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THEMES ADDRESSED BY THE ARTICLE 

 

 The article shows to what extent the professional identity of equity and fixed-income 
asset managers (mainly education and incentives system) has respectively favoured and 
prevented the integration of SRI (Socially Responsible Investment) in practice.   

 

 The article shows that the difficulties faced by fixed-income asset managers to integrate 
SRI in practice have notably resulted from the misfit between ESG (Environmental, 
Social and Governance) criteria and the financial models in-use (in contrast to equity 
investment in which they have tended to better fit the existing financial models).  

 

 The article suggests some areas for better integrating SRI in the debt market, notably in 
terms of ESG criteria and investment processes.  
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT  

 

In recent years, the asset management industry has experienced a rise in Socially Responsible 
Investment (SRI) demands. With the increasing integration of SRI into conventional funds, there 
has been a progressive transformation of the asset management industry – particularly, in terms 
of incorporating non-financial concerns in decision-making, emphasizing a long-term 
perspective, and increasing transparency and accountability. In Europe, the transformation of the 
asset management industry has been particularly evident, with over a 90% increase in the number 
of investors adopting responsible investment strategies between 2009 and 2011, when European 
assets under management (AUM) have increased only by 3.8% (Eurosif, 2012). Recent studies 
have begun documenting this change and its impacts on the practices, norms, and meaning 
systems of the industry – describing this phenomenon as an on-going institutional change at the 
field level (Arjaliès, 2010; Beunza & Ferraro, 2011; Crifo & Mottis, 2011). 

The increase in RI, however, has not been uniform across the asset management profession. 
Interestingly, two factions of the asset management profession have evolved very distinct 
perspectives and responses to the increasing integration of RI in asset management. While fixed-
income asset managers have largely resisted this change, equity asset managers have been much 
more receptive to it (Novethic, 2007; Principles for Responsible Investment, 2011).  

Very few studies have begun to explore the reasons behind these varied responses to RI and 
the difficulties of integrating RI into conventional funds, with the notable exception of Menz 
(2010) who has examined the theoretical limitations of integrating RI in the corporate bond 
market. Examining the US sub-prime mortgage crisis, Pozner, Stimmler, and Hirsch (2010) argue 
that micro-mechanisms at the organizational level, such as superstitious learning processes and 
strong competitive pressures to conform to popular practices, underpin the strategic persistence 
of structures and practices despite contraindications of their effectiveness. These micro-
mechanisms, they argue, contribute to self-reinforcing cycles and biases that may cloud decision-
making and lead to maladaptive changes at the institutional level. Insights into these types of 
micro-mechanisms may help explain why fixed-income asset managers have been resistant to 
increasing demands for RI than equity asset managers. 

With this in mind, this article employs a longitudinal ethnographic case study design and 
draws on multiple sources of data (i.e. interviews, three-year participative observation and 
documentary evidence) to systematically compare the divergent responses of equity and fixed-
income asset managers to the demands for SRI. Enriching previous work on the role of 
instruments in mediating the transformation of practices vis-à-vis its institutional environment 
(Miller & O’Leary, 2007), it notably shows that the lack of appropriate financial and ESG criteria 
in fixed-income investment has impeded to a certain extent the transformation of investment 
practices in this asset class. In particular, it demonstrates that the inability to incorporate SRI 
principles into fixed-income investment results from a growing decoupling between the financial 
markets and the real economy, due notably to the calculative devices in use. The findings also 
reveal that equity and fixed-income managers held distinctive understandings of their 
professional role identities – which, ultimately, led fixed-income managers to be more resistant to 
demands for SRI compared to equity managers, who have largely perceived the shift toward 
responsible investing as unavoidable. Based on these results, the article suggests some areas for 
better integrating SRI in the debt market.  
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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of calculative devices in the transformation of 
institutional logics at practice level. Empirical data are based on an ethnographic study of two 
working groups in an asset management company that attempted to integrate new demands for 
Socially Responsible Investment (SRI). The paper compares how the working groups aimed to 
redesign their equity and fixed-income investment processes through the introduction of new 
calculative devices, and explains why this project was perceived as less successful in the fixed-
income group than the equity group. Drawing on a cross-theoretical framework based on 
components of practice, institutional theories and calculative devices, it argues that practices and 
logics can be transformed through calculative devices. Specifically, it shows that this 
transformation is possible when calculative devices play the role of mediating instruments that act 
both as boundary objects and epistemic objects. The implications for research on the role of 
calculative devices in institutional change and the impact of SRI on the practices of asset 
management are also discussed. 
 
Key words: Calculative Devices – Equity Investment – Fixed-Income Investment – Institutional 
Logics – Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) 
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I 
Introduction 

 
This article answers recent calls for accounting research to address the relationships between 
institutions and practices (Lounsbury, 2008). Institutional and practice theories are both widely 
used in accounting, as accountants have long been interested in the ‘interplay between ways of 
calculating and ways of managing social and organizational life’ (Hopwood & Miller, 1994; 1). In 
particular, paying attention to practice (Ahrens & Chapman, 2007; Chua, 2007) and institutional 
logics (Ezzamel, Robson, & Stapleton, 2012; Guerreiro, Rodrigues, & Craig, 2012; Lander, 
Koene, & Linssen, 2013; Lounsbury, 2008) has been a key direction for research over the past 
few years. Institutional logics are principles that guide behaviour in a social situation, providing 
actors with frames of reference that pre-condition their sense-making, acting, and identity choices 
(Friedland & Alford, 1991; Thornton & Ocasio, 1999, 2008; Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 
2012).  
 
Yet there has been little research explicitly studying the role of instruments in the transformation 
of logics and practices (Cloutier & Langley, 2013). This neglect is surprising, especially since 
accounting studies have long examined the mediating role of instruments, such as auditing 
standards and technology roadmaps, in framing practices vis-à-vis their institutional environment 
(e.g. Mennicken, 2008; Miller & O'Leary, 2007). Specifically, they have emphasized how elements 
from the institutional environment and practices inform the design and use of accounting (e.g. 
Abernethy & Chua, 1996; Guerreiro et al., 2012; Lander et al., 2013) and how the transformation 
of accounting triggers changes at the field and organizational levels (e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2012; 
Oakes, Townley, & Cooper, 1998). However, they have seldom studied the conditions under 
which this transformation is possible, especially within the organization. An important question 
thus remains: how and why can instruments mediate the transformation of logics at practice level? 
As previous research has shown that institutional change can originate from practice change 
(Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012) – logics ‘are instantiated and adapted in the daily lives of 
individuals’ (Jarzabkowski, 2008; 623) – and highlighted the key role instruments play in practice 
change (Ahrens & Chapman, 2007; Kaghan & Lounsbury, 2005), exploring this issue should 
further our understanding of how and why logics are being transformed. 
 
This paper addresses this gap in the research by examining the role played by tools and 
techniques such as financial models and financial criteria – so-called ‘calculative devices’ (Callon 
& Muniesa, 2005) – in the transformation of logics and practices in the financial industry. 
Examining the mechanisms of this relationship is essential to understand how institutional 
change is facilitated or hindered in an environment where calculative devices are so important. 
This study compares how two working groups in an asset management company redesigned their 
equity and fixed-income investment processes through transforming their calculative devices, 
following growing demand for Socially Responsible Investment (SRI). In particular, it explains 
why the integration of SRI was perceived as less successful in fixed-income investment than in 
equity investment. Research methods include a three-year ethnographic study using participative 
observation, semi-structured interviews, and documentary evidence.  
 
The term ‘SRI’ in this paper refers to the incorporation of non-financial criteria (such as carbon 
emissions or human rights indicators) into investment processes, with the aim of generating 
better financial performance and restoring a long-term perspective to asset management. SRI lies 
at the intersection between financial investment and political activism, and many studies have 
been published on the relative profitability of SRI funds (e.g. Orlitsky, Schmidt, & Rynes, 2003), 
institutional change processes at field level (e.g. Arjaliès, 2010) and the motivations of investors 
(e.g. Sandberg, Juravle, Hedesstrom, & Hamilton, 2009). However, these studies have tended to 
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overlook fundamental problems regarding the ability to transform investment processes to meet 
the principles of SRI, especially in fixed-income investment (except Menz, 2010). To date, no 
research has explicitly examined whether and why demands for SRI impact the calculative 
devices, practices, and logics of asset management. More specifically, little is known about how 
the impact of these new demands varies for different types of investment. For instance, have 
asset management logics and practices evolved towards sustainability? If not, why not? And if so, 
what was the role of calculative devices in this transformation? This paper aims to address these 
fundamental and as yet unanswered questions.  
 
The article makes several contributions. Firstly, it demonstrates that logics, practices and 
calculative devices are bound up together in a recursive relationship. Specifically, actors’ (in)ability 
to transform the calculative devices associated with their particular practices affects both the 
possibilities and the nature of the logic transformation process, thereby emphasizing the 
performative function of instruments (Callon, 1998; MacKenzie, 2006; MacKenzie & Millo, 
2003). In other words, the article argues that practices and logics can be transformed through 
transformation of calculative devices, which play the role of ‘mediating instruments’ (Kurunmäki 
& Miller, 2011; Miller & O'Leary, 2007) between logics and practices. Secondly, this study shows 
that such transformation is possible when calculative devices act both as boundary objects (Star 
& Griesemer, 1989) and epistemic objects (Rheinberger, 1992, 1997). Thirdly, based on these 
findings, the article suggests that the lack of appropriate calculative devices may impede 
institutional change by preventing them from playing a mediating role in the transformation of 
logics and practices. Lastly, the article sheds light on the current financial crisis by explaining the 
logics underlying equity and fixed-income investment and their impacts on practices. In 
particular, it shows that the inability to incorporate SRI principles into fixed-income investment 
results from a growing decoupling between the financial markets and the real economy, due 
notably to the calculative devices in use. It then reflects on whether and how SRI could trigger 
broader institutional change towards sustainability in both types of investment. 
 
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section II describes the theoretical context. 
Sections III and IV introduce the research field and methodology. Section V summarizes 
developments in the two working groups as they responded to SRI pressures. Sections VI and 
VII analyze these differences. The last section summarizes the findings, and reflects upon their 
implications for the role of calculative devices in the transformation of logics and practices, and 
the integration of SRI into asset management. 
 

II 
Logics, practices and calculative devices 

 
A practice perspective on the study of logics 
 
Recent years have seen an escalation of interest in logics (Friedland & Alford, 1991; Thornton & 
Ocasio, 2008; Thornton et al., 2012). At industry level, logics consist of ‘identities and valuation 
orders that structure the decision making and the practices of the players in a product market’ 
(Thornton & Ocasio, 1999; 805). Much of this work has focused on shifts in logics over time, 
exploring how fields move from one dominant logic to another, and potential resistance to this 
process of institutionalization. Suddaby, Cooper and Greenwood (2007), for example, showed 
how shifts in logics occurred simultaneously with shifts in boundaries, power, and identities, 
leading to the emergence of transnational professional service firms as a distinctly new 
organizational form. Lounsbury (2002) demonstrated how a change of logic enabled the 
professionalization of a new finance occupation in the US, and Robson, Humphrey, Khalifa and 
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Jones (2007) investigated the emergence and dissemination of business risk techniques and 
methodologies in the auditing industry.  
 
More recently, institutional research has focused on how multiple logics can create complexity 
and generate organizational variation (Greenwood, Diaz, Li, & Lorente, 2010; Greenwood, 
Raynard, Micelotta, Kodeih, & Lounsbury, 2011). Lounsbury (2007) studied how trustee and 
performance logics rooted in different locations (Boston and New York) led to different contract 
drafting practices for mutual funds. Goodrick and Reay (2011), through a longitudinal analysis of 
the work of pharmacists, showed how professional work reflected multiple logics. Further 
examples are to be found in the accounting field. For instance, Hyvonen, Jarvinen, Pellinen and 
Rahko (2009) analyzed why the institutional logics of two case units in the Finnish Defence 
Forces reacted differently to the same changes in their management systems.  
 
While this body of research has been fruitful in furthering our understanding of how new logics 
can emerge and spread at field level, it has paid little attention to these mechanisms at practice 
level. In particular, there is little explicit exploration of how and why logics might develop and 
change within organizations. This is problematic, as it makes little sense to assume that logics are 
not influenced by changes in the way they are adopted across organizations, or within the same 
organization. Barley and Tolbert (1997) emphasized that the relationship between institutions and 
organizations is reciprocal. It thus follows that practice variations will impact institutional logics. 
Powell and Colyvas (2008; 276) similarly argued that institutional change might arise from the 
‘common sense routines of everyday life’, since logics are ‘sustained, altered, and extinguished as 
they are enacted by individuals in concrete social situations’. This neglected area has been recently 
acknowledged, prompting calls for research into how logics adapt and change (Lounsbury, 2008; 
Thornton et al., 2012) and proposing the ‘practice perspective’ as an appropriate starting point 
(Lounsbury, 2008; Smets et al., 2012; Thornton et al., 2012; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005).  
 
