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Abstract  

Alleged organizational wrongdoings are often characterized by high levels of uncertainty about 
what happened, which can take years to be established judicially. In this study, we examine 
organizations' efforts to manage their stakeholders' impressions of their possible guilt in this 
period of uncertainty. The study examines the discursive guilt-management strategies 
organizations employ in such situations to embrace the paradoxical tensions that emerge between 
their routine, positive self-presentations as responsible organizations and their communication 
about their possible guilt. Taking departure in impression management and a paradox 
perspective, we conceptualize guilt management as a discursive practice enacted in times of 
uncertainty. Specifically, we conduct a micro-level discourse analysis of CSR reports published 
by large U.S. banks after the financial crisis and analyze how these banks managed impressions 
of their possible guilt, before they eventually agreed to legal settlements. We identify amending, 
bracketing, shifting locus of control, implicating, as well as reattributing and extending moral 
agency as central guilt-management strategies that embrace the paradoxical tensions between the 
banks' positive self-presentations and their communication about their possible guilt. We 
conclude with a discussion of theoretical and methodological contributions to organization 
studies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When organizations face allegations of large-scale failures, such as accounting fraud or 

preventable accidents, a response that clarifies their role in the alleged wrongdoing is a 

prerequisite for restoring their stakeholders' shattered assumptions (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; 

Pearson & Clair, 1998) and avoiding fatal consequences for the organization (Hamilton, 2006). 

However, alleged organizational failures are often characterized by high levels of uncertainty 

about what actually happened and whether any wrongdoing on the part of a specific organization 

has occurred (Dutton, 1986). This also includes uncertainty about whether public authorities will 

find enough evidence of their guilt, which can take years to be established. The news media as 

powerful arbiters, interpreters, and commentators of such incidents exploit the uncertainty of the 

situation to turn potential wrongdoings into scandals with speculative stories that reinforce their 

readers' pre-existing beliefs about particular organizations (Nelkin, 1988).  

In previous research, organizational responses to failures have been variously viewed and 

classified as accommodative or defensive crisis-communication strategies (e.g. Marcus & 

Goodman, 1991; Coombs, 2007), trust repair (e.g. Gillespie & Dietz, 2009; Eberl et al., 2015), 

and discursive legitimation (e.g. Vaara et al., 2006). As an umbrella term, impression 

management has often been used to describe all forms of organizational communication aimed at 

either generating positive perceptions of an organization in a proactive manner or restoring its 



 

legitimacy after an image-threatening event (e.g. Gardner & Martinko, 1988; Elsbach et al., 1998; 

Mohamed et al., 1999). All of these approaches take the organization-level failure as a given and 

take departure in either apologies or defenses or both. However, an organization can neither 

apologize for a wrongdoing nor defend itself, before it is legally convicted or exonerated of any 

guilt or has agreed to a settlement. Although apologies are a pre-condition for repairing 

relationships with affected stakeholders after a wrongdoing (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996), apologies 

can also be seen as a premature acknowledgement of guilt, which could inflate a potential fine 

(Gillespie & Dietz, 2009). Shareholders, who are interested in the economical use of resources, 

would clearly prefer the organization to minimize its financial liabilities, which would speak in 

favor of denial and against any premature admission of guilt prior to a court decision. 

Conversely, denying a wrongdoing before all evidence has been collected can have detrimental 

consequences for the organization's reputation, should its guilt be proven at a later stage. Thus, 

neither apologies nor defenses are viable options, when there is uncertainty about the 

organization's guilt. 

Organizations that face allegations of a wrongdoing or are subject to criminal investigations 

need to address their potential guilt in their public communication in view of the high level of 

media attention as well as interest from employees and investors alike. At the same time, 

organizations need to continue with their routine, positive self-presentations as responsible 

organizations, in case they are exonerated later on. The organization's leaders may not necessarily 

know whether any wrongdoing has occurred further down in the organization and cannot foresee 

whether enough evidence of the organization's guilt will be found for a conviction. These 

uncertainties lead to tensions between the positive self-presentations – typically articulated in all 

organizational communication materials, such as websites, CSR reports, or media statements – 

and their required communication about the possible guilt. We view these contradictory demands 



 

from a paradox perspective (e.g. Lewis & Smith, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011), since 

organizations under investigation need to embrace the possibility of being found guilty as well as 

the possibility of not being found guilty for an extended period of time. We conceptualize guilt 

management as a discursive practice intended to embrace the paradoxical tensions that become 

salient when organizations seek to unify their routinely articulated, positive self-descriptions with 

their communication about the potential guilt. Paradox theory makes sense of the tensions created 

by the effort to cope with and reconcile two or more conflicting, interrelated and co-existing 

demands, where no simplistic either/or thinking can be adopted, but both-and or more-than 

thinking is beneficial (Lewis, 2000). As fundamental characteristics of organizations, paradoxes 

consist of interdependent elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time. Tensions are 

incompatibilities and dilemmas that form the sources of such paradoxes (Lewis, 2000; Smith & 

Lewis, 2011; Putnam et al., 2016). 

The objective of this study is to provide an empirically grounded understanding of how 

organizations manage impressions of their potential guilt in their public communication when 

they are under investigation. We adopt a paradox perspective for the study of guilt management 

in order to gain a holistic understanding of how organizations embrace contradictory demands in 

their communication (e.g. Ashcraft & Trethewey, 2004; Putnam et al., 2014). Specifically, we 

pursue the following research question: Which discursive strategies do organizations employ to 

embrace the paradoxical tensions that emerge between their routine, positive self-presentations 

and their communication about their possible guilt? We first review the literature on impression 

management and crisis communication as organizational responses to failures as our point of 

departure. This is followed by a review of the literature on guilt in the fields of psychology, 

philosophy, and law in order to arrive at a theoretical understanding of guilt in general as well as 

in an organizational context. We then present the case of large U.S. banks after the financial crisis 



 

in the period from 2007 to 2011, during which the banks found themselves confronted with the 

accusation that their lending practices had contributed to the global financial crisis. The banks' 

guilt was first established legally in 2012, when they entered into the first of several settlements 

with U.S. public authorities and partly admitted to improper practices. We focus on the years 

before the first settlement and conduct a micro-level discourse analysis (Gee, 2008, 2011) of how 

the banks engaged with the paradoxical tensions between their routine, positive self-presentations 

as responsible organizations and their communication about their potentially problematic role in 

the financial crisis, which they needed to address, given the high level of media attention they 

faced. 

Our study makes the following two important contributions to organization studies. 

Theoretically, we propose organizational guilt management as a discursive practice in times of 

uncertainty aimed at generating impressions about the organization that embrace both the 

possibility of being found guilty and the possibility of not being found guilty, which is hitherto 

unexplored. Thus, we enrich existing work on responses to organizational failures with an 

understanding of how language enables organizations to embrace the paradoxical tensions they 

create in their public communication about their possible guilt. Methodologically, our micro-level 

discourse analysis demonstrates how such an analysis is helpful in exploring how organizations 

create and manage recurrent paradoxical tensions by privileging those aspects of reality that 

enable them to embrace both poles of such tensions that occur when they address their roles in 

the guilt context. 



 

IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT AND CRISIS COMMUNICATION  

Organizational impression management (IM) has been defined as the process by which 

organizations attempt to shape their audiences' perceptions of the organization in a proactive (e.g. 

Elsbach et al., 1998) or defensive (e.g. Elsbach & Sutton, 1992) manner, based on the original 

understanding of IM being a process among organizational members (e.g. Gardner & Martinko, 

1988; Bolino et al., 2008). Mohamed et al. (1999) proposed a two-dimensional taxonomy of 

organizational IM tactics. The first dimension consists of tactics that concern the organization 

either directly, or indirectly via entities through which the organization is associated, such as 

NGOs. The second dimension includes assertive tactics aimed at promoting positive impressions 

of the organization proactively, and defensive tactics aimed at restoring legitimacy after image-

threatening events (e.g. excuses, justifications, apologies). Tata and Prasad (2015) applied this 

taxonomy to CSR communication and extended the second dimension with an assertive vs. 

protective, an anticipatory vs. reactive, and an image-enhancing vs. image-correcting dimension. 

Thus, IM can be seen an umbrella concept that includes not only organizational responses to 

failures but also proactive image enhancement in the absence of negative events. 

