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Abstract 
This thesis aims to investigate perceptions of sustainability in relation to business 
strategy within the Swedish chemical industry. To this end, a survey was 
distributed with the assistance of industry organization Plast- och Kemiföretagen 
to companies that are part of the Responsible Care® program. 

A second purpose of the study is to explore critical factors when implementing an 
integration of sustainability with business strategy. To do this as well as dig deeper 
into a couple of questions raised in the survey, a qualitative study was carried out 
at Akzo Nobel business unit Pulp and Paper Chemicals (operating under the brand 
name of Eka Chemicals). Semi-structured interviews were performed with seven 
company representatives from different organizational levels, to explore critical 
factors identified in a literary study.  

From the survey, it could be concluded that the studied companies considered 
sustainability as an important issue today and with growing importance for the 
future. It was also observed that sustainability is currently not an issue at the core 
of business strategy, as 35% of respondent companies did not think that top 
management handled issues related to sustainability. Enhanced reputation and 
cost reduction/resource efficiency were seen as the primary creators of business 
value when addressing sustainability. Additional top motivating forces to consider 
sustainability were legislative demands and company core values. 

From the literary study a model of critical factors when implementing changes in 
strategy was developed. Four different aspects identified were explored in the 
semi-structured interviews at Eka Chemicals: change leadership, shared vision, 
sense of urgency and aligning goals. In that specific setting, the critical factors of 
having a shared vision and aligning individual, organizational unit and corporate 
goals were found to exist to a high degree, while the critical factor of change 
leadership was only partially existent, and a sense of urgency not existent.  

Keywords: Sustainability perceptions, change management, Responsible Care 
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1 Introduction 

There is no doubt that the diverse chemical industry, producing an array of 
products from commodity chemicals and additives to plastics and 
pharmaceuticals, has a prominent role in the global economy - accounting for 
about 13 percent of world trade. Because of its size and diversity, it has had and is 
having a significant impact on our global economy, the environment, and society. 
(Belof, Lines & Tanzil (eds), 2005, pp. 7-9) 

An important turning point in the chemical industry history occurred on Dec. 3 of 
1984, when toxic methyl isocyanate gas leaked out from a Union Carbide pesticide 
plant in Bhopal, India. Within a few days, the accident caused more than 3 800 
deaths and thousands of injured in the areas surrounding the plant. Although 
there had been several severe industrial tragedies involving chemical companies 
before that, Bhopal stood out in direct impact and magnitude. Union Carbide being 
an American company, action was sparked within the North American chemical 
industry associations, and in the years to follow a number of initiatives were 
launched. (Reisch, 2004)1 

The Responsible Care® program was launched in 1985 by the industry association 
Canadian Chemical Producers. It is an initiative to address environmental, health 
and safety, security, outreach, process safety and ‘cradle to grave’ product 
management. Chemical industry associations all over the world have adopted and 
been developing the Responsible Care® program since its inception. Some argue 
that Responsible Care® could be the chemical industry’s approach to incorporate 
sustainability into their practices. (Beloff et al, 2005, pp. 21-22) 

At the same time, critical voices have been raised against Responsible Care® as 
being too compliance-focused and essentially a public relations strategy (Beloff et 
al, 2004, p. 21; Reisch, 2004). Marianne Lines (in Beloff et al, 2005) points out the 
public mistrust of the chemical industry as one of its major challenges for the 
future. This mistrust, she claims, is based on concerns about risk assessment and 
management, impact of chemicals (especially persistent, accumulating chemicals) 
and the accountability and communication of chemical industry operators (pp. 27-
28). Reisch (2004) also concludes that the criticism of the chemical industry has 
shifted focus from production and distribution processes and facilities, to 
cumulative effects of synthetic chemicals in human tissue (Reisch, 2004). In The 
Natural Step Framework as described by Robèrt (2000), one of the fundamental 
principles of sustainability is that there are no systematically increasing 

                                                 
1 Internet resource, accessed at http://www04.sub.su.se:2168/cen/coverstory/ 

8223/8223bhopal.html on October 27, 2007 
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concentrations of substances produced by society in the natural environment  
(p. 245). The distrust and criticism of the chemical industry as described above is 
thus closely related to sustainability issues. 

Legislative regulation of chemical industry activities has also been on the increase, 
most notably with the recent development of REACH. This European Community 
Regulation aims to “improve the protection of human health and the environment 
through the better and earlier identification of the intrinsic properties of chemical 
substances” (European Commission REACH web site, 2007). As Führ and Bizer 
(2007) argue, the regulation of chemicals is a field with high relevance to 
sustainability (p. 328). Both public opinion and governmental regulations are 
making issues related to sustainability critical for the future of the chemical 
industry. 

An awareness of the challenge posed by sustainability is evident in initiatives like 
the American Committee on Grand Challenges for Sustainability in the Chemical 
Industry. These two quotes from a report from The Committee on Grand 
Challenges for Sustainability in the Chemical Industry (2005) indicate a growing 
understanding of key future issues and the industry’s role from a systems 
perspective: 

Going forward, the chemical industry is faced with a major conundrum— the need to be 
sustainable (balanced economically, environmentally, and socially in order to not undermine 
the natural systems on which it depends) (p.3). 

 The chemical industry and society at large must understand the reality and implications of 
the economy existing within society, which in turn is embedded within a biosphere (p. 80). 

A survey performed by CW and PA Consulting also indicated that in global 
chemical companies, sustainability issues have moved from previously being dealt 
with by the Environmental, Health & Safety departments, to being on the agenda 
of the executive boardrooms (Scott et. al, 2007). This could be interpreted as an 
increasing strategic weight being placed on sustainability. 

1.1 Study background 

My own interest in these issues was first spurred when I met the authors behind 
the book “Transforming Sustainability Strategy into Action – the Chemical 
Industry”. This group, who previously constituted the non-profit organization 
Bridges To Sustainability (now part of worldwide consulting company Golder 
Associates), had performed a survey within selected parts of the American 
chemical industry as part of the background research for their book. The results 
provided an overview of perceptions of sustainability in relation to business 
strategy, and what practical tools were being used to manage these issues. I found 
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that it would be of interest to investigate the situation in the Swedish chemical 
industry in a similar manner.  

As I delved deeper into the subject I realized that there are questions to answer on 
many levels. While the perceptions of sustainability from an industry perspective 
constitute an interesting topic in themselves as do the tools that are being used, I 
found more of an interest in the process of integrating a change in business 
strategy across an organization. Studying Robèrt’s (2000) Natural Step Framework 
made me realize that creating strategies that incorporate sustainability means 
applying a new set of baseline criteria to the everyday activities of the company. If 
any change in business strategy can be difficult to implement, one that challenges 
the very foundations on which the company has been doing business should be 
extremely difficult. I therefore wanted to shed some light on critical factors in the 
process of integrating sustainability with business strategy. 

1.2 Research issue 

Integrating sustainability with business strategy will be a critical future challenge 
for the chemical industry. But what is sustainability and how does it relate to 
business strategy? What are the perceptions of sustainability within the chemical 
industry? And how can sustainable development successfully be integrated with 
business strategy across an entire organization? 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is twofold:  

1. to describe industry perceptions of sustainability in relation to business 
strategy, and  

2. to explore critical factors in the process of implementing an integration of 
sustainability with business strategy. 

To fulfill this purpose I attempt to answer the following questions: 

 Is sustainability perceived as an important issue by the industry? 
 What are seen as the primary reasons to consider sustainability? 
 What are critical factors when implementing an integration of sustainability 

with business strategy? 

1.4 Study limitations and perspectives 

The industry of choice for study is the Swedish chemical industry. Making a 
delimitation of the industry is not entirely straightforward as is discussed in 3.4 
below, where further limitations inherent in the selected methodology are also 
brought up. 
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Industry perceptions of the concept of sustainability and the possible reasons to 
consider it are studied from a corporate perspective, focusing on how 
sustainability is perceived given the interests and motivations of a corporation. The 
investigation of critical factors when implementing an integration of sustainability 
with business strategy is carried out from a management perspective in a corporate 
context. 

1.5 Structure and content 

This first chapter has provided an introduction to the subject and a description of 
the purpose of this study. The thesis continues in chapter 2 with a theoretical 
framework for the study, beginning with a discussion on sustainability and what it 
means in a corporate context. It continues with a summary of different studies 
concerning what factors are critical when implementing a change in business 
strategy.  

Chapter 3 describes the research design and methodological approach that was 
selected to fulfill the purpose of the study. In the following chapter 4, key results 
from the survey are presented and the representativeness of the respondents is 
discussed. 

Results from the qualitative interviews are presented and analyzed in chapter 5 
together with the most prominent survey results. Conclusions from the analysis 
are drawn in chapter 6, and the thesis finishes with a discussion on implications of 
the study and suggestions for further research in chapter 7. 
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2 Theory 

To give a theoretical backdrop to my investigation of industry perceptions of 
sustainability, I will first discuss its relevance for corporations and business 
strategy from different theoretical viewpoints. How sustainability can be 
integrated in business strategy will be briefly discussed, and I will then move on to 
summarize findings from studies on what factors are critical when trying to 
implement a change in strategy within an organization. Aspects of these factors 
will be summarized into a model of critical factors. 

2.1 Sustainability and sustainable development 

Defining the process of sustainable development, and the goal toward which it 
strives – sustainability – is a difficult task (Korhonen, 2007, p. 1585). Perhaps the 
most well-known definition stems from the 1987 report of the World Commission 
on Environment and Development (1987, p.24), also known as the Brundtland 
report: 

Humanity has ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  

Many attempts have been made at developing more robust definitions of 
sustainable development and sustainability. There is definitely a challenge in 
setting boundaries for the definitions, striking a balance between a too narrow 
definition that could exclude important aspects, and a too broad perspective, that 
could dilute the term to “the point of being meaningless” (Marshall and Toffel, 
2005, p. 675).  

The setting of boundaries is further complicated by considering sustainability and 
sustainable development in broad system terms. According to Nattrass (2002), 
sustainability emerges from the interactions and interrelationships of multiple 
subsystems in the global socioeconomic-ecological system (p. 14). The systems 
perspective is also discussed by Batterham (2006), who claims that “[t]he complex 
interactions between industry, society and ecosystems can only be meaningfully 
addressed by taking a systems view” (p. 4188).  Provided the difficulties to even 
define the concept, what meaning does sustainability have on an organizational 
level? 

2.1.1 Sustainability on an organizational level 

Given the standpoint that sustainability is a system level term, it can be debated 
whether or not it is meaningful to discuss the sustainability of individual objects in 
a system, such as individual organizations (of which corporations is one example). 
Zadek (2001) claims that “[i]t is simply inaccurate and misleading to talk about a 
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‘sustainable business’”, basing this on the assumption that sustainability is a 
system-scale term and that it is impossible to try and understand the impact of one 
corporation’s individual activities on the system as a whole (p. 122). It may 
therefore be more suitable to use the term “sustainability-promoting corporation” 
as defined by Diesendorf (2000): “a corporation which is successfully integrating 
sustainable development into its strategy” (p. 6). Although my aim is not to label 
individual organizations as sustainable or unsustainable, Diesendorf’s definition is 
interesting and warrants more research on how to measure level of integration of 
sustainability with strategy, as well as understanding critical factors in the process 
of implementation. My hope is that this thesis will contribute to the latter. 

2.1.2 SD, CS, CSR and TBL/3P 

There are many terms and concepts being used in relation to sustainability, seldom 
with a single, clear definition of meaning individually or in relation to other terms 
and concepts. Attempts have been made to bring clarity and suggest a structure of 
relationships between some of the most common concepts used in a corporate 
context in relation to sustainability – corporate sustainability (CS), corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and triple bottom line (TBL).  

Using the meaning of sustainable development (SD) as originally defined in the 
Brundtland report (cited above), Steurer, Langer, Konrad and Martinuzzi (2005) 
conclude that the concept of SD contains a “tripartite core structure” (p. 269), 
including the economic, social and environmental dimension. In addition, they 
identify what they label as “second-order issues” (p. 269) that are also integral to 
the concept of SD: transparency and participation, reflectivity, integration and 
intergenerational equity. They further define corporate sustainability (CS) as 
basically an extrapolation of SD to the corporate level - the adoption of business 
strategies and activities that meet the needs of the enterprise and its stakeholders 
today while protecting, sustaining and enhancing the human and natural resources 
that will be needed in the future. In their opinion, the “tripartite core structure” 
and “second-order issues” apply at the level of CS as well. 

