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Abstract 
 
Purpose – The purpose of this research is to investigate how organizations successfully 
can implement sustainability strategies. To fulfill the purpose, three research questions 
were established: 

1. What factors are important to consider when implementing environmental 
sustainability strategies? 

2. How do these factors affect the implementation of an environmental 
sustainability strategy? 

3. How can these factors enable a successful implementation of sustainability 
strategies? 

Method – To achieve the purpose of this study, a case study has been conducted at an 
organization where empirical data has been collected through interviews, observations, 
and document analyses. Further, a literature review was carried out to establish a 
theoretical framework. The empirical data and theoretical framework have been 
compared and analyzed in order to answer the research questions and fulfill the purpose. 
 
Findings – The findings provided six important factors in the implementation of 
environmental sustainability strategies: organizational structure, organizational culture, 
internal communication, management control, leadership, and employee motivation. 
The factors affect the implementation by hindering and facilitating alignment, common 
understanding, efficient communication, employee involvement and motivation. 
Further, the factors can enable a successful implementation by creating a mutual 
understanding of the strategy’s vision and goals and establishing an organizational 
alignment in relation to the strategy. Last, the research indicates that a holistic 
consideration of these factors is needed. 
 
Implications – The research did not contribute to new theories, however, it provided 
increased knowledge on various factors that affect and enable environmental 
sustainability strategy implementation. Further, the research suggests that the factors 
should be considered holistically and simultaneously to achieve organizational 
alignment and mutual understanding. 
 
Limitations – The study is a single case study where one organization has been 
explored and a limited number of interviews have been conducted. The credibility of 
the study is believed to have increased further if multiple organizations had been studied 
with more interviews. 
 
Keywords – Organizational sustainability, strategy implementation, environmental 
sustainability, organizational management. 
  



 

 ii 

Contents 
1. Introduction ........................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Background ....................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2 Problem Formulation ........................................................................................................ 2 
1.3 Purpose and Research Questions ...................................................................................... 2 
1.4 Delimitations .................................................................................................................... 3 
1.5 Outline .............................................................................................................................. 4 

2. Methodology ....................................................................................................... 5 
2.1 Connections between the Research Questions and Method ............................................. 5 
2.2 Work Process .................................................................................................................... 5 
2.3 Approach........................................................................................................................... 5 
2.4 Research Design ............................................................................................................... 6 
2.5 Preliminary Investigation.................................................................................................. 6 
2.6 Literature Review ............................................................................................................. 6 
2.7 Empirical Data .................................................................................................................. 7 

2.7.1 Interviews ................................................................................................................................. 7 
2.7.2 Observations............................................................................................................................. 8 
2.7.3 Document Analysis .................................................................................................................. 9 

2.8 Data Analysis .................................................................................................................... 9 
2.9 Research Quality ............................................................................................................. 10 

3. Theoretical Framework ................................................................................... 12 
3.1 Factors Affecting the Implementation of Sustainability Strategies ................................ 12 
3.2 Connections between the Research Questions and Theory ............................................ 12 
3.3 Organizational Structure ................................................................................................. 13 
3.4 Organizational Culture.................................................................................................... 14 
3.5 Internal Communication ................................................................................................. 15 
3.6 Management Control ...................................................................................................... 16 
3.7 Leadership....................................................................................................................... 17 
3.8 Employee Motivation ..................................................................................................... 19 

4. Empirical Findings ........................................................................................... 21 
4.1 Case Organization ........................................................................................................... 21 
4.2 The Problem Formulation at the Case Organization ...................................................... 21 
4.3 Scope within the Case Organization ............................................................................... 21 
4.4 Organizational Structure ................................................................................................. 22 
4.5 Organizational Culture.................................................................................................... 24 
4.6 Internal Communication ................................................................................................. 25 
4.7 Management Control ...................................................................................................... 26 
4.8 Leadership....................................................................................................................... 27 



 

 iii 

4.9 Employee Motivation ..................................................................................................... 28 

5. Analysis ............................................................................................................. 30 
5.1 Comparison between theoretical framework and empirical findings ............................. 30 

5.1.1 Organizational Structure ........................................................................................................ 30 
5.1.2 Organizational Culture ........................................................................................................... 31 
5.1.3 Internal Communication ........................................................................................................ 32 
5.1.4 Management Control.............................................................................................................. 33 
5.1.5 Leadership .............................................................................................................................. 34 
5.1.6 Employee Motivation ............................................................................................................. 35 

5.2 Answering the Research Questions ................................................................................ 36 

6. Discussion and Conclusions ............................................................................ 38 
6.1 Discussion of Results ...................................................................................................... 38 
6.2 Discussion of Method ..................................................................................................... 38 
6.3 Implications .................................................................................................................... 40 
6.4 Conclusions .................................................................................................................... 40 
6.5 Further Research ............................................................................................................. 40 

References ................................................................................................................... 42 

 
  



 

 iv 

List of Figures 
Figure 1 – Outline of the study ................................................................................................................. 4 
Figure 2 – Work process of the study ....................................................................................................... 5 
Figure 3 – The process of the data analysis ........................................................................................... 10 
Figure 4 - Scope within case organization ............................................................................................. 22 
Figure 5 – Organizational structure of the work roles interviewed ....................................................... 23 
Figure 6 – Internal communication paths between the work roles interviewed. .................................... 25 
Figure 7 – Connection between the interviewees based on leadership .................................................. 27 

List of Tables 

Table 1 – Connection between search fields and search combinations ................................................... 7 
Table 2 – Summary of interviews made for data collection ...................................................................... 8 
Table 3 – Completed observations made for data collection.................................................................... 9 

List of Appendices 
Appendix A – Interview Guide



Introduction 

 1 

1. Introduction 
This chapter presents the study’s background, problem formulation, purpose, and 
research questions. Further, the delimitations of the study are specified. Last, the 
chapter ends with a description of the structure of the report. 

1.1 Background 
Sea levels are rising, ocean acidification is increasing, the deserts are growing larger, 
and fires occur in the dry wilderness. The consequences of climate change are appearing 
clearly all over the world. During the Climate Action Summit, the current UN 
Secretary-General António Guterres declared “The climate emergency is a race we are 
losing, but it is a race we can win” (Guterres, 2019). 
 
The earth’s population is constantly increasing, and life expectancy is now longer than 
it has been before. Following this, consumption and production escalates in step with 
increased income and changed lifestyles. It is a further challenge not to use more 
resources than the planet has to offer. This is a balance that needs to be restored (Landin 
& Diamant, 2016). Consequently, sustainability is an area of importance which has 
been evolving throughout the years (Purvis et al., 2019). 
 
The concept of sustainability consists of the three dimensions: environmental, social, 
and economic (Purvis et al., 2019). All dimensions are equally important to create the 
most optimal conditions for the future (Landin & Diamant, 2016). According to Purvis 
et al. (2019), the three pillars can also be referred to as sustainable development. 
Originally, in the report Our Common Future published by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development sustainable development was defined as 
“...development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 41). 
 
The development occurring continuously in today's societies is not sustainable. Actions 
need to be taken to make a change for the better (United Nations, 2016). Every day, the 
climate crisis is in various ways affecting people all over the world. Therefore, the 
world’s population has a responsibility to fight this battle together (Landin & Diamant, 
2016). In 2016, the UN together with various actors such as researchers, civilians, and 
academics, implemented a roadmap for sustainable development. This roadmap was 
established as 17 sustainable development goals based on the three pillars of 
sustainability, as introduced earlier. The sustainable development goals aim to get 
countries worldwide involved and engaged to create a better future for all and win this 
race (FN-förbundet, 2019; Guterres, 2019). 
 
As understood from above, the climate crisis is emerging, and sustainable development 
is more important than ever. Benn et al. (2018) argue that corporations have played a 
big role in affecting the climate negatively and thus, bears a responsibility for the 
consequences. Luckily, recent years’ increased emphasis on sustainable development 
has led to corporate sustainability becoming standard business practice in numerous 
organizations worldwide (Benn et al., 2018; Klettner et al., 2014). Organizations are 
starting to realize their responsibility and the need for including sustainability into their 
corporate strategy to enable continuous development and survival in the long run 
(Ashrafi et al., 2018; Lozano, 2012). 
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Corporate sustainability has been described as a holistic and sophisticated approach 
with the core value to enable sustainable development through a long-term focus on 
economic, social, and environmental responsibility (Ashrafi et al., 2018). Further, the 
driving forces of corporate sustainability are manifold and can originate from both 
external and internal stakeholders. For example, governmental regulations or customer 
demands, but also financial savings (Benn et al., 2018). 

1.2 Problem Formulation 
Although the concept of corporate sustainability has evolved in recent years, it has only 
contributed to limited advancements within the area of sustainable development 
(Baumgartner & Rauter, 2017). Moreover, organizations have been criticized for 
mainly changing their rhetoric for legitimacy, rather than integrating sustainability in 
daily operations and processes (Baumgartner, 2009; Boiral, 2007). 
 
In the same manner, while the relevance of formulating corporate sustainability 
strategies is generally accepted, it is also commonly agreed that the implementation 
process of such strategies is complex (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). On one hand, 
there is an understanding of the benefits and importance of a sustainability strategy. On 
the other hand, there is limited knowledge on how to effectively integrate these 
strategies and configure the organization accordingly (Eccles et al., 2014). Previous 
research has found that there is a gap between the strategy formulation and 
implementation, i.e., corporations have trouble transforming the formulation of 
sustainability strategies into practice (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). Similarly, while 
environmental sustainability within organizations is developing, Teh and Corbitt (2015) 
argue that research on how to realize and integrate such concepts strategically and 
holistically is limited. 

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions 
The problem formulation sheds light on the difficulties organizations face in realizing 
environmental sustainability strategies. Hence, the purpose of this thesis is: 
 

To investigate how organizations successfully can implement environmental 
sustainability strategies. 

 
Three research questions have been formulated to fulfill the purpose. As discussed in 
the introduction, organizations have trouble converting their sustainability strategy 
formulations into practice. Thus, the first research question focuses on identifying 
factors that influence the implementation of environmental sustainability strategies. 
 
What factors are important to consider when implementing environmental 
sustainability strategies? 
 
The second question is aimed at creating a deeper understanding of how these factors 
are established and utilized in organizations implementation of environmental 
sustainability strategies. 
 
How do these factors affect the implementation of environmental sustainability 
strategies? 
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Further, connecting an organization’s current implementation processes and the 
identified factors, the third research question intends to bring forth suggestions for 
improvements on how these factors can be managed to enhance the implementation 
process. 
 
How can these factors enable a successful implementation of sustainability strategies? 
 
A case study will be made at an organization within the public sector to answer the 
research questions and thus, fulfill the purpose. 

1.4 Delimitations 
The focus of this thesis is organizational implementation of the environmental 
sustainability strategy. Implementation is in this case the process related to integrating 
and realizing the strategy formulation in daily operations. Consequently, the content of 
the strategy will not be studied nor appraised. Furthermore, regarding sustainability 
strategies, the central emphasis will be the environmental aspect. In other words, not 
the social and economic dimensions. Continuously, the thesis will primarily cover 
factors connected to organizational structure, organizational culture, internal 
communication, management control, leadership, and employee motivation thus, other 
factors that could influence the implementation of the environmental sustainability 
strategy are neglected. 
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1.5 Outline 
To establish a clear structure, this report is divided in six chapters as seen below in 
figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 – Outline of the study
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2. Methodology 
This chapter describes the methods used to answer the research questions. Further, the 
work process, approach and the research design are introduced. The preliminary 
investigation, literature review, data collection and data analysis are further presented. 
Last, the criteria for research quality are discussed. 

2.1 Connections between the Research Questions and Method 
Interviews, observations, and document analysis have been performed to collect 
empirical data. Further, a literature review has been carried out to bring forth knowledge 
from previous research in the area. Hence, a combination of a literature review and 
empirical data has been used to answer the three research questions. 

2.2 Work Process 
The work process of this thesis has been divided into nine parts (figure 2). In January a 
preliminary investigation was carried through to identify and gain an understanding of 
the problem area. Thereafter, the literature review was initialized and formed a 
foundation for the introduction. Next, the choice of method and suitable techniques 
were determined in order to fulfill the purpose and answer the research questions. The 
literature review continued, and the theoretical framework was established. In parallel 
a case study was carried through that generated empirical data through interviews, 
observations, and document analysis. The work process continued with an analysis of 
the collected data and the literature review, which further set the foundation for the 
discussion, conclusion, and implications. 

