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Abstract 
This study investigates the Norwegian financial industry’s work with sustainable investments and 
was inspired by how investors, both public and private, have a crucial role in the channeling of cash 
flows toward sustainable projects. It aims to identify how the case company Storebrand is working 
systematically with sustainable investments and evaluates whether other companies can follow their 
lead to support United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals. Based on interviews with 
representatives from the industry and documentary secondary data, we mapped success factors and 
potential challenges for the work with sustainable investments. The in-depth study of Storebrand 
found that Storebrand’s success derives from four essential elements: (1) integration of sustainability 
into everything they do, (2) perception of sustainability as a competitive advantage, (3) size, and (4) 
expertise. By comparing Storebrand to our peer group of institutional investors, we identified and 
addressed four main challenges that hinder the work of integrating sustainability into asset 
management: (1) perception of sustainability, (2) lack of information, (3) lack of shared definitions, 
and (4) how size matters. The research concludes that parts of Storebrand’s success can be 
challenging for the peers to imitate, but that several findings can be used as inspiration for their own 
approach. We hope that the research contributes as a valuable insight into the topic of sustainable 
investments, and that it highlights the crucial role that the financial industry has in reaching the 
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.  
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Abbreviations: 
CDP Carbon Disclosure Project 

CSR Corporate Social Responsibility 

DNB Den Norske Bank 

ESG Environmental, Social and Governance  

FFKF Fondsfinans Kapitalforvaltning 

GRI Global Reporting Initiative  

IIRC International Integrated Reporting Council  

KBN Kommunalbanken  

KLP  Kommunal Landspensjonskasse 

NAA Norwegian Accounting Act, in Norwegian: Regnskapsloven 

OECD Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

SB1Ø SpareBank 1 Østlandet 

SDG Sustainable Development Goal 

TCFD United Nations Financial Stability Board’s Task Force on Climate-related 
Financial Disclosures 

UN United Nations 
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1 Introduction 
The financial industry has historically been known for its focus on economic growth and financial 
return. The reputations and trustworthiness of banks and investment companies were badly hurt in 
the years after the financial crisis of 2007-09, when some of the biggest banks in the world chose to 
prioritize short-term gain over long-term responsibility. A common saying among senior executives in 
Deutsche Bank in the years leading up to the crack was “The current quarter is the most important 
quarter we’re going to have” (Enrich, 2020). They encouraged employees to prioritize making money 
today, even if doing so meant larger losses down the road. Supported by an increase in globalization 
and international trade, the economic growth has been steady and financial markets have seen a solid 
growth since the last global financial crisis in 2008. Financial and economic growth is usually 
presented in terms of monetary value through return and gross domestic product, which do not 
consider the positive or negative externalities of the growth. In response to the global challenges of 
climate change, the topic of sustainability has received more attention and become a relevant 
consideration for operations across all industries over the past decade, hereunder the financial sector. 
This has led to the introduction of the third aspect of investments; risk, return, and impact. Porter, 
Kramer, and Serafeim (2019) argued that investors today face a newfound responsibility for the 
impact of their investments;  

“Investors can choose to make money in ways that contribute to a healthier, more prosperous, and 
sustainable community – or they can choose to extract rents in socially destructive ways. The 
obligations of social responsibility have so far been imposed on companies, not shareholders. Yet 
investors themselves have a social responsibility. When they pressure management to pursue short-
term profits in ways that harm the environment, put customers at risk, or exploit employees, 
investors must be held accountable. The law may limit their liability as shareholders, but public 
opinion and political pressure are not so easily circumvented.” (Porter, Kramer, & Serafeim, 2019) 

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) presented 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a 
universal call to action for peace and prosperity for the planet (United Nations, n.d.). The goals 
represent the international community’s acknowledgment of a need for change and are visions on 
several areas of the global economy and development, including topics such as poverty, education, 
equality, infrastructure, and climate change. The UN states on their website that: 

“[The SDGs] recognize that ending poverty and other deprivations must go hand-in-hand with 
strategies that improve health and education, reduce inequality, and spur economic growth – all while 
tackling climate change and working to preserve our oceans and forests.” (United Nations, n.d.) 

The year 2020 marks five years into the journey of SDGs, and it is now only 10 years until they are 
to be reached. To reach the SDGs, a crucial step is to facilitate financial funding for sustainable 
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projects and investments. Even though the responsibility of reaching the SDGs is shared, much of its 
weight is in the hands of financial institutions. This represents an opportunity for investors to utilize 
their financial power to generate a positive impact and contribute to sustainable development. 
However, contributing to the SDGs is not only beneficial for investors, but also from a 
macroeconomic perspective, where the development of the financial sector is dependent on the 
prosperity of our people and planet. Our interest in sustainable finance together with its importance 
is our motivation for conducting this study. We hope that it can contribute to the conversation on 
how investors can utilize their financial power to reach the SDGs and meet the 2030 agenda.  

1.1 Problem Definition  

Scandinavian countries are considered forerunners in the field of sustainability (Strand, Freeman, & 
Hockerts, 2015), and Finans Norge, an industry organization for the Norwegian financial industry, 
lists sustainability as one of their five focus areas for their 2021 strategy. They state that: “Within 
2021, sustainability should be an established part of the industry's assessment of risk and valuation. 
The financial industry should be seen as part of the solution” (Finans Norge, 2018a). However, they 
acknowledge that there is currently a significant gap in the sustainability performance of Norwegian 
financial institutions.  

In January 2020 Storebrand ASA, one of Norway’s leading financial institutions, was ranked the 
world’s most sustainable insurance company by Corporate Knights at the World Economic Forum in 
Davos (Corporate Knights, 2020). As Storebrand ASA over the past ten years has consistently been 
ranked among the world’s most sustainable companies, we consider them to be a leader in their work 
with sustainable investments. We will therefore use their strategy as a model and hope our findings 
may inspire investors to start the process of integrating sustainability into their investments. The 
objective of this thesis is thus to decrease the gap between Norwegian financial institutions, and 
thereby increase their contribution to the SDGs. With Norwegian institutional investors as target 
audience, we have created the following research question: 

1.1.1 Research Question  

How is Storebrand working systematically toward reaching the SDGs, and how can other companies 
follow their lead? 

Despite the financial industry’s history and previously discussed reputation, Storebrand ASA has 
obtained a prominent position among the world’s most sustainable companies. This thesis seeks to 
understand their success with sustainable investments, as their strategy might help other companies 
with the important task of funding projects that contribute to sustainable development. In order to 
fully answer to the research question, we have developed three sub-questions:  
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1. How does Storebrand approach the topic of sustainable investments? 
2. What factors contribute to Storebrand’s successful implementation of a sustainable investment 

strategy relative to other Norwegian institutional investors?  
3. What are the main challenges institutional investors meet when working on sustainable 

investments, and what can they learn from Storebrand on how to address these challenges? 

The structure of the thesis will follow the three sub-questions sequentially, where each question 
builds on the findings of the previous question. The first sub-question seeks to understand 
Storebrand’s work with sustainable investments by getting familiar with their practices in order to 
get an in-depth understanding of the drivers behind their strategy. The first part, therefore, only 
focuses on the case company Storebrand. Thereafter, the second part of the analysis aims to map 
factors contributing to Storebrand’s success relative to other investors. This will be done by 
examining the sustainability efforts of a selected peer group of Norwegian institutional investors, then 
discuss how some aspects of their organization and procedures compare to Storebrand. Lastly, the 
third sub-question will use the findings from the first two sub-questions to identify the main 
challenges institutional investors in Norway face when working with sustainable investments, and 
whether they can learn anything from Storebrand. The research will be conducted with stakeholder 
theory as a theoretical framework.  

1.1.2 Delimitation 

We acknowledge that Storebrand ASA’s continued ranking amongst the world’s most sustainable 
companies is a result of initiatives related to the entire Storebrand ASA group, for example the 
reduction of carbon footprint, supplier awareness, the availability of electric cars for employees, or 
business travel. However, the focus of this analysis will be on Storebrand Asset Management’s 
initiatives related to sustainable investment management. We thereby exclude Storebrand ASA’s 
other initiatives, even though they certainly yield valuable contributions to the SDGs and Storebrand 
ASA’s overall sustainability profile. Furthermore, the group Storebrand ASA consists of several 
subsidiaries and operates in Norway, Sweden, and Lithuania. It is the entity called Storebrand Asset 
Management that oversees their investment activity, and will thus be the relevant subject for 
analysis for this thesis. However, as we will see later, at times isolation of this entity and their 
activity is challenging, so the other entities will not be fully excluded. Henceforth, we will use the 
name Storebrand when we refer to Storebrand Asset Management, and Storebrand ASA when we 
specifically refer to the group Storebrand ASA. It should also be mentioned that approximately 1/3 
of the assets under management belong to their Swedish subsidiary SPP Fonden. However, the focus 
of this thesis will be on the Norwegian financial industry and Storebrand’s operations in Norway. 
These delimitations are a result of practicalities, as the initiatives across Storebrand ASA and their 
operations in Sweden and Lithuania, are too comprehensive to analyze given the scope of this thesis. 
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As Storebrand ASA is headquartered and have most of their operations in Norway, we do not believe 
that this limitation will have a significant impact on our findings. Moreover, we assume that both 
Storebrand and the companies discussed follow through on their sustainability strategies. We will 
therefore not evaluate whether they do what they claim to do, as this would have changed the nature 
of our study.  
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2 Literature Review  
As an extension of the preceding introduction, this section will provide the necessary background and 
theory to grasp the following analysis. It is divided into three subsections: (1) sustainability and the 
financial sector, (2) Storebrand, and (3) stakeholder theory. The first subsection will start by 
introducing the reader to the concept of sustainability and its relevancy for the financial sector. 
Secondly, we will present the case company more in depth, and give a clearer picture of the 
company’s history and structure. Lastly, the stakeholder theory will be presented, which is the 
theoretical framework this thesis primarily builds upon. We would like to highlight that the thesis 
will not go in depth into any financial theories, thus relevant financial concepts will be elaborated 
upon if necessary.  

2.1 Sustainability & the Financial Sector  

The term sustainable development can be perceived in many ways, but the most recognized 
definition stems from the UN report Our Common Future, also commonly known as the Brundtland 
Report: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, Khalid, 
Agnelli, Al-Athel, & Chidzero, 1987).  

Earlier research on sustainability use the term corporate social responsibility (CSR) instead of 
sustainability, which is defined by The European Commission as “the responsibility of enterprises for 
their impacts in society” (2011). CSR is therefore understood as companies’ responsibility of going 
beyond the legal and regulatory obligations in their impact on society, and thus overlaps with the 
definition of sustainability. However, an important difference regards how CSR does not specify a 
time-horizon, while sustainability focuses on the long-term. Therefore, sustainability can be perceived 
as CSR with a long-term focus (Strand, 2019) as it goes beyond the traditional CSR. However, CSR 
is a topic with more developed research and is used in some of the studies on stakeholder theory in 
section 3.2. As we find the long-term perspective important for analysis, we intend to use the term 
sustainability throughout the thesis. 

2.1.1 Sustainable Development 

The three-pillar paradigm in Figure 1 is a widely known conception of sustainability, which originates 
from the Brundtland Report and the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development. A common 
critique of this perception is how the model implies that trade-offs can be made between the bearing 
pillars (Adams, 2006), which relates to our reflections regarding the financial industry’s historical 
focus on economic and financial return. The alternative conceptualization, to the right in Figure 1, 
integrates the three pillars and is thus more relevant for our study.  
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Figure 1: Left: Three-pillar conceptualization of sustainability. Right: Alternative conceptualization 
(Purvis, Robinson, & Mao, 2018) 

Sustainable development became a dominant theme for environmental movements in the years 
following the publication of the Brundtland Report, and the awareness continued when the world’s 
politicians pledged their support to sustainability during Rio’s 1992 Earth Summit (Jordan & Voisey, 
1998). This was followed by a wave of effort from companies that started to acknowledge their 
corporate social responsibility (Kreutzer, 2020). Since then, several agreements on sustainability have 
been signed, hereunder UN’s Paris Agreement and 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015 
(United Nations, n.d.). More contemporary research is often centered around the SDGs presented in 
the 2030 agenda, and countries and companies around the world are working systematically toward 
the SDGs.  

Despite the good efforts, in a progress review meeting in September 2019, the message from the 
United Nations was clear: the current progress pace is far from sufficient to meet the goals by 2030 
(United Nations Global Compact , 2020). One of the reasons for this could be that, despite the 
awareness of sustainable development being at an all-time high, the term sustainable is often 
criticized for being vague and lacking clear visions, making it more ethical and harder to measure and 
report upon (Adams, 2006). We intend to discuss how this is related to the success of sustainable 
investment strategies in Norway, but will first elaborate on the sustainability work in the financial 
sector more generally.  

2.1.2 Sustainability in the Financial Sector 

After the traditional banking, asset management, and stock markets were liberalized in the 1980s, the 
financial sector has been in transition. As we mentioned in the introduction, the image of the sector 
has been deteriorating radically ever since (United Nations Global Compact , 2020). This stems from 
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a perception of the sector being driven by wrong values, poor decision making, and continuous 
involvement in numerous scandals. Despite this, no other sector contributes as fundamentally to 
milestones in every person’s life such as owning a house, building your own enterprise, or securing a 
stable retirement (CBS CCG, 2019). 

2.1.2.1 The Trade-Off  

“To handle the challenges of future generations, new models for economic growth must be developed, 
and they have to take social, environmental, and governance (ESG) considerations into account, 
because uncontrolled economic growth is unsustainable on a planet with finite resources” 
(Brundtland, et al., 2012). 

Brundtland et al. defined the importance of sustainability as a challenge of finite resources, and 
linked the ESG factors to economic growth. As we will see in the following sections, the SDGs and 
ESG factors are linked to the financial industry in several ways: measuring performance, funding, and 
value creation.  

First, Brundtland’s request for new models for economic growth can be related to how the financial 
return alone becomes an insufficient measure of performance. This challenges the traditional 
economic theory of Milton Friedman, who argues that companies’ primary responsibility is to serve 
their shareholders and provide them with a financial return (Friedman M. , 1970). However, an 
impressive financial return does not necessarily correlate with sustainable development, but more 
often the contrary. For instance, companies operating within the oil and gas sector have reported 
annual profits of more than 40 billion USD, making them one of the most profitable industries. This 
profit is a result of how these companies are dumping the cost of negative externalities such as 
cleaning up, which makes their operations far from sustainable in environmental terms (Klein, 2014). 
It illustrates the importance of the governance factor in ESG, and as we will see later, several 
Norwegian financial institutions have contributed to funding such activities for financial gain. They 
have therefore honored their responsibility toward shareholders through seeking profit, but have 
indirectly supported establishments of pipelines, drilling, and fracking, which implies that there has 
been a trade-off between the pillars of sustainability and the three ESG factors.  

Secondly, the need for funding to reach the SDGs represents another relation between sustainability 
and the financial industry. This is fundamental for this thesis because the amount of necessary 
funding required to reach the SDGs exceeds what the public sector can provide. For instance, 
estimates imply that investments of more than $90 trillion are required to reach the SDGs 
(Bielenberg, Kerlin, Oppenheim, & Roberts, 2016). These amounts are available with help from the 
private sector, hence, how institutional investors choose to combine their portfolios will have a 
significant impact on the SDGs. This is at the core of sustainable finance and how the investment 
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companies work with sustainability, which is defined as channeling capital flow toward projects with 
social or environmental benefits, not purely economic ones (Danske Bank, n.d.). It illustrates how 
financial companies can add value not only to their shareholders, but their stakeholders of people, 
customers, and society; a need in which never has been greater (EY , 2020).  

Moreover, research shows that by building portfolios based on socially responsible screening, investors 
can gain an abnormally positive return (Kempf & Osthoff, 2007). This implies that the traditional 
trade-off can be questioned, and that investors can support all three sustainability pillars and ESG 
factors, without compromising profitability. Even though findings and opinions on the precise 
business impact of sustainable investments differ amongst scientists, it is shared understanding that 
ESG awareness in investment processes is a crucial part of the financial industry’s role in reaching 
the SDGs. However, redistributing these assets toward sustainable investments cannot be done 
overnight.  

2.1.2.2 Enlarging the Green Zone  

An important aspect in relation to our research question is therefore how more Norwegian investment 
companies can approach a sustainable investment strategy. Figure 2 presents a model by PGGM, 
The Netherlands’ second biggest pension fund, that categorizes investors’ sustainability efforts 
(Banque de France, 2019). The framework consists of three zones, each representing how investors 
weight financial returns against externalities and sustainability when forming their portfolios.  

 

Figure 2: The three investor zones (Banque de France, 2019) 

The grey zone is where investors prioritize financial return above everything else, while the red zone 
is where sustainability considerations prevail above financial return. Whereas the grey zone is not 
desirable due to its lack of considering the impact of the investments, the red zone is not feasible for 
traditional companies that depend on profitable operations for survival. Therefore, the goal is to 
facilitate for more investors to enter the green zone where sustainability is integrated alongside 
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market rate returns (Banque de France, 2019). This aligns more with the alternative 
conceptualization of sustainable development, where the traditional pillars are not carrying the 
weight of sustainability, but this is integrated.  

2.1.2.3 Tools for Sustainability 

Where the previous sections have looked at the historical context of sustainability, this section will 
take a more practical approach. We will present the most common tools for integration of 
sustainability in asset management: exclusion, positive screening, and active ownership. We have 
chosen to focus on those used by Storebrand, as they are the most widely applied across other 
companies too.  

Exclusion, also referred to as negative screening, is one of the earliest ethics-based approaches to 
sustainable investing. It refers to actively avoiding investing in specific companies or sectors based on 
certain ESG criteria, and was in 2017 the most widely applied tool for sustainable investment 
globally (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). By following this strategy, pension and investment 
companies can withdraw their funding and thereby minimize the financial stream supporting 
activities they do not find sustainable.  

Positive screening is a technique that can be considered the opposite of negative screening. Instead of 
trying to exclude the poorly performing ESG companies, positive screening seeks to identify the 
companies that are performing well based on certain ESG criteria. These criteria can be related to 
companies’ contribution to reaching the SDGs, for example through gender diversification, compliant 
governance, or sustainable products and operations.  

Active ownership refers to the act of exercising voting rights as a shareholder. It is one of the fastest-
growing approaches for responsible investment strategies in listed equity globally and is regarded as 
one of the most effective mechanisms to reduce risk, maximize returns, and have a positive impact. 
For listed equity, this includes voting under general meetings and thereby taking part in a company’s 
strategy and activities. However, active ownership is about more than voting rights as the practice 
also refers to communication and influence, which implies a two-way dialog with companies (UNPRI, 
2018). A study conducted on financial return from 1999-2009 on active-ownership engagement in 
public U.S. firms found that active ownership, on average, led to a positive abnormal return of 2,3%. 
If the engagement was considered to be successful, the abnormal return was 4,4%, and the companies 
also experienced improvements in operating performance, profitability, efficiency, and governance (Li, 
Karakaş, & Dimson, 2015). Other studies have tested the relationship between active ownership and 
financial return. However, the academic literature on active ownership is still limited since data on 
engagement often is confidential (Robeco, n.d.). 
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3 Storebrand  

In this section we introduce the case company through a general description of Storebrand ASA’s 
history and operations, followed by how they have approached the topic of sustainable investments. 
Lastly, we present their structure and how this will impact the thesis’ structure and focus areas. 
Henceforth, all information on Storebrand comes from Storebrand’s websites unless otherwise stated.  

3.1.1 History  
Storebrand ASA was established in Copenhagen in 1767 as The General Fire Insurance Institution 
(Den almindelige Brand-Forsikrings-Anstalt). After the Norwegian secession from Denmark in 1814, 
the office was relocated to Christiania (today’s Oslo). In addition to their fire insurance service, they 
introduced occupational pension in 1917, 50 years before the Norwegian national social insurance 
scheme (Folketrygden) was established. In 1996 several mergers and acquisitions resulted in the name 
Storebrand ASA, and after they acquired the Swedish pension fund SSP from Handelsbanken in 2007 
they became the leading pension fund in the Nordics. 1996 was also the year they established 
Storebrand Bank AS, which resulted in coverage of both occupational pension, insurance, and bank 
operations.  
 
Storebrand’s result suffered from uncertainty during the financial crisis of 2008, and in 2009 there 
were discussions about merging with Gjensidige, another prominent insurance company. However, 
Storebrand ASA got out of the financial crisis alone, and in 2012 they presented their current CEO 
Odd Arild Grefstad and an extensive plan to change the organization. This plan included working 
with capital efficiency, cost reductions, and commercialization, and led to their assets under 
management passing 500 billion NOK in 2014. In 2016 Storebrand ASA launched the strategy “Our 
driving force” which contained their new mission of creating “A future worth to look forward to” 
(Storebrand, 2020a). This strategy still defines Storebrand ASA today, who. Therefore, they, started 
as an insurance company and has today grown to become among Norway’s biggest financial 
institutions and the biggest private asset manager with 831 billion NOK assets under management 
(Storebrand, 2020a). The following section will present their timeline of asset management initiatives 
toward sustainable investments.  
 

3.1.1.1 Sustainability History  

Storebrand Asset Management, henceforth Storebrand, was established in 1981, at a time when 
investment companies in general had a limited understanding of the risk concept, and the capital 
asset pricing model was used to measure risk-adjusted returns (Saugestad, 2020). The asset 
management division ran for 14 years before their sustainability team was established in 1995 as one 
of the first investment companies globally to open such a division (Thomson, 2019). Their first 
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initiatives were based on screening and exclusion and included all investments in their life insurance 
division in 2001. Followed by this, they pioneered in divesting from the tobacco industry in 2005 and 
stripped all portfolios for investments related to tobacco. This was the year the Storebrand Standard 
was formally established, and in the following year they were one of 26 founding signatories for 
United Nations’ Principles for Responsible Investment (UN PRI) (Skagen AS, 2019). This was an 
important milestone not only for Storebrand, but for institutional investors across the globe, and the 
work with integration of sustainability in asset management had finally started.  

In 2010 Storebrand decided that sustainability shouldn’t be a label for just selected funds, but rather 
be the standard than the exception. Therefore, they started working to improve the sustainability 
profile of their funds, and in 2015 they launched a new generation of sustainable funds. Exceeding the 
responsible and sustainable investor, they wanted to invest for impact and presented their customers 
to the funds Global solutions, Green Bond Fund, and Plus Fund Family. As they stated in their 
annual report of 2018, they believe that sustainability and profitability go hand in hand (Storebrand, 
2019a). We argue that this belief is a crucial factor for Storebrand’s presence in the green zone. 
Furthermore, they state that they, together with other businesses, depend on both a well-functioning 
society and markets to succeed (Storebrand, 2019a). The analysis will go more in depth into 
Storebrand’s current strategy and practices for sustainable investments.   

3.1.2 Structure  

To comply with requirements, Storebrand ASA is structured in two ways; one for legal purposes, and 
one for reporting purposes. These structures are illustrated in Figure 3 and Figure 4. Our thesis’ 
research question makes it challenging to select one legal or reporting entity alone, since the 
investment division is working with asset management on behalf of all the reporting entities. This 
means that the assets under management are intragroup values, and stems from all reporting 
structures, making it hard to exclude other divisions completely. However, the focus will be on the 
legal entity Storebrand Asset Management.  

 

Figure 3: Storebrand’s reporting structure (Storebrand, 2020a) 

Storebrand ASA
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Figure 4: Storebrand’s legal structure (simplified) (Storebrand, 2020a) 

3.2 Stakeholder Theory  

The foundation of our thesis builds on the stakeholder theory as it challenges the traditional 
perception of financial institutions as solely profit-seeking. Stakeholder theory questions the historical 
objective of only creating shareholder value, and claims that investment companies should consider 
other’s stakeholders too. The following sections will present how this view has developed, together 
with the theories we intend to apply in our analysis. 

The stakeholder theory came as a critique of the traditional perception of firms as closed and 
independent entities that should only operate with their shareholders in mind (Freeman, 1984). The 
financial growth adventure previously discussed illustrated how the purpose of a firm over the last 
decades has been defined as creating shareholder value through profits (Mayer, 2018), which supports 
the renowned shareholder theory of economist Milton Friedman. With his NY Times article, The 
Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits published in 1970, Friedman took a clear 
standpoint opposing all social matters and external responsibility of the firm. He supports a view of 
capitalism where the invisible hand of the free market system solves all outside problems. Thereby, 
businesses contribute to society by making a profit, which in turn supports employment, wages, 
purchases, investments, and taxes (Friedman M. , 1970). Despite winning a Nobel Prize in Economics 
in 1976, and on several occasions being named the most influential economists of the second half of 
the 20th century by The Economist, Friedman’s shareholder theory has been extensively challenged 
(Denning, 2013). The stakeholder theory, which was first conceptualized by Edward Freeman in his 
book Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach from 1984, is one of the most prominent 
oppositions. Simply put, stakeholder theory claims that the objective of a firm is to create value for 
all stakeholders of the firm, not only the shareholders (1984). In a video lecture, Freeman (2009) 
explains the concept as: 

“Stakeholder theory is an idea about how business really works. It says that for any business to be 
successful it must create value for [stakeholders]. It says that you can’t look at any one of their stakes 

Storebrand ASA

Storebrand Life 
Insurance AS

Storebrand 
Insurance AS

Storebrand Asset 
Management AS 

Storebrand Bank 
ASA



  

 - 18 - 

… in isolation. Their interest has to go together, and the job of a manager or entrepreneur is to work 
out how to make the interests of [stakeholders] go in the same direction.” (Freeman, 2009) 

We use Freeman & Reed’s (1983) definition of stakeholders as “any identifiable group or individual 
who can affect the achievement of an organization’s objectives or who is affected by the achievement 
of an organization’s objectives”. Freeman and Reed find this definition applicable as the firm needs 
to analyze all relevant external forces both friendly and hostile to lay the best value-creating 
corporate strategy. Freeman also took a stand on the relation between stakeholder theory and CSR, 
where he criticized the current view of CRS; “[CSR] is often looked at as an “add on” to “business as 
usual” and the phrase often heard from executives is “[CSR] is fine, if you can afford it”. Freeman 
instead believed CSR to be an inseparable part of the business operations of the firm (Freeman, 1984, 
pp. 38-40). The relation between CSR and stakeholder theory in corporations will be discussed 
further through Carroll’s pyramid of CSR and Porter & Kramer’s stakeholder theory.  