Corporate Social Responsibility – CSR – is a term related to sustainability and in 
some cases even used as a synonym (Van Marrewijk, 2003; Steurer et al, 2005). 
Steurer et al (2005) separate the concepts of CSR and CS by the fact that CSR is 
stakeholder-focused and lacks the long term perspective inherent in CS (part of the 
‘second-order issues’ described above). From a historical point of view, they also 
point out that CSR did not initially include all the three dimensions of sustainable 
development. 

The three dimensions – economic, social and environmental are the basis for the 
concept of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), an expression originally coined by John 
Elkington in 1994 (Henriques & Richardson, 2004, p. 2), who alleges to also have 
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come up with the closely related terminology ‘People – Planet – Profit’ (3P) in 1995. 
The Triple Bottom Line concept has been criticized by for example Springett (2003), 
who has studied the way that the concept of sustainability has evolved in the 
context of New Zeeland businesses. She criticizes the use of the Triple Bottom Line 
as the main focus point in discussing issues of sustainable development, as she 
claims that it lacks perspective on issues of equity, economic policy-making and 
the questioning of growth (p. 82). The shortcomings that Springett points to 
overlap to a large extent with what Steurer et al (2005) labeled ‘second-order 
issues’ as noted above.  

Van Marrewijk (2003) illustrates an overview of relationships between corporate 
sustainability (CS), corporate social responsibility (CSR) and Triple Bottom Line 
(TBL) or 3P (see Figure 1 below). He argues that the starting point for corporations 
was TBL/3P, CSR was a management approach that came to integrate 3P, and CS 
is the next evolutionary step in something of a maturing process for corporate 
approaches to sustainability.  

 

Figure 1. Relationship between TBL/3P, CSR & CS (adapted from van Marrewijk, 2003, 
p. 101). 

Although it is not a primary intention of this thesis to qualitatively study the 
definitions of sustainability that exist within the chemical industry to any 
significant depth, I will try and draw from this theoretical discussion in my 
analysis to provide some insight into the views of sustainability and the related 
concepts. Focus will however be on whether or not there is an awareness of the 
concept of sustainability, whether or not and why it is seen as something important 
in relation to business strategy now and in the future, and what factors are critical 
when attempting to implement a sustainability strategy throughout an 
organization.  
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The following section will discuss sustainability in relation to business strategy 
and what theoretical reasons might exist for integrating sustainability with 
business strategy from the standpoint of competitive advantage. As a starting 
point, I will briefly discuss the definition of an organization. 

2.1.3 Sustainability and business strategy 

David Jaffee (2001) gives an overview of existing organizational theory and 
provides the insight that common theoretical definitions of organizations usually 
contain goal-oriented properties (such as in Scott’s elements of an organization, 
Hall’s definition of organization and Morgan’s images of organization). Jaffee 
summarizes as follows (p.6): 

The organization does not emerge accidentally or informally but is constructed a priori to 
achieve an objective. This is the defining feature of a formal organization.  

Corporations are one type of formal organizations, and thus operate based on a set 
of objectives. The creation of financial value has traditionally been the focus of 
company objectives, with Milton Friedman (1970) being one of the most renowned 
proponents of profit-focused businesses: 

[T]here is one and only one social responsibility of business – to use it [sic!] resources and 
engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the 
game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud.  

Company objectives are generally articulated in its mission and vision. Strategy is 
the way for the company to strive for its vision, carry out its mission and thus 
realize its objectives. Whether or not sustainability should - or needs to - be part of 
company vision and thus integrated in strategy is an issue that can and has been 
debated.  

Fowler and Hope (2007) claim that recent years has seen a growing amount of 
scientific studies pointing to possible win-win scenarios, where a company can 
maximize returns while at least making some progress towards the 
implementation of sustainable business practices. They even argue that many 
scholars have concluded that firms need to incorporate sustainability into 
corporate strategy to remain competitive (p. 28). The linkage between integrating 
sustainable development with business strategy and enhanced competitive 
advantage can be considered crucial. As Lee and Ball (2004) point out, there is little 
evidence to suggest that corporations will become more sustainable voluntarily, 
but rather that “corporate contributions to sustainability must stem from self-
interest and survival instincts” (p. 89). So from a theoretical perspective, one might 
ask what the self-interest reasons for corporations to consider sustainability are. In 
what ways might sustainability add to a company’s competitive advantage and 
thus possibility for survival?  
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Hart’s natural-resource based view of the firm was an important contribution to 
the theory of incorporating sustainable development as a strategy for increasing 
competitive advantage (Fowler and Hope, 2007). Hart (1995) claims that 
competitive advantage can be achieved through a sustainable development 
strategy because it can create a shared, long-term vision (p. 1002). This long-term 
vision will not only be a source of competitive advantage in itself, but also place 
focus on development of competencies and technologies which can be considered 
strategic resources that will improve the company’s chances of survival (p. 1003).  

Karina Funk (in Beloff et al, 2004) argues a “business case for sustainability” (p. 
382), basing her discussion on the ability of an organization to through its 
characteristics and actions achieve a “desirable future state” (p. 383) for all its 
stakeholders. Grunig, Grunig and Dozier (2002) have found that the relationships 
between certain stakeholders – what they label “strategic constituencies” (p. 10) – 
and the company can create monetary value for the company by increasing its 
operational freedom if the company is engaged in active dialogue with these 
stakeholders on how the company can meet its needs while at the same time 
meeting the needs of the stakeholders. So at least on a theoretical level, there are 
both internal and external sources of competitive advantage that can act as drivers 
for companies to integrate sustainability with business strategy.   

2.2 Applying sustainability to business strategy 

Provided that there are incentives for corporations to integrate sustainability with 
business strategy, a natural next question to ask is how this can be achieved in 
reality. According to Robèrt (2000), strategies that incorporate sustainability can be 
created by using what he identifies as the system conditions of sustainability, and 
the principle of “backcasting” (p. 244). Backcasting involves envisioning a future 
situation where all the principles of sustainability are met, and creating strategies 
that will lead in the direction of that desired state. According to Robèrt (2000) and 
his Natural Step Framework, the system conditions of sustainability are as follows: 

In order for society to be sustainable, nature’s functions and diversity are not systematically 
subject to: 
I. increasing concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust; 
II. increasing concentrations of substances produced by society; 
III. physical impoverishment by over-harvesting or other forms of ecosystem manipulation; 
and 
IV. resources are used fairly and efficiently in order to meet basic human needs worldwide. 

The first system condition has significant bearing on the current climate debate, 
with carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuels – extracted from the Earth’s crust - 
in strong focus. It also questions the depletion of non-renewable natural resources 
like mineral ore, with dispersion of metals in nature as a result. 
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The second system condition, related to the accumulation of synthetic substances 
in nature, is especially relevant when considering the chemical industry. It 
indicates the necessity of product life cycle considerations, and would surely mean 
a significant change from business-as-usual if applied in full extent to chemical 
company strategy. System condition number three deals with mankind’s physical 
effect on ecosystems and their functions, which could include the placement and 
operation of production facilities in the case of the chemical industry. 

The fourth system condition has some parallels with the theory presented by Hart 
(1995), who claims that a sustainable development strategy includes considering a 
global perspective on issues of equality between the developed markets of the 
northern hemisphere and the developing countries of the south. Although there is 
much to elaborate on the subject of how to integrate sustainability with business 
strategy, my discussion on this subject will end at this point. In this study, I will 
rather focus on the next step of the process – how to implement these strategies 
once they have been created. 

One could ask whether the process is different when implementing a strategy that 
integrates sustainability, compared to any other type of change in strategy. From 
the theoretical discussion above, it could be argued that integrating sustainability 
with business strategy means fundamentally questioning the way business is 
carried out and this could imply extraordinary complications. In order to widen 
the theoretical base for this study, I have however assumed that the differences are 
insignificant enough to allow for general theories of implementation of business 
strategy to be applied. The remainder of this section therefore places focus on 
critical factors when implementing a change in strategy, not necessarily related to 
sustainability but any change in strategy.  

2.3 Implementing changes in business strategy 

As a framework for analyzing organizational theory and management strategy, 
Jaffee (2001) distinguishes between the intraorganizational and the inter-
organizational level. When it comes to implementing changes in a business 
strategy we are at the intraorganizational level of analysis, as this can be 
considered to be an internal company process. According to Jaffee, the realization 
of management strategy is “forever problematic” due to enduring tensions that are 
common to all organizations (p. 21). A tension exists between on the one hand 
differentiation, division of labor and specialization, and on the other hand the 
coordination and integration of these activities. Jaffee concludes that getting 
different workers, jobs, departments, units and organizations to work toward a 
common goal has posed a major challenge to both organization theory and 
management practice when it comes to realizing organizational changes and 
strategies (p. 28). 
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Robert Kaplan and David Norton (2005) claim that an average of 95% of employees 
are unaware of, or do not understand, the strategy of the company that they work 
for (p. 72).  This fact in itself would make it seem near impossible to implement a 
change in strategy. However, many studies have shown that although difficult, 
implementation of a change in strategy can be achieved, and that the outcome of 
the change process is influenced by certain critical factors. Doz and Kosonen (2007) 
use the term “strategically agile” about companies that are able to change their 
strategies and business models rapidly in response to major shifts in their market 
space (p. 100). What might then be critical factors that make strategy changes 
possible in these companies? 

2.3.1 Top management commitment and values 

Lee and Ball (2004) have conducted research on environmental strategies within 
the Korean chemical industry and found that “top management’s commitment has 
a direct and indirect impact on corporate environmental responses and strategy” 
(p. 89). This is in line with Hanson, Melnyk and Calantone (2004) who found that 
when implementing an environmental management system, management 
commitment and supportive values are strongly related to the success of the 
project.  

Doz and Kosonen (2007) have found some additional general characteristics 
among executives in the ‘strategically agile’ companies. These ‘new-deal 
executives’ tend to be all-rounders rather than specialists, and values-oriented (pp. 
100-101).  Focusing on the concept of organizational learning as a way of managing 
sustainable development, Siebenhüner and Arnold (2007) find that a participatory 
leadership style and the presence of values and norms are deciding factors. 
Summarizing these different studies, top management commitment and values 
stand out as something considered as critical factors when implementing a change 
in business strategy. 

2.3.2 Change agents 

Individuals or groups within an organization, usually not from top management, 
with the ability of driving a change and organizational learning process forward is 
what Pascale and Sternin (2005, pp. 73-74) call change agents, or “positive 
deviants”. Basically, Pascale and Sternin advocate identifying individuals and 
groups in the organization that have found successful strategies, and then spread 
knowledge of these strategies across the organization. Siebenhüner and Arnold 
(2007) also point to change agents as possible determining factors of organizational 
learning in the process of implementing sustainable development. In the 
companies studied by Siebenhüner and Arnold, change agents were found mostly 
in management positions in the case of medium-sized companies, whereas the 
change agents in large companies were located in specific sustainability 
departments or Research & Development.  
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For the purpose of my study, I will consider change leadership as a possible 
critical factor when implementing a change in business strategy. Change 
leadership can come in the shape of a committed and values-oriented top 
management, or from change agents. In my further exploration of critical factors, 
change leadership will thus be one of the aspects used. 

2.3.3 Creating and communicating a shared vision 

Two of the main reasons why transformation efforts – making fundamental 
changes in how business is conducted – often fail is according to Kotter (2007) the 
lack of a vision and the failure to communicate this vision (pp. 98-100). As noted 
above, the specific case of implementing a strategy that integrates sustainability is 
likely to involve a fundamental change in the way business is conducted and is 
therefore likely a transformation effort. Garvin and Roberto (2005) outline a 
“Persuasion Campaign” for change management, and also place focus on the 
importance of demonstrating why the new direction is the right one for the 
company as well as the individual employees (p. 110).  

In Hart’s natural resource-based view of the firm as mentioned in 2.1.3 above, a 
shared vision is also a source of competitive advantage for companies that adopt 
sustainable development strategies. Sharing a vision of the direction the 
organization is heading in and the reasons for choosing that direction seem to be 
critical when implementing a change in strategy. I will therefore use shared vision 
as another aspect in my exploration of critical factors. 