As a form of defensive impression management, crisis communication has developed as a 

rich and varied body of research in the fields of public relations and organization studies, 

specifically focused on communicative responses to negative events (e.g. Bundy et al., 2017; 

Coombs, 2007; Dutton, 1986; Mitroff et al., 1987; Pearson & Clair, 1998). Scholarly definitions 

of crises converge on a crisis being a unique and unpredictable event that is perceptual in nature, 

threatens stakeholder expectations of the organization, and generates negative outcomes for the 

organization (e.g. Coombs, 2007; Millar & Heath, 2004; Ulmer et al., 2006). Such negative 

outcomes can include damage to relationships and credibility, restricted access to resources, 

operational disruptions, and financial losses (Mitroff et al., 1987). The goal of organizational 



 

crisis management is therefore to prevent crises or to lessen their impact on the organization and 

its stakeholders (Coombs, 1998). Crisis communication represents a vital variable in this 

management process (Marcus & Goodman, 1991), since crises create an immediate demand for 

information among organizational stakeholders, including the media (Fearn-Banks, 2011). Thus, 

a crisis can also be seen as a rhetorical problem (Millar & Heath, 2004), requiring a 

communicative response that clarifies the role and stance of an organization involved in the crisis 

in order to rebuild stakeholder relationships (Hamilton, 2006). However, not all crises emerge 

suddenly at a certain point in time or are easily detectable as such, thus making it more difficult 

for the organization involved to take a univocal stance and to provide a timely response following 

one of the above-mentioned strategies. Some crises, in fact, may linger for a time before flaring 

(Millar, 2004), where the development of the issue dictates whether, when and how organizations 

need to respond. Organizational responses to crises have originally been classified into 

accommodative strategies, through which the organization apologizes and implements corrective 

action; and defensive strategies, through which the organization denies any wrongdoing or 

provides justifications and excuses (Marcus & Goodman, 1991). Based on this dichotomy, Benoit 

(1995, 2004) developed his Image Restoration Theory. His overall strategies of denial (simple 

denial, shift the blame), evasion of responsibility (provocation, defeasibility, accident, good 

intentions), and reducing the offensiveness of an event (bolstering, minimization, differentiation, 

transcendence, attack the accuser, compensation) can be classified as defensive, while his 

strategies of corrective action and mortification correspond to the above-mentioned 

accommodative strategies. Later, Coombs (1998) integrated a number of crisis response postures 

into an accommodative-defensive continuum, including full apology, corrective action, 

ingratiation, justification, excuse, denial, and attack the accuser. Coombs and Holladay (2004) 

then placed these postures on an accommodative-defensive continuum of three groups of 



 

postures: Repair (suffering, bolstering, praising others, compensation, corrective action, apology), 

which is accommodative; diminish (excuse, justification), which can be either accommodative or 

defensive; and denial (clarification, attack, shifting the blame), which is defensive. In later 

classifications, Coombs (e.g. 2010) added bolstering (reminding, ingratiation, victimage) as a 

supplementary posture that can be used in combination with either of the three main postures. 

Outside the field of crisis communication, scholars in organization studies have conducted 

related work on organizational trust repair after wrongdoings (e.g. Bachmann et al., 2015; Brown 

et al., 2016; Eberl et al., 2015; Gillespie & Dietz, 2009) and the discursive legitimation of 

controversial organizational practices (e.g. Joutsenvirta & Vaara, 2015; Vaara et al., 2006).  

While impression management, crisis response strategies, and trust repair seek to reestablish 

stakeholder trust and restore corporate reputation through accommodative or defensive response 

strategies, legitimation is defensive in nature, seeking to achieve a positive understanding of 

potentially controversial actions. Noticeably, the above approaches all take the organization-level 

failure as a given, since the guilt incurred for the wrongdoing needs to be well understood in 

order for these strategies to be applicable. 

GUILT MANAGEMENT 

Our focus is on the specific situation in which organizational guilt is uncertain for an 

extended period of time and may take years to be established in court. In such situations, neither 

accommodative nor defensive response strategies will be appropriate, before evidence has been 

accumulated of whether the organization or any of its members can be proven guilty of the 

alleged wrongdoing. We first delve deeper into the literature on guilt in general and in an 

organizational context to understand its various conceptualizations. Next, we turn to the 



 

discursive management of guilt, for which we use a paradox perspective, given that the existing 

literature on organizational responses to failures is unsuitable for situations characterized by 

paradoxical tensions. 

Guilt and Its Dimensions 

Guilt is a complex, multi-dimensional concept and even more so in the context of organi-

zations. As guilt has received attention in moral philosophy, criminal law, and social psychology, 

we draw on the conceptualization of guilt in each of the three fields in order to arrive at a distinc-

tion between moral guilt, legal guilt, and emotional guilt as well as between individual and 

collective guilt. In moral philosophy, individuals are considered to incur moral guilt when they 

have violated the moral rights of another individual, despite having had the opportunity to behave 

otherwise. Moral guilt is determined by the prevailing standards of morality, which are the norms 

that ought to be observed in a society, but are not formalized or enforceable. Even though there 

may be cultural variations, most aspects of morality are a core part of all human civilization (e.g. 

Mikhail, 2007; Campbell, 2015; Ross, 1975), and any violation of morality constitutes moral 

guilt. However, such a violation exists independently of whether offenders are aware of their 

moral guilt at the time of the offense, or whether moral guilt first becomes known to them when 

someone blames them in response to a perceived wrongdoing. Blame involves both the 

judgement that an offender has conducted a moral wrongdoing and a negative response toward 

the offender, which may be kept private or may be expressed (Coates & Tognazzini, 2012).  

In the context of the law, human or legal persons can incur legal guilt – either for their own 

actions or the actions of others as part of supervisory relationships – when the following elements 

are present: An action or omission from free will with intention or negligence, the accusation of 



 

having violated codified rules, and a judgment through the judicial system based on some form of 

proof (Ross, 1975). If found guilty in a legal sense, the accused receives a sentence that is judged 

appropriate to the offense. The aims of punishment are the retribution of the guilt and the 

prevention of future transgressions of the same kind.  

In psychology, emotional guilt is understood as a socio-moral emotion, specifically as "the 

dysphoric feeling associated with the recognition that one has violated a personally relevant 

moral or social standard" (Kugler & Jones, 1992, p. 318). These guilt feelings motivate 

individuals (1) to change their future behavior in order to avoid the same feeling of guilt in the 

future and (2) to restore equity in the relationship with the victim(s) through reparative action, 

such as apologizing or seeking forgiveness (e.g. Vangelisti et al., 1991). Although guilt is closely 

connected to the notion of responsibility, the two are conceptually distinct. In both moral 

philosophy and law, responsibility is considered to presuppose guilt. In a moral sense, this means 

that an agent must have had the opportunity to act otherwise but did not, before s/he can be 

considered morally responsible. Similarly, in a legal context, responsibility is the legal judgement 

passed on the basis of someone's guilt (Ross, 1975). In psychology, guilt and responsibility are 

also considered to be distinct concepts, with responsibility being conceptualized as the feeling of 

controllability of an outcome (Berndsen & Manstead, 2007). 

While the distinction between moral and legal guilt is a rather common one in both 

philosophy and law (e.g. Gilbert, 2002; Morris, 1988; O'Hear, 1976; Ross, 1975), we also find 

some support for combining emotional guilt with moral and legal guilt in Isaacs' (2011) broad 

distinction among being guilty, believing oneself to be guilty, and feeling guilty; and in O'Hear's 

(1976) distinction between moral guilt, guilt in a legal sense, and guilt feelings. Finally, Averill 

(1976, p. 98) uses legal guilt, moral guilt, and guilt feelings as an example of how emotions are 

constituted by the different "systems of actions" suggested by Parsons and Shils (1951). He 



 

argues that legal guilt emerges from the social system (the relationships with social institutions, 

e.g. a court of law), moral guilt emerges from the cultural system (the values and norms that 

guide our interactions), and guilt feelings are determined by personality types, which might be 

more or less prone to such feelings. The three dimensions of guilt are not contingent on each 

other, but can be incurred individually. For example, a morally wrong act may not necessarily 

lead to emotional guilt, if one does not believe oneself to be guilty. Conversely, one may feel 

guilty for something one is not morally responsible for (Isaacs, 2011). Legal guilt and moral guilt 

are related in that jurisprudence is the attempt to codify moral ideas about right and wrong into 

law (Ross, 1975). However, moral guilt does not always lead to legal guilt, since a morally wrong 

act may be justified, or may not be covered by the law, not discovered, or not prosecuted. Legal 

guilt, meanwhile, is typically associated with moral guilt, unless the law has immoral 

consequences (Morris, 1988). Most importantly, the three dimensions of guilt also differ in their 

chronology. While moral guilt is constituted by the violation of moral rights – although this may 

not be known or considered a transgression by the offender when committing this violation – 

legal guilt exists first when the judicial system awards a sentence. If incurred at all, emotional 

guilt is incurred when becoming aware of a wrongdoing, which can be as early as when the 

wrongdoing occurs or as late as when receiving a sentence based on proof. This means that there 

can be time lags between the moral guilt incurred at the time of the wrongdoing, the emotional 

guilt incurred when recognizing the wrongdoing, and the legal guilt established judicially. 

 

 

 



 

Guilt and Organizations 

Organizations as collectives are in principle capable of all three dimensions of guilt, as 

some strands of the literature in philosophy, law, and psychology suggest. Naturally, these 

disciplines accord different ontological statuses to organizations, but share the view that guilt is 

not necessarily anchored in individuals. Collectives, such as organizations, can incur moral guilt 

as moral agents, because they are capable of collective action (Gilbert, 2002) and are therefore 

morally responsible for their actions, even if these actions are carried out by authorized 

individuals (Velasquez, 2003). The actions of organizations may be the result of internal 

decision-makings structures, such as majority votes, and could therefore potentially differ from 

the intentions of individual, authorized agents (Arnold, 2006). The concept of collective guilt also 

exists in a legal context. The U.S. judicial system often finds corporations rather than individuals 

guilty, because their governance structures, procedures, and cultures are seen as causes or 

enablers of transgressions (Arnold, 2006; French, 2017). Also in the aftermath of the financial 

crisis in the U.S., banks as legal persons were found guilty, while no executives and almost no 

lower-level individuals were prosecuted, since it was difficult to prove who had knowledge of 

what and who did something with intent (Reiff, 2017). Emotional guilt can be experienced by 

collectives, such as organizations, when the collective is perceived to be responsible for harmful 

outcomes and when members self-categorize themselves as members of the collective (Ferguson 

& Branscombe, 2014). However, this may be unrealistic for large organizations, but can apply to 

certain departments or professions within an organization. While emotional guilt motivates 

individuals to engage in relationship-enhancing behaviors as a way of eliminating guilt feelings 

(Baumeister et al., 1994), organizations are unlikely to engage in the same behavior, as this 

would be premature when legal guilt has not been established yet. Emotional guilt in an 

organizational context is therefore less relevant than the other two guilt dimensions. 