 

Figure 2 – Work process of the study 

2.3 Approach 
Through inductive research the researcher formulates general theories from information 
gathered in specific cases. The inductive approach begins with observations of certain 
interactions from which patterns are identified and later, conclusions drawn. This way, 
the researcher follows an exploratory path. (Patel & Davidson, 2019; Tracy, 2020). This 
study aimed to investigate how organizations successfully can implement 
environmental sustainability strategies. The study began with a literature study to 
review previous research in the problem area and gain sufficient knowledge before 
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collecting empirical data. Thereafter, the empirical data was analyzed in combination 
with the theoretical framework. This analysis contributed to increased knowledge 
related to the research area. Hence, the study had an inductive approach. 
 
In qualitative research the focus is to comprehend and explain problems, situations, and 
phenomena to establish a greater and holistic understanding. Hence, qualitative 
research emphasizes interpretation and analysis and can thus be tainted by the 
researchers own knowledge and experiences. However, this aspect is argued to be a 
strength rather than a weakness, since a wider and more comprehensible understanding 
can be developed through diverse interpretations. (Patel & Davidson, 2019) This study 
followed the qualitative approach since it interpreted and analyzed both literature and 
empirical data. Through using a qualitative approach in this study, certain aspects were 
investigated and analyzed in greater detail, which can contribute to a deeper 
understanding (Shahalizadeh et al., 2009). 

2.4 Research Design 
To fulfill the purpose and answer the research questions empirical data was collected 
through a conducted case study. Saunders et al. (2012) and Yin (2018) argue that a case 
study is a way to explore a research topic within the context of real life. Furthermore, 
case studies have been argued to give a holistic perspective (Patel & Davidsson, 2019; 
Yin, 2007). The case study was carried out at one organization: therefore, a single case 
study was performed. Furthermore, a single case study can either be based on one sole 
unit of analysis (holistic) or multiple units of analysis (embedded) (Yin, 2018). When 
organizations are studied in their global nature in combination with underlying theory, 
Yin (2018) explains that a holistic design is appropriate. The unit of analysis of this 
single case study is the case organization, hence a holistic design has been applied. 

2.5 Preliminary Investigation 
A preliminary investigation was carried out at the case organization to gain a deeper 
understanding of the operations and identify possible problem areas for the study. 
According to Patel and Davidson (2019) a preliminary investigation can be helpful in 
collecting important knowledge for formulating a problem statement. Further, 
employing interviews with a low level of structure gives the respondent the greatest 
opportunity to answer freely (Patel & Davidson, 2019). Therefore, to obtain a greater 
foundation of knowledge prior to the study, a preliminary investigation was performed 
through an unstructured interview that enabled discussions where various thoughts 
were exchanged, see table 2. 

2.6 Literature Review 
A literature review was conducted to gain a better foundation and understanding of the 
problem area. Through the literature review information and further knowledge 
regarding implementation of environmental sustainability strategies was obtained. The 
search engine Primo was used to find relevant course literature and databases for further 
searching of peer-reviewed scientific articles. According to Norman (2008), peer-
reviewed articles have gone through a process where experts within the specific field 
ensure that the article is relevant and valuable. The most frequently used databases were 
ProQuest, Scopus and ScienceDirect. Various search fields concerning sustainability 
strategy, organizational structure, organizational culture, and internal communication 
were explored. Furthermore, more specific search combinations were investigated 
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based on the search fields to refine the search to gather more information on the problem 
area (table 1). 

Table 1 – Connection between search fields and search combinations 

 

2.7 Empirical Data 

2.7.1 Interviews 
Interviews are one common technique used in research to gather information through 
questioning (Patel & Davidson, 2019). According to Yin (2007) interviews are one of 
the key sources of information in a case study. Patel and Davidson (2019) state that 
standardization and structuring are two important aspects to consider regarding 
interviews. Standardization is the level to which the interviewer can decide upon the 
question’s formation and order, while structuring is the level to which the respondent 
can interpret and answer questions freely (Patel & Davidson, 2019). 
 
In qualitative interviews the structure is usually low and thus, the respondent can answer 
with less constraints. These are also commonly known as semi-structured interviews. 
The purpose of qualitative interviews is to identify and collect information about the 
studied phenomenon. Hence, qualitative research often employs qualitative interviews 
(Patel & Davidson, 2019). 
 
This study’s primary data was mainly collected through qualitative interviews. The 
interviews were semi-structured with guiding themes and questions and the respondents 
were given opportunities to discuss and answer openly. The interview guide was 
developed with guidance from the theoretical framework and with feedback from the 
case organization, see Appendix A. Further, the interviewees were carefully chosen in 
collaboration with the case organization to get a representative picture of the 
organization. The interviewees were employed within different organizational levels 
with various work positions and responsibilities. Due to the ongoing circumstances 
regarding Covid-19 it was not possible to conduct the interviews at the case company. 
Therefore, the interviews were held through video chat. The interviews were conducted 
individually with eight employees and the interviewees are presented as: environmental 
coordinator, operations manager, environmental representative, and co-worker. In the 
beginning of each interview, the interviewee was told that their name will be kept 
anonymous and that the answers will be presented based on the work role. Thereafter, 
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permission was also requested to record the interview to facilitate transcription. Since 
the organization and the employees interviewed were Swedish speaking, the interviews 
were conducted in Swedish. Afterwards, the answers were translated into English. In 
table 2, the interviews are compiled with information regarding work role, method, 
form of communication and time required. 

Table 2 – Summary of interviews made for data collection 

 

2.7.2 Observations 
Patel and Davidson (2019) state that observations are often used as a compliment to 
other sources of information. Correspondingly, in addition to the interviews and 
document analysis, this study also includes observations made at the case organization. 
According to Patel and Davidson (2019) and Yin (2007), observations evince the reality 
of activities and create contexts for events occurring. Yin (2007) argues that 
participating observations are beneficial to obtain an insider look of the reality that is 
being studied. Further, Patel and Davidson (2019) indicate that unstructured 
observations can be beneficial from an explorative and educational perspective. The 
opportunity was given to attend internal meetings, where participating and unstructured 
observations were made. Nevertheless, due to Covid-19, the meetings were held 
through video chat. Environmental coordinators from the case organization were 
leading the meetings, where environmental sustainability was discussed in relation to 
employee training and internal communication. Notes were taken continuously to 
ensure that important aspects were captured and to subsequently facilitate the handling 
of information retrieved. The observations are found in table 3. 
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Table 3 – Completed observations made for data collection 

 

2.7.3 Document Analysis 
The document analysis is a secondary source of information in this study. Patel and 
Davidson (2019) state that documents can be used to understand the actual conditions 
and thus, to answer research questions. Accordingly, internal documents were studied 
to gain a deeper insight into how the case organization works with the implementation 
of environmental sustainability strategies. Moreover, the documents were analyzed and 
evaluated critically which Patel and Davidson (2019) argue is of great importance. 
 
Various documents related to the implementation of the environmental sustainability 
strategy were studied. The documents provided information on how the strategy is 
implemented, e.g., organizational structures, previous employee evaluations, 
management control, employee training and reward systems. 
 
Further, the documents studied were used to gain an additional perspective to the 
primary data collected from the interviews and observations. 

2.8 Data Analysis 
The data and theory analyzed in this thesis was collected through empirical findings 
from a single case study and a literature review (figure 3). The empirical data and 
literature were collected and analyzed simultaneously, which Patel and Davidson 
(2019) state is common in qualitative research. Further, the analysis was carried out 
continuously throughout the data collection process, which is practical in qualitative 
studies since it can provide ideas on how to proceed and assures that the data is 
processed while it is fresh in memory (Patel & Davidson, 2019). Flexibility was 
maintained in the work structure to ensure an interplay between the processing and 
analysis of the empirical data and literature. Patel and Davidson (2019) argue that this 
can be beneficial in creating local theories. 
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Figure 3 – The process of the data analysis 

2.9 Research Quality 
Patel and Davidson (2019) and Yin (2007) present reliability and validity as two criteria 
to evaluate data quality. However, Bryman and Bell (2017) argue that these criteria are 
primarily relevant within quantitative research. In the same lines, due to the complex 
and uncertain nature of qualitative research, it has been claimed that the criteria validity 
and reliability are not suitable for such research (Bochner, 2000). Hence, this study will 
be based on other quality criteria. 
 
Tracy (2020) has established eight criteria specifically for achieving and assessing 
quality in qualitative research. The criteria were developed to act as quality markers 
that “provide a common language of excellence for qualitative research and a useful 
pedagogical compass” (Tracy, 2010, p.849). The eight criteria are: worthy topic, rich 
rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethics, and meaningful 
coherence and are further presented below from Tracy (2020). 
 
The first criterion, worthy topic, is determined by whether the research topic is 
significant, timely, relevant, and/or interesting. Second, rich rigor refers to enough and 
appropriate theoretical construct, sample, context, and time spent collecting data. 
Further, rigor also considers the practice of analyzing the data, where transparency is 
emphasized. The third criterion, sincerity, also underlines transparency. Even more, the 
self-reflexivity on subjective aspects. 
 
Fourth, there is credibility, which relates to detailed and clear descriptions. Credibility 
can increase through triangulation and crystallization, i.e., that the findings are 
supported by multiple sources of data or researchers. 
 
The fifth criterion, resonance, refers to how the research affects certain readers. 
Resonance can be achieved through transferability, which is connected to research 
which the readers find converge with their situation and context. The providing of 
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detailed findings can increase the applicability of knowledge, and thus, the 
transferability. 
 
Significant contribution is the sixth criterion, which can for example be reached through 
extending existing theory, i.e., theoretical significant contributions, or by providing 
useful knowledge related to a current problem, i.e., practical significant contributions. 
 
Further, ethics is the seventh criterion. This criterion emphasizes ethics in data 
collection by for example consideration and participant consent and integrity. Further, 
that ethics need to be considered in how the research is presented and shared. 
 
The last criterion is meaningful coherence, which is realized through achieving the 
purpose and emphasizing interconnectedness and consistency throughout the research 
literature, methods, and findings.
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3. Theoretical Framework 
This chapter presents the theoretical framework that lies as a foundation for the study. 
First, theory on factors affecting the implementation of sustainability strategies is 
presented. Further, the research questions are presented in connection to relevant 
theory. Thereafter the theoretical framework is divided into the following sections: 
organizational structure, organizational culture, internal communication, management 
control, leadership, and employee motivation. 

3.1 Factors Affecting the Implementation of Sustainability Strategies 
The importance of managing organizational sustainability is rising. It is widely 
recognized that formulating and implementing sustainability strategies can be 
beneficial in the long run (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016; Teh & Corbitt, 2015). 
However, organizations find it challenging to effectuate these strategies. Furthermore, 
there has been limited research in the area of actualizing sustainability formulations and 
the actions needed for a successful implementation (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016; 
Galpin & Lee Whittington, 2012; Galpin et al., 2015). Further, Galpin and Lee 
Whittington (2012) claim that organizations often have difficulties integrating 
sustainability practices into their operations. Even more, it has been found that 
sustainability is rarely realized as a clear strategy (Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010). 
 
Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010) state that the integration of sustainability as a central 
component enables the possibility to reach best practice and thus, sustainability can 
permeate the daily operations. To integrate sustainability as a natural part of the 
organization, Bednárik (2019) argues that there is a need to align all organizational 
activities with the sustainable development of the organization. Correspondingly, 
Engert and Baumgartner (2016) explain that organizational processes, organizational 
structures together with strategies must fit coherently for sustainability to be properly 
integrated. Continuously, the factors organizational culture, organizational structure, 
communication, leadership, management control and employee motivation are 
especially important in the implementation of sustainability strategies (Engert & 
Baumgartner, 2016). In the same line, Baumgartner (2009), Bonn and Fisher (2011), 
Crews (2010), Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010) and Marx (2015) emphasize 
leadership and organizational culture as affecting factors in sustainability strategy 
implementation. Moreover, Bednárik (2019) and Heide et al. (2002) underline 
communication and organizational structure. Further, employee motivation is 
highlighted by Galpin and Lee Whittington (2012) and Jiang and Men (2017). Finally, 
Epstein and Roy (2001) and Gond et al. (2012) state that management control also plays 
a critical role in organizational implementation of sustainability strategies. 