2.3.4 Sense of urgency 

Garvin and Roberto (2005) point out that there is a need to “convince employees 
that radical change is imperative” in order for a change initiative to be accepted (p. 
110). Their focus is on the leadership of change and the importance of the change 
efforts to the organization’s ability to survive and thrive (p. 106). This somewhat 
overlaps with the aspect of a shared vision as discussed above, however the sense 
of urgency implies that massive, rapid change is needed for the organization’s very 
survival.  

Kotter (2007) argues along the same lines in saying that the number one error 
usually made in transformation efforts is not establishing a great enough sense of 
urgency, which is necessary to “drive people out of their comfort zones” (p. 97). 
Garvin and Roberto as well as Kotter seem to place emphasis not so much on the 
actual urgency of change, but the perceived urgency by those affected by the 
change.     

I will explore the sense of urgency when it comes to sustainability-related issues 
for the future survival of the organization as another aspect.   
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2.3.5 Aligning goals on multiple levels 

When a change in strategy is to take place, it is likely to have an effect on many 
different levels of the organization, down to the single individual. Strebel (1996) 
uses the term “personal compacts” to describe the reciprocal obligations and 
mutual commitments that define the relationship between employees and 
organizations, and claim that the reason why employees might resist change is 
because they misunderstand or ignore the implications of change for their personal 
compact (p. 88). Strebel concludes that revising personal compacts must be treated 
as an integral part of the change process (p. 92).  

Aligning individual business unit goals with overall corporate goals as well as 
employees’ competency development plans, personal goals and incentives are 
critical factors according to Kaplan and Norton (2006, p.72). Doz and Kosonen’s 
(2007) ‘strategically agile’ company leaders are also usually focused not only on the 
performance of their own unit, but on the bigger picture (p. 101). As noted above, 
Jaffee (2001) identifies the tension that exists between specialized business units 
and alignment of goals as a major challenge when realizing strategy. Alignment of 
goals on all levels of the organization seems to be another critical factor when 
implementing a change in strategy. 

Different management tools could be used to align strategies and goals, in a single 
unit or across a multi-unit organization. The Balanced Score Card2, as originally 
described by Kaplan and Norton (1992), is one such tool. Figge, Hahn, Schaltegger 
and Wagner (2002) suggest integrating social, environmental and financial aspects 
in a Sustainability Balanced Scorecard as a way to implement sustainability 
strategies. Robért (2000) points to the fact that in order for any type of management 
tool to be useful in promoting sustainable development, it needs to have 
incorporated the fundamental principles of sustainability (p. 250) as described 
above. 

Views of individual goals, business unit goals and overall corporate goals and the 
relationship between goals at different levels will also be explored, summarized in 
the aspect aligning goals.  

2.4 A model of critical factors 

To summarize the literature review and discussion above on critical factors when 
implementing a change in business strategy, four aspects were identified as 
prominent in several studies. Figure 2 below highlights these four aspects in bold 
text and includes some of the key elements identified within the aspects. 

                                                 
2 The Balanced Scorecard is a tool that has attracted a lot of attention in the field of strategic management. See 

Kaplan and Norton (1992) for a further description of the Balanced Scorecard. 
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Figure 2. Illustrated model of critical factors 

Thus my further exploration of critical factors when implementing an integration 
of sustainability with business strategy will focus on these four aspects: 

 Change leadership 
 Shared vision 
 Sense of urgency 
 Aligning goals 

I do not claim these to be the only critical factors when implementing a change in 
strategy; however I have found them prominent in previous studies and selected to 
use these as the theoretical basis for my study of critical factors. This approach is to 
be considered hypothetical-deductive (or logical-deductive), since I am applying 
existing theory to empirical data. In the following chapter, I will more closely 
describe the methodological approach for the entire study. 
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3 Method 

The following chapter describes my selected methodology for this study. An 
appropriately selected methodological approach would help fulfill the purpose of 
the study while making the results valid and reliable. I urge readers to keep in 
mind my dual purpose - describing industry perceptions of sustainability, and 
exploring critical factors when implementing an integration of sustainability with 
business strategy - when evaluating the appropriateness of my approach. 

3.1 Survey 

I have performed a survey within the Swedish chemical industry that aimed to 
give an overview of the perception of sustainability in relation to business strategy. 
I have also cross-compared the results with those from a similar survey performed 
within the chemical industry in the United States (presented in Beloff et al, 2004), 
to get some perspective on the results.  

The questions in the survey are to some extent based on the questions in the 
American survey to enable cross-comparison. After translating the American 
survey the questions were discussed with my supervisor and edited accordingly. 
Distribution of the questionnaire and collection of answers was managed by the 
Swedish chemical industry organization Plast- och Kemiföretagen. Organization 
representatives were also given a chance to comment on the questions before the 
questionnaires were sent out. Through discussions with Plast- och Kemiföretagen I 
decided to use Microsoft Excel to create the survey questionnaire, because it was a 
format that member companies would be familiar with from other surveys sent out 
by the industry organization. In addition, an electronic format would simplify 
distribution and data analysis. Microsoft Excel was also used for compiling and 
analyzing the results. The survey questionnaire is appended as Appendix I, and 
complete survey results with comparisons to the American survey (for questions 
where comparisons were possible) are appended as Appendix II.  

Through discussions with Plast- och Kemiföretagen I decided that the survey 
would be distributed to member companies that are part of the Responsible Care® 
program. The reasoning behind this decision was that the response rate was likely 
to be positively affected by relating the survey to Responsible Care® and 
distributing it to named program coordinators. The selection meant that the final 
list of possible respondents consisted of 75 companies.  

Since my aim is to generalize the results to the level of the Swedish chemical 
industry, the selection of possible respondents should ideally constitute a 
representative sample of the Swedish chemical industry as a whole. The first step 
of determining this is to define the limits of the Swedish chemical industry. The 
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central government authority Statistics Sweden (SCB) keeps a company register, 
classifying company activities according to what is known as the SNI-system (SCB 
web site, 2007). The classification of one company’s primary activities is not 
straightforward, since every local unit of the company is classified separately and 
one company hence can have several different SNI-classifications. A local unit is 
any street address the company’s legal entity is registered on where there is at least 
one person working for at least 20 hours a week. In summarizing statistics, the 
classifications of local units are aggregated into one overall SNI-classification for 
the company (Telephone conversation with SCB customer service, November 22, 
2007).  

Limiting the ‘chemical industry’ to appropriate SNI-codes is not entirely 
straightforward either. The SNI group 24 is called “Manufacture of chemicals and 
chemical products”, but the chemical industry could possibly be extended to other 
groups, like group 25 “Manufacture of rubber and plastics” and parts of group 15 
“Manufacture of food products and beverages”. However, trying to define the 
chemical industry as being something other than synonymous to SNI group 24, 
means risking an arbitrary and subjective delimitation. Therefore, I see no 
alternative than to define the Swedish chemical industry as all companies listed in 
Statistics Sweden’s database in SNI group 24. 

2006 statistics show that SNI group 24 consists of 855 companies, with a total of 
36 307 employees. 405 of these companies have zero employees. The companies are 
distributed over size categories as displayed in Figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3. Number of companies per size category in SNI group 24 (SCB web site, 2007). 

Plast- och Kemiföretagen provided me with a list showing number of employees 
and SNI-classification for all possible respondent companies in the list (data from 
Plast- och Kemiföretagen member lists). It revealed that 52 of the 75 companies 
(69,3%) were classified as part of SNI group 24. This means that the selection of 
possible respondents is not a fully representative sample of the Swedish chemical 
industry, if it is defined as all companies in the Statistics Sweden database 
classified in SNI group 24. It is also evident from Figure 4 below that the size of 
companies (number of employees) is distributed much differently in possible 
respondents than in SNI group 24 as a whole (as shown in Figure 3 above). There is 
an obvious under-representation of small companies. This means that the results 
from the survey cannot be considered valid in all individual Swedish chemical 
industry companies.  

 

Figure 4.  Number of companies per SNI group and size category in possible respondents 
list. 

Looking at the number of employees in possible respondent companies, it totals to 
30 032 people, with 10 913 being employed by companies in SNI group 24. If the 
results from the survey are to be generalized to the industry as a whole, and not to 
every individual company in the industry, one could analyze only the answers 
from companies in SNI group 24, and consider this sample as representing 10 913 
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out of 36 307 employees, rather than 52 out of 855 companies, which of course 
would imply a much better representativeness.  

In summary, it is difficult to claim representativeness of the possible respondents 
for the Swedish chemical industry as a whole, in part because the delimitation of 
the industry is not entirely straightforward. The sample is however completely 
representative for companies in the Swedish chemical industry that are part of the 
Responsible Care® program, as the list contains all such companies. I will therefore 
in my analysis of the survey results not separate the companies by SNI code, but 
rather analyze them as a group representing Swedish companies that are part of 
the Responsible Care® program. 

In order for the respondent companies to be completely anonymous toward me, all 
responses were received by my contact person at Plast- och Kemiföretagen, who 
gave the filled out questionnaires generic file names. I was then provided with all 
files along with a list that stated for each file the number of employees and SNI-
classification of the respondent company (same data as in the list of possible 
respondent companies). 

3.2 Literary study 

I have performed a literary study on sustainability from a business strategy 
perspective to establish a theoretical backdrop to the study. I have also built a body 
of theory concerning the implementation of change in business strategy, and 
developed a model of critical factors. Most of the literature study took place after 
the survey had been distributed, since the survey was intended to provide an 
overview and constitute something of a pre-study. The list of reference literature 
has been based on database searches in Academic Search Premier, Business Source 
Premier and Google Scholar, browsing of articles in selected scientific journals, and 
by following cross-references.  

3.3 Qualitative study – Akzo Nobel business unit Eka Chemicals 

To achieve a more in-depth understanding of views of sustainability as well as the 
implementation process of integrating sustainability into business strategy and 
explore critical factors, I have performed a qualitative study at Eka chemicals, a 
business unit within Akzo Nobel.  

In the latest Dow Jones Sustainability Index Rating, Akzo Nobel ranks as industry 
leader among chemical companies (Dow Jones Sustainability Index web site, 2007): 

Sustainability practices continue to be developed and successfully incorporated in Akzo 
Nobel's operational planning. The company's strategic approach focusing on value creation 
through sustainability has resulted in its leadership position within the chemical sector.  
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This could be seen as an indicator of Akzo Nobel being a company that has made 
some progress when it comes to integrating sustainability issues, relative to the 
industry as a whole. I found that it would be interesting to explore whether any or 
all of the critical factors identified in the literary study were evidently present and 
playing a role in this company, possibly a leader in the industry when it comes to 
integrating sustainability with business strategy. 

Also, when discussing with the Manager of the Akzo Nobel corporate service team 
Sustainable Development (September 28, 2007), I found that Akzo Nobel would be 
an interesting object of study because it is a global organization with one global 
management function and many distributed local management functions on the 
business unit, sub-business unit and production site levels. It seemed to me that 
this could imply possible complexities, when a change in strategy has to be 
implemented through many levels in geographically distributed organizational 
units. My choice fell on the business unit Pulp and Paper Chemicals, since it is the 
only Akzo Nobel business unit to have its top management in Sweden.  

I have performed 7 interviews with employees of Eka Chemicals at different 
organizational levels to get a picture of their views of sustainability and to explore 
what factors have been critical in the process of implementing an integration of 
sustainability with business strategy. Through my discussions with the Akzo 
Nobel Manager of Sustainable Development I was put in touch with 
representatives of the business unit Pulp and Paper Chemicals. I presented a “wish 
list” of interviewees, or rather interviewee positions, saying that I wished to 
interview individuals at the business unit, sub-business unit and site level. The 
interviewees at the site level were to represent two different sites and there were to 
be at least one interviewee per site involved in production. As a complement to the 
interviews, I have also studied Akzo Nobel CSR Reports from 2004, 2005 and 2006. 

Five of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and two interviews were 
conducted over the phone (see Discussions, interviews and other personal sources 
in the list of references for more details). The interviews were conducted in a semi-
structured manner. I had developed an interview guide with thematically 
arranged, possible questions related to the different aspects identified in the 
theoretical background on critical factors when implementing change in business 
strategy. Some key findings from the survey was also integrated into this interview 
guide and related to an appropriate aspect. The questions in the interview guide 
were reviewed by and discussed with my supervisor and comments added on 
suggested phrasings and possible additional questions. The interview guide is 
appended as Appendix III. 