3.2.1 The Pyramid of CSR 

Carroll (1991) compared the relationship between stakeholders and CSR to a pyramid. The pyramid 
is presented in Figure 5, where she claims that the main foundation and responsibility of a company 
is to be profitable and obey the law, similar to shareholder theory. The next part of the pyramid 
covers a company’s responsibility to accommodate the ethical expectations of its stakeholders. These 
responsibilities can be compared to a company’s sustainable responsibilities, as sustainability entail 
being fair and avoiding harm. At the top of the pyramid the philanthropic responsibilities of a 
company are found. Within the philanthropic responsibilities, a business is “expected to contribute 
financial and human resources to the community and improve the quality of life” (Carroll, 1991), 
thereby go above and beyond the ethical norms expected by stakeholders. Carroll states that “the 
[CSR] of business entails the simultaneous fulfillment of the firm’s economic, legal, ethical, and 
philanthropic responsibilities” and thereby be an integrated part of the firm just like Freeman (1984) 
argued. However, she further claimed that if any of the steps are in conflict, the lower step should be 
prioritized.  
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Figure 5: The pyramid of corporate social responsibility (Carroll, 1991) 

A wide array of definitions, frameworks, and conceptualizations of stakeholder theory has been 
debated since its introduction, and it has still not been agreed upon one single correct way to 
understand the theory (Friedman & Miles, 2006). In the next section, we will introduce a more recent 
and analytical approach to the stakeholder theory as a driver for value creation.  

3.2.2 Creating Shared value  

The well-known professor and academician, Michael Porter has been a supporter of the shareholder 
view most of his career (Porter & Kramer, 2011). One of his most famous strategic frameworks, 
Porter’s Five Forces, was based on the shareholder view, where the focus lies alone on the interests of 
the company and maximizing their profit. The concept is based on the idea that every company is in 
the center of a battlefield where everybody is focused on their self-interest (Porter, 1980). In this 
model, CSR efforts were viewed as philanthropy and charity, not value creation (Kotler, Keller, 
Brady, Goodman, & Hansen, 2016).  

However, in the article “Creating Shared Value” Michael Porter and Martin Kramer announced a 
theoretical shift (2011). They declared that capitalism had to be redefined to where the optimal 
purpose of the firm no longer is to create profit, but rather to create shared value. Shared value is 
defined as “policies and operating practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while 
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simultaneously advancing the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it 
operates” (Porter & Kramer, 2011). With this article, Porter and Kramer shifted to the stakeholder 
theory introduced by Freeman. Where Friedman’s shareholder theory states that profits alone 
contribute to society, Porter and Kramer present stakeholder theory as an opportunity for companies 
to increase the total pool of economic and social value. They argue that  

“… addressing societal harms and constraints does not necessarily raise costs for firms, because they 
can innovate through using new technologies, operating methods and management approaches – and 
as a result, increase their productivity and expand their markets”. (Porter & Kramer, 2011) 

In this article, Porter and Kramer presents a value-driven motivation for stakeholder theory, and 
challenge the common misconception that there is a tradeoff between profits and CSR. They do not 
view CSR and other stakeholder efforts solely as an ethical and good thing to do, but rather a 
managerial strategy for increased value creation for both the company and their stakeholders (Porter 
& Kramer, 2011). The next section will present a different perspective on stakeholder theory. 

3.2.3 Stakeholder Theory and Sustainable Finance  

The preceding sections have presented two different takes on the stakeholder theory and CSR: 
Carroll’s pyramid of responsibility and Porter & Kramer’s shared value creation. In this section, we 
will link these theories to sustainable finance. We will not specifically identify the different 
stakeholders of Storebrand and the other investment companies, as we do not find that necessary for 
our analysis.  

A model presented by the Bridges Fund Management in 2015, draws some clear lines to the 
previously presented theories, and we interpret it as a modern investment take on stakeholder theory. 
The spectrum is presented in Figure 6 and categorizes investments into five different types; financial-
only, responsible, sustainable, impact, and impact-only. The spectrum will only be applied in this 
section to illustrate how the theories are connected, and will not be central later in the thesis. 
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Figure 6: The Bridges Fund Management spectrum of capital (Bridges Fund Management , 2015) 

Companies in the first category, financial-only investments, do not consider ESG practices when 
investing and therefore, cover only the first two steps of Carroll’s pyramid; economic and legal 
responsibilities. These companies operate in the grey zone presented in section 2.1.2.2, as they 
prioritize financial profit without intentions to create shared value. The second category, responsible 
investments, includes some ESG factors to decrease risks. These companies are touching their ethical 
responsibilities on the pyramid, but are not yet investing toward creating shared value, hence still 
operating in the grey zone. The third category, sustainable investments, adopt progressive ESG 
practices that may enhance value. Thereby, the investment companies aim to create shared value 
and move into the green zone where sustainability is integrated alongside financial return.  

The fourth category, impact investments, is divided into three levels of impact. It distinguishes 
between investments for competitive financial return, without a certain return requirement, and 
below market return, respectively. In the last category, impact-only investments, the investments 
cannot generate financial returns and the companies fulfill their philanthropic responsibilities, and 
create shared value. For the last two levels of impact investments and the impact-only investments, 
the investment company can no longer be considered to fulfill their economic responsibilities as they 
are not generating a financial return, which is what section 2.1.2.2 defined as the undesirable red 
zone. If companies do not generate a financial return, they cannot create shared value in the long-
run, which is why investment companies cannot operate in the red zone.  

This model is interesting because Storebrand is covering activity across the financial industry, 
hereunder bank, pension, insurance, and fund investment. Therefore, they have an obligation to 
generate financial returns on behalf of their customers, but also responsibilities toward shareholders 
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and the government. The stakeholder theory will thus be used to explore the conflict between ethical 
responsibilities and value creation of sustainable finance.   
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4 Model  
Figure 7 illustrates how we intend to structure our analysis to answer the research question, which 
will follow the sub-questions presented in section 1.1.1. First, we will look into how Storebrand is 
working with sustainable investments. Secondly, we will study how other Norwegian institutional 
investors approach this topic. Through the comparison, we aim to understand what hinders other 
financial institutions from following Storebrand into the green zone. The third part addresses how 
this can be changed in order to make the necessary investment contributions to reach the SDGs.  

 

Figure 7: The structure of the analysis 

Part 1 and 2 will analyze sustainability through a framework developed by McKinsey, presented in 
Figure 8. It is based on more than 100 interviews with CEOs, CIOs, and ESG specialists within 
leading companies, on how they integrate sustainability into their operations (Bernow, Klempner, & 
Magnin, 2017). We have chosen to build our analysis around this as we believe that it covers the 
most relevant aspects of sustainable finance in an actionable and coherent framework. The framework 
is built up by six investment dimensions and identifies success factors among the leading sustainable 
investors. However, it emphasizes that there is no strictly right or wrong approach to sustainable 
investments and that the optimal solution relies on coherence between the dimensions.  

The analysis will follow the framework by examining each dimension in depth for Storebrand and 
relevant peers. It starts by exploring the overall purpose of investments, then the strategy and belief 
fundament, before looking into the practical and operational approach. Furthermore, it will 
continuously consider the findings in light of the theories presented in section 3.2. We consider 
Storebrand’s work with sustainability to be a success story and argue that they are already operating 
within the green zone, where sustainability is integrated into financial operations. Therefore, we want 
to highlight that the intention of our thesis is not to determine whether Storebrand’s strategy is 
good, but why.  
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Figure 8: McKinsey’s sustainable investment framework (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017) 
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5 Methodology  
The following sections will present how we intend to conduct our research in order to answer the 
research question. We will substantiate and evaluate the chosen methods and research design in order 
to discuss and justify the impact of the choices made during our thesis process. First, we will look 
into the research design, before we explore the chosen methods for data collection more in depth.  

5.1 Research Design 

The research design is an overview of how we plan to answer our research problem through data 
collection and analysis (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). In this section we will review the 
research design through its philosophy, purpose, strategy, and method.  

5.1.1 Research Philosophy 

The choice of research philosophy establishes a system of assumptions regarding the development of 
knowledge, which in turn will shape the understanding of the research question and the 
interpretation of the findings (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Our research intends to 
understand the success factors behind Storebrand’s sustainable investment strategy, in order to assess 
whether other companies can follow their lead. Such a research question builds on the assumption 
that every company is a result of their unique and complex background, culture, circumstances, and 
human resources. We thus argue that insight into their complexity is necessary for understanding 
them and their context. Such an epistemology is provided by interpretivism, which was developed as 
a critique to positivism, and states that human beings and the social world must be studied in its 
rich context (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

To capture this complexity, this philosophy relies on more than objective and standardized data for 
meaning-making, which results in interpretivism being explicitly subjectivist (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2019). It suggests that the interpretations that are done, with regards to the research 
material, are influenced by subjective matters from us as researchers. Therefore, throughout the 
research, it is crucial for us to adapt to an empathetic stance (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019), 
and try to understand the challenges and situation from the investor’s point of view.  

5.1.2 Research Purpose 

The purpose of research can be exploratory, descriptive, explanatory, or a combination of these, and 
it may change over time (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). We argue that our research combines 
all the mentioned purposes. The process started by exploring interesting topics of research, which we 
did through online information research and discussions with relevant people in our network. It led 
us to sustainable finance, which was developed into a research question consisting of the three sub-
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questions. The first sub-question has a descriptive nature and seeks to identify Storebrand’s efforts in 
sustainable investments. In our case, the descriptive research is applied as a forerunner for the 
following explanatory research, as it lays the foundation on which the following research builds upon 
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). The second and third sub-questions have an explanatory 
nature, where they aim to establish causal relationships between two variables (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2019). Combined, the three sub-questions will serve as building blocks to answer the main 
research question of how other companies can follow Storebrand’s success. The thesis thereby studies 
the causal relationship between characteristics of investment companies and their success with 
sustainable investments. The purpose of our study thus evolved over time as our research matured 
and became more specialized.  

5.1.3 Research Strategy  

The research strategy is defined as a detailed plan of action on how to answer the research question 
and can be viewed as the methodical link between the philosophy and subsequent choice of methods 
to collect and analyze data (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Our chosen research strategy is a 
case study, and the following sections will present the reasoning behind choosing this research 
strategy and Storebrand as our case company and discuss the implications and consequences of these 
choices.  

5.1.3.1 Rationale  

A case study is defined as an in-depth study of a topic within its real-life context, where the objective 
is to develop new insights (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). According to Yin (1994), case study 
is the optimal research strategy if the following conditions are met: (1) investigators do not control 
the behavioral events, (2) the research question is formulated as how or why, and (3) the focus is on 
contemporary phenomena. As our research question asks how Storebrand works with sustainability in 
asset management, a process in which we as researchers have no control over, the first and second 
conditions are met. Moreover, implementation of sustainable investment strategies is a current topic 
that several companies and initiatives are working actively with, thereby the third condition is met 
too.  

As part of our initial exploratory process, we found a report by Finans Norge stating that there are 
significant gaps in the Norwegian financial sector for implementation of sustainability (Finans Norge, 
2018b), and articles applauding Storebrand for their success within sustainable finance (Corporate 
Knights, 2020). Based on these findings and our access to Storebrand through our network, we chose 
Storebrand as a case company. We argue that this is a single-case study, even though several 
companies are included in the analysis for comparative purposes. This argument is based on the 
statement by Saunders et al. (2019) that the unit of analysis in a single-case study represents a 
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unique or extreme case, which Storebrand is due to their success with sustainability. However, single-
case studies are criticized for having less evidence and thereby being less robust than multiple-case 
studies (Yin, 1994). With our scope and devoted timeline, we had to prioritize our focus to one unit 
and therefore chose Storebrand as an extreme case. The advantage of an extreme case is they reveal 
more information than average or random cases, as extreme cases activate more basic mechanisms in 
the situations studied (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Therefore, the rationale is to examine Storebrand as an 
extreme case, obtaining a similar level of information as with a multiple-case study, but with 
considerably less effort (Yin, 1994).  

Understanding the context of the unit of analysis is fundamental to case study research, but can be 
challenging due to the extensive need of in-depth information that requires us to identify, define, and 
gain access to the case study setting (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Choosing Storebrand as 
our single case led to significant time and space devoted to studying their processes, resulting in less 
focus on the complete processes of the other investment companies. Thereby, the process can be 
subject to one of the greatest concerns for case study as a research strategy; lack of rigor (Yin, 1994). 
We approached this concern by conducting a brief analysis of all aspects within each peer company, 
but only included those where we found most relevant in our thesis due to their deviance from 
Storebrand. A natural bias throughout this study, stemming from the design of the research question, 
is how Storebrand’s sustainable investment strategy is assumed to be better than those of their peers. 
We intend to make this bias irrelevant for the direction of our findings and conclusions by assuming 
Storebrand’s superiority from the beginning, and instead focusing on identification of why.  

5.1.3.2 Reflections & Implications 

The nature of our research question suggests that we operated with a cross-sectional time horizon. 
Such a horizon provides a snapshot of the unit of analysis at a particular time (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2019), which is reflected in our data collection. The interviews were conducted within a 
short time interval, and the secondary data analysis was performed on recent reports. This relates to 
Yin’s (1994) third condition, a focus on contemporary phenomena, where the contextual conditions 
are of importance. By this, we mean how sustainable investments is a current topic among businesses 
and organizations, and how the 2030 agenda creates an environment that is suitable for the 
phenomenon of implementation of sustainable investment strategies. Therefore, our findings and 
conclusions are subject to the context within the time frame of our research, which opens for some 
reflections. 

When the current contextual circumstances are highly influential on the result, the opportunity for 
generalization is limited (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). By basing our study on a very present 
topic and problem, the findings might appear obsolete in retrospective. As previously stated, the 
research and work on sustainable finance has increased over the last decade, and the circumstances 
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are changing rapidly. Therefore, the chances of observing the same contextual conditions in the 
future are limited, and the relevance of our findings might deteriorate. Nevertheless, we find the topic 
of great importance, as it can contribute to the development of accumulated knowledge.  

Several researchers claim that case studies cannot be applied for generalization due to their small 
samples and qualitative methods (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Even though other 
researchers such as Flyvbjerg (2006) challenge this statement, we will not go further into this 
discussion as we do not intend to generalize our findings. This is due to the nature of our research 
question and our heterogenic sample group, which we will discuss further in section 5.2.2.1. Even 
though the research question aims to identify what other investment companies can learn from 
Storebrand, we want to emphasize that these lessons and findings are not intended for generalization. 
We thereby argue that companies who recognize some of their characteristics from either Storebrand 
or some of the companies in the peer group may find inspiration from the lessons from Storebrand. 
However, we do not blindly claim that these lessons will apply to all companies or even companies 
within a specific group. Despite a lack of generalizability, we argue that our research still brings 
valuable knowledge to the field of sustainable finance. Flyvbjerg stated “that knowledge cannot be 
formally generalized does not mean that it cannot enter into the collective process of knowledge 
accumulation in a given field or in a society” (2006). Instead, we intend the lessons presented in our 
research to be utilized as inspiration and “food for thought” for other investment companies. 

Following the challenge of generalization comes the complexity of concluding based on case studies. 
Flyvbjerg (2006) challenges the common misconception that case studies are less valuable as a 
research method due to the difficulty of summarizing and developing general propositions and 
theories based on specific case studies. He agrees that the case process and findings can be 
complicated to summarize due to its complex nature. However, case studies should not always draw a 
closed conclusion, as it is might be more valuable for the practitioner, in our case other investment 
companies, when the conclusion is kept open and does not try to summarize its rich ambiguity 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). Therefore, the rationale behind our case study is neither to generalize how all 
investment companies should approach sustainable investment nor to draw a closed conclusion on 
what can be learned from Storebrand. We do, however, intend to draw an open conclusion which will 
increase the applicability of the case by allowing the reader of this case to combine their own 
perspective and background with our findings, and thereby draw their own conclusions for their 
investment company.  

5.1.4 Research Method  

Despite the terms qualitative and case study often being used interchangeably, case studies can build 
on a combination of sources, hereunder both quantitative and qualitative data (Yin, 1981, 1984: as 
cited in Eisenhardt, 1989). However, based on the formulation of our research question, we found it 
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natural to mainly apply a qualitative method to our research. Qualitative research derives meaning 
from words and images rather than numbers and studies the meanings of and relationships between 
participants, in order to develop a conceptual framework and theoretical contribution (Saunders, 
Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). To fully understand all aspects of Storebrand’s sustainable investment 
strategy, we have focused on gathering qualitative data as it allows for additional dimensions that 
would be hard to obtain through numerical data alone. By prioritizing interviews and reports we 
devoted significant time to structuring and applying the data, rather than including quantitative 
data and methods. This could potentially have supported our findings or opened up for additional 
realizations that the qualitative data did not identify. Despite our best efforts to stay objective and 
reflect on the investor’s perspective, analysis of qualitative data can lead researchers to be carried 
away by false impressions (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Qualitative research usually commences with an inductive approach to theory development, implying 
that during the process, a theory is developed as a result of the empirical data observation (Saunders, 
Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). This thesis intends to provide deeper insight into the work of 
sustainability in asset management through observing Storebrand, and therefore follows an inductive 
approach to theory development. It starts with gathering data and exploring Storebrand’s processes 
and concludes by discussing the impact of our findings on existing theory. With case study as a 
research strategy, the inductive approach to theory development is strictly concerned with the 
context. Therefore, it suggests that studying small samples of subjects are more appropriate, and 
that qualitative data often is preferred (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). In the next section we 
will further present how we collected and evaluated data.  

5.2 Data Collection 

When conducting a case study, multiple methods of data collection are preferred to give a rich 
understanding of the case (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). We therefore chose to collect data 
through both interviews and documentary secondary data. As Storebrand is a listed company, they 
publish quite comprehensive reports and online material. In order to triangulate this information, we 
conducted semi-structured interviews. Triangulation refers to using different data collection 
techniques to ensure an as accurate as possible interpretation of the data (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2019). In this section, we will present our approach to data collection its impact on the 
study.  

5.2.1 Documentary Secondary Data 

Documentary secondary data include written and non-written materials that were originally collected 
for some other purpose (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). The original plan was to utilize 
secondary data to obtain the fundamental knowledge of sustainable finance and Storebrand. 
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However, due to the extraordinary circumstances regarding COVID-19, the availability of interview 
objects was limited, and we have had to rely more on documentary secondary data. Therefore, this 
data creates an important foundation for the study. Secondary data is advantageous as it is less 
expensive and faster to obtain than primary data, which allows us to analyze larger data sets and 
gain a broader understanding of our topic (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Due to the size of 
Storebrand and the current hype around sustainable finance, both the amount and quality of 
information online was abundant. Some of the disadvantages of using secondary data are that it 
might be collected for a purpose that does not match our need, it is hard to control its quality, and 
the initial purpose of the data might affect how it is presented (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 
For instance, one can argue that reports published by the companies themselves often let the positive 
initiatives and efforts weight up, while avoiding addressing shortcomings and potential 
improvements. Such biases become even more relevant when they regard areas with less regulation 
such as sustainability reporting, which is discussed more in-depth as self-reporting in the analysis. 

Due to these challenges, it is important to evaluate the quality and applicability of the secondary 
data (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). In order to ensure the quality of our data, we rely on 
reports and documents from renowned sources and companies. Even though the sources obtained 
from Storebrand’s website might present a favorable picture of the company’s profile, this 
assumption is already made in the research question’s design. Moreover, the reports are questioned 
and confirmed in light of other resources from institutions such as the UN, Banque de France, and 
the World Bank Group. For our theoretical foundation, we used literature with several citations that 
were published in prominent journals such as Harvard Business Review, Journal of Business Ethics, 
and California Management Review. In order to assure applicability, we continuously evaluated 
whether the original purpose of the data was conflicting with our need.  

5.2.2 Interviews  

Optimally, interviews would have been the main source for data collection, as they help gather valid 
and reliable data (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). However, the circumstances resulted in fewer 
interviews than first planned. Despite this, they maintain a crucial part of our data gathering as they 
are primary data collected exclusively for our research project. Interviews are recommended for 
inductive and qualitative research because interviews give an in-depth understanding of a topic in the 
language of words rather than numbers (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). By conducting interviews, we 
hoped to gain a greater understanding of the why and how investment companies do what they do, in 
addition to asking supplementary questions regarding topics that were not covered thoroughly online.  

Based on the explorative approach of our thesis, the interviews were conducted as semi-structured 
interviews. A semi-structured interview is a non-standardized interview, where the researcher has 
prepared a list of topics and questions, but the order may vary depending on the flow of the 
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conversation (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Semi-structured interviews were beneficial as they 
provided us with enough structure to ease the coding process, while still allowing for flexibility to 
explore the variability within the peer group. The interviews focused primarily on the explanatory 
parts of the research questions, as information for the descriptive research question was mostly 
available through secondary data sources. The interviews were based on interview guides that 
allowed the interviewee to speak freely and avoid bias by starting with open questions and follow up 
with more probing questions based on their response (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). This led 
to great variability in the answers, which provided a broad insight, but made the comparison more 
challenging. Lastly, similarly to the challenge of bias in secondary data reports, since the interview 
objects are representatives of their companies, they could be biased. Therefore, reports and interviews 
with impartial organizations have been used to assure and confirm parts of our conclusions.  

5.2.2.1 Sampling  

To conduct our research, we selected a sample to represent other investment companies within the 
Norwegian financial industry. Due to the non-statistical and qualitative nature of our research, we 
chose to select our samples through non-probability sampling as it includes an element of subjective 
judgment. The sample size of non-probability samples depends on the research objectives and the 
scope of the research and can vary between one and fifty (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). We 
chose a sample size of seven Norwegian investment companies, presented in section 7.1. These 
companies were chosen using purposive sampling, where we applied a heterogenous technique, leading 
to samples with very diverse characteristics.  

By choosing to include companies that differ from each other, we intended to get a wide understating 
of the financial investment industry, rather than limiting us to a certain sub-category within the 
sector. It allowed us to examine very different types of companies and expose variabilities across the 
industry. However, it also led our research to remain more general, rather than being concentrated on 
a specific level. This can be regarded as a weakness, but is a natural result of the reduced availability 
of peer companies due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus. However, it is important to keep in 
mind that purposive sampling cannot be considered statistically representative for a target 
population (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Therefore, we must emphasize that the sampled 
peer group consists of examples of companies rather than a representation of them, and that we do 
not aim to generalize based on this peer group.   

Furthermore, we are aware of a case of biased selection since the companies that published their 
sustainability efforts or were willing to do interviews, are the ones who want to promote their 
initiatives. We were in dialogue with companies without sustainable investment efforts, who declined 
our requests because they meant that it would be of little value for the research. We argue that this 
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has led our peer group represent above average performers on sustainability. However, the analysis 
and conclusion will take this into consideration.  

5.2.2.2 Interview Objects 

A qualitative interview aims to gain knowledge from a limited number of interview objects, thus the 
optimal interviews depend on the research question (Johannessen, Kristoffersen, & Tufte, 2004). 
Theoretically, there is no limit to the number of interview objects one can use. However, several 
researchers state that you have enough in-depth interviews once the interview objects stop coming 
with new information (Johannessen, Kristoffersen, & Tufte, 2004). When a study has limited time 
and scope, 5-10 interview objects are appropriate (Johannessen, Kristoffersen, & Tufte, 2004). In 
total, we conducted 6 interviews, presented in Figure 9 below. 

 

Figure 9: Overview of interviews 

Our interview planning followed our explorative approach, where we planned and contacted interview 
objects based on how the thesis took shape. Inspired by the model presented in 4, we separated our 
interviews into three categories: Storebrand, expert, and other investment companies. First, we 
interviewed Jan Erik Saugestad, the CEO of Storebrand Asset Management to get a better 
understanding of our case company. Thereafter, we interviewed Idar Kreutzer, CEO of Finans Norge 
and sustainability enthusiast, aiming to use his sector insights as both a foundation for the second 
part of the analysis, and inspiration for interviews with other investment companies. These 
interviews are categorized as elite person interviews, which are defined as individuals who are notable 
in their field or organization (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). The rest of the interviews fell into 
the category of other investment companies. Initially, we had hoped to conduct interviews with a 
representative from all of the companies presented in the peer group in section 7.1. However, the 
outbreak of COVID-19 severely limited the availability of these companies. Thus, we ended up 
reaching out to our network to see if they could supply us with additional interviews. It led to a 

Interview Object Company Position/Company Date  Format 

Jan Erik Saugestad Storebrand Asset Management CEO 26/02/2020 Phone 

Ragnhild Vannebo Kommunalbanken Risk Analyst 18/03/2020 Phone

Karoline Bakka Hjertø Sparebank 1 Østlandet Sustainability Manager 21/04/2020 Phone 

Idar Kreutzer Finans Norge CEO 04/03/2020 Video 

Bjørgulv Moe Nordhaven Partner 17/03/2020 Mail

Sondre Myge Haugland Skagen ESG Specialist 18/03/2020 Mail
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dialogue with Nordhaven and Skagen, but unfortunately, neither of them provided any relevant 
additional information, making them less valuable for our analysis.  

Saunders et al. (2019) emphasize the importance of gaining access to a company during a case study, 
where traditional access involves face-to-face interactions, phone conversations, correspondence, or 
site visits. Due to the circumstances of COVID-19, all correspondence and data collection were 
carried out online. We believe that in-person access, through for example observations and site visits, 
could have further improved the data basis for the analysis. Observations could have provided us 
with more in-depth information on how the companies practice their sustainability strategies, for 
example whether the offices are built to ease communication between portfolio managers and 
sustainability experts. This could have allowed us to observe and compare more factors that 
contribute to the companies’ work with sustainability, which would have improved the depth of our 
analysis.  

