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Abstract 
 
 
 
The year of 2015 can be regarded as a pivotal year for sustainable development. In September, a 

set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will be adopted at the UN headquarters in New 

York that will guide development efforts for the next fifteen years. As the world is facing an 

increasing display of environmental, social and economic challenges, it is evident that it will be of 

importance to certify businesses participation in implementing the SDGs. Fittingly, a majority of 

business leaders are today recognizing that addressing sustainability can place companies in 

positions of long-term strength. However, while CEOs are acknowledging the importance of 

sustainability, the actual incorporation of sustainable practices has proven to be less frequent and 

a large gap exists between intent and action.  

 

The purpose of the thesis is thus to identify key success factors for how firms successfully can 

incorporate sustainability into strategy and business practices, as this can contribute to ensuring 

that the business sector aligns operations with a changing external environment and partakes in 

implementing the SDGs. Empirical data is collected through a multiple case study. Five Swedish 

companies are analyzed using an analytical framework that has its foundation in stakeholder 

theory and the resource-based view. Further, the analytical framework incorporates research from 

the CSR and sustainability field focusing on the sustainability incorporation process.  

 

The results of the study indicate that companies early should develop a sustainability strategy that 

can guide the company. If not, companies’ sustainability work risk being disorganized and 

fractioned. Education, internal communication and a proper framework for monitoring and 

evaluation were further implied to be of importance. However, such supplementary instruments 

should be developed as part of an overall framework that supports the implementation of the 

sustainability strategy. Additionally, the study supports previous research stating that strong 

leadership is essential when incorporating sustainability. More specifically, the study demonstrate 

that the executive group have a vital role as it can allocate resources to the process and 

incorporate sustainability in companies’ existing structures, such as corporate strategy, or vision. 

The study also supports previous research stating that stakeholders have an important role for 

making companies more sustainable. Lastly, an interesting finding of the study was that it is 

important for companies not to have a culture that is too value-laden, as it could hinder the 

application of a business perspective on the sustainability incorporation process.   
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1. Introduction 
 

 

“Understanding the opportunity to advance sustainable development goals remains in itself a strong motivation for 

business to integrate sustainability into strategies and operations. But increasingly, those same strategies are 

motivated by a conviction that they are key to the realization of the long-term business goals of the individual 

corporation by contributing to revenue growth, resource productivity and risk management.” (UN Global 

Compact. 2013: 4). 

 

In September this year a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will be adopted at the 

UN headquarters in New York, which will set the global framework for development until 2030 

(UN. 2015) The SDGs will be essential for steering the world towards sustainable development 

and seeks to end poverty, ensure a life of dignity and opportunity for all, and protect our planet´s 

environment (UN. 2014). The role of the business sector in implementing the SDGs has 

throughout the process been underlined as imperative (UN Global Compact. 2013a; UNIDO & 

UN Global Compact. 2014; UNSDSN. 2014; UN. 2013). As the world is facing an increasing 

display of environmental, social and economic challenges, it is evident that it is vital that 

businesses participate in the transformation towards more sustainable societies.  

 

1.1 Background  

The past decades have also seen the business sector increasingly display an interest in addressing 

sustainability. Consequently, most businesses today have engaged in some form of Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) and attempts to implement sustainable business practices in their 

organization (McWilliams et al. 2005; Porter & Kramer. 2006; Vogel. 2005). Vogel (2005: 2) 

argues, “there are many reasons why some companies choose to behave more responsibly in the 

absence of legal requirements. Some are strategic, others are defensive, and still others may be 

altruistic”. Expressed differently, businesses are suggested to be addressing sustainability as a 

response to a changing external environment and due to stakeholder expectations (Maignan et al. 

2005). Hence, the interest of business in sustainable development stems partly from the 

recognition that addressing sustainability can place companies in positions of long-term strength. 

One of the biggest drivers for companies to address sustainability has thus become its business 
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case (Bhattacharya & Sen. 2004; Dunphy et al. 2003; Kotler & Lee. 2005; Lichtenstein et al. 

2004). Previous literature suggests that CSR can constitute a source of competitive advantage 

(Porter & Kramer. 2006; UNGC & Accenture. 2013). Potential benefits are several and include 

improved reputation and corporate image (Formbrun & Shanley. 1990), employment engagement 

and consumer goodwill (Maignan et al. 1999; Rupp et al. 2006) and the reduction of costs 

(Hitchcock & Willard. 2009; Landrum & Edwards. 2009). Sustainability can also be ”a route to 

new waves of growth and innovation” (Accenture & UNGC. 2013: 11). Similarly, in a study 

conducted by researchers from Harvard Business School, a positive link was established between 

sustainability and financial performance (Eccles et al. 2012). The conclusions of the conducted 

study were that a corporate culture of sustainability may be a source of competitive advantage as 

it can result in a more engaged workforce, a more loyal and satisfied customer base, greater 

transparency, better ability to innovate etc.  

 

The necessity to incorporate sustainability has further been acknowledged by corporate leaders. A 

study by Accenture and the UN Global Compact (2013) revealed that “93 % of CEOs believe 

that sustainability issues will be important, or very important, to the future success of their 

business”. Paul Polman, CEO of Unilever, has stated “We think that increasingly, businesses that 

are responsible and actually make a contribution to society in its positive sense, make it part of 

their overall business model, will be very successful” (cited in HBR IdeaCast. 2012). This would 

imply that businesses to a larger extent are incorporating sustainability into their business models 

to capture the business opportunities of working strategically with sustainability. 

 

However, while CEOs in an increasing scale is recognizing the importance of incorporating 

sustainability into business activities, the actual incorporation of sustainable practices has proven 

to be less frequent. Research by MIT Sloan Management Review and the Boston Consulting 

Group from 2013 reveals that while companies have to a large extent accepted the importance of 

addressing sustainability, a large gap exists in translating the awareness into action. In the study, 

based on a survey which more than 1800 executives and managers around the world responded 

to, 90 % of the respondents agreed that sustainability-related strategies are essential for current 

and future competitive advantages. Nevertheless, only 10 % responded that their companies were 

‘fully’ addressing the issue, while 40 % responded that the company was ‘largely’ addressing the 

issue (Kiron et al. 2013). A study by the UN Global Compact (2013b) shows similar results. The 

results of the study revealed that 65 % of the 1712 respondents developed sustainability policies 

at CEO level while only 35 % also took action to address sustainability. According to the UN 
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Global Compact and Accenture (2013), companies have a difficult time incorporating 

sustainability especially due to the lack of clear linkages between sustainability and business value, 

competing strategic priorities and the complexities of integration and implementation across 

companies, and due to the lack of sufficient financial resources. 

 

While a research stream focusing on the incorporation of sustainability is emerging, the field of 

study is still fragmented and it has been suggested that researchers have granted relatively little 

attention to the practical aspects of the CSR implementation process (Godfrey & Hatch. 2007; 

Maon et al. 2010). Some scholars have further suggested that studies into developing and 

implementing CSR focus on relatively limited aspects (Maignan et al. 2005; Matten et al. 2003). 

This has led researchers to highlight the need for more integrated models for addressing how 

firms can implement sustainability and CSR practices (e.g. Bansal. 2005; Sharma. 2002). In line 

with this suggestion, Petrini and Pozzebon (2010: 365) notes that, even though scholars have 

attempted to identify factors that might influence the integration of sustainability in 

organizations, “very few studies, if any, have proposed a more integrated view of these factors”. 

Maon et al. (2010) have added to this argument, noting that few comprehensive models exists 

that analyze the adaptation of prevailing strategic policies, organizational culture and practices 

from a CSR perspective, even though CSR often represent a strategically essential orientation for 

organizations. This is also supported by Lindgreen et al. (2009: 3) arguing that the “existing 

guidelines for implementing CSR and the verifiable criteria for its success still lack theoretical or 

empirical support, especially from a dynamic perspective”. Scholars have thus highlighted the 

need to further study how firms successfully can incorporate sustainability. This thesis will 

attempt to contribute to fill this research gap.  

 

1.2 Research Question and Purpose of Study  

In the context of the SDGs, it can be argued to be imperative to explain why there so frequently 

is a gap between business intent and action in incorporating sustainability in business strategy and 

practices when there appear to be such as strong coalition in favor of the advantages. In order for 

the business sector to align their operations with a changing external environment and be part of 

implementing the SDGs, an increasing number of companies must advance their efforts to 

address sustainability.   

 

This study will therefore focus on how firms successfully can go from intent to action and 

incorporate sustainability into business practices and strategy. Efforts will be concentrated on 
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understanding how companies can take a strategic approach to sustainability and incorporate it in 

the business strategy and practices for sustainability to potentially constitute a source of 

competitive advantage, as this is a strong incitement for companies. More specifically, the 

purpose of the thesis is to identify key success factors that have enabled firms to successfully 

incorporate sustainability into strategies and business practices. The thesis aims to answer the 

following research question:  

 
How can companies successfully go from intent to action when 
incorporating sustainability into business practices and strategy? 

 

The study will through a multiple case study, add to existing literature on business contributions 

to sustainability, and to the understanding of how firms can go from intent to action in 

incorporating sustainability. It will complement previous literature within the field through the 

development of a comprehensive analytical framework incorporating previous studies focusing 

on the topic. The study is important as incorporating sustainability has proven to be complex for 

companies and further research is required to develop an understanding of how firms 

successfully can implement such practices. By studying firms that successfully have incorporated 

sustainability, the thesis contributes to the understanding of how firms can incorporate 

sustainability with a positive outcome. Additionally, the study can be argued to have a high 

empirical value given the importance of ensuring the participation of the business sector in 

fulfilling the SDGs.  

  

1.3 Theoretical Framework 

The thesis has its foundation in stakeholder theory and the resource-based view (RBV) of the 

firm. The combination of the two theories is beneficial as it permits the study to consider the 

sustainability incorporation process as a result of both external and internal factors. The 

stakeholder theory is essential as it acknowledges external pressure and its influence on corporate 

strategy and activities. In contrast, the RBV focus on internal conditions of the firm and the 

attempt to build competitive advantages (Barney. 1991). Both theories are vital to understand the 

underlying motives for what makes companies go from intent to action in incorporating 

sustainability. An analytical framework will be developed with the foundation in the two theories. 

The framework will also include previous literature within the field of CSR and sustainable 

development that is focusing more specifically on the incorporation process. 

 

1.4 Methodological Framework 
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The thesis makes use of a multiple-case strategy by analyzing five companies and takes an 

explanatory approach. The companies selected for the study are Filippa K, Indiska, KappAhl, 

Lantmännen and Orkla Foods Sweden. Participants from the selected companies were carefully 

selected as to ensure that these had sufficient knowledge and understanding of the topic as well 

as the company. The data collection was executed in the form of semi-structured interviews and 

through the use of secondary data. The interviews each lasted forty-five to sixty minutes. All 

interviews were recorded and transcribed in the original language, i.e. Swedish. The interviews 

were transcribed immediately after they had been conducted. Further, email conversations with 

interviewees took place in some cases to clarify some of the information provided in the 

interviews. A large amount of secondary data regarding the case companies were gathered to gain 

knowledge for the interviews as well as for the analysis, thereby achieving a deeper understanding 

of the different sustainability incorporation processes. More information regarding the selected 

case companies can be found in appendix 6. 

 

1.5 Delimitations 

Due to its limited scope, the thesis will not be able to study all companies that successfully have 

integrated sustainability in its organization. Instead, the study has been limited to incorporate five 

Swedish companies; Filippa K, Indiska, KappAhl, Lantmännen and Orkla Foods Sweden. The 

choice of companies was based on an evaluation of sustainability performance through the use of 

different ratings, assessments by stakeholders and the author’s own judgment. The selected 

companies have all scored high in different sustainability index, such as the Sustainable Brand 

Index (SB-Index. 2015) or have received a similar type of recognition for their sustainability 

work. Further, all companies publicly state that they are committed to incorporate sustainability 

in the organization. Hence, the selected companies were also chosen due to their publicly 

affirmed commitment to sustainability. Moreover, the choice of selected companies was based on 

criteria such as industry, financial performance and product lines, in the attempt to keep these 

factors as similar as possible. All companies are also situated in the end of the supply chain, 

retailing goods directly to consumers. Consequently, the five case companies were selected to 

form a group of comparable businesses within respective industry. The choice of companies 

limited the study to focus specifically on a geographical area, Sweden. Moreover, the thesis does 

not study the sample over time but is of cross-sectional nature. The choices can be justified by 

the attempt to conduct a study that can draw broad conclusions based on the selected companies. 

It is of the author’s view that it is more beneficial to delimit the study as to ensure a detailed 

understanding of the topic. This, rather than to conduct a study that covers a broader range of 
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industries and with a wider geographical scope as the attempt potentially could result in no 

comparable results. This could however be potentially interesting for future research.  

 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis  

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  

Chapter two will introduce previous literature and develop an 
analytical framework to be used in the analysis of the thesis. Key 
terms such as sustainability and CSR will be defined and related to 
the theoretical foundation; stakeholder theory and RBV.  

Chapter one will introduce the topic as well as present the reader to 
the theoretical and methodological foundation of the thesis. The 
research question will be introduced and limitations of the thesis will 
be discussed.   

6. Conclusions 

5. Discussion 

4. Analysis 

3. Methodological 
Framework 

2. Literature Review & 
Analytical Framework 

1. Introduction 

Chapter three will introduce the methodological framework for the 
thesis. The chapter is essential since it will present the choices made 
when structuring the study, which are influential on the final result. 
Methodological choices will be motivated and the validity and 
reliability of the thesis will be discussed.   

Chapter four will analyze the empirical findings of the study using 
the developed analytical framework. The chapter will be structured 
in accordance with the analytical framework and will link the results 
of the study to the theoretical foundation of the thesis. A 
summarizing charter will be found at the end of the chapter.  

Chapter five will discuss the key findings of the study and relate it to 
previous research within the field. The chapter will be important for 
discussing the findings of the study by questioning the results and 
consider them from different theoretical perspectives.    

Chapter six will contain the main conclusions of the study. The 
research question will be answered and a discussion held to ensure 
that the purpose of the thesis is fulfilled. The reader will also be 
introduced to suggestions on further research.  
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2. Literature Review & Analytical 
Framework 
 

 

2.1 Introducing Sustainability  

 

2.1.1 Sustainability 

The concept of sustainable development has increasingly gained attention during the past 

decades. The Brundtland report, or Our Common Future, famously defined sustainable 

development as "development that meets the need of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED. 1987: 43). The term sustainable 

development has since then been further elaborated and has over time come to comprise all 

dimensions contributing to development; social, economic and environmental (Elkington. 1994). 

The social dimension of sustainable development refers to social interactions, relations and 

behavioral patterns and values. Economic sustainability can be defined as the capacity of an 

economic system to generate an improving growth of its economical indicators while the 

environmental dimension of sustainability can be defined as the capacity to preserve over time 

the functions of the environment. (Roberts & Tribe. 2008). Sustainable development is related to 

intra- and intergenerational equity. Intergenerational equity refers to fairness between current and 

future generations or members of a community while intragenerational equity refers to justice 

among the present generation. Hence, sustainable development is also connected to the idea that 

all people throughout a community have the same basic needs that must be considered.  

 

2.1.2 Sustainability & Businesses 

Over 40 years ago, the social responsibility of businesses was suggested as simply making profits 

(Friedman. 1970). However, companies are today considered to be important drivers of 

economic growth and expected to take a bigger responsibility for the society that they are 

operating in (Barkemeyer et al. 2014). According to Vogel (2005: 2), “there are many reasons why 

some companies choose to behave more responsibly in the absence of legal requirements. Some 

are strategic, others are defensive, and still others may be altruistic”. Expressed differently, 

businesses are to a large part addressing sustainability as a response to a changing external 

environment and due to stakeholder expectations (Maignan et al. 2005). Globalization provided 
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businesses with increasing power and influence, while excavating the traditional role of the state. 

This has resulted in a redefinition of the traditional role of companies as a provider of goods and 

services, and has led companies and other nonstate actors to increasingly be expected to address 

issues that historically were the responsibility of states. According to Barkemeyer et al. (2014), the 

discussion is currently quite vague regarding the role of the private sector in sustainable 

development but it could potentially have an integral role to play. Others have gone further in 

their argumentation. In a report by UNIDO (2014: 2), one can read “Partnering with the private 

sector is the foundation of any successful large-scale development strategy”. The recognition of 

the business sector as having a key role in sustainable development has been emphasized in 

additional documents produced by the UN and is also illustrated through the increasing amount 

of partnerships between the UN and the private sector.1 Similarly, scholars (e.g. Hart. 2013) argue 

that businesses must be integral actors in the process towards a sustainable future. As most 

economic activity are conducted by companies and since businesses to a large extent determine 

the choice of technologies and the resource intensity of economic activities, companies are at the 

center of sustainable development (UNSDSN. 2015). Businesses must therefore expand their 

traditional role as providers of goods and services to include a more sustainable approach.  

 

Based on the Brundtland definition, Landrum and Edwards (2009: 4) define a sustainable 

business as “one that operates in the interest of all current and future stakeholders in a manner 

that ensures the long-term health and survival of the business and its associated economic, social, 

and environmental systems”. Sustainable businesses are thus those that would contribute by 

delivering benefits to all three dimensions of sustainability simultaneously, i.e. to the “triple 

bottom line” (Elkington. 1998). Hart and Milstein (2003) point out that businesses trying to 

incorporate sustainable practices often are only considering one dimension of the concept, which 

strategically leaves the company in an ill-equipped position. It is therefore important for 

businesses to understand the interdependencies between the three dimensions of sustainability 

and how these are connected to the operations of the business (Elkington. 1994; Hitchcock & 

Willard. 2009). The understanding would enable companies to operate in ways that secure long-

term economic performance by avoiding short-term behavior that is either environmentally 

wasteful or socially detrimental.  

 

The next section will introduce the concept of CSR. Sustainability and CSR have gradually over 

time converged, today they encompass similar dimensions and are often applied as synonymous 

                                                
1 For more information about how business can engage with the UN see https://business.un.org. 
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or comparable terms (Emerson. 2003). Both concepts involve multiple levels of analysis as well 

as multiple stakeholders. Further, both terms refer to the economic, social and environmental 

dimensions of development. This thesis will consider CSR an approach used by companies to 

contribute to sustainable development. In that sense CSR is considered synonymous with 

sustainable business practices.   

 

2.2 Introducing Corporate Social Responsibility  

 

2.2.1 Corporate Social Responsibility 

The emergence of CSR is an illustrative example of changing patterns of governance. While 

globalization granted companies with increasing power, it came also with calls for more 

responsible business conduct (Detomasi. 2007). Tough competition on global markets made 

companies “race to the bottom” by bargaining hard for improved investment conditions, and by 

searching the globe for production facilities that could minimize cost. The practices of companies 

were increasingly criticized by external stakeholders, including states and civil society, arguing that 

measures must be taken to mitigate the social costs of business practices. As a response, most 

businesses set up internal management strategies to develop, implement and evaluate CSR 

strategies. The present version of CSR hence first emerged as a response to regulatory gaps, 

generated by processes of globalization, and which could not be filled by inter-state cooperation 

but required cooperation between state and non-state actors (Park et al. 2008).  

 

There are numerous definitions of CSR in academic literature and a key point to note is that CSR 

is an evolving concept that currently does not have a universally accepted definition (Dahlsrud. 

2008). CSR is also known by a number of other terms including corporate responsibility, 

corporate sustainability, corporate citizenship and the “triple bottom line”. Mostly, the term is 

used to refer to a company’s greater responsibility to society and to the environment. To 

exemplify, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) defines CSR as 

‘‘the commitment of business to contribute to sustainable economic development, working with 

employees, their families and the local communities’’ (WBCSD. 1999). According to the 

definition, the fundamental idea of CSR is that businesses have an obligation to meet the demand 

of a wide group of stakeholders (Waddock et al. 2002). McWilliams and Siegel (2001: 117) instead 

define CSR as ”actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm 

and that which is required by law”. This definition instead highlights the voluntariness of CSR 

and that it is more than complying with legal jurisdiction, as well as its social dimension. Several 
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studies have previously referred to the European Unions definition of CSR, “a concept whereby 

companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their 

interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (European Commission. 2002). 