Based on the interview guide, I also drafted an interview process (Appendix IV) 
where the questions from the interview guide were arranged in a more sensible 
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order chronologically speaking. The interview process is what I used as practical 
tool to guide the interview process and in order to steer the discussion to revolve 
around the subject areas of interest. While trying to control the subject areas being 
dealt with, I wanted to allow the interviewees to speak as freely as possible and 
elaborate if they wished to. I recorded all interviews using a digital voice recorder 
and took notes on a blank notebook.  

For the analysis, I went back to the recordings and my notes and used the 
interview guide as an analysis tool, making notes under each section 
corresponding to an aspect when the discussion revolved around that subject or a 
related subject.  

3.4 Methodological limitations 

Since the quantitative part of the study was carried out in cooperation with the 
Swedish industry association Plast- och Kemiföretagen, the selection of possible 
respondents to the survey was limited by membership in this specific association. 
The list of companies selected to be approached with the survey are also all part of 
the Responsible Care® program, which further limited the selection. See section 3.1 
above for a more elaborate discussion on how representative the sample of 
possible respondent companies is for the Swedish chemical industry as a whole, 
and 4.1 below for a discussion on how representative actual respondents were for 
the group of possible respondent companies. 

The qualitative part of the study of Eka Chemicals is limited to the specific 
environment in which it was carried out – parts of the Eka organization including 
management level positions at the business unit level, at the sub-business unit 
Pulp and Paper Europe level, and at the production sites of Bohus and 
Trollhättan/Borås. The qualitative study did not aim to create knowledge on any 
general level, but rather to explore and understand critical factors for Eka 
Chemicals during the process of integrating sustainability into business strategy.  

3.5 Expected results 

The survey is likely to provide an image of the Swedish chemical industry having 
integrated sustainability into business strategy to a certain extent and seeing a 
growing importance of doing so. The selection of possible respondents being 
limited to companies that are part of the Responsible Care® program will certainly 
influence the results, as these companies are more likely to have considered these 
issues. The person responding to the survey is not unlikely in a position of 
working with strategic sustainability-related issues, so their perception of the 
company’s status is not necessarily something that reflects the perception of the 
rest of the company’s employees or that of the outside world.  
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My expectation is that a penetrating qualitative study will provide an additional 
dimension to this thesis, where I expect to find that even in a company that has 
come a long way in the process of integrating sustainability practices into business 
strategy, this integration will not have reached all levels and organizational units 
to the same extent. This will likely depend on a number of critical factors that have 
existed in some cases and not existed in other cases, producing varying results 
across organizational units and levels.  

3.6 Alternative methodological approaches 

My reasoning in selecting methodological approach was based on my two distinct 
purposes with this thesis. I chose a quantitative approach for my first purpose - to 
determine general industry perceptions of sustainability in relation to business 
strategy, since I wanted these results to be valid for the Swedish chemical industry 
as a whole. My choice fell on performing a survey, partly because I had taken part 
of the results from the American survey and found them interesting not only in 
themselves but even more so if compared to similar results in a Swedish setting. 
Because the purpose was to generalize the results and try to achieve validity 
outside of the individual objects of study, I did not regard a qualitative approach 
as suitable for this purpose.  

For my second purpose – to explore critical factors when implementing an 
integration of sustainability with business strategy, I chose a qualitative approach, 
using semi-structured interviews as a way of trying to find out whether certain 
factors existed or not and understand what factors had been important in the 
process of integrating sustainability with business strategy. I found a qualitative 
approach appropriate since my aim was to create a deeper understanding for the 
phenomenon being investigated.  

The hypothetical-deductive approach that I have chosen can be criticized as the 
questions that are being asked tend to be strictly guided by the theoretical 
framework. This could create a situation where a researcher is only finding what 
he/she is looking for by asking questions targeted at the specific issues of interest, 
rather than assessing the full complexity of the empirical data. I find that 
presenting the theoretical framework upon which I base my data collection and 
analysis makes the process more transparent toward the reader. It also allows for a 
more structured data collection and analysis.  

I chose to focus on one organization and try to cover different levels within that 
organization. An alternative approach would have been to examine different 
organizations to make comparisons, but I found that qualitative results from 
different settings would be difficult to compare with any validity.  
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4 Results 

Below is a summary of the results from the survey aimed at a selection of Swedish 
chemical companies - members of the industry organization Plast- och Kemi-
företagen and part of the Responsible Care® program. The survey aimed to 
provide an overview of the views of sustainability in relation to business strategy, 
and the perceived reasons to consider sustainability. The results from the 
qualitative study of Eka Chemicals are presented in the next chapter, integrated 
with an analysis of results. 

4.1 Survey results 

Complete survey results are appended as Appendix II. In the following section the 
key findings are highlighted, some of which came to have an impact on the design 
of the interviews in the qualitative study. Where possible I have made comparisons 
with the American survey, in order to put the results in perspective. All questions 
in the Swedish survey did not have a comparable counterpart in the American 
survey, so comparisons are only made in cases where there were identical or near 
identical questions in both surveys. 

A total of 38 replies were received, equaling a response rate of 51%. 37 of the 
replies came through Plast- och Kemiföretagen, and one reply was collected 
directly at a meeting with Mgr SD at Akzo Nobel. The number of respondents and 
response rate in the American survey were in the same range, with 35 answers out 
of 75 possible respondents.  

4.1.1 The importance and integration of sustainability 

Sustainability is regarded as an important issue by the respondent companies in 
both the Swedish and the American survey. In both cases the median answer is an 
8 on a 10-degree scale. In both surveys a heavy majority of respondents also feel 
that sustainability will be a more important issue for the company in five years 
than what it is today (76,3% and 88,6%, respectively). It should be kept in mind 
that the U.S. survey pre-dates the Swedish survey by three years, being carried out 
in 2004. This could be interpreted as Swedish chemical companies being a few 
years behind their American counterparts in their views on the importance of 
sustainability. 

The perceived level of integration of sustainability with business strategy in 
respondent companies differs to some extent between the two surveys. Where the 
Swedish median respondent rank the level of integration as 5,5 on a 10-degree 
scale, the median American respondent ranks it a 6. The arithmetic means calculate 
to 5,6 for Swedish respondents and 6,2 for American respondents. This could be an 
indication that Swedish chemical companies are quite a way behind American 
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chemical companies in the pursuit of integrating sustainability with business 
strategy, or it could be an indication of Swedish companies being more humble in 
their view of their own progress. 

4.1.2 Reasons to consider sustainability and responsible units 

When asked what the driving forces to consider sustainability issues are, the 
Swedish respondents had two primary motives: legislative demands and corporate 
values, which both were identified as driving forces in more than 80% of replies. 
Views on how sustainability can create business value don’t appear to differ to any 
large extent between the two surveys. However, the questions are not fully 
comparable, since the American survey only allowed for three answers whereas 
the Swedish survey did not have a limit on the number of answers that could be 
provided. This means that comparing percentages for individual answers will not 
be meaningful, but looking at top choices is still relevant. Enhanced reputation, 
innovation opportunities and cost reduction/resource efficiency are perceived as 
the top value-creating drivers in both surveys. In the qualitative interviews, I will 
further elaborate on this by examining whether sustainability issues are regarded 
as important threats or opportunities for the future. 

The answers to the question on what functional units within the company handle 
sustainability issues are difficult to compare since the possible answers were not 
the same. Noteworthy is that Top management was considered to handle 
sustainability issues in 65,8% of Swedish replies, while it was not even a possible 
reply in the American survey (although noted as being added as an open option in 
some cases). Swedish respondents considered Quality, Health and Safety, and 
Environment (89,5%) along with Research and development (86,8%) as the most 
common units to handle sustainability issues. 74% of American respondents 
selected Marketing and PR, making it the most commonly identified unit in the 
American survey, compared to 60,5% in the Swedish case. The qualitative study 
includes questions related to this topic, exploring whether any certain functional 
groups or competencies were considered more important for the company in the 
future.  

There was one particular comparable question where truly significant differences 
between the Swedish and the American survey could be identified. When asked 
which areas the company has a policy for, the American respondents claimed to 
have ethics, community relations and diversity policies in roughly twice as many 
cases as the Swedish respondents. A sustainability policy was more common 
among the Swedish respondents – 63,2% as compared to 40% among American 
respondents. It could be a characteristic of American corporate culture to have a lot 
of policies, and does not necessarily speak to the actual performance of the 
companies in the areas that the policies cover. 
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4.1.3 Representativeness of respondent companies 

Since I was provided with a list containing the number of employees and SNI code 
of the respondent company for each response, I was able to analyze whether the 
respondent companies were a representative sample of the group of possible 
respondent companies with regards to number of employees and SNI code. The 
manually collected Akzo Nobel survey is included in the analysis for number of 
employees, but not in the analysis of SNI code, since there is no corporate level SNI 
classification. 

As discussed in 3.1 above, the sample of possible respondents had a drastically 
different distribution of number of employees than did the industry as a whole. I 
therefore chose different size categories than those used by Statistics Sweden when 
comparing possible and actual respondents. A distribution comparison is shown in 
Figure 5. It visually indicates that smaller companies, with less than 100 
employees, are represented to a lower degree than are companies with more than 
100 employees. It is no surprise that larger companies are somewhat over-
represented, as they are likely to have more extensive resources in the form of 
employees with responsibilities focused on Responsible Care® and sustainability 
issues, and thus better opportunities of responding to the survey. 

 

Figure 5. Distribution of number of employees among respondents and possible 
respondents 
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By calculating the percentage of respondents out of possible respondents per 
number of employee category this fact is even more evident as can be seen in 
Figure 6. If all bars in the chart were of equal height that would indicate that the 
distribution of respondents and possible respondents are identical. 

 

Figure 6. Percentage respondents/possible respondents per number of employee category 
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Figure 7. Distribution and percentage of SNI code among respondents and possible 
respondents 

 

Figure 8. Percentage respondents/possible respondents per SNI code group 
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In summary, the respondent companies were not completely representative of the 
possible respondent companies when it comes to number of employees and SNI 
code. However, statistical representativeness does not imply complete 
representativeness. In order to assess the relative, statistical representativeness of 
the respondent companies for possible respondents, two different statistical tests 
can be performed. For number of employees – a continuous variable – a Z-test can 
be performed. In the case of SNI code group – a category variable – a Χ2-test will 
provide a way of assessing the relative representativeness of respondent 
companies. (Diamond & Jeffries, 2001) 

When it comes to number of employees, the hypotheses to be tested is that the 
numbers of employees among respondent companies are no different than among 
possible respondent companies. This might seem as straightforward as simply 
comparing arithmetic means, but given the influence of chance in the sampling the 
Z-test is a way to test this hypothesis. The test statistic Z is calculated as 

√⁄
 

where  is the sample mean (mean among respondents),  is the population mean 
(mean among the possible respondents), SD is the standard deviation for the 
population and  is the number of samples. The standard deviation for the 
population is calculated as  

∑
1  

where  is the value (number of employees) for observation  (an indexed 
respondent company),  is the population mean and  is again the number of 
samples. This all yields a Z-value of 1,01, which when comparing to Z-value tables 
indicates that there is not enough statistical evidence at a 95% confidence level to 
reject the hypothesis that the numbers of employees among respondent companies 
are no different than among possible respondent companies. So statistically, the 
respondent companies can at least not be considered non-representative for 
possible respondents when it comes to number of employees. The test does not 
necessarily prove that the respondents are representative for possible respondents, 
but it shows that it is difficult to determine that they are not. This can largely be 
attributed to the fact that there is a great variance in number of employees among 
possible respondents, yielding a high standard deviation and thus high influence 
of chance when sampling.  
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A Χ2-test will provide a measure of how representative the respondents are when it 
comes to SNI code, since this is a category variable. I will base my analysis on the 
grouping made in Figure 8 above, where a company can be in SNI group 24 or in 
the “Other” SNI group. This means that the variable has one degree of freedom. 
The Χ2-test is most commonly used to test causal relationships between variables. 
It determines whether observed values are significantly different from expected 
values, and in that case whether the observed difference is attributable to chance or 
is statistically significant. It will be used in this situation to determine whether 
there is a statistically significant difference in distribution of SNI group between 
respondents and possible respondents.  

