
  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                 

SUSTAINABILITY ASPECTS AND THEIR IMPLEMENTATIONS IN ENERGY 

UTILITY COMPANIES: A CASE STUDY ON TWO MUNICIPAL ENERGY 

COMPANIES  

 

Dissertation in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

  

BACHELOR OF SCIENCE WITH A MAJOR IN SUSTAINABLE ENERGY 

TRANSITION 

 

 

 

Uppsala University 

Department of Earth Sciences, Campus Gotland 

 

 

Natalie Fanari 

 

 

[21-06-2021] 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

                                                                                                                                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUSTAINABILITY ASPECTS POLICIES AND ITS IMPLEMENTATIONS: A 

CASE STUDY ON ENERGY UTILITY COMPANIES  

 

 

Dissertation in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

  

BACHELOR OF SCIENCE WITH A MAJOR IN SUSTAINABLE ENERGY 

TRANSITION 

 

Uppsala University 

Department of Earth Sciences, Campus Gotland 

 

Approved by: Ola Eriksson 

Supervisor, Johanna Liljenfeldt 

 

Examiner,  Ola Eriksson 

 

 

 

Date 

02/07/2021 

 



 

 

Abstract 
 

Achieving the balance between the three sustainability aspects i.e., environmental, social, 

and economic has been a problem for many companies, where many of them still prioritize 

the economic aspect over the environmental and social aspects. Currently, many 

companies and energy utilities are going through major changes in their energy systems, 

and to be able to stay in the market and be competitive, they need to have clear and 

effective policies and a clear purpose. To examine the challenges that energy utilities are 

going through and are restraining them from balancing between the three pillars, a 

qualitative method has been used. Additionally, the solutions to these challenges and 

which organizations can help were also examined by interviewing two Swedish 

companies. The findings revealed that the challenges energy utilities were going through 

were related to knowledge (e.g., customer acceptance, cost, waste reduction, and 

consuming energy without exhausting the earth's resources). On the other hand, the 

solutions were knowledge, educating customers, citizens, and companies, getting help 

from the governments and politicians, such as encouraging the implementation of CSR, 

laws, and financial incentives. Knowledge has been perceived as the biggest challenge and 

solution for almost all companies, where increasing awareness and education campaigns 

would play a big role in solving the problems that companies are going through. 

 

Keywords: Sustainability, the three sustainability aspects, knowledge, economy, 

environmental aspect, social aspect, energy utilities.  
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1- Introduction  

Currently, businesses are embracing the monetary purpose over the ecological and social 

aspects, they are driven by profit maximization, trying to satisfy the shareholders while 

neglecting the other aspects, yet, this is not the case for energy utilities (Lu et al., 2019). 

In their report (Lu et al., 2019) argue that due to the service that energy utilities are 

providing (e.g., energy to homes and businesses enterprises) they are seen as the most 

important companies in the market. Moreover, the authors also point out that there are still 

many energy utilities that rely on fossil fuels to generate and supply electricity to the grid, 

which is not gaining acceptance from the society nor the investors and considered as a big 

problem. The authors continue by describing the long-term impact of challenges (e.g., 

environmental, health, and safety risks) on the energy sector advancement. Consequently, 

public energy utilities have a major responsibility in fulfilling higher standards of 

performance comprising social and environmental effects, due to their high impact on the 

environment, unlike private companies working in the energy sector (Lu et al., 2019).   

However, the report also mentions that due to the change in the overall energy chain i.e., 

moving to clean energy, the energy utility industry is going through, all utilities need to 

attempt to expand the value of the service that is given to their customers. 

Moreover, Lu et al., (2019) contend that energy utilities are compelled to enhance their 

environmental performance and decrease supply costs, therefore, energy utilities need to 

reexamine their business models and monetary agreements. To do this, integrating 

renewable energy, energy efficiency measures, and other sustainable business practices is 

a must, where it will help them to serve their customers better, avert losses, and enhance 

their monetary situation (Lu et al., 2019). 