3.2 Connections between the Research Questions and Theory 
This section explains the segments included in the theoretical framework and how it 
contributes to answering the research questions. In order to provide a theoretical 
foundation for the first research question, what factors are important to consider when 
implementing environmental sustainability strategies?, the following segment was 
described in the section above, 3.1: 

x Factors Affecting the Implementation of Sustainability Strategies 
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To answer the first research question, it is important to recognize the factors that 
influence the implementation of an environmental sustainability strategy. 
 
To lay a theoretical ground for the second and third research question, how do these 
factors affect the implementation of environmental sustainability strategies? and, how 
can these factors enable a successful implementation of sustainability strategies?, the 
factors found in section 3.1 are reviewed: 

x Organizational Structure 
x Organizational Culture 
x Internal Communication 
x Management Control 
x Leadership 
x Employee Motivation 

To answer the second and third research question, a basic understanding of concepts on 
the various factors is needed. Further, it is of significance to understand how the factors 
facilitate and hinder the implementation of environmental sustainability strategies. 

3.3 Organizational Structure 
Robbins et al. (2017, p. 430) defines organizational structure as “the way in which job 
tasks are formally divided, grouped and coordinated”. The organizational structure 
indirectly affects the behaviors of employees and how communication is carried out 
(Malmi & Brown, 2008). Moreover, the internal decision-making is influenced by how 
the organization is structured (Olson et al., 2005). Correspondingly, Robbins et al. 
(2017) argue that the organizational structure needs to encompass where the authority 
of decision-making lies. 
 
The structure of organizations can be centralized or decentralized. The decision-making 
in centralized organizations is assigned to a higher level of the organization and thus, 
in distance to the people carrying out the work (Alvehus & Jensen, 2020). Teh and 
Corbitt (2015) argue that a more centralized structure can enhance resource utilization, 
idea sharing and employee engagement while also facilitating the implementation of 
environmental sustainability strategies. In contrast, Olson et al. (2005) suggest that 
decentralized organizations are more innovative, flexible, and effective than centralized 
organizations. In decentralized organizations decisions are made by, or close to, the 
people performing the labor (Alvehus & Jensen, 2020) which Olson et al. (2005) argue 
empowers employees and encourages problem-solving. Nevertheless, regardless of the 
structure being centralized or decentralized, it forms a control system that increases the 
predictability of organizational behavior and activities (Merchant & Van der Stedes, 
2017). 
 
The structure of an organization should support the achievement of objectives. Hence, 
it is significant to adjust and balance the organizational structure according to the 
strategy (Robbins et al., 2017). Marx (2016) argues that for the implementation and 
integration of sustainability strategies to be successful, the organizational structure must 
be supportive of transparency and alignment throughout the organization. Hence, the 
existing structure needs to be adaptable and modified to comply with the sustainability 
practices (Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007). In the same manner, Engert and Baumgartner 
(2016) and Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010) highlight the importance of an 
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organizational structure that aligns with and thus, facilitates the implementation of 
sustainability strategies. 
 
Hee Kim et al. (2014) emphasize the importance of establishing an organizational 
structure that values and facilitates the communication of ideas and initiatives over 
organizational hierarchies. Accordingly, Heide et al. (2002) argue that implementations 
of strategic initiatives often fail due to deficiencies in vertical communication in 
organizational structures. Correspondingly, Andersen and Nielsen (2009) argue that the 
top management has an important role in ensuring that the organizational structure 
emphasizes employee autonomy, initiatives, and decision-making, and thus, contributes 
to employee empowerment. However, for such a structure to effectively enhance the 
integration of sustainability strategies, there has to be a mutual understanding of the 
strategy throughout the organization (Andersen & Nielsen, 2009). 

3.4 Organizational Culture 
Robbins et al. (2017, p. 458) define organizational culture as “a system of shared 
meaning held by members that distinguishes the organization from other 
organizations”. Hence, organizational culture is essentially related to how employees 
perceive or share meaning about the organization's different characteristics, such as 
structures, norms, beliefs, values, and behaviors (Robbins et al., 2017; Schein & Schein, 
2017). 
 
In larger organizations, it is common to have a dominant culture where the core values 
are shared throughout the organization. Nevertheless, subcultures often occur in 
departments of large organizations, where the core values are accompanied by 
distinctive values of the specific department (Robbins et al., 2017). Robbins et al. 
(2017) emphasize that the values of the dominant culture must be supported and shared 
by these subcultures. If not, the culture will fail as a guide for behavior (Robbins et al., 
2017). 
 
Bonn and Fisher (2011) and Engert and Baumgartner (2016) argue that organizational 
culture is an important factor in implementing sustainability strategies. Organizational 
values, beliefs and behaviors need to be supportive of sustainability to improve the 
strategy implementation and related performance (Bonn & Fisher, 2011; Epstein & 
Roy, 2001). However, while organizational culture can create an increased consistency 
and predictability in employee behavior alongside enhanced opportunities for employee 
involvement and independence, it may also create a barrier to change (Robbins et al., 
2017). Nevertheless, in the implementation of sustainability strategies these barriers can 
be reduced through ensuring that sustainability and related practices permeates the 
organizational culture (Baumgartner, 2009). 
 
Further, to enhance the integration of sustainability within the organizational culture, 
Engert and Baumgartner (2016) argue that the sustainability vision must be clearly 
defined. Correspondingly, Bonn and Fisher (2011) highlight that the sustainability 
vision must align with the core vision to create a sustainability-centered organizational 
culture. In sustainability-centered cultures, principles of sustainability permeate 
organizational beliefs, values, and behaviors (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). Regarding the 
establishment of sustainability-centered cultures, Bonn and Fisher (2011) underline the 
importance of formally including aspects of sustainability in job descriptions and 
employee training. However, the degree to which employees internalize organizational 
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values is dependent on how well the individual’s and organization’s values match 
(Robbins et al., 2017). 

3.5 Internal Communication 
Internal communication is related to the communication that occurs within an 
organization and is an important function for organizational performance (Bednárik, 
2019). Internal communication has four main purposes: control, information, 
motivation, and emotional expression. First, communication can control employee 
behavior through for example job descriptions and policies. Second, in establishing a 
foundation of data for decision-making, communication is informative. Third, 
communication can create motivation through goal setting, feedback, and rewards. 
Last, through social interactions and sharing feelings such as frustration and 
satisfaction, communication provides opportunities for emotional expression (Robbins 
et al., 2017). 
 
Continuously, internal communication can have different directions: lateral or vertical. 
In lateral communication employees and managers communicate with members who 
belong to the same organizational level. It serves the purpose to enhance coordination 
and increase efficiency. Moreover, in the vertical direction, there is both downward and 
upward communication. Downward communication considers the communication that 
moves from a higher level in the organization to a lower level. For example, when 
managers provide employee job descriptions and organizational goals. For downward 
communication to be effective, managers must explain underlying reasons to why 
decisions are made. However, Robbins et al. (2017) argue that the one-way nature of 
downward communication is a disadvantage. Hence, the importance of upward 
communication is emphasized since it can provide managers with feedback of progress 
and problems. Upward communication provides a channel for employees to share ideas 
and concerns (Robbins et al., 2017). In the same manner, Men and Stacks (2014) state 
that a two-way and symmetrical communication can improve communication 
effectiveness. Essentially, symmetrical communication emphasizes mutual 
understanding and participation and encourages employees to share their opinions, 
which can enhance employee satisfaction, commitment and feeling of empowerment. 
Further, symmetrical communication can improve the transparency of communication 
practices (Men & Stacks, 2014). Transparent communication considers information that 
is shared openly, truthfully, and collaboratively (Jiang & Men, 2017). Hence, 
symmetrical, and transparent communication contributes to accurate, sufficient, 
balanced, and timely information (Jiang & Men, 2017; Men & Stacks, 2014). Moreover, 
Siebenhüner and Arnold (2007) argue that feedback, both downward and upward, can 
increase organizational learning, employee involvement and development of new ideas. 
Feedback can be employed to ensure that the message communicated was interpreted 
as intended, and thus, facilitate effective communication (Bednárik, 2019; Robbins et 
al., 2017). 
 
Robbins et al. (2017) present three modes of communication: oral, written, and 
nonverbal. The choice of mode depends on the context of what is to be communicated. 
Oral communication is beneficial since a lot of information can be transmitted rapidly 
and feedback can be given immediately. However, in face-to-face communication 
modes nonverbal communication such as body movements and facial expressions can 
affect how the message is perceived and understood. Furthermore, letters, emails and 
PowerPoints are examples of written communication modes. The downside of written 



Theoretical Framework 

 16 

communication is that misunderstandings can easily occur. Hence, the effectiveness of 
communication can be influenced by the choice of communication mode (Robbins et 
al., 2017). Furthermore, Tkalac Verčič and Špoljarić (2020) and Welch (2012) state that 
the choice of communication mode needs to reflect the employees’ individual needs 
and preferences. Hence, organizations should consider employee involvement in 
choosing communication modes (Tkalac Verčič & Špoljarić, 2020; Welch, 2012). 
Nevertheless, email and rich channels, e.g., face-to-face, have been found to be 
preferred by employees when receiving information considering decisions, policies and 
changes. Moreover, since rich channels or modes provide opportunities for employee 
involvement and instant feedback, internal communication may be enhanced (Men, 
2014b; Tkalac Verčič & Špoljarić, 2020). 
 
In strategy implementation internal communication has been identified as an important 
factor that can either facilitate or hinder successful implementation (Engert & 
Baumgartner, 2016; Heide et al., 2002). In the same manner, Genç (2017) argues that 
sufficient internal communication is crucial in distributing information during strategy 
implementation. Internal communication can facilitate employee adoption of culture 
and values and thus, create loyalty and motivation. Hence, if organizational goals and 
strategies are clearly and sufficiently communicated, employee performance and 
productivity can be enhanced (Bednárik, 2019; Robbins et al., 2017). In this area, Men 
and Stacks (2014) underline the importance of organizational consistency between 
values and words, i.e., the organization's communication needs to be supportive of the 
vision, values, and operations. 
 
Bednárik (2019) states that issues in management of organizations are often caused by 
ineffective communication. To achieve desired outcomes, communication has to reach 
the right person at the right time and at the right place. Implementing regular meetings 
and workshops and providing employees access to relevant information can facilitate 
fulfilment of these requirements (Bednárik, 2019; Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). 
Furthermore, to ensure effectiveness, communication barriers need to be overcome 
(Bednárik, 2019). Robbins et al. (2017) present filtering, selective perception, 
information overload, emotions, language, silence, communication apprehension and 
lying as common communication barriers. Filtering, selective perception and 
information overload all deal with the issue of the information being manipulated or 
incorrectly interpreted by the receiver (Robbins et al., 2017). An additional barrier to 
communication is a deficit in employee interaction and team functioning (Heide et al., 
2002). Bednárik (2019) and Heide et al. (2002) highlight the importance of identifying 
and acknowledging influencing factors, barriers, and weaknesses of internal 
communication to improve the effectiveness of the internal communications. 

3.6 Management Control 
Merchant and Van der Stede (2017) argue that management control is an important 
function for internal effectiveness within organizations. Furthermore, Gond et al. 
(2012) argue that by employing management control to control sustainability activities, 
the implementation of sustainability strategies can be improved. The purpose of 
management control is to assure that employees are working and behaving in alignment 
with organizational objectives. Further, all the systems that managers utilize to control 
employee performance are included in the management control. These systems usually 
go under the concept of management control systems (Merchant & Van der Stede, 
2017). 



Theoretical Framework 

 17 

 
Management control system is defined by Simons (1995, p. 5) as “the formal, 
information-based routines and procedures managers use to maintain or alter patterns 
in organizational activities”. Thus, formal control includes guidelines and processes to 
help managers assure that plans and goals are correctly communicated and achieved. 
However, the approach of management control can also be informal. Informal control 
covers organizational culture through shared beliefs and values to guide employees in 
the direction of the vision (Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2010; Simons, 1995). To achieve 
effective management control, there has to be a balance between the informal and 
formal controls (Bedford et al., 2016; Maas et al., 2016). On one hand, formal control 
plays an important role in establishing and integrating sustainability within the 
organization (Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2010). On the other hand, Crutzen et al. (2017) 
and Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010) underline that informal control is critical in 
sustainability implementation and can be beneficial in creating sustainable behaviour 
amongst employees within organizations. 
 