Practices can be defined as coherent sequences of linked activities (MacIntyre, 1981; Schatzki, 
1996; Whittington, 2006). Coherence, in this context, means that there is an underlying set of 
meanings that provide order (Smets et al., 2012). These practices incorporate a ‘shared practical 
understanding’ (Schatzki, 2001; 2), or as institutional theorists would say, ‘institutional logics’. 
While practice theorists have a natural interest in the contextualization of practices, attention to 
institutional dynamics has been limited, with only a few exceptions (e.g. Hung & Whittington, 
1997; Vaara, Kleyman, & Seristo, 2004). Existing studies’ approaches to institutional processes 
are also problematic in their treatment of practices; most have disregarded the micro level. This 
neglect of micro-level processes is surprising, given previous calls to further develop institutional 
theory’s ‘micro-foundations’ (Powell & Colyvas, 2008), or as Barley (2008) puts it, the ‘coalface’ 
of institutional processes. According to Lounsbury and Crumley (2007), this is partly attributable 
to institutional researchers’ treatment of practices as ‘objects that are either adopted or not, 
essentially leading to the “black-boxing” of practice’ (p.993).  
 
Addressing these concerns, Smets et al. (2012) have recently developed a model of practice-
driven institutional change. They show that institutional change can emerge when the mundane 
activities of individuals are rationalized at organizational level and diffused at field level. They 
identify three mechanisms through which this diffusion is possible: situated improvising, which 
encompasses ‘local attempts to cope practically with novel complexities’ (Smets et al., 2012; 893), 
reorienting the normative network, which consists in involving and prioritizing specific audiences, and 
unobtrusive embedding, which is quiet diffusion at field level through enrollment of practitioners. 
Additionally, they argue that organizational properties that favour organizational coordination 
and improvisation are enabling dynamics that facilitate this change. Smets et al. (2012) have thus 
furthered our understanding of how institutional change can originate from practice change, but 
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despite their efforts, they have not succeeded in disentangling the relationships between practices 
and logics: logics are addressed through their ‘enactment in practice’ (p.885), which somewhat 
conflates the two concepts. So while their paper clearly shows the relevance of a practice 
perspective to study logics, it offers little theorization of the relationships between logics and 
practices within the organization. In addition, the authors acknowledge the material dimension of 
practices (p.879), but their model includes no ‘material’ element of infrastructure, tools or 
models. Further research is therefore needed to better understand the relationships between 
logics and practices and the role of ‘materiality’ in practice-driven forms of institutional change. 
As we will see later, accounting scholars are well placed to address this problem. 
 
The role of instruments in mediating the relationships between practices and logics  
 
Accounting scholars have long referred to both practice and institutional theories to study 
accounting change. Nearly twenty years ago in 1994, Hopwood and Miller considered accounting 
as a ‘social and institutional practice’. Since then, several researchers have attempted to 
conceptualize the role of accounting in mediating the relationships between practice and 
institutional change (e.g. Abernethy & Chua, 1996; Burns & Scapens, 2000; Dambrin, Lambert, & 
Sponem, 2007; Dillard, Rigsby, & Goodman, 2004; Hopper & Major, 2007). Specifically, previous 
research has demonstrated that accounting, logics and practices are mutually connected through 
two relationships: firstly, accounting tools and practices are influenced by both institutional and 
practice elements; secondly, when accounting practices and tools are implemented and/or 
transformed, other organizational practices and the whole field and their associated logics are 
transformed. However, there has been little research into the conditions under which the 
transformation of instruments can mediate the transformation of logics within the organization.  
 
Regarding the first relationship, Abernethy and Chua (1996), for instance, showed that both the 
institutional environment and the strategic choices of actors influence the design of 
organizations’ control package. Along the same lines, Guerreiro, Rodrigues and Craig (2012) 
demonstrated that institutional pressures influenced decisions to adopt IFRS voluntarily and 
Lander, Koene and Linssen (2013) explored the strategic responses adopted by mid-tier 
accounting firms when faced with conflicting trustee and commercial logics. They found a 
process of ‘blending experimentation’ during which actors combined different elements of 
multiple logics. Regarding the second relationship, Oakes, Townley and Cooper (1998) studied 
how the mechanisms of control involved in business planning processes transformed the identity 
of producers by changing the capital of a field. Jorgensen and Messner (2010) observed how use 
of accounting information contributed to the transformation of accounting practices, together 
with other organizational practices, while Ahrens and Chapman (2007) showed how management 
control systems both shaped and were shaped by shared norms and understandings, which 
institutional theorists would refer to as ‘logics’. Lastly, Ezzamel et al. (2012) studied the sources 
of practice variation in institutional change by exploring the introduction of new accounting 
practices. They argued that budgeting technologies participate in the performance and 
transformation of institutional change by providing new tools for cognition: ‘budgeting was not a 
neutral technology of representation within the field: budgeting both represents and intervenes’ 
(Ezzamel et al., 2012; 19). 
 
Although this list is far from exhaustive, it clearly shows that accounting scholars have 
demonstrated the essential mediating function of instruments – including tools and techniques 
such as accounting standards, roadmaps and financial criteria – in the transformation of practices 
in relationship to their institutional environment (and reciprocally). To summarize these 
relationships, Miller and O’Leary coined the concept of ‘mediating instruments’ – instruments 
that mediate between arenas and actors (Miller & O'Leary, 2007; 702). Mediating instruments 
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‘operate as both means of representation and means of intervention, connecting with, yet 
remaining distinct from the object of intervention’ (Kurunmäki & Miller, 2011; 222). Miller and 
O’Leary (2007) showed how Moore’s law and technology roadmaps acted as mediating 
instruments by helping link a multitude of actors and domains to protect future markets in the 
microprocessor industry. This relationship has also been studied in other fields, such as auditing 
(Mennicken, 2008) and education (Ezzamel et al., 2012). 
 
Previous research in the sociology of science and social studies of finance have sought to explain 
this mediating role of instruments by asserting that instruments bear performative functions 
(Callon, 1998; Vollmer, Mennicken, & Preda, 2009). The concept of performativity explains how 
instruments have the capacity ‘to transform transaction forms, rules and objects’ (Vollmer et al., 
2009) – or to prevent change by reinforcing existing logics. Central to this role are the 
‘interrelated issues of calculation, calculative agency and the conditions under which the latter 
arise’ (Miller & O'Leary, 2007; 710). According to Callon (1998), calculation and agency are two 
sides of the same coin, and calculativeness could not exist without calculative devices. Calculative 
devices include analytical tools and techniques such as equations, financial models and criteria 
that help actors engage in decision-making (Beunza & Ferraro, 2011; Callon & Muniesa, 2005; 
Preda, 2009). Based on all this research, the relationships between actors and instruments – 
especially calculative devices – are expected to be at least as important as the relationships within 
and between organizations and the field (Miller & O'Leary, 2007). 
 
Despite all the evidence found, there have been very few attempts to theorize the mediating role 
of instruments in the process of institutional change, especially at practice level, with the notable 
exceptions of Kaghan and Lounsbury (2005), Friedland (2012a) and Ezzamel et al. (2012). Yet, as 
Powell and Colyvas explained (2008; 277), ‘institutional logics are instantiated in and carried by 
individuals through their actions, tools and technologies’, which means that instruments are 
expected to play a key role in the unfolding of logics. According to Friedland (2012b), ‘the 
problem is that the material part, specifically the objects, entailed in these practices has not been 
adequately conceptualized, let alone theorized.’ Additionally, in their effort to account for the 
institutional understandings associated with instruments, Kaghan and Lounsbury depicted how 
institutional logics shape ‘how artifacts are constructed, used and understood’ (Kaghan & 
Lounsbury, 2005; 260), but not how artifacts could influence the understanding and 
transformation of logics. Friedland (2012a) acknowledged this recursive relationship, but neither 
accounted for the mechanisms through which it could occur nor provided empirical analyses. 
Ezzamel et al. (2012) went further, exploring how new institutional logics were relayed by 
accounting technologies at field level and triggered new organizational practices (and tensions in 
the organization). However, this did not explain how ‘the way that budgeting, as a technology of 
“representation”, has created the conditions through which these tensions have been played’ 
(Ezzamel et al., 2012; 19). There is still little analysis of the actual calculative practices of actors at 
work (Beunza & Stark, 2004; Kalthoff, 2005). As Miller and O’Leary (2007; 701) explained:  
 

The term ‘institution’ is a convenient shorthand for designating the ways in 
which the beliefs of actors in persistent technological change become routine 
and taken for granted (MacKenzie, 1996; 58). But we need a fuller 
understanding of how this process of ‘embedding’ is achieved, what practices 
or instruments help link the actions and expectations of actors across formally 
separate and diverse domains. 

 
This paper aims to address this concern by ‘zooming in’ (Nicolini, 2009) on the transformation of 
logics at practice level. Drawing on the concept of ‘mediating instruments’ (Miller & O'Leary, 
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2007), it seeks to explore how and why instruments – such as calculative devices
1
 – can trigger or 

prevent the transformation of logics and practices within an organization. In particular, it aims to 
empirically and theoretically disentangle the relationships between practices, logics and calculative 
devices, to better account for the performative micro-mechanisms associated with mediating 
instruments.  
 

III 
The logics involved  

 
SRI and financial logics 
 
Though still evolving, ‘SRI logic’ can be defined in the context of this study as the aim of 
restoring a long-term perspective to investment by integrating SRI criteria deemed essential for 
the long-term survival of the company/country. These SRI criteria often take the form of ESG 
(Environmental, Social and Governance) concerns. ‘Financial logic’ is the logic of investing for 
financial return only. During the period covered by the study, SRI in France was changing 
significantly at industry level: an increasing number of conventional investment funds were facing 
growing client demand for SRI criteria so as to achieve better long-term financial performance. 
At the end of 2009, 90% of assets under management by conventional funds were estimated to 
include at least one SRI criterion, compared with 61% at the end of 2008 and 3% at the end of 
2007 (Novethic, 2010). In contrast, pure SRI funds represented only 3% of total assets. The main 
difference between both types of fund is that SRI funds systematically take ESG concerns into 
account in portfolio selection, whereas conventional funds tend to do so on a case-by-case basis. 
The increasing reference to SRI criteria in all types of investment funds is known as SRI 
mainstreaming, and it is still expanding today (Crifo & Mottis, 2011; Mehrpouya, 2012).  
 
The idea conveyed by SRI mainstreaming is that incorporating SRI criteria will help generate 
better financial performance in the long term. SRI mainstreaming has been described as an 
institutional change occurring at industry level, i.e. SRI logic is penetrating/transforming financial 
logic (Arjaliès, 2010; Beunza & Ferraro, 2011). There are two main explanations for this change 
in France. Firstly, major French pension funds have shown great interest in SRI since 2002, 
contributing to the development of SRI at all French asset management companies. Secondly 
(and contrary to other countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States, which were 
the first to adopt an approach based on exclusion of ‘sin-stock’ companies), SRI has always 
followed a financial approach in France. Having been developed by asset managers and former 
financial analysts, French-style SRI has conveyed the idea that better financial performance can 
be achieved in the long term by anticipating and planning for the costs linked to below-average 
performance in ESG domains. With this ‘best-in-class’ approach, no company is excluded solely 
because of its industry sector, which implies that funds should select the most socially responsible 
companies irrespective of their industry. For example, the ‘most socially responsible’ arms 
manufacturers or alcohol producers can be included in an SRI portfolio. According to its 
proponents, SRI that favours this type of positive screening over exclusion could help restore a 
long-term perspective to asset management by reincorporating ‘fundamental elements’ into 
investment decisions (i.e. criteria which relate to the company’s long-term viability rather than its 
short-term shareholder value).  
 
But as SRI mainstreaming increases, the distinction between SRI funds and mainstream funds is 
growing blurred. Since both types of fund adopt SRI criteria mainly for financial reasons, the 

                                                 
1
 Calculative devices are considered in the paper as a particular type of instrument. The paper does not make 

any difference between tools, instruments and artefacts though it acknowledges that they are not perfectly 

identitcal.  
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difference between the two becomes difficult to grasp. In addition, the positive relationship 
between SRI and financial performance has not yet been clearly demonstrated, and asset 
management companies are finding it difficult to achieve optimal financial and SRI performance 

simultaneously.
2
 And despite institutional investors’ growing interest in SRI, SRI funds are still ill 

defined. This is particularly true for fixed-income investment, since the development of SRI in 
this type of investment is more recent. The French SRI market is unregulated: there is no public 

organization like the national stock market’s regulatory body AMF
3
 to control the content of SRI 

funds, and any asset management company can claim that its funds are SRI (cf. appendix A for 
further information on SRI fund definition). 
 