 

For organizations, moral and legal guilt and the chronological lag between the two are of 

utmost relevance in managing impressions about their guilt. From a moral standpoint, 

organizations incur moral guilt when a moral transgression occurs, but this guilt may first 

manifest itself or become recognized when its consequences affect corporate stakeholders, e.g. 

customers through the loss of material or ideational resources, or investors through equity loss. 

This manifestation of moral guilt may also take the form of public blame, where stakeholders 

either suspect or have preliminary evidence of a wrongdoing and make this potential wrongdoing 

public. While moral guilt is determined by societal standards of morality, legal guilt is only 

established when there is prosecution and proof, which can take years, especially when the 

collection of evidence is complex due to the size of the organization and the number of parties 

involved. Since an organization's moral guilt and possible legal guilt or exoneration are therefore 

constituted at different points in time, the chronological lag between moral guilt and legal guilt 

creates high levels of uncertainty for the organization as to how it should communicate about the 

possible moral guilt without denying or acknowledging it in the period before it is convicted or 

exonerated. 

Organizational Guilt Management  

We refer to guilt management as the discursive practice of managing impressions of moral 

guilt without admitting or denying it with a view to minimizing an organization's potential legal 

guilt. Guilt management has as its defining feature the uncertainty about an organization's legal 

guilt (i.e. whether evidence will be found that acts as proof of a violation of the law), but this 

uncertainty may also extend to moral guilt (i.e. whether any violation of morality has occurred), 

if organizational leaders are in doubt whether a moral wrongdoing has occurred at all. This may 



 

be the case, when it is difficult to prove who had knowledge of what, or when organizational 

members tamper with evidence. Uncertainty is a central concept in the organization theory 

literature to explain the often-problematic relationship between an organization and its 

environment (Milliken, 1987). It arises because of the lack of information, or the fact that the 

available information is ambiguous, inaccurate or contradictory, hence difficult to discriminate. 

This generates a state of doubt about the future, cause and effect relationships, and the most 

likely ultimate outcome of the situation (Bordia et al., 2004). Most importantly in the context of 

this study, "uncertainty is an aversive state that motivates strategies aimed at reducing or 

managing it" (Bordia et al., 2004, p. 508). Guilt management is therefore enabled and 

necessitated by the uncertainty about an organization's legal guilt and possibly also about its 

moral guilt. We look at uncertainty specifically in relation to the outcome of legal proceedings, 

which lead organizations to manage impressions about their potential guilt prior to the conclusion 

of such proceedings. 

Accordingly, we draw on paradox theory, specifically on the notion of paradoxical tensions, 

since the uncertainty about guilt leads organizations to communicate in ways that embrace the 

possibility of being found guilty as well as the possibility of not being found guilty. Although 

previous research has paid attention to organizational responses to paradoxes (e.g. Gaim et al., 

2019; Smith & Lewis, 2011), very few studies within paradox research have shed light on the 

discursive and rhetorical dimension of paradoxes, in particular the constructive effects of 

language in shaping and addressing paradoxes. The few studies that do so have focused on 

rhetorical techniques in change communication (Fiol, 2002), transcendence as a response to 

paradoxes (Bednarek et al., 2017), discursive aspects of paradoxical tensions in CSR reporting 

(Koep, 2017), and the role of irony in embracing organizational paradoxes (Gylfe et al., 2019). 

We take departure in this embryonic stream of discursive approaches within paradox research to 



 

study how organizations embrace the paradoxical tensions they create themselves when 

addressing their potential guilt. As we are specifically interested in the constitutive role of 

language, we ground guilt management in organizational discourse (Grant & Hardy, 2003; 

Hardy, 2001; Phillips et al., 2004), which goes back to Foucault's (1972) view of discourses as 

"practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak" (p. 54). Discourse constructs 

certain ways of talking about subjects and objects as acceptable, appropriate and normal, while at 

the same time marginalizing other ways of talking about them (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000). 

The adopted perspective in this study focuses on the constructive effects of discourse as "a 

meaning-creating force" (Alvesson, 2004, p. 317). Accordingly, we see guilt management as a 

discursive practice through which organizations let certain versions of reality come into being to 

influence the impressions various stakeholders form of their possible guilt in periods of 

uncertainty. 

METHOD 

Data collection 

We study guilt management in the empirical context of large U.S. banks in the years after the 

financial crisis. The "big four" of the U.S. banking sector – Bank of America, Citi, JP Morgan, 

and Wells Fargo (Baily et al., 2015) – found themselves confronted with the accusation in the 

news media that their lending practices and excessive risk taking had contributed to the global 

financial crisis, destroying trillions in personal wealth and eliminating millions of jobs as 

collateral damage (e.g. Nocera, 2008; Sorkin, 2010). These four banks occupy a central position 

in the field because of their effect on the national economy (Baily et al., 2015) and the resultant 

political and media attention. This media scrutiny in the years after the financial crisis and the 



 

legal proceedings initiated by public authorities meant that the banks needed to address their 

possible moral guilt publicly, but without knowing yet whether they would be found legally 

guilty or not. Instead of waiting for a court decision, the four banks entered into a landmark 

settlement with U.S. authorities in 2012, followed by additional settlements in the years 2013-

2016. As part of these settlements, the banks admitted to improper loan securitization, misleading 

marketing, and incorrect foreclosure practices (DoJ, 2012, 2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2016). Our data 

sources are the CSR reports of these banks in the years before the settlements1.  

We consider these reports to be a key textual manifestation of guilt management, since they 

are unfiltered by the media and therefore communicate the impressions the organization would 

like its stakeholders to form (Hooghiemstra, 2000). While the raison d'être of CSR reports is to 

present an organization's impact on society (e.g. Siltaoja & Onkila, 2013), they also represent a 

more or less self-regulated genre, typically presenting predominantly positive and self-

promotional content to generate favorable impressions of an organization's social performance 

(e.g. Bhatia, 2012; Hahn & Lülfs, 2014). However, the most interested audience of CSR reports 

are employees (Morsing, 2006; Spence, 2009), who tend to be highly engaged readers of all 

organizational communication materials (Christensen, 1997). Communication that is seemingly 

targeted at external audiences but received internally, such as CSR reports, constitutes a form of 

auto-communication, which can reinforce identification among organizational members, if it 

matches their experience in the organization (Broms & Gahmberg, 1983; Christensen, 1997). 

Organizations naturally factor this internal audience into the preparation of all their 

communication materials in their pursuit of the ideal of "speaking with one voice" to their 

 
1 We tried to extend our data to newspaper articles in which the banks are given the opportunity to manage 
their guilt via quotations by the CEO or other executives. We identified 160 relevant articles in Financial 
Times, Wall Street Journal, and New York Times from the years 2007 to 2011, but found next to no guilt 
management in them. We therefore did not pursue news data any further. 



 

multiple audiences (Kitchen & Schultz, 2001), which limits the organization's ability to present 

only promotional content in CSR reports. In addition to communicating with employees, 

organizations also use CSR reports to send risk management signals to their investors, although 

the effect of this is unclear (Spence, 2009). The impact of CSR reports on investors is also 

constrained by their limited attention and the low salience of CSR information among other types 

of information available to them (Pilaj, 2017). 

While the very idea of transparency and accountability inherent in CSR reporting is at odds 

with the business logic of profitability and possible fines for wrongdoings, not addressing an 

organization-level failure in the CSR report would make an organization seem highly 

hypocritical, given that employees and other stakeholders are aware of their potential wrongdoing 

via the news media. The banks in our study therefore needed to manage the paradoxical tensions 

between the self-promotion typical of organizational communication materials and their 

communication about their possible guilt, which they could neither deny nor apologize for prior 

to a court ruling. While these tensions are possibly observable across other forms of 

organizational communication as well (e.g. websites, media interviews), we chose CSR reports, 

because these tensions are directly discernable in CSR reports, as both the organizational self-

promotion and the communication about the possible guilt occur within the same public 

document. In addition, organizations are likely to use CSR reports to discuss the guilt context 

more broadly and contextualize it in relation to the different stakeholder demands and the 

organization's past, present, and future performance, which is less likely to be found in other 

forms of organizational communication, such as media interviews. 

 

 

 



 

We collected the CSR reports of Bank of America, Citigroup, JP Morgan, and Wells Fargo 

for the years 2007 to 2011, which spans the period from the early beginnings of the financial 

crisis to the year before the first legal settlement, i.e. a period characterized by a high level of 

uncertainty regarding organizational guilt, accompanied by high levels of media and public 

attention. We eventually excluded Bank of America, as they did not publish CSR reports before 

2010, which meant that we would only have studied two of their CSR reports. Our final dataset 

amounted to a total of 813 pages of CSR reports from three banks. These banks are representative 

of any company under a long-term criminal investigation for an alleged organization-level 

failure, but are extreme cases (cf. Chen, 2015), given the length of the investigation and the 

impact of a potential fine. We chose a multi-case study to capitalize on the fact that the alleged 

wrongdoings and the need to discursively manage guilt were identical for the banks, which 

enables us to arrive at more robust conclusions.  

