abandoning of a mono-contextual understanding of the focal 

organization’s environment. By doing so, the focal organization may uncover potential 

compromises that readdress its primary stakeholders’ interests. Such compromises were 

found to be instrumental in aligning the focal organization’s new frames with primary 

stakeholders’ initial interpretation of events.  

  What the focal organization thus seeks for, is a crystallization of elementary frames in 

which both repertoire and valence coincide. Following this line of reasoning, a series of 

interrelated building blocks seem to unfold that denote the construction, maintenance, or 

repair an organization’s legitimacy. By way of an inverted pyramid, this set-up of blocks 

suggests that basic framing theory (Entman, 1993; Goffman, 1974; Cornelissen, Carroll & 

Elving, 2009) precedes a higher-order frame that is transcended into, after first-order levels 

are surmounted (see Figure 7). The blocks suggests that, organizations may strategically 

construct a frame that gradually evolves into polity-wide legitimacy. As such, the narrowest 

building block of the pyramid comprises the set-up of one single frame, as has been 

elaborated upon by Entman (1993) and Vliegenthart & Van Zoonen (2011). At the very 
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elementary level, this frame is supposed to give sense to isolated items of fact according to 

“what exists, what happens, and what matters” in accordance with what a higher common 

principle prescribes (Gitlin, 1980, p. 7). As this frame ideally resonates through primary 

stakeholders’ frames, focal organizations are expected to facilitate a win-win zone in which 

contradictory logics are sufficiently reflected upon. An organization’s poly-contextual view 

on society is prerequisite for doing so, as narcissistic motives may profoundly bias thorough 

examination of primary stakeholders’ interests. As the focal organization’s frame expresses 

sufficient service to the the plurality of identities, an alignment or crystallization of frames is 

consequently likely to materialize in terms of repertoire and valence.  

   

Figure 7. Inverted pyramid of legitimacy building. This figure epitomizes the set of interrelated building  

blocks that an organization may surpass to build legitimacy.  
 

Influential communication scholars, however, have implied that as frames 

successfully crystalize, processes of framing are to be terminated or repeated (Grunig & 

Grunig, 1992; Dozier, Grunig & Grunig, 1995; Cornelissen, Carroll & Elving, 2009; Van der 

Meer et al., 2014). Relying upon these study’s findings, instead, it is argued that solely 

elementary, first-order frames are terminated. What may follow next, is that crystallized 

frames naturally transcend into higher-order frames that determine an organization’s worth in 

conformity with the polity’s higher common principle. That is not to say a crystallization of 

frames virtually equates a successful test of worth. Rather, frame alignment is prerequisite to 

potentially passing a test of worth. If no crystallization of frames occurs, focal organizations 
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will most likely not withstand such tests. For example, VWGs legitimacy was threatened 

profoundly as it seemed incapable of passing tests of worth in regard to market, professional, 

and legal higher common principles. Common denominator to these complications was a 

complete absence of frame alignment. Successful tests of worth, however, at the very 

minimum, require mutual agreement in that challengers agree on what is tested. If primary 

stakeholders explain a series of events differently from the focal organization, as the latter 

appeared unable to satisfactorily account for whatever occurred, the challengers’ actual 

interpretation of events will be subject to testing. As this study’s case displayed, such 

evaluative discrepancies will most probably result in the focal organization failing the test of 

worth. Proponents that unjustly impose discourse on challengers, thus, would eventually fail 

the test of worth as the latter determines the very verdict. The road to a potentially successful 

test is therefore to be viewed as a two-way street. A crystallization of frames fulfils such a 

requirement, as both parties evenly agree on the explanation of events.  

  The mutually agreed upon higher-order frame that consequently springs from the 

crystallization, is the focal organization’s best bet on passing the test of worth. The 

probability of succeeding is now vastly increased, as the ‘judge’ concurrently co-engineered 

the higher-order frame. Again, the case study of VWG well-illustrates this assumption. After 

having rebuilt market, professional, and legal frames, that were reconstructed with profound 

involvement of primary stakeholders, frames did in fact crystallize. The ‘fix’ VWG 

communicated, for example, was introduced to accommodate affected customers, and indeed, 

led them to agree on the manufacturer’s interpretation of efficiency again. The latter’s 

interests became firmly incorporated, in turn, as the focal organization proved increasingly 

receptive to its challengers. The higher-order frame that accordingly arose, is therefore 

argued to be divested from VWGs narcissism. Instead, the higher-order frame carried a 

highly poly-contextual degree as it served the stakeholders’ custom-made demands. The 

subsequent tests of worth, thereupon, were reduced to formalities.  