According to the European Commission (2008), the definition is authoritative as it highlights i) 

that CSR is not about philanthropy but about how companies manage its core business ii) the 

importance of involving stakeholders when designing CSR strategies at firm level, and iii) the 

voluntary nature of CSR.  

 

2.2.2 Different approaches to Corporate Social Responsibility 

As the CSR field have developed one have been able to distinguish between several different 

CSR approaches in literature, such as the philanthropic (Carroll. 1991), the stakeholder (Freeman. 

1984) and the economic perspective (Friedman. 1970). The philanthropic perspective holds that 

business is free to contribute to social causes as a matter of philanthropy but has no strict 

obligation to do so. Scholars applying a critical perspective to CSR often equate it with this form, 

arguing that it is just greenwash; the phenomenon of socially and environmentally destructive 

companies attempting to preserve and expand their markets by posing as contributing to 

sustainable development (Khan & Lund-Thomsen. 2011). One can also study CSR from a 

stakeholder perspective, which will be further introduced as the theoretical foundation of the 

thesis in section 2.3. The approach was brought forward by Freeman (1984), who argued that 

companies are not simply managed in the interest of their shareholders but that several additional 

groups have a legitimate interest in the firm. The economic CSR perspective is based on three 

premises: 1) business and politics is clearly separated 2) companies must maximize their profit 

and have foremost a responsibility to their shareholders, and 3) in order for the firm to assume 

social responsibilities they must advance the long-term value of the firm (McWilliams and Siegel. 

2001). The biggest driver for CSR according to this perspective has thus been its business case 

(Bhattacharya & Sen 2004; Kotler & Lee 2005; Lichtenstein et al. 2004). Several studies have 

been conducted from this perspective, arguing that there is a link between CSR and positive 

financial performance. Both the stakeholder and the economic perspective influence this study, 

as it focuses on businesses attempting to maximize their profit by incorporating sustainability as a 

response to a changing external environment. In that sense, both external stakeholder pressure 

and the company’s internal ability to address sustainability strategically as to make profit are 

essential. This will be discussed further in the next section that will introduce the theoretical 

foundation of the thesis.     
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2.3 Introducing Stakeholder Theory & the Resource-Based View  

This thesis has its foundation in stakeholder theory and the Resource-Based View (RBV). 

Combining stakeholder theory and RBV is beneficial as it permits the study to consider the CSR 

incorporation process as driven by both external and internal factors. The stakeholder theory is 

useful in explaining why companies engage in CSR related activities, and is fruitful for the study 

as it captures the structure and dimensions of businesses societal relationships (Carroll. 1991; 

Wood & Jones. 1995). Further, the framework acknowledges the influence of external pressure 

on corporate strategy as well as the organizational culture in the CSR development process. This 

is vital to recognize that the company is positioned in an environment that influences how it can 

conduct business. In contrast, the RBV focus on internal conditions of the firm and the attempt 

to build competitive advantages (Barney. 1991). The theoretical perspective is essential to include 

in the study to understand why firms invest resources and attempt to incorporate sustainability in 

the organization. From a RBV, sustainability is considered a business opportunity for companies 

and could be incorporated to improve market positions and to develop competitive advantages. 

This is important for the recognition that sustainable business practices is important for 

companies that want to continue to conduct business in the future. Consequently, the 

combination of RBV and stakeholder theory is critical for the theoretical foundation of the thesis 

as it recognizes that companies operate to make a profit and that in order to do so, must adapt its 

business model to a changing external environment and incorporate sustainability.  

 

According to Matten et al (2003: 111) addressing stakeholder theory appears as “a necessary 

process in the operationalization of corporate social responsibility”. The theory first appeared in 

the later half of the 20th century and asserts that companies have a social responsibility that 

requires them to consider the interests of all parties affected by their actions, not just their 

shareholders. Freeman (1984: vi) defines stakeholders as “any group or individual who can affect, 

or is affected by, the achievement of a corporation’s purpose. Stakeholders include employees, 

customers, suppliers, stockholders, banks, environmentalists, government and other groups who 

can help or hurt the corporation”. In relation to applying stakeholder theory to the 

implementation of CSR practices, it has been argued that the stakeholder perspective can provide 

the basis for understanding the CSR incorporation process (e.g. Dunham et al. 2006). This, as 

stakeholders have a central role in the CSR implementation process as they pressure the firm to 

behave more sustainable, and grants the firm a ‘license to operate’ (Maignan et al. 2005). 

Therefore, it has been highlighted as vital to identify stakeholder’s needs, wants and desires in 

order to take a balanced perspective on stakeholders’ interest (Ibid). In that sense, Clarkson 



 17 

(1995) distinguishes between primary and secondary stakeholders. Primary stakeholders are those 

that the company cannot survive without, this include shareholders and investors, employees, 

customers and suppliers, as well as governments and communities. Secondary stakeholders are 

“those who influence or affect, or are influenced or affected by, the corporation, but they are not 

engaged in transactions with the corporation and are not essential for its survival” (Ibid: 107).  

 

According to the RBV, resources and capabilities that are valuable, rare, non-imitable and non-

substitutable can constitute a source of sustainable competitive advantages (Barney. 1991). 

Further, the RBV proposes that competitive advantages are driven by a company’s resources, 

competencies and capabilities, embedded in its organizational behavior and actions (Barney. 

1991; Teece et al. 1997). Chandler (2014) differs between strategic CSR and a more socially-

oriented or philanthropic form of CSR, and notes that strategic CSR is the source of sustainable 

value creation for businesses. Similarly, Porter and Kramer (2006) assert that companies can 

benefit economically from implementing strategic CSR. According to the authors, strategic CSR 

must be developed with an understanding of the interrelationship between a corporation and 

society, while also attached to the activities and strategies of the specific company. Further, the 

authors states that a company must integrate a sustainable perspective in the core framework 

already being used to guide its business strategy to benefit from strategic CSR and ensure that it 

will contribute to the firms’ competitiveness. Hence, by putting CSR at the center of business 

operations, companies can benefit from contributing to sustainable development while focusing 

on their core activities.  

 

2.4 Developing an Analytical Framework  

According to Epstein (2014:3) “It is unlikely that any company has fully integrated or achieved 

sustainability — this is a huge task — but numerous companies have taken important steps 

toward improving their sustainability performance and reducing their negative social, 

environmental, and economic impacts”. Companies are hence increasingly searching for 

systematic and organized processes to incorporate sustainability in business strategy and 

practices. However, businesses find it difficult to incorporate sustainability due to the lack of 

clear linkages between sustainability and business value, competing strategic priorities and the 

complexities of integration and implementation across companies, and due to lack of sufficient 

financial resources (Accenture & UNGC. 2013). While it is clear from the literature review that a 

research stream focusing on the implementation of CSR has emerged, the field of study is still 

fragmented and some scholars have suggested that studies into developing and implementing 
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CSR focus on relatively limited aspects (Maignan et al. 2005; Matten et al. 2003), and has granted 

relatively little attention to the practical aspects of CSR implementation by organizations 

(Godfrey & Hatch. 2007; Maon et al. 2010). This has led some researchers to highlight the need 

for more integrated models for addressing how firms can implement sustainability and CSR 

practices (e.g. Bansal. 2003; Sharma. 2002). An integrated model focusing on the incorporation of 

CSR is hence required to study the incorporation of sustainability from an encompassing 

perspective.  

 

An analytical framework will next be developed attempting to answer the question of how can 

companies successfully take action to incorporate sustainability into strategies and business practices? Building on 

the theoretical foundation of stakeholder theory and RBV, the framework takes a number of 

different factors into account to clarify what constitutes success factors for the firm attempting to 

incorporate strategic CSR. The analytical framework is structured into five different categories of 

features that were identified during the literature review and suggested as important for the 

strategic CSR incorporation process. For each category, factors assumed to influence the process 

will be presented and a discussion will be held based on previous literature. The categories are:  

 

• Knowledge and Communication 

• Strategic Intent 

• Supportive Company Culture 

• Leadership and Top-Management Support 

• Interaction with Stakeholders 

 

2.4.1 Knowledge & Communication 

According to Doppelt (2003), one of the most consistent mistakes made by organizations 

attempting to address sustainability is lack of a clear vision of sustainability and insufficient 

mechanisms for learning. A company that successfully want to integrate sustainability will need to 

be clear about its purpose, and is required to have sufficient knowledge of what it is striving to 

achieve. As part of this stage, it is important for the company to put it in the context of why they 

need to address sustainability and what benefits that could be gained. According to iisd (2007: 

22), when implementing CSR “A logical first step is to gather and examine relevant information 

about the firm’s products services, decision making processes and activities to determine where 

the firm currently is with respect to CSR activity, and to locate its pressure points for CSR 

action”. The assessment is important for identifying main risks and opportunities as well as the 
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organizations strengths and weaknesses. This is vital to build a sustainability framework that is 

suitable for the internal as well as external environment of the company. In order to go from 

intent to action the company should thus initiate the process with a CSR assessment in order to map 

out the current position of the company with regards to sustainability and to ensure that there is 

sufficient knowledge of how the company currently pursue their CSR efforts.    

 

Lueneburger & Goleman (2010) argues that companies often begin addressing CSR to protect 

themselves against possible attacks or crises. It can hence be considered as as a form of self-

protectionist behavior, or risk mitigation. This means that companies usually has a limited shared 

understanding of what sustainability means in this initial phase. Similarly, other authors have 

focused on how companies must take gradual steps towards fully incorporating sustainability in 

the organization. To exemplify, Zadek (2004) suggest a step-by-step approach to implement CSR 

that emphasizes organizational learning. The first stage, defensive, is taken by companies in order 

to protect themselves against attacks on their reputation that in the short term could harm the 

company. The second step, compliance, is thereafter taken to mitigate the harm that occurred. A 

policy-based compliance approach to CSR is adopted and considered a cost of doing business. In 

the third step, managerial, the societal issues are embedded in core management processes as a 

way to achieve long-term gains of being socially responsible and mitigate the rising costs. This is 

further developed in the fourth step, strategic, in which societal issues are aligned with core 

business strategies to gain first-mover advantages and enhance long-term economic value. Lastly, 

in the fifth step, civil, the company is promoting broad-based industry participation in corporate 

responsibility to overcome first-mover disadvantages and to gain from collective action. The 

increased attention aimed towards sustainability will hence initiate a learning process that will 

progressively lead the firm to develop a more comprehensive sense of CSR (Zadek. 2004; Mirvis 

& Googings. 2006; Dunphy et al. 2003). In order to facilitate this process, it is important that 

employees are given opportunities to engage as “people ultimately learn by doing and by judging 

results” (Doppelt. 2003: 53). Stone (2006) argues that training and communication are key factors 

in promoting an understanding of the importance of sustainable practices for the company. 

Without constantly expanding the knowledge and understanding of sustainability and CSR 

practices in the organization, it will become challenging for companies to overcome the barriers 

that they will need to face and integrate sustainability throughout the corporation. Hence, it is 

essential that companies early provide education and training to their employees and communicate 

sustainability internally if the company is aiming to work strategically with sustainability.  
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2.4.2 Strategic intent 

Related to the discussion on developing an understanding of the necessity of sustainable practices 

for the company is the development of a strategic intent. As previously mentioned, one of the 

biggest drivers for CSR has been its business case with several authors concluding that CSR can 

constitute a source of competitive advantage. To benefit from addressing sustainability it is 

therefore vital for the firm to early develop a strategic approach. According to Hitchcock and 

Willard (2009), this entails that businesses develop a long-term focus to examine threats and 

opportunities, make sense of current trends and identify relationships in the external 

environment. Landrum and Edwards (2009) points out that it requires a systematic thinking; 

everything is related and each person in the business can contribute towards more sustainable 

business practices. It is essential that sustainability be perceived as a company-wide goal that 

incorporates every aspect of business and its relationships. To ensure that the company is taking 

advantage of the business opportunity by incorporating a CSR-oriented business perspective, it is 

hence vital for the company to set clear goals, instruments and guidelines. According to Hohnen 

(2007), this is a foundation in the planning process. Mirvis and Googins (2006) notes that firms 

that have come furthest in integrating CSR into their business practices are those that has several 

instruments that manages and guides the process in place, including clear targets and key 

performance indicators. Part of this process is to internalize sustainability into companies various 

functional departments. Hence, it is important to develop goals that apply to different levels and functions 

at the company in order to initiate the process throughout the company. 

 

Companies attempting to incorporate sustainability would also need to develop a sustainability 

strategy. Epstein and Rejc (2014:2), notes that a “sustainability strategy will relate to a set of 

strategic activities by which companies are following sustainability principles and contributing to 

sustainable development”. According to PWC (2015) “what is becoming increasingly evident is 

that a sound sustainability strategy protects a company’s reputation; it drives innovation and 

employee engagement, it satisfies consumers and attracts and retains top talent; it demonstrates 

compliance and leads to market differentiation - all key ingredients for long-term growth and 

profitability”. Similarly, Epstein and Rejc (2014: 34) state, “best practice companies pursue 

coherent sustainability strategies”. According to the authors, the lack of strategy could result in 

decreased current and future corporate profitability due to decreased potential revenues related to 

sustainability that can lead to social, environmental or economical impact that might have 

substantial consequences for companies and result in damaged corporate reputation, increased 

community concern and increased legal claims. Still, many corporations continue doing ‘business 
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as usual’ while engaging in an additional separate program for sustainability or CSR on the side. 

According to Pedersen and Neergaard (2008), in order to successfully address sustainability, CSR 

need to move from being a peripheral add-on to becoming an integrated core business function. 

In order to do so, companies should develop a sustainability strategy. Companies must therefore 

early determine what specific business objectives that the strategy should support. The company 

should also seek to align its strategy with the core competencies of the company (McElhaney. 

2009). This is supported by Epstein and Rejc (2014) who argues that a strategy must be 

consistent with the company’s mission, culture and aligned with geography, customer, product, 

community and other stakeholder requirements. Companies should hence develop a sustainability 

strategy and an action plan to drive the sustainability incorporation process.  

 

Hoffman et al. (2001) argues that if a company is serious about CSR, they should also be serious 

about how they evaluate their CSR practices. This, as what gets measured in companies is what 

gets done. Companies therefore need to make a fundamental shift in their measurements systems 

and incorporate the triple bottom line as to assess the impact of business operations on all 

dimensions of sustainability (Heslin & Ochoa. 2008). According to Deegan (2007), sustainability 

reporting goes beyond providing legitimacy and a ‘license to operate’. This is supported by Fifka 

(2013) who argues that sustainability reporting can result in a better image and reputation as well 

as be of importance for attracting and retaining qualified employees and for ensuring higher work 

satisfaction. It also permits companies to better understand their own operations and provide an 

overview of their sustainability work. According to Aras and Crowther (2009), sustainability 

reporting forces companies to analyze their entire value chain, which could lead to the 

identification of opportunities for value creation and the improvement of operations. It is 

therefore important that the company early begin to evaluate and monitor sustainability efforts.  

 

2.4.3 Supportive Company Culture 

The task of embedding CSR is complex as it often requires fundamental shifts in companies’ 

organizational culture (Doppelt. 2003; Jones et al. 2007). According to Doppelt (2003) the culture 

of the firm can either support or spoil CSR efforts. Similarly, authors such as Heslin and Ochoa 

(2008) argue that effective CSR initiatives are those that derive from extensive analysis of each 

company’s culture, competencies and strategic opportunities. Hence, sustainability initiatives have 

to be adapted to every organizations unique pre-conditions in order to be successfully 

incorporated. De Woot (2005) argue that integrating CSR principles into an organizations 

strategy requires a change from an economy-driven culture to a more value-laden culture. In line 
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with this argument, Maon et al. (2010) implies that the CSR implementation process demands a 

deep comprehension and integration of the moral and cultural values of the firm. Thus, it is 

essential to ensure a supportive company culture of the incorporation process.  

 

In order to build a supportive culture and integrate sustainability across all levels it is important 

that the process is people-driven. Aguilera et al. (2007) have studied CSR through a multilevel 

theoretical framework asserting that at each level of analysis actors have three main motives for 

pressuring firms to engage in CSR. The three main motives are instrumental (self-interest driven), 

relational (concerned with relationships among group members) and moral (concerned with 

ethical standards and moral principles). Others have focused on the importance of top-leadership 

and board involvement (Dunphy et al. 2003; Epstein. 2008) as well as employee engagement at 

lower levels of the organization (Sharma et al. 2009; Simmons. 2008). Unruh (2014) argues that 

leading sustainability companies incite their functional managers to identify their own 

opportunities to improve corporate responsibility performance by displaying the business value 

of incorporating social intelligence in their every-day decisions. This drives CSR down to lower 

organizational levels and embeds it into the company culture and processes by altering “the way 

business is done in every function and unit of the company” (Ibid). The task is important as the 

tools to implement changes and improve the company’s sustainability performance lie in the 

functional areas. However, maximizing the benefits of social intelligence requires that employee 

actions are not disorganized, but guided by an overarching sustainability vision and strategy. In 

line with this, Doppelt (2003) notes that employees that do not understand the need, strategies, 

purpose and expected outcome of the sustainability incorporation process will resist the change. 

To summarize this section, it is essential to ensure an employee-driven sustainability incorporation process.  

 

2.4.4 Leadership and Top-Management Support 

Leadership has been asserted as an important feature for stirring companies towards more 

sustainable business conduct. According to a publication by Kiewa (2000: 9), “embedding 

sustainable business practices into the DNA of an organization requires total commitment from 

the board (or those responsible for governance) and the senior executive team”. Further, Bansal 

(2003) notes that both lower level and top-level commitment is vital for the implementation of 

CSR practices. In a study from 2006, Waldman et al. confirms that leaders are a key component 

in the prediction of how far companies engage in CSR. Interestingly, the findings appear to hold 

only for strategically-oriented CSR, and not for a more socially-oriented form. This implies that 

leaders primarily engage in, and are drivers of a CSR agenda if they have an understanding of 
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how a more sustainable mind-set could benefit the firm. Similarly, Dunphy et al. (2003), asserts 

that strategic sustainability represents a commitment demonstrated by top management that 

moves beyond compliance and efficiency to avoid risks and minimize costs. It is hence important 

that leaders understand the commitment and large transformation of the firm that is required in 

order to fully benefit from incorporating sustainability across the company. As part of this 

transformation, it is important that leaders understand the commitment to sustainability as they 

are important change agents in the sense that they are able to shape responsible business 

practices by e.g. formally integrating CSR into the corporate vision, mission and values (Epstein. 

2008; Werre. 2003). Further, they also have the ability to initiate new projects and evolve their 

decision-making as to become more ethical (Lueneburger & Goleman. 2010; Trevino & Nelson. 

2007). Hence, leaders are important for incorporating sustainability in strategy and ensure sufficient 

resources to the sustainability incorporation process.   

 

Scholars are largely supportive of the argument that it is imperative that senior management as 

well as the board signals their support for sustainability (Dunphy et al. 2003; Epstein. 2008; Benn 

et al. 2006; Basu & Palazzo. 2008). The signal is important to ensure that employees at all levels 

pay attention to the process and for ensuring their support. Further, leadership has been 

identified as a factor that influences the organizational culture of companies (Schein. 2004). In 

order to ensure an organizational culture supportive of the incorporation of sustainability, leaders 

must hence state their support. Leaders and managers are also important in the sense that they 

need to communicate the CSR vision throughout the company, ensure that it is understood by 

everyone, as well as influence and collaborate with others in the organization to ensure overall 

support for the process (Lueneburger & Goleman. 2010). Hence, leaders must signal their support 

for the sustainability incorporation process to the organization. 