5.2.3 Method 

Our method for data collection was inspired by the seven stages of an interview investigation 
developed by Kvale and Brinkmann (2015) presented in Figure 10. Even though the model was 
created for interviews, some of the stages are also relevant for our document analysis, hereunder 
thematization, analysis, verification, and reporting. Due to our explorative research design, we did 
not follow the stages linearly, but rather dynamically.  

 

Figure 10: The seven stages of an interview investigation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015) 

We started the process with thematization. According to Kvale and Brinkman (2015), the why and 
what of a project must be identified before asking how to explore it. Therefore, we started by 
exploring online reports and news articles, while using our network for discussions. This exploratory 
process led to a rough problem definition and based on the following process, hereunder the 
interviews, our thesis took form in a circular movement. Our interview style was inspired by the 

1. 
Thematization

2. Designing the 
Stu dy 3. Interviewing

4. Transcribing5. A nalyzing6. V erification
7. Reporting the 
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psychologist Elton Mayo’s method for interviewing. His method focuses on giving the interviewee 
your full attention, listening to what they are saying – and not saying – and carefully confirming our 
understanding by summarizing (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). By asking open questions, and focus on 
listening rather than talking, we intended to get an honest and unbiased answer, which we have 
already discussed, has both advantages and disadvantages. Furthermore, all interviews were 
conducted in Norwegian to make the setting of the interview as natural as possible. While this might 
lead to a more comfortable discussion, a disadvantage is that the translation cannot always be done 
without missing out on certain points. We have translated all quotes to the best of our ability and 
enclosed the Norwegian transcriptions of the interviews in the attachment as a separate file.  

When analyzing the collected data, we use thematic analysis to search for themes that occur across 
the data set. Thematic analyses do not have a linear progression, but rather a recursive progression 
where the data is decoded for different purposes (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Coding refers 
to labeling the data according to category or meaning. In practice, we developed our interview guides 
according to the framework in section 4. The questions were thereby already categorized according to 
our framework, making the coding process easier. However, we also utilized additional comments 
when some of the answers to our questions were relevant for several dimensions in the framework. Up 
until this point, the methodology section has focused on the first five stages in Figure 10. The next 
section will explore stage six on verification, while the rest of our thesis will be devoted to step seven 
by reporting our findings.  

5.3 Evaluation  

During research, it is vital to continuously evaluate the quality of the research, as poor quality limits 
the credibility of the thesis (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). The quality of the 
research is evaluated based on validity and reliability. Reliability refers to replication and 
consistency, where research is defined as reliable if another researcher achieves the same findings 
through replicating the research design. Validity refers to the appropriateness of the measures used, 
and whether the chosen methodology is suitable to the study (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 
2019). This section will thus review the quality of our research through reliability and validity. 
Moreover, we would like to note that the COVID-19 virus has resulted in a smaller data foundation 
than intended, which could have had an impact on the robustness of the thesis.  

5.3.1 Reliability 

Due to the qualitative nature of our thesis, the most fitting way to measure reliability is to assess 
whether other researchers find our results credible based on the collected data (Saunders, Lewis, & 
Thornhill, 2019). According to Saunders et. al (2019), transparency of methodology is essential if the 
research does not aim to produce generalized or consistent conclusions. Therefore, we have devoted 
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considerable resources to describe our methodology. However, it is important to emphasize that the 
findings are a result of today’s knowledge and situation, which is subject to change over time. As 
previously addressed, the business perspective on sustainability has changed drastically over the last 
decade and is expected to change in the future. 

The reliability of research is threatened by participant’s and researcher’s biases and errors (Saunders, 
Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). A down-side of using documentary secondary data such as that published 
by companies themselves, is that the companies most likely is portraying their best sides. We are 
aware of this challenge and will address it later through the terms of self-reporting and greenwashing. 
Our approach to avoid participant bias is to mainly use information that has been externally 
reviewed or has transparent methodology wherever possible. In order to avoid researcher error or 
bias, is has been beneficial to be two researchers. This has allowed us to get a second opinion on the 
collected data, especially the interviews. Moreover, we have discussed all data that relates to key 
arguments in our thesis and supplemented with additional resources if we were uncertain of our 
interpretation.  

5.3.2 Validity 

Validity refers to the appropriateness of the measures used, and whether the chosen methodology 
makes sense considering what it is studying (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). It is relevant to 
examine internal, construct, and external validity (Pratt, Kaplan, & Whittington, 2019). Internal 
validity measures the causality between two variables and is most relevant for quantitative 
explanatory cases. As our study is qualitative, our focus on internal validity has been to ensure that 
we are aware of external factors that may affect our data, and we have been careful to support our 
causality arguments with conclusions from established research.  

Construct validity examines whether the measurements used are operationalizing the concepts 
correctly (Pratt, Kaplan, & Whittington, 2019). In our interviews, we used a few sentences to 
describe any specific terms, for instance greenwashing, to ensure that the interview object shared our 
understanding of the term. However, ensuring the construct validity of secondary data is more 
challenging as the data was not created for our use, and sometimes the methodology was not 
transparent. Construct validity is especially relevant in regard to sustainability reporting where we 
discuss the comparability of reports in depth. In order to ensure construct validity, we chose a peer 
group that was large enough that we could always find at least one comparable company within each 
dimension of the McKinsey framework. For example, we only commented on performance-related 
salaries if we had information on the topic that was comparable across several companies. It was 
beneficial to utilize sustainability reports that had already established methodology which made 
companies comparable, such as the GRI standards or the PRI transparency reports.  
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External validity measures the generalizability of the research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 
Due to the nature of our research, more specifically our chosen peer group, the findings in this thesis 
are not directly generalizable. As mentioned in section 5.2.2.1, our sample is based on self-selection 
and contains a few companies with differing characteristics. Therefore, they do not represent the 
majority of Norwegian institutional investors, and our findings cannot be generalized based on their 
data.  

This section has evaluated the quality of the research based on its reliability and validity. By doing 
so we intended to make the reader aware of both the weaknesses and strengths of the research to 
ensure transparency and thereby increase the credibility of the thesis. 
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6 Part I: Storebrand 
The framework presented in section 4 lays the foundation for the analysis, and in this section, 
Storebrand will be studied in light of the six investment dimensions. For each dimension, the 
framework highlights certain characteristics that leading performers within sustainable investments 
are applying. As Storebrand was chosen as the case company due to their acknowledged work in the 
sustainable finance field, they are expected to fulfill many of the elements presented in the 
framework. Again, we emphasize that the purpose of this analysis is to identify Storebrand’s success 
factors, not assess their degree of success. However, it is necessary to first map Storebrand’s 
performance within the dimensions in order to compare them to their peers in section 7. These 
findings will serve as a fundament for the discussion in section 8, where we will answer the third sub-
question. The six investment dimensions will be examined in the following order: (1) investment 
mandate, (2) investment belief & strategy, (3) tools & processes, (4) recourses & organization, (5) 
performance management, and (6) public reporting. 

6.1 Investment Mandate 

Nasdaq defines a mandate as “an allocation of funds to an investment manager to be managed for a 
specific purpose or style” (Harvey, 2018). Based on this, we interpret an investment mandate as the 
framework of which a fund or company must operate within and argue that it should provide the 
stakeholders with information such as the specific fund’s objective, investment universe, and 
restrictions. Jan Erik Saugestad, the CEO of Storebrand Asset Management, states that as Norway’s 
largest private asset manager, Storebrand considers themselves to have a special responsibility to 
manage their assets in a sustainable manner. They are therefore working toward value beyond return, 
which refers to their intention, or purpose, to provide a competitive risk-adjusted return in a way 
that creates shared value, also in light of the SDGs (Saugestad, 2020). Since Storebrand and the 
other investment companies did not use the term mandate, but rather investment purpose, we will 
use this term interchangeably with investment mandate in the following discussion.  

Despite not having an overall investment mandate, the individual fund has an investment prospectus 
that provides the information necessary to conduct a well-informed assessment of the fund and its 
risk and sustainability profile (Storebrand, 2011). This can be seen as the individual fund’s 
investment purpose, and it allows customers to choose the funds that best match their preferences. 
Despite variation in the funds’ prospects and risk profiles, all of them must comply with the 
Storebrand Standard. The standard was established in 2005 and derived directly from their long-term 
vision of 2050 as a world with 9 billion people, living well within the capacity of the globe. Saugestad 
(2020) states that the Storebrand Standard can be compared to a sustainable investment baseline, as 
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it lists all the companies they have chosen not to invest in since they do not support sustainable 
development.  

We find it relevant to comment on Storebrand ASA’s mission of creating a future worth looking 
forward to. Saugestad (2020) claimed that this mission has a double meaning; you should receive a 
good pension when the time comes, and you should be able to retire in a world that has not been 
compromised by earlier generations. With pension as part of their business, Storebrand has a natural 
long-term horizon which aligns well with the concept of sustainability. Furthermore, we can observe 
that Storebrand ASA’s mission converges with asset management’s mission of creating value beyond 
return, which in turn affects the investment purpose and prospectus for each fund. This chain of 
effects supports the framework’s claim that “sustainable investment strategies must derive from an 
institution’s overall mandate” (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). It clearly shows that the 
investment mandates and Storebrand’s visions and prospects integrate ESG factors and sustainable 
development. This will be discussed further in-depth throughout section 6.  

6.2 Investment Beliefs & Strategy  

Investment beliefs and strategy relate to a company’s rationale for ESG integration and is a result of 
their stand in the question of risk and return (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). Identifying this 
stand should result in an investment belief and strategy that aligns with the overall investment 
mandate, and it should set the standard for the following investment operation enablers. In this 
section, we will examine Storebrand’s strategy through their introduction of impact as a third 
investment element and discuss the strategic relevance of this.  

6.2.1.1 Impact Adjusted Return  

Saugestad explains the rationale behind their sustainability approach by utilizing the established 
financial theory of risk and return, and introduces the newfound importance of sustainability, or 
impact:  

“From around 1900 to 1950-60, the purpose of investing was to obtain the highest possible return, 
and investors had a perception of this “something” called risk. In the 1960-70s one started to 
question what risk was, and investors used volatility and fluctuations as a measure of risk. Then we 
were introduced to the capital asset pricing model [CAPM] and the term risk-adjusted return was 
established. I think we are in an early phase where we acknowledge that we have return and risk, but 
we also have something called footprint or impact, and that we want to maximize risk and impact 
adjusted return.” (Saugestad, 2020) 
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Saugestad highlights how Storebrand considers more than the financial return and risk for 
shareholders when investing. This relates directly to stakeholder theory, as Storebrand consider the 
impact on their surroundings, or stakeholders, when investing. Storebrand thereby utilizes Freeman 
and Reed’s (1984) definition of stakeholders, which does not only include those who impact the 
operations of the company, but also those the company impact through their operations.  

Approximately 60% of the asset value that Storebrand has under management comes from their 
beneficiaries’ pension savings (Saugestad, 2020). Pension investments make up half of the value on 
global stock exchanges, and their long-term characteristics make them subject to a compound 
interest that leads to a significant value increase over time. In fact, up to 2/3 of the final pension 
derives from reinvested return (Stakkestad, 2016). As Storebrand is legally imposed to provide their 
beneficiaries with their pension, risk management becomes a crucial tool for honoring their liabilities. 
This is also strengthened by their role as an insurance company, which makes them subject to strict 
regulations regarding solidity. The CEO of Finans Norge, Idar Kreutzer, confirmed that insurance 
companies are the most mature financial institutions in terms of sustainability. They have worked 
with climate risk since the very beginning, but have used other terms for it such as the risk of 
stormwater issues, natural disasters, and flooding. Despite other terminologies, they all relate to 
climate change (Kreutzer, 2020).  

6.2.1.2 Theoretical Considerations 

In section 2.1.2.2 we discussed how the goal should be to enlarge the green zone, and that 
sustainability, or impact, should be integrated alongside financial risk and return (Banque de France, 
2019). By maximizing risk- and impact-adjusted return, both risk management and value creation are 
taken into account. However, as section 2.1.2.2 also stressed, sustainability should not prevail 
financial considerations and thereby move investors over to the red zone. Storebrand stated that “We 
are not investing in sustainable companies to be nice. We do it because we think it is profitable” 
(Stakkestad, 2016). This suggests that Storebrand operates in the green zone, and see sustainability 
as a profitable parameter to compete on for value creation purposes. This supports Porter & 
Kramer’s (2011) theory that creating shared value for all stakeholders, not just shareholders, 
increases the total value of investments. Moreover, it follows their idea of sustainable investments as 
a managerial strategy rather than an ethical responsibility. 

By integrating impact and sustainability into their investment strategy, Storebrand has a different 
take on Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid. Carroll claims that a company must fulfill their economic and 
legal responsibilities before they can prioritize their ethical and philanthropic responsibilities. 
Storebrand, however, integrates sustainability into their operational activities, thereby removing the 
lines between these steps. Even though an investment appears very profitable, Storebrand will not 
invest if it conflicts with the Storebrand Standard. It illustrates how they align economic, legal, and 
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ethical responsibilities. However, they cannot allow sustainability to prevail legal and economic 
responsibilities linked to customer’s pension and insurance claims. Therefore, we argue that 
Storebrand equally prioritizes the first three steps of Carroll’s pyramid, not allowing one to trump 
the other. However, the top step of Carroll’s pyramid, philanthropic responsibilities, will not be 
prioritized if it conflicts with the other steps. If Storebrand prioritized philanthropic sustainability 
activities such as donating money to rainforest foundations, they would move from the green zone to 
the red zone.  

The impact-adjusted return Saugestad mentioned illustrates how Storebrand links risk with 
sustainability and ESG integration. They believe that by integrating ESG into asset management, 
they increase the probability of avoiding unpriced risk related to climate and environment 
(Saugestad, 2020). This implies that their ESG efforts include both negative and positive screening, 
and thereby target both risk management and value creation. This will be discussed further in 
section 6.3, but for the purpose of this section, we can conclude that their investment strategy is in 
line with Storebrand’s mission and mandate of creating value beyond return, and Storebrand ASA’s 
mission of creating a future worth looking forward to.    

6.3 Tools & Processes  

The preceding sections have illustrated how Storebrand view sustainability as a competitive 
parameter, which is also reflected in their mandate and investment belief. Furthermore, the nature of 
their business aligns well with a long-term perspective and ESG awareness in investments. This 
section will examine how they work with the overall strategy at an operational level through four 
operation enablers: (1) tools & processes, (2) resources & organization, (3) performance management, 
and (4) public reporting. These can all be perceived as the pillars carrying Storebrand’s overall 
sustainability profile, and despite being divided into separate subsections, we aim to discuss how they 
cohere to an overall strategy and discuss them as a set of related choices.   

Following the findings in section 6.2, the tools and processes Storebrand apply should reflect the 
priorities they have set with regards to their investment strategy (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 
2017). Saugestad (2020) lists Storebrand’s primary sustainability tools in asset management as 
exclusion, active ownership, and sustainability ratings, all briefly introduced in section 2.1.2.3. In the 
following sections, we will see how these tools contribute to Storebrand’s strategy and cover their 
need for both risk management and value creation. 

6.3.1 Exclusion  

In section 3.1.1.1 we discussed how Storebrand’s exclusion policy has evolved from the life insurance 
division to the Storebrand Standard. Today the policy applies to all investments, and they exclude 
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companies that violate international norms and conventions, or are involved in non-acceptable 
business. These companies are often poor performers on ESG measures and impose the portfolios 
with risk through their operations. In addition to the perspective on risk, the exclusion tool is also 
beneficial for value creation, as poor ESG performing companies with high operation risk are less 
likely to outperform in the long run (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). This links directly to 
Storebrand’s responsibility as a long-term asset manager, and Porter and Kramer’s (2011) theory 
about value creation. Furthermore, as we will see in the following section, exclusions are a cost-
efficient way to directly integrate ESG factors into investment decisions.   

6.3.1.1 The Storebrand Standard 

All companies that violate the Storebrand Standard, their baseline for sustainable investments, will 
be excluded from all Storebrand portfolios. The exclusions are either conduct or product based, where 
the former can be related to environmental factors, corruption, or human rights, and the latter can 
be companies producing tobacco, weapons, cannabis, or have similar controversial operations 
(Storebrand, n.d. a). For example, in 2015 Volkswagen was excluded based on conduct, as they 
intentionally manipulated emission numbers for their cars to appear more sustainable 
(Østgårdsgjelten, 2015). In Storebrand’s exclusion list for Q4 2019, Volkswagen was still listed under 
environmental conduct-based exclusion, together with 13 other companies. Other subcategories for 
exclusions are for example corruption, human rights, tobacco, climate (coal and oil sand), and 
controversial weapons. A total of 182 companies are listed, whereas more than 60 of these were 
excluded due to coal-related activity (Storebrand, 2020b). This example illustrates how the 
environmental and governance factors of ESG are integrated into investment divisions. Furthermore, 
it shows how Volkswagen’s governance is conflicting with responsible consumption & production 
(SDG 12) and climate action (SDG 13). 

Negative screening is the most widely applied sustainable investment strategy globally (Bernow, 
Klempner, & Magnin, 2017), and Storebrand has a comprehensive process for evaluating companies 
based on both internal and external data. We argue that Storebrand’s techniques enables them to 
make nuanced and sophisticated screenings, but since only 182 out of the 4.500 companies in 
Storebrand’s investment universe are excluded, the list is not assumed to be exhaustive. This 
statement is supported by how the number of excluded companies rise to 800 for the funds with 
stricter sustainability requirements (Storebrand, 2020c). Still, there is a possibility that companies 
with questionable operations are not listed in light of the discussion on reliable data from section 
6.3.3.2. However, negative screening is, as Storebrand’s head of the sustainability stated, about 
“weeding away the worst” (Harvest Publishing, 2018). 

In addition to the excluded companies, some companies are under observation. This entails that 
Storebrand has not divested their shares, but are proactively working to change some of the aspects 
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within the firms, often related to ESG factors. If enough time passes without the company changing, 
Storebrand will exclude them. On the other hand, if the firm upon encouragement accommodates the 
changes requested, they can improve their rating and be removed from the observation and exclusion 
list. The process of attempting to initiate change within the companies invested in is active 
ownership, which will be elaborated upon in the following section. 

6.3.2 Active Ownership 

In contrast to pure divestment, active ownership provides an opportunity to help drive sustainable 
practices. Through active ownership, Storebrand can systematically work to reduce their own 
portfolio risk from corporate externalities and, supported by the research presented in section 2.1.2.3, 
obtain a higher return while driving positive change. This aligns with their focus on risk management 
and value creation, thus serving both shareholders and stakeholders.  

Storebrand exercises active ownership primarily through voting and engagement, both used to mark 
their stand in discussions on important issues. In 2018 they contacted 314 companies, whereas over 
50% of them were requested to address environmental issues (Storebrand, n.d b). Through 
challenging companies’ sustainability practices and giving advice, the goal is to motivate them to 
develop a more sustainable business. If the results are unsatisfactory, alternatives may include 
proposing resolutions at the general meeting, requesting an extraordinary general meeting, or in more 
extreme cases, make an exclusion assessment. Saugestad states that they prioritize direct 
involvement and dialogue with companies in the Nordic region, which is usually carried out by the 
individual portfolio manager who invested in the company. When working with international and 
global companies, Storebrand most often vote and engage by allying with other companies or through 
proxy voting in the cases where they cannot be present. If possible, Storebrand sends an analyst from 
their sustainability team, and, if needed and possible, also the portfolio manager (Saugestad, 2020).  

6.3.3 Sustainability Ratings 

As discussed in the problem statement in section 1.1, we want to understand how increased capital 
flows can be channeled toward companies and projects with superior purposes and ESG prospects, 
and thereby contribute to reaching the SDGs. Storebrand wants to be a role model for other 
investors that want to integrate sustainability into their portfolio management. Active ownership and 
exclusions are important initiatives that contribute to this target, but we argue that they are not 
sufficient for achieving Storebrand ASA’s long-term goal of creating a future worth looking forward 
to. Storebrand’s last tool for integration of sustainability into asset management is sustainability 
rating, and works to channel cash flows directly to sustainable companies.  
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Storebrand integrated sustainability ratings to support their investment decisions in 1997, and the 
initiative can be viewed as an extension of positive screening, introduced in section 2.1.2.3. It 
provides information about the sustainability profile of possible investment opportunities, and 
support Matthew Smith’s statement of how they “handpick the good companies” (Harvest 
Publishing, 2018). Saugestad also states that the ratings help Storebrand invest more in what he calls 
solution companies, and that it is the tool with the greatest progression in the last couple of years 
(Saugestad, 2020). By investing more in dynamic companies that are prepared to adapt to the arising 
changes, Storebrand believes that risk is minimized, leading to a higher return in the long run 
(Storebrand, n.d. c). This supports their obligations toward beneficiaries and their overall vision, but 
also contribute to channeling cash flows toward sustainable projects and the SDGs. By relying on 
their comprehensive database of sustainability rated companies, Storebrand assures that risk is 
minimized and optimize the impact of their portfolio companies. In other words, they achieve an 
impact-adjusted return.  

6.3.3.1 Estimation Method  

Today, the sustainability score is estimated for all of the 4.500 companies in Storebrand’s investment 
universe, where each company receives a score from 0-100 based on two equally weighted sub-scores: 
the ESG risk score and the SDG score. Figure 11 illustrates how the rating is calculated, and this 
section will examine the methodology behind this estimation. The ESG risk score assesses a 
company’s ESG performance in operations, products, and services, where the data is provided by the 
external sustainability data supplier Sustainalytics. The score measures companies’ sustainability risk 
related to ESG factors, thus contributes to reducing the portfolio exposure to downside risk.  

 

Figure 11: Calculation of Storebrand's sustainability rating (Storebrand, n.d. c) 

While the ESG risk score alerts investors to risk factors, the internally developed SDG score seeks to 
capture upside potential. It scores companies based on their alignment with relevant SDGs by 
evaluating the two sub-scores (1) products & services and (2) operations, respectively weighted 40% 
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and 10%, contributing to the total 50% of the SDG-score. First, to assess whether, and to what 
extent, companies’ products and services contribute positively to the SDGs, Storebrand uses data 
from FTSE Russel, a leading global index provider, to support their internal analyses. More 
specifically, they use FTSE Russel Green Revenue which is a model that provides investors with 
consistent, transparent data, based on a unique industrial taxonomy for green goods, products, and 
services (FTSE Russell, n.d.). Secondly, the remaining 10% is an assessment of the companies’ 
operations and is particularly related to gender equality. This score is obtained based on data from 
Equileap, who has gathered data across more than 3.000 companies and ranked them on gender 
equality based on 19 criteria (Equileap, n.d.). This data is then supplemented by Storebrand’s 
internal analyses, which will be elaborated upon in section 6.3.3.4 on SDG Integration.  

6.3.3.2 Credibility of External Data Providers  

Storebrand has chosen the external data providers Sustainalytics, FTSE Russel, and Equileap based 
on a thorough selection, and they are viewed to be high-quality sources that can support and 
challenge Storebrand’s internal data and analyses. Today, more than 125 companies are 
providing third-party ESG data for thousands of companies, and they have played 
an instrumental role in the development of sustainable investments. By gathering and assessing 
sustainability information, they have saved asset managers from the time consuming and expensive 
task of conducting analyses and due diligence (Kumar & Weiner, 2019). However, the credibility of 
their data can be questioned for two reasons: (1) estimation is based on publicly available data, and 
(2) their differing methodologies. We want to emphasize that the following discussion does not intend 
to criticize Storebrand’s methods specifically. Instead, it presents a general issue for investment 
companies that will be addressed again later in the study. 

Basing the sustainability rating on publicly available information holds both advantages and 
disadvantages. An advantage is that it encourages companies to provide detailed information about 
all their practices and methods for sustainable investments, which leads to more shared information 
and transparency. However, it also allows companies with insight into the estimation methodologies 
to portray themselves optimally for rating purposes. Storebrand learned how important it is to report 
on their sustainability efforts when they in 2019, for the first time since 2010 did not make it to 
corporate knight’s list over the World’s most sustainable companies. Storebrand ASA managed to 
misreport their clean revenue, which accounts for 50% of the overall sustainability score, causing 
them to lose their ranking (Saugestad, 2020). However, simply by sorting out the reporting, they 
ranked 13th the following year (Corporate Knights, 2020). This illustrates both how reporting is 
crucial for the ratings and scores, and how insight into the rating methodologies is advantageous.  

Different estimation methodologies among third-party providers come as a natural result of how 
sustainability is a complex topic to report on. As discussed, sustainable strategies vary depending on 
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purpose and operations, and measuring based on the same parameters across all industries would 
provide an unjust picture. On the other hand, differences in estimation methods can result in 
divergent scores for the same company across different data providers. Figure 12 presents the 
correlations between the sustainability scores from four leading data providers; Sustainalytics, 
MSCI, RobecoSAM, and Bloomberg ESG (Kumar & Weiner, 2019). The low correlations indicate 
that the methodology behind the scores differs greatly, suggesting that it can be complicated for 
investment companies to know who to rely on. Therefore, Storebrand has an advantage in their 
experience with sustainability data. They hold more expertise about how to apply external data and 
use it to support their internally estimated scores, reducing the risk of biased assessments. Based on 
these extensive amounts of data, Storebrand has given more than 4.5000 companies a sustainability 
rating from 0-100, which their portfolio and asset managers can access. The scores can be analyzed at 
all levels, thereby providing managers with the opportunity to assess companies isolated on their 
ESG Risk score, SDG score, or the underlying building blocks that these scores consist of 
(Storebrand, n.d. c). 