In this case, there were 14 respondent companies in the “Other” SNI group 
whereas it could be expected from the frequency distribution among possible 
respondents and the total number of respondents that there would be 11,35. There 
were 23 respondent companies in the SNI group 24, compared to an expected 
25,65. The Χ2 test statistic is calculated as follows: 

Χ
Ο Ε
Ε  

In the equation, Ο represents the observed value and Ε represents the expected 
value. The test statistic thus calculates to 0,89. A comparison with a Χ2 value table 
using one degree of freedom at the 95% confidence level show that the test statistic 
is well below the critical value of 3,84. This means that there is no statistically 
significant difference in distribution between respondents and possible 
respondents when it comes to SNI group. The difference that exists can be 
attributed to chance, and the respondents can therefore be considered a 
representative sample of possible respondents for the aspect of SNI group. 

Of course, there might also be other characteristics of the respondent companies, 
apart from number of employees and SNI group, where they differ in distribution 
from possible respondents, making the representativeness less than perfect. I urge 
readers to keep this in mind when evaluating the results and their validity for the 
entire sample. 
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4.2 From quantitative to qualitative 

The quantitative pre-study provided an overview of perceptions of sustainability 
in relation to business strategy among the examined companies. Its purpose was 
partly isolated from the purpose of the qualitative study, which aims to explore the 
critical factors when implementing an integration of sustainability with business 
strategy. However, some of the survey results have raised questions that I wanted 
to explore further in the qualitative study, as a complement to exploring the critical 
factors identified in the theoretical discussion. Specifically, the sustainability-
related issues that were perceived as threats or opportunities, as well as the 
importance of different organizational units and competencies for the future, were 
brought in to the interview process.   
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5 Analysis of results 

The following analysis of results draws mainly from the case study interviews, 
while integrating some of the key findings from the survey. First out is a general 
description of Akzo Nobel, Eka Chemicals and the positions of the interviewees. 
Next to be presented is an analysis of the views of sustainability and CSR that 
surfaced during the interviews, followed by an analysis based on the aspects 
identified in the theory of critical factors when implementing a change in business 
strategy: change leadership, shared vision, sense of urgency and aligning goals. 

5.1 Description of object of study 

Akzo Nobel is a company based in the Netherlands with around 43 000 employees 
operating out of 80 countries. After completing the sale of its medical products 
division (Organon BioSciences) with close to 14 000 employees during 2007, it now 
has activities in 10 business units organized in two divisions: Coatings and 
Chemicals. Another major structural deal involving Akzo Nobel is the currently 
ongoing acquisition of ICI, a UK-based company operating in the coatings industry 
with around 26 000 employees (Akzo Nobel corporate web site, 2007). 

Pulp and Paper Chemicals is one of ten business units within Akzo Nobel, and the 
entire business unit operates under the brand name of Eka Chemicals. The 
business consists of developing chemicals for the pulp and paper industry, such as 
bleaching substances, sizing and coating agents and water treatment chemicals. 
The history of Eka Chemicals dates back to 1895, when Swedish scientist Alfred 
Nobel and two colleagues founded EKA (Elektrokemiska Aktiebolaget) in 
Bengtsfors. In 1924 the company moved its activities to Bohus, north of 
Gothenburg, a site which still today is operational, employing some 600 persons. In 
1951 the company was acquired by the foresting company Iggesunds bruk, and in 
1986 ownership shifted to Nobel Industries, resulting in a name shift to Eka Nobel 
AB. In 1994 Nobel Industries merged with Akzo to form Akzo Nobel, and the 
current name of Eka Chemicals was adopted. (Eka Chemicals web site, 2007) 

Table 1 below lists the interviews performed, what position the interviewees had 
and at what organizational level. The leftmost column provides a short name for 
the interviewee that will be used in the presentation and analysis of interview 
results for easy referral.  
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Table 1. Interviews performed 

Position Level Short name 

Manager of Health, Safety 
and Environment 

Pulp and Paper Chemicals 
(business unit) 

Mgr HSE (BU) 

Manager of Technology & 
Engineering and member of 
the Board of Management3 

Pulp and Paper Chemicals 
(business unit) 

Mgr T&E (BU) 

Site Manager Production site Bohus (site 
level) 

Mgr Bohus (site) 

Manager of Operations and 
member of the Board of 
Management 

Pulp and Paper Europe 
(sub-business unit) 

Mgr Op (SBU) 

Site Manager4 Production site Trollhättan 
(site level) 

Mgr Trollhättan (site) 

Total Quality Manager and 
member of the Board of 
Management 

Pulp and Paper Europe 
(sub-business unit) 

TQM (SBU) 

Total Quality Manager Production site Bohus (site 
level)  

TQM (site) 

 

To clarify the different organizational levels at which the interviewees were 
positioned, Figure 9 below places the interviewees in relation to the overall 
structure of Akzo Nobel. In the figure, the organizational structure of the sub-
business unit Pulp and Paper Europe has been somewhat simplified - in reality the 
production sites in Bohus and Trollhättan are positioned slightly different relative 
each other. However, for the sake of this study they can be considered to be at the 
same level, as there is no level of management function between the site and sub-
business unit levels.  

The organizational position of the corporate service team Sustainable Development 
has also been included in the organogram. It was through discussions with the 
manager of this team (labelled Mgr SD in Figure 9 below) that the qualitative study 
was initiated. 

                                                 
3 To clarify Table 1, there are Boards of Management both on the corporate, business unit, and sub-
business unit level. Mgr T&E (BU) is on the business unit Board of Management, whereas Mgr Op 
(SBU) and TQM (SBU) are on the sub-business unit Board of Management. 

4 The Site Manager for Trollhättan is also responsible for the production site in Borås. 



Stock
Cent

 

Figu

5.2

CSR
Akz
the
men
the 
for 
sup
com

Mg
rep
saw
of t

M
T

M
M

kholm Universi
tre for Transdisc

ure 9. Ak
dis

2 Views o

R has been
zo Nobel. 
se docum
ntioned 38
 2006 repo
 2004, 0,91
perficial, it
mmonly us

gr HSE (BU
placed by s
w them not
the broader

Mgr Bohus (sit
TQM (site) 

Mgr HSE (BU) 
Mgr T&E (BU) 

ty 
ciplinary Enviro

kzo Nobel 
cussions an

of sustaina

n and stil
The comp

ments reve
8 times in t
ort. Relative
1 for 2005 
t could b
sed term in

U) and Mgr
sustainabil
t as interch
r term sust

te) 

onmental Resea

organogram
nd interview

ability and

ll is a mor
pany issued
eal that th
the 2004 re
e to the nu
 and 1,38 

be an indi
n Akzo Nob

r T&E (BU
lity within
hangeable t
tainability,

M

arch 

32 (48)

m and po
ws and Akzo

d CSR 

re promin
d a CSR Re
he words 

eport, 60 tim
umber of pa

for 2006. 
ication tha
bel, at leas

U) both beli
n Akzo No
terms, but 
, which als

Mgr Trollhättan

ositions of 
o Nobel corp

nent concep
eport in 20
 sustainab
mes in the 
ages in the
Although 
at sustaina
st in its exte

ieved that 
obel in the
 rather tha
so includes

n (site)

Mast

L

f interview
porate web s

pt than su
004, 2005 a
bility and
 2005 repo

e reports th
this type 

ability is 
ernal comm

the term C
e near futu
at CSR will
s aspects li

Mgr Op (SBU
TQM (SBU) 

Mgr S

Sustainable En
ter’s Thesis, aut

Last modified 2

ees (recrea
 site, 2007). 

ustainabilit
and 2006. S
d sustainab
ort, and 106
he number
of analysi
becoming

munication

CSR will co
ure. Mgr T
l be adopte
ike Health 

U) 

SD 

nterprising 
tumn 2007 

2008‐01‐27 

ated from 
 

ty within 
Searching 
ble were 
6 times in 
rs are 0,63 
is is very 

g a more 
ns.  

ome to be 
T&E (BU) 
ed as part 
 & Safety. 

 



Stockholm University      Sustainable Enterprising 
Centre for Transdisciplinary Environmental Research    Master’s Thesis, autumn 2007 

  33 (48)  Last modified 2008‐01‐27 

Mgr HSE (BU) also thought that sustainability is an easier concept to grasp and to 
communicate.  

The long-term perspective is important according to Mgr T&E (BU) and 
sustainability has the greatest potential impact on focusing and directing product 
and process development. Initiatives already in place include implementing eco-
efficiency analysis in investment decisions and Research & Development “gate 
models” according to both Mgr HSE (BU) and Mgr T&E (BU). The importance of 
sustainability for Research & Development departments was also found in the 
survey results, where R&D was the second most common functional unit 
considered handling sustainability issues.  

Using van Marrewijk’s (2003) definition of the relationship between CSR and 
corporate sustainability, this can all be interpreted as Akzo Nobel being at the 
point in the evolutionary process where sustainability is about to replace CSR and 
not only integrate the three ‘pillars’ of sustainability, but also extend the time 
perspective and perhaps come to include the “second-order issues” as identified by 
Steurer et al (2005). Both Mgr HSE (BU) and Mgr T&E (BU) mentioned the 3P 
acronym, another indication that the company is not yet in the last stage of van 
Marrewijk’s (2003) evolutionary process. It is also interesting to note that the 
general discussion on sustainability and CSR came up and was discussed in 
greater length with the interviewees at the business unit level than on lower 
organizational levels.   

5.3 Applying the model of critical factors 

Below are the analyzed results from the interviews under separate headings for 
each of the aspects identified in the theoretical model of critical factors when 
implementing a change in business strategy.  

5.3.1 Change leadership 

As was identified in the model, change leadership could come from either a 
committed and values-oriented top management, or from what was called ‘change 
agents’. These two factors are explored under separate headings below. 

5.3.1.1 Top management commitment and supportive values 

Corporate top management members were considered focused on and leading the 
development of sustainability initiatives by several of the interviewees. Both Mgr 
HSE (BU) and Mgr Op (SBU) considered the current Akzo Nobel CEO’s coming 
into office as a turning point in the company’s approach to sustainability. Mgr T&E 
(BU) named an individual on the corporate level with overall responsibility for 
CSR and sustainability issues as a leader in these areas and TQM (SBU) felt that 
sustainability is firmly rooted in and actively run by top management. Mgr 
Trollhättan (site) pointed out Mgr HSE (BU) as a driving force on the business unit 
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level. It is noteworthy that none of the interviewees on the site level mentioned the 
current CEO or any other members of corporate top management as leaders in 
sustainability issues, and Mgr Trollhättan (site) admitted to not knowing who is 
leading sustainability initiatives on the corporate level. There were thus 
perceptions of a committed top management on the business unit and sub-business 
unit level, but not on the site level. Top management commitment is an especially 
interesting factor since almost 35% of Swedish respondents to the survey did not 
consider top management to be handling issues related to sustainability.  

TQM (SBU), Mgr Op (SBU) and Mgr Bohus (site) all mentioned that there has been 
and currently is a trend toward more guidelines and centralized functions from the 
corporate level.  There have been specified Business Principles since 2004 (Akzo 
Nobel corporate web site, 2007), and this could be interpreted as a way to display 
top management values. Mgr HSE (BU) claimed that there is zero-tolerance of 
deviations from the Business Principles, and Mgr T&E (BU) stated that “corporate 
morals” are especially important in emerging markets. Mgr HSE (BU) and TQM 
(SBU) explained that corporate audits are carried out on a five-year basis and 
include auditing the implementation of the Business Principles and other corporate 
standards. There were no indications in any of the interviews that top management 
values were perceived as not being supportive of sustainability. The critical factors 
of top management commitment and supportive values were found to play an 
important role on the business unit and sub business unit level, but not so much on 
the site level. 

5.3.1.2 Change agents 

Almost all major initiatives originate at the corporate level and are implemented 
throughout the entire organization, according to Mgr HSE (BU). There has been 
examples of local initiatives being brought up from the business unit level and 
implemented on the corporate level, for example the Behavior-Based Safety 
initiative according to Mgr T&E (BU). Mgr HSE (BU) identified the business unit 
team Technology and Engineering as a driver of local development projects, and 
Mgr Bohus (site) pointed out that there is a group within Technology and 
Engineering whose primary purpose is to spread knowledge of best practices and 
technology between production units all over the world. Organizing a group 
specifically to distribute best practices could be one way of formalizing change 
agents – identifying “positive deviants” (see section 2.3.2 above) and applying the 
same strategies elsewhere in the organization. However, most of the interviewees 
seemed to agree that initiatives are usually run from the corporate level. In Pascale 
and Sternin’s (2007) view of change agents, the group of “positive deviants” will 
actually be made to lead the change effort rather than it being led by top 
management. In my analysis of the interview results, change agents are not an 
evident critical factor in the Akzo Nobel case. 