In essence, the future of energy and companies is clear now, almost all companies will 

move to renewable energy resources and start implementing more policies to adapt to the 

market (Edenhofer, 2011). Hence, since many sustainability policies will be in place, a 

balance between its pillars will be vital, and by considering the current situation, it is clear 

that many companies will face many challenges through the adapting process (Edenhofer, 
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2011). Where the model of the three pillars that is composed of ecological, economic, and 

social dimensions, has been established based on the idea that each of the three pillars 

ought to be treated equally (Haugan, 2013). 

There have been previous research that talked about sustainability and balancing between 

its pillars and discussed the problem of profit maximization briefly (Byrne and Taminiau, 

2016; Svensson and Wagner, 2015; Jitmaneeroj, 2016; Saeed et al., 2021; Tiep, Huan, and 

Hong, 2021; Lu et al., 2019; Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012). However, the two most relevant 

ones for this study’s scope were (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016) and (Svensson and Wagner, 

2015).         

In Byrne and Taminiau's (2016) article, the idea of profit maximization and the problem 

of balancing between the three pillars of sustainability has been discussed. They provided 

two viable solutions that are related to knowledge, economy, and alternative governance 

to achieve a balance between the three sustainability pillars (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016). 

The second article by Svensson and Wagner (2015) provided an example of four 

companies that succeed in balancing between the three pillars of sustainability and 

describing the efforts that have been made to reach this stage. The authors talked about 

the Triple Bottom line (TBL) approach which was still new at the time the journal was 

published. TBL is a framework that consolidates measures to assess the social, 

environmental, and financial performance of companies, where the TBL measurements 

are called the three Ps: people, planet, and profits (Slaper and Hall, 2011).  

Previous studies have not elaborated on the reason behind companies’ actions (Price, et 

al., 2011), neither on how to work with the environmental and social aspects (Byrne and 

Taminiau, 2016) nor mentioned what organizations or associations can help them (Bell 

and Stellingwerf, 2012). In addition, did not provide information regarding the cause-and-

effect relationship between TBL categories (Svensson and Wagner, 2015). Therefore, this 

research will contribute to this field by elaborating on the reason behind companies’ 

actions, how to work with environmental and social aspects, what are the organizations 

that can help them, and the cause-and-effect relationship between TBL categories. 
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1.2 Aim  

This research aims to explore how energy companies work with balancing between the 

economic, ecological, and social pillars of sustainability within their business, by doing 

qualitative analysis.   

 

1.3 Research questions 

To examine this, the research will answer the following questions:  

RQ1: How do energy utility companies in Sweden perceive the importance of the different 

sustainability pillars within their work?  

RQ2:What are the main challenges that are hindering companies from balancing between 

the three aspects and what are some possible solutions? 

 

1.4 The outline  

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows. Section 2 presents a literature review 

and is followed by section 3 methodology and methods, section 4 results and analysis, and 

section 5 discussion and conclusion. 
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2- Literature review 

To assess the literature on the importance of sustainability aspects in companies and 

specifically in energy utility companies, a choice has been made on focusing on different 

peer-reviewed journals and one master thesis to increase the trustworthiness of this 

research. All the reviewed articles talk about sustainability policies but with a different 

focus. Some of them focus on sustainability policies in general companies, and some focus 

on sustainability policies in energy utility companies. The literature gives different 

examples from different case studies on companies that have strategies for balancing the 

social, environmental, and economic pillars of sustainability. 

 

2.1 Different understandings of sustainability  

This part will provide a brief introduction to the understanding of sustainability and its 

implementation tools. The following definitions were found to be the most relevant ones 

to the aim of this research study.  

1- It is the balance between consumption and production, to guarantee the 

maintaining of the load of the resources (Haugan, 2013).  

2- “The economy is a subsystem of society, in turn a subsystem of the biosphere and 

that the increase in scale and spread of the human dimension and the connectivity 

and speed of the globalized world now shapes the biosphere and our own future in 

profound ways” (Folke et al., 2016. P4). 