 
Figure 12: Correlations across sustainability scores (Kumar & Weiner, 2019) 

 

6.3.3.3 Additional Applications of the Sustainability Rating 

The framework for the sustainability rating is also applied in a newer sustainability initiative from 
Storebrand; labeling of funds. As discussed in section 6.3.1 on exclusions, the Storebrand Standard 
creates a baseline for which companies the portfolio managers cannot invest in. However, as we also 
emphasized, we do not expect the list to be comprehensive and eliminate all poorly performing ESG 
companies. While the sustainability rating seeks to identify well-performing solution companies, a lot 
of companies operate between these counterparts. Labeling of funds seeks to highlight the overall 
performance of funds and pulls on data from companies at all levels, illustrated by Figure 13 below. 
Together with the already provided fund prospects and mandates, Storebrand intends to help more 
customers to choose sustainable funds (Storebrand, n.d. d). The rating is a weighted average of the 
portfolio companies’ sustainability scores, and they argue that it is absolute since it can be used to 
compare across sectors, geography, and both actively and passively traded funds. Since this initiative 
is more related to customer and commercial development, it is outside our delimitation and will 

Sustainalytics MSCI RobecoSAM Bloomberg ESG

Sustainalytics 1,00             0,53             0,76             0,66             

MSCI 1,00             0,48             0,47             

RobecoSAM 1,00             0,68             

Bloomberg ESG 1,00             
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therefore not be discussed further. The purpose of mentioning it is to illustrate how the sustainability 
score, initially developed for portfolio managers and analysts, is applied in other aspects of 
Storebrand ASA’s sustainability efforts, again supporting how sustainability is in everything they do.  

 

Figure 13: Specter of companies’ degree of sustainability (Storebrand, n.d. d) 

6.3.3.4 SDG Integration  

This section will go more in-depth into the preliminary work of the sustainability rating. We will 
examine the framework that is used as a foundation for the rating system, and look further into how 
Storebrand initially started their work with SDG integration in asset management.  

The SDGs have played an important role in Storebrand’s investment strategy since the Paris 
Agreement in 2015. As the goals are universal, Storebrand found them to be a forward-looking 
framework applicable to their investment analyses. To implement them into their processes, they 
identified the SDGs that were financially relevant for the portfolio companies. This strategy is 
supported by the McKinsey framework, which states that companies that focus on relevant ESG 
factors deliver superior financial returns compared to companies that focus on all ESG factors 
(Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). Storebrand’s mapping resulted in three categories for the 
SDGs, presented in Figure 14: (1) risks & opportunities in core business, (2) key enablers, and (3) 
fundamental outcomes. These categories represent three levels of impact companies can have through 
their businesses, where the highest priority falls on the top category of risk and opportunities in the 
core business, as these SDGs are linked directly to the companies’ operations. For each relevant 
SDG, specific key performance indicators are developed to measure and evaluate companies’ 
performance. They rely on observable data that can easily be measured, quantified, and verified, for 
example, the ratio of women at board level or energy use relative to revenue.  
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Figure 14: The three-level categorization conducted by Storebrand’s sustainability team (Storebrand, n.d. c) 

Depending on the industry and sector, each company will receive a score for the relevant SDGs. This 
score is then supplemented by external data from FTSE Russell and Equileap, before an overall SDG 
score is given. Combined with the ESG risk score, this makes up a company’s overall sustainability 
score. By considering the sustainability rating, ESG factors are integrated into the investment 
decision process. The McKinsey report states that sustainable investment is more effective when 
activities are integrated into existing processes, rather than carried out parallelly (Bernow, Klempner, 
& Magnin, 2017). This aligns with Storebrand’s procedure as the sustainability score is used in 
combination with other quantitative information, as a supplement to the portfolio managers 
(Storebrand, n.d. c). Preferably, we would have wanted a more in-depth insight into the process of 
applying and prioritizing sustainability ratings in the investment decisions. This could have been 
achieved through additional interviews with portfolio managers, which could have increased our 
understanding of the investment process.  

This section has illustrated how each sustainability tool serves a specific purpose in Storebrand’s 
sustainable investment strategy. Exclusions reduce the exposure to downside ESG risks and ensure 
that beneficiaries’ pension money does not support unethical or questionable businesses. On the other 
hand, active ownership and sustainability scores contribute to increasing the portfolio exposure to 
value-creating impact opportunities. These tools ensure that Storebrand’s portfolio managers channel 
funding in a sustainable manner and thereby create a future worth looking forward to. Moreover, we 
found that Storebrand integrates the SDGs into their investment practices by using them as a 
foundation for the sustainability scores. The following section will present Storebrand’s sustainability 
team, and examine how they cooperate with the portfolio managers for sustainable investments.  
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6.4 Resources & Organization  

The McKinsey framework raises several questions regarding sustainability teams; how many they 
should be, should they be an integrated part of the investment team or should they serve as a 
support function, what knowledge is required, and how should they obtain this knowledge. As 
previously stated, there is no strictly right or wrong answer, and the optimal combination is a result 
of the overall mandate, strategy, and tools used in the work with sustainability (Bernow, Klempner, 
& Magnin, 2017). However, the framework points out three valid aspects under this dimension: (1) 
matching expertise with investment strategy, (2) maintenance of ESG expertise, and (3) 
organizational integration. The following section will relate these three aspects to Storebrand’s case.  

6.4.1 Matching Expertise with Investment Strategy 

Storebrand’s sustainability team consists of seven full-time analysts, which is about average of the 1 
to 15 full-time staff members that the McKinsey framework identified in their study. They state that 
the team’s expertise and knowledge should match the investment strategy, hereunder their risk 
profile and tools used (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). For Storebrand, who invests across 
several different industries and geographical areas, this can be challenging because it requires a wide 
range of knowledge. As we will discuss in the last section of this dimension, Storebrand’s 
sustainability team is part of the investment division and cooperate directly with the asset 
management team. Therefore, the responsibility of acquiring expertise is shared between the 
sustainability team, the portfolio managers, and the analysts within the investment division. 
However, the focus of the following section will primarily be on the sustainability team. 

We argue that sustainability knowledge alone is insufficient when working for a sustainable 
investment team. In the section on active ownership, 6.3.2, we learned how Storebrand sends 
representatives to the general meetings of the companies where they try to drive change. In such 
meetings, and company dialogue in general, having only a sustainability perspective can often be 
insufficient, and additional in-depth knowledge about the specific industry, competitive environment, 
and market trends is required. Furthermore, if Storebrand’s representatives were to take board 
positions, it would require experience with executive positions. We know that Storebrand base their 
exclusion decisions on comprehensive data and analyses, which might require other qualifications 
than what the active ownership tool requires. This coordination of expertise will be discussed further 
in the following section, but we want to highlight that neither of the three tools is singlehandedly the 
basis for investment decisions. Instead, they act supplementary to investment analyses conducted by 
the portfolio managers. This process, of weighing traditional investment analyses up against 
sustainable investment data, would have provided our study with more depth. We argue that by 
observation on their site, we could have learned how the investment team cooperates with the 
sustainability team at an operational level.  
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When the SDGs were introduced in 2015, Storebrand recognized their potential as a forward-looking 
framework to base their investment processes on. The SDGs are complex and cover a wide range of 
areas, which suggests that the sustainability team should hold diversified expertise too. Saugestad 
acknowledged the need for diversity and stated that their sustainability team consists of “people with 
a pure financial background, people who are engineers, and people specialized in international and 
human laws. I think it is important to have a diverse team; young, old, women, and men. They also 
come from different countries, which I think is good” (Saugestad, 2020). Figure 15 presents 
Storebrand’s sustainability team members and illustrates how their experience and knowledge varies.  

 

Figure 15: Background and education of Storebrand’s sustainability team (Storebrand, n.d. e) 

Based on Storebrand’s tools for sustainable investments and their three-level categorization of the 
SDGs, we have mapped the sustainability teams’ expertise. The mapping is conducted based on 
information available from several sources, hereunder documents, interviews, and reports from 
Storebrand’s website, and is illustrated in Figure 16. At least one team member has specialized 
within all of the SDGs categorized as risk & opportunities in core business. It is natural that 
experience within the top level of the SDGs is prioritized, as these SDGs are the ones that companies 
can affect more directly through their core operations. Despite lack of specialization within the SDGs 
categorized as fundamental outcomes, successful management of top-level SDGs will give positive 
ripple effects down the ladder (Storebrand, n.d. e). The figure illustrates how Storebrand successfully 
builds up the team’s expertise with their sustainability strategy in mind. 

Team Member Education

Matthew Smith  Master of Public Health (MPh) in Sustainable Development, BA Political 
Science - University og Oslo and Melbourne  

Tulia Machado-Helland  Juris Doctor's Degree, Texas State Attorney license, Master in Interntional 
Relations & Development - Southern Methodist University & Aalborg University 

Philip Ripman  MA in Chinese Studies, Master's Political Science - University of Glasgow and 
Edinburgh  

Karin Gjerde-Meyer  MSc Marketing & Management , BI  

Sunniva Bratt Slette  MSc Industial Economics and Technology Management - Norwegian University 
of Science & Technology 

Andreas Bjørbak Alnæs  MSc Economics & Business Administration - Norwegian School of Economics 

Emine Isciel  MA Political Science - University of Oslo  
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Figure 16: Mapping of expertise (Storebrand, n.d. e) 

6.4.2 Maintenance of ESG Expertise  

The sustainability team’s work has evolved drastically over the past decades. 20 years ago, most of 
their time was devoted to gathering data rather than analyzing it, while today’s situation is very 
different (Saugestad, 2020). As we learned in section 6.3.3, third-party data providers, such as 
Sustainalytics and FTSE Russel, make sustainability data available to anyone willing to pay for it. It 
reduces the time spent on developing and maintaining ESG risk data and gives the sustainability 
team more time to analyze the data, specializing within their field, and practice active ownership for 
instance. The following sections will discuss two important aspects of Storebrand’s expertise; 
knowledge sharing versus competition, and their perception of expertise as a competitive factor.  

6.4.2.1 Balancing Competition & Knowledge Sharing 

Saugestad (2020) agreed that more companies have started to view sustainability as a strategic 
parameter: “We see that a lot of companies want to take a stand in the discussion of sustainable 
investments. This is first and foremost a good thing, but it has led to tougher competition”. An 
interesting question is therefore what Storebrand’s role in sustainability initiatives and knowledge 
sharing networks are, and how they position themselves regarding competition versus knowledge 
sharing. 
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Insurance, pension, and asset management companies are first and foremost businesses, meaning that 
they must focus on revenue and margins to maintain profitable operations. However, competitive 
forces appear to fade to some extent when sustainable investment is on the agenda. Several 
organizations and external networks are working to unite asset managers through valuable platforms 
for knowledge sharing and learning. Among the most well-known networks we find the UN Global 
Compact and UN’s Principles for Responsible Investments (UNPRI). The Global Compact was 
founded in 2000 to drive corporations to become a part of the solution by aligning their operations 
with responsible principles (United Nations Global Compact , 2020).  

The PRI is devoted specifically to institutional investors, but with the overall same goal as the 
Global Compact; promote globally responsible practices. In 2005, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
gathered 90 financial experts from different countries, backgrounds, and companies to establish the 
PRI, six principles reflecting the increasing relevance of ESG issues to investment practices (UNPRI, 
n.d.). Storebrand was one of these founding signatories and contributed to developing the six 
principles shown in Figure 17 (Skagen AS, 2019). The PRI believes that “an economically efficient, 
sustainable global financial system is a necessity for long-term value creation. Such a system will 
reward long-term, responsible investment, and benefit the environment and society as a whole” 
(UNPRI, n.d.), which aligns with Porter and Kramer’s theory about creating shared value from 
section 3.2.2. Today, the PRI is supporting their signatories in the process of incorporating ESG 
factors into decisions, and through their partnership with the UN Global Compact, they can, for 
instance, provide avenues for their signatories to learn and collaborate on topics related to 
responsible investment (UNPRI, n.d.). Even though the PRI is devoted specifically to institutional 
investors, their overall goal is the same as that of the Global Compact; promote globally responsible 
practices. 

 

Figure 17: The six Principles for Responsible Investments (UNPRI, n.d.) 

1  Incorporate ESG issues into investment analysis and decision-making processes 

2  Be active owners and incorporate ESG issues into our ownership policies and practices 

3  Seek appropriate disclosure on ESG issues by the entitites in which we invest 

4  Promote acceptance and implementation of the Principles within the investment industry 

5  Work together to enhance our effectiveness in implementing the Principles 

6  Report on our activities and progress towards implementing the Principles 
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Storebrand also supports Norsif, an independent association that is working to promote knowledge 
and contribute to the development of responsible investments in the Norwegian financial industry, 
and Matthew Smith, Storebrand’s head of sustainable investments, is one of their five board 
members (Norsif, n.d.). In addition to these initiatives, Storebrand also supports TCFD and GRI, 
which will be elaborated on in section 6.6.  

How Storebrand was a founding signatory of the PRI, how their head of sustainable investments hold 
a board position within more local initiatives, and how they have pledged to several other initiatives, 
suggest that they take an active role in promoting sustainability. It is in line with their goal of being 
a role model for other investors who want to integrate sustainability in portfolio management. 
Furthermore, it illustrates how sustainability is integrated into everything Storebrand does, not only 
in their investment tools, but also in their presence in international and national networks. All their 
efforts serve as good contributions to support knowledge sharing, which in turn allows more 
companies to move into the green zone. However, more companies in the green zone increase the 
competition amongst them, as Saugestad pointed out. The following section will discuss how 
Storebrand still manages to stand out with their sustainable investments, despite a more competitive 
environment.  

6.4.2.2 Storebrand’s Perception of Competition  

Storebrand is very transparent in their work with sustainability, where extensive amounts of 
information such as reports, performance statistics, exclusion lists, and estimation methods are 
available on their website. They have been open about their work with sustainability since they 
started, and continue to share their progress and knowledge. Despite this, Saugestad believes 
Storebrand still holds some competitive advantages that are hard to imitate: integration, experience, 
and size.  

First, he emphasizes how “Sustainability is integrated in everything we do and is a core value. I think 
that, in itself, is a competitive advantage; it is part of our corporate culture and our purpose” 
(Saugestad, 2020). This complies with our findings in the two first investment dimensions, sections 
6.1 and 6.2, where we found that Storebrand’s strategy and processes derive from their overall 
investment mandate. It also confirms our previous findings that sustainability is integrated into their 
tools and their external networks and initiatives. Secondly, Saugestad points out that they have a 
long experience with sustainable investments, and that all invested capital is invested within the 
frames of responsible investing. He highlights that, despite the easily accessible data that can be 
bought from third-party providers, it requires time and experience to learn how to apply this data 
optimally for analyses (Saugestad, 2020). We argue that this is of growing importance with the rise 
of hundreds of different rating systems based on different criteria and parameters. Thirdly, Saugestad 
(2020) emphasizes their beneficial size; “We are big enough to have the resources, while still, in a 
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European setting, small enough to move quickly, be innovative, and find new solutions”. As an 
example of their ability to quickly adapt, he refers to how they recently experienced an impressive 
growth by offering customers investment options in low carbon solutions and sustainable funds. This 
solution was developed together with their customers based on demand.  

We conclude this section by stating that Storebrand plays an important role in networks and 
contribute to enlarging the green zone. Their sustainability team has built up a knowledge base, 
yielding high expertise which continuously is expanded and supported by third-party data suppliers. 
Through the knowledge-sharing initiatives, Storebrand contribute with valuable insights and are 
transparent about their work, while still maintaining a competitive advantage. 

6.4.3 Organizational Integration   

The two previous subsections have mapped the sustainability team’s expertise and examined how it 
aligns with Storebrand’s overall investment mandate and sustainability tools. Furthermore, we 
identified the important balance between competition and knowledge-sharing and obtained a more 
nuanced impression of Storebrand’s role in global networks. In the following section, we will go even 
further into how the sustainability team’s work is integrated with the investment team, and how 
they apply sustainability.    

The practices for the integration of ESG teams vary across companies. Some companies choose to 
assign the ESG responsibility to the individual portfolio managers, thereby making dedicated ESG 
specialists unnecessary. Other companies place the ESG unit outside the investment team, for 
example under communication or marketing. This practice, however, implies a less successful 
integration where sustainability is performed as a parallel activity to investments. The McKinsey 
framework continues to point out that leading investors often embed ESG experts into the existing 
investment team, where the head of the team report to the chief investment officer (Bernow, 
Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). This, again, supports the statement that sustainability must be 
integrated into the core operational processes of asset management. In line with the CSR pyramid 
(Carroll, 1991), we argue that lack of integration will lead the economic responsibilities to prevail the 
more vaguely defined sustainability-related responsibilities. In section 6.2, we discussed how 
Storebrand challenges this theory by integrating sustainability into all steps of the pyramid. If we are 
to enlarge the green zone, these responsibilities must be weighted equally in business decisions, and 
should not be set up against each other.   

Storebrand has made the sustainability team a part of the investment team, and Saugestad points 
out how this is was a deliberate choice; “it has been important for us to make sure that [the 
sustainability team] is integrated and embedded with the ones who make investment decisions” 
(Saugestad, 2020). This structure avoids making the sustainability team a support function, working 
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separately from the rest of the team. Furthermore, the head of sustainable investments, Matthew 
Smith, reports directly to the chief investment officer, while his team is seated together with the 
portfolio managers and analysts (Saugestad, 2020).  

In addition to having the sustainability analysts’ expertise easily accessible and attending regular 
information sessions led by them, the portfolio managers have also built personal knowledge on the 
topic of sustainability. Each portfolio manager is responsible for the companies they hold and is 
continuously assessed on their performance in terms of return, risk, and sustainability. The 
sustainability rating tool is, as previously stated, accessible on all levels, and provides analysts and 
portfolio managers with sustainability information on all portfolio companies. If they need a further 
in-depth understanding of the situation, they can lean on members from the sustainability team, and 
thereby also continuously build additional knowledge (Saugestad, 2020). The following section will 
explore the link between sustainability and the performance management process of the portfolio 
managers more in depth.  

6.5 Performance Management  

This dimension studies performance management, and the McKinsey framework claims that 
“institutions with sophisticated approaches to sustainable investing have made ESG considerations an 
integral part of their performance-management processes” (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). We 
will explore how Storebrand has integrated ESG factors into their performance management process 
by first looking at their external managers, followed by the in-house investment team. Unless 
specified otherwise, all data is gathered from the PRI Storebrand Transparency Report 2019, which 
was mentioned in section 6.4.2, and will be explored further in section 6.6.2.  

6.5.1 External Managers 

The McKinsey report claims that leading investment companies integrate ESG factors into their due 
diligence process for external managers (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). Storebrand has 
external managers who manage approximately 18 billion NOK, and since sustainability is reflected in 
everything Storebrand does, it is important that also the externally managed funds reflect this. 
However, for practical reasons, external managers are not subject to the Storebrand Standard. This is 
because there would be few funds left to offer if Storebrand required so (Saugestad, 2020). 
Sustainability analyses are integrated into all stages of the external fund manager selection process, 
and the candidates are evaluated on quantitative and qualitative internal and external data. The 
assessment includes considerations of current and historical portfolio characteristics, and how they 
are positioned with regards to relevant sustainability trends. The qualitative assessment covers: (1) 
the fund mandate’s ESG considerations, (2) attitudes expressed, implemented policies, and dedicated 
ESG resources in the fund organization, (3) integration of ESG in the investment process, (4) 
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portfolio manager and team knowledge and attitudes, and (5) previous experiences with the manager 
in question. As an additional sustainability check, all external assets are managed by PRI signatories.  

After selection, the external mangers are followed up regularly. Their funds are screened quarterly, 
while the overall rating and portfolio content are evaluated annually. During the periodical follow-
ups, they discuss the exclusion list, changes in the ESG policy or fund profile, the manager’s ESG 
initiatives in the recent months, and changes in the methodology and resources on ESG. Storebrand 
also encourages external managers to use active ownership to improve companies with poor ESG 
performance. If the performance of the external managers is not satisfactory, Storebrand will first 
engage with them on how practices can be improved before considering changing them. This 
approach aligns with how they use active ownership from section 6.3.2, and shows how Storebrand 
uses their influence to promote sustainability in operations with other stakeholders. Storebrand’s 
success with external performance management stems from their long experience with sustainability 
and large resources. Companies that want to sell their funds through Storebrand know that they 
have to meet certain standards, and Storebrand thus increases the sustainability efforts in the 
financial sector by setting clear expectations for their external managers.  

6.5.2 In-House Investment Team 

In order to ensure that the in-house investment team follows a sustainable strategy, leading funds 
include ESG considerations in the process for managing the performance of portfolio managers 
(Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). Storebrand states that ESG assessment is an integrated part 
of their fund manager evaluation. They have developed a scorecard for manager selection, where ESG 
is one of the five main categories, and a minimum within each category is required for selection. 
Within the ESG category, each manager is evaluated based on the six topics presented in Figure 18. 
All internally managed funds are subject to an annual review, where the managers must demonstrate 
that the sustainability objectives of the fund are fulfilled. If the requirements of the scorecard and 
objectives of the fund are not met, Storebrand will take the following actions; discuss the 
requirements and set a plan to rectify, place the investment manager on a watch list, and track and 
investigate the reason for non-compliance. This, similarly to the external management review, aligns 
with Storebrand’s work with active ownership and exclusions, where the watch list can compare to 
the observation list for non-complying companies.   
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Figure 18: Storebrand’s ESG scorecard for manager evaluation (UNPRI, 2020b) 

Saugestad (2020) emphasizes that managers’ salaries are indirectly linked to sustainability 
performance, as they are compensated based on the asset value they manage. This is because 
integration of the ESG Scorecard into the overall manager assessment ensures that assets should 
migrate to managers with better responsible investment practices over time (Saugestad, 2020). 
Moreover, Storebrand’s overall strategic goals each year, called Must Win Battles, always contain 
sustainable aspects, and progress on these battles is included in employee appraisal at year-end.  

By indirectly linking sustainability to performance management incentives, Storebrand makes 
sustainability a parameter for the assessment process. It supports their vision of sustainability in 
everything they do, while avoiding the risks of encouraging short-termism. If the managers were 
directly appraised for sustainability alone, this could tempt them to prioritize the impact aspect over 
risk and return. This would break the balance Storebrand has carefully built between the first three 
steps of Carroll’s CSR pyramid and move them from the green zone into the red zone. The 
integration of sustainability, rather than a separate evaluation, incentivize managers to invest both 
sustainably and profitably.  

6.6 Public Reporting  

This section will discuss how Storebrand report on sustainability, and some challenges they have 
come across in this process. Since the annual reports, together with several other prominent reports, 
are published on behalf of the group, Storebrand ASA, we will also include Storebrand ASA in this 

1) Investment Philosophy 

 Assessment based on the manager's strategy and plans for portfolio companies. Storebrand conduct individual and 
 group interviews to understand if the manager's view is consistent with their own.  

2) Fund Managers Attitude to ESG
 Based on marketing material, public information, and interviews. Storebrand will ensure that agreements with 
 managers contain the right to abstain from ownership in portfolio companies that breach the Storebrand Standard if 
 possible.   

3) Implementation of ESG in Investment Process
 An assessment of how ESG principles find thier way inot investment processes and value creation plans for portfolio 
 companies.  

4) Membership of PRI and Global Compact
 Both membership and/or plans for membership are mapped during the selection process. 
5) Access to Information on Portfolio Companies

 Mapping what types of information on portfolio companies is published quarterly/anually, and if there is reporting on 
 ESG criteria. 
6) Exposure to ESG Risk Factors

 Assessment based on a review of exsisting investment strategies and previous investments. If serious risk factors are 
 uncovered, an assessment is made of the manager´s capacity and resources to manage/reduce risk effectively.  
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section. Public reporting of sustainability strategy and performance is an essential part of 
communicating a company’s efforts and results, and aims to ensure transparency and hold companies 
accountable for their actions (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). This aligns with Storebrand 
ASA’s objective for reporting, which is to ensure open and honest communication and allow 
stakeholders to follow the implementation of their sustainable investment policy (Skagen AS, 2019). 
Public reporting on sustainability creates an important foundation for stakeholder theory, as the 
amount and type of information stakeholders have, affect their expectations, relationship, and 
interactions with a company. Moreover, sustainability reporting is an essential element in the 
McKinsey framework as it connects all efforts across the dimensions, making them traceable and 
easier to follow up. The importance of reporting was demonstrated in section 6.3.3.2 where we 
described how Storebrand ASA lost their Global 100 rating for the first time in 10 years due to a 
reporting mistake (Saugestad, 2020).  

Storebrand ASA started with sustainability reporting when their sustainability team was established 
in 1995. Since then, their sustainability reporting efforts have both expanded and improved. The 
sustainability report is now included in the annual report, follows the recommendations of the UN 
Financial Stability Board’s Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), and is 
reviewed by an external auditor. The TCFD recommendations were developed by a committee 
consisting of 31 professionals, including one of Storebrand ASA’s board members, Martin Skancke 
(TCFD, n.d.). In addition to the group’s annual report, the asset management division report on 
sustainable investments through the PRI. Furthermore, Storebrand ASA report on their carbon 
emission quarterly in accordance with the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP). Lastly, they publish 
their list of excluded companies and companies under observation on a quarterly and biannual basis, 
respectively. In other words, Storebrand ASA’s sustainability reporting covers many aspects and 
follows many different initiatives and standards.  

According to a study conducted by G&A Institute in 2018, only 20% of the S&P500 companies 
reported on sustainability in 2011, compared to 86% in 2018 (G&A Institute, 2019). This illustrates 
the increased number of sustainability reports over the last decade and underlines how early 
Storebrand ASA was with their sustainability report in 1995. The requirements for sustainability 
reporting have evolved as the focus on sustainability has increased (Brandsås, 2019). Today 
companies can choose amongst several hundred different initiatives and standards for sustainability 
reporting, most of them which focus on different factors (Saugestad, 2020). This can decrease the 
comparability, consistency, and transparency of the reports, and make them less valuable for both 
readers and publishers (Brandsås, 2019), an issue that is well-known from section 6.3.3.2. The most 
prevalent standards in addition to the SDGs and Global Compact are the GRI, TCFD, and the CDP 
(Brandsås, 2019), all reported on by Storebrand ASA. Storebrand ASA’s long experience with 
sustainability reporting has given them a head start. However, they are constantly trying to improve 
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by adapting to other standards and contributing to different initiatives. In the following sections, we 
will explore the different reports more thoroughly, and examine how they relate to the other 
dimensions.  