Stockholm University      Sustainable Enterprising 
Centre for Transdisciplinary Environmental Research    Master’s Thesis, autumn 2007 

  35 (48)  Last modified 2008‐01‐27 

5.3.2 Shared vision 

There seemed to be agreement that the company would not be subject to any 
revolutionary changes in the near future (a five-year perspective) when it comes to 
strategic direction. Mgr T&E (BU), Mgr Bohus (site), Mgr Op (SBU) and Mgr 
Trollhättan (site) all agreed that the trend over the last years has been one of 
focusing on core business areas, a trend which was thought to be likely to continue. 
Several of the interviewees brought up the sale of the business unit Organon 
BioSciences and the even more recent bid on the British paint manufacturing 
company ICI as indications of the focus on Akzo Nobel’s two remaining business 
segments – Coatings and Chemicals. All of the interviewees mentioned a shift 
toward emerging markets in Asia and South America in the case of Eka Chemicals, 
and Mgr Op (SBU), Mgr Bohus (site), Mgr Trollhättan (site) and TQM (site) 
specifically stated that there is likely to be zero or negative growth in the European 
operation, and significant positive growth in the Asian and South American 
operations.  

While many interviewees saw the current overall trend being business as usual, 
there were also perceptions of a need for change. Mgr HSE (BU) and Mgr Bohus 
(site) felt that the company has over time built a readiness to transform itself and 
an ability to handle having to adapt to changing conditions in the company’s 
operating environment. Mgr HSE (BU) even stated that further change was certain, 
and that the critical factor would be the company’s ability to interpret signals from 
its operating environment and initiate the necessary change processes in time.  

There were a lot of commonalities in the views of what the company would look 
like in the future, especially when it came to geographical distribution. As 
discussed in section 2.2, Hart (1995) claims that a sustainable development strategy 
has to include issues of global equality and distribution of wealth between the 
developed north and the developing south, and some evidence of this type of 
perspective were evident in the interviews. A shared vision thus seemed to exist.  

5.3.3 Sense of urgency 

The views on what threats the company faces in the future were to a large extent 
similar. Mgr HSE (BU), Mgr T&E (BU), Mgr Trollhättan (site), Mgr Op (SBU) and 
TQM (SBU) all mentioned supply and price of raw material (wood) and energy as 
threats that will affect the companies chances of survival in the future. The 
company itself is not dependant on wood in its production, but the pulp and paper 
industry that they serve is. An increasing energy price not only affects the 
company directly, it also makes it more lucrative to use wood for bioenergy 
instead of manufacturing paper, which means that increasing energy prices is 
likely to both reduce the demand for pulp and paper chemicals and increase costs 
at the same time. The future decline in use of paper in a “paper-less society” (Mgr 
HSE (BU), Mgr Trollhättan (site) and TQM (SBU)) was also perceived as a threat, 
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and Mgr Trollhättan (site) felt that these trends put together makes the future 
unsafe at least on a local level. Issues of raw material and energy supply are 
definitely related to one of the top business value drivers of sustainability 
identified in the survey – cost reduction and resource efficiency. 

Mgr HSE (BU) indicated that public opinion is a major challenge for the future of 
the entire chemical industry, and that managing the perceptions of the company is 
more important than the actual performance and activities of the company. Mgr 
Bohus (site) expressed a similar opinion in saying that there is a lot of media focus 
on local activities, especially its effect on the surrounding environment, and that 
the company function Communication is likely to play an important part in the 
future, along with training of staff in handling media relations. These views are in 
line with the findings from the survey, which indicated that enhanced reputation is 
seen as a key reason to address sustainability issues, and that Marketing and PR 
functions – that Communication can be considered a part of – are often handling 
issues related to sustainability. From a competitive advantage standpoint, this 
would seem to be an expression of the approach suggested by Grunig et al (2002), 
who argue that maintaining relationships with important stakeholders through 
dialogue can increase competitiveness by creating an operational freedom for the 
company.  

Even though there was a lot of commonality in the perception of threats, there 
seemed to be little indication of these threats calling for any urgent change. None 
of the interviewees indicated that any major changes in company strategy were 
urgent, and sustainability issues were only indirectly mentioned as threats or 
opportunities – threats related to raw material and energy. In Garvin and Roberto’s 
(2005) outline of a persuasion campaign, establishing a sense of urgency is 
important in the initial stages of the change process, so it could be argued that 
sense of urgency is not critical in a company that has already made some progress 
when it comes to integrating sustainability with business strategy.  

5.3.4 Aligning goals 

The alignment of goals was a critical factor in the model, both on the level of 
organizational units as well as on the individual level. These different levels are 
analyzed under separate headings below. 

5.3.4.1 Alignment of organizational unit strategies 

There were many indications of systems in place designed to maintain strategic 
alignment between the different levels – from corporate down through business 
unit, sub-business unit and site. Mgr T&E (BU) showed a Balanced Scorecard (BSC) 
format used on the business unit level, containing the following aspects: owners, 
customers, suppliers, employees and society. Mgr Op (SBU) named the same 
aspects being used in the sub-business unit BSC, and TQM (SBU) indicated that 
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this BSC integrated standards and policies from both the business unit and 
corporate level. Mgr Bohus (site) explained that policies from all levels are 
translated into site level management systems. Mgr Op (SBU) elaborated on the 
process of establishing strategic direction as a continuous cycle where the business 
unit provides input on performance to the corporate level, based on aggregated 
input from the sub-business units.  This input is used in establishing corporate 
strategy, which is then implemented on the business unit and sub-business unit 
level with feedback to and approval from the level above required before strategy 
is decided, to ensure alignment between levels (see Figure 10 below). Mgr Op 
(SBU) showed an overview of this annual strategy process, with specified times for 
certain activities required for the process to flow properly.  

 

Figure 10. Strategy cycle between corporate, business unit and sub-business unit level 
(Mgr Op (SBU)) 

The alignment of strategy between different organizational units seemed to be an 
elaborated process, and the Balanced Scorecard the tool of choice to facilitate this. 
The aspects used: owners, customers, suppliers, employees and society resemble 
the format of the Sustainability Balanced Scorecard as defined by Figge et al (2002), 
where the aspect society is an additional, “non-market” (p. 274) perspective added 
to the four default aspects in the original BSC definition. 

5.3.4.2 Alignment of individual and organizational goals 

All of the interviewees mentioned the use of personal and collective bonuses as 
parts of individual remuneration models – one or the other depending on position 
in the organization (Mgr Op (SBU)). Personal bonuses were said to exist down to 
the site management level (Mgr Trollhättan (site), TQM (site)). There seemed to be 
little corporate level guidance when it came to how the personal bonuses were 
designed, except for how large the bonus was allowed to be (Mgr T&E (BU), Mgr 
Op (SBU)). Mgr Op (SBU) said that there were corporate standards on how big a 
portion of the personal bonus should be based on financial indicators, and that the 
standardization of personal bonuses increased higher up in the organization, with 
the least standardization at the site level. Mgr Op (SBU) also reported that there 
were old bonus systems in place at sites in various countries that had been 
inherited from the local organizations. Mgr Trollhättan (site) claimed that personal 
bonuses are based on the Balanced Scorecard for the sub-business unit and that 

SBU input to BU  BU input to Corporate Corporate Strategy BU Strategy  SBU Strategy

Feedback Feedback 

Approval Approval 
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they should contain all aspects in the BSC, while at the same time not being aware 
of any formal standards that dictated this.  

Collective bonuses were said to exist on a site level, guided to some degree by 
standards specific to the business unit, although these were only related to what 
financial indicators were to be used and to what extent they should determine the 
bonus (Mgr Bohus (site), Mgr Op (SBU)). Site management was said to be 
responsible for deciding which common non-financial site indicators were to be 
used, as well as to what extent individual department goals were to determine the 
bonus outcome (Mgr Bohus (site), Mgr Trollhättan (site), Mgr TQM (site)).  

Mgr HSE (BU) noted that indicators used to determine bonuses should to the 
largest possible extent be positive – like for example using number of reported near 
misses as a basis for bonus rather than number of incidents. TQM (SBU) agreed 
that there is a risk inherent in using negative indicators, as it could create 
incentives that steer behavior in a direction other than what is intended, for 
example in a situation where not reporting an incident can have a positive effect on 
the bonus outcome. Mgr T&E (BU) did not see this as a risk, and several of the 
interviewees confirmed that negative indicators were being used, like lost-time 
injuries (TQM (SBU), TQM (site)). 

Aligning individual goals and incentives with organizational goals was critical 
according to Kaplan and Norton (2006), and there were obviously systems in place 
that could do this. However, since there was little corporate standardization on the 
design of bonus programs – at least when it came to what non-financial indicators 
should be used to determine bonus outcome – there is an obvious risk that bonus 
program incentives that are not aligned with overall corporate goals can exist.  

The issue of added individual workload as part of certain initiatives came up 
during a few of the interviews. TQM (SBU) and TQM (site) remarked that 
reporting of data is a significant effort, and has increased with initiatives like 
Responsible Care® and Dow Jones Sustainability Index. TQM (site) also pointed 
out that there was little feedback on reported data and whether or not local 
activities were appropriate in relation to for example the rating on DJSI. Mgr T&E 
(BU) elaborated on evaluations of workplace safety, where the message is that the 
company is willing to accept that a worker performs an activity with decreased 
efficiency if the gain in workplace safety is significant. These topics are both related 
to what Strebel (1996) labeled “personal compacts” (p. 88). There was an awareness 
of the fact that individual motivations and organizational goals could clash, and it 
seemed that there still remained some challenges in dealing with this.  

5.3.4.3 Sense of participation and belonging: Eka vs. Akzo Nobel 

A factor that came up during all of the interviews without being previously 
identified as critical was related to the aspect of aligning goals, and dealt with the 
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sense of participation and belonging. Since the entire business unit Pulp and Paper 
Chemicals operates under the brand name of Eka Chemicals, it is likely that if the 
brand name of Eka is strong in the minds of employees, the sense of belonging to 
Akzo Nobel could suffer. The perceptions of the importance of the Eka brand 
varied, although all interviewees attributed some importance to keeping the name 
Eka, either for internal or external purposes. Mgr HSE (BU) and TQM (SBU) 
considered the importance to be mostly external as a reputation carrier and point 
of recognition among clients in the pulp and paper industry, while attributing only 
limited importance to the internal value of the brand name. Mgr Op (SBU) pointed 
out that keeping the Eka brand name over the years has had both positive effects in 
creating a strong internal culture and negative effects in weakening the bond to 
Akzo Nobel. This negative effect was even more apparent in the testimonials from 
the site level. Mgr Bohus (site) stated that in Bohus – where Eka has had activities 
since 1924 – “it is Eka [my translation]”. TQM (site) indicated that the history of the 
company and its connection to Alfred Nobel was an important basis of internal 
pride. Mgr Trollhättan (site) claimed that no employees at the production sites in 
Trollhättan and Borås would identify themselves as Akzo Nobel employees, but as 
Eka employees, and that for example the DJSI rating of Akzo Nobel would likely 
be widely considered as something that applies to “the people down there in the 
Netherlands [my translation]”. Mgr Trollhättan (site) had a history of working 
within other Akzo Nobel business units, and claimed that in comparison, the sense 
of belonging to Akzo Nobel was much weaker in Eka.  

It was clear that the internal strength of the Eka brand name and the pride related 
to its history and connection to Alfred Nobel poses a challenge for Akzo Nobel and 
possibly constitutes an obstacle when implementing changes in business strategy. 

 



Stockholm University      Sustainable Enterprising 
Centre for Transdisciplinary Environmental Research    Master’s Thesis, autumn 2007 

  40 (48)  Last modified 2008‐01‐27 

6 Conclusions 

This chapter provides summarizing conclusions from the analysis that aim to 
provide answers to the research questions of this study: 

 Is sustainability perceived as an important issue by the industry? 
 What are seen as the primary reasons to consider sustainability? 
 What are critical factors when implementing an integration of sustainability 

with business strategy? 

The survey results can’t be generalized to the entire Swedish chemical industry, 
however respondent companies were shown to be a representative sample of all 
Swedish companies that are part of the Responsible Care® program. This group of 
companies will in the following text be referred to as “these companies”.  