Considering the management control system, Engert and Baumgartner (2016) highlight 
the importance of standards, performance indicators, monitoring and evaluation. A 
successful management control system should be transparent and enable feedback on 
sustainability performance (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016; Epstein & Roy, 2001). 
Continuously, Epstein and Roy (2001) argue that when implementing sustainability 
strategies, managers need to understand the significance of measuring the performance 
related to such strategies. In the same manner, Noble (1999) states that a critical aspect 
during and after implementing a strategy is how to assess performance. Nevertheless, 
finding sufficient and measurable performance targets can be challenging (Engert & 
Baumgartner, 2016). 
 
In deciding on relevant and measurable performance targets, Epstein and Roy (2001) 
argue that each sustainability action needs to be formulated into a metric indicating 
performance. Further, a system for monitoring and evaluating these metrics needs to be 
developed (Epstein & Roy, 2001). Noble (1999) underlines that this system must be 
adaptable to changes and advancements in the sustainability strategy and related 
actions. Standards and environmental management systems, e.g., ISO 14001, have been 
argued to be useful systems to support organizations in measuring and evaluating 
environmental sustainability when implementing sustainability strategies (Epstein & 
Roy, 2001). 

3.7 Leadership 
Alvehus and Jensen (2020) state that researchers and practitioners have made numerous 
attempts to define leadership. These definitions often revolve around relations between 
leaders and followers, changes leaders and followers want to achieve, the development 
of joint goals by leaders and followers and relations based on influence (Alvehus & 
Jensen, 2020). As an example, Robbins et al. (2017, p. 332) define leadership as “the 
ability to influence a group towards the achievement of a vision or set of goals”. 
 
For organizations to achieve effectiveness, a combination of powerful leadership and 
management is needed. Managers need to develop plans, organizational structures, and 
control daily operations, while leaders need to generate visions and motivate employees 
in realizing these visions. Consequently, leaders should direct employees toward goals 
and objectives and thus, leadership is central in learning and creating group behavior 



Theoretical Framework 

 18 

(Robbins et al., 2017; Schein & Schein, 2017). Further, Baumgartner (2009) and 
Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010) emphasize the leaders’ role in the implementation of 
sustainability strategies. Weak leadership can cause the organization to fail the 
sustainability implementation (Kiesnere & Baumgartner, 2019). Leaders commonly act 
as role models for employee behavior: hence, leaders need to be adequately qualified 
and motivated in sustainability practices (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). Leaders 
should aim to align the strategy, culture, employees, structure, and systems (Epstein & 
Rejc Buhovac, 2010). Similarly, Men and Stacks (2014) argue that through 
communicating values with consistency, transparency and fairness leaders can enhance 
employees' attitudes towards the organization. Consequently, leaders need to be 
provided with sufficient information that complies with organizational values and goals 
(Men & Stacks, 2014). 
 
Continuously, leadership has to comply with the organizational strategy, which Marx 
(2015) argues to be challenging. In adapting leadership to a strategy, leaders' existing 
values and beliefs may cause resistance to change. Hence, in implementing strategies 
the management has to evaluate the capabilities of the organizational leadership. If the 
capabilities of leaders are not sufficient to implement a strategy successfully, necessary 
measures to align leadership skills, styles and functions with the strategy need to be 
considered. These measures could potentially include replacement, redeployment, and 
leadership training, such as coaching, workshops or formal courses (Marx, 2015; 
Robbins et al., 2017). In the same manner, Jiang and Men (2017) stress the value of 
leadership training to provide leaders with guidelines on behavior and communication. 
Further, in underlining the importance of leadership training, Yin et al. (2019) highlight 
that organizations need to ensure that leaders possess the right capabilities to provide 
the employees with a functional and psychologically safe work environment to facilitate 
knowledge sharing. Moreover, Men and Stacks (2014) state that leadership training 
should aim to develop effective and authentic communication skills. 
 
In acknowledging the leader's role in organizational performance, Robbins et al. (2017) 
highlight the importance of understanding factors that facilitate effective leadership. 
Consideration, i.e., the leader’s ability to create organizational relationships that are 
based on mutual trust and respect, is an important factor in effective leadership 
(Robbins et al., 2017). Yue et al. (2019) emphasize that leaders should acknowledge 
employees' needs, feelings, and concerns to build trust to facilitate the implementation 
of changes. Further, structuring, i.e., the emphasis leaders have on organizing tasks, 
goals, and work relationships, is also found to enhance effective leadership (Robbins et 
al., 2017). Moreover, Choi et al. (2015), Jørgensen et al. (2009) and Siebenhüner and 
Arnold (2007) argue that employee motivation and knowledge distribution can be 
enhanced by a participatory and inclusive leadership style that enables cooperation and 
communication. Furthermore, Crews (2010) stress that leaders need to enable 
cooperation and employee involvement in creating unity regarding sustainability 
objectives. Men (2014a) argue that authentic leaders who value honesty, openness and 
fairness in decision-making and information sharing can create a transparent 
organization that facilitates employee participation and engagement. Moreover, Yue et 
al. (2019) found that leaders should encourage creativeness and innovativeness to 
inspire employees. 
 
Continuously, Galpin and Lee Wittington (2012) and Robbins et al. (2017) argue that 
transformational leadership can enhance employee engagement and performance. 
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Transformational leaders are leaders who “... inspire their followers to transcend their 
own self-interests for the good of the organization” (Robbins et al., 2017, p. 343). The 
behavior of transformational leaders is commonly described by the “four I’s”: idealized 
vision, inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, and intellectual 
stimulation. Essentially, transformational leaders influence, inspire and motivate 
employees through for example role-modelling, communicating appealing goals and 
providing a shared vision (Galpin & Lee Wittington, 2012; Robbins et al., 2017). 

3.8 Employee Motivation 
Robbins et al. (2017, p. 148) define motivation as “the processes that account for an 
individual’s intensity, direction and persistence of effort towards attaining a goal”. In 
the light of this definition, motivation considers the ability to continuously work hard 
in alignment with set objectives (Robbins et al., 2017). 
 
Employee motivation has been argued to be a critical aspect in organizational 
performance and success (Hein, 2012; Jiang & Men, 2017; Kovačević et al., 2020). In 
the same manner, Engert and Baumgartner (2016) argue that employee motivation 
increases the ability to successfully implement a sustainability strategy. As an example, 
the implementation process can be influenced by employees' supportiveness of the 
strategy. Thus, if the strategy is accepted, the employee’s motivation to work in 
alignment with the newly implemented strategy is enhanced (Shinkle et al., 2020). 
 
Regarding implementation of changes, e.g., new strategies, Robbins et al. (2017) and 
Schein and Schein (2017) argue that employee resistance can occur, which can hinder 
the organization from reaching certain targets and goals. Resistance to change can for 
example be caused by learning anxiety and other external barriers (Schein & Schein, 
2017). Education, communication, role models, adequate training, participation, 
support groups and developing positive relationships are aspects that can reduce the 
resistance to change amongst employees (Robbins et al., 2017; Schein & Schein, 2017). 
Similarly, Jørgensen et al. (2009) and Lozano (2013) underline employee involvement 
in overcoming resistance to change and enabling integration of organizational 
sustainability. Further, Yue et al. (2019) argue that transparency in communication can 
enhance employee attitudes towards change. Transparent communication relates to 
honest, complete, and neutral information sharing where feedback and involvement is 
encouraged. Hence, employees should be properly informed about the rationale and 
effects of changes (Yue et al., 2019). Even more, transparent communication can foster 
employee well-being and motivation and create a sense of empowerment (Men & 
Stacks, 2014). 
 
Continuously, employee motivation is dependent on various factors related to the work 
performed, organizational policies and social aspects. These motivational factors can 
be divided into two groups: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivational factors 
consider the motivators that are created by the employees themselves, e.g., by the desire 
to perform. On the contrary, extrinsic motivational factors are created externally, e.g., 
salary or rewards (Hein, 2012; Robbins et al., 2017). Robbins et al. (2017) argue that 
employees are more likely to pursue and accomplish goals that complies with intrinsic 
motivational factors. The reason being that the intrinsic motivational factors, in contrast 
to extrinsic, are more meaningful to the employee. Acknowledging that employees are 
motivated through both extrinsic and intrinsic factors, organizations need to ensure that 
the work tasks are stimulative and that employees are recognized and further supported 
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in their development (Robbins et al., 2017). Continuously, the involvement of 
employees can create empowerment and motivation, hence “change happens through 
them - not just to them” (Jørgensen et al., 2009, p.43.). Furthermore, Kovačević et al. 
(2020) argue that good organizational relationships, challenging and interesting work 
tasks, adequate level of responsibility and effective leaders are important factors in 
employee motivation. Regarding effective leaders and leadership, as discussed before, 
Engert and Baumgartner (2016) and Galpin et al. (2015) state that employee motivation 
can be created through encouragement from inclusive, driven, and qualified leaders. In 
the same manner, Robbins et al. (2017) express that the leaders who successfully 
establish a shared vision can inspire employees and thus, create employee motivation. 
 
Furthermore, Robbins et al. (2017) argue that another aspect in creating employee 
motivation is the implementation of goals, since this has been found effective in guiding 
employee behavior. However, it is of importance that goals are specific and aligned 
with the organizational strategy. Moreover, aspects such as employee participation in 
the development of goals and providing feedback regarding performance related to the 
goals should be considered (Robbins et al., 2017). 
 
Choi et al. (2015) and Engert and Baumgartner (2016) further argue that employee 
motivation and engagement can be enhanced through reward systems, internal 
competitions, qualification programs, e.g., seminars, training courses and workshops, 
and support by leaders. Similarly, Bonn and Fisher (2011) and Epstein and Roy (2001) 
underline that organizations can implement incentives and evaluations to emphasize the 
weight of sustainability performance and thus, improve employee engagement and 
motivation.
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4. Empirical Findings 
First, this chapter presents the case organization, its current situation with the 
implementation of their environmental sustainability strategy and the scope within the 
case organization. Second, the empirical data has been divided into the six factors: 
organizational structure, organizational culture, internal communication, management 
control, leadership, and employee motivation. 

4.1 Case Organization 
Region Jönköpings Län, henceforth RJL, is a county located in Sweden and is part of 
the public sector that is governed by Swedish legislation and politicians. While regional 
development and growth are part of RJL responsibilities, they also manage health care, 
public health, and dental care. Consequently, the citizens of the county are considered 
RJL’s customers. 
 

RJL is divided into various departments, Område Miljö being one of them. 
Continuously, Område Miljö is responsible for implementing the environmental 
sustainability strategy within RJL and is guided by three core pillars: laws and 
regulations, the environmental management system ISO 14001, and an internally 
developed sustainability program. 

4.2 The Problem Formulation at the Case Organization 

While RJL has formulated an environmental sustainability strategy, a need to develop 
and improve the processes of implementing and integrating this strategy has been 
expressed. Currently, environmental practices are not completely integrated and do not 
fully permeate the organization. Rather, RJL employees often view environmental 
sustainability as an additional aspect beyond the daily operations. Område Miljö’s goal 
is to have an effectively implemented strategy that is naturally established in each 
department of RJL. Continuously, to the extent that every employee understands their 
role and responsibilities within the area of environmental sustainability. To identify the 
areas for improvement in the implementation of the environmental sustainability 
strategy, the empirical findings have been collected and divided into the factors 
established in the theoretical framework: organizational structure, organizational 
culture, internal communication, management control, leadership, and employee 
motivation. 

4.3 Scope within the Case Organization 
As mentioned in section 4.1, RJL is governed by political management who decide on 
the goals and level of ambition in environmental sustainability work. The political 
management is the highest decision-making body at RJL. Further, the regional 
management focuses on overall strategic issues and prepares matters for the political 
management. Further, there is Miljörådet, as seen in figure 4, which consists of various 
roles, e.g., environmental coordinators in county traffic, education, culture and 
environmental engineering within regional properties, and the employees of Område 
Miljö. Område Miljö consists of environmental coordinators, environmental 
controllers, and environmental chemists. As mentioned before, Område Miljö has the 
responsibility of implementing and supporting the activities in the work regarding 
environmental sustainability. The environmental chemists set sustainability 
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requirements in procurements, while the environmental controller controls 
environmental work through e.g., audits, and environmental coordinators support the 
departments in the organization. Last, each department of RJL consists of various 
operations managers, unit managers, environmental representatives, and co-workers. 
 
As RJL is a large organization with various departments and work roles, the scope of 
this case study does not cover all of them. The interviewees are the environmental 
manager of Område Miljö, one environmental coordinator from Område Miljö, one 
environmental coordinator from education and culture, further, two operations 
managers, two environmental representatives and two co-workers operating in various 
departments of RJL. These are marked with red circles in figure 4. Although other roles 
may be of great importance for the implementation of environmental sustainability 
strategies, they will be excluded in this study. 

