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How does responsible digital innovation become an accepted and desired innovation
practice for businesses? Drawing on the case of Corporate Digital Responsibility
(CDR), we study how institutional entrepreneurs across different fields construct
CDR as an issue to legitimize corporate commitment to responsible digital innova-
tion. Our qualitative study from Germany suggests that institutional entrepreneurship
for responsible digital innovation entails the discursive, relational and material legiti-
mation of responsible digital innovation through the issue of CDR. The findings of
this study enrich institutional research on digital innovation by shedding light on the
field-level construction of responsible digital innovation through Corporate Digital
Responsibility. We further extend existing CDR frameworks by detailing the multi-
stakeholder efforts that may shape a firm's approach to CDR, as well as by revealing

additional topics associated with the issue. We highlight the theoretical and practical

KEYWORDS

1 | INTRODUCTION

Digital innovation is proposed as a means to overcome barriers that
hinder

(e.g., George et al., 2020). Businesses are important innovators and

businesses to contribute to sustainable development
therefore play a key role in the proliferation of (digital) innovation for
the greater good (Halme & Korpela, 2014). Arguably, whether a digital
innovation developed and adopted by a firm does more good than
harm is highly dependent on the innovation itself, as well as the con-
text of the application (Bican & Brem, 2020). Digital innovation may
create or fuel social problems, including lacking data protection, fake
news, racism and sexism (Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2021), as well as envi-
ronmental problems such as increasing energy and resource consump-
tion and electronic waste (WBGU, 2019). In the light of the manyfold
potential ‘dark sides’ of many digital innovations (Trittin-Ulbrich

et al, 2021), scholars and policy makers call upon businesses to

implications of our research.

corporate digital responsibility (CDR), digital innovation, institutional entrepreneurship,
legitimacy, responsible digital innovation

engage in responsible digital innovation, that is, to develop and adopt
innovative digital products and services that do no harm, do good and
are governed in a responsible manner (see also Scherer &
Voegtlin, 2020).

Digital innovation usually entails the creation and orchestration
of disruptive and radical products, services or even entirely new busi-
ness models. Digital innovation puts existing ways of doing things into
question, creates new rules and can have considerable impact on
existing institutional arrangements (e.g., Hinings et al., 2018). Conse-
quently, digital innovations often do not comply with formal or infor-
mal institutions and are met with little to no governmental regulation
(e.g., Pelzer et al., 2019). What is more, governments and regulators
often refrain from the governance of responsible business conduct
through legally binding policies (Kourula et al., 2019). This makes cor-
porate responsibility, also with regard to digital innovation, largely a

voluntary endeavor.
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Consequently, in order for responsible digital innovation to be
taken up by businesses, it must come to be perceived as appropriate
and desirable. The creation of legitimacy, here defined as ‘generalized
perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable,
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of
norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, p. 574), is
therefore essential for the institutionalization of responsible digital
innovation. In the light of these considerations, we ask the following
research question: How does responsible digital innovation become
an accepted and desired innovation practice for businesses?

Applying an explorative, qualitative research design, we address
this important research question. An institutional entrepreneurship lens
(e.g, Hardy & Maguire, 2017; Pacheco et al, 2010; Tumbas
et al., 2018) enables us to reveal the legitimation practices that institu-
tional entrepreneurs from different fields, including politics, media and
civil society, draw on to construct responsible digital innovation as an
understandable and desirable issue that businesses should engage
in. Grounded in the analysis of qualitative data from Germany, we illus-
trate institutional entrepreneurship efforts around the issue of ‘Corpo-
(CDR). We find that institutional

entrepreneurs attempting to legitimize responsible digital innovation

rate Digital Responsibility’
through the issue of CDR vary in their motivations to engage in the
issue, but they collectively attempt to legitimize responsible digital
innovation in the field of business. Drawing on a variety of discursive,
material, but also relational practices when engaging with businesses,
they create pragmatic, cognitive and moral legitimacy (Suchman, 1995)
for responsible digital innovation. Relying on the institutionalized con-
cept of CSR as a template, the issue of CDR emphasizes the voluntary,
self-regulatory character of corporate commitment to responsible digi-
tal innovation. However, the issue also links notions of corporate
responsibility and digital innovation in unique ways.

With these findings, this research makes the following two contri-
butions: First, we contribute to institutional research on digital inno-
vation (e.g., Gegenhuber et al., 2022; Hinings et al., 2018; Tumbas
et al., 2018). We outline how the inception and governance of respon-
sible digital innovation in Germany is driven by institutional entrepre-
neurs across different fields. These institutional entrepreneurs
legitimize responsible digital innovation as understandable and appro-
priate in the business context through the construction of the issue of
CDR. This research reveals who is involved in the construction of the
issue of CDR in Germany, traces the construction of the issue of CDR
and reveals associated practices that institutional entrepreneurs draw
on to legitimize responsible digital innovation through CDR. We
understand the documented efforts to contribute to the institutionali-
zation of responsible digital innovation in business. Second, we
enhance the nascent, yet emerging research field of Corporate Digital
Responsibility (e.g., Herden et al., 2021; Lobschat et al., 2021). Nota-
bly, our empirical insights expand previous CDR frameworks
(e.g., Herden et al., 2021; Lobschat et al., 2021), by outlining how
business approaches to CDR are shaped by interorganizational, multi-
stakeholder legitimation efforts in Germany. We discuss that this
offers ample opportunity for businesses attempting to engage in

responsible digital innovation and CDR.

2 | CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

2.1 | Responsible digital innovation

The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the potential of digital inno-
vation for overcoming grand challenges for society such as inequal-
ities within and between generations, the ageing of populations and
the threats caused by climate change (George et al., 2016). Digital
innovation encompasses new products and services, and their produc-
tion processes bring along new values and novel combinations of
actors (George et al., 2020; Hinings et al., 2018). There is a vast range
of application contexts in which the responsible development and
application of digital innovation enables sustainable development. To
name only a few; digital hackathons provide the possibility to bring
together citizens, for example, in order to develop solutions in the
health sector (Mair & Gegenhuber, 2021). Video game consoles can
support elderly people in care homes in improving their cognitive and
motor skills (Shamsrizi et al., 2021). Drones can ensure the most effi-
cient use of fertilizers and hence contribute to sustainable agriculture
(Ayamga et al., 2021) and to support park managers in ecosystem
monitoring of rain forests (Jiménez Lépez & Mulero-Pazmany, 2019).
These examples show that digital innovations, often developed and
applied responsibly by businesses can directly tackle urgent societal
problems.