6.6.1 The Annual Report  

Corresponding to the increased focus on sustainability, the public laws and regulations for reporting 
are trying to catch up. The reporting requirements for sustainability are far from as developed as 
those for financial results and varies between countries and industries. Reporting standards and 
regulations try to keep up the continuous development of new research, data, and experience in the 
sustainability field. This leads to constant changes in reporting regulations that are complicated for 
companies to keep up with. According to the current regulations in the Norwegian Accounting Act 
(NAA) § 3-3 c, large Norwegian companies have to inform about their work on integrating efforts 
regarding human rights, employee rights, social factors, the external environment, and corruption, 
into their strategy, daily operations, and the relationship with their stakeholders. At a minimum, 
companies should inform about their guidelines, principles, procedures, and standards for these 
topics, and the information should be included in the annual report. However, companies reporting 
according to the GRI or Global Compact are exempt from these rules (The Governance Group, 
2019).  

Storebrand ASA follows the sustainability reporting guidelines from the International Integrated 
Reporting Council (IIRC) and TCFD and has been reporting according to the GRI standards since 
2010. The IIRC guidelines aim to help organizations prepare and present sustainability information 
alongside financial information in order to explain how they create value over time (IIRC, n.d.). 
Where the IIRC and TCFD guidelines provide a general format for presenting the report, the GRI 
standards contain specific, measurable standards to report upon. The GRI standards include three 
universal standards that all companies have to report on, and 34 voluntary standards within the 
topics of social, economic, and environmental factors, where the companies may choose those 
applicable to their operations (GRI, n.d.). Companies may also report on sector-specific standards, 
where Storebrand ASA reported on one of three additional standards within the sector Financial 
Services. Figure 19 illustrates all of the GRI standards Storebrand ASA included in their 
sustainability report.  
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Figure 19: GRI standards reported on in Storebrand ASA’s sustainability report for 2019 (Storebrand, 2020a) 

Storebrand ASA reports noticeably more on social matters than economic and environmental. This is 
both due to there being more standards within the social factors, and due to the nature of the 
company as a financial company rather than a material production company. Firstly, economic and 
environmental factors only contain seven and eight possible standards respectively, while social 
factors contain 19 optional standards to report on (GRI, n.d.). Secondly, the nature of a financial 
company is very different from a heavy production or transportation company, hence, their 
sustainability reporting standards may vary. A financial company will have limited direct 
environmental impact, making environmental standards such as GRI 301: Materials, which amongst 
other things measure recycling of materials used in production, irrelevant for their operations and 
reporting. Regarding the economic standards, Storebrand ASA cannot report on something that has 
not occurred, such as standard 206: Anti-Competitive Behavior relating to legal actions on 
competition. The standards Storebrand ASA report on, show that social factors are more relevant to 
their operations than environmental and governance factors, which is true for most financial 
companies.  

This in-depth exploration of Storebrand ASA’s reporting and the GRI-standards demonstrate the 
complexity of sustainability reporting compared to traditional financial reporting. Its complexity 
relates to how sustainability data is both quantitative and qualitative, and without well-established 
methods and standard. Moreover, readers of financial reports have centuries of experience in 
comparing numbers based on companies’ characteristics and industries, while we are still figuring out 
what aspects of sustainability that are relevant for different companies and industries. As 
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sustainability reporting is still a topic under development, it is important that companies report as 
much and detailed as possible. Both to ensure that their stakeholders receive all the information they 
find relevant, and to contribute to the collective data foundation that allows for further research and 
developments. However, it is important to balance this with the resources it takes for a company to 
develop these reports.  

Saugestad emphasized that choosing which initiatives to support and what standards to report on is 
challenging. They base their choice on the level of recognition a standard has, and if they have found 
it useful and valuable when investing in other companies (Saugestad, 2020). While the GRI 
standards are used for Storebrand ASA’s overall company reporting, Storebrand follows the PRI for 
reporting on their investment activities in the asset management division. 

6.6.2 PRI Reporting 

The last principle of the PRI, presented in section 6.4.2, requires each signatory to report on their 
activity and progress with the principles. The signatories use an online reporting tool on PRI’s 
website to report, and PRI then develops a public and private transparency report and an assessment 
report. The two latter are confidential, and it is up to the companies if they want to publish them. 
Through these reports, PRI intends to increase accountability, provide a standardized transparency 
tool for signatories’ reporting, and provide feedback to signatories on their responsible investment, 
facilitating learning and development (UNPRI, n.d.). Both the principles and the reporting 
framework are continuously evaluated and improved based on feedback from all signatories, 
hereunder Storebrand.  

As one of the founding signatories, Storebrand has contributed to developing the framework for 
reporting and reported on their investments since 2006. The transparency report is directly extracted 
from Storebrand’s response in the PRI online reporting tool and has, therefore, not been audited. It 
contains 168 pages with multiple choice answers, in addition to some detailed written descriptions of 
their practices (UNPRI, 2020a). These questions are valuable for direct comparison to other 
signatories at a detailed level and provide greater transparency into their processes. However, the 
lack of external auditing raises the question of the report’s validity, which will be further discussed 
later in this section.  

Lastly, the assessment report is designed to provide feedback to signatories for future learning and 
development (UNPRI, 2020b). Storebrand’s overall scorecard, shown in Figure 20, illustrates how 
Storebrand ranks above the median of their peer group in all modules. The peer group consists of all 
other signatories for whom the indicators are relevant (UNPRI, n.d.). It is important to highlight 
that the peer group only contains representatives that have signed the PRI, and those companies, 
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arguably, already have a focus on sustainable investments. Therefore, the peer group represents only 
parts of their actual peers, a case of bias selection.  

 

Figure 20: Storebrand’s PRI assessment report scorecard (UNPRI, 2020b) 

The PRI reports are a great initiative to generate transparency and comparability within sustainable 
investments. However, the validity and credibility of the data can be questioned as there is no 
external party confirming the data reported on. Investors could, in theory, claim to have a number of 
practices in place without utilizing and performing them, in other words practicing greenwashing. 
The PRI states that they have some checks and balances to improve the validation and credibility of 
the data, including automatic checks in the reporting tool, analysis of recurring themes in data, 
comparison of similar signatories, and interviews of certain signatories (UNPRI, n.d.). However, data 
is not controlled or compared to actual practices in the organization, and we thus conclude that the 
validity and credibility of these reports are weaker than of sustainability reports that are reviewed by 
external auditors. The issue of validity and self-reporting will be further discussed in section 6.6.5 on 
greenwashing.  

6.6.3 Carbon Accounting Report 

Storebrand ASA reports on their carbon emission both at a company level and investment portfolio 
level. They signed the CDP in 2010, which requires them to report on their carbon footprint annually 
(Storebrand, n.d. f). They have gradually improved their CDP score over the years and was one of 
three Norwegian companies to receive an A- in 2019 (Storebrand, n.d. f). In addition to the CDP 
report, Storebrand signed the Montreal Pledge developed by the PRI when it was launched in 2015 
(Storebrand, 2020d). This pledge requires them to disclose on the carbon intensity of their portfolios 
annually, but does not specify what methodology to use for measuring or reporting on this (UNPRI, 
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2017). The main weakness for carbon reporting is that there is no global standard for how to 
calculate carbon intensity, and that the data provided from companies invested in might be lacking 
both in quality and credibility.   

Storebrand publishes quarterly reports on the carbon footprint of their portfolio, which is measured 
using the weighted average carbon intensity as recommended by the TCFD (Storebrand, 2020d). In 
their reports, Storebrand specifies that they continuously adjust and refine their method based on the 
latest recommendations, as there is no global standard. This led to Storebrand changing their method 
in 2019 from the ownership approach used from 2015-2018. Moreover, they specify that carbon data 
is not always available for individual companies, and its quality might be limited, which is why 
carbon intensity reports should be used together with a broad forward-looking sustainability analysis 
(Storebrand, 2020d).  

6.6.4 Reports on Exclusion and Observation Lists 

In addition to the above-mentioned reports, Storebrand publishes a report linked to the Storebrand 
Standard, where they disclose their exclusions and the companies they have under observation 
(Skagen AS, 2019). These companies are listed according to the criteria mentioned in section 6.3, and 
are published to “ensure open and honest communication, and in order to let stakeholders follow the 
implementation of our sustainable investment policy” (Skagen AS, 2019). The lists put extra pressure 
on the companies listed by publishing their deficiencies in the sustainability field.  

6.6.5 Greenwashing  

One of the biggest challenges within sustainability reporting is greenwashing. Greenwashing is when 
companies create a false impression or provide misleading information regarding their sustainability 
efforts in an attempt to appear more sustainable (Kenton, 2020). The previous sections have explored 
the complexity of sustainability reporting, and how different standards and limited regulations lead 
to a lack of transparency and comparability between companies. In combination with a lack of 
external auditing, this allows companies to create sustainability reports that promote their strengths 
and hide their weaknesses.  

We have found that Storebrand supports several initiatives such as TCFD, CDP, and PRI. Although 
this is a good thing, considering their support in developing standards and research, it can also be 
criticized. Through their close relationship with the initiatives, their independence can be questioned. 
Theoretically, Storebrand could use their influence to have the initiatives present Storebrand 
favorably, or Storebrand could use their intricate knowledge of the methodologies applied by the 
initiatives to alter their performance on specific variables to rank better. However, these are just 
conspiracies of what Storebrand could theoretically do through their influence within some of the 



  

 - 63 - 

most prominent sustainability organizations, and there is no evidence whatsoever that they are 
currently misusing their position.  

Storebrand works to avoid greenwashing by choosing the most recognized standards, publish several 
different reports, contribute to initiatives that are working on developing the standards further, 
externally review their sustainability report, and by being open about their mistakes. Saugestad 
believes that sustainability reports are moving toward a similar level of regulation and auditing as 
financial reports. Furthermore, he emphasized that even though companies are doing their best on 
sustainability reporting, data might be hard to acquire, control, and comprehend. This is especially 
true for investment companies, who base their analyses solely on publicly available data supplied by 
the companies they invest in. Sometimes, this data might be misleading or inaccurate, and 
investment companies are bound to make mistakes (Saugestad, 2020).  

In 2019, the nonprofit organization Amazon Watch reported that Storebrand was the second-largest 
investor in the Brazilian beef-processor company Marfrig, who was accused and fined for illegal 
deforestation of the Amazon rainforest (Amazon Watch, 2019). Storebrand responded to the 
accusations with humility, thanking Amazon Watch for making them aware of the situation; “We 
highly appreciate the report from Amazon Watch which we have read with careful attention. As an 
investor based in Oslo, we are dependent on a variety of stakeholders to provide us with relevant 
information …” (Storebrand, 2019b). Storebrand thereafter informed about their deforestation policy, 
and what actions they were taking to follow up and remedy the situation with Marfrig. This example 
illustrates how important it is that financial investors are aware of the varying quality of the data, 
and express humility if mistakes are made. After all, it is not their own money they are managing.  

6.7 Summary - Storebrand  

We will end this part of the analysis by summarizing the findings from section 6. Initially, we argued 
that Storebrand’s sustainable investment strategy is a success story and that their global rankings 
prove that their initiatives are acknowledged, both nationally and internationally. Therefore, it is no 
surprise that our findings support Storebrand as a leading sustainable investor.  

The most important finding is that Storebrand integrates sustainability in everything they do, both in 
their vision, their investment mandate, and at an operational level. Due to an integrated 
sustainability team with highly valuable expertise and SDG insight, Storebrand is not only ahead 
with their tools for sustainable investments, but in all dimensions discussed. They evaluate their 
portfolio managers on sustainability as part of their overall performance, participate in local and 
international initiatives, take important positions in these networks, and increase transparency and 
comparability by reporting on sustainability. Storebrand’s transparency about both successes and 
failures make them stand out as a role model in sustainability, and work against greenwashing. 
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Summarized, section 6 has studied how and why Storebrand do what they do, which in the next part 
of the analysis, will be challenged by examining other companies’ practices.  
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7 Part II: Other Investment Companies  
Where section 6 mapped factors that have contributed to Storebrand’s success with sustainable 
investments, this section will regard other investment companies. The objective is to identify some of 
the factors that contribute to the significant gap within the financial industry’s sustainable 
investment performance. In contrast to the analysis of Storebrand, each dimension’s subtopics will 
not be discussed systematically. Instead, relevant deviations from Storebrand will be examined in 
depth, and the structure of each dimension will vary depending on how we find it to fit the purpose 
of the analysis best. We begin this section by briefly introducing the peer group which will be used to 
represent other investment companies. 

7.1 Company Presentations  

As we clarified in the methodology, the purposive sampling has led to a heterogeneous peer group 
that represents different types of institutional investors within the Norwegian financial industry. We 
have chosen to divide them into three categories: (1) life insurance & pension funds, (2) banks, and 
(3) investment funds. All sub-categories fall under the term financial intermediaries, which refers to 
entities engaging in the process of transforming financial assets from one form into another (Merton, 
1995). Figure 21 provides an overview of the companies, and the following section will give a brief of 
each, together with an explanation of why we included them in the peer group. The companies will 
be used as examples of institutional investors in this part of the analysis, where each dimension will 
examine the companies we found had the most interesting and differing approach relative to 
Storebrand.  

 

Figure 21: Presentation of companies. Information from annual reports 2019 

Company! Category Ownership
 Assets under 
!Management*  

 Full-time 
 Employees (NO) 

Storebrand ASA Life Insurance & Pension Listed on OSE 831 1743

KLP GFS Life Insurance & Pension Norwegian Government 763 1007

KBN AS Bank (municipal) Norwegian Government 471 85

DNB ASA Bank (retail) Listen on OSE 380 7679

SB1Ø SPA Bank (retail) Listed on OSE 7 716

Nordea AS Bank (retail)  Listed in Copenhagen, 
 Stockholm & Helsinki 

33 2952

Gjensidige AS Life Insurance & Pension Listed on OSE 59,1 1945

FFKF AS Investment Fund Private 5,2 17
* (BN NOK 31.12.2019)
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7.1.1.1 Kommunal Landspensjonskasse (KLP) 

KLP is Norway’s largest life insurance company. They provide pensions, finance, and insurance 
services to municipalities, county authorities, health enterprises, businesses in both public and 
private sectors, and to their employees. KLP is owned by municipalities, health enterprises, and 
businesses with public-sector occupational pensions, in other words their customers (KLP, 2020). We 
chose to include KLP in the peer group as they are Storebrand’s largest pension competitor in 
Norway and of a similar size. They are thereby interesting for direct comparison and provide the 
additional aspect of public ownership.  

7.1.1.2 Kommunalbanken (KBN) 

KBN is a publicly owned institution that finances important welfare services by providing credit to 
local authorities in Norway. They are defined as a state instrumentality due to their public policy 
mandate from the central government to provide low-cost financing to the Norwegian local 
government sector (KBN, 2020). As a bank, they are not directly comparable to Storebrand’s core 
operations, but they still offer an interesting perspective with their public policy mandate and focus 
on green loans.  

7.1.1.3 Den Norske Bank (DNB) 

DNB is Norway’s largest bank and is listed on the Oslo Stock Exchange. They offer a full range of 
financial services including loans, savings, advisory services, insurance, and pension products for 
retail and corporate customers (DNB, 2020). DNB is included in the peer group due to their size and 
bank perspective.   

7.1.1.4 SpareBank 1 Østlandet (SB1Ø) 

SB1Ø is a leading supplier of financial services to individuals, businesses, the public sector, and 
organizations in the Østlandet region of Norway. SB1Ø is listed at the Oslo Stock Exchange and is 
one of 14 banks in the SpareBank 1 Alliance (SB1Ø, 2020). We chose to include SB1Ø as they offer a 
different perspective as a smaller bank that has outsourced most of their asset management activity.  

7.1.1.5 Nordea 

Nordea is the largest company in the peer group in terms of employees. They are a full-service bank 
and are present in more than 20 countries. As one of the ten largest banks in Europe headquartered 
in Scandinavia, their size makes them interesting for our study (Nordea, 2020).  
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7.1.1.6 Gjensidige  

Gjensidige is a leading Nordic insurance group listed on the Oslo Stock Exchange. They offer 
insurance products in Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and the Baltic states, in addition to pension and 
savings in Norway (Gjensidige, 2020). They offer an interesting perspective to our thesis as an 
insurance company that mostly manage their assets externally.  

7.1.1.7 Fondsfinans Kapitalforvaltning (FFKF) 

FFKF is a smaller Norwegian independent asset manager, which is privately owned by Erik Must AS 
(FFKF, 2020). We have included FFKF in our peer group to represent the smaller investment 
companies in Norway. Moreover, they were one of the few smaller investment companies we could 
find that showed some effort on sustainability. 

7.2 Investment Mandate 

In our analysis of Storebrand’s investment mandate in section 6.1, we found that Storebrand ASA’s 
vision and strategy build on a long-term perspective. We found this to be an important aspect of the 
company’s overall sustainability profile, and discussed how Storebrand’s role as a life insurance and 
pension company had an impact on their time horizon. We categorized Storebrand as a life insurance 
and pension company because their asset management division primarily supports their obligations 
toward insurance and retirement payments. The investment activity of commercial and public banks, 
on the other hand, has other purposes. Several commercial banks have established their own asset 
management divisions, who’s work somewhat aligns with that of portfolio managers in investment 
teams. This is a simplification, but serves the purpose of the analysis where we argue that a 
company’s overall purpose and industry category, play an important role in how their asset 
management divisions operate with sustainability. We will explain why through examples from all 
the three industry categories. 

When asked about the financial industry’s sustainability performance, Kreutzer (2020) confirmed a 
very varying degree of maturity between the categories. As stated in section 6.1, Kreutzer 
emphasized how insurance companies have worked with climate risk for a long time, without 
specifically using the term. This was described as a natural part of an insurance company’s 
operations, as they serve to cover claims related to for instance storm weather. Gjensidige is a central 
player in the Norwegian insurance market, and has more than 200 years of experience with insurance. 
To ensure that they can cover all claims, Gjensidige’s investment portfolio is divided into two: a 
match portfolio and a free portfolio. The match-portfolio must correspond to Gjensidige’s technical 
requirements and is thus invested in fixed-income instruments with a duration that matches their 
obligations. It makes up 65% of their investment portfolio, and since it is all invested in fixed income, 
meaning financial instruments with fixed payments to known principals, this part of the portfolio 
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obtains a fairly low risk. The remaining 35% of investments are allocated freely based on their risk 
capacity and appetite (Gjensidige, 2020). This supports our statement about the purpose of the 
company affecting how they invest, and it could also imply that the life insurance and pension 
category should have been further divided into two separate categories. 

Kreutzer (2020) acknowledged that banks are in an earlier stage of integration of sustainability, 
which can be a result of another business nature. For instance, KBN states that their purpose is to 
“provide attractive funding to municipalities, county councils, inter-municipalities and other 
companies working with municipal tasks” (KBN, n.d. a). They do this through a conservative risk 
profile and a solid capital base. The Norwegian Ministry of Finance has labeled KBN as one out of 
two systemic banks in Norway (KBN, n.d. b). Systemic banks are the ones who are too big to fail, 
referring to how financial problems for the bank can impose the financial system and the economy 
with severe consequences (Finanstilsynet, 2019a). Their purpose influences their risk-taking and 
investment approach, which in turn is linked to their sustainability profile. Section 7.3 will examine 
this further.  

Investment funds is a broad category that covers several types of investment businesses, including 
private equity, mutual, and hedge funds. An investment fund is a collective investment scheme of 
pooling capital, and fund managers trade financial securities on behalf of their clients. As funds often 
have specific objectives they operate after, they attract investors that match their objectives for risk, 
industry, and sustainability. In contrast to the activities of pension payments, loans, and deposits in 
the two other categories, activities in investment funds can be riskier. The investors are not given a 
predefined rate or any guarantee that the investment will yield a positive return, in contrast to 
ordinary deposit and savings accounts. This risk aspect is an important difference that grants 
investment funds, especially those not tied to a bank or pension fund, more flexibility. We argue that 
this flexibility results in great variation within this category. FFKF is an example of an investment 
fund that offers clients funds and manage their holdings according to predetermined criteria, but not 
for any other purpose than value creation. This is in contrast to Storebrand and KBN, whose 
investment purpose arguably is more rooted in their business obligations. 

In summary, we observe how the investment mandate varies across different types of financial 
intermediaries. Life insurance and pension companies appear to have a clear advantage for ESG 
investments, as their awareness regarding climate risk has been present for decades, and they have a 
natural long-term horizon. Banks and investment companies do not have this natural link to 
sustainability, and the maturity within these categories are argued to be on an earlier stage. 
Furthermore, this section has illustrated how the investment purpose has a direct effect on how risk 
is considered in asset management activities, which relates to sustainability through the type of 
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assets they can and choose to hold in their portfolio. This will be further discussed in the following 
sections.  

7.3 Investment Beliefs & Strategy  

As discussed in section 6.2 on Storebrand, this dimension relates to companies’ positioning in the 
question about value creation versus risk management. We found that Storebrand integrates impact 
into the risk and return question, and thereby operates in the green zone presented in section 2.1.2.2. 
This section intends to discuss how the investment strategies of other investment companies derive 
from their overall mandate and purpose and how they operate regarding risk versus return.  

7.3.1.1 Gjensidige  

Similar to Storebrand, Gjensidige started as a local fire insurance company whose main objective was 
to serve the community. The name Gjensidige directly translates to mutual or reciprocal, which 
supports their vision as a community builder:  

“No one lives for himself alone. Everyone must do their bit. For the environment, for the sake of 
balance, for safety, for each other. This is who we are. Mutual, or Gjensidige, as we say in 
Norwegian. We are Gjensidige. “ (Gjensidige, 2020)  

In their annual report, Gjensidige (2020) states that they consider themselves to have a corporate 
social responsibility and an ambition to contribute to society at large. They see it as their duty to 
assist the community with their experience and competencies, which is also reflected in their vision to 
“know the customer best and care the most” (Gjensidige, 2020). They follow this by making 
sustainable choices, thus preventing customers and society from future losses. In turn, this links their 
vision to both their stakeholders and their investment strategy, which states that all investments 
should support a more sustainable world (Gjensidige, 2020). This is one example of how stakeholder 
theory can be applied. Another example will follow in the discussion of KBN. 

7.3.1.2 Kommunalbanken 

KBN’s vision is to be “a long-term partner for local welfare”, and their investment strategy is 
assumed to comply with this overall goal, despite not being directly stated. In line with Storebrand 
and Gjensidige’s investment strategy, KBN’s long-term perspective can be said to naturally link them 
to a sustainable investment practice. This is supported by how their vision is built upon six pillars, 
where three of them are directly linked to sustainability; sustainable community builder, green 
finance, and a future-oriented organization (KBN, n.d. c). Furthermore, KBN’s investment strategy 
can be connected to sustainability through a theoretical perspective, as the Norwegian government 
holds all shares in KBN and is thereby the only shareholder they serve (KBN, n.d. d). As their 
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customers are municipalities and public councils, they find themselves in an interesting position 
where their shareholders and stakeholders overlap considerably. This is also true for KLP, who is 
owned by municipalities, counties, and public sector companies (KLP, n.d.). The overlap creates an 
interesting take on stakeholder theory versus shareholder theory because the shareholder also 
represents one of the biggest stakeholders: the customer.  

This has an interesting effect on the time-horizon the companies operate with. For instance, dividend 
payments to shareholders normally depend on periodical performance and can contribute to a short-
term incentive to improve the bottom line. KBN pays a fixed percentage in dividends annually, while 
the rest of the profit is transferred to the bank’s equity. However, the dividend that is paid out goes 
back to the Norwegian government who is the only shareholder, and profit thus goes back to the 
Norwegian welfare (Vannebo, 2020). Therefore, the traditional incentive to generate short-term 
profits becomes irrelevant when the shareholder is also the customer and stakeholder, which in turn 
yields a more long-term perspective that naturally links to sustainability. In addition, the 
governmental ownership makes KBN work with sustainability indirectly through Norway’s 
international commitments, as they contribute to making municipalities more sustainable.  

7.3.1.3 Fondsfinans Kapitalforvaltning  

FFKF adds an interesting perspective to this discussion as a representative of smaller investment 
companies in Norway. Despite also being a financial intermediate, their characteristics deviate from 
Storebrand and the other peer companies in several ways. FFKF offers their customers nine actively 
managed investment funds and has no activity related to either issuing loans, insurance, pension, or 
deposits. Figure 22 tables their funds together with a brief prospectus, which will be discussed later. 
The performance of actively versus passively managed funds’ is a widely discussed topic with 
numerous scientific studies supporting both sides. For our thesis, it is mainly relevant to highlight 
how actively traded funds have the advantage of being able to capture short-term movements. We 
are not stating that this is part of FFKF’s strategy, but it is an important aspect that could impair a 
company’s sustainable long-term perspective.  

FFKF’s investment philosophy is simple; “Our goal is to generate a good risk-adjusted return for our 
customers” (FFKF, n.d.). Therefore, they fall through on one of Storebrand’s main advantages 
discussed in section 6.4.2; sustainability in everything they do. In relation to this, Saugestad 
highlighted that Storebrand is also measured on a short-term basis by their customers, especially 
their funds (Saugestad, 2020), which arguably covers the service FFKF offers. FFKF’s vision of 
generating high risk-adjusted return does not directly imply any time-horizon or sustainability effort. 
However, they state that their strategy has a long-term perspective rooted in how they rely on 
fundamental value when investing in companies. This means that FFKF seeks to identify 
undervalued securities that could provide high returns if valued correctly. The long-term perspective 
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stems from the fact that certain factors must set off this value creation, and that there is an 
uncertainty of when these factors will show (FFKF, n.d.). This somewhat challenges our previous 
argument of actively managed funds, but supports our statement that FFKF’s long-term perspective 
is not directly linked to sustainable investments. Instead, it appears to be a biproduct of their value-
oriented investment strategy. 

We have found that FFKF’s investment strategy lacks a sustainability perspective because it derives 
from their overall investment philosophy, which primarily focuses on risk-adjusted return. Also, their 
size makes them less exposed to media attention and, arguably, a pressure to operate responsibly. As 
discussed, all the funds Storebrand manages must comply with the Storebrand Standard. However, 
Storebrand also provides other externally managed funds to their customers, hereunder a fund from 
FFKF. These are not subject to the Storebrand Standard, which implies that FFKF operates with 
more flexibility than Storebrand.  