 

Figure 4 - Scope within case organization 
Red circles represent the work roles interviewed. 

4.4 Organizational Structure 
RJL is a large organization where more than 10,000 employees are working within 
various departments. One of these departments is Område Miljö, which is directed by 
the environmental manager. In connection to politics and actors higher up in the 
organizational hierarchy, Område Miljö is the department developing and formulating 
the environmental sustainability strategy. Further, their aim is to help and guide all 
departments with environmental sustainability in their daily operations. Within Område 
Miljö, there are environmental coordinators that are responsible for directing the 
organizational departments through contact with operations managers and 
environmental representatives. Every department has one operations manager and at 
least one environmental representative. It is further the operations manager and 
environmental representatives’ mission to bring the knowledge and information 
onwards to the rest of the co-workers (figure 5). 
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Figure 5 – Organizational structure of the work roles interviewed 
The environmental sustainability strategy implemented by Område Miljö is both 
connected to the ISO 14001 certification, the internally developed sustainability 
program and decision-making by political management. The ISO certification comes 
with predetermined requirements to maintain the certification and the sustainability 
program is closely linked to Agenda 2030. 
 
Internal documents with evaluations made in the past show that the sustainability 
program can be perceived as difficult to comprehend. It is developed as a general 
program and, thus it can be hard to understand what parts are relevant for specific 
departments. In the same manner, a couple of respondents (e.g., Environmental 
Representative 2) from the interviews also share this view. “…this [the sustainability 
program] becomes very big and abstract. It can be hard to integrate it into our own 
operations”. 
 
In some departments, the environmental sustainability strategy has been argued to be 
hard to integrate and prioritize, due to the department's primary operations. CW2, OM2 
and ER2 expressed that the medical aspects are prioritized above environmental 
aspects. Further, Operations Manager 1 conveyed that it is difficult to integrate 
environmental sustainability into decisions on specialization within high school 
programs: “It can feel a little imposed to include environmental aspects within that 
area”. 
 
Furthermore, Operations Manager 1 stated that the sustainability program is very top-
down, i.e., controlled by the top management, and has a general focus with activities 
and requirements that are sent to the various departments within the organization with 
the attitude: “These are the goals, this is what you shall achieve”. Hence, the respondent 
continued to explain, they do not always feel as if they own these goals and emphasize 
that the organization could have a lot to gain through leaving the top-down approach 
and including initiatives from employees. 
 
Continuously, respondents (e.g., Operations Manager 1) indicated that this structure of 
the organization sometimes hinders communication and makes it hard to ensure that 
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everyone is informed, “It is really difficult to communicate and to reach everyone”. 
Furthermore, as the organization RJL is of a larger size, including various departments, 
the environmental coordinators, EC1 and EC2, expressed difficulties related to creating 
an alignment throughout the organization: “There are many actors, and sometimes they 
are not synchronized” (EC1). 
 
Moreover, during the interviews it was mentioned that the structure of the different 
departments within RJL makes it possible for individual departments to develop 
departmental strategies and goals, which have been discussed to interfere with goals in 
the sustainability program: “…then they have two [opposing] goals, which can be a 
little complicated” (EC2). 
 
Furthermore, a challenge in implementing environmental sustainability mentioned by 
the respondents EC1, OM1 and ER1 is the structure of the region’s economy. 
Environmental Coordinator 1 states that the departments are responsible for their own 
finances, and they choose how to manage it. Meanwhile, OM1 and ER1 present another 
angle: “…It could be that you would like to do much more [within environmental 
sustainability] but do not have the financial opportunities…” (OM1) and “…It 
[environmental sustainability] can clash with finances, for example. Because there is a 
limit to how much you can do…” (ER1). 
 
Additionally, another aspect that was brought forward in the interviews was that due to 
the organizational structure, the decision-making is very slow and that bigger decisions 
have to be made by the top management: “…it has to go through two, three, four 
hierarchical levels before decisions are made” (OM2). 

4.5 Organizational Culture 
Område Miljö has a defined environmental sustainability vision and a developed 
sustainability program that together with the ISO certification lays as a foundation for 
RJL’s environmental sustainability work. It became clear during the interviews that 
awareness of and knowledge about the environmental sustainability strategy varied 
amongst the respondents. The higher up in the organizational hierarchy and the closer 
to Område Miljö, the most knowledgeable. The least knowledgeable were the co-
workers working on the lowest hierarchical level, where Co-worker 2 stated: “I do not 
know what the sustainability program is. …the goals are …as said, I do not know”. 
Further, Environmental Representative 1 said: “…I do not think everyone [within the 
department] knows about [the ISO certification] and understand how everything is 
connected”. 
 
The respondents expressed that the attitudes towards environmental issues are varying. 
A number of employees are very engaged in the development and integration of 
environmental practices, whereas others are less involved: “We have people who are 
very passionate about these questions and are very engaged in the transformation and 
development. However, we also have people who do not have the same understanding” 
(OM1), “I would not say that I have environmentally friendly colleagues” (ER1) and 
“Nowadays we have discussions and questions about why we are not working [with 
environmental sustainability] to a greater extent” (OM2). 
 
Continuously, the interviews shed light on how the attitudes towards environmental 
sustainability can hinder the implementation of such practices. One constraint, 
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expressed by respondent Operations Manager 1, is old conceptions and patterns 
regarding how operations should be done: “…you have to hurry slowly in some cases 
and ensure that you have the employees support”. 
 
Further, the respondents EC1, OM2 and ER2 state that environmental sustainability is 
rarely the primary focus of employees. Moreover, the respondents EC2 and ER1 
mentioned that their departments' culture and operations are not always supportive of 
the environmental sustainability strategy: “…what they work with conflicts with the 
environmental sustainability goals” (ER1). 

4.6 Internal Communication 
The internal communication of the environmental sustainability strategy starts from the 
top from the political and regional management, as explained in section 4.3. Further, 
Område Miljö is an intermediary between what these actors want and what can be done 
in the organization. Within Område Miljö, the environmental manager and 
environmental coordinator works in close cooperation. Henceforth, each environmental 
coordinator is responsible for a number of departments where continuous 
communication occurs with the operations managers and environmental 
representatives, who further communicate with the co-workers (figure 6). 

 

Figure 6 – Internal communication paths between the work roles interviewed. 
Green arrows represent the downward communication, and the red arrows represent 
the upward communication. 
 
The information regarding RJL’s environmental sustainability strategy and related 
practices, and goals are communicated through various channels: internal systems, 
workplace meetings, environmental sustainability introduction, web-based 
environmental sustainability training, quarterly environmental sustainability letters, 
management reviews, brochures, environmental dialogues, and internal and external 
audits. 
 
Most of the respondents, EC1, EC2, OM1, OM2, ER1, and ER2, stated that the 
communication regarding environmental sustainability was satisfactory. However, Co-
workers 1 and 2 did not have the same perception: “…there are deficiencies in the 
communication about it” (CW1). Furthermore, Environmental Representative 2, who 
was pleased with the organization's communication regarding environmental 



Empirical Findings 

 26 

sustainability expressed an uncertainty about whether other employees within the 
organization felt this way: “…I do not know if my colleagues have the same 
knowledge”. Moreover, the respondents CW1, CW2 and ER1 mentioned that the 
communication of goals related to the environmental sustainability strategy was 
limited. The information and knowledge about these goals was considered inadequate: 
“…no, unless I am actively looking for them. …there is a shortage of knowledge” 
(CW1). 
 
Continuously, the interviews brought forth that upward feedback was carried through 
either by face-to-face communication, email, phone calls or via an internal system. 
Most of the respondents were pleased with the upward communication and stated that 
it is well-functioning. Co-worker 1 underlines that opinions or suggestions for 
improvements are always welcomed and appreciated. Further, Operations Manager 2 
explained that environmental sustainability is one of the aspects where feedback is 
sufficiently utilized. However, EC1, OM1 and CW1, expressed that downward 
feedback within the organization could be improved: “I have noticed that sometimes 
we are bad at providing feedback on these suggestions for improvements” (EC1). In the 
same line, Operations Manager 1, expressed that the organization should provide 
feedback on sustainability proceedings and outcomes. Further, the respondent 
emphasized a need to work more qualitatively and mentioned that currently, there is too 
much emphasis on numbers when providing feedback. 

4.7 Management Control 
As mentioned several times before, the organization RJL is certified according to the 
environmental management system ISO 14001. Område Miljö states that this tool 
effectively and systematically supports their environmental sustainability work. 
Internal documents show that this certification requires the organization to continuously 
improve the environmental sustainability work according to developed routines. The 
ISO certification requires the organization to have external audits, however, they also 
execute internal audits. The internal and external ensure and evaluate compliance with 
laws, requirements, and goals. The departments have internal audits every third year 
and external audits are made yearly but does not apply to all departments every time. 
 
Furthermore, internal documents show that a new sustainability program is developed 
and released to all departments within the organizations every fifth year. The 
sustainability program describes how RJL are working to ensure that the organization's 
operations are conducted in line with sustainable development. Further, the program 
consists of objectives, sub-objectives, and prioritized actions for the departments to 
work towards. As the program is released, web-based environmental sustainability 
training is also published on the internal system that the employees must complete. 
Through observations and internal documents, it was found that this training was 
developed to create a general understanding of the environmental sustainability strategy 
amongst employees. 
 
Throughout the interviews various respondents referred to the ISO 14001 certification. 
They stated that this certification helps in structuring the environmental sustainability 
work by for example the requirement to implement performance indicators and follow-
ups. The respondents also mentioned the external audits, as well as the organization's 
own internal audits are very useful. The audits provide updates on the current state, 
ensure that guidelines and rules are followed, further, highlight where there is room for 
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improvements. Operations Manager 2 said “They [internal and external audits] are often 
very useful, and you always find something to improve”. 
 
Furthermore, interview respondents mentioned internal systems as beneficial functions 
to report performance metrics and control deviations within the environmental 
sustainability work. However, internal documents with previous evaluations provide 
opinions that express a need to develop specific measurements that are closer linked to 
the department's daily operations. 
 
Continuously, various respondents expressed that environmental sustainability 
practices are often guided and controlled by clear routines and checklists. Moreover, 
they mentioned that daily routines are created in a way that complies with and integrates 
the environmental sustainability strategy, e.g., the goals of the sustainability program: 
“Environmental sustainability is included in many of the different routines that we 
have” (ER1) and “It should be easy to do the right thing. There must be prepared 
descriptions that are easy to work with” (EC1). 

4.8 Leadership 
Considering RJL’s environmental sustainability work, there are different leaders with 
various roles. The environmental coordinators are guiding the operations managers and 
environmental representatives in their environmental sustainability work. Further, it is 
the operations managers and environmental representatives’ responsibility to lead the 
employees within the organization (figure 7). 

 

Figure 7 – Connection between the interviewees based on leadership 

Throughout the interviews the respondents emphasized the environmental 
representative’s responsibility in directing the employees regarding environmental 
sustainability in the daily operations. Further, the operations managers role in 
implementing environmental sustainability strategies was underlined by EC2, CW1 and 
OM2: “…it is a huge advantage to have operations managers that are passionate about 
environmental sustainability” (EC2). 
 
In the same manner, most of the responding leaders highlighted their responsibility in 
motivating and inspiring the employees regarding environmental sustainability. As a 
leader, respondent Operations Manager 2 tries to be enthusiastic and help others to 
understand that environmental sustainability is important. In the same manner, 
Operations Manager 1, focuses on creating a mutual direction and encouraging 
employee initiatives. Further, Environmental Coordinator 2 aims to be a supportive and 
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positive role-model. Furthermore, in directing and informing employees on 
environmental sustainability practices both OM1 and ER1 underline the importance of 
individualized consideration in leadership. They adjust the style of leadership and 
communication based on the receiver’s personal traits, to enhance the understanding 
and avoid conflicts. 
 
The two co-workers had varying opinions on the leader's success in motivating the 
employees towards working with environmental sustainability. While Co-worker 1 
expressed that their environmental representative is very engaged and thus, creates 
motivation, Co-worker 2 did not share this experience. Further, OM1, OM2, ER1 and 
ER2 stated that their leaders, i.e., the environmental coordinators, are very supportive 
and inspiring. 
 