Against this background, SRI Invest, a small asset management subsidiary of one of the largest 
French mutual insurance companies, with €2 billion under management, found itself in an 
awkward predicament in 2007. Despite specializing in SRI since 1997, its SRI funds were judged 
‘old-fashioned’ by the consultants paid by institutional investors to select the best asset 
management companies to be invited to tender for investment. The integration of SRI criteria 
into investment processes was deemed too superficial and simplistic, and accordingly the fees for 

supposedly active management
4
 were considered unjustified. Additionally, SRI Invest found it 

difficult to demonstrate the added value of SRI funds compared to conventional funds, both in 
terms of financial and SRI performance. The company thus had little chance of receiving 
invitations to tender and its survival was under threat. A new CEO with more than 40 years of 
experience in asset management was hired in order to redesign the company’s two main practices: 
equity and fixed-income investment processes (both SRI). He launched two 8-person working 
groups in charge of each type of investment, comprising representatives from the Sales, Asset 
Management, and SRI Departments (only the asset managers differed between the two groups). 
The remit of each working group was to redesign investment processes in order to meet the new 
demand for SRI mainstreaming. Figure 1 shows the new organizational chart. 

 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 
In the rest of the article, the phenomenon of SRI mainstreaming will be considered as taken-for-
granted (i.e. ‘a constant’). This will make it easier to focus analysis on how the equity and fixed-
income logics (i.e. the industry logics associated with the two types of investment) have (or have 
not) been transformed following new demand for SRI mainstreaming within the organization. 
Figure 2 summarizes the different logics existing at SRI Invest.  
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 

                                                 
2
 The 2007 UNEP-FI report ‘Demystifying Responsible Investment Performance’ reviews the twenty most 

influential studies on the relationship between SRI and financial performance without reaching any firm 

conclusions. The AP7 report published in 2011, analyzing 21 academic studies published after UNEP-FI’s 

report, confirms the absence of any systematic relationship, whether positive, negative or neutral.  
3
 Autorité des Marchés Financiers  

4
 Active management refers to a portfolio management strategy where the manager aims to outperform 

his/her benchmark index.  
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Equity and fixed-income logics 
 
An equity investment process refers to the buying, holding and selling of shares on a stock 
market in anticipation of income in the form of dividends and gains on subsequent sale, as the 
value of the stock rises. A fixed-income investment process consists in lending money to a 
borrower for a certain period of time in exchange for interest (also known as debt management). 
These differences will be further discussed in the rest of the paper. Although rarely studied in 
institutional theory, the equity and fixed-income logics have been widely discussed in corporate 
finance and corporate governance due to their essential role in companies’ financial structure. In 
particular, the introduction of Transaction Cost Economies has triggered much interest about the 
institutional dimensions of these two types of investment. Williamson argued that ‘rather than 
regard debt and equity as “financial instruments”, they are better regarded as different 
governance structures’ (Williamson, 1987; 576), and Aguilera and Jackson distinguished between 
the use of debt and equity as one of the key ‘institutional mechanisms that influence the 
described characteristics of capital across countries’ (Aguilera & Jackson, 2003; 452). Although 
the financial structure of companies is not the focus of the paper, this literature teaches us about 
the significant impact of these two logics on the whole economy and the high level of the 
economy’s institutional anchorage.  
 
Studying the calculative devices and logics associated with these two types of investment is very 
valuable in this context. Firstly, as explained above, these logics embody institutional and social 
choices that have a strong impact on the economic system, so it is essential to have a better 
understanding of how and whether they can change, especially in the current period of turmoil. 
Secondly, logics are central to the practices of asset management: an in-depth move towards 
sustainability in this profession cannot occur without transformation of those logics (Lounsbury, 
2007). Thirdly, financial markets are fragmented fields (Lounsbury, 2007): as a consequence, 
logics and their associated practices are better accessed through the lens of the types of 
investment. And last but not least, financial markets have been described as ‘collective calculative 
devices’ (Callon & Muniesa, 2005), which shows the key role played by instruments in this 
industry. It is essential, then, to consider calculative devices as potential drivers or impediments 
of institutional change towards sustainability. 
 
With this in mind, the following sections will explore the relationships between logics, calculative 
devices and practices, and in particular the role played by calculative devices in driving 
institutional change. Specifically, they will show that an inability to transform calculative devices 
prevented the transformation of logics in fixed-income investment practices, while an ability to 
transform calculative devices facilitated transformation of logics in equity investment practices. 
 

IV 
Research methodology 

 
As an ethnographic approach was appropriate for this research objective of identifying and 
understanding practice ‘as it happens' (Schatzki, 2005), I undertook a three-year project with SRI 
Invest. From May 2006 to May 2009, I worked as an SRI analyst and was allowed to use the data 
I collected for academic purposes. My involvement with this company took the form of a 
doctoral agreement between SRI Invest, my doctoral school and myself, under the control of the 

French Ministry of Research.
5
 The collaboration was expected to last the three years I would be 

working on my Ph.D. Given my dual status as a Ph.D. student and an SRI analyst, my role was 

                                                 
5
 Known as a CIFRE (Industrial Contracts for Training through Research).  
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twofold: to provide SRI analysis of the sectors I was responsible for, and to report on my 
research to both the company and the doctoral school. This study was part of a broader industry-
wide research project examining how the logics of the French asset management industry were 
changing following growing demand for SRI. The broader industry-level study revealed that most 
asset management companies were in the same situation as SRI Invest, although SRI Invest 
began redesigning its funds later than its competitors (cf. Novethic, 2006; Novethic, 2007; 
Principles for Responsible Investment, 2011). Throughout the research, three main types of data 
sources were used: participative observation, interviews and documentary evidence.   
 
Participative observation. I visited the company almost every day during the two and a half years of 
my research contract (2006-2009). My duties as an SRI analyst covered two sectors – financial 
services and utilities – and I used the calculative devices of each type of investment – mainly SRI 
criteria – on a daily basis. I attended all the meetings of both working groups and was also 
present during informal situations (coffee or lunch breaks, for example). This means that I 
regularly spoke at the meetings, together with the other SRI analysts. For instance, I explained the 
potential impacts of asset managers’ suggestions for SRI analysis of my own two sectors. 
Following a reflexive ethnographic approach (Whyte, 1943), I carefully kept a diary describing the 
main events of each day spent at SRI Invest. The final diary comprised hundreds of pages of 
notes. In order to gain insights at industry level, I also took part in think tanks, working groups, 
SRI roadshows, conferences, and business meetings with consultants, agencies, and brokers, 
attending almost 40 formal events per year. These formal meetings were complemented by many 
informal discussions with various industry actors.  
 
Semi-structured interviews. In May 2006, initial interviews were conducted with most company 
members, to get a better understanding of the asset management company’s operations. In 
February and March 2009, interviews lasting between one and two hours were carried out with all 
members of the two working groups. All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Each actor was asked to explain their feelings, their understanding of the situation, how the 
redesign took place in practice, why they acted in a certain way, how they interpreted the 
reactions of other group members, and if they thought it was right. At the end of the interview, 
they were asked if they considered the redesign successful and why, and which key events they 
remembered. To complement this insider perspective (Schotter, 2010), 40 interviews across the 
industry were conducted from July 2007 to March 2009. These included interviews with five asset 
management companies, four financial institutions, two brokers, two trade unions, four 
consultants, one trade association, two NGOs, one pension fund, one think tank, and five social 
rating agencies. The purpose of using a cross-level design (i.e. practice and field levels) (Thornton 
et al., 2012; 185) was to be sure that the logics studied at working group level were a good 
reflection of the field’s institutional logics. 
 
Documents and secondary evidence. Large volumes of data were collected, including minutes of 
meetings, e-mails, calculative devices and presentations of processes to clients. Finally, 
documents and secondary sources at industry level were also analyzed, including trade association 
surveys, professional reports (by consultants, asset managers, brokers and social rating agencies), 
NGO studies, newspapers, newsletters and websites. Further details are provided in appendices B 
and C. 

 
The study followed an abductive process (Dewey, 1938; Lorino, Tricard, & Clot, 2011; Lukka & 
Modell, 2010) going back and forth between the data, the literature and the company. For 
instance, conducting interviews at industry level soon revealed that other firms were experiencing 
similar situations to SRI Invest: this triggered my curiosity regarding the reasons for these 
problems and I regularly referred to them during meetings, in e-mails and in informal discussions, 
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systematically asking participants for their interpretations. Throughout the process, an ‘emerging 
coding’ system (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was developed, which means that codes emerged from 
the collected data, in this case ‘lack of SRI criteria’, ‘financial performance’, ‘client demands’, and 
so on. Each e-mail and document collected (between 5 and 20 e-mails per day and 5 documents 
per week in all) was categorized accordingly. The same coding was used for the industry-level 
interviews, which helped me to refine my categories. For instance, I asked social rating agencies 
and brokers whether they encountered analysis difficulties for fixed-income investment. 
Discussions were also conducted with SRI analysts in other asset management companies to 
ascertain whether they were having the same problems. Five months after the working groups 
were launched, I started to piece together the work done from my notes, e-mails and documents, 
in order to trace how the different problems emerged. These results were triangulated with 
industry-level data to identify which problems were specific to SRI Invest. I also thoroughly 
examined the calculative devices (mainly Excel files and data bases) available in the company, to 
see whether the asset managers’ complaints about SRI criteria were justified. In order to validate 
these findings, ten months after the working groups were disbanded, I interviewed all the people 
who had been members of both groups, and a collective meeting was convened to reflect on 
what had happened. Before the interviews and meetings, each interviewee was asked to read a 
draft of an earlier version of this paper, provided as a discussion aid. Research findings were also 
discussed with other practitioners at industry level. Informal discussion continued with several 
members of SRI Invest until a consensus was reached on the findings and no alternative 
explanation was suggested: this point was reached at the beginning of January 2010. My main 
concern throughout was to account for the logics at practice level.  

 
While ethnographic research has been used before in social studies of finance (Vollmer et al., 
2009), one potential concern is that the researcher may unconsciously guide the research process, 
introducing a bias towards the expected findings. This study attempted to overcome such biases 
by receiving continuous critical feedback from both practitioners and researchers, and 
triangulating the different sources of data, thanks to the length of the research period and the 
wide-ranging array of interviews, observations, documents, and secondary data that provided rich 
contextual details.  
 

V 
Case study 

 
Equity working group 
 
The first working group meeting for equity investment took place in September 2007, and was 
chaired by the Director of Sales and SRI. The investment process had not changed for ten years 
and consisted of three stages: firstly, ‘SRI grades’ provided by two social rating agencies were 
compiled to draw up a ranking of companies based on their ESG performance; secondly, SRI 
analysts conducted further analysis for all the shortlisted companies, which had almost no impact 
on the SRI ranking; thirdly, asset managers selected companies for the portfolios such that the 
fund’s SRI grade (obtained by adding each company’s grade) was above average.  
 
The sales representatives, who had joined SRI Invest a few months earlier, were convinced that 
the consultants’ criticism of SRI funds was solely due to miscommunication, and so they asked 
the asset managers and SRI analysts to give a more detailed description of their work by 
providing written assessments for 300 companies. Each assessment included a one-page 
explanation of the SRI grades, which were based on hundreds of SRI and financial criteria 
together with the SRI analysts’ and asset managers’ own professional opinions. The analysts and 
managers were unhappy with this request, which they deemed impracticable. They believed the 
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problem lay not in miscommunication, but in company selection. Working group discussions 
were heated: the Director of Sales and SRI interpreted the SRI analysts’ and asset managers’ 
reluctance as a refusal to work, and the analysts and managers felt the Director did not 
understand SRI.  
 
Despite this disagreement, the working group tried, over a period of several weeks, to design 
PowerPoint presentations describing the various stages of the investment process. They also 
worked on the content of the one-page assessment. This brought up a number of questions 
regarding the company selection process itself, such as which SRI criteria should be selected for 
each sector, what balance should be struck between SRI and financial criteria, etc. Two months 
after the launch of the working groups, three actors from the three different Departments (i.e. 
Sales, SRI and Asset management) began to discuss these questions informally before deciding to 
seek a solution together and unofficially take over leadership of the working group. They 
carefully studied what competitors were doing, and compared this with the funds run by SRI 
Invest. The limitations of SRI Invest’s funds became clear: the asset manager lacked room for 
manoeuvre when selecting companies and the SRI criteria were too simplistic. Moreover, no 
company was excluded merely for SRI reasons, although ‘SRI selectivity’, the performance 
criterion that assessed the proportion of companies excluded for SRI reasons, was deemed very 
important by clients. The purpose of the working group now became twofold: to give the asset 
manager more freedom in company selection by loosening the SRI constraint, and to increase 
funds’ SRI selectivity. Since many companies deemed financially sound were considered ‘SRI 
laggards’ and vice versa, the main challenge was to reach high SRI selectivity without endangering 
financial performance.  
 
At every meeting, each Department put forward new ideas to the other two. In response to these 
ideas, the Departments worked together on proposals that could meet the requirements of all 
Departments, and gradually, a new way of selecting companies emerged. Meanwhile, the working 
group looked at how other asset management companies were identifying investment 
opportunities. Between meetings, the Sales Department incorporated the new proposals into its 
PowerPoint presentations of the investment processes, and submitted them to clients and 
consultants for feedback. 
 