 

2.4.5 Interaction with Stakeholders 

Den Hond and De Bakker (2007) asserts that, as the responsibility for addressing a wide range of 

social issues are transferred from the state to the private sector, external groups are increasingly 

pressuring firms to address those issues. Addressing stakeholders is hence important when 

moving from intent to action in implementing CSR (Phillips. 2003; Dunham et al. 2006; Maignan 

et al. 2005). A vital step in the implementation process is therefore to identify the stakeholders of 

the firm and the issues that they find relevant. This step will be an important part of deciding 

what issues are highly relevant for the firm to focus on (den Hond & de Bakker. 2007; Basu & 

Palazzo. 2008; Mirvis & Googins. 2006). Stakeholders have a central role in the CSR 
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implementation process of the firm as they can put pressure on the firm to behave more 

sustainable, grant the firm a ‘license to operate’ or legitimacy (Maignan et al. 2005). Porter & 

Kramer (2006) notes that a company is more likely to respond to external pressure in response to 

uncertain or ambiguous situations. The degree to which the external pressure influences a 

company’s activities varies with the company’s competitive position, the degree to which social 

legitimacy is a prerequisite to operate and the company’s exposure to public scrutiny. The firm 

should therefore conduct a stakeholder analysis and make use of the stakeholder management process. 

 

The stakeholder management process consist of the following steps:  

(1) Identify the relevant stakeholder groups in relation to the issue being addressed 

(2) Determine the stake and importance of each stakeholder group 

(3) Decide how effectively the "needs" or "expectations" of each group is presently being met. 

(4) Modify corporate policies and priorities to take into consideration stakeholder interests 

(Freeman. 1984). 

 

It is also important to ensure a continuous dialogue and build relationships with relevant stakeholders in 

order to communicate that the company is committed to act sustainably. According to the World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development, “Stakeholder dialogue is a powerful catalyst for 

change. It promotes greater transparency, information sharing and inspires society to work 

together”. Stakeholder dialogue can assume a variety of forms and differ from simply providing 

information about the company’s business practices through for example codes of conducts or 

sustainability report, to a more open dialogue on a wide range of issues (Pedersen. 2006). 

Engaging in dialogue with stakeholders could also be beneficial for the firm as it could result in 

improved reputation, increased knowledge, and an improved position on the market. It could 

further be useful for identifying trends and future issues at an early stage, gain insight into the 

stakeholders’ appreciation for the organization and the evaluation of the current performance, 

allow the organization and stakeholders to gain a better understanding of each other’s interests 

and dilemmas, and gain broader support for the decisions companies make, resolve conflicts, 

gather suggestions and ideas for improve sustainability performance and to build trust (Kaptein 

& Wempe. 2002). Different stakeholders are relevant for the firm and through stakeholder 

dialogue the firm can create a basis to work with different stakeholders in projects, industry 

collaborations, alliances or partnerships. The firm can also include customers in the sustainability 

process through initiatives that demands customer involvement and engagement.  
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2.4.7 Summary of the Analytical Framework 

The five different categories resulted in twelve different factors that are assumed to be essential 

in ensuring that the firm can go from intent to action when addressing sustainability. The factors 

were developed based on the literature review made for the thesis and has been selected as these 

have been addressed and argued to be of importance in previous studies. The factors are: 

 

1. Initiate process with a CSR assessment  

2. Provide education and training  

3. Communicate sustainability internally  

4. Develop goals that apply to different levels and functions  

5. Develop clear strategies and an action plan 

6. Evaluate and monitor sustainability efforts  

7. Ensure a supportive company culture 

8. Ensure an employee-driven sustainability incorporation process  

9. Leaders incorporate sustainability in strategy and ensure sufficient resources for the process  

10. Leaders signal their support for the sustainability incorporation process to the organization  

11. Conduct a stakeholder analysis and make use of the stakeholder management process 

12. Ensure a continuous dialogue and build relationships with relevant stakeholders 

 

A summary of the literature review is presented on the next page together with the different 

categories and factors included in the analytical framework. The summary is attempting to further 

clarify to the reader how the analytical framework was developed and link it to previous literature 

that the framework originates from. 
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Category: Factor: Summary: Author(s): 
 
 
 

Knowledge & 
Communication 

1. Initiate process 
with a CSR 
assessment  
2. Provide education 
and training  
3. Communicate 
sustainability 
internally  

The firm should initially focus on 
mapping out their current position 
with regards to sustainability. This is 
conducted by identifying internal 
strengths and weaknesses, as well as 
opportunities and threats. It is also 
vital to provide training and 
communicate sustainability efforts 
internally to develop knowledge and 
information about what the company 
wants to achieve.  

Benn et al. (2014), Doppelt 
(2003), Dunphy et al. (2003), 
Iisd (2007), Lueneburger & 
Goleman (2010), Mirvis & 
Googins (2006) 
Stone (2006), Zadek (2004) 

 
 
 
 
 

Strategic intent 

4. Develop goals that 
apply to different 
levels and functions 
5. Develop clear 
strategies and an 
action plan 
6. Evaluate and 
monitor sustainability 
efforts  

It is essential that sustainability be 
perceived as a company-wide goal that 
incorporates every aspect of business 
and its relationships. Therefore 
companies should develop goals for all 
departments. Companies need to 
incorporate the triple bottom line in 
their reporting and monitoring to 
assess the impact of business 
operations on all dimensions of 
sustainability.  

Aras & Crowther (2009), 
Benn et al. (2006), Chandler 
(2014) 
Deegan (2007), Epstein & 
Rejc (2014), Fifka (2013), 
Hitchcock & Willard (2009), 
Hohnen (2007), Landrum & 
Edwards (2009), Mirvis & 
Googins (2006), Pedersen & 
Neergaard (2008), Porter & 
Kramer (2002), UNGC & 
Accenture (2013) 

 
 

Supportive 
Company 
Culture 

7. Ensure a 
supportive company 
culture 
8. Ensure an 
employee-driven 
sustainability 
incorporation process  

The organizational culture is important 
for the implementation, as it must be 
supportive of the process. People are 
essential drivers of change processes. 
The firm must therefore promote 
learning so that all employees have an 
understanding of CSR and 
sustainability. 

Aguilera et al. (2007), Basu 
& Palazzo (2008), Benn et al. 
(2006) 
De Woot (2005), Doppelt 
(2003) 
Jones et al. (2007), Heslin & 
Ochoa (2008), Maon et al. 
(2010) 

 
 
 

Leadership & 
Top-

Management 
Support 

9. Leaders 
incorporate 
sustainability in 
strategy and ensure 
sufficient resources 
for the process  
10. Leaders signal 
their support for the 
sustainability 
incorporation process 
to the organization  

Leadership is central for ensuring that 
the firm will address sustainability. 
Leaders are important for 
incorporating sustainability in strategy 
and to ensure sufficient resources to 
the sustainability incorporation 
process. It is also important that 
leaders signal their support for the 
sustainability incorporation process 
internally as well as externally.  

Aguilera et al. (2007), Bansal 
(2003), Basu and Palazzo 
(2008), Benn et al. (2006), 
Epstein (2008) 
Kiewa (2000), Lueneburger 
& Goleman. (2010), Trevino 
& Nelson (2007), Waldman 
et al. (2006),Werre (2003) 

 
 
Interaction with 

Stakeholders 

11. Conduct a 
stakeholder analysis 
and make use of the 
stakeholder 
management process 
12. Ensure a 
continuous dialogue 
and build 
relationships with 
relevant stakeholders 

Stakeholders have a central role in the 
implementation process. At the same 
time, it is complex as a firm have many 
different stakeholders, which often 
have conflicting opinions. It is 
important to communicate that the 
company is committed to act 
sustainably. It is also important to 
have stakeholder dialogues and build 
relationships with stakeholders.  

Basu & Palazzo (2008), Den 
Hond & De Bakker (2007), 
DiMaggio & Powell (1983), 
Dunham et al. (2006), 
Freeman (1984), Maignan et 
al. (2005), Mirvis & Googins 
(2006), Kaptein & Wempe 
(2002), Pedersen (2006), 
Phillips (2003)  

 

Figure 2.4 Summary of previous literature that influence the analytical framework  
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3. Methodological Framework 
 

 

3.1 Research philosophy  

This thesis identifies with critical realism as research philosophy. Similar to the positivist research 

philosophy, realism asserts that there is a reality independent of our thinking about it that science 

can study (Easton. 2010; Sayer. 2000). In that sense, critical realism acknowledges that material 

change in society must be explained, and that causal explanations are essential (Sayer. 2000). 

However, the critical realist emphasize that all observation is imperfect and only a sensation of 

the real world. According to Sayer (2000: 17) “critical realism acknowledges that social 

phenomena are intrinsically meaningful, and hence that meaning is not only externally descriptive 

of them but constitutive of them”. In that sense, “meaning has to be understood, it cannot be 

measured or counted, and hence there is always an interpretative or hermeneutic element in 

social science” (Ibid). The critical realist philosophy is suitable for the thesis due to several 

reasons. Firstly, the chosen research philosophy need to recognize that there is a world 

independent of the actors that inhibit it in order for the study to identify factors enabling 

companies to successfully incorporate sustainability, and for the ability to argue that these factors 

might be of relevance for other companies. If another philosophy were adopted, such as 

interpretivism, it would have made little sense to conduct a multiple case study in the attempt to 

identify key factors that will enable companies to take action to incorporate sustainability. This as 

it would not have been possible to draw conclusions that, to some extent, were of general nature 

and applicable on other companies than those selected to be part of the study. However, it is also 

considered important for the study to acknowledge that observations and knowledge are relative 

to the culture, time period and perception of social actors. It is of the author’s view that things 

exist independently of surrounding actors but that society is part of shaping the perception of 

such things and of provide things with a purpose and identity. Critical realism will ensure that the 

conclusions of the study are deeply rooted in the real world and will be of relevance for 

companies attempting to incorporate sustainability. Thus, critical realism is suitable as it enables a 

study that focuses on identifying success factors for the incorporation of sustainability while also 

acknowledging that society is interpreted through social conditioning. The critical realist 

philosophy is often used in business and management research that is concerned with the social 

world in which we live and is appropriate for this type of research, which often attempts to 

understand a certain phenomenon and recommend change (Saunders et al. 2009). According to 
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Bhashkar (1989), the social world can only be comprehended if the social structures that have 

given rise to the studied phenomenon are understood. In that sense, the critical realist research 

philosophy is also suitable for the thesis as it enables the study of social actors, considering that 

the analytical framework puts a lot of emphasis on the role of external stakeholders as well as 

actors within the organization when incorporating sustainability. 

 

3.2 Research Approach 

This thesis makes use of a deductive research approach. A distinction is often made between an 

inductive and deductive research approach. The inductive approach is initiated with the 

collection of empirical data and attempts to form an understanding and theory based on the 

empirical evidence. To the opposite, the deductive approach attempts to answer research 

questions constructed on the basis of existing theory (Saunders et al. 2009). Deduction is often 

related to the positivist school and quantitative research as it emphasizes the need to explain 

casual relationships between variables (Saunders et al. 2009). However, the approach was found 

suitable to combine with a critical realist position and considered appropriate for the thesis for 

several reasons such as the explanatory nature of the study and the objective to identify different 

success factors that enable the incorporation of sustainability in organizations. The research 

approach was further chosen since there is a vast field of literature within the field of 

sustainability and CSR. According to Saunders et al. (2009: 127) “a topic on which there is a 

wealth of literature from which you can define a theoretical framework and a hypothesis lends 

itself more readily to deduction”. Hence, a deductive approach enables the thesis to add to 

previous research by integrating different theories into one theoretical framework that will be 

applied to test its validity. Lastly, the deductive approach is suitable for time-restrained studies 

since the data collection often is accomplished at one occasion and the research process is highly 

structured (Saunders et al. 2009).  

 

3.3 Research Design 

Robson (2002) calls the process of turning a research question into a research project for the 

research design. This step includes deciding on research strategies, research choices and time 

horizons.  

 

3.3.1 Research Strategy 

A research strategy refers to how an author answers the research questions (Yin. 1994). This 

thesis makes use of a multiple-case study strategy by analyzing five companies and takes an 
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explanatory approach, as the analysis focuses on finding explanations to answer the research 

question. Robson (2002: 178) defines a case study as “a strategy for doing research which 

involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life 

context using multiple sources of evidence”. A case study can focus on a single case as well as 

incorporate multiple cases. Saunders et al. (2009) considers case studies valuable due to several 

reasons. First, case studies has the ability to generate answers to the question ‘why?’ as well as the 

‘what?’ and ‘how? In that sense, it is very useful for explanatory and exploratory research. 

Secondly, a case study strategy is suitable for the pursuit of a deeper knowledge of the research 

context. Lastly, a case study strategy can be useful for exploring and challenging existing theory. 

In line with this argument, Yin (2009) suggests that case studies may be used when studying 

complex initiatives. Further, the author argues that multiple case studies may be preferable as it 

enables the researcher to establish if findings in one case occur in other cases, hence focuses 

upon the need to generalize from the outcome of the study. With this in mind, the choice of 

research strategy can be justified by the nature of the issue that is being studied. Previous 

literature has shown that sustainability cannot be incorporated through a ‘one-size-fits-all’ model 

but must be adopted and addressed with the unique features of the corporation in mind. Hence, 

a more quantitative approach would not fully shed light on the company-specific complexities of 

the issue, nor be able to take into account less tangible factors that might be of relevance for the 

study. At the same time it is useful to include multiple cases to fulfill the purpose of the thesis 

that is to attempt to identify key success factors that have enabled firms to successfully 

incorporate sustainability into strategies and business practices, to get a result that will give an 

indication of what might be of relevance for other companies. According to Stake (2010), the 

case study strategy can be justified by it being a common method for investigating how things 

can be improved. Hence, the method is a suitable choice.  

 

Further, the adoption of this technique is endorsed by the critical realist perspective that 

increasingly has been used in qualitative research (e.g. Bhaskar. 2008; Manicas. 2006; Maxwell. 

2011). According to Easton (2010) the case study strategy is particularly well-suited when taking a 

critical realist philosophy standpoint as it justifies the study of any situation regardless of the 

numbers of research units if the scholar attempts to gain a thorough understanding of the 

research object. Easton (2010: 128) further states that ”a critical realist approach to case research 

involves developing a research question that identifies a research phenomenon of interest, in 

terms of discernible events, and asks what causes them to happen”. Hence, the research strategy 

is a suitable choice based on both the research philosophy and research approach. This as the 
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strategy enables an in-depth study while also enabling the use of deduction as to identify what 

effect different factors have on companies’ ability to incorporate sustainability into their 

organization.   

 

3.3.2 Research Choices 

A multi-research method has been used in order to gain a rich understanding of the studied field 

and to answer the research question. According to Curran and Blackburn (2001), this method is 

increasingly advocated within business and management research. Multi-method research refers 

to a combination of more than one data collection technique that is restricted to either qualitative 

or quantitative research (Saunders et al. 2009).  

 

Saunders et al (2009) notes that it is likely that various research methods will be used and 

triangulated when using a case study strategy. Triangulation refers to “the use of different data 

collection techniques within one study in order to ensure that the data are telling you what you 

think they are telling you” (Saunders et al. 2009: 146). Similarly, Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) 

suggest that triangulation offers a greater chance of obtaining a richer picture of the studied field 

and gaining direct access to reality. Therefore, the thesis adopted the method of triangulation by 

combining semi-structured interviews with the use of secondary data conducted in previous 

studies within the field of sustainability and CSR, and information regarding studied companies. 

The combination of data contributed to a more detailed description of studied companies 

sustainability incorporation process.  

 

3.3.3 Time Horizons  

Two time horizons can be derived when conducting a study; the cross-sectional approach and the 

longitudinal approach. The cross-sectional approach focuses on a specific event, such as initiating 

the work with incorporating sustainability in an organization, while a longitudinal study would 

examine specific phenomena over a period of time (Saunders et al. 2009). This thesis takes a 

cross-sectional approach. The approach is recognized as most suitable for the objective of the 

research as it focuses primarily on the initial incorporation process of CSR and does not aim to 

study the development of incorporating sustainability. The approach is further the most suitable 

for the feasibility of the thesis, as it is possible to conduct a study that does not stretch over a 

period of time. In the future, it could also be interesting to study companies sustainability 

incorporating process from a longitudinal approach to closer examine how this process develops 

over time. 
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3.3.4 Sampling 

Eisenhardt (1989), states that the choice of population is pivotal for a study as it defines the 

objects from which the sample is selected. In this thesis, the population can be broadly defined as 

businesses. Hence, it is not possible to study the entire population. Instead, this thesis is based on 

a sample extracted using a purposive or judgmental sampling technique. It is a sampling 

technique where the researcher selects the participants in a non-random manner based on certain 

criteria (Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). It enables a selection based on the researchers own judgment 

as to which cases that will contribute the most to answer the research question and meet the 

objectives of the study. The judgmental sampling technique is often used in case study research 

(Saunders et al. 2009).  

 

It would have been useful to select a group of companies that differed in their sustainability 

performance while keeping other factors similar to investigate how the successful and less 

successful group of companies differed in their sustainability work. However, finding companies 

that were willing to participate and share why they did not perform well in the sustainability area 

proved to be difficult. Instead, the study made use of a homogeneous sampling technique as to 

focus on a particular sub-group in which all the sample members are similar. For the study, the 

sampling was based on criteria such as sustainability performance, financial performance and 

product lines, in the attempt to keep these factors as similar as possible. An evaluation of 

sustainability performance was made through the use of different ratings, assessments by 

stakeholders and the author’s own judgment. The selected companies have all scored high in 

different sustainability index, such as the Sustainable Brand Index (SB-Index. 2015) or have 

received a similar type of recognition for their sustainability work. Further, all companies publicly 

state that they are committed to incorporate sustainability in the organization. Hence, the selected 

companies were also chosen due to their publicly affirmed commitment to sustainability. All 

companies are further situated in the end of the supply chain, retailing goods directly to 

consumers. Consequently, the five case companies were selected to form a group of comparable 

businesses within respective industry. More information about the selected companies can be 

found in appendix 6.  

 

3.4 Data Collection Methods 

The data collection methods of the thesis span from interviews, to reports from companies and 

other literature. Thus, the thesis is based on a combination of primary and secondary data as 

presented in the following sections.  
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3.4.1 Primary Data 

The primary data of the study consists of five semi-structured interviews. A semi-structured 

interview is flexible in the sense that the researcher will have a list of themes and questions to be 

covered in an alternating order, although the questions may vary from interview to interview. It 

provides the researcher with the ability to exclude as well as ask additional questions in particular 

interviews, given the organizational context that is encountered in relation to the research topic 

(Saunders et al. 2009). The semi-structured interview is thus a non-standardized method for data 

collection and is often used qualitatively and as part of a case study strategy. Semi-structured 

interviews can be used in explanatory studies to understand the relationships between variables 

and is thus a suitable data collection method in order to understand how variables affect the 

integration of sustainability into an organization. Further, the method is particularly useful in 

order to understand the effect of social actors on the studied phenomenon, as interviewees will 

be provided with the opportunity to explain, or build on their responses as well as use word or 

ideas in a particular way. In that sense, the semi-structured interview can add depth to the 

obtained data and provide the researcher with “a rich and detailed set of data” (Saunders et al. 

2009: 324).  

 

The interviews was held with a relevant employee as a respondent at each company and lasted 

forty-five to sixty minutes. All interviews were recorded and transcribed in the original language, 

e.g. Swedish. Further, the interview was transcribed immediately after it had been conducted. 

Follow-up emails were also sent to some of the respondents to clarify answers if deemed to be 

vague after the interview. The interviewees were carefully selected in order to achieve a 

comprehensive understanding of the incorporation of sustainability in each company. All 

interviewees were responsible for the sustainability department at their company. A list of the 

interviewees can be found below:  

 

 

Name Title Company 

Elin Larsson Hållbarhetschef/ Corporate Sustainability Manager Filippa K 

Lotta Amsén Hållbarhetschef/Sustainability Manager Indiska 

Fredrika Klarén Hållbarhetschef/Sustainability Manager KappAhl 

Claes Johansson Chef, Hållbar Utveckling/Head of Sustainability Lantmännen 

Cecilia Sjöholm CSR-Direktör/CSR Director Orkla Foods Sweden 
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3.4.2 Secondary Data 

According to Saunders et al. (2009), secondary data is existing data that has been already collected 

for some other purpose. Secondary data has mainly been gathered from annual reports and CSR 

reports from the studied companies. Other sources of secondary data has also been used, 

primarily gathered from the United Nations, research papers, market statistics, government 

reports, as well as other conducted studies within the field of sustainability and CSR. A large 

amount of secondary data was gathered regarding the case companies in order to gain a strong 

precondition for the interviews, thereby achieving a deeper understanding of the different 

processes. The information was primarily collected through the studied companies websites, 

newspapers and other published material found relevant for the purpose of adding more depth to  

the analysis of the data.  