Regarding the sustainability pillars, as mentioned before they represent the ecological, 

economic, and social dimensions, and were established based on the idea that each of them 

should be treated similarly (Haugan, 2013). However, there are two main descriptions that 

provide a better understanding of the pillars, the first one is the cake model and the second 

one is the circles model.  

The cake model is perceiving the three sustainability pillars as they all are interconnected 

and each one has an impact on the other one just like the cake model of sustainable 

development goals (Folke et al., 2016). In the cake model, the environment is the 

foundation, supporting society, which supports the economy (see appendix B for figure 
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1). When changes are made in the environment it reflects on the society and economy as 

well. It is not possible to achieve changes in society without first doing changes in the 

environment (Folke et al., 2016).  

As for the three-circles model it “takes the three dimensions of environmental, economic, 

and social resources and labels them as the three requirements for sustainable 

development. In this model, sustainable development is achieved when all three pillars are 

working in unison (and by implication the system faces potential collapse if one of the 

pillars is unbalanced)” (Thatcher, 2015). (See appendix B for figure 2, the three-circles 

model of sustainable development with overlaps labeled).  

With regards to the cake model the focus there is on the relationship between the three 

pillars, describing how are they interconnected and how they impact each other. As for the 

focus of the circles model, the three pillars should work simultaneously to contribute to 

sustainable development. Both definitions explain that the three pillars are interconnected, 

but the main difference is that the cake model prioritizes the environmental pillar over the 

economic and social pillars. While in the circle model definition all pillars are equal, if a 

change has been made in one of them only then that would weaken sustainable 

development.  

Regarding the tools that can be used to implement it, there are different tools but the ones 

that will be mentioned in this research are corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

International Organization for Standardization (ISO), and TBL (explained in the 

introduction).  CSR is a concept where social and environmental aspects are incorporated 

within companies' business activities and in their cooperation with their stakeholders (Bell 

and Stellingwerf, 2012). As for  ISO definition it is a shortcut for an international 

organization for standardization, and it is a certification that is issued by external 

certification bodies to companies (ISO - Certification, 2021). There are different 

certifications in different categories some of which are especially in sustainability 

practices e.g., ISO 14001 effective environmental management system, ISO 9001 quality 

management systems, and ISO 45001 occupational health and safety. Therefore, each 
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standard has its requirements thus, for any company to be certificated by specific 

standards, it needs to meet the requirements of this standard (ISO - Certification, 2021).  

 

2.2 Energy utilities working with sustainability  

The energy utility industry is facing many challenges and risks related to the environment 

and society (Lu et al., 2019). One of the challenges is balancing the three sustainability 

pillars and the relationship between them. Finding a balance between slowing climate 

change and meeting energy demand is another challenge (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016). In 

addition to the strong reliance on economic optimality in the planning process of energy, 

policies, technologies, and markets which were the main driver of the 20th century 

development (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016). A solution could be implementing CSR in 

utilities and investing in renewable energy (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). Since CSR has 

a positive impact on the usage of renewable energy resources (URR) hence, sustainable 

energy supply (SES), which in turn would lead to accomplishing sustainable energy 

development goals (SEDGs) (Tiep, et al., 2021).  

Another solution would be moving to clean energy and  increasing consumers’ trust since 

they have the key role in leading this transition (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). To increase 

consumers’ trust and ensure their contribution to this change, the utilities need to 

implement CSR (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). Another way to increase consumer’s trust 

is by the proenvironmental and prosocial investments(Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). 

However, help from the government (e.g., financial instruments (tax allowance awards), 

informational measures, and encouraging CSR implementation) is considered as an 

important solution that will help utilities to create a balance between the pillars (Lu et al., 

2019). A modified optimality response is another solution (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016).  

Where it aims to spread awareness among the market members and reformulate the 

monetary decision-making with the goal that no-or low-carbon items are supported by 

raising the price of carbon-intensive energy sources, the low-carbon dual sources will be 

prioritized (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016). Establishing sustainability as a principle of the 

commons, which is identified as “alternative governance structures focused on ‘energy 
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democracy’ and alternative political economies like those embedded in sustainable energy 

utilities can repurpose policy, economics, and engineering to the search for sustainable 

public benefits” is another vital solution to be considered (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016. 

