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 CHAPTER 11: CONCLUSION 
 
 

“We are doing our damnedest to do the right thing.  And we are seeing these 
things as business as usual.”  (UK EPFI 1, Interviewee 1) 
 
“Ultimately what we haven’t seen is the effects on the real world. We have 
policies, procedures, standards, personnel, management systems, 
organisational culture [changes]; all of that is necessary but not sufficient. 
You can have all of the greatest systems in the world and not ultimately 
make a difference on the ground. I do think that you need 
systems…but...that’s no guarantee of anything when it comes to real results 
on the ground...I think that you’d find almost all NGOs saying that’s the 
ultimate test.” (FoE US) 
 
 

11.1 Research Overview 
 

In June 2003, the Equator Principles (EP), were launched by ten international commercial 

banks. The EP, designed as a set of voluntary environmental and social (E&S) risk 

management guidelines for project finance, were perceived as a “revolutionary” initiative 

by the financial sector. However, the Principles were not as optimistically received by some 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs), due to what they perceived as the inability of the 

EP to adequately address all of their financial sector accountability demands. By June 2008, 

there were 60 adopting Equator Principles Financial Institutions (EPFIs), and the EP had 

become a “routine” aspect of active EPFI project financing processes. Despite this, NGOs 

continued to demand more “concrete” evidence of the positive impacts of EP 

implementation.  

 
This research sought to evidence, understand and explain this EP institutionalisation 

process between 2003 and 2008, and its effects on EPFI social accountability over this 

period. It therefore sought to investigate why and how the EP emerged and evolved to 

become a “taken-for-granted” (institutionalised) aspect of EPFI (i.e. commercial bank) 

project finance activities, and whether this enabled and/or constrained their social 

accountability between 2003 and 2008. 

 
To answer these questions, this researcher adopted a qualitative methodological approach 

and conducted a case study of the EP institutionalisation process over 2003 to 2008. This 

incorporated (participant) observation, extensive documentary analysis and 29 semi-
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structured interviews, involving 31 key EP “actors” from ten EPFI, ten NGO and five 

broader stakeholder organisations.108 This case material was interpreted through the use of: 

1) the concepts of accountability and legitimacy; and 2) the Dillard et al. (2004) framework 

on institutionalisation, in order to “illuminate” the emergence, evolution, and accountability 

related effects of the EP institutionalisation process between 2003 and 2008. 

 
Dillard et al. view institutionalisation as a structuration process (Giddens, 1984) occurring 

over societal, organisational field (institutional) and organisational levels. That is, they 

perceive a reciprocal and recursive (ongoing) relationship to exist between the “structures” 

that underpin a specific “institution” (i.e. the norm/value/standard being institutionalised), 

and the knowledgeable and reflexive “agents” that interact with these structures. Here, 

“structures” refer to the legitimation (rationale), signification (meaning) and domination 

(power) properties associated with/underpinning the institution in question. Dillard et al. 

view this iterative relationship between structures and agency as being mobilised through 

daily interaction between societal, organisational field and organisational “criteria” and 

“practice”, and manifested in the emergence, evolution and “acceptance” of an institution 

over time. 

 
11.2 Research Findings  
 
The Dillard et al. (2004) model on institutionalisation processes was used as a conceptual 

guide to frame the findings of this case study. The case narrative therefore traced the 

progression of EP institutionalisation as a structuration process over socio-economic and 

political (SEP), organisational field (OF), organisational (OL) and intra-organisational (IOL) 

levels, between 2003 and 2008. This involved the in-depth analysis of the iterative and 

recursive dynamics between EP related structures (signification, domination and 

legitimation) and EP agents; as mobilised through the interaction between daily EP criteria 

and practice, and manifested in the emergence, evolution and “acceptance” of the EP as the 

institution/standard for more responsible project finance over 2003 to 2008. 

 
More specifically, the case narrative firstly illustrated why and how NGO campaigns for 

financial sector accountability and “moral legitimacy” from the late 1990s (at SEP level), 

catalysed “embedded agents” in four commercial banks (at OL) to come together with six 

 
108 One law firm, one environmental consultancy, two mining clients and one international mining association.  
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other commercial banks (at OF level) to develop and launch the EP in 2003 (research 

question 1).  Secondly, the narrative proceeded to an in-depth, critical analysis of why and 

how the EP institutionalisation process evolved between 2003 and 2008 (research question 

2). This highlighted how the “issue” (Hoffman, 1999) of the EP, and more responsible 

project finance, led to the development of an organisational field (OF) of disparate actors 

(i.e. EPFIs, NGOs, clients, E&S consultants and lawyers) that began to “interact” with one 

another as they may not have done had the EP not existed (see Figure 12).  