Analytical Approach 

For our discourse analysis, we turned to the work of Gee (e.g. 2008; 2011), who has been 

influential in the conceptualization of organizational discourse (e.g. Cooren, 2015; Fairhurst & 

Putnam, 2004). Gee departs from the understanding of writers and speakers as not just saying 

something but also trying to accomplish something (Gee, 2011, p. 8). He suggests a framework 

for a micro-level discourse analysis, based on the idea that language enables us to build 

alternative realities in particular ways across seven interrelated "building tasks of language": 

Significance (using language to render things significant), Practices (using language to enact 

practices), Identities (to take on roles), Relationships (to build social relationships), Politics (to 

convey a perspective on the distribution of social goods), Connections (to render things 



 

connected), and Sign Systems and Knowledge (to make knowledge claims). These building tasks 

are linked to each other in a way that the same words and phrases in a text can evidence more 

than one of these building tasks. According to Gee (2011), a discourse analysis uncovers the 

strategic representation of these seven "areas of reality" in text. However, he suggests studying 

only the key building tasks in a given situation rather than all seven building tasks 

simultaneously. His framework has been applied in previous management research as a device 

for structuring and guiding the systematic study of how discourse constructs these areas of reality 

(e.g. Greckhamer, 2010; Greckhamer & Cilesiz, 2014; Greckhamer & Cilesiz, forthcoming), 

especially as it sets focus on "the multifunctionality of texts in constructing reality" (Greckhamer 

& Cilesiz, forthcoming, p. 6). 

In micro-level discourse analyses, such as the one suggested by Gee, discourse is examined 

as a "locally constructed phenomenon" (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000, p. 1134) through detailed 

studies of language in use, which are needed when there is no a priori understanding of a 

phenomenon. We used Gee's (2008, 2011) framework for our discourse analysis, as we seek to 

move from a thematic description of how banks address their alleged guilt while maintaining 

positive self-presentations to the recurrent meaning-making strategies they adopt to embrace the 

paradoxical tensions they create. After close readings of all CSR reports, in the first stage of our 

analysis, we identified our primary data units by selecting those text passages of the CSR reports 

in which (1) the banks define and elaborate on their own responsibilities towards society or a 

particular stakeholder group or (2) address the financial crisis and its consequences explicitly or 

implicitly. This corresponds to the paradoxical tensions between positive self-presentations and 

the communication about their possible guilt that we are investigating. Since this selection 

process also involved reading between the lines, the three analysts reviewed all units selected for 

relevance and reached a consensus about the data units chosen for further analysis. 



 

We then interpreted the discursive functions of these text passages and assigned Gee's seven 

building tasks to each text passage. As part of this interpretative work, Identities, Relationships 

and Connections emerged as the most prominent building tasks, while the other building tasks 

occurred either rarely or in almost every text passage. As each text passage belonged to at least 

one of the three prominent tasks, we structured our initial analysis of each banks' text passages 

around these three building tasks. This helped us to organize the material in a meaningful way 

and to sharpen our analytical focus. According to Gee (2011), Identity contributes to explaining 

how language constructs "different ways of being in the world at different times and places for 

different purposes" (p. 207). Relationships are analyzed in order to clarify how language builds 

social relationships with other people and/or institutions as being consequential for social 

practices. Connections explain how language is used "to connect things that are not inherently 

connected" or "break/mitigate such connections" (pp. 18-19). In our analysis, Identity pertains to 

the ways in which the banks construct themselves as responsible financial institutions; 

Relationships focus on how the banks define the value they create for their stakeholders; and 

Connections pay attention to how the banks establish connections or disconnections to the 

financial crisis and other relevant actors or events.  

From this analysis, we were able to identify eleven guilt-related themes based on a constant 

comparative procedure within and across our three cases (see Table 1). These themes cut across 

the three building tasks, as some text passages are related to more than one building task. The 

themes are therefore supported by but independent of Gee's typology. Next, we examined how 

these guilt-related themes are linked to form paradoxical tensions (see Table 2) by being in 

opposition with each other. In a final iterative process, we identified how the banks embraced 

these tensions with guilt-management strategies (see Table 2). These strategies represent 

abstractions from the texts we analyzed, as they are not directly observable in the texts. Rather, 



 

they manifest themselves only via the themes. Overall, our interpretative work consisted of four 

different steps (building tasks, themes, tensions, strategies) with increasing levels of abstraction. 

Overall, we conducted our study in an abductive manner by going back and forth between the 

conceptualization of guilt management presented above and the observations we made in our data 

sources to arrive at an understanding of guilt management as the management of paradoxical 

tensions. We also paid attention to the tensions and strategies that were longitudinally established 

between the reports of each bank through repeated discursive choices. 

ANALYSIS 

In the following, we first present one analysis for each bank, which is organized around the 

eleven guilt-related themes that emerged. After these three analyses, we present the guilt-

management strategies we identified across the cases based on the paradoxical tensions created 

among these themes. The guilt-related themes include (#1) proclaiming strong ethics, (#2) 

learning and changing, (#3) looking at past, (#4) looking forward, (#5) distancing from causes of 

guilt context, (#6) providing solutions to guilt context, (#7) mentioning mistakes, (#8) taking 

responsibility for stakeholders, (#9) expecting stakeholders to take responsibility, (#10) 

differentiating from peers, and (#11) uniting with peers. Table 1 gives a systematic overview of 

these themes together with one example per bank, while Table 2 gives an overview of the 

tensions and guilt-management strategies across the cases.  

 

 



 

TABLE 1: Guilt-Related Themes 

 

Guilt-Related Themes  Examples 

(1) Proclaiming strong ethics 

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"And we are committed to being a world-class organization, meeting the highest standards of professionalism and 

integrity to produce benefits that extend far beyond our bottom line" (JPM 2007, p. 37). 

"For 160 years, our customers have trusted us with their financial assets. To honor that trust, we hold ourselves to the 

highest ethical standards" (WF 2011, p. 9). 

"Citi aspires to the highest standards of ethical conduct: doing what we say; reporting results with accuracy and 

transparency; and maintaining full compliance with the laws, rules and regulations that govern the company's business" 

(Citi 2007, p. 20). 

(2) Learning and changing 

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"… meeting that duty means we don’t just lend money to consumers; we work to make our own products more 

transparent and easier to use" (JPM 2011, p. 3) 

"… our commitment to improve in areas where we think we can do better" (WF 2011, p. 4) 

"While our priorities have remained constant, we adjust our activities to accommodate new stakeholder needs, learning 

from our successes and mistakes and changing economic conditions" (Citi 2008, p. 8). 

(3) Looking at past  

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"We are proud of the 200-year tradition of integrity on which this firm is built" (JPM 2009, p. 47). 

"An outstanding reputation is earned over decades of doing the right thing for team members, customers, communities, 

and shareholders" (WF 2009, p. 11). 

"Our work, which builds on Citi’s 200-year history of service to our communities …" (Citi 2008: p. 18) 

(4) Looking forward  

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"The Way Forward: Stepping up our game" (JPM 2008, p. 1) 

"All of these expressions remind us of the hard work we have ahead of us to rekindle economic development" (WF 

2011, p. 4). 

"Our principles … are the bridge that connects our 200-year history with the future we want to create" (Citi 2011, p. 0). 

(5) Distancing from causes to 

guilt context  

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"Our reputation as a trusted, stable and experienced lender is more important now than ever as consumers face 

challenging economic conditions" (JPM 2007, p. 15). 

"As the world continues to weather the global economic downturn, we’re standing together with our communities 

across the nation" (WF 2010, p. 1) 



 

"… we have never before seen the scale of economic turmoil that has shaken the U.S. and global economies" (Citi 2008, 

p. 3). 

(6) Providing solutions to 

guilt context  

(JPM, WF, Citi)  

"… we are doing our part to help the economy recover and grow." (JPM 2011, p. 7). 

"… our stakeholders want to see tangible actions that demonstrate our commitment to being a part of our nation’s 

economic recovery. As one of the nation’s — and the world’s — largest financial institutions, we know the decisions we 

make have a significant impact on people’s lives, our communities, and our planet" (WF 2011, p. 5). 

"we are working with leaders in industry, government and communities to find the best way to help borrowers stay in 

their homes" (Citi 2007, p. 24). 

(7) Mentioning mistakes 

(JPM, WF) 

"… our efforts have not had sufficient cohesion or have, at times, become lost in the mix of all that we do" (JPM 2007, 

p. 3) 

"We acknowledged lapses in consistently applying our own servicing practices, and put our full focus on correcting these 

issues. We have made great progress" (WF 2011, p. 19). 

(8) Taking responsibility for 

stakeholders  

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"we are committed to doing business in a way that benefits our clients, employees and shareholders" (JPM 2010, p. 16). 

"We seek to meet and exceed our customers’ expectations by understanding and serving all of their financial needs" (WF 

2011, p. 22). 

"We must put our clients first, provide superior advice, products and services and always act with the highest level of 

integrity" (Citi 2007, p. 4). 