Through observations it was found that Område Miljö has developed specific 
introductions in environmental sustainability for all managers and environmental 
representatives to ensure that they are sufficiently qualified. Furthermore, the 
environmental coordinators continuously provide the operations managers and 
environmental representatives with updates and new information. In the interviews the 
two environmental coordinators, EC1 and EC2, stated that they act as a support system 
and further, that they aim to provide these leading roles with information that is easily 
obtainable and comprehensible: “It has to be easy to do the right thing. …they should 
not have to think twice” (EC1). 
 
Further, throughout the interviews the majority of the leaders, i.e., the environmental 
coordinators, operations managers and environmental representatives, expressed that 
the information they are provided with regarding environmental sustainability vision, 
goals and requirements is sufficient. 

4.9 Employee Motivation 
As mentioned in section 4.5, Organizational Culture, the respondents have various 
impressions of the employees’ attitudes towards environmental sustainability. 
However, what became clear through the interviews was that the majority of the 
respondents have an intrinsic motivation related to working with environmental 
sustainability. Further, the respondents experienced that nowadays, many of the 
employees also possess this intrinsic motivation and that caring for the environment is 
in their nature: “Generally, there has been a shift in attitudes [towards environmental 
sustainability]. Not only in our organization, but in society as a whole” (OM2). 
 
Nevertheless, as presented in section 4.5 as well, there are others who are not as 
motivated to work with environmental sustainability. The respondents (e.g., CW2) 
expressed that these employees' attitudes and lack of motivation may create a barrier to 
environmental sustainability practices: “There are some colleagues that perceive 
environmental sustainability as unnecessary, they can for example think that recycling 
materials is uninteresting and boring”. 
 
Continuously, most of the respondents expressed that employee initiatives are 
encouraged and positively welcomed. Even more, the interviewed leaders of the 
organization emphasize that they are constantly trying to support creativity and 
involvement of employees through raising good examples. Further, to create motivation 
and support environmental sustainability initiatives, the organization issues a yearly 
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environmental sustainability award. The award aims to encourage employees' 
commitment and creativity, and further to highlight good examples of initiatives that 
positively contribute to environmental sustainability work. 
 
An opinion that emerged from the interviews was that the environmental sustainability 
goals created by the top management, i.e., politicians and the regional management, are 
often unclear and difficult to internalize. OM1 and ER1 underline that it is hard to create 
engagement and motivation when the employees do not have a sense of ownership 
towards the goals, nor understand them and their underlying rationale: “It becomes 
vague and on a level that is too high” (ER1). 
 
In connection to this problem, another aspect that was raised during the interviews was 
that the co-workers are in need of additional information and education regarding 
environmental sustainability. The respondents CW1, CW2 and ER1 all emphasize the 
importance of knowledge in creating employee engagement and motivation and express 
that there is room for improvements in that area: “It is important to create an interest, 
the information should be easily accessible and understandable” (CW2). 
 
In the same manner, an issue brought up by Co-worker 1 is that there is not enough time 
to work with environmental sustainability. Further, that the time set aside for education 
within this area is insufficient. This respondent means that currently, a great part lies in 
the employees own, voluntary interest. “I think that the engagement would be bigger if 
there was enough time”. 
 
Continuously, various respondents provided thoughts and ideas on how to create a 
greater engagement and motivation regarding the organization's environmental 
sustainability. Regarding improving the communication of information and knowledge, 
CW1, CW2 and ER1 mentioned lectures, workshops and other educational materials 
that are developed to be stimulative and easily comprehended. Further, ER1 and ER2 
underline the importance of effectively communicating the purpose and expected 
benefits. Further, Operations Manager 1 emphasizes employee involvement in the 
development of environmental sustainability strategies and related goals. Similarly, 
internal documents also highlight that education, through for example workshops, and 
encouraging employee involvement is needed to enhance employee motivation to work 
with environmental sustainability.



Analysis 

 30 

5. Analysis 
In this chapter an analysis of the empirical data and theoretical framework is presented. 
The analysis is divided into the six factors: organizational structure, organizational 
culture, internal communication, management control, leadership, and employee 
motivation. Thereafter, based on the analysis, the three research questions are 
answered. 

5.1 Comparison between theoretical framework and empirical findings 

5.1.1 Organizational Structure 
Organizational structure relates to how work is formally coordinated, where the 
authority is placed and where decision-making is done (Robbins et al., 2017). 
Regarding the case organization RJL, Område Miljö oversees the development and 
communication of the environmental sustainability strategy. However, as the 
organization consists of more than 10,000 employees grouped into several departments, 
a difficulty to coordinate, synchronize and effectively communicate to all actors has 
been expressed. 
 
Engert and Baumgartner (2016), Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010), Marx (2016) and 
Robbins et al. (2017) all underline the importance of creating alignment between the 
organizational structure and the sustainability strategy. Similarly, as stated by 
Siebenhüner and Arnold (2007), to ensure a successful strategy implementation the 
organizational structure must be adapted to support and align with the environmental 
sustainability strategy. This alignment could be enhanced in several areas of the 
organizational structure of RJL. For example, the operations, objectives, and finances 
of all departments need to comply with the environmental sustainability strategy and 
related goals. 
 
Alvehus and Jensen (2020) state that in a centralized organizational structure, decision-
making is made in distance to the employees carrying out the work. This is the case of 
RJL’s environmental sustainability work, as politicians that are higher up in the 
hierarchy are in charge of the decision-making. Hee Kim et al. (2014) highlight that 
communication of ideas and initiatives across organizational hierarchies should be 
supported by the organizational structure. Even more, Anderson and Nielsen (2009) 
underline that the organizational structure should empower employees through 
encouraging employee autonomy and decision-making. At RJL some employees' do 
not always feel ownership and motivation towards the top-down created environmental 
sustainability strategy and related goals. Hence, this aspect could potentially be 
improved by the involvement of employees further down in the hierarchy. 
 
Continuously, decentralized organizations, where decision-making is closer to the 
employees performing the work, have been argued to be more effective and flexible 
(Alvehus & Jensen, 2020; Olson et al., 2005). Therefore, since decision-making was 
argued to be slowed down by the centralized structure, RJL may benefit from a 
decentralization of their environmental sustainability work. However, for this more 
decentralized structure to be effective there has to be a mutual understanding of the 
strategy (Anderson & Nielsen, 2009). Which does not seem to be the case of RJL, as it 
has been found that some employees think that the sustainability program seems 
abstract and difficult to understand.  
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Even more, the organizational structure has been seen as a barrier to communicating 
the environmental sustainability strategy. In the same lines, Heide et al. (2002) argue 
that insufficient vertical communication is often a reason why strategic initiatives fail. 
Consequently, by emphasizing and strengthening vertical communication, RJL may 
create a shared understanding of the organization's environmental sustainability 
strategy. Communication will be analyzed further in section 5.1.3 Internal 
Communication. 

5.1.2 Organizational Culture 
The organizational culture has been found to be important to consider when 
implementing an environmental sustainability strategy (Bonn & Fisher, 2011; Engert 
& Baumgartner, 2016). Robbins et al. (2017) and Schein and Schein (2017) explain that 
the organizational culture concerns how employees share meaning regarding 
organizational structures, behaviors, and values. Bonn and Fisher (2011) and Epstein 
and Roy (2001) emphasize the importance that these beliefs, behaviors, and values 
support sustainability to enhance the implementation of sustainability strategies. 
Further, with a clearly defined vision of sustainability, the integration of sustainability 
into the organizational culture can be improved (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). 
Considering RJL, there is a defined environmental sustainability vision, however, the 
overall knowledge and comprehension of the environmental sustainability strategy and 
related goals differed depending on the employees’ level of organizational hierarchy. 
Employees higher up in the organization's hierarchy have more knowledge and on the 
contrary, employees at lower levels have less knowledge. Further, it became evident 
that employee attitudes are varying, and that employee behaviors and values do not 
always support environmental sustainability. 
 
Further, Robbins et al. (2017) argue that organizational culture can become a barrier to 
change if not managed properly. Regarding RJL, one barrier is employees stuck in old 
conceptions. To reduce barriers in implementing sustainability strategies, and 
overcoming old perceptions and negative attitudes, Baumgartner (2009) states that 
sustainability needs to be embedded within the culture of the organization. 
 
Moreover, to facilitate a sustainability-centered culture where sustainability permeates 
the entire organization, it is important to formally include sustainability in employee 
training and work descriptions (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). The sections 5.1.4 Management 
Control, 5.1.5 Leadership and 5.1.6 Employee Motivation will touch on work 
descriptions and employee training, nevertheless, improvements within these areas may 
enhance the integration of environmental sustainability within RJL’s organizational 
culture. 
 
Continuously, according to Robbins et al. (2017), subcultures can arise in departments 
of larger organizations where these departments establish their own values. In RJL’s 
case, there are subcultures created within some departments whose culture do not 
always align with the dominant culture. For example, some departments' primary 
operations and objectives sometimes conflict with the environmental sustainability 
strategy. For the organizational culture to succeed in guiding behavior, Robbins et al. 
(2017) underline that the values of the dominant culture need to be supported by the 
subcultures. These are important aspects to consider for RJL, there is a need to ensure 
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an alignment between the various departmental cultures and operations, and the 
organization’s environmental sustainability strategy. 

5.1.3 Internal Communication 
Genç (2017) underlines the importance of internal communication to share information 
during strategy implementation. If the strategy and related goals are effectively 
communicated, productivity and performance can improve (Bednárik, 2019; Robbins 
et al., 2017). 
 
Internal communication considers the communication that takes place within an 
organization (Bednárik, 2019). RJL’s environmental sustainability strategy is 
communicated to the various departments primarily through the environmental 
manager, environmental coordinators, operations managers, and environmental 
representatives. According to Robbins et al. (2017) internal communication should 
serve four purposes: control, inform, motivate, and give opportunity for emotional 
expression. Regarding RJL, the first purpose, control, will be analyzed in the section 
5.1.4 on Management Control. The second purpose of internal communication, inform, 
has not completely been fulfilled due to some employees expressing that they do not 
have sufficient knowledge of the environmental sustainability strategy and related 
goals. Further, internal communication should create motivation through goal setting, 
feedback, and rewards (Robbins et al., 2017). Again, some employees state that the 
communication of environmental sustainability goals is inadequate and further, that 
downward feedback is not completely satisfactory. Nevertheless, motivation will be 
analyzed in greater detail in section 5.1.6 on Employee motivation. Last, the aspect of 
emotional expression was not directly studied, however, employees expressed 
satisfaction regarding the ability to share ideas and concerns. 
 
The shortcomings identified regarding RJL’s internal communication can be connected 
to deficiencies in vertical and lateral communication. Lateral communication considers 
communication between members of the same organizational level and vertical 
communication, i.e., downward, and upward, occurs through communicating across 
organizational levels. Moreover, through downward communication managers provide 
employees with job descriptions and objectives while upward communication provides 
employees with the opportunity to raise opinions and concerns (Robbins et al., 2017). 
For lateral and vertical communication to be effective, symmetry and transparency have 
been argued to be important. Symmetry in communication highlights mutual 
understanding, employee involvement and motivation. Further, transparency in 
communication ensures correct, adequate, and timely information (Jiang & Men, 2017; 
Men & Stacks, 2014). Moreover, another aspect to consider for effective downward 
communication is to provide employees with explanations of the underlying rationale 
of decisions (Robbins et al., 2017). For RJL this indicates that communication regarding 
environmental sustainability needs to include informative reasonings and intentions. 
Further, to create symmetrical and transparent internal communication, RJL should 
focus on providing sufficient and detailed information to create shared understanding, 
both vertically and laterally. 
 
Continuously, the significance of a two-way communication, i.e., upward, and 
downward, is highlighted by Bednárik (2019), Men and Stacks (2014), Robbins et al. 
(2017) and Siebenhüner and Arnold (2007). Bednárik (2019) and Robbins et al. (2017) 
argue that two-way communication with an emphasis on feedback can facilitate 
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effective communication. This has been claimed to ensure correct interpretation of 
information and enhance employee involvement and organizational development 
(Bednárik, 2019; Robbins et al., 2017; Siebenhüner & Arnold, 2007). To improve RJL’s 
two-way communication and thus, downward feedback, a focus on verifying 
understanding and emphasizing employee involvement is needed. 
 