  As tests of worth are passed, the controversial organization can be argued to have 

strategically co-constituted legitimacy among its stakeholders. In having done so, the exercise 

of agency was deployed as a tool in compromising on stakeholders’ interests. Such agency, 

however, could have missed significance when organizations failed to take a poly-contextual 

stance. Controversial organizations that actually manage to repair legitimacy, are therefore 

believed to have firstly abandoned narcissistic motives, after which it could reassure the 

stakeholders’ acceptance of side effects the focal organization can be anticipated to have. The 

reconstructed frames that are consequently brought forward then comprise potential to align 



 

 

INTRODUCTION TO HIGHER-ORDER FRAMES IN COMMUNICATION    43 

 

with that of primary stakeholders, as the latter’s departure from contradictory logics is 

sufficiently accounted for. In turn, a higher-order frame may transcend from both parties’ 

frame negotiation. This higher-order frame may be successfully put to the test thereafter. At 

the root of sustainably repairing (and maintaining) legitimacy will therefore virtually always 

be compliance with Habermas’s (1990) principle of universalization and Holmstrom’s (2007) 

stance on reflection, as it is suggested that without adherence to these theories, the 

proponent’s and challengers’ logics are never to reconcile in a new higher-order frame.      

 

Limitations and future research 

 
Many of the assumptions made in this research trace back to the case study of VWG. 

Such a design may raise questions in regard to the study’s external validity, as it may not 

have yielded general findings that can be applied to the broader field of corporate 

communication. Such questions sure host a grain of truth in regular quantitative research, but 

are considerably less relevant to this study of exploratory nature. Subject to examination, 

indeed, was not necessarily whether findings can be generated to a wider universe, but how 

well theory can be extracted from the data. That notwithstanding, a substantial degree of 

quantitative measures was added to ensure the validity of presumptions that were made 

within the case.     

Such criticism, however, would surely apply to future research that intends to 

examine theory on higher-order frames in more detail. Accordingly, it is encouraged to test 

theory on higher-order frames within a wider context that easily accommodates multiple 

cases. For example, organizations within the same industry could be compared to one 

another, or perhaps in a later stage, entire industries can be compared with other industries to 

examine deviances in the establishment of higher-order frames. As such, levels of analysis 

may eventually expand up to a point that vastly benefit the external validity. 

  New studies into higher-order frames may also account for more actors than were 

subject to scrutiny in this research. In the context of this study for example, examination of 

shareholders, environmental agencies, and actors from different nationalities could have been 

surely of additional value. Due to restrictions in time and resources, unfortunately, such 

stakeholders could not be sufficiently accounted for. Doing so, however, would optimally 

generate data that originate from constructivist dynamics.   

  Lastly, timestamps of the thesis, antithesis, and synthesis stages could have been 

identified more robustly. Instead of relying on an extensive pile of literature and judicial 
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accounts, statistical tests (e.g. frequencies) could have indicated substantial differences in, for 

example, valence or repertoire. Profound discrepancies over time then may suggest a 

transition of stages. Although similar findings would have most likely been generated in this 

case, arbitrary interventions may be eliminated. Doing so, however, would have required 

extensive preliminary statistical research, for which neither time, nor resources could have 

been made available. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In today’s poly-contextual society, organizations ought to serve a plurality of contradictory 

interests to preserve their license to operate. The interdependence of framing and legitimacy 

in adequately serving these contradictory interests, however, have been systematically 

underexposed. In an aim to fill in this gap, the following research question was posed: how 

does a controversial organization maintains legitimacy over time through communication 

with its stakeholders? Thereupon, it was argued that a controversial organization may 

strategically draw upon an interrelated set of building blocks to help close the gap with its 

challengers. These blocks build further upon fundamental communication theories by 

introducing first-order and higher-order frames. Successful completion of these blocks is 

believed to be a two-way interaction between a focal organization’s agents and its 

stakeholders in a poly-contextual society. Organizations may employ strategic 

communication tactics, however, that can potentially consolidate the preservation of 

legitimacy. Though, as opposed to the practices of ‘greenwashing’, these tactics are actually 

justifiable according to a principle that is acknowledged by all.  
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Appendix A: Codebook 

 

Introduction 

 

a. Guidelines 

 

Throughout this analysis, passages of VWG and its identified main stakeholders (i.e. 

customers, traditional media, and governmental institutions) from August 2008 through 

December 2017 will be subject to scrutiny. It is examined which of Boltanski & Thevenot’s 

(1991/ 2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye (2000) higher common principles these actors 

mobilize before, during, and after the widely-covered emissions scandal in the process of 

establishing legitimacy. The passages originate from ‘The Volkswagen Diesel Customer 

Forum’, four quality newspapers in English (i.e. The New York Times, The Guardian, The 

Independent, The Times), VWGs U.S. media site,  and judicial reports accessed through 

‘http://vwcourtsettlement.com’ and ‘https://epa.gov/vw’. In addition, it is explored whether 

new higher common principles have emerged over the course of the past 26 years. Make sure 

to read the entire text document first before entering the coding process.  