7.3.2  Sub-Conclusion 

In this dimension, we have connected some of the companies’ investment mandates to their strategies 
and beliefs. The insurance company, Gjensidige, perceived themselves to be an important contributor 
to society, thus perceived sustainability to be their social responsibility. The discussion on KBN 
illustrated how governmental ownership and customers blur the lines between stakeholders and 
shareholders. This could limit short-term incentives, and KBN plays an important role in supporting 
the government with their international commitments to the SDGs. Lastly, we discussed how FFKF 
as a representation of the smaller financial intermediaries in Norway, has a more value-oriented 
strategy that does not directly relate to sustainability. We thereby conclude that company 
characteristics and industry have an impact on the investment strategies, which in turn affects their 
efforts toward sustainable investments. These efforts will be discussed at a more practical level in the 
following.  

7.4 Tools & Processes  

While the investment mandate, strategy, and beliefs reflect how companies perceive and intend to 
work with sustainability, this dimension regards their operative force for investments. In an 
assessment of the tools and processes used by traditional intermediaries such as DNB, Nordea, 
Gjensidige, and KLP, we found that their mostly tools overlap with those examined in the 
Storebrand analysis. Thus, this section will be devoted to KBN, SB1Ø, and FFKF, whose approaches 
are deviating from the bigger institutions. Lastly, we summarize our findings and compare the three 
companies.  
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7.4.1.1 Kommunalbanken 

KBN’s asset portfolio consists of loans to municipalities and trading assets, where the latter is 
invested in US treasuries and other bonds regarded as safe. This aligns with their overall risk profile 
and investment mandate, as bonds have a far more predictable cash flow than equity. By holding 
more secure financial assets, KBN can honor their issued loans and liabilities, which consist of their 
own issued bonds (Vannebo, 2020). The remaining trading assets consist of currency and interest 
swaps, which are financial instruments used for hedging purposes, thereby a risk management tool for 
KBN’s transactions. Storebrand’s tools for rating the sustainability of public equity companies are 
thereby less useful for KBN because they do not hold shares in such companies. Moreover, the active 
ownership tool becomes irrelevant, as bonds do not provide the holder any voting rights in the 
companies. Lastly, exclusion can be exercised in an alternative way, which will be discussed in the 
following.  

Bernow et. al. (2017) claims that sustainable practices for bonds are less developed and might take 
additional time to apply, which became evident in our study of KBN. KBN states that they do not 
invest in weapons or controversial bonds (Vannebo, 2020), which can be compared to negative 
screening. However, this is not something they promote as a sustainability tool or initiative. This is 
because the treasury division, who is responsible for investments in treasuries and bonds, has not yet 
developed a systematic way of assessing sustainability in this asset class. However, they state that 
they are currently in the process of developing such a framework. This model, which was first 
initiated in the fall of 2019, seeks to integrate ESG factors into their investment decisions, and will 
support their existing system for green loans, where KBN provides lenders with an interest rate 
discount if the project contributes to more sustainable development (Vannebo, 2020). In the resource 
and organization dimension, we will discuss the implementation process more in detail.  

In 2010 KBN started a program for funding climate and environmental investments in the public 
sector (Finanstilsynet, 2019b). This funding is based on an assessment process similar to Storebrand’s 
sustainability score, but instead of evaluating companies, KBN evaluates projects in the public sector 
they want to support financially. Lastly, despite moving outside of the delimitation of asset 
management, we find it relevant to mention that KBN was a pioneer of green bonds in Norway. This 
is relevant because it arguably contributes to moving more investors into the green zone. By this, we 
refer to how KBN finances their issued green loans by issuing corporate bonds that are AAA-rated. 
By offering green bonds, they assure that the funding contributes only to green projects, and the 
value of outstanding green bonds will never exceed the value of KBN’s issued green loans (Vannebo, 
2020). We will not discuss green bonds further, as they are outside the thesis’ delimitation.  
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While Storebrand contributes to the SDGs by channeling cash flows toward sustainable companies, 
KBN contributes through their lending. It makes several of the tools presented less applicable, but 
opens for other ways to promote sustainable investments. 

7.4.1.2 SpareBank 1 Østlandet  

SP1Ø differs from the other banks as they only offer externally managed investment funds. However, 
they are promoting the funds managed by Odin Forvaltning AS, which is a subsidiary of the 
SpareBank 1 Alliance, and which they therefore have more control over (Hjertø, 2020). The 
remaining funds, about two thirds, comes from external asset managers such as DNB, Storebrand, 
KLP, Schroeder, and Delphi (SB1Ø, 2020). Therefore, SB1Ø’s work with sustainable investments 
mainly consists of screening and evaluating their external managers. This will be discussed further in 
the performance management dimension in section 7.6. Outsourcing of the fund activity does not 
imply that SB1Ø finds sustainable investments less important, and they are still responsible for 
providing their customers with sustainable solutions and services.  

Even though SB1Ø outsource the management of funds, they still manage about seven billion NOK 
internally, and have guidelines for responsible equity ownership (SB1Ø, 2018a). The internally 
managed portfolio’s primary purpose is to support SB1Ø’s services of issuing responsible loans to 
private and corporate customers. Some of these values are tied to strategic ownership in subsidiaries, 
while other values derive from financial assets that provide the bank with liquidity. It can be 
compared to how 65% of Gjensidige’s investment portfolio is fixed for technical provisions, as 
described in section 7.2. The investments for liquidity purposes are primarily in bonds where that 
have strict guidelines for sustainability. These guidelines consist of a framework that rates the risk of 
different bonds and ensures that their liquidity trading complies with the company’s overall 
sustainability guidelines. For example, bonds issued from Nordic governments or municipalities, such 
as KBN’s AAA-rated bonds, have a lower risk profile than bonds issued from governments outside 
the OECD. These are again valued to have a lower risk than bonds issued from financial institutions 
or companies, both Nordic and foreign (SB1Ø, 2018a). Hence, SB1Ø’s sustainable investment tools 
mainly consist of evaluating their external management, in addition to some internal guidelines.  

7.4.1.3 Fondsfinans Kapitalforvaltning 

FFKF’s value-oriented investment strategy of finding underpriced companies by assessing their 
fundamental value has led them to develop their own investment models. These models assess 
possible future scenarios for financial assets, and rely on both internal and external factors, in 
addition to the individual portfolio manager’s perception of risk; “Portfolio manager’s subjective 
opinions are decisive for all investment decisions“ (FFKF, n.d.). This implies that the portfolio 
manager’s perceptions and opinions can surpass the data models’ suggestions. FFKF does not imply 



  

 - 74 - 

that they practice positive screening or active ownership, but has some guidelines for negative 
screening. They state that they mainly follow the guidelines of Oljefondet, with some additions. 
However, we argue that this initiative is not conclusive, as the portfolio managers are encouraged to 
follow their subjective opinions rather than a clear framework, and the wording of their negative 
screening guidelines is inconsistent.  

The inconsistency is reflected in how some guidelines use the term excluded, while others state that 
they are cautious about investing in, and some state that they do not seek to invest in (FFKF, 2020). 
This phrasing reflects unclear guidelines that allow individual portfolio managers to interpret 
negative screening as they wish. In section 6.3 we found that every portfolio manager at Storebrand 
is responsible for their portfolio’s risk exposure and sustainability profile. However, they always have 
to comply with the Storebrand Standard and often other policies. For instance, they have to adhere 
to concrete benchmarks and rules for investments in oil sand and coal.  

Furthermore, FFKF states that if they discover violations of the guidelines, they will handle it by 
divesting the shares in a way that takes their customer’s interests best into consideration (FFKF, 
2020). Here, we also argue that the vagueness of the guidelines allows for individual interpretation 
that limits a comprehensive implementation and understanding of the guidelines. Bernow et. al. 
(2017) state in the McKinsey report that leading investors define and track progress against clear 
metrics. This is challenging when the guidelines are not well-defined or absolute, which will be 
discussed further in section 8.3. FFKF’s negative screening guidelines are designed in a way that does 
not constrain portfolio managers from investing according to their overall purpose of creating the 
highest possible risk-adjusted return. That suggests that if FFKF can provide higher risk-adjusted 
returns to their clients by choosing not to divest from companies violating their sustainability 
guidelines, there could be a conflict. This illustrates how FFKF’s strategy, in contrast to 
Storebrand’s, aligns with Carroll’s (1991) hierarchy of responsibilities. To avoid this conflict, 
sustainability should be integrated and derive from the overall investment strategy, as stated by the 
McKinsey framework (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017).  

7.5 Resources & Organization   

In this section we will examine other companies’ organizational integration of sustainability. In 
section 6.4 we discussed Storebrand’s approach to the three aspects of matching expertise with 
investment strategy, maintenance of ESG expertise, and integration of the sustainability team. These 
three topics will still be kept in mind, but this section will not be separated into three distinct 
analyses since they do not apply to all companies. Intending to identify aspects of Storebrand’s 
approach that are unique, we have chosen to go examine FFKF and KBN as they are the two 
companies that appear to illustrate these factors best.  
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7.5.1.1 Fondsfinans Kapitalforvaltning  

FFKF was first established in 1999, four years after Storebrand’s sustainability team, and over 230 
years after Storebrand sold their first fire insurance. This highlights the important aspect of 
experience, and Saugestad emphasized that “it is easier to get started [with sustainable investments] 
today than 10 years ago because data is accessible, but in order to apply the data you need to 
experience and learn over time” (Saugestad, 2020). In section 3.1.1.1 we found that Storebrand has 
moved from simple exclusion-based techniques in the early 2000s, to more complex and impact-
oriented tools. It has taken them 25 years with sustainability to get to where they are today. In 
comparison, FFKF is sustainability efforts are relatively new, and they signed the PRIs in September 
2018 and have yet to publish their first PRI report. In section 7.4.1.3 we found that FFKF has 
developed some guidelines for ethical investments, where the individual portfolio manager is 
responsible for ensuring the compliance of their portfolios. This comes as a natural result of their size, 
as they are only 17 employees in total; seven portfolio managers, five in sales and client services, and 
five in administration.  

 

Figure 22: List of FFKF’s portfolio managers (FFKF, 2020) 

Figure 22 presents the education and previous experience of their portfolio managers, and we observe 
that all of the portfolio managers are male, hold a degree within economics, and have previous 
experience with financial investments from other financial intermediaries. This implies that FFKF 
has in-depth expertise from financial markets, but limited experience with sustainability. As 
previously stated, Saugestad believes that diversity within a sustainability team is an advantage. We 
are aware that it is inaccurate to compare a sustainability team to FFKF’s portfolio managers, 
however, we aim to illustrate how company size is instrumental, and how it results in a lack of 
expertise that is required order to work systematically with sustainable investments.  

Furthermore, as discussed in section 7.2, FFKF’s funds’ objectives and prospects are a tool to attract 
matching investors in terms of risk, industry, and sustainability. In Figure 23, all their 9 funds are 
listed with their risk profiles and asset values. None of them include a sustainability aspect, which 
could be a result of lacking demand or internal qualifications. Based on this, we argue that because 

 Portfolio Manager  Education  Previous Experience 

Arne Simensen  Ms. Economics - Stockholm School of Economics Verdane Capital Advisors, Morgan Stanley
Odd Hellem  Ms. Economics - Norwegian School of Economics, CFA & MBA  Christiania Bank, Kredittilsynet, Finansbanken
Harald Berge  Ms. Economics - Norwegian School of Economics NBIM, DNB Markets
Tor Thorsen  Ms. Economics - University of New Brunswick SEB
Mads Adreassen  Ms. Economics - Norwegian School og Economics  Sector Asset Management 
Lasse Halvorsen  Cand.Act - University of Oslo  Fellesbanken
Erlend Lødmel  MBA - University of Denver  Arctic Securities, DNB, DNB Investor
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their investment mandate is unconcerned with sustainability, their resources’ expertise is matched to 
the investment strategy, which in turn attracts investors with certain values and objectives. 
Sustainability is simply not prioritized in such a small company as FFKF.  

 

Figure 23: Overview of FFKF’s funds (FFKF, n.d.) 

7.5.1.2 Kommunalbanken 

In section 7.4.1.1 we argued that KBN appears to have a strong sustainability profile, and that they 
are an important contributor to Norway’s international commitments. In line with the McKinsey 
framework, KBN has chosen seven SDGs they want to focus on in their work with sustainable 
lending. These are presented in Figure 24, and KBN has six people who work with sustainability; two 
in communication and reporting, and the last four in the lending department who are specifically 
devoted to sustainability in asset management. In addition, everyone who works for KBN holds some 
responsibility for implementing sustainability into their tasks (Vannebo, 2020). 

 

Figure 24: The SDGs that KBN has identified as relevant to their activities (KBN, 2020) 

 Fund Name  Portfolio Manager  Type 
 Risk 
 (1-7)*  Comments 

 AUM 
(MNOK) ** 

 Fondsfinans Norden Arne Simensen Active 5  Listed equity - Nordics 1 042       

 Fondsfinans Norge Odd Hellem Active 6  Ca. 80% in Listed Norwegian   1 042       

 Fondsfinans Utbytte Harald Berge Active 5  Dividend Focus - Norwegian Listed 182         

 Global Energi Tor Thorsen Active 6  Energy Sector - Global 75           

 Global Helse Mads Andreassen Active 5  Health Sector - Global  424         

 Aktiv 60/40 Lasse Halvorsen Active 4  55-65% Equity 35-45% Fixed Income 147         

 Obligasjon Tor Thorsen Active 2  Norwegian Bonds 384         

 Kreditt Erlend Lødmel Active 3  Bonds - Norwegian companies > BB   880         

 High Yield Erlend Lødmel Active 4  Bonds - Norwegian companies > B 333         

4 510       

* 1 is least risky, 7 is higher risk** Numbers are retrieved on 31.03.2020

Total Asset Value under Management
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Climate change risk is a topic KBN is working actively with. The lending department’s work with 
this relates directly to SDG 11, as KBN uses their green loans to secure the building of sustainable 
cities and communities. KBN perceives climate risk as the uncertainty followed by stricter climate 
policies, rapid technological development, changing preferences among citizens, and the 
accountability that governments and companies will hold for greenhouse gas emissions or lack of 
adaptability (KBN, 2020). They contribute through the funding of municipal projects related to flood 
control, stream and stormwater management, and diversion systems. From section 6.2, we remember 
that these are aspects insurance companies have been working on for decades, which confirms that 
banks are now in the process of building up the same expertise as insurance companies.  

In total, six people are working specifically with sustainability, where four of them are working with 
asset management. We argue that a sustainability team of six is relatively big compared to KBN’s 
total of 85 employees and 471 billion NOK under management. Saugestad said that one of 
Storebrand’s competitive advantages was that they are small in a European context, and thereby 
more adaptable to changes such as those happening in sustainability. Based on KNB’s size, this 
suggests that they can work proactively on the topic of sustainability and hold an advantage 
compared to larger and more traditional Norwegian banks. However, the following sections will 
discuss why being small, in KBN’s case, isn’t always equivalent to being flexible. 

We argue that KBN’s characteristics separate them from more traditional banks. In comparison to 
their peers, they are small in the number of employees and large in terms of assets under 
management. The significant amounts under management enhance KBN’s responsibility as an 
influential investor in the capital markets, which is further strengthened by their governmental 
ownership. We argue that this ownership imposes a sustainability responsibility on KBN, as the 
Norwegian Government’s white paper on state ownership state that companies should “have an 
overall plan for sustainable value creation, will produce, implement and report on clear objectives and 
strategies, and will be a leader in their work to operate responsibly” (KBN, 2020). With the 
government as the only shareholder, KBN’s sustainability efforts fall outside the corporate social 
responsibility definition of going beyond legal and regulatory obligations from section 2.1. This can 
be seen in light of Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid, where KBN’s sustainability efforts can be 
categorized as a legal responsibility opposed to a voluntarily ethical one. 

KBN’s ownership influences several aspects of the company, hereunder their risk profile as a systemic 
bank, and how they support the government in their obligations to international commissions and 
climate acts. Their governmental ownership has some advantages, such as allowing them to pioneer 
on topics of sustainability at the cost of financial profit, since they want to promote sustainable 
investments to municipalities (Vannebo, 2020). This suggests that KBN could be operating within 
the red zone, where sustainability prevails financial profit. However, this is not necessarily harming 
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their operations in the traditional sense, as their purpose is to support municipalities. However, state 
ownership also inflicts KBN with some degree of bureaucracy. For example, new procedures, such as 
the new sustainability tool mentioned in section 7.4.1.1, must go through several levels of decision-
makers. First, the new procedure must be developed into a written document, before it must be 
verified by the risk division. As KBN is labeled a systemic bank, thus strictly monitored in terms of 
risk, this process becomes more complex than for other financial institutions. After approval from the 
risk division, the suggestion is presented to the executive management, before it finally has to get 
approval from the board of directors (Vannebo, 2020). In addition to this, KBN’s statutes are passed 
through the king of Norway, and all significant changes must be approved by the parliament (KBN, 
n.d. d). This is a complex and time-consuming process, which is why their framework for ESG 
investments has yet to be implemented. Furthermore, it illustrates how KBN’s organizational size is 
not what hinders them in adapting fast, but rather their organizational structure.  

7.5.2  Sub-Conclusion 

The organizational structure of investment companies seems to have a great influence on their 
sustainability efforts. We have seen how organizational size makes it challenging for FFKF to achieve 
the necessary expertise for sustainable investments. With scarce resources, it is natural that they 
focus on their investment mandate and purpose, and as this is not directly linked to sustainability, 
sustainability becomes an after-thought. For KBN, the organizational size was not the main issue, 
but rather and how organizational structure can make the process of adaptation time-consuming. 

7.6 Performance Management  

In section 6.5 we concluded that Storebrand is living up to their vision of sustainability in everything 
they do by incorporating this in their performance management process. In this section, we will study 
how the other investment companies approach the integration of sustainability in performance 
management. We will use the companies in our reference group as examples, and mainly base the 
information on their PRI reports and interviews. However, we will not include DNB or FFKF, as we 
could not find any information regarding their performance management. DNB is a signatory of the 
PRI and has published a PRI report, but chose to not publicly disclose section SG 08 on “RI in 
performance management, reward and/or personal development” (UNPRI, 2020c). FFKF has yet to 
publish their first PRI report, and does currently not have any public information on their 
performance management process. We would also like to note that since most companies did not 
disclose detailed information on the topic, the comparison will remain on a general level. In the 
following sections, we will explore the performance management of the external managers, followed 
by the in-house teams, and compare them to Storebrand.  
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7.6.1 External Managers 

In section 6.5.1, we found two important reasons for integrating sustainability into the performance 
management process of external managers. First, because external managers are an integral part of 
the products delivered by investment companies, and without them, the business cannot claim to be 
entirely sustainable. Second, by encouraging external partners to be sustainable, companies are 
increasing the industry standards and expectations for sustainability. Due to the important role of 
external managers, we are interested in exploring how the other investment companies integrate 
sustainability into their work with external managers. In the following section, we will first examine 
SB1Ø and Gjensidige together, as they have most of their assets externally managed. Thereafter we 
will look at KLP and Nordea, where external management is a smaller part of their asset 
management.  

7.6.1.1 SB1Ø & Gjensidige 

SB1Ø and Gjensidige have all or most assets externally managed (SB1Ø, 2020; Gjensidige, 2020). 
This increases the importance of integrating ESG considerations into the external manager 
performance process, as it contains a bigger part of their business activities. In section 7.4.1.2 we 
found that SB1Ø spends most of their sustainability resources on the selection and monitoring of 
external managers, and requires all external managers to sign the PRI (SB1Ø, 2018b). Gjensidige has 
no such requirements, but expects all external managers to follow the 10 principles of the Global 
Compact (Gjensidige, 2019). Aside from this, Gjensidige and SB1Ø are quite similar in their 
approach. When selecting managers, they both require the external managers to have established 
internal policies that document how ESG is integrated into their investment policy, and they must 
periodically report on changes related to these policies. If asset managers fail to comply, SB1Ø and 
Gjensidige will follow up and terminate the contract if they do not improve (SB1Ø, 2018b; 
Gjensidige, 2019).  

Since SB1Ø and Nordea mostly outsource their asset management, they add a customer perspective 
to our thesis through their work as middlemen, where they offer their customers funds from 
Storebrand, DNB, Nordea, and KLP. Thus, Storebrand and the other investment companies are 
required to follow SB1Ø and Gjensidige’s guidelines for external managers. Therefore, these 
companies are mutual stakeholders, and if one stakeholder demands sustainability practices from all 
their external managers, their external mangers will have to follow certain sustainability standards 
and might start demanding this from their own external managers. By demanding sustainable 
practices from each other, sustainable finance will become the new industry standard.  

SB1Ø’s sustainability manager, Karoline Bakka Hjertø, also emphasizes the negative impact of acting 
as middlemen between customers and external fund managers. She states that it requires a lot of 
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time and resources to communicate between the funds and the customers, as all communication goes 
through SB1Ø (Hjertø, 2020). Therefore, SB1Ø take a more reactive role compared to Storebrand in 
their sustainable investment strategy. By outsourcing fund management, in addition to being 
controlled by regulations of the SpareBank 1 Alliance, SB1Ø has a limited control of their 
investments. Hjertø exemplified how SB1Ø’s work with sustainability typically entailed that a 
customer or stakeholder would criticize them for being invested in something they should not be 
invested in, and then they would have to contact the external manager to figure out the situation. If 
the stakeholder and SB1Ø were not happy with the explanation and action proposed by the external 
manager, SB1Ø would consider terminating their contract (Hjertø, 2020). This shows how SB1Ø’s 
work with sustainability is characterized as a reactive middleman, thus we conclude that SB1Ø is less 
successful in their work with sustainable investments than Storebrand who is proactive and integrate 
sustainability into everything they do.   

7.6.1.2 Nordea & KLP  

In contrast to SB1Ø and Gjensidige, Nordea and KLP have less than 10% of their assets externally 
managed (UNPRI, 2020d; UNPRI, 2020e). Both Storebrand and SB1Ø have all their external assets 
managed by PRI signatories, while KLP, who is the only other company to disclose this information, 
only has 10%. By encouraging external managers to sign initiatives such as the PRI, investment 
companies ensure that their suppliers also adhere to certain standards. Overall, KLP and Nordea 
have similar approaches to integrating sustainability for external managers as SB1Ø, Gjensidige, and 
Storebrand, though a little less strict. All external managers are reviewed based on their ESG 
investment policies before selection. After selection, most external managers are encouraged to follow 
the ESG policy of the investing company, with some exceptions. Nordea only requires external 
managers that manage Nordea branded funds to follow their set premises for ESG, for example the 
Nordea Global High Yield fund (UNPRI, 2020d). KLP is also lenient on their requirements, as their 
policies state that external managers only have to adhere to their exclusion lists if possible (UNPRI, 
2020e). In section 6.5.1, we cited Saugestad on how external managers do not have to adhere to the 
Storebrand Standard for practical reasons. He argues that if an investment company was to follow 
the guidelines of all investors, there would be few companies left to invest in. This is because each 
investor has different strategies, focus areas, and requirements, for example how Storebrand focuses 
on deforestation. This can be linked to the previously mentioned lack of shared definitions for what is 
sustainable and how to measure it, which will be further discussed in section 8.3.  

In order to monitor the ESG performance of external managers, all the peer companies have some 
sort of meeting or reporting requirements, except for Nordea. Nordea states that reporting 
requirements are currently in discussion, but not yet available, and does not provide any additional 
information regarding monitoring (UNPRI, 2020d). KLP has yearly discussions on ESG with all 
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external managers, where dissatisfactory findings that are not improved will lead to contractual 
termination (UNPRI, 2020e). Monitoring the performance management of the external managers is 
essential to ensure that they are complying. Therefore, we argue that all investment companies 
should have some set routines for reporting requirements.  

In conclusion, all the companies we have studied exert some effort to integrating sustainability in 
their external investment activities. When investment companies set clear expectations for each 
other, it improves the sustainability standard for the whole sector. However, we note that investment 
companies that outsource almost all of their asset management to external managers are more 
reactive in their approach to sustainability, as they have less control of the funds.  

7.6.2 In-House Investment Team 

As previously stated, Storebrand is very transparent on their sustainability efforts, and they were 
especially open about their internal procedures for integrating sustainability into their in-house 
investment team both in their PRI report and our interview. Unfortunately, the reference group was 
not as transparent on practices in their reports, and the limited information found is not sufficient for 
comparison to Storebrand. However, the information available implies that the other investment 
companies are far from as advanced as Storebrand when it comes to incorporating sustainability into 
the management performance process. This became evident when reading KLP’s PRI report, where 
the investment managers only report on sustainability when requested, and do not follow any 
benchmarks. In contrast to Storebrand, responsible investment is not included in their personal 
development or training plan, and sustainability is not linked to their remuneration, appraisal, or 
objectives (UNPRI, 2020e).  

Even though we found that KLP and the other investment companies are lagging when it comes to 
integrating sustainability into the performance management process of their portfolio managers, we 
cannot clearly pinpoint why KLP is lagging here, when they are ahead in other areas. Without 
talking to them, we can only assume that it could be a matter of prioritizing resources or not sharing 
full information in the PRI report. Therefore, we cannot conclude more specifically on why or how 
Storebrand is outperforming their peers in this dimension. However, the section has proven that 
companies must set clear procedures, incentivize, inform, and periodically monitor their portfolio 
managers, both internal and external, in order to succeed with sustainability.  

7.7 Public Reporting  

The traditional annual report had mainly one objective: communicating financial data to investors. 
Followed by an interest in stakeholder theory and sustainability, the request for sustainability 
information has grown. Therefore, today’s annual reports also need to communicate non-financial 
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information to a variety of stakeholders (Stabbetorp, 2019). This has increased the complexity of 
reporting, and the new expectations are challenging in several ways, especially since an optimal 
reporting standard is yet to be developed.  