The effectiveness of internal communication can be enhanced using suitable 
communication modes (Robbins et al., 2017). As the communication at RJL has been 
expressed to be insufficient, these deficiencies could potentially be reduced through 
improving the utilization of communication modes. In adopting efficient 
communication modes, Men (2014b) and Tkalac Verčič and Špoljarić (2020) found that 
email and rich channels, such as face-to-face, are preferred by employees in 
communication regarding decisions, changes, and policies. Furthermore, according to 
Tkalac Verčič and Špoljarić (2020) and Welch (2012), employees' individual needs and 
preferences should be reflected in the choice of communication mode, and thus, 
employee involvement in the selection of communication mode is underlined. Hence, 
RJL could ensure that important information is shared through email and rich channels 
and further, that employees’ preferences and needs are reflected in the choice of 
communication modes. 
 
Last, additional facilitating aspects in ensuring effective internal communication are 
regular meetings and workshops and ensuring employees have access to adequate 
information (Bednárik, 2019; Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). Further, Bednárik (2019) 
and Heide et al. (2002) emphasize the importance of identifying and recognizing 
weaknesses in internal communication to find areas for improvements. 

5.1.4 Management Control 
Merchant and Van der Stede (2017) state that management control is a way to ensure 
that employees behave and work in accordance with the goals set by the organization. 
Gond et al. (2012) highlight that management control can improve the implementation 
of a sustainability strategy by controlling sustainability activities. In the same lines, 
Engert and Baumgartner (2016) emphasize the importance of standards, performance 
indicators, monitoring and evaluation. RJL does have standards in the form of the 
clarified routines and guidelines and further, they are ISO 14001 certified, which 
Epstein and Roy (2001) argue is a beneficial environmental management system to 
utilize. 
 
In compliance with RJL’s ISO certification and the sustainability program, internal and 
external audits are made at regular intervals to secure that the operations are working 
in alignments with laws, regulations, and objectives. Additionally, continuous reporting 
of deviations and performance metrics are made through an internal system. These 
processes and guidelines are called formal control, which Epstein and Rejc Buhovac 
(2010) and Simons (1995) explain ensures and controls that the objectives and plans 
are accomplished. Further, informal control considers how organizations guide 
employees through values and approaches that contribute to the organization's culture 
(Epstein & Rejc Buhovac, 2010; Simons, 1995). Bedford et al. (2016) and Maas et al. 
(2016) argue that formal and informal control has to be balanced for the management 
control to be effective. RJL employs a balance of formal and informal controls by 
including both an ISO certification, supportive guidelines and routines, and 
environmental sustainability introductions and training. 
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Furthermore, Engert and Baumgartner (2016) emphasize the challenge of finding 
measurable and sufficient performance indicators. Similarly, RJL revealed a need for 
specific measurements that are closer connected to the various departments' operations. 
In finding appropriate performance indicators, Epstein and Roy (2001) argue that every 
sustainability action should be established as a measurable metric. The consideration of 
sustainability actions related to performance indicators could be helpful in RJL’s case, 
nevertheless, performance metrics need to be overseen. Last, according to Noble (1999) 
the management control system has to be open to changes and developments that occur 
in the sustainability strategy. Correspondingly, every five years RJL advances and 
implements a new sustainability program. 

5.1.5 Leadership 
Baumgartner (2009) and Epstein and Rejc Buhovac (2010) highlight the role of leaders 
in the implementation of sustainability strategies. In the same lines, Kiesnere and 
Baumgartner (2019) argue that the implementation of sustainability can fail due to weak 
leadership. 
 
Leaders should direct and support employees in achieving the vision and related 
objectives (Robbins et al., 2017; Schein & Schein, 2017). Hence, leaders need to be 
sufficiently informed and knowledgeable in sustainability practices as they are directing 
employees in their behavior (Engert & Baumgartner, 2016). At RJL, the environmental 
sustainability leaders have expressed to be adequately qualified in environmental 
sustainability. 
 
Moreover, leadership skills, styles and functions must align with the organizational 
strategy. To ensure alignment, necessary measures such as leadership training, e.g., 
coaching, workshops, and formal courses, need to be taken (Marx, 2015; Robbins et al., 
2017). Leadership training should for example provide leaders with guidelines for 
behavior and effective communication skills (Jiang & Men, 2017; Men & Stacks, 
2014). At RJL this leadership training within environmental sustainability occurs 
through an introduction developed towards specific leading roles. Further, continuous 
updates are provided by Område Miljö and the environmental coordinators. The 
information the leaders are provided with primarily concerns the environmental 
sustainability strategy and related objectives. However, the leaders are not provided 
with information or guidance in effective communication related to environmental 
sustainability. 
 
Continuously, Robbins et al. (2017) mention two factors for effective leadership: 
consideration and structuring. The first factor, consideration, implies that the leader 
should possess the capabilities to establish mutual trust and respect and create a 
psychologically safe work environment (Robbins et al., 2017; Yin et al., 2019). This 
can be done through recognizing the employee’s needs and concerns (Yue et al., 2019). 
Further, the second factor, structuring, relates to the leader's capabilities to organize 
tasks and goals (Robbins et al., 2017). Consideration was one of the aspects that leaders 
within RJL highlighted as they found it important to recognize individuals' needs and 
concerns. However, it does not seem as all leaders successfully employ the aspect of 
structuring, as it has been found that some employees express a shortage of general 
understanding of the environmental sustainability strategy and related goals. 
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Furthermore, participatory, and inclusive leaders that emphasize cooperation and 
employee involvement have been found to increase employee motivation, knowledge, 
and unity in sustainability objectives (Choi et al., 2015; Crews, 2010; Jørgensen et al., 
2009; Siebenhüner and Arnold, 2007). Moreover, leaders who value honesty, openness 
and fairness can facilitate employee involvement (Men, 2014a). Further, to inspire 
employees, leaders should encourage creativeness and innovativeness (Yue et al., 
2019). Transformational leadership has been argued to enhance employee engagement 
through the four I’s: idealized vision, inspirational motivation, individualized 
consideration, and intellectual stimulation. These four I’s are achieved through for 
example role-modelling, communicating appealing goals and providing a shared vision 
(Galpin & Lee Wittington, 2012; Robbins et al., 2017). In trying to inspire and motivate 
employees, the leaders of RJL encourage employee initiatives, try to be positive role-
models, and create a mutual direction. However, all employees do not seem to be 
successfully motivated. Hence, RJL leaders need to increasingly practice aspects such 
as cooperation, encouragement and the four I’s. Nevertheless, employee motivation is 
further elaborated upon in section 5.1.6. 

5.1.6 Employee Motivation 
Employee motivation is argued to be an important aspect to consider for an 
environmental sustainability strategy to be successfully implemented (Engert and 
Baumgartner, 2016). In the same lines, organizational fulfillment and success can be 
enhanced by employee motivation (Hein, 2012; Jiang & Men, 2017; Kovačević et al., 
2020). 
 
Employee motivation considers the employees continuous capability to work towards 
and in line with set goals (Robbins et al., 2017). Hein (2012) and Robbins et al. (2017) 
state that various factors connected to policies, work performed, and social aspects 
affect employee motivation. Further, these motivational factors can be divided into two 
types: intrinsic and extrinsic. The intrinsic factors relate to employees' self-created 
motivators. In contrast, the motivational factors that are engendered externally are 
extrinsic (Hein, 2012; Robbins et al., 2017). Engert and Baumgartner (2016), Galpin et 
al. (2015), Kovačević et al. (2020) and Robbins et al. (2017) underline the importance 
of stimulative work tasks, support, recognition, and effective leaders to ensure that 
employees are motivated by both extrinsic and intrinsic factors. Further, reward 
systems, incentives and evaluations are aspects that have been argued to enhance 
employee motivation (Bonn & Fisher, 2011; Choi et al., 2015; Engert & Baumgartner, 
2016; Epstein & Roy, 2001). In creating extrinsic and intrinsic motivators, RJL leaders 
constantly try to support and inspire employees by encouraging initiatives and raising 
good examples. Further, in terms of reward systems and incentives, RJL has a yearly 
environmental sustainability award. While most of the interviewed respondents claimed 
to have an intrinsic motivation to work with environmental sustainability, not all 
employees are adequately motivated. Thus, increased focus on generating intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivators is needed. 
 
According to Shinkle et al. (2020), the motivation to work in accordance with a strategy 
increases if employees accept such strategy. Further, Robbins et al. (2017) and Schein 
and Schein (2017) state that the achievement of goals can be hindered by employee 
resistance. At RJL, there is a resistance caused by employees' lack of motivation to 
work with environmental sustainability issues. It is argued that resistance can be 
reduced by education, support groups, communication, development of positive 
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relationships, role-modelling, cooperation, and adequate training (Robbins et al., 2017; 
Schein & Schein, 2017). Furthermore, Jørgensen et al. (2009) and Lozano (2013) 
underline the importance of employee involvement to conquer resistance to change and 
enhance the integration of sustainability. Hence, these are important aspects RJL could 
consider to reduce resistance and create motivation towards working with 
environmental sustainability. 
 
Further, from the interviews it also emerged that RJL co-workers need more time for 
environmental sustainability work and related education. Moreover, to improve the 
knowledge of environmental sustainability information in forms of educational 
material, training, workshops, and lectures is desired by RJL employees. In the same 
lines, Choi et al. (2015) and Engert and Baumgartner (2016) argue that through for 
example seminars, workshops and training courses employee motivation can be 
enhanced. Hence, the aspect of improved education and training is especially valuable 
in RJL’s case. 
 
Continuously, in creating employee motivation Robbins et al. (2017) highlight the 
implementation of goals as an effective tool in guiding employees. Further, the 
implemented goals need to be clearly defined and align with organizational strategy 
(Robbins et al., 2017). RJL employees have expressed that provided goals are hard to 
understand and internalize, further they do not feel ownership of the goals due to them 
being created by the top management. In line with these experiences, Robbins et al. 
(2017) emphasize the importance of employee participation in the development of 
goals. This way, RJL could improve employee motivation through both involving 
employees in the development of goals, but also ensuring that the goals are clarified to 
facilitate understanding. 
 
Further, Yue et al. (2019) underline that through sharing expected effects and 
underlying rationale of changes with employees, attitudes and motivation can be 
enhanced. Accordingly, Men and Stacks (2014) emphasize that transparent 
communication can foster employee motivation and empowerment. In these lines, one 
of the respondents expressed a need for improvement in communicating expected 
benefits and the purpose of environmental sustainability practices. Hence, transparent 
communication on underlying rationale and expected benefits is something for RJL to 
consider. 

5.2 Answering the Research Questions 
The study's three research questions will be answered in the following section based on 
the comparison between empirical findings and theory in the previous analysis. 
 

What factors are important to consider when implementing environmental 
sustainability strategies? 

 
The consideration of the factors organizational structure, organizational culture, 
internal communication, management control leadership, and employee motivation 
appears especially important in the implementation of environmental sustainability 
strategies. 
 

How do these factors affect the implementation of environmental sustainability 
strategies? 
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First, some factors, e.g., organizational structure, internal communication, and 
management control, seem to affect the implementation of environmental sustainability 
strategies through existing formal processes and structures. These processes and 
structures establish how the environmental sustainability work is carried out, for 
example, hierarchy in decision-making and developed routines. 
 
Further, within all factors there are various aspects that have been found to affect the 
achievement of alignment, common understanding, efficient communication and 
information sharing, employee involvement and employee motivation. Hence, the 
factors can either facilitate or hinder the implementation of environmental sustainability 
strategies. 
 

How can these factors enable a successful implementation of sustainability 
strategies? 

 
The six factors (a-f) can enable a successful implementation by: 
 

a) Organizational structure: the establishment of structures that aligns with the 
environmental sustainability strategy, facilitates efficient communication, and 
encourages employee initiatives and decision-making. 
 

b) Organizational culture: aligning the employees’ values, attitudes, and 
behaviors, with the strategy. 
 

c) Internal communication: creating a mutual understanding by informing, 
controlling, and motivating employees through transparent, two-way, 
communication. 
 

d) Management control: establishing informal and formal controls, e.g., standards, 
routines, and audits, to organize operations and create a common direction. 
 

e) Leadership: ensuring that leaders are qualified and sufficiently direct, support 
and motivate employees in an inclusive manner. 
 

f) Employee motivation: adequate training, employee involvement, motivative 
leaders, transparent communication can enhance employee motivation to work 
in alignment with goals. 