 

b. Structure 

 

1) General information 

2) Source related information 

3) Polity related information 

 

c. Unit of analysis 

 

 The unit of analysis in this study is chosen to be a ‘passage’. Defined by Miles & 

Huberman (1994), each passage, either written, visualized, or spoken, is bound by a clear 

ending and expresses at least one coherent idea (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A text may thus 

comprise more than one passage. An example of such a passage is provided below. 

 
“Volkswagen considers the safety and satisfaction of its consumers and passengers a top 

priority. As such, Volkswagen of America today notified the National Highway Traffic 

Safety Administration (NHTSA) that it will be issuing a voluntary safety recall affecting 

http://vwcourtsettlement.com/
https://epa.gov/vw
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the low-beam headlights on certain 2015 model year Volkswagen Jetta vehicles.” 

(Volkswagen, 2014) 

   

d. Seven higher common principles  

 

In building, maintaining, and repairing legitimacy, organizations are argued to 

continuously frame toward one or more higher common principles in an attempt to display 

their worth (Patriotta, Gond & Schultz, 2011; Entman, 1993). These higher common 

principles, their surrounding polities, and accompanying mode of evaluations (i.e. tests) are 

briefly outlined in Table A1. These higher common principles are believed to be mobilized by 

the actors at play. In that regard, this study will examine how the focal organization and its 

stakeholders have discursively framed toward higher common principles in their utterances.   

 
Table A1. Overview of Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) and Thevenot, Moody & Lafaye’s (2000)  

higher common principles. 
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1. General information 

 

Q1A. Coder’s identity 

 

Provide information about the identity of the coder. 

 

 1:  C.H.J. Smeets 

 2:  Second coder (I.T.W. Sopacua) 

 

Q1B. Date 

 

Indicate the release date of the passage under scrutiny in the following order: DD-MM-

YYYY. When unknown, fill out ‘0’. 

 

Q1C. Number of passages 

 

Mark how many passages this document contains. Note that a post in ‘The Volkswagen 

Diesel Customer Forum’ and its corresponding comment section may contain a plurality of 

passages. In addition, note that an image never incorporates more than one passage. It may 

be part of a passage, or one single passage on its own. A video, contrarily, may bring along 

more than one passage, dependent on the nature of the video (e.g. an interview may 

accommodate more than one passage). 

 

Q1D. Type of passage 

 

Indicate whether this passage contains written text, image, video or any of them combined. 

Note that an image of a written text counts as written text (1). 

 

 1:  Written text 

 2:  Image 

 3:  Video 

 4:  Written text, image 

 5: Written text, video 
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 6: Written text, image, video 

 7:  Image, video 

 

2. Source related information 

 

Q2A. Word count 

 

Indicate how many words this passage comprises, (sub)headings included if part of passage at 

stake. Enter ‘n/a’ when passage only comprises image or video. 

 

Q2B. Actor’s identity 

 

Indicate from which actor at play the passage under scrutiny stems from.  

 

 1:  Volkswagen Group 

 2:  Volkswagen Group’s customers 

 3:  The traditional media 

 4:  Governmental institutions 

 

Q2C. Passage’s type 

 

Indicate from which source the passage at play stems. 

 

 1:  VW U.S. media site 

 2:  The Volkswagen Diesel Customer Forum 

 3:  The New York Times 

 4:  The Guardian 

 5:  The Independent 

 6:  The Times 

 7: https://vwcourtsettlement.com 

 8: https://epa.gov/vw 

 

 

https://vwcourtsettlement.com/
https://epa.gov/vw
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3. Polity related information 

 

Q3A. Higher common principles in polities 

 

By reflecting on Table A2, indicate whether any of the higher common principle’s semantic 

markers correspond with the passage under scrutiny. To indicate a higher common principle, 

at least two of the semantic descriptors from one single polity must occur in the passage. If 

two or more semantic descriptors from other polities also apply within the same passage, 

mark down these too. Mark down the unique digit that accompanies the polity at Q3A (e.g. 

domestic is ‘3’) and enter a ‘1’ at the appropriate cell nextly (e.g. when domestic Q3A3 is 

‘1’). In case no sufficient amount of semantic markers seem applicable to this passage, 

proceed to Q3B.    