(9) Expecting stakeholders to 

take responsibility  

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"It has long been our intent to provide the right loans to the right customers, those who can demonstrate good financial 

judgment, make meaningful financial decisions and have the ability to repay a financial obligation" (JPM 2007, p. 16). 

"During our 158-year history, we’ve helped individuals, families, and entrepreneurs of all ages understand how to save, 

invest, borrow, and spend responsibly" (WF 2009, p. 61). 

"The current global financial crisis highlights more than ever the critical role of financial literacy in wise decision-

making, protecting wealth and achieving financial well-being" (Citi 2008, p. 28). 

 

(10) Differentiating from 

peers  

(WF, Citi) 

"such decisions helped us avoid many of the problems of the broader mortgage industry" (WF 2009, p. 17) 

"Citi did not aggressively introduce non-traditional products and more aggressive underwriting practices in its mortgage 

origination business, in contrast to general market trends" (Citi 2007, p. 16). 



 

(11) Uniting with peers 

(JPM, WF, Citi) 

"The complexity of the world, with not only the recent economic challenges … all result in a need for our firm and the 

rest of the financial services industry to be more focused corporate citizens" (JPM 2009, p. 3). 

"… regulatory reforms that will require the financial services industry to evaluate the way we do business" (WF 2010, p. 

2) 

"The past year brought with it unprecedented and extreme circumstances for the entire financial services industry. Along 

with our peers, we were forced to make many tough decisions" (Citi 2008, p. 4). 

 

 

  



 

Wells Fargo (WF) 

The bank emphasizes its long history in connection with its social responsibility. The words 

of the bank's founding fathers are quoted in order to consolidate this long-standing identity trait:  

" 'We are a company that does business on the fair and square', wrote the corporate secretary in 

1869" (2007, p. 7). In all its reports, the bank places repeated emphasis on its 160-year history to 

highlight that it has always had successful and trusted relationships with customers and society. 

Wells Fargo also use their proclaimed history of good citizenship in juxtaposition to the changes 

that have taken place in the organization as a way of solidifying their unwavering commitment: 

"As an organization, we've certainly changed over the past 160 years, but our commitment to 

social responsibility and corporate citizenship has not faltered; in fact, it's only strengthened" 

(2011, p. 4). In 2007, they verbalize their CSR efforts as something they are proud of, thereby 

constructing their CSR activities as a success: "We're equally proud… of the progress we made 

as corporate citizens" (2007, p. 3). Similarly, the idea of being built as a trustworthy institution 

on "a proud history" (2007, p. 1) confers the bank a position consolidated by successful 

experiences that cannot be denied. This success is downtoned over time, as this pride in the 

bank's citizenship is conspicuously absent in the following years and first reappears in 2010. 

Thus, as would be expected from a corporate self-description in a CSR report, Wells Fargo 

presents itself as a bank with strong ethics (theme #1) and a long history in CSR (theme #3). 

Quite contradictorily, Wells Fargo acknowledge their need to learn and change (theme #2), e.g. 

"While we are proud of our progress, there is much more for us to learn and accomplish" (2011, 

p. 6). However, Wells Fargo fail to specify what they need to learn and how they need to change 

in the future. When focusing on learning and change, they also adopt a forward-looking lens 

(theme #4). Thus, the bank creates discursive tensions by emphasizing strong ethics as well as the 

need to change and by focusing on the past as well as the future. 



 

Wells Fargo in general do not acknowledge the contribution of their activities to the financial 

crisis and shy away even from using the term "crisis". They address the financial crisis explicitly 

as a "mortgage crisis" (2010, p. 2) or "credit crisis" (2009, p. 6) only twice throughout all 

reports. In 2007, they do not address the situation as an externality, but contextualize it as 

customers "experiencing challenges" (2007, p. 14). In the following years, they begin to frame 

the situation more broadly as an external event, specifically as "economic downturn" (2008, p. 1, 

2010, p. 1), "turbulence" (2009, p. 6), and "challenging financial times" (2010, p. 4). Thus, they 

distance themselves from any causes of the financial crisis by focusing on the economic 

consequences rather than problematizing the causes (theme #5). They normalize the aftermath of 

the financial crisis as a regular downswing in the economic cycle, thereby disconnecting 

themselves from it: "We're confident—as we have been for 158 years through virtually every 

economic cycle—that…" (2008, p. 2). Quite contradictorily, they see themselves as capable of 

leading the nation out of this downturn. Even though they state "we realize we can't control the 

economy" (2010, p. 1), they acknowledge that they "play a significant role in leading our country 

to a tangible economic recovery" (2010, p. 2), suggesting that their impact on the national 

economy is large enough to be of relevance for the resolution of the crisis (theme #6). 

While an explicit admission of guilt in connection with the financial crisis is not found in any 

of the reports, vague indications of unspecified mistakes are found in the introductory CEO 

statement (theme #7): "But like everyone else in our industry, we haven't been perfect. We've 

made mistakes and have learnt from them" (2009, p. 5). The CEO does not specify what the 

possible mistakes consisted of and further mitigates this acknowledgement by embedding it in an 

industry context (theme #11). In the same report, the bank shifts to a legal and authoritative tone, 

when reporting about a pending lawsuit between itself and some unnamed cities. Notably, this is 

the only place in all the reports we analyzed where any legal proceedings in connection with the 



 

financial crisis are mentioned. Wells Fargo dilute the threat of the lawsuit by adding that these 

cities have experienced "economic challenges" long before the Wells Fargo home loans were 

taken out, and conclude this narrative by emphasizing that they will "vigorously defend Wells 

Fargo while remaining focused on keeping people in their homes" (2009, p. 18). In this isolated 

case of lawsuits involving cities, the bank articulates a clear denial. When the bank highlights its 

pride in its citizenship again in 2010, it does so with the caveat that it may have performed in 

ways that are less than perfect, but avoids explicitness in specifying in which areas they have 

faulted. In the subsequent years, Wells Fargo again combine acknowledgements of unspecified 

mistakes with a forward-looking lens, thus embedding mistakes in a positive context: "We 

acknowledged lapses in consistently applying our own servicing practices, and put our full focus 

on correcting these issues" (2011, p. 19). The acknowledgement of unspecified mistakes (theme 

#7) creates a discursive tension between the explicitness typical of an annual CSR report and the 

vagueness introduced by the bank in connection with the acknowledgement of possible mistakes. 

In the relationship with their customers, Wells Fargo identify themselves as "approachable, 

friendly, empathetic, and caring" (2009, p. 28), claiming even that "[o]ur customers are our 

friends. We want them to feel as if they're a part of the Wells Fargo family" (2009, p. 28). In the 

beginning of the period under study, Wells Fargo state that they seek to "help every one of our 

customers and every one of our communities succeed financially" (2007, p. 1). In the later years, 

they use their legacy to discursively enhance this relationship by emphasizing its continuity: 

"During our 158-year history, we've helped individuals, families, and entrepreneurs of all 

ages understand how to save, invest, borrow, and spend responsibly" (2009, p. 61).  

They also turn to the future to emphasize their continued help and support of their customers:  

"In the future, we will continue helping customers retain their homes and secure access to 

home loan credit" (2009, p. 21). 



 

Thus, in their general description of their relationship with customers – outside the context of the 

financial crisis – they draw on the past (theme #3) and the future (theme #4) and take 

responsibility for their customers' financial wellbeing (theme #8). However, in connection with 

the financial crisis, they abandon this responsibility and assign it to their customers (theme #9). 

Specifically, they emphasize financial literacy as a way of preventing another financial crisis, e.g. 

"We believe the solution to today's challenging financial times is education" (2010, p. 4). The 

connection they establish between financial literacy and the financial crisis shifts the 

responsibility for the crisis away from their own products and services on to the customers' 

ability and willingness to educate themselves. The abandonment of their responsibility for their 

customers' wellbeing (theme #9) is in contrast to the responsibility they take for their customers, 

which prevails outside of the guilt context (theme #8). 

In the relationship with their industry peers, Wells Fargo construct themselves as superior 

in those cases where it helps them to differentiate themselves positively regarding the ways in 

which they have controlled the devastating consequences of the financial crisis, compared to their 

competitors (theme #10). For example, each year, Wells Fargo state that their delinquency and 

foreclosure rates are below those of their peers and that their "loans perform better than the rest 

of the mortgage industry" (2009, p. 18). At the same time, however, they share their alleged guilt 

for the causes of the crisis with their peers (theme #11), for example when the CEO points out in 

his introductory letter (2010, p. 2) that the entire industry needs to re-evaluate its practices, 

without going into the specifics of these practices. Thus, Wells Fargo maneuver their positioning 

vis-à-vis their peers according to whether their status is superior or not in a given situation, which 

creates discursive tensions in the relationship with their peers. 