 
Thirdly, this analysis evidenced how EP “criteria” at OF level (i.e. the Principles 

themselves) were interpreted (signification), rationalised (legitimation), and 

controlled/allocated resources (domination), by EPFI agents at OL and IOL, to ensure that 

the EP were implemented in E&S risk management/project finance “criteria” (e.g. policies, 

manuals), and “practice”. Here, heterogeneity as opposed to homogeneity across EPFIs was 

emphasised. Fourthly, this analysis illustrated how, due to the nature of the project finance 

syndication market at OF level, coercive, mimetic and normative isomorphic pressures 

influenced EP adoption by other financial institutions. Yet, in doing so, it highlighted how 

the “later adopters” of the EP, in this research, were not “passively” conforming to EP 

“innovator/leader” trends at OF level, but were rather “actively” considering their E&S risk 

management “performance” at OL in their decision to adopt the EP (see Figure 12).  

 
Fifthly, this analysis critically discussed how active and reflexive EPFI agents’ knowledge 

of: 1) EPFI experiences with EP implementation at OL and IOL; 2) challenges associated 

with EP governance at OF level; and 3) awareness of ongoing NGO criticism of the same at 

SEP level over 2003 to 2008, led to the launch of EP II in 2006 and movement towards EP 

governance at OF and OL between 2007 and 2008. Furthermore, the case narrative 

evidenced how EP criteria are now an institutionalised facet of EPFI project financing 

practice at IOL, influencing, and being influenced by, EP institutionalisation at OL, OF and 

SEP levels (see Figure 12).   

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 12: The EP Institutionalisation Process 
 
Socio-Economic & Political (SEP) Level                                 Power Distribution                  
                                                                                                                                                                
Financial sector economic dominance                                                         
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Societal accountability/legitimacy demands 
Equator Principles “institution” significance                                      SEP Criteria 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
 
Organisational Field (OF) Level                                              OF (EP*) Criteria                                          
 
Project finance market 
EPFI network developments                                                                                             
NGO network 
EP Clients, consultants, lawyers                                                 OF (EP) Practices 
                                                                                         
    
                                                                                     
Organisational Level (OL)                                                         
 
ESRM**/EP policies & procedures                                            OL (EP) Criteria 
Innovators (I): EP “leaders”                                            
                                                                                                     
 
 
Late(r) Adopters (LA): EP Adoptees                                           
NGOs, clients, consultants, lawyers***                                      OL (EP) Practice                                              
  
 
 
Intra-Organisational Level (IOL)****                                                                     
 
EP - Project finance (PF) process                                                IOL (EP) Criteria                                            
 
 
EPFI employees (ESRM**/RM, PF) 
NGOs, clients, consultants, lawyers***                                         IOL (EP) Practice                                             
 
                                                                                      
KEY:  
* Equator Principles 
** Environmental & social risk management 
*** Interacting with both “innovator” and “adoptee” organisations  
**** For both “innovator” and “adoptee” organisations  
 
Arrows denote the ongoing interplay between EP criteria and practice both within and across the 
SEP, OF, OL and IOL levels; as well as the inherent power distribution/dynamics of this process 
due to the influence of agency throughout. 
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Finally, the case findings narrative illustrated how the EP institutionalisation process 

affected EPFI social accountability over the course of 2003 to 2008 (research question 3).  

This evidenced the complexities of the accountability issues associated with the EP between 

2003 and 2008, and how this influenced, and was influenced by, the EP institutionalisation 

process over the same period. Despite the ongoing disparities between NGO and EPFI 

perceptions of what EP social accountability should entail, this researcher argued that EP 

institutionalisation acted to enable rather than constrain better EPFI social accountability 

over 2003 to 2008. This was not only with regard to EPFI project finance activities, but also 

the E&S awareness and activities it catalysed across a range of commercial bank operations. 

Which, as one EPFI leader commented, may be the “biggest legacy” of the EP.   

 
11.3 Research Contributions 
 
No prior work specifically focused on the EP, the accountability dynamics surrounding 

them, or, their institutionalisation, has been conducted within the accounting discipline to 

date. In addition, no specific work on EP institutionalisation has been conducted within the 

small number of existing studies on the EP in the broader corporate social responsibility 

(CSR)/sustainable finance literature. Hence, this research makes a number of theoretical 

and empirical contributions to both of these bodies of literature. Firstly, this research 

provides unique empirical contributions to this literature, as it privileges qualitative analysis 

of the EP institutionalisation process from the perspective of key EP actors in the field.  