Throughout this process, the SRI analysts and asset managers worked on new SRI criteria that 
they believed would impact financial performance. They lowered the weighting of SRI criteria 
they considered less important for the long-term survival of companies, such as donations to 
charity. They particularly studied companies with contradictory financial and SRI profiles. They 
wanted to find out whether SRI criteria gave information that the market did not incorporate, or 
whether SRI criteria were meaningless in business terms. For this purpose, they developed a 
database of SRI grades and translated their own financial and SRI knowledge of companies into 
grades, in order to test the relationship between SRI and financial performance using an 
econometric approach. This have rise to a ‘decision matrix’ method that compared the SRI and 
financial rankings of each company (cf. Figure 3). 
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 3 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 
The existing SRI grade in the portfolio was replaced by the profile defined under this matrix in 
order to favour companies with the best-combined SRI and financial profile. Companies 
considered as laggards in both finance and SRI would thus be excluded from the portfolio. 
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Depending on their position in the matrix, other companies would be over-, equally or 
underrepresented in portfolios compared to their benchmark index (i.e. DJ Eurostoxx 300). Five 
months after the launch of the working group, a new investment process had been redesigned 
‘on paper’ (cf. Figure 4). As SRI criteria had been reframed in terms of financial performance 
requirements, this new process was deemed appropriate to meet both SRI and financial demands. 
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 4 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 
Nevertheless, SRI Invest needed clearance from the AMF before it could implement the new 
investment process. It also needed to test the investment process on ‘fictitious’ portfolios – to 

determine the tracking error
6
. Over a four-month period, the working group continued to meet 

weekly to discuss the results of these tests. Meanwhile, all staff behaved as though the new 
investment process were already in place. The SRI analysts and asset managers assessed 
companies using their new criteria and matrix. In May 2008, clearance was received and the tests 
were declared successful. The asset manager began to implement the new investment process for 
existing portfolios, which involved divesting and reallocating assets. But only a few weeks later, 
difficulties appeared concerning SRI selectivity. Too many companies with a good financial 
profile were being excluded for SRI reasons, endangering financial performance by significantly 
reducing the investment universe. Asset managers had an obligation to respect the 
risk/diversification ratios inherent to constructing an optimal portfolio when selecting 

companies
7
. Consequently, the SRI analysts and asset managers decided to reduce the proportion 

of companies excluded for SRI reasons (i.e. companies belonging to the ‘laggards’ category), first 
to 40%, and then to as low as 25%. Ten months after its launch, the working group was officially 
disbanded and the new investment process was deemed to have been successfully implemented. 
This meant that the fund process was considered ‘good’ – compared to its peers – and that the 
integration of SRI criteria generated adequate financial performance to justify added value, 
compared to other actively managed funds.  
 
Fixed-income working group 
 
In the fixed-income working group, the selection of companies and public issuers followed a 
three-stage process: firstly, an SRI ranking was obtained by compiling ‘SRI grades’ issued by two 
social rating agencies: one SRI ranking for OECD countries (public issuers) and one SRI ranking 
for companies belonging to the DJ Eurostoxx 600 index; secondly, asset managers selected 
issuers according to their financial criteria; and thirdly, SRI analysts ensured that the portfolio’s 
overall SRI grade was above average. Since asset managers could also select companies that did 
not belong to the index, SRI analysts could not assess all companies included in the portfolio.  
 
During the first working group meeting, each Department submitted its ideas to the other two. 
The sales representatives admitted they had few ideas; they had already studied what competitors 
were doing, and no one seemed to use a different investment process. However, they urged the 
other two Departments to find a way to meet the growing client demand for SRI funds. The SRI 
analysts acknowledged their lack of experience in fixed-income investment, but were keen to 

                                                 
6
 Measure of how closely a portfolio follows the index to which it is benchmarked. 

7
 In theory, it is possible to construct an ‘efficient frontier’ of optimal portfolios offering the maximum 

possible expected return for a given level of risk. A key principle of this theory is holding a ‘diversified’ 

portfolio of assets in order to reduce the exposure to individual asset risk. Excluding companies for SRI reasons 

threatens this diversification by reducing the investment universe.   
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redesign the whole investment process in order to reach high SRI selectivity. The asset manager 
was against this idea, arguing that strengthening reference to SRI criteria would jeopardize the 
funds’ financial performance. 
 
For weeks, the working group could not agree on what should be done. Two months after its 
first meeting, an SRI analyst and a sales representative decided to work informally on a new 
investment process. Believing that the SRI grade did not significantly influence the investment 
process, they asked the asset manager to change his way of selecting issuers to rely more on SRI 
grades. The asset manager answered that this request was unrealistic. When asked for further 
explanations, he said that fixed-income investment was much more complicated than equity 
investment, and that SRI analysts, due to their lack of financial background, could not understand 
why SRI criteria endangered financial performance. The SRI analyst and the sales representative 
felt that the asset manager was talking down to them. One month later, the working group 
reached deadlock and the asset manager refused to attend any more meetings. 
 
The sales representative and SRI analyst continued to work on the investment process, focusing 
on increasing SRI selectivity. After a few weeks, they had come up with ideas for new SRI criteria 
but could not test them in practice. They realized that they did not know how the asset manager’s 
selection process worked. Once again, they analyzed competitors’ practices and clients’ demands, 
but the whole industry seemed to be in the same situation: nobody really knew what SRI should 
consist of. Discouraged by this, they abandoned the search. 
 
Five months after the launch of the working group, SRI Invest found itself in a predicament. Its 
very survival was threatened by the financial crisis. The SRI equity funds had lost almost half of 
their assets, which meant a 50% decrease in the company’s revenues. It was now urgent to 
redesign fixed-income funds, and the CEO decided to relaunch the working group. He organized 
a brainstorming session during which all actors were required to propose all their ideas, even the 
most extreme. The SRI analyst and sales representative made several suggestions: 1) to change 
the SRI ranking of companies in the same way as the equity investment group; 2) to add new SRI 
criteria to the SRI ranking used for countries, and reframe it in a sector approach (developed 
versus less developed countries); 3) to oblige asset managers to invest at least 70% of fund assets 
in companies assessed by SRI analysts; and 4) to exclude all issuers ranked as ‘SRI laggards’. The 
asset manager agreed with the first three proposals, but was strongly opposed to the last because 
in his opinion, this exclusion would endanger financial performance. The SRI analysts openly 
complained about the redesign project, saying that financial performance was clearly being 
favoured over SRI selectivity. The atmosphere became very tense. The CEO did not want to 
endanger financial performance and asked the SRI analysts to find a better solution. He 
adjourned the meeting and scheduled another one three days later.  
 
At the next meeting, an SRI analyst put forward a solution inspired by the ‘prudent mean’ rules 
developed in the 19th century to limit the power of large shareholders in US corporations. It 
consisted in limiting the proportion of assets from a single issuer according to their SRI ranking 
(cf. Figure 5). Issuers with the best SRI grades (referred to as category M1) had to make up at 
least X% of the portfolio’s assets, while the proportion of other issuers was limited. For instance, 
issuers from category Q1 could not make up more than Y%. This was a way to favour issuers 
with the best SRI profile, without excluding issuers with a bad SRI profile. Opinions differed as 
to the proportions, but everybody approved of the process. One month later, a new process had 
been redesigned on paper, ready for the asset manager to implement the following month. 
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------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 5 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 

Nine months after the working group’s initial launch, the SRI analysts and the sales 
representative who took over the group began to doubt whether the SRI constraint had any ‘real’ 
influence. They voiced their concerns to the asset manager: he replied that he had significantly 
changed the way he selected the issuers, out of respect for the SRI constraint, but they were not 
particularly convinced. Two months later, an informal discussion confirmed their impression: the 
asset manager declared that SRI criteria were useless in his investment activity. In his opinion, 
SRI was still meaningless for fixed-income investment and nothing more than a formality to be 
complied with. To be of any use, SRI criteria should resemble financial criteria and help him 
identify the companies most likely to go bankrupt. The SRI analysts responded that this was not 
possible. In view of these problems, SRI Invest started trying to convince the consultants that 
SRI mainstreaming could not be applied the same way in fixed-income investment as in equity 
investment.  
 

VI 
Explaining the differences in terms of transformation of logics 

 
After one year of process redesign, two different outcomes had emerged. The equity working 
group perceived SRI as relevant for their investment activity, whereas the fixed-income group 
questioned the added-value of SRI in the investment processes:  
 

The good thing about fixed-income is that we can still greatly improve the 
process, because at the moment we’re pretty bad [cynical and frustrated]. There 
are still things to do. The question is: ‘What does SRI bring to the process?’ 
And I don’t know... […] We need more explanations of what fixed-income 
managers do, how they work, what a risk means for them. Once we’ve got that, 
we can start to think about what a true SRI process should be. (SRI analyst) 

 
However, when asked about the differences between the two working groups, SRI Invest 
members remained vague. They found it difficult to explain exactly how the fixed-income 
working group was different. They began by explaining the divergences between the working 
groups in terms of power relationships: 

 
For the SRI criteria to be deeply integrated into the [equity investment] 
selection processes, right from the moment companies were selected, the asset 
manager had to validate the investment process that was proposed in the 
working group. He had to accept it, be fully committed to the redesign, see and 
say if this would impact his tracking error, etc. […] In the fixed-income group, 
I would say the opposite applied. It was the asset manager who won, but I 
wanted that to be the case because I didn’t believe that such integration of SRI 
was feasible in fixed-income. […] Honestly, I don’t see how SRI could play 
anything but a marginal or minority role in fixed-income. (CEO) 

 
What happened in the working groups confirmed this assertion. The fixed-income manager 
clearly resisted the redesign process, as evidenced by his leaving the working group in November 
2007. However, when the CEO decided to relaunch the fixed-income working group because of 
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the financial crisis, the asset manager had no choice but to change his investment activity. Could 
it therefore be inferred that the fixed-income manager really ‘won’ as the CEO suggested? 
Obviously, the SRI analysts were forced to adapt to the asset managers’ constraints. For instance, 
they were not allowed to exclude SRI laggards. But a similar adaptation also occurred in the 
equity working group, although it appeared to be made more willingly, when SRI selectivity was 
lowered from 50% to 40% and then 25%. In both working groups, the SRI analysts had to adapt 
to the asset manager and vice versa. For example, the fixed-income manager was theoretically not 
allowed to ‘take a gamble’ (i.e. invest 10% of the fund’s assets) on any company considered a 
laggard in terms of SRI. Yet this situation did occur a few times, and occasionally proved costly in 
terms of financial performance. In both groups, compromise between all actors was unavoidable 
for the investment process to be redesigned.  
 
Despite the investing constraints, there was a feeling that SRI had hardly influenced fixed-income 
investment at all. According to the CEO, the impact of SRI criteria on fixed-income investment 
was only small: they played ‘a marginal or minority role’, whereas SRI criteria were deeply 
integrated into the selection processes for equity investment. This analysis was confirmed by the 
doubts expressed by the SRI analyst and sales representative over the ‘real’ impact of SRI on the 
fixed-income manager’s practices. In view of such assertions, the fixed-income situation could 
easily be interpreted in terms of ‘decoupling’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Since financial and SRI 
demands turned out to be contradictory, SRI Invest could be said to have decoupled its symbolic 
displays from its technical operations. But this interpretation would be misleading for two 
reasons. Firstly, the fixed-income manager was investing subject to constraints, and his practices 
were impacted by SRI criteria. Secondly, it would be difficult to tell whether the equity manager 
was subject to more constraints than the fixed-income manager. Is an obligation not to invest 
more than 10% of fund assets in a single company, when there are in fact few alternatives 
available on the market, less constraining than excluding 25% of companies from a universe of 
300? The question is difficult to answer.  
 
When the CEO stated that SRI plays ‘a marginal or minority role’ in fixed-income investment, he 
was not referring to the impact of SRI on investment practices themselves, but to SRI’s impacts 
on the institutional logic. While the equity logic was enriched by SRI, the fixed-income logic 
remained almost the same. A discussion with each asset manager about what SRI brings to 
investment practices clearly illustrates this difference.   
 
Discussion with the equity manager: 
 

AUTHOR: Has the incorporation of SRI changed the way you invest? 
EQUITY MANAGER: Yes. It’s made it more interesting, more elaborate and it 
enhances the investment activity. […] It’s surprising, but you sometimes see 
companies with a very good financial profile and a very bad SRI profile. When 
you read financial analyses, they appear to be excellent. But when you listen to 
the SRI analysts, they describe things that aren’t working inside those 
companies. So I wonder how such companies can succeed at the end of the 
day. How can they make up for bad working conditions, for example? 
AUTHOR: So you like managing SRI funds? 
EQUITY MANAGER: Yes, I do. I hope that this type of management will be fully 
recognized one day. […] 
AUTHOR: So you feel that you are an SRI equity asset manager?  
EQUITY MANAGER: Yes. That’s how I perceive myself, and it’s how I introduce 
myself.  
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Discussion with the fixed-income manager: 
 

AUTHOR: What does SRI mean for you? 
FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: It’s a constraint you have to abide by when 
investing, like any constraint. 
AUTHOR: When a constraint applies, is it difficult to manage? 
FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: It’s always difficult to manage a constraint. 
AUTHOR: Is that because it’s an SRI constraint? 
FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: No, no. It’s not linked to the fact that it’s an SRI 
constraint. 
AUTHOR: OK. So SRI is a constraint like any other constraint. But does it 
contribute anything to your investment activity?  
FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: Personally, I don’t think so.  