 

Citi 

Citi define themselves as "a great institution with a unique and proud history" and vow that 

they "always act with the highest level of integrity" (2007, p. 4) (theme #1). They redefine their 

own role in society and their approach to citizenship multiple times throughout the five-year 

period. Initially, they present themselves as a responsible citizen by pointing repeatedly to their 

long and successful history in citizenship (theme #3), even using the financial crisis as an 

argument for their self-proclaimed deeply rooted citizenship (theme #1): "That these initiatives 

were undertaken in a year of extremely challenging market conditions underscores Citi's 

commitment to sustainability" (2007, p. 6). In the ensuing years, they highlight their role as an 

indispensable service provider who brings benefits to society, but also acknowledge the benefits 

they derive from these activities: "Our commitment to Citizenship supports our commercial 

objectives by making us a better business" (2009, p. 3). In 2010, they introduce the concept of 

"responsible finance" as a new identity trait that is intended to improve the organization (theme 

#2): "We approach financial inclusion through what we call Responsible Finance. This is the 

unifying idea on which we have rebuilt and reorganized our bank in the wake of the financial 

crisis" (2010, p. 1). Since the bank suggests a causal link between the financial crisis and the 

changes it has undergone and will undergo in the future, it implicates that some form of 

unlearning was necessary, which contrasts with their earlier commitment to the highest level of 

integrity (theme #1). In addition to their accomplished changes, they also emphasize their 

determination to "get fit for the future" in order to ensure continued growth in the future (2008, p. 

4) (theme #4). 

Citi never connect themselves to any particular mistakes or the financial crisis as such. They 

mostly avoid the term financial crisis, but call it and its aftermath variously as "challenging 

market conditions", "times of economic distress", "extreme circumstances", "difficult business 



 

environment", and "unprecedented disruptions". Thus, they present the crisis as an external force 

(theme #5) rather than something they or the banking industry have a causal relationship with. 

However, in their 2007 report they stress their economic clout: "we play an important role in the 

global economy" (2007, p. 4), but do not reiterate this claim in the following years. Therefore, 

they create a discursive tension between their claim of being able to have an impact on the global 

economy (theme #6) but not acknowledging their role during the financial crisis (theme #5). 

In general, Citi position themselves as "helping" or "serving" their clients, sometimes 

embellished with intensifiers such as "tirelessly" or "working hard to". They also highlight their 

role in helping clients deal with the consequences of the financial crisis, constructing themselves 

as caring for those in need, without problematizing why these homeowners were in distress to 

begin with. They even underline their achievements by presenting consecutive numerical 

evidence in their reports from 2008 onwards of how many homeowners they have "helped". 

Thus, while they consistently highlight how they have taken care of customers in need (theme 

#8), they also construct their customers as incapable of handling their finances, insinuating that 

this is why they are in need now. That way, the bank assigns the guilt for foreclosures and the 

mortgage crisis to their customers and their poor financial literacy (theme #9): 

"The complexities of today's marketplace can make it difficult for individuals and families to 

effectively manage their finances. At the same time, the broad lack of financial competency 

among youth and adults has become a global concern" (2008, p. 25).  

By presenting the lack of financial skills as a "global concern", they suggest it is a generally 

recognized problem outside of their sphere of influence. Thus, rather than problematizing their 

own skills at advising customers, Citi construct customers as individuals whose lack of skills has 

contributed the financial crisis. Thus, there is a discursive tension between their focus on helping 

customers and their construction of customers as having taken irresponsible financial decisions. 



 

As for the relationship with other relevant stakeholders, Citi claim having taken a 

"leadership role in working with government agencies task forces and our industry peers" (2008, 

p. 7) and in providing foreclosure relief, thereby presenting interactions with federal agencies as 

voluntary, proactive and superior to those of industry peers (theme #10). Similarly, they position 

themselves as a saint, while presenting the entire industry as sinners: "Citi did not aggressively 

introduce non-traditional products … in contrast to general market trends" (2008, p. 17). 

Simultaneously, Citi draw their industry peers into the discourse as a way of normalizing 

negative aspects and sharing the alleged guilt: "Along with our peers, we were forced to make 

many tough decisions" (2008, p. 4) (theme #11). Thus, there is a tension between differentiating 

themselves from their peers to increase the potential guilt of others, while uniting with peers to 

share the potential guilt with them. 

JP Morgan (JPM) 

The bank seeks to build an identity of a good corporate citizen across all their reports, as 

would be expected of CSR reports, e.g. "we have always been deeply committed to being good 

corporate citizens" (2008, p. 1). The bank's integrity is recurrently contextualized in its long-

standing tradition, e.g. "we are proud of the 200-year tradition of integrity" (2009, p. 47). Thus, 

ethical business conduct is constructed as something the bank has always had (themes #1, #3), 

avoiding a possible connection to the adoption of more ethical practices as a response to the 

financial crisis. In contrast to this, the bank also notes that there is "a need for our firm and the 

rest of the financial services industry to be more focused corporate citizens" (2009, p. 3) and 

connect this to "the recent economic challenges". Thus, despite their proud tradition of integrity 

(theme #1), they articulate a need to change their role as a corporate citizen (theme #2) and 



 

discursively unite themselves with their peers by articulating this need for the entire industry 

(theme #11). Notably, the bank does not carry the self-praising title of its 2007 report "Good 

works" forward into the ensuing years. Rather, the reports in the years 2008-2010 carry the title 

"The Way Forward", thus adopting a more forward-looking frame for the reports at the onset of 

the financial crisis and emphasizing the bank's new beginning (theme #4), which is in contrast to 

its emphasis on history in connection with its good citizenship (theme #3). The bank also 

reiterates its future orientation when hinting at the financial crisis: "… it is important to 

remember the industry's lessons of the last few years" (2009, p. 6).  

In the period under study, JP Morgan increasingly connect their corporate culture with their 

social responsibility stance, thereby emphasizing how deeply engrained CSR is in their corporate 

culture. In 2007, they mention their corporate culture in connection with resource efficiency, 

inclusiveness, and employee involvement, but do not relate it to integrity. In 2008, they begin to 

claim that they have a "culture of doing the right thing" (2008, p. 2), but never contest the notion 

of what "right" is. In 2009, a culture of integrity and doing the right thing appears as their 

defining identity trait, which they emphasize in various places throughout the report, e.g.: 

"JPMorgan Chase always has seen corporate responsibility as a key underpinning to our 

culture" (2009, p. 3) (theme #1).  

JP Morgan hint at the crisis and its daunting consequences or acknowledge them in very 

general terms throughout the different years, e.g.: "today's challenging mortgage market" (2007, 

p. 17), "this difficult economy" (2009, p. 1), "a very painful period for everyone" (2010, p. 8), or 

"America's housing crisis" (2011, p. 41). All these expressions suggest that the financial crisis 

and its consequences occurred outside of the bank's sphere of influence (theme #5). The CEO 

vaguely hints at the alleged connection between the bank and the financial crisis, but is vague 

about the role of the bank and downgrades a possible causality: 



 

"We are fully aware that there are a number of different perspectives on the financial 

industry in the current environment just as there were a number of fundamental causes and 

contributors to the financial crisis of the past few years" (2009, p. 2).  

When it comes to the consequences of the crisis, JP Morgan present themselves as being able to 

contribute to resolving its aftermath (theme #6): "we take our role in leading the way forward 

seriously" (2009, p. 3). They adopt a future orientation by focusing on their role in the economic 

recovery rather than their role in the crisis: "In every way we can, we continue to actively support 

the economic recovery" (2010, p. 3). The bank also connects its mending initiatives to positive 

outcomes, thereby positioning itself as a savior of the national economy and a catalyst for 

recovery: "At the height of the global financial crisis, our firm worked with leaders in 

Washington, D.C., to stave off the collapse of the financial system" (2009, p. 51). These positive 

effects of the bank's mending initiatives stand out as more heroic and selfless, given that the bank 

has shifted its potential guilt on to the wider economic system and away from any identifiable 

causal agents (theme #5). In 2010, JP Morgan stress their abilities to resolve the aftermath of the 

crisis in the CEO's introductory letter, when the CEO connects the resolution of the financial 

crisis to the bank's abilities: "Our country and our customers face tough challenges, and we need 

to act" (2011, p. 2). He further claims that their "sleeves are rolled up" and that they will 

"continue doing our [their] part and making a difference for the economy" (2011, p. 2), without 

specifying what this would consist of. Thus, JP Morgan disconnect themselves from the financial 

crisis (theme #5), but connect themselves to its resolution (theme #6). 

JP Morgan admit mistakes in connection with mortgage modifications and struggling 

homeowners in a vague manner, not indicating what the mistakes consisted of: "While we 

sometimes have fallen short of the standards we set for ourselves, we are continuing to work 

tirelessly to improve our modification processes" (2010, p. 7). The following year, they bring up 



 

the possibility of making mistakes again, but only in very hypothetical terms and do not provide a 

concrete account of whether any wrongdoing has occurred: "We are deeply committed to being 

good corporate citizens. … It also means acknowledging our mistakes, fixing them and learning 

from them so that they don't happen again" (2011, p. 77). Thus, potential guilt is addressed 

implicitly in the form of unspecified mistakes (theme #7), but embedded in a positive frame 

about future actions (theme #4).  

 In the relationship with their customers, JP Morgan claim to provide support to their 

customers in managing their finances, which is certainly not unusual for a financial service 

organization. This relationship is enhanced discursively by the repetitive usage of verbs such as 

"help", "guide", and "support" (theme #8). At the same time, JP Morgan also distance themselves 

discursively from this support by claiming to enable customers to take their own decisions, e.g. 

by "empowering people with financial knowledge" (2007, p. 19) or "empowering consumers to 

manage their finances responsibly" (2009, p. 7) (theme #9). 

Guilt-Management Strategies 

In our micro-level discourse analysis, tensions between various guilt-related themes became 

discernible in multiple places. We examined these tensions more systematically for each bank 

and identified six paradoxical tensions between or within the guilt-related themes. From these 

tensions, we identified the discursive strategies through which the banks navigate these tensions. 