Digital innovation also entails opportunities for the sustainable
transformation of businesses (e.g., Narula et al., 2021). By enabling
firms to decrease their negative and increase their positive sustainabil-
ity impact, digital innovation may help businesses to reduce their
potential societal harm. For example, blockchain technology can sup-
port transparency and trust-building processes between companies
and consumers and therefore is discussed in the context of the circu-
lar economy (Bé6ckel et al., 2020). Further, algorithms can be used to
monitor sustainability indicators for sustainability management
(Etzion & Aragon-Correa, 2016). These are only some of the numer-
ous examples of how responsible digital innovation can contribute to
corporate sustainability management and sustainable development
overall.

Businesses are important innovators and ought to have a high
level of responsibility for the positive and negative effects of digital
innovation on society. Yet ensuring that businesses conduct and apply
digital innovation responsibly, that is, in ways that digital technologies
contribute to the greater good, do no harm and are governed respon-
sibly (see also Voegtlin & Scherer, 2017), is difficult. This is because of
two reasons. First, digital innovations often challenge existing institu-
tional arrangements, and consequently, they are often met with little
to no regulation. Also, they often cause issues of legitimacy due to
their disruptive and fast-paced nature (see also Hinings et al., 2018).
Second, governments frequently refrain from implementing hard laws
in order to enforce responsible business conduct (Kourula
et al., 2019). Hence, in order for businesses to engage in responsible
digital innovation, they must come to view and accept such innovation
practice as legitimate. Notably, the increasing interest in the role and

responsibilities of businesses in digital innovation has led to the
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emergence of the scholarly debate around the term Corporate Digital
Responsibility. This debate addresses the ‘new’ or additional responsi-
bilities that businesses have or should live up to in the context of digi-

tal innovation. In the following, we review this literature.

2.2 | Corporate digital responsibility

In the light of the unique opportunities and challenges that digital
innovation bring about, scholars argue for the inception of Corporate
Digital Responsibility as a new concept emphasizing the important
role that businesses play in the creation of responsible digital innova-
tion (e.g., Grigore et al., 2021; Herden et al., 2021; Lobschat
et al., 2021). Attempting to define CDR, Lobschat et al. (2021) suggest
in their seminal work that CDR is about ‘the set of shared values and
norms guiding an organization's operations’ (Lobschat et al., 2021,
p. 876) when dealing with digital innovation. The authors further
argue that while different corporate approaches to CDR may exist,
ideally, internal and external stakeholders should be involved in a
firm's approach to self-govern its conduct in the context of digital
innovation (Lobschat et al., 2021). In addition, Herden et al. (2021)
provide an overview of topics that businesses should take responsibil-
ity for and should regulate their conduct along three categories of the
Environmental, Social, Governance (ESG) framework, including digital
waste, digital inclusion or data security.

Unsurprisingly, scholars also reflect on the relationship between
the institutionalized concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
(Bondy et al., 2012) and the issue of Corporate Digital Responsibility.
For example, Grigore et al. (2017) question whether and how CSR ade-
quately covers business responsibilities in the digital economy in the
light of the risks and potentials that digital innovations such as social
media can have for society at large (e.g., Grigore et al., 2017; Grigore
et al.,, 2021). Similarly, in hindsight of the disruptive nature of digital
innovation, as well as the possible misuse and the permeation of digital
technologies, Lobschat et al. (2021) argue for CDR as a distinct issue.
In their view, the specificities of digital innovation cannot be covered
with common CSR approaches and require a stand-alone concept. Her-
den et al. (2021) oppose this view. Instead, they argue that CDR can be
viewed as an expansion to CSR, given that CDR is associated with a
‘company's emerging responsibilities related to their digitalization-
related impacts, risks, challenges, and opportunities’ (p. 14).

Taken together, the emerging scholarly CDR debate revolves
around the question of how to adequately capture the responsibilities
businesses have with regards to the impact of digital innovation on
society and the environment. Studies underline that businesses must
ensure that digital innovation is conducted responsibly and provide
first insights into the challenges associated with digital innovation.
They also theorize how to operationalize CDR in the form of responsi-
ble digital innovation. Prior research has also begun to reflect on how
to define and separate CDR from institutionalized concepts such as
CSR. Yet, the literature provides us with little insight into how busi-
nesses become involved in the issue of CDR in the first place. Given

the novelty of responsible digital innovation, as well as the lack of

appropriate governmental regulation that can ensure responsible busi-
ness conduct in digital innovation, the question is, how responsible
digital innovation in the form of CDR becomes a legitimate issue for

businesses. This study addresses this important concern.

3 | THEORETICAL LENS: INSTITUTIONAL
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Assuming that the development and adoption of novel innovation
such as responsible digital innovation is effortful, we aim to explore
how the inception of responsible digital innovation is purposefully
fostered in business. To that end, we draw on an institutional theory-
based notion of the institutional entrepreneurship perspective
(e.g., Pacheco et al., 2010; Tumbas et al., 2018). This perspective is
well suited to study how actors from different fields (e.g., politics, civil
society and business) collectively work towards the inception of a
novel innovation practice such as responsible digital innovation.
Institutional entrepreneurship can be defined as ‘activities of
actors who have an interest in particular institutional arrangements
and who leverage resources to create new institutions or to transform
existing ones’ (Maguire et al., 2004, p. 657). Research on institutional
entrepreneurship understands that organizational practices are
shaped by institutionalized pressures, yet, are malleable and change-
able through the actions of individuals (e.g., Leca et al., 2008). To qual-
ify as institutional entrepreneurs, actors have to pioneer changes as
well as execute them in their context (Leca et al., 2008). Establishing
new or changing existing institutionalized arrangements requires
effort, and institutional entrepreneurs are often described as skillful
actors that need to develop convincing arguments enabling them to
motivate others to join their causes (e.g., Perkmann & Spicer, 2007;
Tumbas et al., 2018). Prior research on digital innovation has relied on
an institutional entrepreneurship perspective to study the inception
of digital innovation in businesses. Tumbas et al. (2018), for example,
demonstrate how chief digital officers facilitate the inception of digital
innovation into business practice. The authors outline how these man-
agers act as institutional entrepreneurs within their firms by purpose-
fully articulating and developing a ‘digital’ logic of action in order to
link emerging digital technologies and innovation and to legitimize
their role in the firm, but also digital innovation as a business practice.
Importantly, institutional entrepreneurship can happen within
organizations (Tumbas et al, 2018) or between organizations
(e.g., Zilber, 2007) and is often conducted by individuals or groups of
individuals (Battilana et al., 2009). Particularly between organizations
and hence on the field level, institutional entrepreneurship often entails
the creation of legitimacy for organizational practices (Garud
et al,, 2007). Yet institutional entrepreneurship is often difficult, given
the rather fragmented nature of institutional arrangements on the field
level (for an overview, see Hardy & Maguire, 2017). Legitimacy is a core
concept of institutional theory (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008), and is
generally defined as ‘a generalized perception or assumption that the
actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or actions of entity desirable,

proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of
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system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995,
p. 574). Legitimacy entails three dimensions: Pragmatic legitimacy
emerges if the action of an entity is viewed as practical and useful. Cog-
nitive legitimacy rests on the perception that a practice is understand-
able, and moral legitimacy emerges from a positive normative
evaluation on an action as desirable and appropriate (Suchman, 1995).
Building on and extending initial efforts to study the legitimation
of digital innovation through the lens of institutional entrepreneurship
(e.g., Tumbas et al., 2018), in this study, we explore how institutional
entrepreneurs from different fields legitimize responsible digital inno-
vation by constructing CDR as an issue of importance and relevance
to businesses. In the following, we explain our methodological

approach.
4 | METHODOLOGY
4.1 | Data collection

Overall, our study is aligned with the interpretive research paradigm
which recognizes that ‘sociality is “produced” as “intersubjectivity” by
subjects who mutually interpret one another’ (Bohnsack, 2004,
p. 218). In line with this paradigm, we investigate the legitimation of
responsible digital innovation along the social construction of the
issue Corporate Digital Responsibility. To reveal the practices that
institutional entrepreneurs draw on to legitimize CDR, we draw on
semi-structured interviews and a subsequent workshop with eight
selected individuals who make use of the term ‘Corporate Digital
Responsibility’ in their respective work. Additionally, we collected

complimentary archival data.

41.1 | Interviews

Eight individuals were interviewed to garner their perspectives on
CDR and insights into their respective involvement with CDR and
responsible digital innovation bringing in different perspectives from
their respective fields (see also Table 1). The selection of the partici-
pants for this study was guided by theoretical considerations. We
aimed to identify individuals who acted as institutional entrepreneurs
of CDR. One participant called himself and others the ‘champions of
CDR’, that is, advocates of CDR and responsible digital innovation.
The participants were identified by searching professional networking
websites, social media or Internet search for the term ‘Corporate Digi-
tal Responsibility’. Additionally, events and activities, as well as media
reports on CDR, were scanned for the identification of potential can-
didates. The search resulted in a list of several potential participants,
of which eight confirmed their participation in this study.

The participants of this study come from different fields in soci-
ety. The individuals include, from the political field, two representa-
tives of two separate governmental agencies. From the field of media,
a self-described author and public speaker took part. From the field of

business, a sustainability manager of a medium-sized company, a

TABLE 1  Overview of interviewees

Name

(pseudonym)  Role Field

John Governmental agency representative A Politics

Patrick Governmental agency representative B Politics

Ron Author and public speaker Media

Michael Sustainability manager medium-sized Business
company

Laura Former sustainability manager of a Business
large-scale company working on
digital business models

Angelina Business consultant Business

Mary Representative of a non-governmental Civil
organization focusing on digital society
innovations for the greater good

Nick Activist Civil

society

former sustainability manager of a large-scale corporation who today
works on the firm's digital business model, and a representative of a
large consultancy firm joined the workshop. From civil society, a self-
identified activist of the ‘technology for good” movement and a repre-
sentative of a non-governmental organization focusing on digital inno-
vation for the greater good took part in the workshop. Pseudonyms
are used for all organizational entities and participants of this study to
ensure confidentiality. Table 1 provides an overview of our
interviewees.

We conducted semi-structured interviews that provided an
understanding of their individual perceptions of CDR, their motivation
to engage in CDR and how they attempt to legitimize that corpora-
tions engage in responsible digital innovation. The interviews also
helped the researchers to contextualize the participants' input to the
subsequent workshop. To familiarize the individuals with each other
and their respective viewpoints, key statements from the interviews
were cut together in a short video, which was shared with the group
before the workshop. The interviews took place between July and
September 2020 via video-conferencing tools and were transcribed

verbatim and translated.

412 | Workshop

To unearth how the interviewed institutional entrepreneurs construct
the issue of CDR by building on and rejecting each other's statements
(Phillips et al., 2004), we relied on an interactive setting in the form of
a workshop. The workshop can be considered as an ‘interstitial space’
(Furnari, 2014). Interstitial spaces bring together institutional entre-
preneurs from various fields, allowing them to engage with each other
across different norms and institutions guiding their respective fields.
In our workshop, the institutional entrepreneurs were able to engage
in a dialogue about CDR which was observed, documented and subse-

quently analysed. The workshop was announced as a ‘roundtable
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[that] aims at looking critically and constructively at the phenomenon
of corporate digital responsibility and its broader and more narrow
conceptualizations’ (workshop invitation). Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we conducted the workshop via a video conferencing tool over
3 hin September 2020.

The event began with input by one of the participants on digital
ethics that served as stimulation for the subsequent discussion. Group
settings ideally allow the creation of an ‘own structural identity’
amongst the participants (Bohnsack, 2004). To that end, they have to
be set up in ways that allow the participants to develop their collec-
tive orientation framework by enabling them to determine their
topics, suggesting, rather than prescribing topics for the debate and
facilitating a natural flow of conversation (Bohnsack, 2004). The first
author of this study acted as moderator in the event by posing ques-
tions to the group. They provided conversation-provoking questions,
such as ‘In your view, what is different about digital innovations with
regard to corporate responsibilities (in comparison to other innova-
tions)?’, but refrained from overly moderating the natural course of
the conversation. The second author protocolled the event.

Overall, the atmosphere in the workshop was constructive and the
remarks of the institutional entrepreneurs often aligned notwithstand-
ing their different backgrounds. However, we also observed some con-
testation during the workshop. For example, some participants argued
that questions of responsibility (and sustainability) are somewhat hin-
dering the development of (data-driven) digital innovation. They feared
that this may lead to a competitive disadvantage for European and Ger-
man businesses in comparison to businesses in other global contexts.
Others rejected this negative interpretation of the association between
responsibility and digital innovation. We regard this contestation also
as a sign that the participants felt comfortable within the workshop to
utter their honest viewpoints and engage in a meaningful dialogue with
each other. The workshop was recorded and then transcribed and

translated, resulting in 37 pages of text.

413 | Archival documents

Finally, we collected a series of archival data. These data helped us to
contextualize the observations from the interviews and the workshop
and to reconstruct a timeline of the emergence of CDR as an issue as
well as to identify the role and engagement of different institutional
entrepreneurs attempting to set the issue in Germany. To that end,
we collected publicly available documents, including press reports,
corporate statements or public policies referring to CDR. These data
amount to 451 pages of text, covering a period of about 3 years
(January 2018 to August 2021).