 
The difference between the two asset managers’ interpretation of the role of SRI in investment 
activity was substantial. Whereas the equity manager judged that SRI had enriched his investment 
activity by making it ‘more interesting’ and ‘more elaborate’, the fixed-income manager perceived 
SRI as a constraint ‘like any constraint’. The equity manager notably believed that SRI had 
enriched his investment activity by expanding his knowledge of companies. He took SRI criteria 
into consideration when selecting companies, since he felt that they complemented his financial 
analysis by providing new information. His cognitive operations and the selection, projection and 
evaluation of the outcomes of market transactions (Preda, 2009) had been transformed. 
Furthermore, he introduced himself as an SRI equity manager: his professional identity too had 
changed. Hence, the ‘identities and valuation orders that structure the decision-making and the 
practices’ (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999) of equity investment had come to incorporate SRI 
concerns. In other words, the equity logic had been transformed following the new demand for 
SRI.  
 
In contrast, the fixed-income manager described SRI in terms of constraints; he did not relate 
SRI to his selection process. Even more interestingly, he did not believe that the constraint being 
SRI-related made a difference. The content of the SRI constraint did not influence his investment 
activity; it was a constraint ‘like any constraint’. Contrary to the equity manager, SRI had no effect 
on logic for the fixed-income manager. Neither his cognitive operations nor his identity changed. 
He selected companies according to his previous logic, and then adapted his choices to meet the 
SRI constraint. This means that contrary to the spirit of SRI, the fixed-income manager did not 
believe SRI was a key element of a successful investment strategy. The CEO himself shared this 
analysis: ‘I didn’t believe that such an integration of SRI was feasible in fixed-income.’ So while 
SRI appears relevant in terms of logic for equity investment, it was perceived as having little value 
for fixed-income investment. The CEO explained: 
 

This brings us back to the fundamental problem. In equity, everybody can 
understand that SRI is a positive thing for investment activity; it’s intrinsically 
linked to the management of companies. […] But to all the fixed-income 
managers in Paris, and almost all the fixed-income managers in the world, 
integrating SRI into investment activity means nothing. (CEO) 

 
The fundamental difference between the two groups results from the fact that the transformation 
of the fixed-income process ‘means nothing’ for the asset manager. Whereas the transformation 
of the equity process has resulted in the generation of literally new knowledge about companies, 
the introduction of new SRI criteria has not expanded the fixed-income financial processes. A 
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key element to understanding these differences concerns the added-value SRI criteria bring to the 
issuer selection process. While they helped the equity manager select the companies most likely to 
succeed, the fixed-income manager perceived them as valueless. These divergences clearly reflect 
the differences in logics (and calculative devices) between the two types of investment.  
 
An equity manager does not follow the same logic as a fixed-income manager. When selecting a 
company for a fund, he or she believes that the company will succeed and make profits, which 
will contribute to an increase in shareholder value. The manager must invest in all sectors in 
order to spread the risk, and therefore aims to select the two or three companies in each industry 
that appear to be the most financially promising in the long run. An equity manager’s decisions 
are mainly based on financial criteria, company knowledge and personal experience. He/she first 
identifies potentially interesting companies in each industry in the investment universe 
concerned, then selects the most profitable companies in each industry based on his/her own 
criteria, in compliance with the risk and financial ratios set at portfolio level. This usually leads to 
adjustments in the industry weightings within portfolios.  
 
A fixed-income manager, in contrast, lends money to a borrower for a defined period of time. In 
this case the goal is to select the issuers that offer the best interest rate and the best guarantees of 
reimbursing the loan. If a company goes bankrupt, the asset manager loses all the money lent. 
The issuers may be private companies or public institutions, such as countries or cities. Although 
a bankruptcy risk also exists in equity investment, it is not deemed as important due to the 
different perception of risks in the two types of investment. Fixed-income investment is judged 
very safe, since the return is a given: it is therefore of primary importance that its only risk – the 
risk of default on payment – should be very well managed. The goal of equity investment, in 
contrast, is to generate excess returns (the ‘alpha’) for which investors are prepared to take more 
risks, including the risk of bankruptcy. What matters is achieving the expected performance. 
 
The interest rates used in fixed-income investment change over time due to a variety of factors, 
mostly macro-economic. For example, if there are few actors in the market with free cash to lend, 
the issuer will have to offer a higher rate of interest. Consequently, there is an inverse relationship 
between interest rates and bond prices. As interest rates rise, bond prices tend to fall and the yield 
increases. As interest rates fall, bond prices tend to rise, reducing the yield. If interest rates rise 
above the return on bonds, then bondholders are likely to sell their bonds in order to invest in 
cash for a better return. Bond prices will fall until they reach a level at which the yield is once 

again attractive to investors. A fixed-income manager thus relies heavily on the ‘yield curve’
8
 and 

actuarial models, rather than other financial and business criteria. He/she is also dependent on 
the companies/countries available on the market. Contrary to equity investment, investment 
decisions are not linked to targeted industries and/or countries. Often, companies in the same 
sector are looking for financing at the same time, which may increase risks. Given the importance 
of these models, fixed-income investment is said to be much more mathematically driven than 
equity investment.  
 
These distinctions between equity and fixed-income investment were clearly visible when the 
CEO was asked for further details about what he meant by the ‘fundamental problem’ of fixed-
income investment:  
 

There’s something abstract about fixed income; it’s an actuarial model […] 
fixed-income can’t be embodied in reality, so it’s difficult to incorporate SRI. 
[…] In equity, there’s an idea of durability, effort, success and long-term 

                                                 
8
 Also known as the term structure of interest rates: the yield curve is a measure of the market's expectations 

of future interest rates given current market conditions. 
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existence for the fund that embodies SRI. In fixed-income, all investments 
involve permanent arbitrage9, so there’s total volatility. It’s very difficult to 
embody something that is linked to sustainability in an investment that is, by 
design, volatile. (CEO) 

 
The CEO saw two main differences between fixed-income and equity investment. Regarding 
time, he explained that fixed-income is ‘volatile’ and based on ‘permanent arbitrage’ while there is 
an idea of ‘durability’ and ‘long-term existence” in equity. Concerning reality, he said that ‘fixed-
income can’t be embodied in reality’, whereas the ‘effort’ of companies in equity investment can 
bring ‘success’. These distinctions are linked to the valuation processes that each asset manager 
performs when investing.  
 
As explained previously, a fixed-income manager is principally interested in the relationships 
between interest rates and bond prices. Decisions are based on macro-economic factors such as 
rates set by the European Central Bank. This information is used to make statistical projections 
about whether to keep bonds or invest in cash. The ‘actual’ behaviour of companies and 
countries regarding climate change or human rights does not impact the manager’s investment 
decisions, since it only marginally influences the interest rate. Instead, it is expected to contribute 
to an increase in the company’s share value in the future, a factor of primary importance to the 
equity manager. This is the reason why the CEO says that the ‘effort’ of a company will be 
rewarded in equity investment by ‘success’, whereas investment decisions in fixed-income 
investment will be principally influenced by arbitrage benefits. 
 
The perception of reality as ‘abstract’ (i.e. decoupled from the actual behaviour of issuers) is 
reinforced by fixed-income investment’s relationship to time. An equity investment manager 
buying shares is interested in the future increase in their stock market value. In this case, the idea 
conveyed by SRI can make sense: if a company anticipates and plans for costs linked to below-
average performance in ESG domains, it is more likely to succeed and see its share value 
increase. The use of SRI criteria can expand the asset manager’s knowledge of companies, 
providing additional information for his/her calculative devices and cognitive operations, and 
therefore investment decisions.  
 
In contrast, a fixed-income manager buying bonds and similar instruments is primarily interested 
in the interest rate. This interest rate usually depends on the company’s present borrowing capacity 
and market conditions. The company’s future success is less important than for equity investment. 
The financial performance of fixed-income investment results less from the asset manager’s 
ability to anticipate which companies are more likely to succeed and more on his ability to 
constantly take advantage of a price differential between different markets. In other words, fixed-
income investment is more concerned with change than stability. This explains why it is 
described as ‘volatile’ and why the ‘long-term rewards’ approach put forward by SRI is valueless. 
In fact the only time when the ‘future’ impacts fixed-income investment decisions is when the 
asset manager tries to anticipate whether a company or country could go bankrupt and therefore 
default on payment, but this information cannot be provided by SRI analysts (further 
explanations for this are given in the next section).  
 
This is why the CEO said that fixed-income investments involve ‘permanent arbitrage’ and that 
‘it’s very difficult to embody something which is linked to sustainability in an investment which 
is, by design, volatile’. It also explains why SRI plays a ‘marginal or minority role’ in fixed-income 
investment, compared to equity investment. SRI conveys the idea that the most socially 

                                                 
9
 Arbitrage is the practice of taking advantage of a price difference between two or more markets.  
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responsible issuers will be the most profitable in the long term. Yet a fixed-income manager has 
little incentive to favour issuers that could benefit in the future from more socially responsible 
behaviour, unless he/she finds a bankruptcy risk increasing over time for less socially responsible 
firms (or countries) and therefore identifies mispricing of bonds. Based on this analysis and the 
typology suggested by Thornton (2002), Table 1 summarizes the differences between the logics 
for each type of investment, before and after the working groups.  
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 
VII 

The lack of appropriate calculative devices 
 
The relationships to time and the real economy conveyed by the logic of fixed-income 
investment help to explain the marginal role of SRI, but this does not clarify why SRI ‘means 
nothing’ in this type of investment. Why are SRI criteria unable to identify which companies are 
most likely to go bankrupt – the main area of fixed-income investment where SRI criteria could 
make a contribution? Interestingly, the fixed-income manager explicitly asked SRI analysts to 
provide him with this information, but they found it impossible:  
 

I found it very positive, except for the content of the request. I remember very 
clearly that he asked us to identify the factors that will impact a company’s 
value. So in short, he asked us to find the ‘philosopher’s stone’ of SRI. […] To 
find the essence that all asset management companies are looking for today, an 
essence they aren’t finding. They aren’t finding it because it’s a bit too early, 
there are no historical data and they find it difficult to identify all these things. 
(SRI analyst) 

 
According to this SRI analyst, the lack of ‘historical data’ explains why no relationship has yet 
been identified between SRI criteria and the probability of going bankrupt. All asset management 
companies ‘find it difficult to identify all these things’ and calculative devices that could show 
such a relationship are described as the ‘philosopher’s stone’ of SRI. One way of understanding 
this problem was to ask the fixed-income asset manager what the SRI criteria should have been 
to be helpful: 
 

AUTHOR: So, in theory, SRI criteria could be useful for you but they’re no help 
at the moment? 
FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: Exactly, since we don’t have anything to measure 
them, there’s no point in looking at them [SRI criteria]. […] I think that [social] 
rating agencies are totally incapable of doing this. […] They [SRI criteria] are so 
approximate that it’s impossible to rely on them. 
AUTHOR: You mean that finance is much more reliable? 
FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: I think so. First, there are a lot more obligations 
that concern finance: very simple things such as publishing the accounts, 
having them certified, et cetera. […] The data are comparable; they’ve existed 
for a very long time. It’s arithmetical, not qualitative. They aren’t declarations 
or protocols… but concrete information we can verify. 
AUTHOR: So you can rely on financial criteria, but you cannot rely on SRI 
criteria? 
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FIXED-INCOME MANAGER: Yes, in order to work, SRI criteria should be like 
financial criteria. The social rating process should be like the financial one. 

 
In short, SRI criteria would have to be ‘like financial criteria’ to be useful. The problem referred 
to here relates to the form and content of SRI criteria. According to the fixed-income manager, 
SRI criteria are not ‘reliable’ since he does not have ‘anything to measure them’ with. In that case, 
how can an equity manager rely on them? The explanation lies in their different logics and 
calculative devices. A fixed-income manager has a mathematical background and mainly relies on 
‘actuarial models’, considering that criteria must be ‘arithmetical’, ‘not qualitative’ – in short, 
‘figures’. He/she cannot manage qualitative factors such as SRI criteria since they cannot be 
included them in the calculative devices used (i.e. econometric models). An equity manager, in 
contrast, relies much more on personal knowledge and experience. He/she is used to relying as 
much on financial criteria (i.e. figures) as on other business criteria such as governance and social 
issues, and can therefore more easily integrate SRI criteria into investment decisions.  
 
Another problem mentioned by the fixed-income manager is that SRI criteria were first framed 
on an equity investment logic, that is, according to a sector-based approach. An equity manager 
aims to select the most financially and socially responsible companies in each sector (no sector 
excluded). But this sector-based approach to SRI criteria actually prevented the fixed-income 
manager from incorporating SRI into his investment decisions. Taking the example of climate 
change, imagine a company X and a company Y, respectively rated 55/100 and 45/100 on the 
‘CO2 emissions’ criteria. The 10-point difference may result from the lack of reduction targets in 
company Y. When reporting these ratings to asset managers, SRI analysts also provide 
comments. They may advise against investing in company Y, or explain that the rating is one year 
old and does not reflect the company’s recent efforts, and therefore recommend company Y 
instead of company X despite its poorer grade. 
 