 
Figure 3. The Research Onion (Authors own illustration based on Saunders et al. 2009) 
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3.6 Reliability & Validity  

 

3.6.1 Reliability  

Reliability refers to the extent to which your data collection techniques or analysis procedures will 

produce consistent findings. Robson (2002) asserts that there may be four threats to reliability: 

participant bias, participant error, observer error and observer bias. The initial two threats refer 

specifically to the studied objects and have been taken into account through ensuring that 

interviewees have relevant knowledge of the studied field. Since all interviewees are heads of the 

respective company’s sustainability department, the threat can be considered low. Further, 

information was provided to each company representative before the interview to clarify what 

topics that would be discussed and to certify that the person would be prepared to discuss the 

different themes and questions relevant for the thesis. However, it is important to recognize that 

there is a risk of the interviewee saying things in the interview that make their company appear 

good while the answer is not completely accurate. The threat was addressed by asking several 

questions related to the same topic to ensure consistency in the responses, and by developing a 

comprehensive view of the company’s sustainability work ahead of the interview to be able to 

make qualitative assessments of the answers. The last two threats suggested by Robson refer to 

threats caused by the researcher and has been taken into account throughout the data collection 

process. One way of doing so has been through striving for a transparent thesis that enables 

other to understand and interpret the result of the study. Efforts have therefore been taken in the 

writing process to ensure that the reader will have the ability to follow the thesis process. 

Additionally, appendixes of relevance have been attached to the thesis to provide the reader with 

additional information that could be of interest. Relevant information includes information about 

the companies and their CSR work, transcriptions of the interviews and email conversations. 

Saunders et al. (2009) suggest that observer errors can be avoided through the introduction of a 

high degree of structure to the interview schedule. However, in this case attempting to do so 

would simply undermine the interview technique as its strength comes from offering some 

flexibility and opportunity for variation. Instead, the reliability of the thesis has been addressed 

through careful planning and preparation of the conducted interviews, while still leaving room 

for flexibility in the execution. Saunders et al. (2009) further notes that it should be taken into 

account that qualitative research is not necessarily intended to be repeatable. This assumption is 

based on the notion that qualitative research focuses on issues that are both dynamic and 

complex. This is important to have in mind as to justify the choice of research design. Further, 

measures have been taken to avoid observer bias and to ensure that the analyzed data has been 
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interpreted correctly by providing interviewees with the possibility to read the thesis. The 

collected data was additionally transcribed carefully and has been listened to several times in 

order to ensure the correct interpretation of the interviews. Transcriptions of the interviews can 

be found in appendixes 1-5.   

 

3.6.2 Validity  

The validity of a study refers to the degree which the findings of a study accurately represent 

what they intend to describe (Saunders et al. 2009). Qualitative research in the form of semi-

structured interviews can often achieve a high level of validity if interviews are conducted 

carefully and questions are clarified, meanings of responses explored and topics discussed from 

different angles (Saunders et al. 2009). Yin (2009) describes three ways of testing the validity of 

case studies: internal, external and construct validity. Internal validity refers to attempts to 

establish causal relationships between variables and is therefore mainly relevant to quantitative 

research. The qualitative character of the thesis hence makes it less concerned with internal 

validity. Construct validity refers to the identification of correct operational tools and instruments 

for examining the studied phenomenon. The study is executed with a research design that is 

often used and recommended by other scholars, with the purpose of raising the construct 

validity. The thesis further attempts to ensure a high level of construct validity through the usage 

of multiple data collection techniques. The triangulation of different data, collected using 

methods in the form of semi-structured interviews and the study of multiple sources of 

secondary data ensures the avoidance of so called researcher bias. The external validity is 

concerned with the generalizability of the results of the case study. Qualitative research using 

semi-structured interviews is not able to make statistical generalizations about entire populations 

(Yin. 2003). This issue is important to address since the conducted case study only focused on a 

small number of companies through semi-structured interviews. In that sense, it is important to 

note that the thesis does not claim to produce generalizable results. Instead the aim of the thesis 

is to test the developed framework on a chosen sample to explain that particular research setting. 

The purpose is further to identify factors that have been of importance for several of the 

companies to have an indication of whether in the future it might be possible to identify a set of 

factors that can be of importance for a larger number of companies. However, for a more 

generalizable result an additional study with different research settings would be required. From a 

critical realist perspective, it is also important to note that when interpreting the results of the 

study one should also recognize that there is an interpretative element to the results and that it is 

based on the authors’ perception of the objects.  
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4. Analysis 
 

 

This chapter contains the analysis of the thesis. It is structured in accordance with the analytical 

framework presented in chapter three. For each suggested key success factor, the five different 

companies are analyzed. The companies do not appear in a fixed order but the structure is 

different dependent on the results of the analysis to illustrate linkages between the different 

companies.  

 

4.1 Knowledge and Communication   

 

4.1.1 Initiate Process with a CSR Assessment  

In the initial stages of incorporating sustainability, KappAhl was well prepared. The company had 

been working to measure and collect data on different sustainability aspects for years to comply 

with standards such as the ISO 14001.2  Further, KappAhl had regularly for several years 

conducted a variety of analyses such as GAP analyses, or analysis focused on environmental 

aspects or stakeholders. The company made use of the well-established basis of data and 

knowledge to build the sustainability framework. Hence, KappAhl’s sustainability incorporation 

process was based on a thorough assessment of the internal and external environment. 

According to Fredrika Klarén, Head of Sustainability, “We had a good foundation of data even 

though we have continued to build on this basis even more since then” (Appendix 2, line 113-

114). The continuation of collecting material has primarily focused on making sure that KappAhl 

base decisions on information that is up-to-date and on latest research within the sustainability 

field. It has also included the benchmarking of other companies to learn from best-practices.  

 

Similarly, Lantmännen has since many years been required to ensure a high sustainability 

knowledge-level due to the industry that the company is operating in, “[…] when working with 

food production, environmental issues are always present and there is a big external pressure 

from environmental organizations regarding issues such as pesticides and over-fertilization. In 

that sense, classical environmental issues have always been present in the organization” 

(Appendix 3, line 67-70). The knowledge was important for abiding to different regulations and 

                                                
2 The ISO 14001 standard represents the core set of standards used by organizations for designing and implementing 
an effective Environmental Management System (EMS). See more at 
http://www.iso.org/iso/home/standards/management-standards/iso14000.htm.  
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legislation regarding food production. This indicates that the external environment and type of 

industry influence the need for companies to develop knowledge and respond to external 

pressure (DiMaggio & Powell. 1983). Even though Lantmännen had a lot of knowledge 

regarding sustainability and their own performance, the company felt the need to gain a more in-

depth understanding of the external environment and therefore conducted a comprehensive 

assessment before adopting a more strategic approach to sustainability, “We did quite a thorough 

assessment […]” (Appendix 3, line 253-254). The assessment process was focused for example 

on the role of the grocery chain from a global sustainability perspective, the matureness of the 

market, and included benchmarking of other companies sustainability work. Lantmännen also 

conducted research to understand the need to integrate sustainability from a scientific 

perspective. The company worked with the consultancy firm Accenture in this process. In that 

sense, Lantmännen conducted an extensive assessment and can be said to have detailed 

knowledge of their current performance from a sustainability perspective when deciding to take 

action and work more strategically with sustainability. It was also important to ensure that the 

company had knowledge related to all dimensions of sustainability, as Lantmännen otherwise 

could have been criticized for focusing solely on environmental aspects. 

 

Orkla initiated their sustainability work by collecting material regarding sustainability from the 

three merged companies. The companies had all worked with sustainability previously, and 

abided to standards such as the ISO 26000 and other environmental directives. Orkla therefore 

had a lot of available material from its initiation. CSR Director Cecilia Sjöholm refers specifically 

to the work done at Procordia, one of the merged companies where she previously was 

employed, “We did a thorough assessment, and also brought in external support for the 

sustainability mapping (Appendix 4, line 200-202). After collecting existing material internally, 

Orkla formed a cross-functional working group to assess the organization and the work done 

within the sustainability field to be used as a basis for deciding on the sustainability framework. 

This process was especially important for ensuring that all dimensions of sustainability was 

incorporated since the merged companies previously had focused mostly on the environmental 

dimension due to strong regulations on how to produce food products (Appendix 4, line 29-30). 

According to Hart and Milstein (2003), this is essential as only considering one dimension of 

sustainability strategically leaves companies in an ill-equipped position. In order to balance the 

approach, the cross-functional group focused on how Orkla could address other dimension of 

sustainability as well that were of relevance for the firm. The evaluation conducted by the cross-

functional group focused primarily on assessing the external environment, both industry specific 
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and a more general analysis. The group also conducted an impact assessment to identify how they 

could work to ensure highest possible impact within the company’s prioritized sustainability 

areas. The approach enabled Orkla to collect a variety of information that permitted the company 

to develop a CSR framework that was grounded in both the organizational heritage from the 

three merged companies and Orkla’s present work.  

 

Filippa K also developed a comprehensive understanding of their current sustainability work. 

However, the company considers their sustainability work a long-term learning process and has 

therefore addressed sustainability gradually. This includes a shift towards a circular approach to 

the company’s impact on society and in that sense the assessment had no specific end-date but is 

a continuous process. The initial stages of this process included a mapping of Filippa Ks value 

chain. Together with the consultancy firm the Natural Step, the company conducted a life cycle 

analysis on one of Filippa Ks products (Appendix 5, line 84-85). According to the Corporate 

Sustainability Manager Elin Larsson, the results was not satisfying even though the product was a 

T-shirt produced in ecological cotton and lycra, “There were a few unpleasant surprises, things 

we had not expected” (Appendix 5, line 85-86). The initial stages of the mapping and learning 

process led Filippa K to initiate their ‘Front Runners’ project. The Front Runners is the name of 

three products that Filippa K has developed for the past two years in a process that focused on 

the development of a product that is as sustainable as possible throughout the value chain, “To 

start with something small and concrete was motivating for us as it we could actually make a 

difference. Everything in our company was connected to this process, from how we 

communicate our sustainability work to our company vision. The Front Runners led to a gigantic 

change. There are different ways to progress but this was a great way for us because everyone 

was involved from the beginning […] everyone was part of it which led these three products to 

become something bigger.” (Appendix 5, line 89-96). The mapping project resulted in increased 

knowledge about the sustainability challenges for the company and in the identification of 

opportunities for improvement (Filippa K. 2012). More specifically, the opportunities were 

identified through the categorizing and structuring of the entire value chain in line with four 

sustainability principles developed by the Natural Step. This was summarized in a report that was 

used as the basis for a workshop, “Thereafter focus is placed on the present as well as the future; 

what we want to achieve. Lastly, one works with a backcasting method and focus on what will be 

required in order for us to reach our goals. It is a method used to make people think in new ways. 

A lot came from that work” (Appendix 5, line 174-76). The approach was beneficial as it enabled 

Filippa K to clearly stake out a path forward that was built on information and data about their 
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current performance. The approach could be criticized for only focusing on a small part of 

Filippa Ks operations. However, the approach has been very successful and has enabled Filippa 

K to gather a lot of information about the company’s overall performance and include all 

departments and functions in the company.  

 

INDISKA also worked with the organization the Natural Step in initial stages but did, according 

to the Sustainability Manager Lotta Amsén, not conduct an extensive CSR assessment to 

understand exactly where they were positioned in terms of their current work with sustainability. 

“It is often the case that companies that decide to work more actively with sustainability start by 

identifying where they are in their work, their environmental track record etc. It was not like that 

for us but we worked with a consultancy firm, The Natural Step, to boost our work and to start 

new” (Appendix 1, line 107-109). INDISKA’s transition towards a more strategic sustainability 

approach was instead focused on the future, and the external organization helped the company 

knit together their current efforts to build an overall sustainability framework. This is not a 

suitable approach when attempting to incorporate sustainability. According to iisd (2007) it is 

important to initiate the CSR implementation process with an assessment to understand the 

internal strengths and weaknesses of the firm, as well as the external opportunities and threats. It 

would hence have been beneficial for INDISKA to conduct a thorough assessment of the 

company’s existing sustainability efforts. It would have provided the company with material to 

ensure that the firm has a clear starting-point and overview of their current sustainability work 

from where it can set of in a suitable future direction and make progress. This would be 

important also from a resource-based view, as it is essential to assess and understand the 

company’s present situation in order to develop competitive advantages that are embedded in the 

organization to be unique and impossible to imitate (Barney. 1991).  

 

4.1.2 Provide Education and Training  

INDISKA focused primarily on adding specific skill-sets through training. According to Lotta 

Amsén, the company already had a well-established base of general knowledge of sustainability 

due to employees having a personal interest in sustainability, “I would say we have a knowledge 

base in our employees, to rest upon. We have customers as well as employees that are quite 

interested [in sustainability] and I think that has a lot to do with INDISKA being a value-driven 

company, which in turn could be traced to the company’s history” (Appendix 1, line 71-74). 

Provided training did therefore not focus on sustainability issues of general nature. Instead, 

training has been provided to ensure that employees across different functions have the necessary 
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technical skills to, for example, work with more sustainable materials. INDISKA is regularly 

every year providing their employees with such education to ensure that they have the required 

technical knowledge in-house (Appendix 1, line 68-71). Not providing employees with education 

focusing on sustainability from a general perspective could potentially be problematic as it might 

result in employees having differing perceptions of what sustainability means. It could further be 

problematic as INDISKA historically have worked with philanthropy and more socially-oriented 

form of CSR and it will be important to ensure that this perception of sustainability is altered.  

 

Lantmännen has, due to its size and many employees, focused the training on certain key groups 

that can act as implementers of sustainability in their respective departments, “[…] we try to 

focus on certain target groups that are important for us to ensure that they have all the tools and 

instruments required. This enables us to develop new sustainable added-values.” (Appendix 3, 

line 192-195). Workshop has been held for the executive group and other key groups in different 

departments, including sales, product development, procurement, and the market department to 

ensure an overall understanding of the sustainability strategy, “It is important that key groups in 

the company have a thorough understanding of their own role but also of the work as a whole” 

(Appendix 3, line 83-85). By only offering a certain key group the possibility to learn more about 

sustainability, Lantmännen might risk losing out on opportunities since the company do not offer 

all their staff the possibility to fully be part of the sustainability integration process, and as all 

employees can not contribute to the process with their commitment, ideas and different skill-sets. 

However, focusing on certain key groups in the organization is a common approach by larger 

companies and can be advantageous. The key group can act as ‘ambassadors’ for sustainability 

and push the organization further by educating colleagues and certify that it is recognized as an 

important issue in their respective departments.  

 

Orkla offers general online-training to all of their employees, “All employees have gone through 

online training focused on corruption. All employees have to do that. Employees that find it 

useful are also trained in competition law” (Appendix 4, line 157-159). The provided training 

could be criticized for not being developed with Orkla’s sustainability framework in mind and for 

not being very extensive. Orkla should hence consider offering sustainability training that is more 

aligned with the company’s sustainability strategy. It would further be useful for Orkla to provide 

specialized learning opportunities, to expand the technical knowledge of sustainability. This could 

contribute to the integration process, as it is important that employees are given opportunities to 

engage and learn “by doing and judging results” (Doppelt. 2003: 53). Currently, Cecilia Sjöholm 
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is holding initial workshops with all functions and departments in the organization. All employees 

in the organization will participate in one of the workshops with its respective department. The 

workshops is focusing on explaining the sustainability concept and its different dimensions, as 

well as what it means for Orkla to work with sustainability, “I explain that there is a social, 

economic and environmental dimension to sustainability, and that for our part it is about creating 

added values. I also explain that it is about creating shared-values. We want to create profitable 

and sustainable growth for our company; it is a growth process that will create shared values, for 

us, our owners and the society” (Appendix 4, line 116-120). This is a suitable approach as it 

contributes to ensuring that all employees develop a similar understanding of sustainability.   

 

KappAhl chose to recruit external staff, including a new environmental manager, to ensure that 

sufficient knowledge of sustainability was available in order for KappAhl to incorporate 

sustainability, “We felt that we did not have the time to wait for our knowledge of sustainability 

to develop internally” (Appendix 2, line 101-102). This could be a suitable approach to increase 

the in-house knowledge fast. In order to educate their internal staff, KappAhl has also integrated 

different educational sustainability programs for their employees and offer tailored education, for 

example in sustainable design, additional supplementary training, sustainable manager training 

programs as well as general education for new employees (Klarén. 2015). In that sense, KappAhl 

offers a broad range of sustainability training to employees. 

 

Filippa K made efforts to raise the overall level of all employees while also offering staff that had 

a special interest in sustainability key positions and special training. Today, this group of 

employees has become a sustainability expert group. Employees from each department and 

market are part of the group and have a special responsibility for sustainability being addressed 

by supporting managers that are responsible for achieving the sustainability targets (Appendix 5, 

line 123-124). This is similar to Lantmännen’s efforts to educate key groups in the organization. 

As stated, the approach is beneficial as it ensures that an additional number of people can push 

the sustainability agenda and ensures that it becomes a central part within respective department. 

It is further a useful approach for Filippa K that is aiming to scale-up and include all employees 

in the sustainability journey of the company. Filippa K also offers sustainability training to all 

interested employees. This is conducted with the Sustainable Fashion Academy through their 

SFA Learning and Innovation Forum (Appendix 5, line 124-125). The company further offer 

online training focused on the four sustainability principles used in the assessment process 

involving the Natural Step (Appendix 5, line 126-127). Additionally, Filippa K occasionally 
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conducts educational workshops and meetings specifically tailored to meet their own needs such 

as to communicate the company’s sustainability vision. The company is thus offering several 

opportunities for education that are adapted to the sustainability framework of Filippa K. 

 

4.1.3 Communicate Sustainability Internally  

At Lantmännen, the internal sustainability communication is often neglected. Instead, Head of 

Sustainability, Claes Johansson, points to the external communication as having an important role 

internally, “By having a strong external position one drives the internal change process” 

(Appendix 3, line 266-267). This approach could be criticized. While a strong external position 

can be important for ensuring that employees identify with the values and culture of the 

company, it will not ensure that employees truly feel part of that culture. Further, it will not 

provide Lantmännen with employees that fully grasp the sustainability framework of the 

company, or understand its role as a contributor to that framework, as that is something that one 

would need to work with internally (Maon et al. 2010). The company should thus consider 

working more actively with its internal communication.  

 

Orkla is currently focusing on communicating their newly adopted sustainability strategy. This 

has been an important part of gaining approval for the strategy throughout the company. As 

more thoroughly described in section 4.1.2, Cecilia Sjöholm is conducting workshops as part of 

the effort. The workshops are an important instrument in that sense as it offers an opportunity 

for dialogue with employees, an important stakeholder group. Orkla should use it to understand 

the reactions of employees and to modify the sustainability framework to align it further with the 

company culture. The internal communication has, disregarding the workshops, not been 

modified at Orkla from how sustainability was communicated in the previous companies, “We 

often refer to sustainability in our internal communication and on our intranet, as well as work a 

lot with messages around sustainability. The biggest change I would say is that I started a blog” 

(Appendix 4, line 150-153). The approach could be questioned as Orkla is working to make 

sustainability a competitive advantage and also need to synchronize previous efforts by three 

different companies and create a unified understanding in the newly merged company. Working 

actively with the internal communication could have enabled Orkla in the process.  

 

Filippa K has worked to communicate their vision to employees of what they want to achieve 

when incorporating sustainability and why. This has been accomplished through meetings with 

staff in different markets, emails entailing sustainability information and other messages. The 



 43 

sustainability team has also organized some smaller competitions to make people increasingly 

think of sustainability issues. Other than that, Elin Larsson believe it is important that each 

department and country manager have participated in strategy meetings and in taking decisions, 

and that they are responsible for implementing decisions in their respective department or market 

with support from the sustainability expert (Appendix 5, line 161-163). This as it incentivizes 

managers to fulfill the goals related to sustainability and the efforts signal to employees that 

sustainability is prioritized in the organization.  