4.2 | Data analysis
All data were analysed with established forms of qualitative research
methods. Initially, we explored the collected data in an open-ended

manner, followed by more structural and targeted steps. Drawing on

multiple strategies for categorizing qualitative data (e.g., Grodal
et al., 2021), we analysed the data to gain a better understanding of
the who, the what and the why relating to the construction of the
issue CDR and the legitimization of responsible digital innovation
through CDR. Initially, we followed an inductive approach; later on,
previous research helped us to structure our findings. In this sense,
our analytical approach can be best characterized as abductive
(Timmermans & Tavory, 2012).

In the first step, we aimed to make sense of who the institutional
entrepreneurs are that were involved in the issue of CDR in Germany,
besides those taking part in our study. We therefore aimed to identify
key actors and initiatives involved in establishing responsible digital
innovation as a legitimate business practice. This step of the analysis
was based on all data sources, but particularly the archival data. We
noted that in Germany, multiple individual and organizational actors
from all fields (e.g., business, politics, media and civil society) rallied
for responsible digital innovation by drawing on the issue of Corpo-
rate Digital Responsibility. Our codes included ‘German government’,
‘governmental agency’, ‘non-profit organization’, ‘consultant’, ‘jour-
nalist” and ‘activist’, indicating a variety of actors across different
fields being involved in CDR, including our interview and workshop
participants. We concluded from this step that responsible digital
innovation and the issue of CDR are driven by a variety of institu-
tional entrepreneurs across different fields in Germany. Next, we
investigated the data on how the institutional entrepreneurs con-
structed the issue. We carefully revised all data sources to identify
what topics and concerns were associated with CDR. Drawing on
existing CDR frameworks, we aimed to determine similarities and dif-
ferences. We used the ESG dimensions to organize our findings.

Then, following suggestions by Potter (2004), we explored how
the institutional entrepreneurs attempted to motivate and enable
businesses to engage in responsible digital innovation through the
issue of CDR. To that end, we primarily went through the interview
and workshop data openly, sticking closely to the participants' own
words. We noted that our interviewees and workshop participants
spoke of ‘dialoguing’ and ‘creating awareness’ but also how their
efforts aimed to ‘develop applicable CDR standards’, ‘award corpo-
rate CDR commitment’ or how they hoped to ‘make CDR tangible’
when engaging with businesses. We realized that the institutional
entrepreneurs carefully framed CDR as a distinct issue in the light of
the institutionalized issue of CSR. This observation prompted our
analysis to focus on how the institutional entrepreneurs legitimized
the ‘novel’ issue of CDR as an understandable and desirable issue for
businesses (Suchman, 1995). Consequently, we investigated what
practices they made use of to create legitimacy, that is, pragmatic,
cognitive or moral legitimacy (Suchman, 1995) for the issue of CDR
and for responsible digital innovation. By comparing the data itera-
tively, we were able to distil three types of legitimation practices that
champions of CDR made use of to legitimate CDR as an issue in the
field of business. Figure 1 provides an overview of our complete cod-
ing scheme of institutional entrepreneurship for responsible digital
innovation. In the following, we present the results of our analysis

along a comprehensive case narrative.
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1st order concepts

2nd order themes

Aggregate dimension Overall theme

[ German government, governmental agency }—| Politics
[ Non-profit organizations, foundations, activists ] Civil society Actors from different
Consultants, sustainability and data protection }_!E fields
managers
[ Authors, journalists, online magazines — Media
Digital wellbeing, inclusion and cohesion
Digital empowerment, digital and data literacy .
. o . X Social
Working conditions, job preservation and competence

development

Data transparency and traceability
Data ownership, privacy, security, safety, accessibility,
sufficiency and frugality

Institutional

Taxes on robots and algorithms

entrepreneurship
Issue of CDR for responsible

Regulation and fair competition
Technological impact measurement and assessment
Collaboration and trust

Energy and carbon footprint
Circular strategies of material use

CDR as an instrument and broad societal concern
Highlighting monetary benefits
Encompassing topics from other fields

Environmental

Discursive
practices

digital innovation

Pragmatic legitimacy

Distinction from CSR

Building relations and bridging borders for a CDR
ecosystem, forging alliances
Showcasing possibilities of engagement

Relational
practices

Moral legitimacy

Cognitive legitimacy
Creation of tools and artefacts Materializing
Development of frameworks practices
FIGURE 1 Coding scheme
5 | FINDINGS agency launched in collaboration a ‘CDR Award’ to publicly reward
businesses that engage in responsible digital innovation (CDR
5.1 | Institutional entrepreneurship for responsible Award, 2021). Until 2021, these various actors and initiatives started

digital innovation

Corporate Digital Responsibility is a fairly new issue in Germany. The
inception of the issue into the public context in Germany can be dated
back to the year 2018 when the German Federal Ministry for Justice
and Consumer Protection (BMJV) together with a group of corpora-
tions from various industries launched a CDR initiative. The (ongoing)
CDR initiative aims to facilitate the dialogue between the German
government and businesses to explore voluntarily what it means for
German corporations to act responsibly and sustainably in the digital
transformation (BMJV, 2021). We consider the inception of this initia-
tive as a potential issue field configuring event because it brought
together disparate institutional actors in an official setting (Schiissler
et al., 2014).

From 2018 to mid of 2021, a fragmented landscape of actors,
activities and practices emerged, each referencing to the issue of
CDR, or slight variations of it (e.g., Digital Responsibility and Digital
Ethics) when promoting or addressing business accountability, respon-
sibility and sustainability-related issues connected to digital innova-
tions. Actors involved in CDR encompass the BMJV and its CDR
initiative, other political agencies but also corporations, civil society
foundations (e.g., Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2021), advocate agencies of
small and medium-sized corporations (e.g., nachhaltig.digital, 2019),
industry associations (e.g., BVDW, 2021) or online media such as a
digital CDR magazine (e.g., Corporate Digital Responsibility, 2021).
Most recently, in summer 2021, an industry association and a political

the inception of a small number of CDR principles, codices and frame-
works, aiming to foster a voluntary responsible business commitment
to digital innovation (CDR Initiative, 2021).

Institutional entrepreneurship for responsible digital innovation
and CDR in Germany is accompanied by existing institutional infra-
structures of CSR (e.g., Waddock, 2008), including initiatives like the
United Nations Global Compact. These have also begun to address
digitalization as a topic that links to questions of responsible and sus-
tainable business conduct. The development of CDR in Germany is
further contextualized by public policy developments in the European
Union, notably the outset of several new laws on topics such as data
protection (i.e., the General Data Protection Regulation, GDPR) or the
development of sustainability-related policies such as the European
Green Deal; however, none of which regulates responsible digital
innovation.