 

Q3A1: Market 

 Q3A2: Industrial 

 Q3A3: Domestic 

 Q3A4: Fame 

Q3A5: Civic 

Q3A6: Inspired 

Q3A7: Green 

 

For example, the passage below is to be indicated as the polity of ‘fame’, as is illustrated by 

words in bold. 
 
“With an unrivaled history of compelling storytelling and iconic advertising, Volkswagen 

gladly accepts the challenge of keeping fans smiling during the Big Game’s commercial 

break.” said Vinay Shahani, Vice President, Marketing at Volkswagen of America, Inc. 

“We look forward to engaging more fans with another chapter of the VW brand story.” 

(Volkswagen, 2013)  

 

Q3B. No polity applicable 

 

This step is only to be taken in case the semantic markers outlined in Table A2 do not prove 

sufficient to assign a polity to the passage at play. Note which semantic markers that literally 

appear in the passage under scrutiny, would describe the passage’s core best. These markers 
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should not correspond with the semantic markers as outlined in Table A2. Enter no more than 

five of these markers in the appropriate document. For example, as for the passage that was 

brought forth in the first section of this codebook (‘Introduction; Unit of analysis’), the 

following words could be noted: ‘safety’, ‘satisfaction’, ‘consumers’, ‘voluntary safety 

recall’, ‘model’.  
 

Table A2. Semantic descriptors.  
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 Note. The semantic descriptors outlined above are based on Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006)  
rudimentary list as was indicated in the margins of ‘On Justification: Economies of Worth’ (p. 159 -  

211). Additionally, Patriotta, Gond & Schultz (2011) complementary work of adding synonyms and  

similar markers were included too.  

 

Q3C. Valence of passage 

 

Indicate whether the tone of voice is predominantly positive, negative, or neutral. ‘Positive’ 

would indicate that the actor from which the passage stems, believes the focal organization 

adheres to the higher common principles that were mobilized. ‘Negative’ would indicate the 

opposite, in that the actor at play believes the focal organization does not adhere to the higher 

common principle mobilized. ‘Neutral’ would apply if no clear stance is taken on the focal 

organization’s adherence, neither implicitly nor explicitly. 
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 1: Positive 

2:  Neutral 

 3: Negative 

 

For example, in the passage that was brought forward in the third section of this codebook 

(Q3A), VWG itself implies that VWG greatly adheres (i.e. ‘positive’) to the polity of fame. 

Note that this example may seem rather obvious, as VWG ‘of course’ would advocate for 

VWG, but a letter of apology of VWG for instance, would contrarily imply non-compliance to 

a higher common principle.    
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Appendix B: Updated semantic markers 

 

Additional alterations have been made to Patriotta, Gond & Schultz’s (2011) updates of 

Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) semantic descriptors. These semantic descriptors are 

believed to indicate the presence of a given higher common principle. Alterations in such 

descriptors were implemented in view of the content analysis on VWGs diesel scandal. These 

alterations either suggest (1) previous incompleteness of a given higher common principle’s 

set of descriptors or (2) incongruence with today’s corporate environment. The alterations are 

indicated in italic in Table B1. 

  First, in regard to previous incompleteness, key semantic markers that were found 

throughout the analysis were added to existing arrangements. These markers appeared in 

documents that displayed substantial conformity to Boltanski & Thevenot’s (1991/2006) 

theory on a given established polity. Due to a lack of obligated marker correspondence, these 

newly found markers could not immediately be allocated to existing arrangements. In a later 

stage they were added to applicable polities, as the newly found arrangements did neither 

seem to fit these markers. Markers such as ‘awards’, ‘celebrity’, and ‘popular’, for example, 

were added to the polity of fame thereafter. 

  Secondly, in the event of incongruence with today’s corporate environment, structures 

were altered to adequately allocate markers. As such, the ‘industrial’ polity was changed to 

‘professional’ polity to account for the witnessed shift from industrial related markers to 

general work related markers. Also, the ‘inspired’ polity was restructured to account for the 

previously impractical test of worth of ‘ethereality’. Instead, it was argued to have it 

substituted for ‘leadership’. Furthermore, the ‘civic’ polity was changed to a ‘legal’ polity. 

Building further upon this incongruence, two additional polities were also established that 

accounted for markers that could not be accounted for in an earlier stage. These are the 

‘philanthropic’ and ‘digital’ polity. The higher common principles were, respectively, 

‘humanity’ and ‘connection’. Respective tests of worth then comprised ‘contribution of 

resources to community’ and ‘online access, ease, and speed’. Elaboration on these new 

polities can be found in ‘Discussion’. The markers that these polities were composed of can 

be found in Table B1, along with the other updates in semantic descriptors. 
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 Table B1. Updated semantic descriptors in view of content analysis. 
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          Note. All markers in italic were added after having employed this study’s content analysis. 