 

KappAhl has communicated their sustainability work internally through their intranet and in 

employee newsletters since the 1990s. In that sense, “KappAhl has attempted to communicate 

sustainability issues internally for a long time together with all the sustainability efforts that we 

have made.” (Appendix 2, line 225-227). However, the company has not made any changes in 

how they communicate sustainability internally for a long time. This could be criticized 

considering how KappAhl for the past years have attempted to incorporate strategic CSR in the 

organization and change the perception of CSR as a side project. In order to fully change that 

perception, KappAhl should develop a systematic plan for how to communicate sustainability to 

the employees of the company.  

 

INDISKA has attempted to change how it communicates sustainability-related matters. “Our 

sustainability journey has required more systematic information about what we have done and 

where we are going. We try to engage our employees by discussing our [sustainability] goals, for 

example that we are planning to become more energy efficient. [….]. It takes a lot of 

commitment from the entire organization in order for us to externally communicate our new 

sustainability platform and the principles and issues that we work with” (Appendix 1, line 83-93). 

INDISKA communicates sustainability with their employees through meetings, workshops with 

shop assistants, education, quizzes, and through communication on their intranet (Amsén. 2015). 

While it is positive that INDISKA is attempting to improve their sustainability communication 

regarding sustainability, it will be important for the company to develop more detailed 

information about their own operations to be able to provide employees with a more 

comprehensive picture of where the company is heading and its current results with regards to 

sustainability. Otherwise, the messages sent might not be received properly as it is not backed-up 

with sufficient material to indicate the importance of sustainability for the organization.  
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4.2 Strategic Intent 

 

4.2.1 Develop Goals that Apply to Different Levels and Functions 

Lantmännen has measurable goals in place for most areas (Lantmännen. 2014). How far the 

company has come depends a lot on what type of sector and the geographic location (Appendix 

3, line 172-174). This, as different sectors has worked with different approaches to sustainability 

and has started to address sustainability issues at different stages. According to Claes Johansson, 

“Goal formulation has always been an important part of our environmental work. As long as I 

have been part of this company we have worked towards clear targets. Over the last few years, 

our targets have become sharper, overarching and externally communicated in a way that they 

were not before” (Appendix 3, line 199-201). The reason is that Lantmännen has recognized that 

goal formulation and monitoring is essential for ensuring progress and has therefore worked to 

improve within this area. Claes Johansson believe Lantmännen could improve their goal 

formulation further, “I think we could become even better at developing targets because it is an 

important part of pointing out a direction, and that is vital” (Appendix 3, line 174-175). The 

company should strive to ensure goals for all sectors and geographic areas to ensure that 

sustainability becomes central across the organization.  

 

Similarly, KappAhl has a well-established system for working with measurable goals and an 

understanding of why and how to use goals and targets for measuring sustainability. The 

company has worked with measurable goals for several years, the result of the company’s work 

with the ISO 14001 standard and its sustainability reporting. According to Fredrika Klarén, 

“KappAhl has had measurable goals for several important areas but these have not been 

assembled as part of an overall sustainability framework until recently” (Appendix 2, line 118-

119). The company’s work with measurable goals indicates that it is important to ensure that 

goals are part of a strategy to make a difference for the sustainability work. Otherwise, objectives 

will not contribute to a more comprehensive picture of what the company is trying to achieve.  

 

Filippa K has KPIs and action plans in place for different areas. Measurable goals have been 

important for the company, “Yes, it is important. Goals are important as a steering mechanism 

for us to understand how we are currently performing. It is also important to build motivation” 

(Appendix 5, line 189-191). Filippa K also strives to improve the ability to develop measurable 

goals, “In some areas we are very clear and have come far. It depends a lot on the area” 

(Appendix 5, line 216-217). Filippa K has suitable KPIs in place for areas such as the material 
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selection process to ensure that they make use of sustainable materials (Appendix 5, line 220-

222). However, the company is struggling to develop suitable KPIs for other areas and to extend 

their commitments throughout the supply chain, “It is difficult, especially due to the fact that we 

do not own the entire supply chain. We cannot control everything. It is one of the biggest 

challenges. We are not the only customer of our suppliers, how do you then measure our exact 

impact in for example a dye-house” (Appendix 5, line 196-198). To address this issue, Filippa K 

works a lot in cooperation with different organizations and directly with their suppliers 

(Appendix 5, line 200-202). The question of how to extend sustainability requirements and 

monitor results throughout the supply chain is a difficult issue for many companies. It is 

advantageous that Filippa K is working with other stakeholders to improve within this area, as 

the solution often is to harmonize standards and develop mutual instruments that can be used by 

companies within the same industry (UNGC. 2015).  

 

Orkla is currently working to establish sustainability goals that apply to all different functions, 

“Working with goals is the only way to not only measure but also communicate our work and 

what we want to achieve. In that sense, goal formulation is very important” (Appendix 4, line 

255-256). Orkla links their goals to activities, responsible employees and deadlines, “We work a 

lot with goals and make sure that they are broken down to activity goals, all down to individual 

level. In that sense we are not working with diffusive goals but goals that are integrated in our 

business” (Appendix 4, line 262-264). According to Cecilia Sjöholm, one of Orkla’s present 

challenges is still to develop suitable KPIs for all functions (Appendix 4, line 233-234). At this 

point, the company has well-established goals for the environmental dimension of sustainability, 

“On the environmental side it is very clear and we have formulated goals where we aim to, for 

example, reduce different emissions with X percentages. We have very ambitious goals for this 

area.” (Appendix 4, line 234-235). In other areas where it has been more challenging to develop 

measurable goals the company has tried to overcome this issue by developing activity targets, to 

ensure that certain activities are executed each year. Cecilia Sjöholm describes how Orkla is 

currently working to incorporate CSR in the innovation process, as an example of a project in 

which they formulate activity targets rather than measure impact (Appendix 4, line 247-248). It 

has been difficult to develop KPIs for the project as it is focused on learning and integration of 

sustainability in innovation processes and are in that sense found difficult to quantify.  

 

For INDISKA, the development of measurable goals has not been the main driver of the initial 

sustainability incorporation process. Lotta Amsén states “We know somewhere what the goals 

are, to stop taking material from the earths bedrock for example. Therefore it does not really 
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matter how much we extract today because it simply means that every decision that we take will 

need to ensure that we extract a smaller amount then before” (Appendix 1, line 139-142). Lotta 

Amsén further notes that while objectives are essential it is important not to focus too much on 

metrics, as she believes focusing heavily on establishing KPIs and measurable targets can be very 

time-consuming and hinder INDISKA from looking to the future. That is why the company has 

worked with goals and targets for certain areas, while having a more flexible approach to others 

(Appendix 1, line 128-130). This approach to measurable goals and systematic monitoring is a 

serious flaw in INDISKA’s sustainability integration process. The approach is problematic for 

several reasons such as lack of transparency. In order for INDISKA to be able to strengthen 

their position as a sustainable brand they must be able to present how they work with 

sustainability in a legitimate way and reinforce their sustainability commitment. Otherwise 

INDISKA could be accused of “greenwashing” (Khan & Lund-Thomsen. 2011). The company 

should consider increasing the resources provided to the sustainability team if there is not 

sufficient time to develop a system for monitoring.  

 

4.2.2 Develop Clear Strategies and an Action Plan  

The Orkla group has a mutual Sustainability Strategy 2020 for all companies. The strategy 

establishes clear common goals and a more uniform approach to ensure cross-company 

collaboration. The strategy is important for the company that is striving to make CSR a 

competitive advantage, “We want to go far in order to make sustainability a competitive 

advantage” (Appendix 4, line 355). As part of Orkla Food Sweden’s efforts to integrate 

sustainability, the company adopted a separate CSR strategy in early 2015. The strategy specifies 

the company’s future CSR work and builds on the sustainability strategy for the Orkla group 

(Appendix 4, line 24-25). Orkla has linked the strategy to activities, measurable goals and a clear 

timeframe. The evaluation of employee performance across the company is also linked to specific 

goals to incentivize employees and to drive the sustainability incorporation process forward. This 

is an advantageous approach as it clearly links employees to the strategy and hence motivates all 

employees to be part of the sustainability incorporation process.  

 

Filippa K recognizes the business opportunity that sustainability constitutes for the company and 

has restructured its overall business model to adopt a more circular and holistic approach. The 

company has, as part of the process, developed overall strategic commitments for 2030. This 

approach is aligned with Porter and Kramer (2006), who asserts that that a company must 

integrate a sustainable perspective in the core framework already being used to guide its business 
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strategy as to benefit from strategic CSR and ensure that it will contribute to the firms’ 

competitiveness. As part of the company’s 2030 commitment, five areas have been identified 

which have all been linked to explicit measurable goals and action plans. In that sense, Filippa K 

has not developed a separate sustainability strategy but made sustainability central for its overall 

strategy up until 2030. This is positive as it will ensure that sustainability becomes imperative to 

address for all employees in the company.  

 

INDISKA decided to transform towards a more strategically oriented form of CSR partly due to 

the recognition of the potential business opportunities. “We often try to find the commercial side 

of sustainability to make it attractive to buy products that is produced in certain sustainable 

material or similar” (Appendix 1, line 266-268) The company therefore developed a new strategic 

framework that focuses especially on six major issues for achieving sustainable development 

(INDISKA. 2015d). According to Lotta Amsén, “Today we work with goals and strategies; it is a 

more systematic approach than we had before” (Appendix 1, line 18-19). While the sustainability 

strategy has successfully been linked to the company’s culture, mission and values, INDISKA 

would benefit from linking their strategy to measurable goals and specify the impact that they 

would want to achieve for each major sustainability issue. It is important to have an overall 

framework and agenda in place that can insinuate what the company wants to achieve and focus 

on. However, if this strategic framework is not specified it will easily become irrelevant for the 

firm or cause confusion due to lack of understanding of how the framework can be achieved and 

why it is relevant for the company.  

 

Lantmännen has an overall strategy for 2020, in which sustainability is incorporated. The strategy 

sets out an overall direction for the whole concern and has a clear emphasis on sustainable 

business development. Lantmännen has linked the 2020 strategy to measurable goals, such as to 

work with customers and suppliers to halve the impacts on the environment and natural 

resources in the grain value chain, and to generate 10 percent growth from new sustainable 

business by 2020 (Lantmännen. 2014). Claes Johansson states “The understanding that in order 

to make a difference on a product-level you need to work with the farmer has been an important 

part of Lantmännen’s work with its supply chain, from field to fork, in order for us to position 

ourselves differently from our competitors. That insight, that this [sustainability] can be 

strategically useful for us, has been important” (Appendix 3, line 58-62). The action plan for how 

to execute the Lantmännen 2020 strategy is developed in the different business sectors, except 

for some centralized functions that the sustainability department is responsible for, such as the 
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implementation of codes of conducts etc. (Appendix 3, line 208-211). The approach is useful as it 

ensures that the whole company works together to achieve certain goals through a common 

strategy whilst it is up to each function and department to make this strategy relevant for their 

day-to-day work.  

 

KappAhl has until recently lacked a sustainability strategy. The company launched their first 

sustainability strategy earlier this year. Fredrika Klarén states, “We have had measurable goals for 

some areas before, but we have not worked with it from one platform. This sustainability strategy 

is actually our first proper sustainability strategy. We have had action plans and a strategic mind-

set before, but this is the first strategy. We were definitely in need of it. As soon as I got here it 

was my top priority, to get the strategy in place” (Appendix 2, line 118-123). The late formulation 

of strategy can be considered a shortcoming in KappAhl’s sustainability work. The strategy will 

be an important instrument for KappAhl in order to involve all employees, functions and 

departments further, and in order to set out a direction for everyone at KappAhl to work 

towards. If not, the company will work through a fragmented approach and will not succeed in 

incorporate sustainability fully and benefit from working with strategic CSR. The company is 

further currently developing an action plan for how to implement the strategy. The action plan 

will also be of importance to certify that goals linked to the sustainability strategy is fulfilled.  

 

4.2.3 Evaluate and Monitor Sustainability Efforts 

Four of the studied companies produce an annual sustainability report. KappAhl has produced 

an annual sustainability report since 2008 (KappAhl. 2015e). From the financial year 2013/2014, 

KappAhl produces an integrated report in which it combines their annual report and the 

sustainability report (KappAhl. 2014). Filippa K has produced a sustainability report since 2012. 

The report was considered useful in initial stages as a communication channel when Filippa K 

did not communicate their sustainability work to the extent that they presently do. Elin Larsson 

notes that Filippa K might continue to produce a light-version of the report in comparison to 

previous years, as it is not considered to be of the same importance for externally communicating 

sustainability as previously (Appendix 5, line 234-235). Further, the company is not considered to 

have the same incitement to produce a sustainability report as publicly listed companies that need 

to attract investors.3 Lantmännen has produced sustainability reports since 1998. Today, the 

company produces an integrated report where they combine the annual report with sustainability 

                                                
3  Filippa K is majority-owned by Novax, the investment company of the Swedish Axel Johnson Group. 
Sustainability is important at the top-level of the Axel Johnson concern and Novax has invested long-term in Filippa 
K (Appendix 5, line 235-236). See more at http://www.axeljohnson.se/en/.  
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reporting (Lantmännen. 2014). Due to its long history of sustainability reporting, the company 

has developed a systematic approach to measurable goals, “Lantmännen produced its first 

sustainability report in 1998 or something like that, and we were very early in that sense. This has 

made us learn a lot […]” (Appendix 3, line 70-72). The Orkla group produces a mutual annual 

sustainability report. Orkla Foods Sweden therefore reports their annual sustainability work to 

the Orkla group for it to be incorporated in the sustainability report.  

 

To the opposite, INDISKA has so far not conducted a yearly sustainability report. Lotta Amsén 

notes that INDISKA can take such flexible approach to evaluation and monitoring mainly due to 

them being family-owned and not a publicly listed company (Appendix 1, line 145-146). This is 

problematic from a legitimacy perspective, as the company do not publicly report any results of 

their sustainability work and has not implemented a systematic approach for monitoring and 

evaluation. Further, it indicates that the company has not understood the importance of 

sustainability reports as an instrument for communicating with stakeholders and ensure 

transparency. However, the company is currently preparing for beginning to produce a 

sustainability report due to expected legislative changes that will take place in 2017 (Amsén. 

2015).   

 

4.3 Organizational Culture 

 

4.3.1 Ensure a Supportive Company Culture 

At INDISKA, support for the sustainability work could be linked to how INDISKA’s 

sustainability efforts have continued to be based on the company’s historic engagement in India. 

The commitment is deeply rooted in the culture of INDISKA and something that many 

employees are proud of. According to Lotta Amsén, there have been no noticeable changes in 

the organizational culture since the company started to work more strategically with sustainability 

(Appendix 1, line 194-195). This could hence support the argument by De Woot (2005) who 

argues that integrating CSR principles into an organizations strategy requires a more value-laden 

culture, which INDISKA evidently is. However, in terms of INDISKA’s value-driven culture, 

one could speculate in whether it has been an impediment for a more strategic approach to CSR. 

The historic focus on philanthropy and social projects could possibly have been a barrier for 

INDISKA when trying to adopt a more business-oriented perspective to sustainability. It could 

similarly be linked to the company’s hesitance to incorporate a more systematic approach to the 

development of measurable goals. Thus, the results should rather be interpreted as contrary to 
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De Woot (2005) when focusing on incorporating strategic sustainable business practices. 

According to Jones et al. (2007) the task of embedding CSR in the organizational culture often 

requires fundamental transformation. Even though the process of changing the company culture 

is complex, INDISKA could benefit from attempting to modify their organizational culture to 

make it more business-minded.  

 

KappAhl’s company culture has according to Fredrika Klarén largely been supportive of the 

sustainability integration process, “It is difficult to answer that question with a simple yes or no as 

sustainability covers so many different processes and aspects of a company. In some cases we 

have been ready to accept the change while for other aspects it has been more difficult.” 

(Appendix 2, line 191-192). Issues that are compatible with the organizations determination to 

stand for quality products and long-sightedness have easily been accepted by the organization. 

Concerns have rather been raised when it comes to innovation due to the anxiousness of some 

employees who thinks that KappAhl’s target group, which is a bit older, might not be supportive 

of the implemented changes. The anxiousness includes hesitance when it comes to making use of 

recently developed technique to communicate sustainability efforts externally, for example 

through smartphone applications. Still, the organizational culture ensures that issues that might 

arise are being discussed, “Fortunately, we have a high ceiling in our organization which enables 

us to discuss these issues” (Appendix 2, line 196-197). KappAhl should actively work with their 

employees to ensure that they have sufficient understanding of the sustainability field so that they 

can accept such changes. This will be important for the company since innovation is an 

important aspect for developing a progressive approach to sustainability.  

 

The long-sightedness that comes with the owner structure of Lantmännen has been important 

for shaping its company culture, and has been favorable for the integration of sustainability, 

“There is an advantage of being owned by Sweden’s farmers; and the fact that we have been 

owned by them for the last 100 years and will continue to be owned by them for the next 100 

years.4 Long-sightedness is our starting point, and a long-term approach often goes well with 

sustainability.” (Appendix 3, line 92-94). Apart from some “healthy skepticism” (Appendix 3, line 

91), Claes Johansson considers the overall company culture supportive of sustainability being 

integrated in the organization and claims there is an overall understanding of the need to do so 

(Appendix 3, line 101-102). For Lantmännen, the difficulty instead lies in developing an 

overarching framework due to the company’s size and presence in different industries. For this 
                                                
4 Lantmännen is owned by 36,000 Swedish farmers and is a member-owned economic association. See more at 
http://lantmannen.se/en/Start/about-lantmannen/Market-and-position/.  
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reason, it is particularly important for Lantmännen to embed sustainability in a strong company 

culture and develop a set of encompassing values. It is further important that Lantmännen 

operate through close relationships throughout the company to ensure that the sustainability 

framework is made relevant for each business sector. On that note, Claes Johansson states, “we 

have a strong internal network with people that are working with these issues, it is an important 

part of the puzzle” (Appendix 3, line 378-379). Apart from the sustainability team at 

Lantmännen, there are several additional staff members that are working with sustainability. Claes 

Johansson mentions a few during the interview; “We have employees in the different business 

sectors that have the correspondent |sustainability manager] role in respective sector. We also 

have a R&D department that are well-skilled within the sustainability field, especially in the 

cultivation area” (Appendix 3, line 336-338). 

 

The employees at Filippa K are proud and supportive of the sustainability incorporation process. 

Elin Larsson describes Filippa K as a “value-driven business” and states that sustainability, 

innovation and creativity always have been internal drivers of processes at the company 

(Appendix 5, line 144). This has been important for the acceptance of the incorporation of 

sustainability throughout the company. According to Elin Larsson, employees understand that 

sustainability is a strategic issue for them, “We are very clear about that. We want to be a 

successful company at 2030 as well, that is why we need to do this” (Appendix 5, line 154-155).  

 

Cecilia Sjöholm believe that Orkla’s supportive company culture is one of the reasons why the 

company so far has been successful in the process of integrating sustainability in the organization, 

“employees wants the company to be successful within the sustainability field and are very 

positive about the development” (Appendix 4, line 343-345). The employee approach to 

sustainability indicates that sustainability is embedded in the organizational culture and values.. 

Orkla has worked actively to embed its sustainability strategy in its business practices since its 

establishment and there has continuously been a dialogue between the management, including 

Cecilia Sjöholm, and employees to ensure that the developed framework will be accepted by the 

organization. The company should continue on this trajectory to ensure that the organization will 

continue to stay positive to incorporate sustainability fully. 

 

4.3.2 Ensure a Employee-Driven Sustainability Incorporation Process 

The employees of INDISKA have potentially become more involved in sustainability issues, 

“People are as involved now as they were before, potentially more. It has been easier for 
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everyone to influence now that we discuss the issues [sustainability] more exhaustively and 

frequently I guess” (Appendix 1, line 194-197). More specifically, the sustainability incorporation 

process has led to sustainability being included as an important aspect to consider in the sourcing 

process, which has led employees to negotiating and discussing sustainability frequently with 

suppliers. Further, INDISKA’s shop assistants are to a larger extent communicating the 

company’s sustainability work to customers, especially due to initiatives such as the collection of 

old garments or due to the introduction of a fee for plastic bags in the company’s stores. The 

initiatives require employees to be informed of INDISKA’s work within the sustainability field to 

be able to respond to the questions raised by customers. Additionally, several departments have 

initiated their own sustainability projects. 