 
Secondly, this research makes substantial theoretical contributions to the literature.  For 

example, with regard to the social accountability literature, this research mobilises the 

concepts of accountability and legitimacy in a unique context: an institutionalisation 

process. In doing so, it considers how parallel processes of accountability and 

institutionalisation can influence one another. In addition, few studies have focused on 

NGOs as exerting “institutional pressure” on organisations, or, examined how that pressure 

may “induce” and influence an institutionalisation process (but see Lounsbury et al., 2003; 

Den Hond and De Bakker, 2007). Therefore, as this research focuses on why and how NGO 

accountability/legitimacy demands influenced the emergence and evolution of the EP 

institutionalisation process, it addresses such gaps in the extant literature.  
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Furthermore, this research directly addresses some of the recent critiques and calls for the 

expansion of institutional theory research in the literature (e.g. Lounsbury, 2008; Scott, 

2008). This occurs in a number of ways. Firstly, it focuses on institutionalisation as a 

process, as opposed to an outcome, and adopts a qualitative, longitudinal and multi-level 

approach to analyse this process. Secondly, it recognises the powerful role and influence of 

agents in institutional processes (Di Maggio 1988; 1991), and how “embedded agents” (Seo 

and Creed, 2002) can be enabled, as opposed to constrained, by their positions in order to 

affect organisational and institutional change (Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Reay et. al., 

2006). Thirdly, it evidences heterogeneity, as opposed to homogeneity, across 

organisational perceptions of, and reactions to, institutional pressures and norms; and 

highlights how “followers” in organisational fields do not always engage in “mindless 

imitation” (Lounsbury, 2008) of “innovators” in the field. In turn, it illustrates that the 

dichotomy between the pressure to “conform” or “perform” regarding institutional demands 

does not always exist (Heugens and Lander, 2009), and that the former, can actually 

enhance the latter. More broadly, this research considers the potential relationship between 

institutional theory and the notion of accountability in general, and highlights the possible 

need to theorise the relationship between an institutionalisation process and the 

accountability of the agents involved therein. 

 
Finally, this research provides a unique “contextual” setting for the application of the 

Dillard et al. (2004) framework and offers useful suggestions for the extension and 

development of the model. This relates to a more in-depth consideration of the models: (1) 

notions of criteria and practice; (2) interpretation of an organisational field; and (3) need to 

conceptualise institutional dynamics at intra-organisational level. Therefore, in general, this 

research prioritises theoretical and empirical concepts, approaches and perspectives that are 

largely absent from the existing literature. 

 
In addition, some practical implications for a wide range of EP, and broader sustainable 

finance, stakeholders also arise from this research. Firstly, this study acts as a highly 

informative “introduction” to the evolution of the EP since 2003, which, to the best of this 

author’s knowledge, has not been completed to date.109 Secondly, this research offers two 

 
109 Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer (2005) and Watchman et al. (2007) have been used in a similar vein in the 
past but are not academic texts.  
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key recommendations to EPFIs in order to help them further improve their EP 

accountability: (1) greater transparency is needed surrounding EP governance at 

organisational field level i.e. regarding the manner in which the current EP management 

structure operates; and (2) there is a need for greater transparency and clarity surrounding 

the internal auditing of the process by which the EP are applied to project financing 

arrangements within EPFIs, as well as the external assurance of this. 

 
11.4 Research Limitations and Future Research 
 
Firstly, this research has only focused on the EP institutionalisation process between 2003 

and 2008. Future research could therefore investigate how this has progressed post-2008. 

Secondly, whilst this research conducts an in-depth analysis of the EP institutionalisation 

process from the perspective of a selection of EPFIs and NGOs, it pays lesser attention to 

the perspectives of broader EP stakeholders (i.e. the EP consultant, EP lawyer and mining 

companies incorporated in Chapter Nine). Future research could seek out more EP 

stakeholder perspectives on EP institutionalisation, especially those of EPFI clients. This 

would extend the analysis of the EP institutionalisation process to societal-project level and 

advance our understanding of the impact of the EP “on the ground”. Finally, this research 

has not incorporated the views of socially responsible investors (SRIs), another important 

EP stakeholder group, on the EP institutionalisation process. Future research could examine 

the impact of the EP on SRI investment decision-making processes and likewise how this 

may be affecting EPFIs/the EP institutionalisation process moving forward. All of these 

proposals for future research would directly address current gaps in the literature regarding 

such analysis.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 