From the perspective of those involved actors, institutional entre-
preneurs from the field of politics have an active role in constructing
the issue of CDR. The BMJV and other political agencies conducted
regular public events and workshops, as well as coordinated the prom-
inent CDR initiative, in collaboration with a growing number of large
and medium-sized corporations across various industries. Through
these CDR related activities, rather than through hard-law regulation,
institutional entrepreneurs from the field of politics aim to motivate
corporations to engage in responsible digital innovation and ‘con-
sumer-friendly products and services’ (Patrick, governmental agency

representative, interview) in a voluntary manner, promising firms that
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‘now is the window of opportunity, where you can handle the CDR
framework and design it, and you have to eliminate issues such as
anti-social discrimination, exclusion, and unecological aspects that
come from digitalization in the form of algorithms, and you have to
eliminate these before they become solidified [in hard-law regulation]’
(John, governmental agency representative, workshop). This quote
illustrates that the institutional entrepreneurs from the political field
try to highlight the opportunities for businesses instead of creating a
presumed ‘disabling’ narrative of corporate responsibility. Further, the
CDR initiative, for example, states that it aims to ‘ensure that digital
responsibility becomes a normal part of day-to-day business for com-
panies in all sectors. Even more companies should be encouraged to
go beyond what is required by the law and actively shape the process
of digitalisation in a people- and value-oriented way’ (CDR
Initiative, 2021).

Some participants of our study welcomed these efforts, arguing
that involvement of political institutional entrepreneurs is particularly
useful to provide the necessary frameworks or standards along which
businesses can orient themselves to act responsibly and sustainably in
the process of digital innovation and transformation. Especially argu-
ing from the perspective of entrepreneurs and small and medium-
sized corporations, some individuals remarked the potentially essential
role of the German government for facilitating responsible digital
innovation: ‘And this is for me the responsibility of politics to give
companies a framework that they can deal with and handle it to allevi-
ate this burden from small and medium-sized companies because they
do not have the time to deal with this adequately’ (John, governmen-
tal agency representative, workshop).

Others argued that the German government needed to act to
make responsible digital innovation attractive to corporations:
‘because when a firm wants to act responsibly, then it often faces
market pressure that will force it to abstain from such activity because
it has to remain in business and cannot change on short notice’ (Ron,
author and public speaker, workshop). In this sense, CDR and respon-
sible digital innovation was seen as something that ultimately also
required hard-law regulation, particularly regulation of the global digi-
tal economy and market competition. Michael, the sustainability man-
ager, explained the incumbent German business view on this matter:
‘traditionally, as a firm in the production industries, you say “We do
not want regulation.” But we have come to realize more and more
that we are dependent on certain providers of crucial intersections,
such as app stores. There, you see that even large corporations that
usually decry regulation, suddenly call for regulation’ (workshop
statement).

The interviewed institutional entrepreneurs involved with CDR
from the field of business acknowledged consumer opinions and their
trust in European and German technologies as a key driver for their
commitment to the issue of CDR and responsible digital innovations:
‘particularly, when the tools come from European providers, people
expect the highest level of security standards in place. [...] The trust in
German corporations is great, particularly if it is about technologies,
but also industries as a whole’ (Angelina, consultant, interview). Some

participants also point out that it is nothing new for European

corporations to voluntarily act and think about their responsibilities in
society. Laura, the former sustainability manager, underlined that cor-
porate approaches to digital innovation should not be ‘just about
innovations, radical innovations or the destruction of whole industries
and the economy. [Instead] It's about the question, how we want to
approach [digital innovation]’. In this sense, the interest of institu-
tional entrepreneurs from the field of business in the topic of CDR
was motivated by the prospects of facing trust issues amongst con-
sumers, as well as facing a lack of regulation that was perceived as a
threat to their existence.

Ultimately, many of the interviewed institutional entrepreneurs
envisioned the issue of CDR to become the cornerstone of an ecosys-
tem that could support European and German businesses in their vol-
untary commitment to responsible digital innovation, also through
governmental incentives, for example, through initiatives such as
GAIA X (Data Infrastructure, 2021), the European data infrastructure
project: ‘When we are able to build upon these trends and develop
ecosystems around them, then we are on the right path’ (Patrick, gov-
ernmental agency representative, workshop). In this sense, their com-
mitment to the issue of CDR can be interpreted as an important and
conscious effort of working along collaborative ideals towards the
inception of a new issue. As one participant put it pointedly, ‘if we
want to shape our future and not only regulate what others have
invented, then we need our own digital business and digital economy
in Europe’ (Ron, author and public speaker, interview). Further, coop-
eration across different fields was seen as a way of achieving this goal
and facilitating responsible digital innovation.

The interviewees recognized that adequate regulation was yet to
come. Consequently, the institutional entrepreneurs envisioned CDR
as an alternative to hard law regulation. According to them, the issue
of CDR encompassed the governance logic of what one participant
called ‘collaborative responsibility’ (Laura, former sustainability man-
ager, workshop). Through collaboration with the government and civil
society, businesses should be motivated to voluntarily engage in
responsible digital innovation. Like Laura, the NGO representative
pointed out during her interview, ‘I am convinced that the more cor-
porations, and | say, at this point, purposefully German corporations,
are doing well in digital ethics, the better it is for everyone. [...] The
more know-how we have, the more we share this knowledge, the
more everyone profits from it in Germany, also in terms of
reputation’.

Turning our attention to the construction of the issue of CDR
itself, we noticed that the interviewed institutional entrepreneurs con-
structed the issue of CDR by relating it to a variety of social and eco-
logical concerns and topics. In contrast to the topics already
mentioned in previous studies (e.g., Herden et al., 2021), the institu-
tional entrepreneurs brought up further environmental aspects, such
as circular strategies of material use, destruction of nature through
resource use, rebound effects and the ecological footprint of digital
innovation. Along the social dimension, one of the governmental
agency representatives highlighted the necessity of CDR to cover the
risk of racism in basic technological contexts giving the example that

‘people of color are discriminated against in all sorts of ways, even



“ | WILEY.

TRITTIN-ULBRICH ano BOCKEL

starting with the soap dispenser, who just do not recognise a dark skin
color’ (John, workshop). Correspondingly, the digital divide between
generations, dark patterns, digital and data literacy, data protection,
discrimination in general, consumer privacy and working conditions in
the digital economy were mentioned in relation to the social dimen-
sion of digital innovations. Further topics mentioned included techno-
logical impact measurement and assessment (environmental), the
digital divide between generations and dark patterns (social) and fair
competition in the market and tax regulations (governance).

Concerning fundamental governance principles of CDR, the for-
mer sustainability manager mentioned sufficiency as a guiding princi-
ple: ‘So how can you reduce the data collection to a minimum, so to
speak, and really only use and collect what is necessary at all, and not,
| say, a stockpile data collection, the more the better’ (Laura, former
sustainability manager, workshop). In terms of governance, traceable
creation of algorithms, regulations for fair competition in the market,
compliance with human rights, labels and licenses and the role of
taxes were also mentioned.