An equity manager would consult SRI analysts to identify companies that are more likely to suffer 
from high CO2 emissions, which may be useful information for selecting which ‘company can 
succeed’. In this case, both SRI and financial analyses would be included in company selection 
because SRI criteria are deemed to impact business. The equity manager explained: 
 

I don’t want to keep a sort of watertight division between SRI analysis and my 
analysis. I want them to be correlated. Otherwise, it would mean that I select 
issuers on criteria I can’t verify at all, and that wouldn’t be credible for clients. 
(Equity manager) 

 
A fixed-income manager, on the other hand, would ask SRI analysts which company would be 
more likely to go bankrupt and what to do if only one company offers bonds. But SRI analysts 
cannot answer because ‘it’s a bit too early’ to say. No relationship has yet been identified between 
these ratings and the probability of a company going bankrupt. SRI analysts cannot say to what 
extent the management of CO2 emissions is linked to bankruptcy. Furthermore, SRI criteria were 
developed to facilitate comparisons inside sectors. Should the asset manager favour an 
automobile company with a good SRI profile over a clean tech company with a bad SRI profile? 
SRI analysts cannot tell.  
 
Therefore, the lack of SRI criteria corresponding to the logic and calculative devices of fixed-
income investment largely explains why the fixed-income logic was not transformed following 
the new demands for SRI. Together with the relationships to time and reality embodied in this 
logic and these devices, the lack of appropriate calculative devices prevented the transformation 
of the fixed-income logic. Table 2 summarizes the differences between the calculative devices of 
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each type of investment before and after the working group project. They are compared along 
three dimensions: 1) the role of SRI criteria; 2) the main existing analytical tools and 3) the 
portfolio performance measurement available to clients.  
 
 
 
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 
In both types of investment, the role of SRI criteria has been strengthened. Even in the fixed-
income process, after the redesign SRI criteria were used as a ‘main analytical tool’: the asset 
manager had to take the SRI constraint into account when investing. This was not systematic 
before the redesign, when the only requirement was that the portfolio should have an above-
average SRI grade.  The main difference between the two types of investment concerned the role 
of SRI criteria in the valuation processes. Whereas SRI criteria helped to select companies for the 
portfolios in equity investment, they were an ex-post constraint in fixed-income investment. In 
other words, they did not provide information the fixed-income manager considered relevant for 
investment decisions. 
 

VIII 
Concluding comments 

 
This paper has focused on the micro-mechanisms through which logics, practices and calculative 
devices unfold and change over time. It does this by drawing on a cross-theoretical framework 
based on elements of practice theory (MacIntyre, 1981; Schatzki, 1996; Whittington, 2006), 
institutional theory (Lounsbury, 2008) –  in particular the concept of logics (Friedland & Alford, 
1991; Thornton, 2002; Thornton & Ocasio, 1999), and calculative devices (Callon & Muniesa, 
2005). I have examined how two working groups in the same asset management company aimed 
to transform the equity and fixed-income investment processes in response to growing demand 
for SRI. I have shown that contrary to the equity logic, the fixed-income logic changed little, 
mainly due to the actors’ inability to transform their calculative devices, and more specifically 
their inability to design SRI criteria that were compatible with the existing econometric models 
and could help identify which issuers were more likely to go bankrupt. This inability both resulted 
from and reinforced the existing logic and practices. This concluding section explores the 
implications of these findings for theorizing the role of calculative devices in the transformation 
of logics and practices, and the impacts of SRI mainstreaming on asset management practices. 
 
The mediating role of calculative devices as boundary objects and epistemic objects 
 
Close examination of how the equity and fixed-income logics were (or were not) transformed 
over time shows that practices, logics and calculative devices all feed and depend on each other. 
It sometimes proved very difficult – both empirically and theoretically – to disentangle the 
relationships between these three elements throughout the process. On the one hand, logics 
influence the design of calculative devices, which then reinforce the existing logics and practices, 
as reflected in the inability to transform the econometric models in the fixed-income investment 
group. On the other hand, the characteristics of calculative devices influence the observation, 
analysis and calculation processes through which asset managers make decisions. The equity 
manager, for instance, was able to transform his practices by incorporating SRI criteria into his 
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decision matrix. In other words, calculative devices both shape and are shaped by the existing 
logics and practices: they act as ‘mediating instruments’ (Miller & O'Leary, 2007) between logics 
and their associated practices. These findings are in line with previous social studies of finance; 
they show that instead of representing an external reality, instruments directly intervene in 
production of the reality they are said to represent (Vollmer et al., 2009). 
   
Two abilities of the calculative devices used in equity investment appeared essential to their 
performative nature: they made asset managers and SRI analysts work together, and they helped 
generate new knowledge. For SRI to be integrated into the practices and logic of equity 
investment, it was key that SRI analysts and asset managers should cooperate and that new 
knowledge about how to transform investment activity in response to the demand for SRI should 
emerge from this cooperation. Several means were used to achieve this, such as holding weekly 
meetings when difficulties could be raised and new ideas suggested, day-to-day informal 
discussions, and involving SRI analysts in invitations to tender (cf. Table 3 for a summary of the 
different practices associated with each type of investment before and after the process redesign). 
Although these three means were clearly facilitators, ultimately the key factor in the process of 
SRI mainstreaming in equity investment was the design of the SRI/Financial decision matrix (cf. 
Figure 3).  
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 3 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 
The decision matrix design made cross-disciplinary work possible by providing an aid for 
discussion between SRI analysts and asset managers, and to a lesser extent project managers (who 
were key in responding to client demands). Throughout the redesign process, SRI analysts and 
asset managers explained, compared, shared and finally merged their own calculative devices into 
this decision matrix. A company’s financial and SRI profile, as shown in the decision matrix, and 
the proportion of the portfolio it occupies came to be based on in-depth integration of SRI 
criteria into the calculative devices used by the equity asset manager. This was made possible by 
the flexibility of calculative devices: they were sufficiently open-ended and malleable to enable 
both SRI and financial concerns to be integrated into the investment processes. In other words, 
they acted as ‘boundary objects’: ‘objects that are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and 
constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common 
identity across sites’ (Star & Griesemer, 1989; 393). For instance, the asset managers added SRI 
criteria to their financial analysis. Conversely, the SRI analysts framed SRI criteria on asset 
managers' financial constraints. Both managers and analysts reflected on how to set decision 
matrix ratios that respected the risk diversification policy suggested by portfolio theory. The fact 
that the asset manager was used to referring to qualitative criteria in his investment decision 
process clearly facilitated this alignment of understandings and interests, together with the fact 
that SRI criteria had first been framed on equity investment (as seen in the sector-based 
approach).  
 
The decision matrix design also contributed to generation of new knowledge: new knowledge 
about companies, new knowledge about how to select companies, and new knowledge about 
how to sell this company selection to clients. This generation of new knowledge brought the 
asset manager to perceive SRI mainstreaming as an enhancement to his investment activity and 
its associated logic. A new approach emerged because asset managers and SRI analysts did not 
perceive their existing calculative devices as taken-for-granted and constant, but instead as 
incomplete and open-ended (Nicolini, Mengis, & Swan, 2012). They believed that improvement 
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was possible. In particular, both asset managers and SRI analysts were interested by the fact that 
they could not explain why some companies with a very bad SRI grade performed well 
financially, and vice versa. The search for understanding motivated cooperation and created 
mutual dependencies. In other words, calculative devices acted as ‘epistemic objects’: ‘objects 
which embody what one does not yet know’ (Rheinberger, 1992, 1997). Epistemic objects trigger 
motivation and interest by virtue of their ‘opacity, their surplus, their material transcendence’, 
which is ‘what arouses interest in them and keeps them alive as targets of research’ (Rheinberger, 
2005; 406 cited by Nicolini, Mengis and Swan 2012; 618). Two factors facilitated the emergent 
and expansive nature of these objects: the future orientation of calculative devices, and their 
somewhat lower relative importance than human agency in the investment decision 
processes.  The SRI analysts and the asset manager believed the redesign project was worthwhile 
since they thought better financial performance could be generated in the long term thanks to 
SRI criteria (it also resulted from the relationships between equity investment and the real 
economy). Also, though constrained by their calculative devices when investing – especially by 
the risk ratios suggested by portfolio theory – equity asset managers were independent enough of 
those devices to dare to change them and rely more heavily on their own knowledge, experience 
and intuition. 
 
In contrast, fixed-income investment relies heavily on calculative devices: econometric models 
must act as a substitute for human agency; to make the investment processes as rational as 
possible. There was therefore strong resistance to any intervention that might threaten this 
'scientific' basis: stability was all-important. This is why the introduction of qualitative criteria 
such as SRI criteria, which appeared less objective and reliable than financial criteria, was not 
positively perceived. This was clearly a factor in the non-generation of new knowledge: there was 
no shared belief in the fixed-income teams that the existing models could be improved. Another 
reason was the present-orientation of this type of investment activity and its relationship to the 
real economy.  The European Central Bank largely influenced return on investment, and there 
was no hope that SRI criteria could potentially impact this return in the future. Interestingly, 
despite their experience, both the CEO and the other actors involved in the process redesign 
failed to anticipate any of the problems faced (as did the consultants and the institutional 
investors concerned by the invitations to tender). This suggests that the very meaning of an 
institutional change only becomes visible when it is performing. It also resulted from the unusual 
nature of the situation. Fixed-income investment was perceived as a secure type of investment, 
which was expected to compensate for losses on equity investment: this priority was clearly stated 
by the CEO during this time of crisis. Things could have been different if a systematic 
relationship had been identified between SRI criteria and the probability of an issuer going 
bankrupt, but this was not yet the case. Consequently, despite the financial crisis and the potential 
knowledge that could be generated through exploring this relationship, the existing calculative 
devices in fixed-income investment remained largely uncontested.  
 
Another factor was that those calculative devices were very difficult to unpack. Despite repeated 
requests, the SRI analysts failed to obtain detailed information about the models used by the 
fixed-income manager, who said it was all too technical for SRI analysts with little financial 
background. So the fixed-income asset manager’s calculative devices remained ‘black boxes’. This 
obviously did not facilitate collaboration between the two Departments (i.e. Asset management 
and SRI). The SRI analysts found it almost impossible to integrate qualitative and sector-based 
criteria into what looked to them like impenetrable, inflexible econometric models. This 
contributes to explaining why SRI criteria remained an ex-post constraint that did not help asset 
managers select issuers: and contrary to equity investment, calculative devices did not merge.  
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The above findings suggest that the boundary and epistemic natures of calculative devices clearly 
facilitate their role as a channel for transformation of practices and the associated logics. This 
relationship is summarized in Figure 6. This model enriches previous research by explaining how 
calculative devices can be incorporated into the dynamics of institutional change at practice level 
through highlighting their mediating role as boundary objects and epistemic objects. These 
findings call for further interaction between accounting scholars and institutional theorists, since 
despite the several papers that have already addressed this relationship in the accounting 
literature, most institutional theorists have continued to ignore the role of instruments in their 
theorization of institutional change, both at practice and field levels (e.g. Smets et al., 2012; 
Thornton et al., 2012). Yet this study is a good illustration of the value and relevance of 
examining institutional change from an accounting standpoint, and contributes to development 
of a common academic path between accounting and institutional research (Lounsbury, 2008).   
 

------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 6 about here 

------------------------------------ 

 

By explaining why, in a single organization, some calculative devices mediate the transformation 
of logics and others do not, this article also enriches previous research on the relationship 
between accounting, practices and the institutional environment. Contrary to most articles that 
tend to analyze the role of instruments once the institutional change has occurred, this study is 
unique in its ability to compare two relatively closed sets of practices (equity and fixed-income 
investment belong to the same field) that faced the same demands in the same organization. This 
made it possible to exclude factors such as organizational attributes or individual preferences as 
key explanations for the resistance of fixed-income investment to SRI mainstreaming. The article 
thus provides strong evidence of the necessary mediating role of calculative devices in the 
transformation of logics and practices. While previous accounting research has already identified 
this facilitating role (e.g. Ezzamel et al., 2012; Oakes et al., 1998), this article goes a step further 
by showing that the lack of appropriate calculative devices may actually prevent institutional 
change.  
 
In addition, the article highlights two characteristics that appear to be essential for mediating 
instruments to trigger institutional change, namely: their ability to be both boundary objects and 
epistemic objects. This shows that instruments acquire their performative nature – it is not given. 
Further research is nevertheless needed to explore to what extent the black boxing of calculative 
devices fosters resistance to institutional change. Much more could be done, for instance, to 
examine the ways taken-for-granted financial models can transform themselves into epistemic 
objects in the case of revolutionary change or challenges from society. It would also be 
interesting to see studies of other industries where the introduction of new instruments – such as 
social and environmental reporting – is perceived as a key trigger for institutional change towards 
sustainability. Notably, it would worth studying whether and how instruments that initially 
constrain practices without changing existing logics – such as limiting the investment universe for 
the fixed-income asset manager – can eventually lead to institutional change. This could enhance 
our understanding of practice-driven models of institutional change, by exploring other diffusion 
mechanisms. These are just some ideas to strengthen the potentially productive overlaps and 
intersections between the accounting and institutional literatures.  
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What does the future hold for SRI mainstreaming? 
 