These strategies are at a higher level of abstraction than the guilt-related themes and tensions, as 

they are not directly observable in the data, but manifest themselves via the guilt-related themes. 

Table 2 includes the tensions produced by the guilt-related themes as well as the guilt-

management strategies employed by the banks to embrace these tensions. In the following, we 

explain each guilt-management strategy and the associated tension in turn. 



 

TABLE 2: Guilt-Management Strategies 
 

Guilt-Related Themes  Paradoxical Tensions  Guilt-Management Strategies  

(1) Proclaiming strong ethics Positive self-evaluation vs. improvement:  
The banks reaffirm their unwavering commitment to 
strong ethics, while at the same time acknowledging a 
need for improvement in this area. (JPM, WF, Citi) 

Amending: 
Emphasizing positive traits and improvements, without 
giving reasons for the necessary changes. (2) Learning and changing 

(3) Looking at past  Distant past and future vs. present: 
The banks pride themselves on their past CSR 
performance and future ambitions, but do not set focus 
on recent events. (JPM, WF, Citi) 

Bracketing: 
Emphasizing time periods outside the guilt context, while 
eclipsing details about time periods in which the potential 
guilt has been incurred 

(4) Looking forward  

(5) Distancing from causes  No control vs. control:  
The banks disconnect themselves from the causes of the 
financial crisis, but claim to have the ability to resolve it. 
(JPM, WF, Citi) 

Shifting locus of control: 
Addressing the repercussions of the guilt context, but 
presenting oneself as powerless when it comes to its causes (6) Providing solutions  

(7) Mentioning mistakes Explicitness vs. implicitness: 
The banks mention mistakes, but leave it up to their 
audiences to interpret what these mistakes consisted of. 
(JPM, WF) 

Implicating: 
Avoiding explicitness about potential guilt by de-
contextualizing mistakes, thereby presuming readers' 
knowledge gained from other sources 

(8) Taking responsibility for 
stakeholders 

Involvement vs. abandonment: 
The banks emphasize their commitment to serving their 
customers, but abandon this commitment when 
connecting their customers' lack of financial literacy to 
the financial crisis. (JPM, WF, Citi) 

Reattributing moral agency:  
Assigning moral agency to others in guilt context in order to 
diminish potential guilt 

(9) Expecting stakeholders to 
take responsibility 

(10) Differentiating from peers  Superiority vs. solidarity: 
The banks set themselves apart from their peers in areas 
where they are superior, but join them in areas where 
they have faulted. (WF, Citi) 

Extending moral agency: 
Extending moral agency to others in order to share potential 
guilt (11) Uniting with peers 

 



 

Amending: The banks construct strong identities of ethical organizations by pointing to a 

self-proclaimed commitment to strong ethics, a strong culture, and high levels of customer 

trust. At the same time, however, they emphasize their continuous, positive transformation 

through changes they have undergone and plan to undergo in the future to meet societal 

expectations. Thus, there is a tension between the banks' unwavering commitment to ethical 

business conduct and their articulated need to learn and change, given that an existing culture 

based on strong ethics would not require such adaptations. They manage this tension by 

presenting themselves as being eager to learn, change, and improve, but without explaining 

why they need to change and without questioning whether their strong ethical principles were 

always upheld in the past.  

Bracketing2: In the distant past, the banks present themselves as institutions whose core 

identity traits consist of strong values, high ethical standards, and a long-standing tradition of 

CSR and "doing the right thing". At the same time, they promise a bright future with a better 

bank in their forward-looking narratives. The banks define time brackets in the temporal flow 

by structuring time into the distant past (long before the financial crisis) and the recent past 

up to the present (during and shortly after the financial crisis), and the period from the present 

to the future. They present both the distant past and the future as a success, but largely eclipse 

the problematic events in the recent past from this success narrative to manage the discursive 

tensions between their articulated ethical identities and their alleged guilt.  

Shifting locus of control: The banks acknowledge the financial crisis and its adverse 

consequences, but disassociate themselves from them by ascribing their causes to no specific 

cause or external causes, such as the economic cycle or consumers' financial illiteracy. The 

banks' proclaimed lack of control over the causes of the guilt context contrasts with their 

 
2 We borrowed this term from Langley's (1999) notion of "temporal bracketing", which denotes a qualitative 
research strategy for the identification of separate time periods in longitudinal data.  



 

proclaimed ability to control the aftermath and to provide solutions to the effects of the 

financial crisis, for example by leading the country out of the crisis. Given the complexity of 

organization-level failures, such as the sale of mortgage-backed securities, organizations can 

discursively exploit the uncertainty around moral agency of collective wrongdoing, for which 

no identifiable individual is responsible. This uncertainty creates opportunities for 

externalizing the wrongdoing to circumstances beyond anybody's control and presenting 

themselves as powerless. Thus, by shifting the locus of control, the banks can connect 

themselves to potential solutions for the guilt context, while at the same time disconnecting 

themselves from its causes. 

Implicating: The banks mention mistakes, but never make explicit what these mistakes 

consisted of and why they happened. Here, the banks indirectly refer to the guilt that has been 

attributed to them, but refrain from making the nature of their mistakes explicit. The high 

level of media attention following alleged wrongdoings gives organizations the opportunity 

to leave undesirable details unsaid, as they can assume that readers have knowledge of such 

media reports. This means that they can decontextualize their acknowledged mistakes, as 

they can reasonably assume that readers will have the necessary background knowledge from 

other sources.  

Reattributing moral agency: Outside of the guilt context, the banks construct themselves 

as valuable service providers that take responsibility for their customers' financial wellbeing, 

going as far as calling them "friends". In the context of the financial crisis, they shift to a 

condescending tone, suggesting that customers have made financial decisions they were not 

capable of making. Thus, the banks abandon their responsibilities towards their customers 

and instead construct the customers as needing help to make smarter decisions. By singling 

out financial literacy as a contributor to the financial crisis, they direct moral agency for the 



 

mortgage crisis away from themselves and their own practices to their customers, thereby 

changing their customers' status from victims to accomplices in the failure. 

Extending moral agency: The banks present themselves as being superior to their 

competitors in order to differentiate themselves in a positive manner, which is to be expected 

in corporate self-presentations. They also do so in the context of the financial crisis, when it 

comes to rectifications in the aftermath of the crisis, where they present their practices as 

superior to those of their peers. At the same time, they discursively unite themselves with 

their peers in those moral aspects of their business where they do not outperform them, e.g. 

when claiming that the entire industry needs to change their practices. To manage this tension 

between solidarity and superiority, they change the dynamics of the relationship in a way that 

allows them to extend moral agency to others as a way of sharing the alleged guilt with them. 

This strategy can clearly only be employed when there are peers with whom the alleged guilt 

can be shared. 

The occurrence of themes and guilt-management strategies in the banks' CSR reports 

over time is summarized in Figure 1. Frequency is measured as the number of pages on 

which a theme occurs in each report, since instances of the same theme are difficult to 

segregate when they occur on the same page or even in the same paragraph. The size of the 

bubbles in Figure 1 represents these frequencies, with the maximum being six. The bold lines 

represent paradoxical tensions within the same report. Apart from two exceptions, all banks 

use all strategies at some point. Further, the banks use all strategies to a fairly equal extent 

across the years, apart from implicating and extending moral agency, which are used more 

sparsely. We found no discernible patterns as to particular strategies being adopted later than 

others or being dropped at some point. However, it is worth noting that Wells Fargo differ 

from the other two banks in that their guilt-management strategies first appear from 2009 

onwards. 



 

 

FIGURE 1: Guilt-Management Strategies over Time 
 
 

 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

In this study, we explored guilt management as a discursive practice that organizations 

engage in to manage impressions of their possible guilt when there is uncertainty about their 

role in an alleged wrongdoing. We identified a number of discursive guilt-management 

strategies organizations employ to embrace the paradoxical tensions that emerge between 

their routine, positive self-presentations and their communication about their possible guilt. 

An organization's public communication in this period of uncertainty could potentially fulfill 

a sense-making function by providing a plausible interpretation of an equivocal situation (e.g. 

Weick, 1988). However, as the guilt-management strategies presented above suggest, 

organizations faced with uncertainty about their guilt try to maintain this uncertainty rather 

than reduce it. To embrace the possibility of being found guilty and the possibility of not 
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being found guilty, they engage in the guilt-management strategies we identified in an effort 

to give off positive impressions without committing to a particular interpretation of the 

events.  

Almost all paradoxical tensions we identified were found across the three organizations, 

but varied over time, as shown in our longitudinal comparison in Figure 1. The paradox 

perspective we adopted supports the variation in these tensions. Within paradox theory, 

tensions can be dynamic, local, and specific and are created within the organization, but can 

also be derived from the organizational field and therefore be somewhat static (Smith & 

Tracey, 2016). In guilt management, the paradoxical tensions we identified are determined by 

how (much) organizations choose to communicate about their potential guilt and how (much) 

they emphasize their positive traits. Even though we did not see clear patterns of change over 

time, there was variation in which tensions were created by which organization at which 

point in time, thus illustrating the local and dynamic nature of paradoxical tensions and the 

organization as the source of these tensions. Thus, our study has shown that guilt 

management is very much a local phenomenon shaped by the specific, micro-level discursive 

choices an organization makes over time. Nevertheless, the overall reason why organizations 

engage in guilt management can be connected to static, institutionally derived tensions 

between a profit logic and a social logic (e.g. Margolis & Walsh, 2003), which in this case is 

a tension between avoiding compensation payments and attending to stakeholder demands.  