Importantly, the institutional entrepreneurs did not only link vari-
ous topics to the issue of CDR, but also they seemed to consider the
relation and tensions between those topics. For example, such ten-
sions were addressed in relation to the need and desire for transpar-
ency and energy consumption: ‘Transparency requires technology,
requires energy, requires resources, for example, to measure certain
conditions in order to bring in transparency. And that always has the
trade-off of whether everything really has to be digitalised, or is it per-
haps even more sustainable not to digitalise something’ (John,

workshop).

5.2 | Legitimizing responsible digital innovation
through the issue of CDR

In the light of the potential ecological and social harm of digital inno-
vation, the various ‘champions of CDR’ attempted to construct the
issue of CDR in ways that could foster the acceptance and commit-
ment to responsible digital innovation amongst German businesses.
We distilled a variety of institutional work practices from their efforts.
We discerned three core practices, that is, discursive, relational and
material practices that were geared towards the creation of pragmatic,
cognitive and moral legitimacy (Suchman, 1995) for responsible digital
innovation through the issue of CDR.

5.2.1 | Discursive practices

In the absence of hard-law regulation that could enforce business
commitment to responsible digital innovation, several of the inter-
viewed institutional entrepreneurs recognized that they had to con-
vince businesses to voluntarily commit to responsible digital
innovation. They drew on discursive practices that aimed to construct
responsible digital innovation as desirable and appropriate practice for

the business sector in the innovation process. To that end, they

purposefully framed responsible digital innovation through the issue
of Corporate Digital Responsibility. Yet the institutional entrepreneurs
acknowledged that the issue CDR was essentially ‘a moving target’,
meaning that it encompassed a broad variety of topics and concerns
at the intersection of digital innovation and transformation, corporate
responsibility, and sustainability.

Beyond concrete topics associated with the issue of CDR, based
on our observations from the field-spanning discussions within the
workshop, we were able to distil two general dimensions along which
the institutional entrepreneurs framed the issue of CDR when explain-
ing the need for responsible digital innovation to others. The first
dimension, described as ‘limited’ or instrumental dimension by one of
the participants, entails framing digital innovation as instrumental to
the corporate sustainability management agenda. Here, CDR is posi-
tioned in a way that suggests that responsible digital innovation may
contribute to corporate sustainability objectives. Michael, the sustain-
ability manager, outlined this dimension in his interview and reiterated
it in the workshop by drawing on the example of ecological concerns
and the use of predictive maintenance of products and services: ‘pre-
dictive maintenance in this regard means that the customer service
agent does not have to use a car with probably carbon dioxide emis-
sions to get to the consumer but he knows before that the machine
will have a problem and then maybe it's possible to fix it remotely. So,
we saved the emissions’. Digital innovation here is framed as respon-
sible, as it could reduce the harm that businesses do to society (see
also Voegtlin & Scherer, 2017).

Aligned, the ‘champions of CDR’ acknowledged that they care-
fully crafted their arguments around a business logic why businesses
should engage in CDR, highlighting the monetary benefits that busi-
nesses could gain by committing to responsible digital innovation:
‘For example, when we speak about accessibility, | have to tell people
how much bigger their target group for their shop or for different
products can become when we make it more accessible than the com-
petitors. And this way | have to go mostly all the time when | speak to
corporations’ (Nick, activist, interview). We interpret this discursive
framing of responsible digital innovation as an attempt to enhance the
pragmatic legitimacy of responsible digital innovations, that is, the
economic desirability of CDR (Suchman, 1995).

The institutional entrepreneurs further stated that they framed
CDR as an issue that could help businesses to learn about the chang-
ing societal expectations that businesses would encounter, in the light
of the digital transformation of society at large. This second,
‘extended’ dimension of CDR encompasses not just the idea that
responsible digital innovations should do no harm but that they should
contribute to the greater good (see also Voegtlin & Scherer, 2017).
Digital innovations were not just construed as an ‘instrument’ for
businesses but framed as a broad societal concern, as well as the rap-
idly evolving societal awareness for potentially negative impacts of
digital innovations on society. The institutional entrepreneurs there-
fore suggested that they found CDR useful to articulate and address
this more general societal shift of expectations with regards to how
digital innovations of businesses affect society, arguing that ‘digitali-

zation has a lot of hidden impacts, and you have to bring these to the
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fore and show these impacts’ (John, governmental agency representa-
tive, interview).

In the eyes of the institutional entrepreneurs, not only does CDR
suggest that responsible digital innovation is about singular, definable
innovative products or services. Even further, it calls for reflection of
organizations and how their creation or adoption of digital innovations
change and for challenging established societal and business struc-
tures altogether. Framed this way, Michael, the sustainability manager
of a German mid-size corporation, reflected that CDR helped him and
his firm to think ‘about what digital change means for us. Because all
rights come with responsibilities, as some say, and more and more
business opportunities might come with challenges, and we need to
find solutions to these challenges’. We interpret the framing efforts of
the institutional entrepreneurs of responsible digital innovation
through the extended dimension of CDR as an attempt to strengthen
the moral legitimacy of responsible digital innovation, that is, its nor-
mative desirability (Suchman, 1995).

The institutional entrepreneurs simultaneously reflected on the
similarities and distinctions between the issue of CDR and already
institutionalized constructs such as sustainability and CSR. For exam-
ple, Michael, the sustainability manager, suggested that ‘CDR is a
rather new topic while sustainability as a whole is a very established
concept’. Others acknowledged differences between sustainability-
related innovations and digital innovations: ‘Digital innovations are
much closer to the people (also in their private lives), they are much
faster, their negative impact is much more hidden’, as John, the gov-
ernmental agency representative, outlined. Subsequently, some par-
ticipants rationalized that they find it useful to draw a clear distinction
between CDR and CSR when approaching businesses, arguing that
the CSR in the past had remained a ‘niche’ topic for many corpora-
tions, meaning a topic without strategic value (Laura, former sustain-
ability manager, workshop), a ‘trap’ they hoped to avoid by
constructing CDR as a distinct issue for businesses, which was distinct
to CSR.