 

Similarly, employees at KappAhl often raise their own sustainability initiatives in different 

departments and functions, “There are many examples where initiatives have come from 

different departments and employees; designers, procurers, logisticians, store personnel.” 

(Appendix 2, line 214-216). Fredrika Klarén believe it has to do with KappAhl’s decentralized 

organization and the fact that the sustainability department always has been working cross-

functionally, “[…] we have always had a decentralized organization and that brings many 

challenges but also a great basis for ensuring that sustainability is integrated across the company” 

(Appendix 2, line 212-214). Currently, KappAhl is trying to create prioritized areas for their 

sustainability work and build a more long-term and systematic approach, “We are attempting to 

do almost the opposite at the moment by trying to take control in this decentralized 

organization” (Appendix 2, line 217-219). Even though it is important for KappAhl to develop a 

systematic approach to sustainability and avoid fragmented efforts, it could potentially be harmful 

not to permit employees to be fully involved in the process since it is not in line with the 

decentralized culture. It might even risk sustainability efforts to develop regressively towards 

being a side-track in the organization again as it excludes employees from the process. It could 

hence potentially be valuable for KappAhl to assess how to work with a top-down, as well as a 

bottom-up approach when integrating sustainability since finding a balance between the two will 

be important for ensuring a sustainability framework that is accepted by the organization. The 

recently adopted sustainability strategy could potentially be an important instrument in that sense. 

It would then be important to communicate the strategy across the organization in order to 

develop a collective understanding. Further, a dialogue will be essential to ensure that employees 

can provide feedback and comments. This could result in employees bringing forward initiatives 

that are more relevant to the sustainability work of KappAhl.  
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Lantmännen has worked to integrate sustainable practices that are aligned with its clear business 

focus, and therefore more easily have been accepted by the organization. This has ensured that 

employees have developed initiatives that are well suited to the company’s overall sustainability 

framework. Claes Johansson exemplifies this with one recent initiative at one of Lantmännen’s 

ethanol factories. The factory had previously found it difficult to stay profitable, but by taking 

action to differentiate itself from competitors based on sustainable added values, the factory has 

been able to improve its result significantly. The initiative, which was raised by the employees at 

the factory, illustrates how the company works with sustainability from a business-approach. The 

approach makes it easier for employees to accept the integration process, as they can see the clear 

business advantages (Aguilera et al. 2007). Still, Lantmännen find it difficult to ensure that people 

in different functions to a larger extent realize that sustainability is something they can 

incorporate in their daily work (Appendix 3, line 342-345). This could be linked to the discussion 

held in section 4.1.3 on how it would benefit Lantmännen to work with their internal 

communication, to ensure that all employees are drivers of the integration process and 

understands the role of sustainability for Lantmännen’s future competitive position.  

 

At Orkla, employees act as drivers of the sustainability process and takes a lot of initiatives 

according to Cecilia Sjöholm, ”A lot of things are happening and it is not myself that produce all 

the ideas. Many initiatives derive from suggestions from different parts of the organization, one 

of the challenges is to prioritize due to the number of suggestions” (Appendix 4, line 191-192). 

According several authors (e.g. Sharma et al. 2009; Simmons. 2008), employee engagement at 

lower levels of the organization is important for the implementation process. The engagement 

would ensure that progress is made in different departments and functions, and that the work is 

aligned with the company culture. This is important to ensure that the sustainability is not 

rejected, as it will risk becoming a separate track in the firm (Maon et al. 2010). The company 

culture where employees are encouraged to contribute with suggestions and ideas should 

therefore be supported. However, similarly to the case of KappAhl it will be vital for Orkla to 

ensure that employee initiatives will contribute to the company’s CSR strategy rather than cause 

fragmentation. 

 

At Filippa K, the Front Runners project has been very important for making sure that the 

integration of sustainability is employee-driven, by involving all departments in the process and 

by stimulating different functions to think of how they can contribute to the project. The process 
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has led employees and departments that do not normally work together to engage in cross-

functional collaboration and drive the process forward (Appendix 5, line 134-135). The cross-

functional work has been important for linking sustainability across different departments and 

raising the awareness among employees regarding the work and challenges of other functions. 

Filippa K has hence made use of an advantageous approach by providing employees with a clear 

framework to which employees can contribute with ideas and feedback. However, it will be of 

importance for Filippa K to take their Front Runners project into scale, not only to fulfill their 

business goals but also to ensure an organization where all employees feel part of the 

sustainability efforts. Elin Larsson still considers it a challenge to engage every employee in the 

sustainability work. This is primarily a result of the intense work of a small group of people to 

establish the sustainability framework, and the difficulty of sharing the extended knowledge with 

the rest of the organization, “When a group work very intensely with a project it can be difficult, 

even though we had an explicit goal to share everything we learned with each department to 

make sure it is collective knowledge. I would say we have partly succeeded” (Appendix 5, line 

136-140). Filippa K should be thinking further of how knowledge can be shared and 

institutionalized within the organization, to ensure it becomes an organizational resource rather 

than part of a limited number of employee’s skill-sets.  

 

4.4 Leadership 

 

4.4.1 Leaders Incorporate Sustainability in Strategy and Ensure Sufficient Resources for the Process  

According to Lotta Amsén, the executive group at INDISKA had understood that a sustainable 

approach to business could benefit the firm and constitute a source of competitive advantage. “I 

would say that they are very active in our sustainability work and in contributing to the work that 

I do” (Appendix 1, line 280-281). The executive group was actively involved in the formulation 

of INDISKA’s sustainability vision and in the creation of the new sustainability platform, 

launched in early 2015. However, the executive group can be criticized for appointing a 

sustainability manager late in comparison to other companies, as INDISKA’s first sustainability 

manager was appointed in 2014. This indicates a rather reactive approach to the development of 

the sustainability field and in seizing existing opportunities. Further, the company’s approach to 

the development of sustainability targets and monitoring of such also implies that the executive 

group has not understood how sustainability can be incorporated fully in the organization. The 

result of the study also implies that sufficient resources are not designated to the sustainability 

function, as it has to neglect the monitoring aspect in order to focus on future action.  
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The top management at KappAhl’s has been supportive of the company’s sustainability work, 

”During my one and a half years at KappAhl I have never had to argue for why it is beneficial to 

engage in sustainability. It is established. They know. They know that it might be difficult to 

present a ROI for some things still, but they know that it will still lead to increased sales and an 

improved brand.” (Appendix 2, line 307-310). The leaders has recognized that the company will 

need to invest resources in order to transform the sustainability work and make it an integral part 

of their operations, ”I am happy with the response that we received from the top management 

when we presented our Sustainability Strategy 2020, it contains some costs as well as some 

cutting of costs and it was definitely approved so I guess I have to be satisfied with that” 

(Appendix 2, line 295-298). The management team at KappAhl has been important as a driver 

for the sustainability integration process and has increasingly become more involved in the 

sustainability work. When the last CEO, Johan Åberg, was appointed in 2011, he made 

sustainability a top issue on the strategic agenda and ensured that it was a priority for the 

organization (Appendix 2, line 269-272). Under his leadership, the recognition of sustainability 

gradually developed and the management team has today become an important part of the 

process by integrating sustainability in KappAhl’s overall business targets, which makes 

sustainability relevant for everybody in the organization. The executive group was also active 

participants in the development of the sustainability strategy and in discussing additional projects 

for integrating the sustainability work further (Klarén. 2015). KappAhl also has a sustainability 

group consisting of six people that are responsible for the overall sustainability work. The group 

includes two executives, the Vice President of Human Resources and Public Relations and the 

Vice President responsible for Purchasing and Logistics. The sustainability group has been 

important as a discussion forum and for decision-making. According to Fredrika Klarén, it has 

been especially important that the group has consisted of two people from the executive group 

that can ensure full top management support for sustainability issues (Appendix 2, line 271-272).  

 

Claes Johansson believes that sufficient resources and structures are in overall ensured for the 

sustainability process at Lantmännen. The company has invested resources in the external 

communication of their sustainability work as well as in their R&D department to ensure 

innovation and development within the sustainability area. Sustainability has further been made 

part of the company’s 2020 strategy (Lantmännen. 2014). Lantmännen also has a CSR council 

that includes the staff members with the highest responsibility for some of the issues that are 
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brought up in Lantmännen’s code of conduct, such as labor, work environment, legal and 

environmental issues. According to Claes Johansson, “In this forum the top management gathers 

and each one has a specific responsibility for different parts of our work” (Appendix 3, line 359-

360). The forum has been important for the work to improve consistency and cohesion in the 

organization. For example, the council is currently working to develop a ‘Sustainability Business 

Review’, an agenda with a number of issues that each business sector have to present for their 

executive group and integrate in their management processes. Claes Johansson believe this types 

of instruments are useful in order to ensure that sustainability issues are moving further up in the 

hierarchy of prioritized issues (Appendix 3, line 361-365).  

 

At Orkla, the executive group is dedicated to sustainability, ”As sustainability is an integrated part 

of our business strategy it is also very clear that this is a future success factor for us. We have to 

address this. My opinion is that there is an enormous support for these issues” (Appendix 4, line 

310-313). Cecilia Sjöholm consider the leadership support essential for the implementation 

process in ensuring that resources are provided, “We have identified issues where we feel that 

resources are missing and asked for reinforcement, and I feel that I have received a positive 

response to those requests” (Appendix 4, line 320-322). Leadership commitment has also been 

important for the decision to devote resources to ensure that sustainability was an integral part of 

the company’s operations from day one after the merge (Appendix 4, line 318-320). “The 

executive group is very clear with sustainability being a field where we want to be at the 

forefront” (Appendix 4, line 335-336). This could be linked to the Orkla Group’s commitment to 

sustainability and the recognition of sustainability as “tomorrow’s competitive edge” (Orkla. 

2014). The company had an advantage as it was formed as part of a group where the strategic 

approach to sustainability was already established. This certified the prioritization of sustainability 

immediately after the merge and provided the management team with established instruments 

and frameworks to begin incorporating sustainability in the organization.  

 

At Filippa K, the top-level management as well as the board has been important for supporting 

and driving the sustainability work further towards the circular and holistic approach that the 

company now has adopted. All members of the executive group at Filippa K have a specific 

responsibility for achieving the company’s sustainability commitments. This is executed through 

goals for different departments that are decided through a dialogue between the corporate 

sustainability manager and the manager of that specific department (Filippa K. 2013). The 

structure ensures that the entire management team at Filippa K feels ownership of the 
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sustainability integration process. According to Elin Larsson, “We have now come as far in the 

process so that all members of the executive group understands the importance of sustainability 

issue. There is as an enormous power in having the whole company address and work with these 

issues” (Appendix 5, line 332-334). The CEO of Filippa K was highly involved in the initial 

stages of the sustainability integration process and in developing the Filippa K mission and 

vision. The Filippa K board has also been important, “to be supportive and push at times when 

we have been a bit too careful. At those times, they [the board] are there to tell us to go further” 

(Appendix 5, line 310-311). The owners of Filippa K have also been important for the 

sustainability work for several reasons such as providing stability through its long-term 

commitment or give the company access to additional resources in some situations. More 

specifically, the majority-owners Novax has been important for the sustainability work as the 

company has a lot of prior knowledge and experience from the sustainability field as part of the 

Axel Johnson Group, a Swedish concern that recognize sustainability as a key issue to work with, 

“Novax was not a majority owner in our company from the very beginning, but when they 

became owners they had a very clear understanding of what we wanted to achieve and why. It 

was very good” (Appendix 5, line 294-296). Filippa K initially did not involve the executive group 

in the implementation processes but worked through its appointed sustainability experts to 

ensure that sustainability was addressed in each department and market. However, this approach 

did not work properly, “The executive groups most important function is to make sure to 

implement our strategy on a department level, to make things happen. This was not our approach 

initially; at first I approached the sustainability experts right away. However, as they are not 

managers in the departments it was difficult for them to ensure that things got implemented. It 

also created confusion when someone approached the department manager who did not have 

any knowledge of that specific issue. It did not work so we had to change it pretty early” 

(Appendix 5, line 328-332).   

 

4.4.2 Leaders Signal their Support for the Sustainability Incorporation Process to the Organization  

At INDISKA, the top management has been important in terms of signaling their support for 

the implementation process when communicating both internally and externally. Especially the 

CEO, Sofie Gunolf, talks a lot about sustainability which has a positive effect on the organization 

as it emphasize the important of sustainability for the company (Appendix 1, line 291-293). 

Further, it encourages employees across the organization to become more involved in the 

sustainability work. More specifically, the CEO expresses support for the sustainability 

incorporation process when talking on external events as well as through internal communication 
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channels such as lectures, emails and the company’s intranet (Amsén. 2015). At KappAhl, 

sustainability is an often-discussed topic, “We are talking a lot about sustainability in our 

decentralized organization, and it has definitively been high up on the agenda for the executive 

group” (Appendix 2, line 36-317). According to Fredrika Klarén, the leadership at KappAhl 

communicates their support to sustainability through their intranet, in letters and email sent to 

the company stores and in their monthly bulletin. The store managers also inform their staff on 

sustainability related campaigns and activities on different department meetings. The 

sustainability issue is also a part of a regular employee’s performance review. Additionally, the 

leadership attempts to communicate their commitment to sustainability externally through social 

media such as the company blog and discuss sustainability in investment meetings, CEO letters 

and interviews (Klarén. 2015). The leadership at Lantmännen signal support for the 

incorporation of sustainability across the organization regularly. By presenting the ‘field to fork’ 

concept and Lantmännen’s sustainability work regularly to different employee groups, top 

management is part of communicating the sustainability work.5 Claes Johansson also think the 

leadership has been important by ensuring that the different business sectors deliver on the 

sustainability area, “One can see that it has been a development and that, increasingly, tougher 

demands are placed on the different business sectors to deliver on this field. If not they will here 

about it and be asked repeatedly why they do not” (Appendix 3, line 304-307). Filippa K has also 

benefitted from having CEOs that clearly expresses its support for sustainability being important 

for the company both internally and externally. As part of these efforts, the CEO has for 

example gone on a road show, to visit all markets and present the sustainability framework and 

why it is done (Appendix 5, line 305-306). The company’s sustainability work is also profiled and 

raised by the owners Novax in their annual report and on their website. Further, the company 

has recently launched a new website that will be an important tool for communicating support 

for the sustainability work internally.  The CEO of the Orkla group often raises sustainability as a 

top-strategic issue for the entire concern, and has expressed that sustainable production will give 

the company competitive advantages in the future. Similarly does the CEO of Orkla Foods 

Sweden expresses support for more sustainable business practices, e.g. on the company’s website 

and in different internal communication channels. This has been important for demonstrating the 

importance of incorporating sustainability for the company.  

 

 

 

                                                
5 See Appendix 6 for more information about Lantmännens’s Field to Fork Concept  
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4.5 Stakeholders 

 

4.5.1 Conduct a Stakeholder Analysis and Make Use of the Stakeholder Management Process 

KappAhl has good knowledge of their stakeholders. The company has conducted several 

stakeholder analyses and is familiar and aligned with the stakeholder management process. This 

has partly to due with KappAhl’s annual sustainability reporting in accordance with the GRI 

guidelines, as stakeholder engagement is one of different areas to be included in the report (GRI. 

2015). The company has identified their most important stakeholder groups, including 

customers, employees, investors, suppliers, interest organizations, networks and industry 

colleagues, politicians and government agencies and schools and universities. The company 

further raises different issues considered important by their stakeholders in the report, and 

describes how KappAhl is addressing the issue. This illustrates that the company has a relation to 

their stakeholders and has decided what types of issues that the company prioritize and recognize 

publicly as relevant for KappAhl.  

 

Lantmännen is working very similarly to KappAhl with its stakeholders. The company has 

through stakeholder analysis identified their stakeholders and through stakeholder dialogues also 

defined a number of issues that are of particular interest to the company’s stakeholders 

(Lantmännen 2015d).  

 

Orkla identified their stakeholders as part of developing their first CSR strategy for the company 

in 2014, “We conducted a stakeholder analysis when we developed our first CSR strategy and as 

part of that work we identified our stakeholders and prioritized those that we consider to be the 

most important” (Appendix 4, line 272-274). The prioritization was based on all stakeholders’ 

impact on the company, and the impact that Orkla has on the issues that they focus on 

(Appendix 4, line 278-279). Orkla thus made use of the stakeholder management process early in 

their sustainability work to decide what issues are relevant for the company to focus on. This 

would imply that stakeholders could have an active role in shaping the business conduct of 

companies and play an important role when incorporating a systematic approach to sustainability 

(Phillips. 2003).  

 

For Filippa K, the focus on long-term fashion means that it is important to have long-term 

relationships with the company’s business partners (Filippa K. 2013). As part of their 

sustainability reporting, Filippa K has performed a stakeholder analysis and identified different 
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stakeholder groups. The company also conducted a survey in 2013 to identify the different issues 

that stakeholders think should be prioritized by the company in the attempt to rank these among 

each other. According to the 2013 survey, Filippa K’s stakeholders have a similar view of the 

importance of different issues and how they should be prioritized. This is advantageous for the 

incorporation of sustainability at Filippa K, as it does not require the company to prioritize 

among different issues and somewhat mitigates the risk of stakeholders criticizing them for not 

taking into account certain aspects. In that sense, it simplifies the use of the stakeholder 

management process as decisions can be made more directly without having to compromise and 

decide to focus on a limited number of potentially relevant issues (Freeman. 1984).  

 

INDISKA did not conduct a proper stakeholder analysis in their transformation phase towards 

more strategic CSR and has not made use of the stakeholder management process. However, 

Lotta Amsén consider external pressure important for INDISKA’s transformation towards more 

strategically-oriented CSR, “Yes, it has mattered to us what people think of us and that is a good 

thing, external pressure is positive as it makes things happen” (Appendix 1, line 207-209). Lotta 

Amsén consider the company to still have a good idea of the different groups that are of 

relevance for the company and believes that it sometimes can be difficult to prioritize between 

different demands and issues put forward by stakeholders (Appendix 1, line 229-234). This belief 

can be questioned and criticized for not being completely accurate. It would be expedient for 

INDISKA to conduct a stakeholder analysis to identify their stakeholders, focus issues, and 

prioritize among them (Den Hond and De Bakker. 2007). It would have enabled the company to 

modify their sustainability efforts and take into account the consideration of the most important 

groups to ensure a relevant framework that is tailored to maximize the gains for the company 

based on stakeholder priorities (Freeman. 1984).   

 

4.5.2 Ensure a Continuous Dialogue and Build Relationships With Relevant Stakeholders 

INDISKA developed a code of conduct in 1998 and it is an important tool for communicating 

with stakeholders. As previously discussed, the company does not produce a sustainability report 

which could be criticized for hindering stakeholders to gain insight in the company’s 

sustainability work. INDISKA’s most important stakeholder group is according to the company, 

consumers, which is a group that Lotta Amsén continuously refers to during the interview (e.g. 

Appendix 1, line 125-128). The company has initiated several initiatives to engage the consumers 

in their sustainability work during the past years. The initiatives include the opportunity for 

customers to recycle garments in their stores and the decision taken by INDISKA to charge 
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customers for buying plastic bags. The focus on consumers could potentially explain the 

neglecting of communication channels such as sustainability reports as it might not primarily be 

developed for consumers. INDISKA is currently collaborating with different stakeholders in 

several projects. The company is for example cooperating with suppliers, authorities, academia 

and competitors for sustainable water management as part of their work for the environment. 