P139). Nevertheless, it is noteworthy to indicate the positive impacts of CSR on utilities 

and its relationship with SEDGs. CSR has a positive impact on the trustworthiness of 

customers (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). In addition, with the commitment to renewable 

energy, the trust is effectively increased and conversely, trust decreases when utilities 

show no commitment to renewable energy (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). Also, for energy 

utilities that assess the CSR problems related to sustainable energy development, the 

utility and its shareholders would gain more knowledge and understanding regarding their 

businesses (Lu et al., 2019). It will also benefit the consumer because it will help in 

keeping the costs low during the transformation process of the energy system (Lu et al., 

2019). With regards to CSR relationship with SEDGs, they have an interconnected 

relationship, if an energy utility has succeeded in implementing a successful CSR, the 

results would reflect on encouraging the URR, thus, a sustainable energy supply will be 

guaranteed (Tiep, et al., 2021). Therefore, as a result, sustainable energy development 

goals will be accomplished (Tiep, et al., 2021). Yet, it is important to mention the 

importance of the government's role in all the mentioned above solutions. However, the 

last perspective on the positive impacts of CSR, is that firms with CSR committees achieve 

a better and more efficient result within their environment and social performance (e.g., 

carbon footprints) (Saeed et al., 2021). Where the more the CSR committee is involved, 

the greater the help it provides (e.g., satisfying the needs of the stakeholders, enhancing 

the transparency actions, the efficient use of non-renewable natural resources, and 

environmentally friendly production) (Saeed et al., 2021).  

 

Byrne and Taminiau, (2016) have indicated the importance of the environmental and 

social pillars, by pointing out that balancing between the climate and society’s energy has 

been the major challenge that energy utilities have went through. Yet, the article did not 

elaborate a lot on how to work with the solutions of the environmental and social aspects 
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of sustainability that were mentioned (Byrne and Taminiau, 2016). In Przepiorka and 

Horne, (2020) article the importance of consumers' role in the energy transition process, 

and the impact of proenvironmental and prosocial investments in energy utilities on 

increasing consumer’s trust has been indicated. Yet, the authors did not explore the 

reasons behind consumers’ perceptions (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020). 

 

2.3 General companies working with sustainability 

This section will provide useful information, regarding the importance of the three 

sustainability pillars, emphasizing the reason why companies implement sustainable 

business practices and mentioning the challenges that many companies are going through, 

and providing solutions to them.   

Financial gains were described as the main incentive behind the implementation of 

sustainability policies and initiatives by many companies followed by social and 

environmental incentives (Svensson and Wagner, 2015; Høgevold et al., 2015; Bell and 

Stellingwerf, 2012). However, it has been indicated that sustainability policies are more 

likely to be implemented by organizations that are from medium to large-size (Price, et 

al., 2011). Unlike small companies who are less likely to have a sustainability policy in 

place due to the barriers they are facing, (e.g., time constraints and lack of knowledge) 

(Price, et al., 2011). Anyhow, the importance of balancing between the three sustainability 

pillars and adopting them in combination with one another has been indicated (Svensson 

and Wagner, 2015). One of the ways in implementing them is knowledge and motivation, 

Motivation encourages individuals to take action in solving sustainability-related issues 

(Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012). In addition to the knowledge and motivation that 

Sustainable Entrepreneurs have, where they claim that they will give equal importance to 

all the three pillars (Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012). Another way would be in implementing 

the TBL framework to measure the performance of the three sustainability pillars, 

reinforce sustainable business practices, and facilitate the linking between them 

(Høgevold et al., 2015). However, by highlighting the main challenge which is lack of 

customer knowledge, it will be easier to succeed and produce effective solutions (Bell and 
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Stellingwerf, 2012). One of the solutions could be increasing customer awareness towards 

existing sustainable alternatives (Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012). Where increasing customer 

awareness could make the transformation process of industries towards sustainability 

faster (Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012). 