In contrast to the previous dimensions, the reporting dimension does not directly focus on how to 
invest sustainably, but rather on how to communicate a company’s sustainable investment efforts to 
relevant stakeholders. In this section, we present four communicative roles of reporting: (1) showing 
that practices meet stakeholder’s expectations, (2) fulfilling public-policy requirements, (3) adding to 
the total pool of knowledge within the sustainable investment field, and (4) encouraging portfolio 
companies and other investors to strengthen their ESG performance. By discussing these four, we 
argue that the reporting activity is highly relevant for a company’s work with sustainable 
investments. The section will use information from a report from the Governance Group (2019) and 
our peer group, to look at whether other investment companies fulfill these roles, and how these roles 
contribute to sustainable investments, before evaluating the quality of the sustainability reports. The 
report scores the companies on a scale from 0-4, 0 being the worst and 4 the best. Again, we 
emphasize that most reporting is done on a group level, and that the analysis therefore will include 
efforts done outside of the investment division.  

7.7.1 Meeting Stakeholders’ Expectations 

Providing relevant information through sustainability reporting enables stakeholders to hold 
companies accountable for their actions. The content of such a report should address factors that are 
material for the operations of the company and its stakeholders, and provide a description of relevant 
practices and results within these areas (Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). It should provide the 
necessary information for stakeholders to decide whether the company meets their expectations 
within sustainability, and react accordingly. Due to our delimitation, we will focus on stakeholders 
relevant to sustainable investments, such as customers and investors. It might be challenging to 
identify relevant content for different stakeholders, and as it is a time-consuming effort to develop 
such reports, companies cannot include everything. However, as seen in section 6.6, there are several 
different frameworks, standards, and recommendations for how to report on sustainability.  

90% of the world’s largest companies follow the GRI standards (GRI, n.d.), and among the 35 
companies scoring 3 or more on the sustainability reporting, all of them report according to this 
standard (The Governance Group, 2019). However, according to GRI’s database, only 14 Norwegian 
financial firms follow their standards, and all of them are categorized are large companies (GRI, 
n.d.). Smaller companies appear to be lacking sustainability reports as their efforts are limited, which 
holds true for the reference company FFKF. They were the only company in the peer group who did 
not report on sustainability at all, and their efforts are limited to negative screening (FFKF, 2020). 
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However, negative screening implies that they are excluding companies, which we suggest that they 
can report on.  

By having sustainability reports externally reviewed, companies can increase the reports’ validity. As 
illustrated in Figure 25, KBN, FFKF, and Gjensidige did not have their sustainability report audited, 
and FFKF did not report on sustainability at all. Gjensidige and KBN, however, could optimally 
have let auditors confirm that their self-reported numbers and initiatives are following the standards 
they claim to follow. On the other hand, auditors have not yet developed systematic procedures for 
confirming sustainability reporting, at a level compared to that of financial auditing. Such procedures 
are under development, and one can argue that flawed external auditing is better than none. Self-
reporting is not just an issue in the annual report, but within all areas of sustainability reporting and 
ratings. The issue was already briefly mentioned in section 6.6 and will be further discussed in section 
and 0. 

 

Figure 25: Overview of reporting practices within peer group 

A company that worries about not living up to the stakeholder expectations might be tempted to 
greenwash their reports. In section 6.6.5 we defined the term as “promoting a company’s efforts as 
greener than they are based on misleading or false information” (Kenton, 2020). Kreutzer (2020) 
points out how the risk of being caught in such actions has increased together with the interest in 
sustainability. As more stakeholders follow up and ask questions, companies cannot claim to engage 
without being questioned. A recent Norwegian survey found that consumers “are very allergic to 
greenwashing” and would rather have companies to be honest than perfect (Hovland, 2020). This 
aligns with our findings on Storebrand’s approach to greenwashing, as they focus on being 
transparent and humble.  

 External Audit*  GRI  TCFD  SDGs  CDP Grade  PRI/PRB 
Storebrand  Yes Yes Yes Yes A PRI
DNB  Yes Yes Yes Yes A PRB + PRI
Nordea  Yes Yes Yes Limited B PRB + PRI
KLP  Yes No Yes Yes B PRB + PRI
KBN  No Yes Yes Yes  - No
Sparebank 1  Yes Yes Yes Yes ** PRB
Fondsfinans  No No No No  - PRI
Gjensidige  No Yes Yes Yes C No

* Refers to whether the sustainability report has been audited, not the annual report.  
** Signed in late 2019 - have not reported yet
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It is important to emphasize the difference between intentional and unintentional greenwashing, as 
the latter can be caused by unclear definitions and lack of knowledge, without the companies being 
aware of it. For instance, if portfolio companies practice unsustainable activities without informing 
investors of this, or they claim to only use sustainable resources, but has a different definition of 
sustainability than the investment company. Despite being unintentional, greenwashing can hurt a 
company by weakening their reputation and trustworthiness. In summary, we argue that companies 
should provide their stakeholders with as much relevant information as possible, as it allows for more 
insight and a better foundation to make good decisions, such as increasing the investments or 
divesting from the company.  

7.7.2 Fulfilling Public-policy Requirements 

Since all companies are required to follow regulations, the legal system is an important stakeholder 
for all companies. As stated in section 6.6.1, the Norwegian Accounting Act (NAA), requires large 
companies to inform about topics of sustainability. However, the analysis conducted by the 
Governance Group showed poor performance on reporting requirements in the financial sector. The 
research examined the 100 biggest companies on the Oslo Stock Exchange, and out of the 20 financial 
companies, 12 scored below 1. Therefore, it is questionable whether these companies actually cover 
the regulations in the NAA § 3-3 c (The Governance Group, 2019). However, some of the companies 
do not have to follow the NAA, as they are reporting after international standards. Moreover, the 
vagueness of the definitions in the NAA § 3-3 c blur the lines of what correct reporting is 
(Stabbetorp, 2019). Several companies may therefore fulfill the legal requirements to some degree, 
making it impossible to define whether they followed the regulations or not (The Governance Group, 
2019). This concern will be addressed in section 8.3 regarding the lack of shared definitions and 
regulations.  

Nevertheless, if a company barely reports on sustainability, it is probable to believe that 
sustainability does not play a significant role in their business model. In other words, if a company 
does not have a sustainability report, they do most likely not have anything to report on. Increased 
requirements for reporting for investment companies would hold more companies accountable for the 
impact of their investments and could inspire them to improve their sustainability efforts. 

7.7.3 Adding to the Total Pool of Information 

With regard to our research question, sustainability reporting contributes crucially to the total pool 
of information on sustainable investments. Limited research and data on the topic hinder the process 
of integration, as it results in a lack of knowledge. Reporting on topics such as emissions, SDGs, and 
equality satisfies the needs of stakeholders, but is also highly relevant for research, once the data 
quantity grows large enough. For example, KBN’s risk profile makes the bank less able to explore 
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new frameworks, without getting them well-documented and evaluated thoroughly. However, they 
recently looked to a German bank, KfW, who has similar ownership and operation characteristics as 
them, and in which they found inspiration for the framework they intend to implement (Vannebo, 
2020). This illustrates the importance of documenting, reporting, and sharing experiences with 
sustainable investments to drive progress, not only to close stakeholders, but to international peers.  

The PRI reports are especially interesting because they require companies to report on the same 
elements of responsible investments, thus make the reports more comparable. As presented in Figure 
26, all the companies report in accordance with the PRI or PRB, except Gjensidige and KBN. The 
Principles of Responsible Reporting (PRB) were established in 2019, and is comparable to PRI, but 
specifically for banks (UNEP FI, n.d.). Its late establishment relative to the PRI supports Kreutzer’s 
statement about banks being in early maturity on the topic (Kreutzer, 2020). The importance of 
knowledge sharing will be further discussed in section 8.2.  

7.7.4 Encouraging Other Companies  

Encouraging other companies to change is the last factor making sustainability reporting an 
important contribution to sustainable investment practices. From section 7.6.1, we learned how 
investment companies encourage their external managers to invest responsibly. We argued that with 
increased reporting, the industry standard and expectations rise, leading to improved validity and 
reliability over time. This is supported by how the number of reports on sustainability has increased 
drastically in the last decade, as seen in section 6.6.1. Reporting thus becomes another aspect for 
stakeholders to evaluate companies on, hence the reports become a necessity to satisfy the 
expectations of the stakeholders.  

As stated in section 6.3.3, investment companies depend on data from the portfolio companies to 
evaluate their sustainability performance. Therefore, institutional investors should lead by example 
by reporting on sustainability practices themselves, such as carbon accounting for instance. 
Storebrand ASA received a full score of 4 for their CDP report, where the sector average was 0,24. 
Only five Norwegian financial institutions submitted CDP reports in 2019: DNB, Gjensidige, KLP, 
Storebrand, and SpareBank 1 SR-Bank (CDP, n.d.), once again illustrating how the big companies 
are ahead of smaller ones. Storebrand ASA’s CDP reporting relates to topics such as business travel, 
electricity, waste, and heating, in which, despite being good efforts, are outside our delimitation. We 
argue that how the financial companies themselves report on carbon emissions has limited relevancy 
for sustainable investments. However, such reporting is an important tool for assessing potential 
portfolio companies, in order to offer low-carbon solutions and sustainable funds, or to integrate the 
cost of negative externalities into a valuation. Lastly, reports on exclusions and observations are also 
an important tool for institutional investors to push companies to operate more sustainably. 
Therefore, well-performing institutional investors set a good example by reporting on these topics. 
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7.7.5 The Quality of the Sustainability Reports 

A company’s ability to effectively communicate and fulfill the requirements for sustainability reports 
depends on the quality of the reports. If the quality is low, it weakens the commination to 
stakeholders. Therefore, we will use the report from the Governance Group (2019) to discuss the 
quality of the financial sector’s sustainability reports at the Oslo Stock Exchange.  

Storebrand ASA received a total score of 3 and ranked 12th best among the 100 companies. The 
Governance Group (2019) emphasized that the 14 best companies publish reports that other 
companies should follow by example, which supports the underlying assumption of our thesis, namely 
that Storebrand’s approach is something companies can learn from. Storebrand ASA ranked the 3rd 
best within the financial sector, outranked by DNB and Gjensidige. More importantly, the financial 
sector received an average total score of only 1,26, which is a result of a few, large players performing 
well, while the smaller players have lacking reports (The Governance Group, 2019). This is 
illustrated in Figure 26, where the list of poorly performing companies is noticeably longer than the 
list over well-performing companies. We can observe that no company in the financial sector earns a 
top score of 4. However, it should be emphasized that this report only evaluates the companies’ 
sustainability reporting, not their overall work with sustainability. Therefore, we argue, that it does 
not weaken the success story for Storebrand. The figure also highlights how our peer group is 
represented by relatively strong sustainability performers, which we previously discussed in section 
5.2.2.1.  
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Figure 26: Sustainability Reporting amongst Oslo Stock Exchange's 100 biggest companies (The Governance Group, 2019) 

As the SDGs have become building blocks for sustainability, several companies integrate the SDGs 
into their sustainability reports and strategies like Storebrand. However, the SDGs were developed 
for political purposes, thus the complexity and inconsistency of the goals complicate the process of 
applying the SDGs as a foundation for company reporting (The Governance Group, 2019). Therefore, 
we argue that the SDGs are more applicable for inspiration rather than as operational guidelines for 
reporting. SB1Ø created a good report where they integrated the SDGs through qualitative analysis 
(SB1Ø, 2020). In their sustainability report, they presented five sustainability topics derived from the 
SDGs and conducted an in-depth qualitative analysis of each topic. Within this analysis, they 
connected the topics to the relevant overall strategy, SDGs, and GRI-indicator. SB1Ø thereby 
presented the SDGs as an inspiration for the company strategy and targets, rather than a framework 
for reporting.  

7.8 Summary - Other Investment Companies 

Throughout section 7 we have examined other Norwegian institutional investors in light of the 
McKinsey framework. We have found that the investment mandates vary across the different 
industry categories and that life insurance and pension companies appear to have an advantage with 
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sustainable investment practices. This advantage stems from the pension company’s natural long-
term perspective and insurance companies’ century-long experience with climate risk. In addition, we 
have seen how risk profile derives from investment purpose, and how companies’ perception of 
sustainable investments is influencing their strategy and risk profile. This, in turn, affects the assets 
they can trade, and how they are investing through their tools and processes. Moreover, the 
complexity and time devoted to applying tools for sustainable investments vary greatly with the 
organizational size. The analysis has demonstrated how small investors simply do not have the 
necessary resources or expertise to prioritize such initiatives. The organizational structure has also 
shown to impose companies with obstacles in their efforts to perform as sustainable investors, both 
by slowing down or complicating the process of new procedures, and by limiting efforts related to 
performance management and reporting. We also found reporting to be an important foundation for 
further developing sustainable investments. The following discussion will contextualize these findings 
to derive some relevant challenges institutional investors face when they approach the topic of 
sustainable investments.  
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8 Part III: Discussion 
Sections 6 and 7 have examined how Storebrand approach the topic of sustainable investments and 
intended to map out the factors that contribute to their success relative to other Norwegian 
institutional investors. This section will focus on answering the last research question by applying the 
main findings from the previous analyses, which we have categorized into four topics: (1) perception, 
(2) information, (3) definitions, and (4) size. These topics have been identified based on challenges 
identified in the previous two sections, and this section aims to use Storebrand as an example of how 
other investment companies can face them.  

8.1 Perception of Sustainability  

The companies’ perception of sustainability can be linked to the dimensions investment mandate and 
investment belief and strategy, and thereby also affects the rest of the investment dimensions. Based 
on the above discussion, we have identified some aspects that appear to influence companies’ work 
with sustainable investments: (1) short-termism, (2) responsibility, and (3) strategic competitive 
advantage. 

8.1.1 Short-termism  

When we use the term short-termism, we refer to how companies tend to devote more energy to 
obstacles that are current and thereby feel more urgent. As we stated in the introduction, this has 
been a known issue for some banks and investment companies who historically have prioritized short-
term gains over long-term responsibilities. This stems from the people who lead the organizations, as 
the evolution led the human brain to focus on short-term threats rather than a long-term horizon. 
Feike Sijbesma, the CEO of Royal DSM, wrote in an article for World Economic Forum where he 
states that “our inability to properly consider long-term risks or opportunities in combination with 
our short-term focus explains the four decades of inaction in dealing with climate change” (Sijbesma, 
2016). We argue that this perspective, or lack of ability to consider the long-term effects, can be 
divided into two main challenges: the investment perspective and the customer perspective.  

8.1.1.1 The Investment Perspective  

The first perspective considers the challenge related to the required investments and changes that a 
successful sustainability strategy entails. The McKinsey framework states that the investment 
strategy must derive from the institution’s overall mandate in order to be successful. This is an 
important precondition because it facilitates the integration of sustainability into business processes 
(Bernow, Klempner, & Magnin, 2017). However, this integration requires investments in resources, 
something Storebrand has worked with since 1995. The motivation for initiating such an investment 
process is argued to be limited without a long-term perspective. Initially, we discussed whether 
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Storebrand had an advantage since pension companies naturally have a long-term horizon for their 
business. We found this to be true for the company’s perception of sustainability, but that this 
advantage should not be overvalued as Storebrand’s customers also evaluate them on a more short-
term basis. This leads us over to the second part of short-termism.  

8.1.1.2 The Customer Perspective  

Saugestad (2020) stated that when customers use Storebrand’s funds for normal savings, meaning 
outside of their pension, they often assess performance on a relatively short time horizon. This 
activity is argued to represent the business model for pure investment funds. From the discussion on 
investment purposes among the different industry categories in section 7.2, we concluded that these 
companies have the most flexibility. We argued that investment funds do not have the same legal 
obligations as insurance and pension funds, and are thereby not naturally imposed with a long-term 
perspective. They are, however, still businesses that seek to operate profitably and thereby need to 
adjust to the demands of their customers. With actively managed funds, such as FFKF’s nine funds, 
short-term movements in stocks can be captured and can result in higher financial returns, which few 
customers will demonstrate against. However, this does not always align with the long-term 
perspective of sustainability, as it includes higher risks and does not encourage sustainability tools 
such as active ownership due to fleeting relationships with the companies invested in.  

8.1.2 Responsibility  

In the literature review in section 3.2, we presented sustainability in the perspective of stakeholder 
theory, a theory that states that a business should answer to all relevant stakeholders, not just their 
shareholders. Gjensidige and KBN are among the companies that embrace this perspective and 
perceive sustainability to be a part of their organizational responsibility. However, the way this 
responsibility influences their operations appears to differ. 

We found that Gjensidige’s investment beliefs and strategy build on how they perceive sustainability 
as part of their duty and responsibility, which we argue derives from their long history as an 
insurance company. For KBN, on the other hand, the lines between the shareholder and stakeholder 
perceptive are blurred as their only shareholder is also their most important stakeholder and the one 
who imposes them with sustainable responsibilities. We questioned whether the imposition of 
sustainability from their shareholder places KBN’s perception of sustainability as a shareholder or 
stakeholder responsibility. This ownership has impacted KBN’s operations across several of the 
investment dimensions, and regardless of whether it falls under CSR or not, it has certainly led to 
KBN obtaining a prominent sustainability profile. As they wrote in their 2019 annual report: “As the 
largest lender to the local government sector, with the very important task of providing it with low-
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cost and stable financing, KBN has a particular responsibility to support long-term and sustainable 
debt management” (KBN, 2020).  

Common for both Gjensidige and KBN, however, is that their perception of sustainability is rooted in 
responsibility. This responsibility, supported by the government’s ownership, gives KBN the 
opportunity, to some degree, to prioritize sustainability at the cost of financial return (Vannebo, 
2020). However, the goal of this thesis is not to encourage companies to enter the red zone where 
sustainability prevails profits, but rather enlarging the green zone where the two factors are equally 
considered. This is what Storebrand has managed to do by obtaining a third perception of 
sustainability; as a competitive advantage.  

8.1.3 Strategic Competitive Advantage  

Saugestad (2020) listed sustainability is in everything we do as part of Storebrand’s competitive 
advantage. However, as discussed in the section on short-termism, such an integration is costly and 
resource-demanding. Therefore, it is arguably a tougher call to make if companies have a short-term 
perspective or perceive sustainability purely as a responsibility. For those companies, it might be 
better to outsource some sustainability activities to other companies with more in-depth experience, 
for example management of funds. 

In section 6.2, we uncovered how Storebrand perceives sustainable investments as a competitive and 
strategic move, and Smith specified that “We are not investing in sustainable companies to be nice. 
We do it because we think it is profitable” (Stakkestad, 2016). We argue that this perception is a 
crucial factor in their success, referring to, for instance, how they believe they can detect unpriced 
risk related to climate (Saugestad, 2020). It illustrates how there is not necessarily a trade-off 
between sustainability and profits, which is an important recognition that can be related to the 
traditional three-pillars versus the alternative perception of sustainability presented in 2.1.2.1, as well 
as the green zone-framework presented in 2.1.2.2. This also supports Porter and Kramer’s (2011) 
perception of stakeholder theory, hereunder sustainability, as value creation.  

8.1.4 Sub-Conclusion  

Storebrand is not alone in perceiving sustainable investments as a strategic positioning, and several 
other investment companies also view it as an increasingly commercial factor. However, there is a 
difference between accepting it as a strategic parameter, and understanding how to implement it into 
investment processes, without it being at the cost of profitability. The latter point is more 
challenging when firms have a short-term perspective, or when sustainability is perceived as a 
responsibility rather than a competitive move. We do not suggest that Gjensidige’s, KBN’s, or any of 
the other companies’ efforts toward sustainable investments are poor. The fact that they feel a 
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responsibility to operate in a sustainable manner is very important and assures that millions of 
kroner find their way to sustainable investments. However, what we want to emphasize is that 
perceiving sustainability as a competitive advantage appears to be even more favorable and 
profitable, and understanding the green zone is crucial for changing the perception of sustainability. 
It facilitates for the necessary investments and integrations that a successful sustainable investment 
team requires, and also affects the other dimensions through a ripple effect.   

One should, however, not underestimate the importance of how sustainability is growing as a 
strategic advantage. When customers start demanding sustainable products, the topic receives a new 
form of attention within the company and is discussed among the executive management and board 
of directors (Kreutzer, 2020). This trend suggests that awareness of sustainability is not a central 
issue. However, information in terms of knowledge and data is a challenge, and will be discussed in 
the following section.  

8.2 Information 

The second challenge, lack of information, can be viewed as one of the reasons that the preceding 
perception challenge exists. Companies have different perceptions due to lacking or varying degrees of 
information within sustainable investments. Addressing the information challenge is essential, not 
just for individual investment companies, but in general for creating shared value. Porter & Kramer 
(2011) stated that addressing societal harms and constraints allows firms to innovate and thereby 
increase their productivity and expand their markets. Thus, the information challenge can be defined 
as a constraint that limits companies’ ability of avoiding societal harms such as investing in 
unsustainable business practices, thereby hindering them from innovation and increased value 
creation. Based on our analysis, we have identified two types of information challenges: (1) lack of 
knowledge and (2) lack of reliable data. These challenges are closely connected, but will be addressed 
individually, before discussing the importance of sharing, both good and bad, experiences with 
sustainable investments. 

8.2.1 Knowledge 

It is no secret that it is hard to excel at something that one has limited knowledge about, and this 
also applies to sustainable investments. Kreutzer (2020) stated that due to the novelty of sustainable 
finance, the conceptual understanding and common knowledge base is still limited. We have 
identified three explanations for this: (1) lack of research and data, (2) complexity of relevancy, and 
(3) lack of expertise within companies. In the following sections, we will examine each explanation 
based on findings from the analysis, in order to understand how to address the challenge. 



  

 - 93 - 

8.2.1.1 Explanations 

The importance of the financial sector's role in sustainability was first defined at the introduction of 
the SDGs in 2015, when the allocation of funding was recognized as an essential tool to reach the 
goals (Kreutzer, 2020). Traditional aspects of sustainability, such as environment and human rights, 
have historically been viewed as separate fields of study than finance, and the research in the 
intersection between sustainability and finance is therefore limited. Kreutzer (2020) emphasized that 
in order to conduct empirical research, there must be sufficient data to base the research on. 
However, few companies have extensive historical experience and data to share. The challenges of 
data will be discussed in section 8.2.2, but for now it is enough to understand that quality data is an 
important foundation for good research.  

Secondly, as we have experienced during our research, sustainable investment strategies are complex, 
and there is no single integration strategy that fits all companies. Sustainable asset management 
varies greatly between different institutions, and the available tools depend on the nature of the 
company. Also, their sustainable investment strategies focus on different aspects, as sustainability is 
an extensive topic, and one company cannot cover it all. This also applies to the SDGs, which have 
been criticized for being too complex to base sustainability reporting on (The Governance Group, 
2019). Instead, we have found that the SDGs are frequently used as inspiration for strategies and 
initiatives, for instance how KBN’s main focus is on building sustainable cities and communities 
(SDG 11) in Norwegian municipalities, and Storebrand focuses on deforestation of the Amazon 
rainforest (SDG 15). The second aspect of the knowledge challenge can be summarized as the 
complexity of finding the elements of sustainability that are relevant for the individual company.  

Lastly, complexity and lack of research result in some companies currently lacking expertise. 
Portfolio managers were not educated in the SDGs or sustainable investments, and they hold little 
experience in combining investments and sustainability, which became evident for FFKF in section 
7.5.1.1. Some companies have already acquired individual sustainability teams, but these often lack 
direct coordination with the investment team, for example SB1Ø who routinely have to reach out to 
their external managers regarding matters they are not in control of. Moreover, the companies that 
have been working with sustainability for a longer period can be said to have a proprietary 
knowledge as a competitive advantage, because it takes time to build up organizational knowledge. 
Storebrand has a clear benefit here since they have been working on sustainability for decades.  

8.2.1.2 How to Handle Lack of Knowledge  

The three identified aspects of lack of knowledge are limiting companies from investing sustainably 
and optimizing a successful strategy. Based on the analysis of Storebrand and the reference 
companies, we will discuss how this challenge can be addressed.  
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First, it is important to highlight that both Kreutzer (2020) and Saugestad (2020) believe that the 
knowledge challenge is decreasing, and they both consider it to be a matter of time and maturity. 
Research takes time, but the amount of research on the topic is increasing with the availability of 
data. Companies can support this by sharing their data and experiences through initiatives such as 
Finance Norway, Norsif, Global Compact, or the PRI, all discussed in the analysis. As Kreutzer 
(2020) stated, Finans Norge has never had as many contributors to sustainability workshops and 
collaborations as they have now, which illustrates how knowledge sharing seems to be moving in the 
right direction. Sustainability reporting is another important contribution to increase data 
availability and transparency. However, if the data from the reports are to be of any value, it must 
be reliable, transparent, and comparable, as we will discuss further in section 8.3.  

In order to solve the challenge of knowledge, companies must invest in sustainability by either hiring 
sustainability experts or educating their current employees. For larger companies, a sustainability 
team such as those presented in section 6.4 and 7.5 could be beneficial. However, for smaller 
companies such as FFKF, hiring one expert or educating the current employees and appointing a 
head of sustainability could be more efficient. The main idea is that companies need to invest in 
sustainability knowledge to improve their performance on it. As stated, the integration of 
sustainability in asset management is a long-term investment that entails short-term costs. Some 
companies might worry that it takes time to build up knowledge, and that companies such as 
Storebrand who already have a long experience with sustainability, have a strong competitive 
advantage. However, Kreutzer (2020) argues that this might have been the case ten years ago, but 
with all the knowledge sharing that is happening today and the possibility of third-party data 
providers, this competitive advantage is shrinking. Yet Storebrand still has the advantage of 
expertise in applying this data.  

Companies that still do not know how to approach sustainable investments could seek to learn from 
relevant peers, which not necessarily are their competitors. This could be especially helpful for 
smaller companies with limited resources, but larger ones such as KBN. In section 7.7.3, we found 
that KBN hopes to learn more about how to implement sustainability into the assessment of green 
projects from the German bank KfW, which is a state-owned bank with similar characteristics as 
KBN (Vannebo, 2020).  