The cooperation includes participation in organizations such as WaterAid and Stockholm Water 

Institute (SIWI) as well as other networks (INDISKA. 2015). As part of SIWI, INDISKA also 

joined with two competitors, including KappAhl, and the Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency (SIDA) to start the initiative for Sustainable Water Resources (SWAR). The 

project has been successful and led to significant savings of water, chemicals and energy in wet 

processes with suppliers in India. The project will in 2015-2018 be expanded to include 17 

Swedish textile companies, SIWI and SIDA, and executed in five countries (Ibid). The 

partnership is an example of why it is vital to engage with stakeholders since it proves that better 

results can be achieved if working cooperatively and as it takes the company’s sustainability work 

to the next level.  

 

In KappAhl’s annual report from 2014, one can find information about different partnerships in 

which KappAhl is involved. For the company, “it is natural to cooperate with our stakeholders” 

(KappAhl. 2014: 4). Fredrika Klarén notes that it has been challenging to rethink the company’s 

relations to different stakeholders and how they communicate their sustainability efforts, which 

has been a part of the company’s transformation towards more strategic CSR. The company has 

found it particularly difficult to find suitable methods for reaching out to their customers, ”It has 

been a challenge for us due to our previous reporting and certification processes where we have 

worked with third party auditing, as it has made us direct our external communication towards 

them; investors and third parts in general, not our customers. We need to reach out to our 

customers, they are our most important target group” (Appendix 2, line 158-162). In terms of 

prioritization, KappAhl has hence recently attempted to focus on their customers, “Both in our 

communication strategy and in our sustainability strategy we have tried to think new and to think 

customer (Appendix 2, line 168-169). Fredrika Klarén notes that it is vital for the company to be 

able to communicate their sustainability efforts also to their customers to make sure to benefit 

from the work that the company is doing (Appendix 2, line 149-150). The increased focus on the 

customer group has led KappAhl to initiate different projects, including producing a sustainable 

collection and offering textile recycling boxes in their stores (KappAhl. 2014: 32). KappAhl is 

also working with other stakeholders to improve their sustainability efforts. The company is a 
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signatory of the Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety and is also a member of different 

industry and cross-sector collaborations such as the Bangladesh Water Partnership for Cleaner 

Textile, the Better Cotton Initiative and the previously mentioned SWAR (KappAhl. 2014).  

 

Orkla is communicating with their stakeholders using the company’s sustainability report and 

code of conduct as a basis for dialogue. Further, the company is currently working to develop 

relations with relevant stakeholders and to establish an industry dialogue for different issues, “To 

exemplify, I have met all the sustainability managers for our largest customers. It is something 

that we will continue to do, the stakeholder dialogue is very important in order to ensure that 

they have the ability to influence our continued work with our CSR strategy (Appendix 4, line 

288-291). The company is also working with other stakeholders, such as NGOs or other 

companies in different industry collaborations for awareness raising and knowledge-exchange 

(Orkla Foods Sweden. 2015b).  

 

Filippa K has worked extensively to engage different stakeholder groups in the company’s 

sustainability journey. This includes increased focus on the consumer group to address the issue 

of consumption and care of the garments that Filippa K produces, “It is important to involve 

them on this journey to create consciousness and understanding of what has to be done”. To 

engage their consumers, Filippa K launched a new website that focus extensively on their 

sustainability work and is also regularly inviting consumers to events at their stores to discuss 

sustainability. Further, the company has begun to collect old garments through the concept 

‘Filippa K Collect’. The customer will receive a voucher for their next purchase if returning old 

clothes to one of the company’s stores and the garment will either be sold in Filippa K’s own 

second-hand store or given to charity (Filippa K. 2015d). Filippa K also recently started leasing 

out clothes to encourage more sustainable consumption. According to Elin Larsson it was 

doubtful whether the market was ready for such initiatives when Filippa K introduced the 

methodology, but it was important to take a proactive role and push the initiatives towards 

consumers to make them re-think their perception of consumption, “Sometimes one need to be 

a step ahead and make sure that the stakeholders follow” (Appendix 5, line 281-283). The 

company is also working closely with their suppliers. Last year, the company held a workshop in 

Berlin with selected suppliers from throughout the value-chain. In total, 34 people participated in 

the session that focused on the vision of Filippa K and what they want to accomplish. According 

to Elin Larsson, the workshop was very successful and a great way to engage suppliers in Filippa 

K’s sustainability work (Appendix 5, line 253-260). Filippa K is also recognizing the importance 
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of working a lot in different industry collaborations as a medium-sized company. Industry 

collaborations include the Swedish Textile Water Initiative, The Chemical Group, and the 

Sustainable Fashion Academy (Filippa K. 2013). Stakeholders did not have a prominent role in 

the initial formation of a strategy, vision and sustainability framework, “It was us, we do that a 

lot, which is both positive and negative, we work from the inside and out.” (Appendix 5, line 

274-275). Even though the process was conducted by people at Filippa K, the company bring in 

external support in cases where they lack sufficient knowledge and expertise “Of course, we are 

not experts on everything and bring in external competence to support our work, but it has been 

important for us to ensure that the overall vision and goals have been developed by us, 

ourselves” (Appendix 5, line 275-277).  

 

Lantmännen considers its commitment and voluntary responsibility go beyond its own 

operations (Lantmännen. 2015C). According to the company’s website, “important for others, 

important for us” (Lantmännen. 2015e). This, as the company recognizes that in order to 

continue to develop their business and contribute to sustainable development, it must work with 

a large number of stakeholders to ensure cohesion and cooperation, “[…] You need to do certain 

things today just to have a license to operate” (Appendix 3, line 118-119). In order to go further 

than to ensure legitimacy the company is working through ‘business-driven stakeholder dialogue’. 

The business-driven stakeholder dialogue places focus is on how Lantmännen can cooperate with 

stakeholders throughout the supply chain to address mutual challenges (Appendix 3, line 129-

132). An important recognition is that all actors in the value chain have a responsibility to 

cooperate to address pressing sustainability issues, regardless of where it occurs in the supply 

chain. An example of when Lantmännen initiated such process is when the company addressed 

the issue of soy imports. Due to the inability of actors upstream in the value chain to address the 

issue Lantmännen saw the potential for action if also involving companies downstream, closer to 

the consumers. As a result, an industry dialogue was initiated that later resulted in 28 companies 

signing an agreement in 2014 to act more sustainably and take measures to import sustainable soy 

(Appendix 3, 133-145). Claes Johansson considers business-driven stakeholder dialogue essential 

to ensure change and recognize that Lantmännen has a role to play, “If you have a strong brand 

that you position as the most sustainable from a customer-perspective, then you need to be 

address issues by yourself and take a strong role. But if you are present further up in the supply 

chain you are often an anonymous player, and therefore it is more difficult to address these issues 

on your own” (Appendix 3, line 149-153).  
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4.6 Summary 

Category Factor Results 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Knowledge & 
Communication 

 
1. Initiate process with a 

CSR assessment 

Four companies made an assessment of their current 
sustainability work before developing a plan for how to 
incorporate sustainability. The study displayed that all 
companies initially had good knowledge of sustainability. 

 
 

2. Provide education and 
training 

All five companies educated their employees in 
sustainability. The study disclosed that the companies 
took a different approach to whether i) the provided 
education was of general nature or tailored for different 
departments ii) education was adapted to the company’s 
sustainability framework iii) ensure knowledge of 
sustainability in the organization by recruiting externally. 

3. Communicate 
sustainability internally 

 

The focus on internal communication varied. No 
company had developed a systematic plan for its internal 
communication as a mean to incorporate sustainability. 

 
 
 
 
 

Strategic intent 

 
4. Develop goals that apply 

to different levels and 
functions 

Four companies recognize that the development of 
measurable goals have played a central role in the work 
towards incorporating sustainability. All companies 
expressed difficulties in quantifying sustainability but only 
four addressed the issue further.  

 
5. Develop clear strategies 

and an action plan 

Three companies have a sustainability strategy in place 
and two have integrated sustainability in its overall 
company strategy. Four out of five companies had or are 
currently developing an action plan to fulfill the strategy.  

6. Evaluate and monitor 
sustainability efforts 

Four out of five companies produce a sustainability 
report. The reports are aligned with GRI principles.  

 
Supportive 
Company 
Culture 

 

7. Ensure a supportive 
company culture 

All interviewees described a supportive company culture. 
The study further illustrated that strategic sustainability 
require the company culture not to be too value-laden. 

8. Ensure an employee-
driven sustainability 

incorporation process 

. The study illustrated that it is important to ensure that 
the initiatives provided by employees are suited for the 
company context and the strategic direction of the firm. 
The process has hence not been people-driven in all 
companies as initiatives have been disorganized. 

 
Leadership  

& Top-
Management 

Support 
 

 
9. Leaders incorporate 

sustainability in strategy and 
ensure sufficient resources 

for the process 

Leadership has been important for all companies. 
Especially, leadership has been essential for incorporating 
sustainability in overall business targets. The study also 
illustrated that the involvement of the executive team 
initially differed and gradually has developed. Two of the 
studied companies established a permanent decision-
making body for sustainability. 

10. Leaders signal their 
support for the sustainability 

incorporation process 

The leaders of all companies demonstrate their support 
of sustainability being incorporated in the organization in 
different communication channels. 

 
 

Interaction with 
Stakeholders 

11. Conduct a stakeholder 
analysis and make use of the 

stakeholder management 
process 

Four out of five companies have conducted a stakeholder 
analysis and identified stakeholders and prioritized issues. 
This implies that stakeholders are considered important 
for granting companies a ‘license to operate’. 

12. Ensure a continuous 
dialogue and build 

relationships with relevant 
stakeholders 

The five studied companies are all working actively with 
their stakeholders through a more qualitative form of 
stakeholder dialogue including different collaborations 
and partnerships. 
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5. Discussion 
 

 

5.1 Knowledge & Communication 

 

5.1.1 Initiate process with a CSR assessment  

The study indicated that it is important for companies to conduct a CSR assessment at the 

initiation of incorporating sustainability in the organization. The results therefore supports the 

argument by Doppelt (2003), that it is important for organizations to have sufficient knowledge 

of what it is striving to achieve and to put it in the context of why they need to address 

sustainability and what benefits that could be gained. The CSR assessment was according to the 

study important for ensuring that companies had a proper overview of the internal and external 

environment before deciding on a suitable sustainability framework. It was also an important 

process for expanding knowledge within the organization and part of a learning process in which 

employees in different levels gained increased knowledge of why it is relevant to incorporate 

sustainability. The conclusion of the study is hence that a CSR assessment is a useful instrument 

for initiating the sustainability incorporation process.  

 

The result of the study further illustrated that the CSR assessment was used as a complement to 

companies prevailing knowledge since studied companies had a relatively high level of 

sustainability knowledge before the assessment was conducted. More specifically, companies had 

detailed data regarding their respective environmental and societal effects as well as had 

conducted analyses to develop a detailed knowledge of their external environment. The 

companies’ high level of sustainability knowledge can be linked to several explanations. Firstly, 

sustainability reporting and Environmental Management Systems such as the ISO 14001 was 

implied to be important for the collection of information about the organization and for 

developing a systematic approach to knowledge and data. This was expected and can be 

supported by authors such as Fifka (2013) who argues that sustainability reporting can help 

companies to better understand their own operations and provide an overview of their 

sustainability work. An additional possible explanation may be that the companies are operating 

in industries that are experiencing a lot of stakeholder pressure. On the one hand, regulations and 

legislative frameworks are forcing companies to live up to different standards and regulations. On 

the other hand, all companies experience increasing pressure from consumers in their respective 
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industry that increasingly are demanding of firms to conduct sustainable business. The result is 

contrary to the argument by Lueneburger and Goleman (2010), that companies do not have an 

understanding of the meaning of sustainability in the initiation of implementing CSR. The 

findings of the study is hence interesting as it might potentially indicate that sustainability has 

become more mainstream, relevant for businesses and that companies to a larger extent have 

knowledge of sustainability issues today. It could also be a result of the studied companies having 

worked with a more socially-oriented form of CSR for a longer time.  

 

5.1.2 Provide education and training  

The study implied that it is important for companies to devote resources to train their employees 

in sustainability. This approach is in line with Doppelt (2003) who argues that training is a key 

factor for promoting a clear understanding of the role of sustainable practices for the company. 

However, the results of the study demonstrated that companies have different approaches to 

how to educate their staff. The approaches differed primarily in whether the provided education 

was of general nature or tailored for different functions and departments and whether education 

was adapted to the sustainability framework of the organization. Offering a combination of 

training that is of general nature and tailored for different functions could be beneficial for 

companies according to the results of the study. The results of the study indicated that the 

companies that have attempted to tailor their training to be more suited to the sustainability 

framework had been able to develop a more cohesive and universal understanding of 

sustainability in the organization. The study hence indicated that it could be valuable for 

companies to, in a large scale, provide training to increase employees understanding of 

sustainability, and how it is related to the company. Such education could, apart from ensuring 

the expansion of knowledge of strategic sustainability in the organization, also result in a more 

engaged workforce (Rupp et al. 2006; Maignan et al. 1999). On the other hand, the study also 

suggested that it is important to raise the technical knowledge of sustainability in the organization 

to provide employees with the instruments to contribute to company-specific goals. Focused 

learning opportunities also demonstrate that sustainability is pertinent for employees’ specific 

function. In that sense, specialized training is essential for developing the understanding of how 

sustainability is linked to the everyday work of employees in different departments. Educational 

efforts were also indicated to be of importance for some of the companies from a 

communication perspective, as suggested by Stone (2006). This would imply that it is important 

to tailor the offered education to be aligned with the company’s sustainability work. The 
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conclusion of the study is hence that both specialized training and of more general nature 

regarding sustainability is useful for companies.   

 

5.1.3 Communicate sustainability internally  

The results of the study indicated that companies generally neglected their internal 

communication of the sustainability work. None of the studied companies had developed a 

systematic plan for how to use its internal communication as a mean to incorporate sustainability 

in the organization. Additional findings of the study were that companies find it difficult to 

ensure that all employees recognize that sustainability is relevant for their everyday job. This 

indicates that it would be useful for companies to develop a systematic plan for how to work 

internally with communicating sustainability. The result was unexpected as scholars largely agree 

that the company culture and employee understanding of sustainability is important to ensure a 

sustainability framework that is accepted by the organization (e.g. Stone. 2006). The internal 

communication is an important instrument in that sense. Further, the internal communication 

could contribute to send key messages regarding the sustainability work. It was indicated from 

the results of the study that the internal communication was neglected as companies have limited 

resources and the internal communication normally is not prioritized when it comes to allocating 

resources. Another possible explanation could be that the internal communication has been 

neglected due to lack of recognition of its importance. The conclusions of the study is therefore 

that companies would benefit from developing a plan for how to systematically communicate 

sustainability internally in the organization to share key messages and enhance the understanding 

of the sustainability framework among employees.  

 

5.2 Strategic Intent  

 

5.2.1 Develop goals that apply to different levels and functions  

The study demonstrated that measurable goals are important for companies that are attempting 

to incorporate sustainability in the organization as it was indicated to be important for the 

establishment of a direction for the company, for communicating the work and for motivating 

employees. This support authors such as Hohnen (2007), who argues that a systematic and 

strategic approach to the development of goals is vital in the initial stages of the integration 

process. Further, Landrum and Edwards (2009) points out that addressing sustainability 

strategically requires a systematic thinking. The study indicated that working with goals 

contributed to a more systematic approach to sustainability, as it enabled the company to develop 
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action plans around a clear set of indicators. A conclusion for the study is therefore that an 

important part of incorporating sustainability in the organization includes setting objectives.  

 

According to authors Mirvis and Googins (2006), firms that have come furthest in integrating 

CSR into their business practices are those that have developed clear targets and key performance 

indicators. The study also indicated that it was difficult to develop quantifiable goals for 

measuring the impact of the company’s sustainability efforts. According to a study by Accenture 

and the UN Global Compact from 2013, one of the primary issues that CEOs struggled with in 

their attempt to integrate sustainability is the difficulty to quantify and measure results of the 

efforts. In that sense it is important to recognize that companies that are far in their process 

towards incorporating sustainability in the organization might not have been able to develop 

measurable goals yet to evaluate results of the sustainability work. On the other hand, thorough 

efforts to develop such goals demonstrates that companies are serious about incorporating 

strategic CSR in the organization as it is vital to be able to measure results for sustainability to 

become a central part of companies operations. Hence, it will be essential for companies to 

continue to strive to measure sustainability to be able to demonstrate the business value, and to 

properly measure companies’ sustainability impact. Not only will this be of importance to ensure 

business value of working with sustainability. It will also be vital for the sustainability 

incorporation process by demonstrating the business case. In order to develop suitable KPIs and 

ensure proper metrics, companies could benchmark other corporations, or make use of external 

support to develop measurable objectives and KPIs. The conclusion of the study is that it will be 

of importance for companies attempting to incorporate sustainability to develop measurable 

goals and KPIs.  

 

5.2.2 Develop clear strategies and an action plan 

According to Pedersen and Neergaard (2008), in order to successfully address sustainability, CSR 

need to move from being a peripheral add-on to becoming an integrated core business function. 

From the authors’ perspective, it would be essential for companies to develop a strategy for 

sustainability and ensure that it is aligned with the company’s operations and overall strategy of 

the company. Similarly, McElhaney (2009) argues that in order to develop a suitable CSR or 

sustainability strategy, companies must determine what specific business objectives that the 

strategy must support and should also seek to align its CSR strategy with the core competencies 

of the company. The results of the study supported such arguments and indicated that is of 

importance for companies to have a framework in place that set the direction for the company’s 



 69 

sustainability work and an action plan that is linked to the sustainability strategy. Developing a 

specific direction was indicated as essential in order to improve sustainability efforts and to 

incorporate it in the organization as part of an overall strategic framework. In that sense it can be 

argued that it is important to not only have specific goals in place but to link such to a larger 

picture of where the company is heading. Hence, a sustainability strategy is important for the 

company’s efforts to incorporate sustainability. The results of the study implied that without a 

sustainability strategy the work can easily become fragmented and ineffective. The proposal is 

supported by Epstein and Rejc (2014) that are considering sustainability strategies a core feature 

for companies that are serious about incorporating sustainability. A strategic direction can also 

possibly be important for ensuring that the sustainability incorporation process is employee-

driven as the study implied that it would be advantageous for companies to have a sustainability 

strategy to ensure that employee initiatives derive from, and contributes to, the same framework. 

The conclusion of the study is hence that it is essential for companies to develop a sustainability 

strategy in initial stages of the incorporation process to guide the efforts. 

 

5.2.3 Evaluate and monitor sustainability efforts  

The result of the study illustrated that sustainability reporting is a useful instrument for 

companies attempting to incorporate sustainability across the organization as the result of the 

study suggests it to be important for the studied company’s initial collection of data as it offered a 

systematic approach towards collecting material. In that sense, it supports the argument by 

Hoffman et al. (2001) that if a company is serious about CSR, they should also be serious about 

how they evaluate their CSR practices. According to Aras and Crowther (2009), sustainability 

reporting forces companies to analyze their entire value chain which could lead to the 

identification of opportunities for value creation and the improvement of operations. The study 

illustrated that a sustainability report can offer structure and makes it easier to obtain an overview 

of the company’s sustainability work. It is hence a useful tool for establishing a systematic 

approach to sustainability, and to assure cohesion and the institutionalization of different 

processes. In that sense, the sustainability report can be helpful in identifying opportunities and 

in further improving business practices as suggested by authors. The report was also described in 

the study as an important tool for the communication with external stakeholders and could from 

that point of view be considered essential for a continued ‘license to operate’ (Deegan. 2007). In 

that sense, the results of the study implied that it could potentially also be considered as 

important to align the sustainability reports with the GRI principles, as it is an internationally 

accepted standard for sustainability reporting and hence provide further legitimacy. The 
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sustainability report was also implied to be useful as it could function as the company’s 

Communication of Progress (COP), and present the annual of work of the company in 

promoting the UN Global Compact’s ten principles (Orkla. 2014; Lantmännen. 2014). Hence, 

the conclusion of the study is that sustainability reports are important for the communication 

with stakeholders as well as for developing a systematic approach to the evaluation and 

monitoring of companies sustainability work.  

 

5.3 Supportive Company Culture 

 

5.3.1 Ensure a supportive company culture 

The results of the study indicated that companies’ culture need to be supportive of incorporating 

sustainability. The supportive culture of the studied companies could potentially be explained by 

the company’s geographical location, and Sweden being a country that has recognized the 

importance of working with sustainable development and related issues for several decades. 