 

Price, et al., (2011) have linked the size of facilities management to the likelihood of 

implementing sustainability policies. The authors have indicated that small organizations 

are less likely to have sustainability policies in comparison with medium-large-sized 

facilities. Yet, they did not mention the reason behind the companies’ actions (regarding 

sustainability policies implementation) (Price, et al., 2011). Svensson and Wagner, (2015) 

have talked about the importance of balancing between the three sustainability pillars and 

provided a tool (TBL) that helps in balancing them. However, they did not cover the cause-

and-effect relationship between TBL categories (Svensson and Wagner, 2015). Bell and 

Stellingwerf, (2012) have indicated the importance of knowledge and motivation in 

solving the challenge of balancing between the three sustainability pillars. Nevertheless, 

they did not mention what organizations or associations could help in solving it (Bell and 

Stellingwerf, 2012). 
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3- Methodology and Methods  

This section will give a brief background on the chosen method and the two studied 

companies Lidköping and Gothenburg energi in the form of an exploratory comparative 

case study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The two companies have been chosen because 

this research aimed at doing a comparison between small and big energy utility. Also, 

there was a bigger chance in contacting and reaching to the responsible people who can 

provide the needed information due to previous attempts of reaching out to bigger 

companies (e.g., Vattenfall) but the author was not able to reach any contact person there. 

The interviews will provide an in-depth understanding of the purpose behind the 

implemented and un-implemented policies, the challenges, and solutions of working with 

the three sustainability pillars.  

For this research, a qualitative method in the form of an exploratory comparative case 

study has been used. The method includes data collection and data analysis from multiple 

sources, the data collection included interviews (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The data 

analysis was thematic and consisted of analyzing the results of the interviews. Thematic 

analysis is defined as “a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) 

within data” (Vaismoradi, et.al., 2013). Regarding the case study, it has been chosen 

because it is a “strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a 

particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of 

evidence” (Collis and Hussey, 2013.P:93).  

The main steps in doing thematic analysis were inspired by (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 

The first step was reading through the interviews and start adding relevant codes that 

describe the idea of the whole paragraph (e.g., knowledge, policies, waste reduction, 

challenges, and solutions). Afterward, the author has gathered the codes and started 

looking for common and relevant themes to the aim, RQ1and RQ2. Before the last stage, 

all the common themes were written and relevant quotes were gathered. The last stage was 

analysis which was mainly about uncovering patterns in data. 
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The exploratory form was chosen to explore how different companies and especially 

energy companies balance the economic, ecological, and social aspects. Whereas the 

exploratory form is used because in exploratory research, “the focus is on gaining insights 

and familiarity with the subject area for more rigorous investigation at a later stage” (Collis 

and Hussey, 2013, P:4). Comparative research, on the other hand, is where “the 

investigator compares two or more groups in terms of a cause (or independent variable) 

that has already happened”  (Creswell, and Creswell, 2018, P:49)                                                                                                 

Continuing to the data collection, this research has collected data from different sources 

as mentioned before, in addition to an interview with both companies, since the required 

information were not found on their webpage, i.e., the answers to research questions and 

the motive behind their actions cannot be found in public documents. Adding up, these 

companies were chosen based on previous knowledge of their actions and as mentioned 

before due to the simplicity in reaching them and their availability for the interview unlike 

other companies.  

 

3.1 Lidköping Energi 

Lidköping Energi is an energy company that is owned by Lidköping Municipality 

(Lidköping Energi, 2020). They produce and deliver district heating in Lidköping's urban 

area and burn waste on contract for the municipality of Lidköping. They account for 90 

percent of the heating needs for housing and about 60 percent of the industry in the area. 

The company is certified with ISO 14001:2015 and is building a new boiler that would 

have less CO2 emissions. The company also have a recycling system where they take 

things that no one wants and transform them into something everyone needs (Lidköping 

Energi, 2020).  