This study raises several questions regarding the meaning of SRI mainstreaming itself, for both 
types of investment. It shows that asset managers find it difficult to incorporate SRI criteria into 
their practices, as the backtracking of the equity group on the selectivity criteria illustrated, and 
this somewhat undermines the argument that SRI mainstreaming systematically generates better 
financial performance in the long term. It also demonstrates that asset managers can be opposed 
to this change when they deem it valueless for their investment processes, as happened in SRI 
Invest’s fixed-income investment. The problems faced in this type of investment are particularly 
important, since it represents almost 75% of the assets of institutional investors, such as banks 
and insurance companies (Hauton, Birouk, & Bouloux, 2012), and prudential norms such as 
Basel III and Solvency II are increasing this tendency. Perhaps even more problematic is the 
fundamental reason for this resistance to SRI: the growing decoupling between the real economy 
and the financial markets. The fixed-income asset managers’ inability to integrate SRI into their 
investment processes shows that the actual (sustainable) behaviour of issuers has little impact on 
portfolio performance. This raises the following question: could SRI help restore a link between a 
(sustainable) real economy and the financial performance of portfolios? Based on this study’s 
findings, two different scenarios can be envisaged. 
 
The first possibility is that the positive relationship between SRI and financial performance will 
be ‘constructed’ as asset managers increasingly take SRI criteria into account when investing 
(Beunza & Ferraro, 2011; Gond, 2006). This idea is advanced by the proponents of SRI, and 
notably promoted through the United Nations-backed Principles for Responsible Investment 
(PRI) Initiative, a network of international investors working together to put Responsible 
Investment into practice: ‘We strongly endorse the PRI because they are simple, they will give 
encouragement to others, and they reflect our view that corporate ESG performance can have a 
significant impact on shareholder value.’ (Bill McClory, Member of the Trustee Board, BT 
Pension Scheme; Source: www.unpri.org). An example of a successful ‘construction’ can be 
found in MacKenzie and Millo (2003)’s study of the option pricing theory developed by Black, 
Scholes and Merton (1973). They showed that in 1972, the fit between the formula and the prices 
in the pre-CBOE ad hoc options market was very approximate. It was thanks to increased use of 
the Black & Scholes model as a guide to trading and pricing that the theory became predictive 
(although they acknowledge that this was also a historically contingent outcome, as its end in 
1987 following the crash illustrated). Based on this example, there appear to be two essential 
requirements for such a process to occur: 1) collectivity and 2) materiality. In short, the Black & 
Scholes model became successful because an increasing number of traders were using it in their 
investment processes. 
 
Given SRI’s fast expansion into mainstream investment, it is very likely that there will be enough 
investors to put SRI on the agenda of financial markets (and therefore issuers) in the short term. 
However, when faced with the problems encountered by asset managers in incorporating SRI 
criteria into their existing investment processes, it is doubtful that the transformation of practices 
will be as fast and radical as in the case of the CBOE. Contrary to the Black & Scholes model, 
SRI offers no ‘ready-to-use’ model which could be incorporated into investment processes, such 
as the Modern Portfolio Theory (Markowitz, 1952). Previous research suggested social ratings 
could be a solution to this ‘material’ problem (Beunza & Ferraro, 2011; Déjean, Gond, & Leca, 
2004), but this study qualifies this possibility. In fact it appears that asset managers, even in equity 
investment, are obliged to ‘invent’ new investment processes: SRI criteria provide additional 
information which may be useful when investing, but contain no guidance as to how this 
information should be integrated. The problem is extremely acute in fixed-income investment 
since SRI criteria are not even deemed relevant by asset managers. And yet to trigger in-depth 
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change in financial markets, it appears essential that the industry logics themselves should 
incorporate SRI. This is the only way the ‘identities and valuation orders that structure the 
decision making and the practices of the players in a product market’ (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999; 
805) could be transformed. In view of the findings regarding the mediating role of calculative 
devices, in-depth change would appear unlikely if no model and SRI criteria corresponding to 
existing logics and practices are developed in both types of investment.  
 
Given these difficulties and the recursive relationship between calculative devices, practices and 
logics, it may be possible to trigger change by adding new calculative devices, distinct from the 
existing devices and conveying other logics. This second solution started to happen in fixed-
income investment: the asset manager was obliged to refer to SRI criteria when investing, even 
though it was an ex-post constraint with little added-value for the investment processes 
themselves. This form of change is perhaps more ‘radical’ than the change observed in equity 
investment: instead of trying to extend the previous logic, SRI actually changes the paradigm in 
which the asset manager must make his decisions. This is closed to an SRI approach based on 
exclusion of ‘sin-stock’ companies. It also changes the meaning of SRI mainstreaming itself: by 
taking ESG concerns into account, SRI should help restore a long-term perspective, even though 
this may be contradictory to a short-term financial performance-based approach (this can also be 
the case in equity investment, but in equity processes, contrary to fixed-income investment, the 
positive relationship between financial and SRI performance is deemed reasonable). In other 
words, the SRI logic is not there merely to support the financial logic. The recent debt crisis and 
resulting questioning of the logic underlying debt management could provide a good arena to 
drive such change, as the difficulties of incorporating SRI into fixed-income investment observed 
by this study could be considered fairly indicative of the inherent problems of this type of 
investment: short-termism, volatility and abstraction. Contrary to the fixed-income manager’s 
belief, SRI may perhaps have helped avoid some difficult situations.  
 
Whatever the future of SRI mainstreaming, the difficulties faced by asset managers when 
integrating SRI criteria into their investment processes raise important questions as to what the 
first goal of financial markets should be: should they seek to favour sustainable development of 
the economy, or should their primary aim be to secure a high financial return for investors? 
Obviously, the two goals are not necessarily mutually exclusive but, as illustrated in this article, 
trades-off may arise that require personal and political choices. Several years after the beginning 
of the financial crisis, this study provides a good illustration of the impact of the current 
financialization on investment practices and the difficulties of breaking its stranglehold. By 
offering a theoretical understanding of the relationships between the calculative devices, logics 
and practices of equity and fixed-income investment, I hope that this article can help policy-
makers understand the potential role (and limits) of SRI in this time of crisis, and more generally 
shows that attention to these practices is relevant to accounting and institutional scholars alike.   
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APPENDIX A 

WHAT IS AN SRI FUND? 

 

An SRI (Socially Responsible Investment) fund is an entity that collects money from investors 

(institutional or individual) in order to invest it in transferable securities (shares, bonds, etc.). 

Every fund must obtain clearance from the financial authorities. To receive clearance, funds must 

comply with several financial and risk ratios known as the ‘fund profile’, and disclose this 

information. Each fund is run by an asset manager who decides where and when to invest money 

according to the fund’s ‘investment process’ (cf. below). An investor deciding to invest in an SRI 

fund is interested in several criteria, summarized as follows: 

 Assets under management: the total must be at least ten times greater than the assets in 

which the client wants to invest.  

 Financial performance: the fund must ‘beat the market’, which means that its financial 

performance must exceed the benchmark index and competing fund performances.  

 Management fees: the asset management company’s fees must be as low as possible.  

 Investment processes: these must convince clients of the asset management company’s 

ability to achieve better financial performance. They must also demonstrate that the most 

socially responsible companies are selected for the portfolio. This means the asset 

management company must provide ‘evidence’ of its unique expertise by offering 

sophisticated investment processes, selecting companies through complex use of calculative 

devices such as financial models and SRI criteria. Often, the investment process of an 

SRI fund follows a three-stage approach: 1) financial and SRI analysis; 2) definition of an 

‘investment universe’ which comprises all companies in which asset managers can invest; 

and 3) application of decision criteria by asset managers to select companies from this 

investment universe. 
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPATIVE OBSERVATION AT THE INDUSTRY LEVEL 

 
 Organization Events Date 

  
1 Broker C SRI Road Show  18/01/07 
2 Think-Tank A Working Group on CSR

10
 Corporate Governance Code 23/01/07 

3 Think-Tank A Working Group on CSR Corporate Governance Code 20/01/07 
4 Social Rating Agency 2006 Annual Meetings / Conference 22/02/07 
5 Employers Lobby A Meeting for CSR Corporate Governance Code 28/02/07 
6 Employers Lobby B Meeting for CSR Corporate Governance Code 05/03/07 
7 Think-Tank A  Governance and financial communication  (Conference) 14/03/07 
8 Think-Tank A Working Group on CSR Corporate Governance Code 20/03/07 
9 Think-Tank B Working Group on SRI 28/03/07 
10 Think-Tank C  Working Group on Shareholder activism 13/04/07 
11 Think-Tank A Working Group on CSR Corporate Governance Code 24/04/07 
12 European Commission Meeting for CSR Corporate Governance Code 07/05/07 
13 Think-Tank B Working Group on SRI 04/05/07 
14 Bank A  Annual Meeting 14/05/07 
15 Think-Tank A Working Group on CSR Corporate Governance Code 22/05/07 
16 Consulting Firm C Implementing CSR in the companies (Conference) 12/06/07 
17 French SRI Lobby  Annual Conference 12/06/07 
18 Think-Tank A Governance in listed companies (Conference) 25/06/07 
19 Think-Tank B SRI and Retail (Conference) 27/06/07 
20 Think-Tank C Working group on CSR 05/07/07 
21 Think-Tank C Working group on CSR 10/07/07 
22 Think-Tank C Working group on CSR 12/07/07 
23 Think-Tank D  Working group on CSR 20/07/07 
24 Think-Tank D Working group on CSR 06/09/07 
25 Think-Tank C Working group on CSR 20/09/07 
26 Think-Tank A CSR in the CAC 40 Boards (Conference) 03/10/07 
27 Broker B SRI Road Show 30/10/07 
28 Social Rating Agency E Meeting 05/11/07 
29 Invitation to tender A Meeting 13/11/07 
30 Social Rating Agency F Meeting 16/11/07 
31 Social Rating Agency G Meeting 22/11/07 
32 Think-Tank C Working group on CSR 04/12/07 
33 Think-Tank B Working Group on SRI 06/12/07 
34 Think-Tank C Working Group on SRI 06/12/07 
35 Think-Tank C SRI in Fixed-Income Management (Conference) 20/12/07 
36 Invitation to tender B Meeting 11/01/08 
37 Social Rating Agency A Meeting 15/01/08 
38 Think-Tank B SRI (Conference) 30/01/08 
39 Think-Tank B Working Group on SRI 21/02/08 
40 Think-Tank C CSR (Conference) 02/04/08 
41 Broker B SRI Road Show 08/04/08 
42 Consulting Firm D CSR Road Show 10/04/08 
43 NGO B Meeting 15/04/08 
44 European SRI Lobby  Working group on SRI 17/04/08 
45 Invitation to tender C Meeting 06/05/08 
46 European SRI Lobby  Working group on SRI 13/05/08 
47 European Mutual Insurance Lobby Working group on SRI 16/05/08 
48 Invitation to tender D Meeting 19/05/08 
49 Bank E Annual Meeting 22/05/08 
50 Bank A Annual Meeting 27/05/08 
51 Consulting Firm E SRI Conference 03/06/08 
52 Think-Tank B Working group on SRI 16/06/08 
53 Asset Management Company C SRI Funds of funds (Conference) 17/06/08 
54 Broker A SRI Road Show 18/06/08 
55 Consulting Firm F SRI Analysis Products Presentation  19/06/08 
56 Social Rating Agency B Meeting 26/06/08 
57 Asset Management Company E Meeting 02/07/08 
58 Social Rating Agency B Meeting 03/07/08 
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 Organization Events Date 

59 Social Rating Agency A Meeting 08/07/08 
60 Invitation to tender E Meeting 11/07/08 
61 Think-Tank E Working group on SRI 22/07/08 
62 Proxy (Manifest) Business Meeting 05/02/09 
63 Conference CSR 06/02/09 
64 Conference SRI & Institutional Investors 12/02/09 
65 Meeting/Business Development Asset management company A 05/03/09 
66 Conference Greenwashing  10/03/09 
67 Meeting/Business Asset management company B 24/03/09 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEWS 

 
 Organization Function Date Time Recorded 
  

 Asset Management Companies 
  

1 Asset Management Company A  Head of SRI 13/10/06 1h00 No 
2 Asset Management Company B  Head of SRI  13/11/07 1h13 Yes 
3 Asset Management Company C  Head of SRI 01/08/07 1h15 Yes 
4 
5 