According to Doppelt (2003) the culture of the firm can either support or spoil CSR efforts. The 

result of the study supports the author and implies that it is important to address the company 

culture to certify that it is supportive of incorporating sustainability. An additional result of the 

study was that the company culture is especially important for larger companies attempting to 

develop a more strategic approach to sustainability. It is challenging for larger companies to 

develop an overall strategic sustainability framework that is of relevance for all business sectors 

operating in diverse industries. Therefore, the company culture is especially important to link 

departments and sectors in the organization and ensure a strong set of values to certify a mutual 

approach to sustainability. An important conclusion is hence that companies should aim to 

develop a sustainability framework that is embedded in the company culture. 

 

De Woot (2005) argues that integrating sustainability requires a change from an economy-driven 

culture to a more value-laden culture. This is similar to the argument by Jones et al. (2007), that 

incorporating sustainability often requires fundamental shifts in companies’ culture. An 

interesting finding of the study was that some company cultures could be too value-laden for 

companies to accept a more strategic approach to sustainability. The result implies that it is 

challenging for companies that historically have worked with philanthropy and a more socially-

oriented form of CSR to transform and incorporate a more strategic approach to sustainability. 

The result suggested that it is of importance to work actively to modify the culture of the 

company to embed a new strategic approach to sustainability in the organization. This would 
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support Maon et al.’s (2010) argument that the CSR implementation process demands a deep 

comprehension and integration of the moral and cultural values of the firm. On the other hand, 

authors such as Heslin and Ochoa (2008) argue that effective CSR derive from extensive analysis 

of company’s culture, competencies and strategic opportunities. Hence, it is also of importance 

to develop a sustainability framework that is aligned with the company culture. One of the 

conclusions of the study is thus that modifying the sustainability framework and transforming the 

company culture are simultaneous processes and should be approached cautiously to certify that 

these are linked and supported by each other.   

 

5.3.2 Ensure an employee-driven sustainability incorporation process  

Incorporating sustainability in the organization through an employee-driven process is an 

important feature according to authors such as Sharma et al. (2009). This was supported by the 

study which illustrated that it is important for companies to have a sustainability strategy rooted 

in the organization to ensure that the initiatives provided by employees are suited for the 

company context and for the strategic direction of the firm. If not, the company might be forced 

to choose between a people-driven process and a more top-down approach. Without an 

overarching strategic framework understood by employees, there is a potential risk of the 

sustainability initiatives being disorganized and fragmented as initiatives pull the organization in 

different directions. The suggestion is similar to that of Doppelt (2003), who is arguing that 

employees that do not understand the need, strategies, purpose and expected outcome of the 

process will resist the sustainability incorporation process. In that sense, the study indicated that 

it is important to make a distinction between companies in which employees are simply positive 

to sustainability and propose diverse initiatives, and those in which employees are contributing to 

the strategic framework of the organization and drives the incorporation process forward. The 

result of the study indicated that several of the studied companies are not ensuring an employee-

driven process as their employees are not working specifically to contribute to the developed 

sustainability framework of the organization, but is potentially contributing to an unsystematic 

approach to sustainability by bringing forwards ideas that are not of top priority for the company. 

The findings of the study hence indicates that it is possible to initiate the process of incorporating 

sustainability in the organization without ensuring that it is employee-driven. However, the 

approach will not permit companies to incorporate sustainability fully.  The study illustrated that 

an important next step for several of the studied companies was to ensure that all employees 

were part of the sustainability incorporation process. Hence, a conclusion of the study is that it is 

of importance for companies to begin to think early on how to ensure that all employees have an 
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understanding of what the company want to achieve, and ensure that there are ways for them to 

contribute to the sustainability agenda to certify an employee-driven process.  

 
According to Aguilera et al. (2007), employees have three different kinds of motives when 

deciding to engage and contribute to the sustainability framework of the company. One of the 

motives is referring to employees moral standards, while the other two focuses on relationships 

among group members and the self-interest of individuals. From this perspective, it would be of 

importance to incite employees by linking employee performance to the sustainability strategy 

and reward employees that perform well, as well as ensure that employees develop relationships 

and communicate with persons that can act as a motivation to take further action. The approach 

was supported by the study, as it was implied to be of importance to link employee performance 

to the company’s overarching sustainability goals to make them relevant for employees. Further, 

permitting employees to engage with external stakeholders proved to be motivational as it 

resulted in new ideas and insights in how to work with sustainability internally. The conclusion of 

the study is hence that it is useful to motivate employees to work with sustainability through 

different approaches and not only rely on employees’ moral standards.  

 

5.4 Leadership and Top-Management Support 

 

5.4.1 Leaders incorporate sustainability in strategy and ensure sufficient resources for the process 

Kiewa (2000) argues that it requires total commitment from the board and the senior executive 

team to able to embed sustainable business practices into the DNA of an organization. Similarly, 

Waldman et al. confirms that leaders are a key component in the prediction of how far 

companies engage in CSR. The result of the study supports the argument of the authors as 

leaders were indicated to have a key role in the sustainability incorporation process. The findings 

of the study further illustrated that leaders increasingly became more engaged in the sustainability 

incorporation process as it progressed. This indicates that leaders gradually recognized their own 

importance for the sustainability incorporation process and decided to engage further. It could 

also imply that the sustainability incorporation process had leaders recognize the importance of 

sustainability for the organization, which led to the intensification of their involvement. 

Nonetheless, the results indicate that leaders will be of great importance for the incorporation 

process for several reasons.   
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First, the result of the study indicated that the executive team has an important role in ensuring 

sufficient resources to be allocated to the sustainability incorporation process. In order to certify 

that the organization incorporates sustainability, instruments must be implemented that enables 

the company to do so. Hence, the study suggests that resources need to be allocated to such 

instruments which include training and education of employees, systems for monitoring and 

evaluation, and participation in forums to engage with stakeholders. Further, the executive team 

is also responsible for ensuring that there is sufficient staff designated to the sustainability 

department. The study illustrated that companies often have a small group of employees working 

with sustainability and that focus is placed on how sustainability directly can be implemented in 

different functional departments. However, this could be a bottleneck for companies as 

employees in different departments often do not understand how sustainability is related to their 

function or understands how to take sustainability dimensions into account in their daily work. In 

initial stages it will hence be important to ensure that there are key personnel in the organization 

that can act as ‘ambassadors’ to makes sure that sustainability is addressed and who can support 

departments to certify that sustainability is taken into account. Further, the sustainability group is 

important for developing a systematic and strategic framework for how to work with 

sustainability and certify that instruments are in place that supports this framework. The group 

will also be of importance for facilitating cross-functional cooperation and initiate processes in 

which employees from different functions can gather to discuss how sustainability can become an 

integral part of their work and how different departments can work together to improve 

sustainability performance. This is an important aspect considering how results from a study by 

Accenture and the UN Global Compact in 2013 demonstrated that CEOs find it especially 

difficult to cope with complexities of integration and implementation of sustainability across 

companies. The conclusion of the study is hence that it is essential that top-leaders assign 

sufficient resources to the sustainability incorporation process and that it is important to allocate 

resources to the sustainability department to certify that it can take a central role in the process.  

 

Secondly, the findings of the study implied that it is important that leaders work actively to shape 

responsible business practices. This was illustrated in the study by companies including 

sustainability as an element in the corporate strategy, and potentially also the vision and mission 

of the company. Further, it was implied to be of importance that leaders are part of developing a 

sustainability strategy for the company. According to the literature review, it is important that 

leaders understand that they are important change agents in the sense that they are able to shape 

responsible business practices by e.g. formally integrating CSR into the corporate vision, mission 
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and values (Epstein. 2008; Werre. 2003). From this perspective, it is important that leaders have 

an understanding of the business case for sustainability, why it is imperative to address 

sustainability and how to do so in order for the company to incorporate sustainability. If not, 

sustainability will likely be addressed as a side project and a framework will not be developed that 

can be integrated in the practices of the different departments and accepted by employees in the 

organization. The study also illustrated that is not sufficient to only incorporate sustainability in 

different policies and documents but that leaders also must certify that an action plan is 

developed to ensure that the company strategy is fulfilled. In that sense, leaders have an 

important role for ensuring sustainability to become part of a strategic framework but also for 

executing such strategic framework as not to jeopardize the process and potentially risk that the 

company is being accused of ‘greenwash’. The conclusion of the study is hence that leaders have 

an important role in reshaping companies current operations and structures to certify that 

sustainability becomes incorporated.  

 

5.4.2 Leaders signal their support for the sustainability incorporation process to the organization  

The results of the study indicated that senior management support is important to ensure that 

employees at all levels pay attention to the implementation process and for ensuring their 

support. The study hence supports previous scholars that are supportive of the argument that it 

is imperative that senior management as well as the board signals their support for sustainability 

(e.g. Dunphy et al. 2003; Epstein. 2008; Benn et al. 2006; Basu & Palazzo. 2008). Further, leaders 

are important for communicating the sustainability framework throughout the company, to 

ensure that everyone understands it. The executive group also has an important role in 

influencing and collaborating with others in the organization to ensure overall support for the 

sustainability incorporation process as suggested by Lueneburger and Goleman (2010). 

Communication can take place through various channels such as large meetings, emails, and 

information on the intranet etc. Additionally, the study implied that actions by the senior 

management clearly sent signals to the organization about whether sustainability was a prioritized 

issue. More specifically, the inclusion of sustainability in the business concept or the vision of the 

company proved to be of great influence and useful also to certify that employees understand 

that it is a priority to incorporate sustainability in the organization. Hence, it can be supposed 

that leaders must actively be involved in the sustainability work to signal to the rest of the 

organization that they should be involved as well. The conclusion of the study is thus that leaders 

signaling support for the incorporation process will be of importance to certify that stakeholders 

recognize the process’ importance. 
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Further, leadership has been identified as a factor that influences the organizational culture of 

companies (Schein. 2004). The findings of the study support the authors’ argument. The result of 

the study implies that leaders have an important role for ensuring that sustainability is taken into 

account by shaping a more value-based culture in which managers and employees in the 

organization take decisions that are based also on their social intelligence as suggested by Unruh 

(2014). According to the author, employee actions must be guided by an overarching 

sustainability vision and strategy in order to maximize the benefits of social intelligence. Hence, it 

will be of importance for leaders to attempt to link strategy and culture. However, leaders also 

have an important role in modifying the company culture to make it accept that sustainability is 

approached with a business-perspective by the organization. One conclusion of the study is that 

it will be of importance that leaders can manage to shape a company culture that can balance a 

business perspective with ethical principles.   

 

5.5 Interaction with Stakeholders  

 

5.5.1 Conduct a stakeholder analysis and make use of the stakeholder management process 

Den Hond and De Bakker (2007) asserts that external groups are increasingly pressuring firms to 

address sustainability as the responsibility of a wide range of social issues are transferred from the 

state to the private sector. The result of the study implies that stakeholder groups push 

companies to act more sustainably, and hence have an important role in making companies take 

action to incorporate sustainability. All companies expressed in the interviews that they 

experienced stakeholder pressure that increasingly were demanding of firms to conduct more 

sustainable business. Further, companies such as Lantmännen and Orkla which are operating 

along the entire supply chain expressed that they experienced that it was primarily downstream in 

the supply chain that the increase in stakeholder pressure was noticeable. The result indicates that 

external pressure varies throughout the supply chain as it appears that business operating closer 

to end-consumers often are more pressured to act sustainably than companies further upstream 

in the supply chain. In that sense, businesses selling to end-consumers have a prominent role in 

transforming industries and value chains to become more sustainably. Similarly, consumer-driven 

industries might potentially be pressured to address sustainability in a larger scale in comparison 

to other industries. From this perspective, it will be important for companies operating in such 

industries to ensure that knowledge exist regarding what type of issues that consumer groups and 

other stakeholders that is putting pressure on downstream companies, would want the company 

to address. From these findings, one can draw the conclusion that stakeholder groups have an 
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important role in ensuring that companies takes action to incorporate sustainability. The result of 

the study hence supports authors arguing that stakeholders have an important role in the 

sustainability incorporation process (e.g. Phillips. 2003; Dunham et al. 2006; Maignan et al. 2005).  

The findings of the study further support authors arguing that a vital step in the implementation 

process is to identify the stakeholders of the firm and the issues that they find relevant. More 

specifically, the result of the study highlighted that it will be of importance to identify 

stakeholders to decide what issues are highly relevant for the firm to focus on, as suggested by 

several authors discussed in the literature review (e.g. den Hond & de Bakker. 2007; Basu & 

Palazzo. 2008; Mirvis & Googins. 2006). Further, the findings of the study implied that 

companies recognize that stakeholders have an important role in granting the firm a ‘license to 

operate’ and that it is important to acknowledge and respond to the external pressure placed on 

firms to be able to continue to conduct business. Thus, the study supports previous research on 

how stakeholders are important for providing companies legitimacy (e.g. Maignan et al. 2005). 

The conclusions of the study is therefore that it is of importance for companies to early conduct 

a stakeholder analysis and structure their work according to the stakeholder management process 

in order to certify that relevant issues are addressed and prioritized.  

 

5.5.2 Ensure a continuous dialogue and build relationships with relevant stakeholders 

Pedersen (2006) notes that stakeholder dialogue can assume a variety of forms and differ from 

simply providing information about the company’s business practices through for example codes 

of conducts or sustainability report, to a more open dialogue on a wide range of issues. The result 

of the study illustrated that companies should engage in a more qualitative form of stakeholder 

dialogue. This could according to the study be executed successfully by developing close 

relationships with relevant stakeholders including government, NGOs and competitors, and by 

having a continuous and frequent dialogue with different stakeholder groups. The study indicates 

further that companies to a large extent have recognized the importance of stakeholder dialogue 

and cooperation; similarly to Jonker (2015) arguing, “no organization can achieve sustainability 

on its own”. A result worth mentioning in this section is further that one of the studied 

companies does not produce a sustainability report. This indicates that it is possible for 

companies to engage in a more advanced form of stakeholder dialogue and build close 

relationships with stakeholders even though a company has not engaged in the most basic form. 

The conclusions of the study is that it is of importance for companies to early conduct a 

stakeholder analysis and abide to the stakeholder management process to build strong relations 

with different groups that are of relevance for the company.  
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According to Zadek (2004), companies that have come farthest in the implementation process of 

CSR are those that engage in industry cooperation as this would lead to higher impact. The 

results of the study can be interpreted in several ways. On the one hand, the result of the study 

could be stated as supportive of the authors argument as the studied companies have come 

relatively far in the sustainability incorporation process in comparison to other companies 

according to the classification in the case selection process. On the other hand, one could argue 

that the results of the study simply illustrate that a collaborative approach is more common 

today. In that sense, the study could indicate that collaboration between different actors have 

gone mainstream and that it is not something that companies engage in once they have achieved 

a higher grade of integration. Further, the results could also be interpreted as being industry-

specific since several of the companies referred to the industry environment as inciting 

companies to collaborate with external parties to achieve results. Hence, the study could also be 

interpreted as denoting that stakeholder dialogue differ across industries and are developed based 

on the specific conditions that are determined by the industry environment. In order to draw any 

conclusions on this matter, it would be useful to study stakeholder relationships across industries 

to identify whether there is a pattern in how to work with stakeholder groups or if these 

relationships develops and adopts to the specific industry context. Further, a study including a 

larger sample could be conducted to certify whether stakeholder collaboration is more common 

today or whether it is still those that have come furthest in incorporating sustainability that 

engage in industry cooperation.  
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6. Conclusions 
 

 

The participation of the business sector will be fundamental in order to fulfill the SDGs. It is 

therefore essential to ensure that businesses increasingly implement more sustainable business 

practices. The purpose of the thesis was therefore to identify key success factors that have 

enabled firms to successfully incorporate sustainability into business practices and strategy. In 

order to fulfill the purpose, the thesis aimed to answer the research question of how can companies 

successfully go from intent to action when incorporating sustainability into business practices and strategy?  

 

To summarize, the findings of the study implied that it is not only for companies to implement a 

number of separate instruments to successfully incorporate sustainability into strategy and 

business practices. Instead, the study demonstrated that the sustainability incorporation process 

should be handled systematically and that companies should attempt to develop a comprehensive 

sustainability framework to align and harmonize different processes and instruments with each 

other to ensure that they all contribute to fulfill the same objectives. In that sense, there are some 

key factors that will be important for companies to consider. First, the study implied that 

companies that want to go from intent to action in incorporating sustainability into business 

practices and strategy should start by assessing the company’s internal and external environment. 

In this step, it will be of importance to evaluate the company’s current sustainability work and 

identify issues that are of relevance for its stakeholders. Secondly, the study demonstrated that it 

will be of importance for companies to develop a sustainability strategy. The sustainability 

strategy is a vital factor for the process as it guides the company by providing a direction. 

Additionally, the company should implement supportive instruments to fulfill the strategy; 

education, internal communication and a framework for monitoring and evaluation were 

indicated to be valuable. Strong leadership was implied to be imperative. The top-management 

was indicated to have an essential role as the group could allocate resources to the process and 

incorporate sustainability in companies’ existing structures, such as corporate strategy and vision. 

Leaders should also demonstrate their support to the sustainability incorporation process. Lastly, 

a supportive company culture was indicated to be of importance for the sustainability 

incorporation process. In that sense, an interesting finding of the study was that the company 

culture should not be too value-laden, as it might instigate difficulties when attempting to apply a 

business-perspective on the sustainability incorporation process.  
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6.1 Implications for further research  

Considering the necessity for demarcations in the writing process, several interesting aspects 

regarding the sustainability incorporation processes was left out of the thesis. Since the thesis 

highlighted the need to develop a comprehensive framework for the sustainability incorporation 

process, as scholars have stressed the need for more integrated models for addressing how firms 

can incorporate sustainability, a limitation of the study was that it took an encompassing view of 

the sustainability incorporation process. This could be considered problematic as it did not 

produce in-depth knowledge of each studied factor, but rather provided broader conclusions on 

what constitutes key success factors for the process. Further research could therefore be 

conducted to consider each of the suggested factors more in detail. This could potentially be 

executed as another case study with fewer cases to certify an in-depth and detailed understanding 

of each factors relevance for the studied companies incorporation processes. Additionally, it 

would be interesting to conduct research to understand the linkages between suggested key 

success factors since results of the study indicated that it is essential to develop an overall 

sustainability framework in which different instruments and processes are harmonized. While it is 

relatively straightforward to develop separate instruments that can contribute to the sustainability 

incorporation process, it is more difficult to ensure a framework consisting of different processes 

and instruments that are harmonized. Bearing in mind the qualitative approach of the thesis, 

further research could also be conducted with a larger sample as this could result in more 

generalizable results. This would be an important next step for building on the results of this 

study, and make it more relevant for companies attempting to incorporate sustainability. The 

geographical location and choice of case companies are additional limitations of the study. Future 

research should consider studying the sustainability incorporation process across industries to 

examine whether similar conclusions can be drawn. Additionally, it would be useful to conduct 

research in another geographical location, as Sweden can be considered a country with relatively 

high knowledge of sustainability, something that might affect the result of the companies’ 

sustainability incorporation process.   

 

It would also be of interest to conduct research further focusing on different findings of the 

study. One interesting conclusion of the study was that companies’ culture might be too value-

laden for the application of a business-perspective on sustainability. This implies that it can be 

difficult to shift from a philanthropic to a strategic approach to sustainability. Further research 

could be useful to examine the results more in-depth and to ensure an understanding of the 

potential implications for companies. The study could be executed as a longitudinal study in 
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which selected companies are examined over time to understand how companies can change 

their CSR work from socially- to strategically-oriented. The study could potentially be of both 

qualitative and quantitative nature. Additionally, the result of the study indicated that the internal 

sustainability communication often is neglected and that a strategic plan for how communication 

could be used as an instrument in the sustainability incorporation process is lacking. Since the 

results of the study also implied that the internal communication could be of importance for 

ensuring that sustainability becomes relevant for all employees in the company, it would be 

interesting to study this topic further.   
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