 

3.2 Gothenburg Energi 

Gothenburg Energi is an energy company that is owned by the municipality, they produce 

electricity, supply about 90% of all buildings in Gothenburg with district heating. They 
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also sell natural gas and biogas on both the local and national grid, and they are certificated 

with ISO 14001:2015, ISO 9001:2015, and ISO 45001:2018 (Göteborg Energi, 2021).  

 

3.3 Semi-structured interview 

The interview type was semi-structured with open-ended questions, where the questions 

were sent beforehand to give the interviewee a better idea about the questions and how to 

answer them (Creswell, and Creswell, 2018). Concerning the open-ended questions, they 

provide additional space for the interviewee to answer questions freely, besides that, not 

all questions need to be asked since they could be answered by the interviewee while 

answering another question. Through this method, thorough information will be gained, 

as well as more data for the inquiries. The other reason why this method suits the best for 

this research is the need to assemble data and comprehend the circumstance from the 

interviewee's perspective and perhaps acquire new data regarding their policies or new 

activities that have not been distributed yet (Creswell, and Creswell, 2018).  

With regards to the background of the interviewees, the interviewee from Lidköping 

energi is working as a production manager in Lidköping energy and has been working 

there since 2017. The interviewee has experience from another process industry, in both 

manager and a process engineer with a master education of science in chemical 

engineering with applied physics. The reason behind the selection of the interviewee was 

based on previous knowledge, also, because the interviewee was already familiar with the 

topic, and the interviewee has been contacted by email.  

The interviewee from Gothenburg energi is working as a sustainability manager with an 

educational background in civil engineering education. The interviewee has worked with 

waste management before and started working in Gothenburg energi in 2007. The reason 

the interviewee has been selected is due to the position the interviewee has in the company, 

which indicates the knowledge he/she has in the topic, and the interviewee has been 

contacted by phone.  
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3.4 Interview protocol 

Both interviews were conducted on the 26th of April, the interviews were held via zoom, 

and they were recorded after the approval of the interviewees and each one took approx. 

one hour. The questions of the interviews were sent to the interviewees a week before to 

give them time to prepare and be familiar with the questions beforehand, and to be able to 

answer all the questions, (see appendix A for interview questions). During the interview, 

the interviewer took notes and wrote some key words to facilitate the transcription process.  

After the meeting, the interviewer has asked the interviewees for further help in case 

something has been missed. The interviewees answered positively and agreed on 

providing help if more questions occur after the meeting or if something was not 

understood. Moreover, the interviews were transcribed by using an application called 

Descript and the interviewer has listened to the recording again and went through the notes 

and key words to check the accuracy of the transcription.    

 

3.5- Ethical considerations  

It is important to mention that the content of this research will be handled with integrity 

and in a scientifically correct manner, there will be no falsifying authorship, no plagiarism, 

and all the collected data will be referenced. Adding up, since an interview will be one of 

the methods it is vital to point out that the confidentiality and privacy of the interviewee 

and the provided materials will be respected and treated carefully and with neutrality 

(Creswell, and Creswell, 2018). The confidentiality and privacy of the interviewee will be 

granted by respecting the desire of the interviewee of being anonymous or not and by 

protecting the interviewee's identity by using pseudonyms for example (Creswell, and 

Creswell, 2018). 
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4- Results  

The findings from the interviews indicate that there are two main themes and two tools 

that were seen as a challenge for the companies concerning working with the different  

sustainability pillars.The main two themes were: the importance of economy and 

balancing between the three sustainability pillars and energy sources and their challenges. 

Regarding the tools, they were the role of policies and purpose in balancing between the 

sustainability pillars, and lack of awareness as a challenge and knowledge as a solution 

for the companies, including the role of waste reduction. Either tool can contribute to the 

solution of their challenges or solve them if used correctly.  

 

4.1- The importance of economy and balancing between the three sustainability pillars 

The way interviewees perceive the economic, environmental, and social pillars, and their 

importance for their work have been described in this theme. 