The first contribution of this study is an in-depth exploration of guilt management as a 

discursive practice, which enriches the literature on organizational failures (e.g. Mellahi & 

Wilkinson, 2010). Organizational guilt management in times of uncertainty is an unexplored 

phenomenon in the current literature, although previous studies in crisis communication have 

suggested that organizations threatened by legal charges after a crisis should balance the risk 

of legal liability with the need to protect their reputation through public communication 



 

(Fitzpatrick & Rubin, 1995). As we propose in this study, organizations that do not have 

sufficient certainty about their guilt or do not want to admit their guilt before it is established 

judicially may want to formulate public statements without admitting or denying guilt to limit 

reputational damage. More specifically, we argue that guilt management has the uncertainty 

about an organization's legal and possibly also moral guilt as its central feature, which creates 

paradoxical tensions between the organization's routine, favorable self-presentation and its 

concurrent positioning in the context of the alleged failure. Among the previously studied 

approaches to organizational responses to failures, crisis response strategies are closest in 

nature to the work presented in this study. Still, the only similarity between the 

communication strategies used in crisis communication and our guilt-management strategies 

is between scapegoating and reattributing moral agency. The crisis management literature 

sees scapegoating as a defensive strategy through which another party is blamed for a failure 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2004). Meanwhile, the focus of reattributing moral agency is on how 

organizations manage the paradoxical tension between the normal, appreciative way in which 

stakeholders (such as customers) are talked about and the way in which they are abandoned 

in the guilt context to confer moral agency upon them indirectly. Our guilt-management 

strategies are therefore different from previously identified response strategies, in that they 

are neither defensive nor accommodative, but embrace both contradictory poles inherent in 

the tensions we identified. Accordingly, our study adds to the organization studies' 

scholarship that explores the role of language in shaping and embracing paradoxical tensions, 

thereby providing an understanding of how organizations embrace contradictory demands 

discursively in times of uncertainty.  

The second contribution of this study is a methodological one. Looking at guilt 

management as a discursive practice has allowed us to explore organizations' efforts in 

managing uncertainty through discursive constructions aimed at influencing the impressions 



 

stakeholders form of the organizations' possible moral guilt. Our micro-level discourse analy-

sis demonstrates how this practice is enacted locally in text by identifying the masked 

paradoxes at the level of multiple documents over time, one single document, a paragraph, or 

even within the same sentence. Specifically, we organized our data into themes relevant to 

the paradoxical context that is at the core of guilt management. Among these themes, we 

identified paradoxical tensions through which organizational responses that embrace these 

paradoxical tensions became discernible, which would not have become visible without the 

identification and comparison of guilt-related themes. Thus, by using such a discursive lens, 

we were able to elucidate the functional complexity of recurrent discursive tensions that or-

ganizations embrace with their guilt-management strategies by privileging or silencing 

certain aspects of reality. The approach we adopted is more transparent, structured, and 

systematic than conventional approaches to organizational discourse analysis, which do not 

follow a particular sequence of analytical steps. Our approach to studying paradoxical 

tensions and the strategies that embrace these tensions over time can therefore serve as a 

framework for scholars wishing to study paradoxical tensions in discourse in a more 

systematic manner. 

While contributing to management and organization theory, our study allows us to draw 

practical implications as well. First of all, it is worth noting that whether organizations should 

adopt the guilt-management strategies we identified is largely an ethical decision that an 

organization's leaders need to make based on individual, professional, and organizational 

values and with context-specific sensitivity. Still, our multi-case, qualitative study offers 

managers clear insights into the paradoxical tensions that organizations may face in times of 

uncertainty, and how such tensions are addressed in corporate practice and more specifically 

in external communication materials, such as CSR reports. The assumptions and discursive 

framing of the different meaning-making strategies are illustrated systematically and in great 



 

detail, along with the points of differentiation with traditional impression management and 

crisis communication strategies that are not applicable when uncertainty is present. Previous 

research on stakeholder perceptions of corporate irresponsibility has highlighted 

that companies perceived as strong social performers will suffer reputational damage from 

corporate irresponsibility once their legal guilt is established. Prior to or without such a court 

decision, they are given the benefit of the doubt by stakeholders, but are at a high risk of 

being perceived as hypocritical, if found legally guilty later on. Meanwhile, for companies 

perceived as low social performers, reputational damage occurs already before any legal guilt 

has been established as a form of social sanctioning from stakeholders (Nardella et al., 

2016). This suggests that companies suspected of wrongdoing and under stakeholder scrutiny 

need to take into account the public's perceptions of their social performance, when 

considering whether to engage in guilt management in view of the reputational consequences 

of not committing to one particular interpretation of events in this time of uncertainty. Our 

findings integrate this stakeholder perspective by considering the management responses to 

reputational threats and by building increased awareness of the specific challenges but also of 

the concrete discursive choices available, which managers need to carefully reflect upon and 

weigh against each other. As also highlighted in the paradox literature, accepting paradoxes 

and recognizing them as opportunity will enable "more complex and challenging resolution 

strategies" (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 392). This may help organizations better cope with the 

uncertain and potentially damaging situation and prepare for the actual outcome of legal 

proceedings in an effort to respond in a voluntary and self-serving way to current public 

scrutiny and pressure (Jones et al., 2020).  

Even though we study guilt and its discursive management only in the context of the 

banking industry after the financial crisis, guilt management has wider applicability in other 

industries, such as accounting firms after auditing failures, car manufacturers after emission 



 

scandals, or companies facing allegations of forced labor during World War II. The moral 

salience of such issues in the public sphere impacts an organization's ability to reestablish 

trust after a wrongdoing (Brown et al., 2016). This also implies that wrongdoings with strong 

moral salience require organizations to publicly manage impressions of their moral guilt, long 

before such transgressions are established in court. Thus, depending on the public interest in 

both the organization and a possible wrongdoing, the need to manage stakeholders' 

impressions of the organization's guilt may be more or less pronounced. A group of 

stakeholders that might be interested in guilt management in CSR reports would therefore be 

journalists, although they would – by default – not be interested in CSR reports, but may 

become so when an organization faces public scrutiny because of a possible transgression. 

Journalists might use CSR reports to highlight corporate hypocrisies, especially when these 

reports do not address the possible moral guilt at all, but focus solely on positive self-

presentations. Even in the absence of public interest in an alleged wrongdoing, organizations 

will need to engage in guilt management in order to communicate with their employees, 

whose motivation and workplace identification may be affected by the organization's 

potential role in an alleged wrongdoing and its communication about it. Guilt management in 

CSR reports is therefore indirectly targeted at employees, since organizations are unlikely to 

make premature statements about their guilt vis-à-vis employees via other channels in view 

of the potential legal consequences of such an acknowledgement (cf. Fitzpatrick & Rubin, 

1995).  

Our study is explorative in nature and, naturally, is not without limitations. First, the 

array of guilt-management strategies identified have been identified in a discourse analysis of 

the CSR reports published by organizations from the same industry. Only an equally 

systematic analysis of additional cases and varied external communication materials could 

evaluate and possibly integrate our proposed typology, considering also other national 



 

contexts. Thus, future research may benefit not only from analyzing additional cases and 

industries to test and perhaps enrich the array of strategies we identified, but also from 

drawing on multiple forms of data, including additional textual data such as press releases as 

well as multimodal data in the form of TV interviews. Second, we are not able to infer 

whether and how stakeholders perceive and respond to such accounts, since we focus on the 

organizational perspective to understand how guilt management works as a discursive 

practice through which organizations frame their versions of reality. Future research could 

integrate insights about stakeholder reactions to organizational accounts (e.g. McDonald et 

al., 2010) and their possible impact on such accounts. Finally, our textual data made it 

impossible to consider "non-discursive" aspects of paradoxical tensions (Wenzel et al., 2019), 

such as the guilt feelings, emotions and sensemaking of individual organizational members as 

well as the meaning-making processes of communication practitioners who draft the content 

of the CSR reports. Future research on non-discursive aspects could also shed light on 

whether the discursive strategies identified have been inspired by impression management 

aimed at influencing perceptions in a way that is strategically favorable to the organization 

(Jones et al., 2020); or rather constitute communicative action aimed at dialoguing with 

stakeholders through more sincere disclosure and a more ethical approach to corporate 

narratives (Patelli & Pedrini, 2014). Research on CSR communication as aspirational 

talk highlights how organizational statements are both descriptions and prescriptions with 

performative qualities, becoming a source of social change and committing the organization 

to act in a certain manner (Christensen et al., 2013). Following the Communication 

Constitutes Organization (CCO) tradition, according to which certain types of talk contribute 

to accomplish organizing (e.g. Schoeneborn et al., 2019), and the recognition that hypocrisy 

is a self-defeating strategy (Christensen et al., 2013), public statements in CSR reports might 

lead to the actual establishment of new organizational practices. Coupled with this, future 



 

scholars could pay attention to the subsequent change in the frames of reference among 

employees (e.g. Westenholz, 1993), and especially to the paradoxical dynamic between de-

framing and reframing and the impact on organizational actors' sensemaking and future 

actions. 
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