Asset Management Company D  
Asset Management Company D 

CEO 
SRI Analyst 

06/09/08 
06/09/08 

1h10 
1h10 

Yes 
Yes 

6 Asset Management Company E Head of European Fund 
Distribution  & CEO France 

05/02/09 1h00 Yes 

7 Asset Management Company D Equities Manager 09/03/09 1h28 Yes 
8 Asset Management Company D Fixed-Income Manager 09/03/09 0h44 Yes 
9 Asset Management Company D Head of SRI & 

Development 
13/03/09 1h45 Yes 

10 Asset Management Company D CEO 13/03/09 1h55 Yes 
11 Asset Management Company D SRI Analyst 16/03/09 1h31 Yes 
12 Asset Management Company D SRI Development 

Management 
19/03/09 0h59 Yes 

13 Asset Management Company D Executive 19/03/09 0h30 Yes 
14 Asset Management Company D SRI Analyst 19/03/09 1h05 Yes 
  

 CSR Departments 
  

15 Bank A  Head of Corporate CSR   09/08/07 1h02 Yes 
16 Bank B  Project Manager 28/02/08 1h27 Yes 
17 Insurance Company C  CSR Group / Project 

Manager (2)  
19/02/08 1h22 Yes 

18 Insurance Company C  CSR France / Project 
Manager   

09/06/08 1h05 Yes 

19 Insurance Company D  Head of Corporate CSR   26/10/07 2h00 Yes 
20 Insurance Company D  Project Manager 11/03/08 1h52 Yes 
21 Other company A  Project Manager / CSR 

Group 
26/11/07 0h58 Yes 

22 Other company B Project Manager / CSR 
Group 

27/10/09 1h15 No 

      

 CSR Managers within Business Units     
      

23 Insurance Company C / Purchase Dpt. Project Manager (2) 13/08/07 2h30 Yes 
24 Insurance Company C / Purchase Dpt. Project Manager  20/02/08 2h15 Yes 
25 Utility B / Purchase Dpt. Project Manager 28/02/08 1h02 Yes 
      

 Brokers with SRI Departments 
  

26 Broker A  Head of SRI Research 21/11/07 1h13 Yes 
27 Broker B  Head of SRI Research 23/02/09 1h05 No 
28 Broker B Head of SRI Research & SRI 

Analyst 
30/11/09 2h00 No 

  

 SRI Trade Unions’ label 
  

29 CIES Trade Union A  Member  08/08/07 0h55 Yes 
30 CIES Trade Union B  Member  16/07/07 2h06 Yes 
31 CIES Trade Union A, B & C Members (3) 11/01/10 2h00 No 
  

 Consultants specialized in CSR/SRI  
  

32 Consulting Firm A  Senior Consultant  09/07/07 1h30 No 
33 Consulting Firm B  Partner  05/03/08 1h00 Yes 
34 Consulting Firm C  Senior Consultant 07/11/07 1h30 No 
35 Consulting Firm D  Consultant 25/02/08 1h00 No 
  

 French Asset Management Professional Association 
  

36 French Association of Management  Head of Research 22/10/07 2h15 No 
37 French Association of Management  Chief Executive Officer 23/07/07 1h35 Yes 
  

 NGO 
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 Organization Function Date Time Recorded 

38 NGO A specialized in SRI  Head of SRI Research 30/10/08 0h50 Yes 
39 NGO B specialized in Finance  Project Manager 06/03/08 2h03 Yes 
  

 Pension Funds 
  

40 Pension Fund A  Head of Equity and SRI 29/10/08 1h07 Yes 
  
 Social Rating Agencies 
  

41 Social Rating Agency A  Head of Research 12/12/07 1h22 Yes 
42 Social Rating Agency B  Head of Research 19/09/08 1h00 Yes 
43 Social Rating Agency C  Head of Research 02/08/07 0h45 Yes 
44 Social Rating Agency D  Head of Research 09/08/07 1h05 Yes 
45 Social Rating Agency E  Senior Client Relationship 

Manager 
26/09/08 1h52 Yes 

  

 Others 
  

46 Think Tank B specialized in SRI  Project Manager 17/07/07 1h29 Yes 
47 Development French Agency Consultant for the 

Headquarters 
25/02/09 1h05 Yes 
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Figure 3: Decision Matrix 
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Figure 4: Equity Investment Process 
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Figure 5: Fixed-Income Funds’ SRI Constraint 
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Table 1: Main differences between the logics of equity investment and fixed-income investment (ideal-types adapted from Thornton, 

2002) 

 

Dimensions 
Equity Investment Fixed-Income Investment 

Before the redesign After the redesign Before the redesign After the redesign 

Economic system Financial markets aim to 
serve the real economy. 

Financial markets aim to 
serve the ‘sustainable’ 
real economy.  

Financial markets tend to 
benefit from the real 
economy.  

Financial markets tend to 
benefit from the real 
economy. 

Professional identity  Education: economics, 
finance 

 Instinctive/influenced 
by personal 
preferences/experience 

 Tacit knowledge and 
know-how 

 Belief that financial and 
SRI criteria help select 
the best issuers but 
experience and intuition 
matter too. 

 Education: economics, 
finance 

 Instinctive/influenced 
by personal 
preferences/experience 

 Tacit knowledge and 
know-how 

 Belief that financial 
and SRI criteria help 
select the best issuers 
but experience and 
intuition matter too. 

 Education: 
econometrics, statistics, 
mathematics, scientific 
education 

 Rational/Scientific 

 Mathematically driven 

 Use of financial criteria 
to select the best issuers 

 Belief that human 
influence must be 
avoided: heavy reliance 
on econometric models.  

 Education: 
econometrics, statistics, 
mathematics, scientific 
education 

 Rational/Scientific 

 Mathematically driven 

 Use of financial criteria 
to select the best issuers 

 Belief that human 
influence must be 
avoided: heavy reliance 
on econometric models.  

Sources of legitimacy of 
the asset manager 

 Past experience 

 Ongoing performance  

 Past experience 

 Ongoing performance 

 Past experience 

 Ongoing performance 

 Technical skills 

 Past experience 

 Ongoing performance 

 Technical skills 

Authority structures  CEO 

 Investment committee 

 CEO 

 Investment committee 

 CEO 

 Investment committee 

 CEO 

 Investment committee 

Mission  Buying shares in 
anticipation of rising 
value on the stock 

Using SRI and financial 
criteria to select shares as 
a means to anticipate 

 Selecting the issuers 
which offer the best 
interest rate and 

 Selecting the issuers 
which offer the best 
interest rate and 
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Dimensions 
Equity Investment Fixed-Income Investment 

Before the redesign After the redesign Before the redesign After the redesign 

market 

 Managing the SRI 
constraint without 
endangering financial 
performance 

rising value on the stock 
market 

repayment guarantees  

 Managing the SRI 
constraint without 
endangering financial 
performance 

repayment guarantees  

 Managing the SRI 
constraint without 
endangering financial 
performance  

Focus of attention  Monitoring financial 
performance 

 Respecting risk ratios at 
portfolio level 
 

 Monitoring financial 
performance 

 Respecting risk ratios at 
portfolio level 

 Monitoring SRI 
performance 

 Monitoring financial 
performance 

 Good arbitrage 
 

 Monitoring financial 
performance 

 Good arbitrage 

 Monitoring SRI 
performance 

Strategy  Identifying companies 
whose shareholder value 
is more likely to increase 
based on financial 
criteria 

 Using portfolio theory 
models to control for 
portfolio risk 
diversification  

 Verifying the portfolio’s 
SRI grade at the end of 
the investment process 

 Identifying the 
companies whose 
shareholder value is 
more likely to increase 
based on SRI and 
financial criteria 

 Using portfolio theory 
models to control for 
portfolio risk 
diversification 
  

 Using econometric 
models to choose 
between investing in 
bonds or cash 
instruments 

 Identifying the issuers 
with the best interest 
rate/risk ratios 

 Verifying the portfolio’s 
SRI grade at the end of 
the investment process 

 Using econometric 
models to choose 
between investing in 
bonds or in cash 
instruments 

 Identifying the issuers 
with the best interest 
rate/risk ratios 

 Monitoring 
compliance with SRI 
constraints at the end 
of the investment 
process  

Logic of investment  Future-oriented 

 Sector-based view 

 Risky investment based 
on speculative 
behaviour – although 
the broader set of 

 Future-oriented 

 Sector-based view 

 Risky investment based 
on speculative 
behaviour – although 
the broader set of 

 Present-oriented 
(permanent arbitrage 
between several 
markets) 

 Issuer-based view 
(which issuers are 

 Present-oriented 
(permanent arbitrage 
between several 
markets) 

 Issuer-based view 
(which issuers are 
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Dimensions 
Equity Investment Fixed-Income Investment 

Before the redesign After the redesign Before the redesign After the redesign 

decision factors is 
perceived as closer to 
the real economy.   

 Competitive advantage 
is based on 
supplementary financial 
and SRI information.  

 

decision factors is 
perceived as closer to 
the real economy. 

 Competitive 
advantage is based on 
supplementary 
financial and SRI 
information: SRI is 
expected to generate 
financial performance 
in the long term.  

available when 
investing)  

 Perceived as less risky 
and more predictable; 
detached from the real 
economy (dependent on 
interest rates set by the 
European Central Bank)  

available when 
investing)  

 Perceived as less risky 
and more predictable; 
detached from the real 
economy (dependent on 
interest rates set by the 
European Central Bank)  

Governance  Public authorities (e.g. 
French financial 
authorities) 

 Self-regulation (helped 
by lobbies) 

 Public authorities (e.g. 
French financial 
authorities) 

 Self-regulation (helped 
by lobbies) 

 Public authorities (e.g. 
French financial 
authorities) 

 Self-regulation (helped 
by lobbies) 

 Public authorities (e.g. 
French financial 
authorities) 

 Self-regulation (helped 
by lobbies) 
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Table 2: Main differences between the calculative devices of equity investment and fixed-income investment 

 

Dimensions 
Equity Investment Fixed-Income Investment 

Before the redesign After the redesign Before the redesign After the redesign 

Role of SRI criteria  Ex-post constraint  Decision-making 
criteria at the same 
level as financial 
criteria 

 Ex-post constraint  Ex-post constraint 

Main analytical tools  Financial and business 
criteria and reports 

 Risk ratios 

 Financial and business 
criteria and reports 

 Risk ratios 

 SRI criteria and 
reports 

 Decision matrix 
combining SRI and 
financial criteria 

 Econometric models  Econometric models 

 SRI criteria 

Portfolio performance 
measurements available 
to clients 

 Financial performance  Financial performance 

 SRI performance 

 Financial performance 
 

 Financial performance 

 SRI performance 
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Table 3: Main differences between the practices of equity investment and fixed-income investment 

Dimensions 
Equity Investment Fixed-Income Investment 

Before the redesign After the redesign Before the redesign After the redesign 

Team building  Limited cooperation 
between SRI analysts and 
asset managers  

 No institutionalized 
meetings 

 Ex-post control of asset 
managers by SRI analysts 

 Good cooperation 
between SRI analysts 
and asset managers 

 Weekly meetings 

 Informal discussions 
throughout the 
investment process 

 Little cooperation 
between SRI analysts and 
asset managers  

 No institutionalized 
meetings 

 Ex-post control of asset 
managers by SRI analysts 

 Confrontation 
between SRI analysts 
and asset managers 

 Weekly meetings 

 Ex-post control of asset 
managers by SRI 
analysts 

Explicit rules  The portfolio’s SRI grade 
must be above average.  

 The asset manager 
must respect the 
SRI/financial 
investment decision 
matrix.  

 SRI analysts must 
participate in all 
invitations to tender. 

 Funds must be 
accountable on both 
SRI and financial 
performance.   
 

 The portfolio’s SRI grade 
must be above average. 

 The asset manager 
must respect the SRI 
constraints.  

 SRI analysts must 
help the asset 
manager to protect 
financial performance.  

 Fixed-income 
investment is the 
company’s priority. 

 SRI analysts must 
participate in all 
invitations to tender. 

 Funds must be 
accountable on both 
SRI and financial 
performance.   

Beliefs  SRI analysts: SRI 
mainstreaming is the 
future 

 Asset managers: SRI is 

 Shared belief 

 SRI Mainstreaming is 
the future and makes 
perfect sense from a 

 SRI analysts: SRI should 
theoretically make sense 
in fixed-income 
investment 

 Shared belief 

 SRI makes little sense 
in fixed-income 
investment from a 
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Dimensions 
Equity Investment Fixed-Income Investment 

Before the redesign After the redesign Before the redesign After the redesign 

demanded by clients, it 
sometimes brings 
interesting information 
and should not cause 
problems for financial 
performance 

 CEO: SRI is decoupled 
from finance but is 
demanded by clients 

financial perspective: 
back to the 
‘fundamentals’. 

 Asset managers: SRI is 
decoupled from finance 
though theoretically it 
could perhaps help (e.g. 
bankruptcy risks) 

 CEO: SRI is decoupled 
from finance but is 
demanded by clients 

financial perspective 
given the available 
knowledge. 

 SRI in fixed-income 
investment answers a 
need for legitimacy 
(e.g. showing a more 
‘responsible’ way of 
investing).   

 
 
 

 