5.2.2 | Relational practices

Alongside framing responsible digital innovation through the issue of
CDR, the ‘champions of CDR’ outlined how they attempted to build
a ‘CDR ecosystem’ that would enable businesses to learn about and
experiment with responsible digital innovation. Relational institu-
tional work practices around CDR that could support this goal
included the building of personal relations and engaging in cross-
sectoral knowledge exchange in an open-minded, dialogic manner:
their participation in our workshop being a testament to their open-
ness of cross-field interactions. Several individuals indicated that
they actively try to address various audiences and create awareness
for CDR: ‘I promote CDR mostly through talks, so | speak a lot at
conferences, or also in internal workshops for corporations’ (Nick,
activist, interview). Likewise, to make CDR appear both desirable
and accessible for businesses, the institutional entrepreneurs

attempt to promote not just one particular way to engage in CDR

but by showcasing multiple ways of engaging in CDR positively. For
example, Mary, the NGO representative shares that she and her
organization aimed to inform and inspire firms, for example, by fea-
turing different firms and their CDR initiatives on the NGO's web-
page, but also a variety of initiatives or projects that all address
different issues relating to CDR. In her view, it is important to pro-
vide firms ‘room to grow’ and to learn about responsible digital
innovation. Aligned, offering incentives such as public appraisal
through a CDR award, or by featuring best practice cases in social
media was perceived as a useful measure to motivate businesses to
engage in CDR and responsible digital innovation.

Some participants outlined that purposefully drawing on the term
CDR (instead of CSR) allowed them to bridge functions within organi-
zations and helped them to avoid becoming ‘trapped’ in one corpo-
rate function (i.e., the CSR or sustainability department). Instead, they
used the issue of CDR relationally to forge new alliances within busi-
nesses beyond single functions like the data protection office or the
sustainability office. Nick, the activist, for example, explained that he
uses the term CDR because he attempts ‘to find the gateway
between the sales part and the responsibility part to give anyone in a
corporation access to these topics to speak about and give founda-
tional knowledge on these topics for internal discussions with col-
leagues or to empower them to speak with the chairman or board
members’. Treating questions of responsibility (and sustainability) and
digital innovation separately without departmental collaboration,
simultaneously, was feared to lead to ‘internally competing spaces’
inside of firms, which the workshop participants do not see as produc-
tive for facilitating the development of responsible digital innovations,
as outlined Patrick, the governmental agency representative outlined
in the workshop. To address this challenge, the institutional entrepre-
neurs viewed the term CDR as favourable to relationship building
amongst different functions within firms.

We interpret these relational practices as the attempt to create
digital
(Suchman, 1995), that is, to foster cognitive understanding of the

cognitive  legitimacy  for  responsible innovation
interconnectedness between corporate responsibility and digital inno-

vation in and around businesses through personal ties and contacts.

5.2.3 | Materializing practices

Finally, in addition to relational institutional work practices, the insti-
tutional entrepreneurs indicated that they also engaged in materializ-
ing practices, that is, activities that would get businesses substantially
involved in the development of responsible digital innovation through
concrete, material artefacts. While from their perspective, this was
the most difficult task because this also often required financial com-
mitment on part of businesses, they outlined that one of their core
tasks was to make CDR as tangible as possible for businesses. To that
end, they engaged corporations in joint research projects or offered
them ready-made tools that may help them to act responsibly. For
example, Patrick, the governmental agency representative, outlined

how he, in close collaboration with some firms, developed a data
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process software, through which the corporate handling of data
streams could become more transparent to the firm but also to its
stakeholders (interview). Similarly, the development of CDR-specific
frameworks and guidelines of other actors can be interpreted as prac-
tices of materializing CDR for businesses. For example, through the
‘CDR Building Bloxx’ framework, the German Association for the Dig-
ital Economy (BVDW) hopes to provide businesses with a framework
along which businesses can develop their own CDR model in a ‘prac-
tice-oriented and company-specific’ manner (BVDW, 2021). This and
other projects and frameworks materialize the issue of CDR in the
form of tangible products, artefacts and application-oriented docu-
ments and can be interpreted as a way of facilitating the cognitive
legitimacy of responsible digital innovation (Suchman, 1995), that is,
the understandability of what it means to act responsibly in digital

innovation.

6 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study was motivated by the question of how businesses come to
accept responsible digital innovation as acceptable and desirable busi-
ness practice. In the light of the ambiguous and disruptive nature of
digital innovation, as well as the general lack of regulation that could
enforce businesses to engage in responsible digital innovation, we
argue that such innovation practice must be perceived by businesses
as understandable, desirable and therefore legitimate. Only then busi-
nesses may engage in responsible digital innovation that may enable
businesses to secure their social ‘license to operate’ (Scherer &
Palazzo, 2007) in times of a growing societal awareness of the poten-
tially problematic and ‘dark’ implications of digital innovations
(e.g., Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2021; Zuboff, 2019) and to contribute to

the greater societal good.

6.1 | Legitimizing responsible digital innovation
through the issue of CDR

The first contribution of our study is the expansion of institutional
research on digital innovation (e.g., Gegenhuber et al., 2022; Hinings
et al., 2018). We explore how various actors across different fields
collaboratively engage in institutional entrepreneurship for responsi-
ble digital innovation through the construction and legitimation of the
issue of CDR. We identify the various actors involved with the issue
of CDR, elaborate on their various motivations for constructing the
issue, identify the various topics associated with the issue and outline
the institutional entrepreneurship practices through which they legiti-
mize responsible digital innovation. Notably, we demonstrate that
‘champions of CDR’ draw on various discursive, relational and mate-
rial legitimation practices to create pragmatic, cognitive and moral
legitimacy for the issue of CDR when dealing with businesses. Overall,
the institutional entrepreneurs indicate that the issue of CDR is useful
to their individual and collective attempts to ensure the inception of

responsible digital innovation in German businesses.

Previous research drawing on an institutional entrepreneurship
lens in the study of digital innovation has focused on legitimation
efforts inside of businesses (e.g., Tumbas et al., 2018). Our study adds
crucial field-level insights into how institutional entrepreneurs in and
outside of businesses collectively and collaboratively attempt to
change existing institutional arrangements to motivate businesses to
act responsibly in digital innovation. On the field level, legitimizing
responsible digital innovation entails discursive, relational and material
efforts. The majority of the identified practices aim to create prag-
matic and cognitive legitimacy, meaning understanding and accep-
tance amongst businesses based on instrumental considerations. This
can be explained with the novel and complex (e.g., Dougherty &
Dunn, 2011) nature of digital innovation.

Acting responsibly with and in digital innovation demands that
businesses first develop an understanding of digital innovations,
including the related opportunities and challenges for businesses.
Aligned, an understanding of which business functions should be
involved in the process of responsible digital innovation is needed.
Only then responsible conduct that is aligned with existing norms and
values can be ensured. In addition, because institutional entrepreneurs
from the field of media or from civil society in general are involved in
CDR, the issue is also equipped with moral legitimacy. This helps to
construct CDR as a desirable issue. Through the issue of CDR, respon-
sible digital innovation is constructed as desirable innovation practice.