The median company ranks the importance of sustainability as an 8 on a 10-degree 
scale, and more than 3 of 4 companies consider the importance as increasing in the 
future. At the same time, sustainability does not appear to have reached the core of 
business strategy at this point, considering that 35% of these companies do not 
believe that top management handles sustainability issues.  

My conclusion is therefore that these companies consider sustainability as an 
important issue today and even more important in the future, while the 
current status in many companies is that sustainability is not at the core of 
business. 

Enhanced reputation was considered to be a top business value driver for 
sustainability. Marketing and PR units were considered to handle sustainability 
issues in more than 60% of replies. In addition, the qualitative study indicated that 
Eka Chemicals considered managing their reputation a key issue.  

More than 70% of these companies considered cost reduction and resource 
efficiency as a possible source of business value that could be tapped by 
addressing sustainability. This was also brought up in the qualitative study, where 
raw material and energy supply were seen as major future threats. 

From the survey I conclude that more than 80% of these companies saw legislative 
demands as a motivating force to consider sustainability. An equally large 
proportion of survey respondents considered company core values as a motivating 
force to consider sustainability.  

When it comes to reasons to consider sustainability, these companies 
considered enhanced reputation and cost reduction/resource efficiency as 
primary creators of business value when addressing sustainability. 
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Additional motivating forces to consider sustainability were legislative 
demands and company core values. 

The theory review had identified four aspects of critical factors when 
implementing a change in strategy: change leadership, shared vision, sense of 
urgency and alignment of goals. 

Change leadership evidently existed on the higher levels of the qualitatively 
studied organization, in the form of a committed top management rather than 
change agents. The perceived commitment and supportive values of top 
management was not as evident on the site level, so I conclude that the critical 
factor of change leadership was partially existent in this specific setting.  

A shared vision existed as all of the interviewees had very similar perceptions of 
what the company would look like in the future. At the same time, there were no 
perceptions of an urgent need for change. From this I conclude that the critical 
factor of a shared vision existed to a high degree whereas a sense of urgency did 
not exist. 

There were a lot of systems in place to align goals between organizational units 
and individuals and the organization. Even though flaws were identified in the 
existing systems, like the lack of corporate guidelines for design of bonus program 
incentives and the sense of belonging to Eka rather than Akzo Nobel, a lot of effort 
was definitely placed in the alignment of goals. I therefore conclude that the critical 
factor of aligning goals existed to a high degree. 

In the case of the examined parts of the Eka Chemicals organization, two 
critical factors were existent to a high degree: shared vision and aligning 
goals. Change leadership was partially existent, and the critical factor of 
sense of urgency was not existent at all.  

A discussion around these conclusions and further implications are discussed in 
the following chapter. 

 

  



Stockholm University      Sustainable Enterprising 
Centre for Transdisciplinary Environmental Research    Master’s Thesis, autumn 2007 

  42 (48)  Last modified 2008‐01‐27 

7 Discussion and implications 

In this last chapter, I will discuss freely around some of the conclusions, the 
implications of the study, and the relevance of the utilized methodology and 
theoretical framework for further research. 

7.1 General discussion 

The introduction and theory chapters provided some suggestions on why 
corporations should consider sustainability as a possible source of competitive 
advantage. Bad public opinion was identified as a challenge for the entire chemical 
industry, and this was confirmed in the survey and also indicated in the qualitative 
study. Critical voices may claim that industry efforts to improve within the area of 
sustainability (like Responsible Care®) only aim to manage public opinion rather 
than improve actual performance. No such program can be expected to be perfect 
and the result of adapting it is likely determined by how any single company 
chooses to apply it to their everyday activities. The aim of this study was not to 
examine Responsible Care® and its appropriateness from a sustainability 
perspective, but the impression that I bring with me from this process is that the 
program has the potential of improving both company performance as well as 
public opinion, if properly used. It might very well play a critical future role for the 
industry as chemical companies will have to work to maintain their license to 
operate under the scrutiny of a critical general public. 

Increasing legislative regulation, specifically REACH, was also highlighted in the 
introduction as a subject area with high relevance for sustainability. The study 
clearly showed that legislative demands are seen as a top reason for considering 
sustainability. The REACH framework integrates the one criterion in The Natural 
Step Framework that was highlighted as especially relevant to the chemical 
industry – increasing concentrations of substances produced by human society in 
ecosystems. The risk assessment process defined in REACH considers not only the 
toxicity and chemical properties of substances, but also their environmental 
distribution and fate. It is thus no surprise that legislative demands are seen as a 
primary reason to consider sustainability. 

Company core values were also seen as a motivating force to consider 
sustainability. Whether this reason stems from a link between strong core values 
and competitive advantage is not unlikely. Chemical companies with strong core 
values that are supportive of sustainability are better equipped when facing a 
future where sustainability is of increasing importance. 

When it comes to the conclusions from the qualitative study, they are more 
difficult to use a basis for statements of any certainty. Based on what critical factors 
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were evidently existent to a high degree in the studied organization of Eka 
Chemicals, one could be tempted to conclude that these factors are in fact more 
critical than those that were not found to exist to the same degree. Because of the 
qualitative nature of these results, they are however not to be generalized outside 
the object of study. What has probably been the most valuable outcome of the 
qualitative study is the model of critical factors itself, as is discussed below along 
with other implications of the study. 

7.2 Implications 

The study has concluded that among the studied companies, sustainability is 
regarded as an important issue, while in many cases it has not reached the core of 
business strategy. For companies within the studied group or closely related to that 
group, this implies that not considering sustainability or approaching it as 
something other than an integral part of business strategy could lead to decreased 
competitiveness. Given that some companies are both considering sustainability as 
an important issue and keeping it at the core of business strategy, not doing so will 
set a company apart from the competition, which could lead to a competitive 
disadvantage. This is assuming that over time, sustainability is a possible source of 
competitive advantage – an assumption that would have to be backed by further 
empirical research findings.  

For Eka Chemicals, the study findings imply that there are specific areas where the 
company can improve in the continued process of integrating sustainability with 
business strategy. Top management commitment for sustainability can be more 
clearly communicated down to the site level. There are certain flaws in the systems 
for aligning goals that can be addressed, like regulating the design of individual 
and collective bonus programs and related indicators. The sense of participation 
and the value of keeping the Eka Chemicals brand name is also an issue that 
should be kept in mind moving forward.  

For companies, or even organizations in general, the theoretical model of critical 
factors when implementing changes in strategy could be useful as a sort of 
checklist. The model does not claim to be a complete check list of critical factors, 
nor does it claim that all the factors are of a certain importance in every single 
situation. It can however be utilized as a tool for getting managers to ask 
themselves questions for each of the identified factors in the model  - is this likely 
to be a critical factor in this specific case and how will we handle it? 
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7.3 Suggestions for further research 

As far as extending the limits of this particular study, it would be interesting to see 
further quantitative research on industry perceptions of sustainability. From my 
point of view, expanding the selection of studied companies geographically and 
making comparisons between additional companies would be very interesting. A 
larger selection would also make it more meaningful to make multi-variable 
analysis of the data, and examine possible relationships between variables. The 
critical factor of top management commitment could for example be studied 
quantitatively by looking at whether companies that consider top management to 
be handling sustainability issues also consider sustainability more important than 
other companies. The aspects of company size and ownership structure would also 
be interesting to explore further, to see whether these have any effect on 
importance of sustainability or top management involvement. In order to perform 
this type of multi-variable analysis one would need a larger sample in order to 
achieve reliable results. 

When it comes to the qualitative study of critical factors, the model should be 
tested in other settings to assess its general relevance. Using the same model but 
with a larger number of interviews spanning more organizational levels and units 
within Akzo Nobel would also be a way of assessing the validity of the results 
from this study. 

The theoretical discussion in this thesis only superficially touched upon the actual 
creation of strategies that incorporate sustainability. How to create such strategies 
and whether or not they contribute to the competitive advantage of the company is 
another area that warrants more research. It would also be of interest to examine 
the processes through which sustainability can create competitive advantage to 
find out whether the perceptions among the studied companies are correct – that 
enhanced reputation and cost reduction/resource efficiency are the top business 
value drivers of sustainability. With sustainability being seen as an important issue 
today and even more important in the future, there is probably room for a lot of 
sustainability research in many areas related to the chemical industry.  
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Appendix I. Survey 
Hållbar utveckling och den svenska kemiindustrin 
En magisteruppsats av Robert Larsson           

Denna enkätundersökning genomförs som en del av en magisteruppsats i Miljö och hållbart företagande 

vid Stockholms universitet. Uppsatsförfattaren Robert Larsson samarbetar med Plast- och Kemiföretagen 

för att distribuera enkäten och hantera svaren. Mer information om hur Dina svar hanteras finns i inbjudan. 

I enkäten används begreppet "hållbar utveckling" frekvent. Om du själv inte har en klar uppfattning om vad 

"hållbar utveckling" innebär är den ursprungliga definitionen: att utvecklingen tillgodoser dagens behov 

utan att äventyra kommande generationers möjligheter att tillgodose sina behov (från FN-rapporten "Our 

common future" av Brundtland-kommissionen, 1987). För företag talar man ofta om att integrera 

ekonomiska, miljömässiga och sociala aspekter i styrningen av sin verksamhet för att sträva mot hållbar 

utvckling. 

Om du har några frågor om enkäten, kontakta Robert Larsson via e-post rola9999@student.su.se eller via 

telefon 070 - 408 20 27. 

1. Hur viktigt anser du att hållbar utveckling för ditt företag? 

Ange ett av alternativen: 1-10 (1 = Inte alls viktigt, 10 = Mycket viktigt)  
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2. Vilken eller vilka drivkrafter finns för ditt företag att jobba med hållbar utveckling? 

Välj "Ja" i kolumnen "Är en 

drivkraft" för det eller de 

alternativ du anser är 

drivkrafter för ditt företag att 

jobba med hållbar utveckling.  

 Alternativ Är en drivkraft 

För att uppfylla lagkrav Ja/Nej 

För att minimera affärsmässiga risker Ja/Nej 

För att utveckla nya marknadsmöjligheter Ja/Nej 

För att det är en del av företagets 

värdegrund Ja/Nej 

För att konkurrenssituationen kräver det Ja/Nej 

Annan (ange):   

3. Hur väl integrerat anser du att hållbar utveckling är i ditt företags affärsstrategi? 

Ange ett av alternativen: 1-10 (1 = Inte alls integrerat, 10 = Fullständigt integrerat)  
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4. För vilken eller vilka av följande områden har ditt företag en skriven policy: 

Välj "Ja" i kolumnen "Skriven 

policy finns" för det eller de 

alternativ där ditt företag har 

en skriven policy. 

 Alternativ Skriven policy 
finns 

Etik Ja/Nej 

Hållbar utveckling Ja/Nej 

Jämlikhet Ja/Nej 

Lokalt samhällsengagemang Ja/Nej 

Miljö Ja/Nej 

Mångfald Ja/Nej 

Mänskliga rättigheter Ja/Nej 

5. På vilket eller vilka sätt tror du att ditt företags arbete med hållbar utveckling kan skapa 

affärsnytta? 

Välj "Ja" i kolumnen "Kan 

skapa affärsnytta" för det 

eller de alternativ där du 

anser att ditt företags arbete 

med hållbar utveckling kan 

skapa affärsnytta. 

 Alternativ Kan skapa 
affärsnytta 

Förbättrad företagsstyrning Ja/Nej 

Förbättrade investerarrelationer Ja/Nej 

Förbättrat rykte Ja/Nej 

Innovationsmöjligheter Ja/Nej 

Kostnadsbesparingar/resurseffektiviseringar Ja/Nej 

Rekrytera och behålla personal Ja/Nej 

Strategiska partnerskap Ja/Nej 

Annan (ange):   
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6. Vilket eller vilka av följande verktyg använder ditt företag i sin verksamhet? 

Välj "Ja" i kolumnen 

"Används i verksamheten" för 

det eller de alternativ som ditt 

företag använder i sin 

verksamhet. 

 Alternativ Används i 
verksamheten 

Balanced Score Card Ja/Nej 

Det Naturliga Stegets ramverk Ja/Nej 

Ledningssystem arbetsmiljö enl. OHSAS 18001 Ja/Nej 

Ledningssystem certifierat enl. EMAS Ja/Nej 

Ledningssystem certifierat enl. ISO 9001 Ja/Nej 

Ledningssystem certifierat enl. ISO 14001 Ja/Nej 

Produktlivscykelanalys (PCA/LCA) Ja/Nej 

7. Vilken eller vilka funktionella enheter inom ditt företag hanterar frågor med koppling till hållbar 

utveckling? 