8.2.2 Reliable Data 

As previously discussed, the lack of data limits the research on sustainability. In addition, it hinders 
the effectiveness of sustainability ratings, and thereby sustainable investments that depend on such 
ratings for investment decisions. In section 6.3.3.2, we questioned the credibility of external data 
providers for two reasons. First, data can be biased, incorrect, or misleading, especially as estimates 
are solely based on self-reporting and publicly available data. Secondly, the methodologies differ 
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greatly across the providers, making the ratings less consistent and comparable. Furthermore, in 
section 7.7 we demonstrated that sustainability reporting is growing fast, but that the larger, public 
companies are outperforming the private, and small-medium sized companies. This variation can 
mainly be attributed to regulation and reporting requirements for listed companies, and it also 
impacted our data collection for this study and our peer group choices, as we discussed in section 
5.2.2.1.  

In section 7.7, we found that even though the quantity of sustainability reports is increasing fast, the 
quality of these reports is not following at the same pace (The Governance Group, 2019). The first 
reason for this is the lack of clear and shared definitions, which we will discuss further in section 8.3. 
Without shared definitions of what it entails to be sustainable and how to measure it, companies can 
use methodologies that make their data look better than it is, which is greenwashing. The lack of 
external authentication of the data and comparable methodologies also diminish the quality and 
reliability of the reports. Therefore, the analysis has on several occasions demonstrated how data 
must be available, reliable, and comparable to drive sustainable investments.  

8.2.2.1 How to Handle Lack of Reliable Data 

To ensure the reliability of their data, Storebrand use recognized data providers and combine this 
with their internal research. Investment companies should be aware of how the methodologies of 
third-party providers differ and use providers that measure parameters relevant for their investment 
purpose, or combine data from several providers. Unfortunately, it is not possible to solve this 
challenge fully, as the industry of ESG data is still at its infancy and in dire need of advancements 
(Wigglesworth, 2018). Therefore, investment companies should be aware when selecting and applying 
data from providers and use their customer and industry voice to push for developments in 
sustainability data. They should be familiar with the estimation methodology, partly to improve 
their own rating, but more importantly, to better understand the ratings for potential portfolio 
companies and how they might have their fallacies. Moreover, sustainable investors should utilize 
their role as active owners to encourage the companies they invest in to publish sustainability efforts 
and results. This will add to the total pool of sustainability data and can in turn enable more 
research and aligned ratings.  

Lastly, the most impactful contribution to increase the reliability and the total pool of data, would 
be for companies to publish as much sustainability information on their own operations as possible. 
This will provide researchers and third-party data providers with more data, and allow companies to 
learn from each other. However, some companies find this challenging as it often involves sharing 
both success and failure. Nonetheless, if we want to reach the SDGs by 2030, companies need to be 
open and honest. The targets set by initiatives such as PRI and CDP are ambitious, and they need 
to be so, in order to push companies, organizations, and governments to understand the urgency of 
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climate change. Some companies might find it tempting to fix their numbers to portray that they are 
meeting these targets, in other words greenwashing. However, as Jason Mitchell wrote in Financial 
times, “Such is the urgency of the climate crisis, we need targets to be genuinely challenging and so 
we need to accept that companies may fail to meet these targets” (2020). Section 7.7.1 found that 
consumers are more opposed to greenwashing than mistakes, and would rather see imperfect 
companies than dishonest companies. The financial world is still learning how to incorporate 
sustainability into their businesses, and if companies are not willing to share both their success and 
failure, they cannot learn from each other.  

Therefore, we would like to emphasize the importance of acting with humility and openness in 
undesirable cases, for instance regarding reporting mistakes or poor investment decisions. The lack of 
data will result in some uninformed or misinformed decisions being taken, and investment companies 
will make mistakes. Saugestad stated that “there will for sure be situations where we are invested in 
companies we should not be invested in, or not invested in companies we should be invested in. And I 
think we have to be humble about that” (Saugestad, 2020). Investors will be more willing to forgive 
mistakes if investment companies are open about them and show that they are willing to learn. 
Section 6.6.5 illustrated how Storebrand reacted when it was discovered that they invested heavily in 
a company that was fined for deforestation of the Amazon rainforest. They were open and honest 
about their mistake, thanked those who made them aware of it, and explained what they had done to 
rectify the situation. Other investment companies should follow Storebrand’s example, as it shows 
humility and that they are willing to learn.  

8.2.3 Sub-Conclusion  

This section has focused on the importance of developing and sharing information in order to create 
shared value. We argue that if companies contribute to the development of research and data, it 
would, in return, benefit the companies themselves by decreasing the costs related to the lack of 
information. These costs could for example be the cost of investing in the wrong company or the cost 
of using resources to acquiring unreliable sustainability data. If the information increases, companies 
could use this to optimize their sustainable investment efforts.  

8.3 Shared Definitions  

The information challenge and novelty of sustainable finance entails that shared and clear definitions 
have yet to be developed. This limits the comparability and understanding of sustainability efforts as 
companies might use the same terms differently, or different terms for the same principle. We have 
divided this challenge into two parts: sustainability reporting definitions and sustainable investment 
definitions. Sustainability reporting definitions are connected to the reporting dimension, and 
sustainability investment definitions mainly to the tools and processes dimension.  
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The value of sustainability reports becomes limited with the lack of shared definitions, as terms such 
as limited emissions are hard to interpret, measure, and compare across reports. This challenge is 
relevant for sustainable investments because investment companies may claim to be investing in 
green companies, but have different definitions of what it entails to be green. An investment 
company may unintentionally mislead its investors and stakeholders if they do not share the same 
definitions. Kreutzer (2020) referred to how some companies have spent years building up 
sustainability knowledge internally, and this knowledge is not always compatible with that of other 
companies or organizations. Moreover, the rating agencies discussed in the previous sections might 
have different definitions for their parameters, supporting the critique of credibility. Overall, the lack 
of shared definitions increases unintentional greenwashing, because stakeholders do not have a 
universal understanding of what it means to invest sustainably.  

The development of shared knowledge and definitions relies on advancements in the information 
challenge, which is still a work in process. Kreutzer stated that this task “is bigger and more complex 
than expected, and there is still a long way to go until we have shared definitions that can be applied 
and meet the needs of both consumers and companies” (Kreutzer, 2020). Until then, sustainable 
investors can increase their comparability and transparency by disclosing explanations and 
methodology of all sustainability efforts, which we have seen Storebrand do in a detailed manner. 
Moreover, they can provide qualitative and quantitative information that shows their progression 
over several years to enhance both comparison and transparency. Preferably, companies should 
publish sustainability reports that are based on standards with established definitions, such as those 
developed by the GRI, TCFD, and CDP. Today, most large companies apply the GRI standards for 
sustainability reporting in their annual reports, with some exceptions like KLP. These voluntary 
standards have set definitions and methodologies that increase the comparability between companies 
and ensure that companies are sharing the most relevant sustainability information.  

All investment companies, small as well as bigger ones, should take part in the process of building a 
common understanding of sustainability terms. By joining initiatives such as UN PRI and workshops 
directed by Finans Norge or Norsif, they contribute to distributing and evening out the knowledge 
across the industry. Furthermore, the EU is also working on a taxonomy that, hopefully, will help 
clarify and define aspects within sustainable finance. This taxonomy aims to develop a “technical 
screening criteria for economic activities that can make a substantial contribution to climate change 
mitigation or adaption, while avoiding significant harm” (European Commission, 2020). Thus, the 
taxonomy will contribute greatly to developing shared definitions and criteria for what it entails to 
be sustainable. However, the classification system is still a work in progress and is not expected to be 
ready for reporting until primo 2022.  
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8.4 Size Matters  

Finans Norge’s Idar Kreutzer (2020) identifies size as one of the three explaining factors for variation 
in sustainability efforts among companies in the financial industry. We have identified two main 
aspects of size that appear to affect institutional investors’ performance with sustainable investments: 
financial size and organizational size. These two naturally overlap, as a larger presence in financial 
markets correlates with a need for more employees. However, for practical reasons we will discuss 
them separately in the following sections by using relevant findings from the analysis. 

8.4.1 Financial Size  

We argue that the way the financial institutions choose to manage the financial wealth they are 
responsible for is their biggest contribution toward sustainable development. Financial size appears to 
affect companies’ work with sustainable investments mainly through two factors: responsibility and 
power.  

8.4.1.1 Responsibility  

In section 8.1.2 we found that KBN and Gjensidige perceived sustainability as a responsibility due to 
the size of the financial wealth they hold under management. We also believe that other big asset 
managers feel the same responsibility, and thus argue that a company’s size in the capital market 
influences their perception of responsibility to act sustainably.  

For instance, a small, private investor might justify holding shares in coal and energy companies 
BHP Billiton or Sasol for a capital gain. These companies have previously been invested in by 
Storebrand, Oljefondet, and KLP, and they are, together with oil and gas companies, among the 
most profitable operations in history (Hovland, 2019; Brunborg, 2019). From 2001 to 2010, the top 
five U.S. oil companies reported a profit of USD 900 billion, equivalent to over 9 trillion NOK. This 
profit comes at an environmental cost, as the companies are dumping the cost of externalities on the 
environment instead of the shareholders (Klein, 2014). In contrast to private investors who are only 
responsible for their own conscience and wealth, institutional investors such as those examined in this 
thesis are managing wealth on behalf of thousands of Norwegian citizens. This contributes to a 
feeling of responsibility to act in a sustainable manner in capital markets. One can question whether 
smaller institutional investors might feel less of a pressure on being sustainable when their influence 
seems trivial in comparison. This leads us over to the second part of financial size; power.  

8.4.1.2 Power 

The more shares you own, the more power you hold. This relates to our discussion on active 
ownership as an important tool to drive change in Storebrand’s portfolio companies in section 6.3.2. 
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They exercised this tool through dialogue and guidance, followed by tougher requirements and 
demands for less willing companies. This might appear more threatening when they come from large 
shareholders such as Storebrand, KLP, or DNB, compared to smaller shareholders like FFKF. The 
expertise Storebrand and other institutional investors can offer companies through active ownership 
is a result of their resources, which is directly linked to their size, and will be discussed in the 
following section.  

8.4.2 Organizational Size  

Organizational size is often linked to a company’s financial size, but in this section, we will discuss 
how this factor alone is affecting companies’ performance on sustainable investments. The section is 
divided into two subsections; (1) resources and (2) structure.  

8.4.2.1 Resources  

Smaller investment companies naturally have less resources and competencies, which can weaken 
their ability to prioritize sustainability (Kreutzer, 2020). For instance, it makes them less qualified to 
use tools for sustainable investments, which relates to the discussion on lack of knowledge about how 
companies historically have built knowledge bases proprietary. As illustrated with FFKF, they 
prioritize simple techniques such as negative screening because they demand less time and resources. 
Their size could make active ownership a less effective tool, supported by the discussion on how 
financial capital is linked to power.  

Size can also affect companies in other dimensions, such as reporting. In section 8.2, we encouraged 
companies to share as much sustainability information as possible through reports, because this 
contributes to the four roles of sustainability reports. However, we also mentioned how developing 
reports are time- and resource-demanding, which could be challenging for smaller companies such as 
FFKF. Thus, we argue that for smaller companies, it requires a relatively larger investment to 
develop sustainability reports. However, some reports require less effort than others, and FFKF could 
start by reporting on their negative screening by publishing exclusions lists.   

Saugestad (2020) acknowledged Storebrand’s size to be an instrumental factor for their sustainability 
success because they are big enough to have the necessary resources and small enough to be 
adaptable. This logic implies KBN’s characteristics as favorable; small in size, big in the capital 
markets. However, it is not their organizational size that has constrained them in their sustainable 
investment work, but rather their organizational structure, which will be discussed in the following 
section.  
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8.4.2.2 Structure  

While Storebrand’s size allows them to quickly adapt to new customer needs and market trends, 
KBN’s organizational structure detains the speed at which they can react. This is a disadvantage in 
the case of sustainable investments, as it is an area that is quickly growing and changing. Once 
again, their characteristics as a state-owned systemic bank shapes their risk profile and ability to 
perform as a sustainable investor, due to the bureaucratical process mentioned in section 7.5.1.2. 

SB1Ø is another example of how organizational structure is an important parameter for sustainable 
investment practices. They are a part of the SpareBank 1 Alliance, who supports local banks across 
Norway with shared platforms, support functions and branding. The alliance has certain 
organizational requirements, hereunder how fund management is outsourced. In section 7.6.1.1, we 
found this to impose SB1Ø with a lot of procedural and administrative work as a middle-man, and 
caused them to be more reactive rather than proactive in their work with sustainable investments.  

8.4.3 Sub-Conclusion  

The discussion has found that larger investment companies often perceive sustainability as a 
responsibility and that they have more resources to prioritize it. Smaller companies, on the other 
hand, might lack this feeling of responsibility as their influence appears trivial. They do, however, 
often have the advantage of being faster at adjusting to new circumstances, as long as their 
organizational structure allows it. Size, in contrast to the previous challenges, is hard to manage and 
change. Companies cannot simply grow, shrink, or get listed on an exchange, and thus miss out on 
some of the factors that have given Storebrand advantages in their work with sustainable 
investments. For instance, how the effect of active ownership is strengthened by their financial size 
and resources of the team, how divestment appears more threatening when it comes from a big 
shareholder whose holdings are significant, and how public reporting requires devoted work and 
knowledge on the topic. 

8.5 Summary - Challenges 

Throughout section 8, we have intended to relate other companies’ approaches and challenges with 
sustainable investments to Storebrand’s success story. Based on findings from the analyses in sections 
6 and 7, we have identified four central factors that make Storebrand’s success challenging to copy 
for other companies. These factors can be linked to the six dimensions of sustainable investments 
from the McKinsey framework. First, we discussed how the companies have different perceptions of 
sustainability, which impacts their willingness to devote financial and human resources to the topic. 
We found that some investment companies have yet to realize that there does not have to be a 
trade-off between financial profit and sustainability. We argue that this misunderstanding stems from 
a lack of experience, knowledge, and information on sustainable investments. This led us to the 
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discussion of information as a central aspect of the work with sustainable investments. It concerned 
both lack of knowledge, expertise, and scientific data and research, which have led to a lack of shared 
definitions. When the understanding of sustainability terms and measurements is not universal, it 
makes the work and learning process more challenging. However, the discussion suggests that 
measures have been taken, and both national and global organizations are working to create a shared 
pool of knowledge. Lastly, we found that size matters due to both financial power in the capital 
markets and to the resources available to prioritize sustainable investments. Figure 27 presents an 
overview of the challenges based on their impact and how Storebrand addresses them.  

 

Figure 27: Overview of challenges 
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9 Conclusion 
Throughout our thesis we have studied Storebrand’s sustainable investment efforts in light of other 
Norwegian investment companies, and we have identified how the financial industry can meet some 
of the most relevant challenges in the practice of sustainable investments. The goal of the thesis has 
been to inspire more investors to move into the green zone and practice sustainable investments 
profitably, thus contributing to creating shared value and reaching the SDGs. In this section, we will 
present the most important findings from our study and use the sub-questions to answer the research 
question. The findings will then be discussed in light of both practical and theoretical implications, 
together with the study’s overall limitations. Lastly, we will reflect on some topics we came across 
during the process which could be interesting for further research. We would like to emphasize that 
this conclusion is a result of several complex contextual analyses and that it should not be presented 
or interpreted upon alone. Instead, in order to gain maximum learning, the reader should evaluate 
the findings in light of all aspects presented, as stated in section 5.1.3.2.   

9.1 Answering the Research Question  

We started this thesis by asking: How is Storebrand working systematically toward reaching the 
SDGs, and how can other companies follow their lead? In order to give a comprehensive answer to 
this, we developed three sub-questions that will be answered in the following.  

9.1.1.1 How does Storebrand approach the topic of sustainable investments?  

We found that Storebrand approaches sustainable investments as a competitive advantage. In 
addition to the responsibility that follows with being a large capital investor, they believe that 
sustainability is a profitable parameter to compete on. Their long-term horizon naturally derives from 
the savings and pension operations, which links their investment mandate to their perception of 
sustainability. The perception of sustainability as a strategic parameter has greatly influenced their 
overall sustainability profile. Storebrand has thus integrated sustainability into their investment 
strategy and belief, their tools for integration of sustainability in asset management, together with 
the structure of resources and organization. This improves their ability to report on the matter in a 
transparent and standardized way, providing their stakeholders with a quantity of quality data 
related to sustainability. Lastly, we found their transparency and expertise to be closely related to 
their collaborations with many different sustainability initiatives. All this supports the framework’s 
argument that sustainability must be fully integrated into operations in order to be successful, 
instead of being carried out as a separate activity. This leads us to the second sub-question.  
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9.1.1.2 What factors contribute to Storebrand’s successful implementation of a sustainable 
investment strategy, relative to other Norwegian institutional investors?  

To identify Storebrand’s success factors, we have compared the six investment dimensions across a 
peer group of Norwegian institutional investors. It allowed us to analyze and examine the factors that 
set Storebrand apart from them, and we identified three main factors that contribute to Storebrand’s 
success with sustainable investments relative to other investors: integration, perception, size, and 
expertise. 

Storebrand’s integration of sustainability into everything they do plays a crucial role in their success. 
As enclosed in the first part of the analysis, their efforts are integrated and derive from the top of the 
organization, in contrast to observed processes amongst the peer group. In the second part of the 
analysis, we found sustainability employees working in stab functions, efforts carried out parallelly 
with ordinary investment decisions, and asset management operations being outsourced completely. 
We argue that Storebrand’s integration effort is a result of their perception of sustainability as a 
competitive advantage, compared to the ethical responsibility other investment companies perceived 
it as. These variations do not mean that other’s efforts are poor, but allowed us to identify some 
essential factors that have contributed to Storebrand’s successful integration; size and expertise. 
Storebrand’s organizational size is argued to be optimal as they are small enough to adapt quickly 
and big enough to have the necessary resources. In addition to this, their financial size grants them a 
certain power and responsibility in the capital and financial markets. It has made their work with 
active ownership more effective, and allows them to devote significant amounts of resources to 
sustainability. Lastly, with over 25 years with a team devoted to sustainable investments, Storebrand 
has built up an expertise and knowledge base that few other investment companies can compare to. 
This gave them a head start when the SDGs were introduced in 2015, and keeps granting them 
advantages in their work with sustainability. Despite Storebrand’s competitive advantages with 
sustainable investments, they acknowledge that the developments in the field of sustainable 
investments have led to increased competition. However, they find the increased competition to be a 
healthy sign that more companies are moving into the green zone, and thus encourage other 
investment companies to follow their lead. The last sub-question will discuss this further.   

9.1.1.3 What are the main challenges institutional investors meet when working with 
sustainable investments, and what can they learn from Storebrand on how to address 
these challenges? 

Since the main objective of our thesis is to move more investment companies into the green zone, we 
used sub-question one and two to identify four challenges that hinder other companies from investing 
sustainably, and applied our findings from Storebrand to address these challenges. The challenges 
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identified were (1) the perception of sustainability, (2) a lack of information, (3) a lack of shared 
definitions, and (4) that size matters.  

First, we found that the companies’ perception of sustainability had a great impact on their 
integration of sustainability in investment strategy and operations. The success of integration is 
impacted by whether a company sees sustainability as solely an ethical responsibility, or if they 
perceive it to be a competitive advantage like Storebrand does. Thereafter, a lack of information 
plays an important role in companies’ ability to implement sustainable investment strategies, in using 
shared definitions, and understanding of what it entails to be sustainable. These two challenges are 
interrelated as they both depend on transparent and comparable sustainability reporting. Lastly, the 
size and organizational structure of an investment company impact their processes, perception of 
responsibility, and stakeholder structure. Another central implication, especially for smaller 
investment companies, is the lack of resources. We observed how some companies chose to outsource 
the asset management activities that were not crucial in their core business, and how a small 
company could find it more challenging to prioritize sustainability with scarce resources. The effects 
of this are argued to be strengthened if the investment mandate and belief do not support a 
sustainable strategy. The research thus concludes that parts of Storebrand’s success can be 
challenging for the peers to imitate, but that several findings can be used as inspiration for 
assessment of their own approach. 

9.2 Implications 

This section will look at the implications of the findings presented above. First, we will discuss some 
of the practical implications for Storebrand and the other investment companies, before we explore 
the theoretical implications the study will have on stakeholder theory. 

9.2.1 Practical Implications 

Storebrand was chosen as a case company due to their international recognition on the topic of 
sustainable investments. Therefore, our study did not aim to criticize or evaluate them, but rather to 
utilize them as a best-case-scenario to learn from. We hope that our findings can be helpful for other 
institutional investors, as we have identified both the inimitable and imitable factors that have 
contributed to Storebrand’s success. Thus, companies can look to their own organizations and 
identify what practices that are suitable for integration into their work with sustainable investments. 
The four challenges presented in the discussion identified the most relevant practical implications for 
other investors, and we would like to highlight how knowledge appears to be a common factor. This 
refers to how Storebrand perceives integration of sustainability to be strategically relevant and 
profitable, how they have the necessary experience and resources to enforce their tools, and how they 
share their knowledge in order to further develop the field of sustainable investments.  
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As we have discussed, the process of building a more universal understanding of sustainable 
investments requires resources, information, time, and collaborations. This work cannot be done by 
one company or institution alone. Kreutzer (2020) stated that this is an area that is under 
development. National and international networks such as Norsif, UN PRI, and Global Compact 
support the development of information in the field of sustainability, which has resulted in new 
standards and regulations, for example the coming EU taxonomy. As a result of this, more 
investment companies will hopefully enter the green investment zone, where sustainability is aligned 
with supports economic return, and thus contributes toward the SDGs and the 2030 agenda.  

9.2.2 Theoretical Implications 

Stakeholder theory has been the fundamental theoretical framework for this study. It states that a 
company should not only consider their shareholders, but also their stakeholders (Freeman, 1984). 
We used Porter and Kramer’s (2011) theory on creating shared value to support this idea, and 
applied Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid and PGGM’s (2019) investor zones to present the practical 
implementation of stakeholder theory.  

Throughout the thesis, we found that Storebrand is integrating their responsibilities toward 
stakeholders into their overall purpose to create a future worth looking forward to, and they perceive 
sustainability as a strategic advantage for creating shared value and operating in the green zone. 
Their approach to sustainability in everything they do challenges Carroll’s CSR pyramid, which 
claims that sustainability should never be prioritized over economic or legal responsibilities. As 
Storebrand perceive sustainability to be equally important to risk and return, hence economic and 
legal factors, they have integrated sustainability into their investment decision processes. The 
Storebrand Standard is an example of how Storebrand does not adhere to the pyramid, as they will 
not invest in a company that promises economic profit if it conflicts with the standard. Through 
thoroughly integrating sustainability into their value creation strategy, it cannot be separated from 
the legal and economic responsibilities, thus opposing Carroll’s pyramid. 

Therefore, we argue that Porter and Kramer’s perception of sustainability as value creation does not 
align with Carroll’s perception of sustainability as an ethical responsibility. This supports our 
findings of how companies that perceive sustainability as a strategic move for value creation are more 
successful with their sustainable investments than those who perceive sustainability solely as a moral 
responsibility. We argue that companies who perceive sustainability as a strategy for value creation 
operate in the green zone, and contribute to further developing sustainable finance and reaching the 
SDGs.  



  

 - 106 - 

9.3 Limitations 

The objective of this study has been to understand Storebrand’s success with sustainable investments 
and to examine whether their strategy could be helpful for others. We would have preferred to 
conduct additional interviews with the other investment companies in our peer group to improve the 
data foundation. This could have provided a deeper understanding of the investment dimensions, 
hereunder why the companies do what they do. Information on certain investment dimensions, such 
as reporting and tools, was easier accessible than data on organization and performance management. 
This impacted the depth of analysis for those dimensions. The limited number of interviews is a 
consequence of the unusual circumstances in the financial markets following the outbreak of COVID-
19, which affected the companies in our peer group and made them too busy for interviews. 
Furthermore, we want to highlight that the data does not consider the impacts of the virus as we did 
not have the resources or knowledge to incorporate this into our thesis. Nevertheless, we acknowledge 
that the global pandemic will have a significant impact on sustainable investments and the 
companies mentioned in our thesis, even though we do not know how yet.  

Lastly, as stated, the research material on sustainable finance is increasing, which has led to new 
studies being published alongside our writing process. We have previously discussed the significance 
of our research in light of the continuous development, where we have questioned whether our 
research could be outdated before it is even submitted. We found that however small our 
contribution is, we are a part of a greater pool of knowledge that future researchers can build upon.  

9.4 Further Research  

The preceding section acknowledges that COVID-19 will have a significant impact on sustainable 
investments. In the introduction of this thesis, we discussed how the increasing economic growth 
might have been at the cost of sustainable development. Little did we know that the world was 
about to pause and that the stock markets were about to drop. This has initially led to some positive 
environmental impacts, for example a significant reduction in emissions due to less traveling. 
However, the long-term effects of this crisis might be a different story, as companies across the globe 
have suffered big financial losses. These losses might stop the investments necessary for the 
implementation of a sustainable strategy. On the other hand, the global decline in the stock markets 
might allow smaller institutional investors to invest in sustainable equity at a lower cost. For 
example, Saugestad and other prominent individual investors purchased significant quantities of the 
Storebrand stock during this fall. In late February, we asked Saugestad about how he expected 
COVID-19 to impact Storebrand. He expected the virus to generate a short-term loss, but had 
confidence in the long-term value of their investments. It could have been interesting to see whether 
he felt the same way today.   
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Furthermore, the crisis has shown how governments all over the world have taken strong actions and 
effectively enrolled regulation to handle the situation. This illustrates how the necessary measures 
can be taken in situations where the threat appears severe and urgent enough. This relates to our 
discussion on the perception of sustainability and short-termism, and we argue that the long-term 
perspective of the climate crisis makes it seem less tangible and urgent for companies, regulators, and 
governments to act upon. The COVID-19 crisis has proven that companies and governments can act 
and reorganize quickly when necessary, which hopefully will spark a conversation of whether this 
could be transferred to the climate crisis.   
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