Importantly, we detect similarities and differences between our
findings and those of previous institutional theory-based studies con-
cerned with digital innovations. For example, in a recent study,
Gegenhuber et al. (2022) suggest that actors may purposefully draw
on CSR as a template, combined it with other templates to build new
collective institutional infrastructures such as Crowdwork Agreements
to govern digital innovation, particularly in the platform industry con-
text. Institutional templates inform interactions based on informal
guides and patterns for behaviour in a given organizational context
(Gegenhuber et al., 2022). The authors suggest that CSR is well suited
as a template to regulate digital innovations, given that it emphasizes
a private, voluntary self-regulation mechanism and it is well known in
Germany.

The findings of our study add somewhat contrasting insights into
the usefulness of CDR as a template for shaping organizational activi-
ties around digital innovations. Our study suggests that institutional
entrepreneurs interested in facilitating responsible digital innovation
particularly within ‘traditional’ corporations outside of the platform
economy, may purposefully avoid using CSR as a template. Instead,
they may prefer to draw on a ‘spin-off’ variation of CSR to create a
stand-alone issue and thereby generate an ‘entrepreneurial opportu-
nity” for responsible digital innovation. Constructing CDR as a distinct
issue allows them to promote new cross-functional collaboration
between technical and socially oriented functions within businesses.
CDR may help to forgo responsible digital innovation getting reduced
to a ‘niche’ problem or becoming associated with more negative con-
notations of the established template of CSR, including ‘greenwash-
ing’ (Laufer, 2003), which would crucially affect the legitimacy of CSR
and inhibit the chances of responsible digital innovation becoming
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adopted by businesses. In this sense, our study indicates that drawing
on the established concept of CSR as a template for legitimizing and
building new institutional arrangements around digital innovation in

traditional businesses may be less fruitful.

6.2 |
efforts

CDR: An issue driven by multi-stakeholder

Our study further contributes to the emerging debate on Corporate
Digital Responsibility (CDR) in two ways. First, our in-depth explor-
ative approach enabled us to identify additional topics that are associ-
ated with the issue of CDR in Germany. Prior studies on CDR have
identified a range of topics and technologies that can be associated
with CDR, either based on theoretical considerations (Lobschat
et al., 2021) or based on questionnaires amongst individuals based in
the United States of America (Herden et al., 2021). Adding to the
topics clustered into the environmental, social and governance frame-
work by Herden et al. (2021), our study based on the study of CDR in
Germany helps to uncover additional topics, such as circular strategies
of material use, technological impact measurement and assessment
(environmental), the digital divide between generations and dark pat-
terns (social) and fair competition in the market and tax regulations
(governance). Additional principles and norms, particularly the under-
lying logic of collaborative responsibility, but also data sufficiency and
frugality were mentioned, relating to the extended dimension of CDR.
In this sense, our study extends prior research on CDR by indicating a
series of additional topics and principles associated with CSR and
responsible innovation, particularly in Germany. This underlines that
CDR is a contextually bound issue.

Second, our study underscores that CDR is not just a corporate
issue, but it is essentially an issue constructed and driven by multiple
actors, including businesses, but also political actors and civil society
actors. Prior CDR frameworks, such as the one proposed by Lobschat
et al. (2021), suggest that CDR is first and foremost a corporate con-
cept: one, which arguably is shaped by various internal and external
influences, including the social context and the organizational context.
Our study adds to this framework by illustrating the central agentic
role that external actors, notably civil society and political actors play
in shaping corporate approaches to CDR. Our empirical exploration
suggests that CDR is mainly driven by various actors in many fields,
most importantly political institutional entrepreneurs.

The insights of this study also have practical implications. First of
all, our study indicates who exactly is involved in the construction of
the issue of CDR at the field level. In this study, the institutional
entrepreneurs view the logic of ‘collaborative responsibility’ as central
to the issue of CDR, which positions governments as key facilitators
for the development of responsible and sustainable digital innovations
alongside businesses. This is relevant for policy-making. Former
research highlights the contested role of governments in innovation
(Aghion & Griffith, 2008). Some scholars argue that liberalization of
markets fosters innovativeness of the economy (Aghion &
Griffith, 2008). Others question the positive effects of a lack of

regulation on corporate innovativeness (Amable et al., 2016). In the
context of CDR, actors, even those from the field of business,
acknowledge the vital role that governments play for the progression
of CDR and responsible digital innovation. From the perspective of
those involved with CDR, governments can facilitate responsible digi-
tal innovation through the regulation of the digital economy but also
through the facilitation of voluntary collaboration between govern-
ments and businesses.

Our research further entails important managerial implications.
Our research suggests that managers aiming to pursue responsible
digital innovation in German businesses may rely on collaborative sup-
porting networks with institutional entrepreneurs from across differ-
ent fields. As previous research has shown, such external support for
responsible business conduct can be crucial to facilitate internal com-
mitment (see also Girschik, 2020). Individual managers seeking to
involve their firms with CDR consequently should make use of institu-
tional entrepreneurship for CDR. In addition, the findings of this
research indicate that early engagement in the issue of CDR gives
businesses the opportunity of being involved in the construction of
the still-emerging issue of CDR. This may ultimately offer the oppor-
tunity for businesses to shape the issue to their benefit and engage in
digital innovation while also catering to societal expectations regard-

ing responsible business conduct.

7 | LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Our explorative research design is appropriate in the light of the
nascent nature of the issue of CDR and responsible digital innovation
in business practice, as well as in academic research. To our best
knowledge, it is the first study addressing the field-level efforts that
go into the legitimation of responsible business conduct in digital
innovation. It also allows us to provide crucial initial insights into how
the issue of CDR links to responsible digital innovation. Yet the study
design brings along certain limitations, however, which offer manyfold
opportunities for future research.

First, our study focused on the German context. Future research
should investigate and compare the findings of our study with insights
from other national contexts, in order to advance generalizability in
other national or international settings. National contexts exhibit dif-
ferent expectations with regards to business conduct in society
(e.g., Matten & Moon, 2008). Similarly, the issue of CDR might be
understood differently in different national contexts in terms of its
dimensions (limited and extended) and the topics it encompasses.

Second, our study relies on an in-depth analysis of a limited data
set, covering a limited period of time. Since the issue of CDR is a
‘moving target’ and emerges from a rather fragmented interstitial
issue field, further longitudinal examination as well as the investiga-
tion of additional actors within the field may provide additional
insights into the dynamics of the field.

Third and finally, we explore how institutional entrepreneurs
attempt to legitimize CDR and responsible digital innovation. Yet our

study provides little insights into whether these efforts lead to the
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successful inception of responsible digital innovation in business prac-
tice. Future in-depth studies within German corporations may
enhance our knowledge on whether the documented institutional

entrepreneurship efforts of the ‘champions of CDR’ are successful.
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