 
There is an emphasis on creating alignment in relation to the strategy throughout the 
factors above. This is also supported by previous research (Bednárik, 2019; Engert & 
Baumgartner, 2016) that highlights the importance of an alignment between the strategy 
and organizational structures and processes. Continuously, to facilitate the 
implementation, the factors should support the establishment of mutual understanding 
of the strategy’s vision and goals. Furthermore, in a majority of the factors the aspects 
of efficient communication and employee involvement are stressed. Consequently, 
these aspects seem to be especially important in creating alignment and mutual 
understanding and thus, enable the implementation. Nevertheless, as the various factors 
have been found to be interconnected and affect each other, a holistic approach towards 
these factors could be valuable.



Discussion and Conclusions 

 38 

6. Discussion and Conclusions 
This chapter highlights the contents of the study. First, there is a discussion of results. 
Thereafter, the method is discussed in combination with research quality. Further the 
chapter presents implications and conclusions. Last, the suggestions for further 
research are described. 

6.1 Discussion of Results 
The present study was directed to increase the understanding regarding the 
implementation of environmental sustainability strategies. The research questions 
identify important influencing factors and how they can enable a successful 
implementation. 
 
The research identified six important factors. While these factors are influenced by the 
case used in this study, they are also supported by previous literature (Engert & 
Baumgartner, 2016). Hence, the factors are expected to be significant in other 
organizations as well. However, the extent to which the factors affect an organization 
is context-dependent and it is thus not possible to establish a prioritization of the factors. 
 
Continuously, the research highlights the importance of these factors in the creation of 
organizational alignment and mutual understanding of the strategy’s vision and goals 
during the implementation. In achieving this, the study underlines efficient 
communication and employee involvement. However, the influence these aspects and 
the factors have on achieving organizational alignment and mutual understanding may 
vary depending on context, as organizations have different strategies, visions, and 
goals. 
 
Further, the results indicate that a holistic perspective of all factors is necessary as they 
have been found to be interconnected. Nevertheless, the relations between the factors 
may again, depend on context. 
 
To gain a deeper understanding of the effects and interconnectedness of the various 
factors and how to prioritize them, further research is needed. It is not possible to claim 
that the study of one organization led to data saturation in the research area. Hence, the 
findings should solely be recognized as a contribution towards a more complete 
understanding. 

6.2 Discussion of Method 
The quality of this study is grounded in Tracy’s (2020) eight criteria for quality in 
qualitative research: worthy topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, 
significant contribution, ethics, and meaningful coherence. Hence, the study and 
applied methods will be discussed in relation to these criteria. 
 
Worthy topic is the first criterion. The research of this study is connected to the area of 
corporate sustainability. Sustainability issues in general, and corporate sustainability, 
are two very timely and current topics (Benn et al., 2018; Klettner et al., 2014). 
 
Rich rigor refers to the content of the research (Tracy, 2020). The study has been 
conducted through a single case study. For the single case study performed, a holistic 
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design was appropriate as the study was based on one unit of analysis, which according 
to Yin (2018) is a suitable design when examining the global nature of an organization. 
The preliminary investigation that was carried out at the case organization brought 
forward a problem area and thus, facilitated the formulation of the study’s aim and 
research questions. Which is supported by Patel and Davidson (2019) who argue that a 
preliminary investigation can be helpful in collecting initial information for a problem 
statement. Furthermore, an extensive literature review of articles connected existing 
theory on the topic to this problem statement and further, established the theoretical 
framework of the study. All articles used in this study are peer-reviewed, which Norman 
(2008) states increases relevancy. Continuously, the study’s primary data was gathered 
through interviews and observations. The interviews were qualitative and of a semi-
structured nature and thus, provided the respondents opportunities to elaborate and 
discuss freely. Which Patel and Davidson (2019) argue is a beneficial way to collect 
information of a studied phenomenon. Overall, the interviews provided a useful insight 
of the problem area. Eight interviews were carried through, with employees in various 
hierarchical levels. While the multiple levels provided information on a wider 
organizational level, the depth of the information could have increased by additional 
interviews within these hierarchical levels. Further, due to time restrictions given by 
the case organization the interviews were limited to about 30 minutes. Hence, additional 
information could have been gathered by ensuring adequate time set aside for the 
interviews. The second source of primary data were observations. The observations 
increased the understanding and gave a deeper insight of the work connected to the 
environmental sustainability strategy of the case organization and the implementation 
process. In the same lines, Patel and Davidson (2019) and Yin (2007) argue that 
observations can enhance understanding of activities and events. Further, secondary 
data was obtained through a document analysis, which provided clarifications regarding 
the implementation of RJL's environmental sustainability strategy. Which Patel and 
Davidson (2019) support by arguing that the actual conditions can be understood 
through documents. 
 
The third criterion sincerity highlights transparency and self-reflexivity on subjective 
aspects (Tracy, 2020). The study provides details on working procedures through 
description of methods. Even more, to ensure an objective perspective, quoting was 
frequently employed in the empirical findings. Further, self-reflexivity was practiced 
throughout the study, especially in the section 6.1 Discussion of Results. 
 
Fourth, there is the criterion credibility which emphasizes detailed descriptions (Tracy, 
2020). The empirical findings are presented extensively. Further, triangulation is 
achieved through comparing multiple data collection techniques. Resonance is the fifth 
criterion, which relates to the transferability of the study (Tracy, 2020). Again, the 
detailed descriptions throughout the study provide the readers with in-depth 
information to increase applicability of knowledge. 
 
The sixth criterion is significant contribution. The contributions of the study are further 
presented in section 6.3 - Implications. 
 
Furthermore, the seventh criterion highlights the importance of ethical reflection 
throughout the research (Tracy, 2020). The participants of the study were informed, and 
consent was established. Further, ethical consideration was ensured not only in the data 
collection, but throughout the entire study. 
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Last, meaningful coherence is the eight criterion. This refers to achieving the purpose 
and ensuring interconnectedness and consistency in the research (Tracy, 2020). There 
is a common thread throughout the study, further, the purpose of the study is fulfilled. 

6.3 Implications 
The theoretical implications refer to the results’ contribution to existing theoretical 
knowledge in the research area. Previous research has identified a gap between the 
formulation and implementation of sustainability strategies (Engert & Baumgartner, 
2016; Teh & Corbitt, 2015). The study does not contribute to new theories: however, 
the research has contributed to increased knowledge on how various factors affect and 
enable the implementation. Further, while most of the previous research in the area of 
environmental sustainability strategies has explored one or a couple of factors, the 
results of this study emphasize the importance of considering the factors simultaneously 
and holistically. 
 
Practical implications refer to the results’ contribution to practitioners within the 
research area. The results of the study can be of significance to practitioners as they 
provide an understanding of important factors related to the implementation of 
environmental sustainability strategies. Practitioners may benefit from the knowledge 
that a holistic approach is valuable as various factors affect the achievement of 
organizational alignment and mutual understanding and thus, the implementation. 

6.4 Conclusions 
Through the conducted case study, conclusions will be presented in relation to the 
purpose of the research. For clarity, the purpose is repeated: 
 

To investigate how organizations successfully can implement environmental 
sustainability strategies. 

 
The study identified organizational structure, organizational culture, internal 
communication, management control, leadership and employee motivations as 
important factors that can facilitate or hinder the implementation of environmental 
sustainability strategies. 
 
It is concluded that organizational alignment in relation to the strategy and further, 
mutual understanding of the strategy’s vision and goals is important in the 
implementation. In achieving this, the aspects of employee involvement and efficient 
communication have been found especially significant.  
 
In conclusion, the factors are dependent on context and can influence each other. Hence, 
a holistic perspective that also recognizes the factors’ interconnectedness could 
facilitate a successful implementation of an environmental sustainability strategy. 

6.5 Further Research 
This research has been limited to a single organization. As organizations are complex 
and different, further research could investigate how these factors affect and enable the 
implementation of environmental sustainability strategies within other organizations. 
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Moreover, this study has provided an overview of how the factors organizational 
structure, organizational culture, internal communication, management control, 
leadership and employee motivation are connected to the implementation of 
environmental sustainability strategies. Therefore, further research could be aimed 
towards gaining a deeper understanding of each individual factor. Even more, further 
research could be directed towards prioritization of factors or identifying additional 
influencing factors that are not addressed in this study. 
 
Last, this research underlines the importance of a holistic approach towards these 
factors, hence, how the factors are influenced by the context and each other may be an 
area of interest for further research.
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Interview Guide 
Introduction 

1. What is your work role and title? 
2. What are your main tasks? 

 
General questions 

3. Which environmental sustainability matters are the most important in the 
department where you work? 

4. Do you think that environmental sustainability work is integrated into daily 
activities? 

5. Are there any barriers or problems in connection with the implementation of 
the environmental sustainability work within your department? 

a. If so, what do you think are the main reasons for this? 
6. What do you think are the most important factors in making the environmental 

sustainability work function and possibly be able to permeate your entire 
department? 

7. Do you think that RJL allocates the resources needed to implement 
environmental sustainability and achieve the goals? 

a. If not, what do you think is missing? (Time, staff, money, knowledge) 
8. Through what channels is the environmental sustainability work 

communicated from RJL to your business and on to managers and employees 
within your department? Forums/systems/meetings? 

a. Do you think that this communication regarding environmental 
sustainability work is satisfactory? Why/why not? 

9. In what ways can employees within the organization influence and 
communicate their own opinions on environmental sustainability? Feedback? 

10. Do you think that all employees have the opportunity to contribute with 
initiatives to the implementation of environmental sustainability or is it a top-
down process? 

11. Do you feel that employees are encouraged to be independent and involved in 
environmental sustainability work and in achieving related 
requirements/goals? 

a. If so, in what way? 
b. If not, how can this be improved? 

12. Do you experience that the environmental sustainability work is structured? 
E.g., clear areas of responsibility? Job descriptions? 

13. Can you take part in the follow-up of the environmental sustainability work? 
a. If so, in what way? 
b. If not, is it something you are missing? 

14. Which key roles do you think are the most important within RJL for 
environmental sustainability to be implemented and achieved?
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15. Do you think that your organizational culture supports environmental 
sustainability work? E.g., Is it supported by employees' values, behaviors, and 
attitudes? 

16. Do you feel that there is a commitment among the employees to work with 
environmental sustainability? 

17. Do you believe that employees work together and in unity to achieve the goals 
of the sustainability program and the environmental routines that exist? 

18. Do you feel that there is a resistance or individuals that think the 
environmental sustainability work is unnecessary or inconvenient to work 
with? 

a. If so, in what way? 
19. Do you feel that RJL and your own department are actively working to update 

the employees' knowledge regarding environmental sustainability work? 
a. If so, in what ways and to what extent? (Education, courses) 
b. If not, do you think it is needed? In that way? 

 
Additional questions for specific work roles 
Co-worker 

- What is your attitude towards sustainability and the environment? 
- How can you contribute to achieving the environmental sustainability goals of 

your department? 
- How well integrated is environmental sustainability in your work tasks within 

the daily activities? 
- Do you think that your department allocates the resources required to 

implement environmental sustainability and achieve the goals? 
- If not, what do you think is missing? (Time, staff, money, knowledge) 

- Do you think that the organization's environmental sustainability work is 
clearly communicated? Do you understand how to achieve them? Why/why 
not? 

- As an employee, are you aware of the goals in the sustainability program? 
- Are you motivated to work with environmental sustainability matters? 

- Why/why not? 
- Do RJL and your own department actively work to motivate you and the other 

employees to work with environmental sustainability matters? E.g., Is there 
any kind of reward system? 

- Do you think that you and your colleagues have enough knowledge regarding 
environmental sustainability? 

- Is there something that you feel you are missing? 
 
Environmental coordinator, operations manager, and environmental representatives 

- What role do you have in the implementation and achievement of the 
environmental sustainability work within the departments you are responsible 
for?
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- Do you think that there is a common picture of the purpose of the 
environmental sustainability work within the organization? 

- Who is responsible for ensuring that employees within the department 
understand, and are working in accordance with, the sustainability program 
and the environmental sustainability routines that exist? 

- How does the role(s) responsible, mentioned above, make sure that employees 
understand and work in accordance with the environmental sustainability 
routines that exist? E.g., Education? Job descriptions? Communication? 
Feedback? 

- How does the follow-up of the environmental sustainability work look? E.g., 
Measurements, feedback, reports? 

- Is this follow-up communicated to employees? E.g., Feedback etc... 
- Are you actively working to motivate employees to work with environmental 

sustainability? How? 
 
Finishing questions 

20. Do you feel that we have missed something that is of importance? 
21. Did it go well answering our questions? 
22. Do you have any questions you want to ask us? 
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