Välj "Ja" i kolumnen 

"Hanterar frågan" för det 

eller de alternativ där du 

anser att enheten hanterar 

frågor med koppling till 

hållbar utveckling. 

 Alternativ Hanterar frågan

Ekonomi och finans Ja/Nej 

Forskning och utveckling Ja/Nej 

Högsta ledningen Ja/Nej 

Investerarrelationer Ja/Nej 

Kvalitet, miljö och arbetsmiljö Ja/Nej 

Marknad och PR Ja/Nej 

Personal Ja/Nej 

Tillverkning/produktion Ja/Nej 

Annan (ange):   
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8. Hur redovisar ditt företag sitt arbete med hållbar utveckling? 

Välj alternativ för hur ditt 

företag redovisar sitt arbete 

med hållbar utveckling: 

  Integrerat i årsredovisningen, Publicerar en separat hållbarhets-

redovisning, Redovisar endast internt, Redovisar inte 

Annan (ange):   

 
9. Vilken eller vilka nivåer av ditt företag anser du är medvetna om begreppet hållbar utveckling? 

Välj "Ja" i kolumnen 

"Medvetna om begreppet" för 

det eller de alternativ där du 

anser att personer på den 

nivån i ditt företag är 

medvetna om begreppet 

hållbar utveckling. 

 Alternativ Medvetna om 

begreppet 

Högsta ledningen Ja/Nej 

Mellanchefer Ja/Nej 

Anställda i icke-chefsposition Ja/Nej 

10. Hur viktigt tror du att hållbar utveckling kommer att vara för ditt företag om fem år? 

Ange ett av alternativen:  Mindre viktigt än idag, Lika viktigt som idag, Viktigare än idag 
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11. Hur ser ditt företags ägarstruktur ut?         

Ange ett av alternativen:  Privatägt huvudbolag, Dotterbolag i privatägd koncern, Börsnoterat huvudbolag, 

Dotterbolag i börsnoterad koncern 

 Annan (ange):   

12. Kommentarer om ämnet hållbar utveckling i den svenska kemiindustrin 

Kommentar:   
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Appendix II. Survey results 
Below are the complete results from the Swedish survey, compared to the results 
from the American survey if there was a corresponding, comparable question. The 
Swedish survey is denoted SE and the American survey is denoted USA. Each 
graph is titled as the question in the Swedish survey, and the corresponding 
question in the American survey is presented below each graph. All information 
concerning the American survey is gathered from Beloff et al (2004). 

 

Corresponding question in the American survey: “How important is sustainability 
to your company?” 
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1. Hur viktigt anser du att hållbar utveckling 
för ditt företag?

nSE = 38 



Stockholm University  APPENDIX II    Sustainable Enterprising 
Centre for Transdisciplinary Environmental Research    Master’s Thesis, autumn 2007 
 

  2 (11)  Last modified 2008‐01‐27 

 

 

No comparable corresponding question in the American survey. 
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2. Vilken eller vilka drivkrafter finns för ditt 
företag att jobba med hållbar utveckling?
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Corresponding question in the American survey: “How much is sustainability 
integrated into your company’s overall business strategy?” 
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3. Hur väl integrerat anser du att hållbar 
utveckling är i ditt företags affärsstrategi?

nSE = 38 
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Corresponding question in the American survey: “Does your company have a 
written policy that specifically addresses the following areas? (Check all that 
apply.)” 

Etik
Hållbar 

utveckling
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g
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Andel ja (SE) 44,7% 63,2% 86,8% 26,3% 97,4% 31,6% 39,5%

Andel ja (USA) 89,0% 40,0% 86,0% 54,0% 97,0% 80,0% 34,0%
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4. För vilken eller vilka av följande områden 
har ditt företag en skriven policy:
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Corresponding question in the American survey: “What do you see as the greatest 
sustainability-related opportunities for your business? (Check the top 3.)” 

Förbättrad 
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personal

Strategiska 
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Andel ja (SE) 34,2% 44,7% 84,2% 55,3% 71,1% 47,4% 44,7%

Andel ja (USA)* 15,0% 20,0% 65,0% 53,0% 62,0% 18,0% 26,0%
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5. På vilket eller vilka sätt tror du att ditt 
företags arbete med hållbar utveckling kan 

skapa affärsnytta? * = i USA‐enkäten 
tilläts endast tre 
svarsalternativ
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No comparable corresponding question in the American survey. 

Balanced 
Score Card

Det 
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Lednings‐
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(PCA/LCA)

Andel ja 28,9% 13,2% 34,2% 10,5% 89,5% 92,1% 26,3%
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6. Vilket eller vilka av följande verktyg 
använder ditt företag i sin verksamhet?
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Corresponding question in the American survey: “Within which functional area(s) 
is sustainability currently housed? (Check all that apply.)” 

Open option answers in a couple of instances in the Swedish survey indicated that 
purchasing (“inköp”) also handles sustanability issues. 

Ekonomi 
och finans

Forskning 
och 

utveckling

Högsta 
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Investerar‐
relationer

Kvalitet, 
miljö och 
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Marknad 
och PR

Personal*

Tillverkning
/ 

produktion
*

Juridik**

Andel ja (SE) 23,7% 86,8% 65,8% 23,7% 89,5% 60,5% 34,2% 63,2% 0,0%

Andel ja (USA) 3,0% 38,0% 0,0% 12,0% 44,0% 74,0% 0,0% 0,0% 24,0%
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7. Vilken eller vilka funktionella enheter inom 
ditt företag hanterar frågor med koppling till 

hållbar utveckling? * = fanns som alternativ i svenska men ej 
amerikanska

** = fanns som alternativ i amerikanska men ej i 
svenska
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No comparable corresponding question in the American survey. 
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8. Hur redovisar ditt företag sitt arbete med 
hållbar utveckling?

nSE = 38 
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No comparable corresponding question in the American survey. 

Högsta ledningen Mellanchefer Anställda i icke‐chefsposition
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9. Vilken eller vilka nivåer av ditt företag anser 
du är medvetna om begreppet hållbar 

utveckling?
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Corresponding question in the American survey: “In your view, will your 
company place more or less emphasis on sustainability in 5 years than it does 
today?” 

Mindre viktigt än idag Lika viktigt som idag Viktigare än idag [Inget svar]

Antal svar (SE) 0 8 29 1

Antal svar (USA) 0 4 31 0
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10. Hur viktigt tror du att hållbar utveckling 
kommer att vara för ditt företag om fem år?

nSE = 38 
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No comparable corresponding question in the American survey. 
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11. Hur ser ditt företags ägarstruktur ut?
nSE = 38 
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Appendix III. Interview guide 
Tema  Frågor  Att notera  Anteckningar 
Change 
leadership 

Har  du  haft  möjlighet  att  påverka 
företagets strategi?  
Rikta  bort  frågan  från  individen. 
Exemplifiera. 

Är  ledarskapsstilen  ”participatory”  eller 
inte? Skiljer det sig mellan nivåer? 

 

Har  företaget  förändrats  sedan  du 
började? 
Fokus på strategi. Vad har förändrats? 

Notera om förändring skett i samband med 
byte  av  ledarskap.  Pratar  man  om  Akzo 
eller Eka? 

 

Företaget säger så här i sina ’business 
principles’ samt policy om miljö och 
samhällsansvar:  
”We will conduct our activities in a 
socially responsible manner” 
”Environmental management one of the 
highest corporate priorities and a key 
determinant to sustainable 
development” (ICC Business Charter) 
”Eka Chemicals shall be a respected and 
caring member of local communities”.  
Tycker du att man lever som man lär? 
På vilket sätt yttrar sig detta i 
verksamheten? Vilket arbete bedrivs och 
hur organiseras det? Hur tas policies 
fram? 

Är värderingarna hos  ledningen  i  linje med 
policies? 
Gör  man  åtskillnad  mellan  Akzo‐policies 
och Eka‐policies? 
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Tema  Frågor  Att notera  Anteckningar 
Sker  förändringar  i  företaget på  initiativ 
uppifrån eller lokalt? 
Finns  skillnad  mellan  förändringar  i 
hållbarhetsarbete och andra områden? 

Change  agents  –  finns  lokala 
initiativtagare?  
Hur  ser  man  på  förändringsinitiativ 
uppifrån? 

 

Tycker  du  att  företaget  jobbar  hårt  för 
att  uppnå  det  man  eftersträvar  i  sina 
visioner och policies? 
Tycker  företagsledningen  här  att  det  är 
viktigt? Ledningen i Nederländerna? 
Fokus  på  policies  och  visioner  för 
hållbarhet? 

Management commitment – anser man att 
ledningen är engagerad? 
 

 

Shared 
vision 

Kommer  företaget att  se  likadant ut om 
fem år?  

Finns en tydlig bild av företagets vision?   

Är  företaget  väl  rustat  för  att  möta 
framtida utmaningar? 
Vilka  förändringar  ser  du  i  fem‐
årsperspektivet?  Hur  arbetar  ni  för  att 
möta de förändringarna? 

Är man medveten om eventuella svagheter 
och förbättringspotential?  

 

Sense  of 
urgency 

Vad  är  de  stora  utmaningarna  för 
företaget i framtiden? 

Ingår  hållbarhets‐frågor  bland  de  stora 
utmaningarna?  Ses det  som problem eller 
möjligheter?  Finns  Enhanced  reputation, 
Innovation  opportunities  eller  Cost 
reduction/resource efficiency med? 
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Tema  Frågor  Att notera  Anteckningar 
  Vilken  sorts  kompetens  kommer 

företaget  att  vara  beroende  av  i 
framtiden?  Finns  det  vissa  delar  av 
företaget  som  är  eller  kommer  att  vara 
viktigare än andra? 

Anses Research & Development, QEHS eller 
Marketing and PR som viktiga funktioner.  

 

Aligning 
goals 

Går det bra för företaget? 
Hur  funkar  hållbarhetsarbetet?  Går  det 
bra? 
 

Nämns  Eka:s  resultat  eller  Akzo  Nobels? 
Känner personen till respektive? 

 

Vilka målsättningar  finns  för  ditt  arbete 
som kommer att följas upp? 
Finns feedback? Belöningssystem? 

Vilken  typ  av  mål  anges?  Personal 
compacts – finns det någon konflikt mellan 
personliga  målsättningar  och 
övergripande? 

 

Vad  tycker  du  om  att  Akzo  Nobel  är 
rankade  som  nummer  ett  inom 
kemiindustrin  på  Dow  Jones 
Sustainability Index? 
Är  det  viktigt  att  vara  rankade?  Hur 
delaktiga är Eka i det arbetet? 

Känner man sig som en del av Akzo eller en 
del  av  Eka?  Uppfattar  man  utmärkelsen 
som något man själv fått? 
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Appendix IV. Interview process 
Inledning 

Hur länge har du jobbat här?  

Har du haft olika befattningar eller samma hela tiden? 

 

Förändring över tid och utmaningar 

Har företaget förändrats sedan du började?  

Sker förändringar i företaget på initiativ uppifrån eller lokalt?  

Hur tror du att företaget kommer att se ut om fem år?  

Vilka stora utmaningar finns för företaget?  

Går det bra för företaget idag?  

Är företaget väl rustat för att möta framtida utmaningar? 

Vilken sorts kompetens kommer företaget att vara beroende av i framtiden? Finns det vissa 
delar av företaget som är eller kommer att vara viktigare än andra? 

 

Policies 

Företaget säger så här i sina ’business principles’ samt policy om miljö och samhällsansvar:  

”We will conduct our activities in a socially responsible manner” 

”Environmental management one of the highest corporate priorities and a key determinant to 
sustainable development” (ICC Business Charter) 

”Eka Chemicals shall be a respected and caring member of local communities”.  

Tycker du att man lever som man lär? 

Vad tycker du om att Akzo Nobel är rankade som nummer ett inom kemiindustrin på Dow 
Jones Sustainability Index? 

Tycker du att företaget jobbar hårt för att uppnå det man eftersträvar i sina visioner och 
policies? 

 

Strategi och egna målsättningar 

Har du haft möjlighet att påverka företagets strategi? 

Vilka målsättningar finns för ditt arbete som kommer att följas upp? 
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