The interviewee at Lidköping energi expressed the importance of the three sustainability 

pillars by sharing their point of view as a company and by focusing on the social part as 

well. The interviewee has clarified that even though economic for them is the financial 

well-being of the company, yet they will not prioritize it over the environmental and social 

aspects.  

“We cannot prioritize economics above the environmental and social aspects, I cannot 

say let us throw this waste in the river because it is cheaper, that is not okay” (Interviewee 

11). 

The interviewee continued by explaining that they are trying to give equal importance to 

all three aspects. The interviewee has clarified it well when explaining that doing 

improvements in the environmental part would result in financial gains.  

“I guess there are similar size those pillars,…… if you do improvements in the 

environment, it is usually possible to see gains in economists as well” (interviewee 1).  

 
1  The interviewee from Lidköping energi will be referred to as interview 1, and the interviewee from 

Gothenburg energi will be referred to as interviewee 2, to differentiate between the two. 
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As for the interviewee in Gothenburg energi, the importance of balancing the three 

sustainability pillars has been expressed by a brief description of their work and that they 

are trying to provide incentives to companies by helping them reduce their energy 

consumption.    

“Our primary business is to reduce the need for energy being imported to Gothenburg. In 

cooperation with the building owners, we try to help them reduce their energy usage. Now 

that is not our key business but do support them in a way we can say that's great” 

(interviewee 2).  

The interviewee also mentioned how they are trying to balance the three sustainability 

pillars by being a part of the carbon capture project.  

“Another aspect which I mentioned would be carbon capture, where we develop the idea 

together with our customers. But it is our customers that have to make the final decision, 

are they prepared to pay for those advancements in technology, [which will lead to a] 

better sustainability, but also at a higher cost” (interviewee 2)  

 

During the interview, the importance of profit and the three pillars for the interviewees as 

emphasized by both interviewees in response to the question about ways of balancing the 

three sustainability pillars by both interviewees.  

The interviewee from Lidköping energi expressed the importance of the economic aspect 

by saying: 

“I would say economics is the base, so I guess that is the biggest one, the environment is 

the backbone of the company”  

 

The interviewee from Gothenburg energi expressed the importance of profit for them by 

saying: 

“We have to make a profit. So, if we are not making a profit, we can’t stay in business”  

The interviewee also emphasized that if they do not focus on the three pillars they are no 

longer attractive.  
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“At the same time….. If we are not focusing on all those aspects, we will not be attractive 

on the markets” (interviewee 2). 

The interviewee has also expressed the importance of the social aspect for the company.  

“When it comes to gender equity or diversity in our company, we understand that our 

company becomes more innovative, more attractive, more competitive if we are better at 

diversity and gender equity” (interviewee 2). 

At the same time, they are facing a challenge with regards to bioenergy usage, where soon 

companies would want to also move to bioenergy, which increases the price of bioenergy, 

and it probably will not be available since there is a limitation in supply.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

“Bioenergy we foresee is going to be a very limiting sector, there is a limited amount of 

bioenergy that can be used in a sustainable manner. Currently, we focus on the residues 

from forestry, but there are a number of other industries hoping to be able to use the same 

products for their production in the future, then, of course, the competition for using those 

residues is going to increase….. [and] the cost will skyrocket, and then we're not interested 

if residues from forestry become both too sensitive and too expensive” (interviewee 2).                   

As noticed in the interviews, the economic pillar is still very important, and profit is vital 

for any company to survive.  

 

The main idea of this theme was to point out the importance of balancing the three 

sustainability pillars, and the importance of the economy on its own. Since it is the main 

driver of why many companies neglect the environmental and social aspects of 

sustainability. The interviewees have expressed that by mentioning that they would never 

prioritize the economic pillar over the environmental and social pillars, they have also 

mentioned that by improving their environmental and social work, the results will reflect 

positively on the economic pillar. Each company is contributing to sustainability in its 

way, providing incentives in different ways, but in the end, they are both doing what they 

can to profit by trying to give equal importance to the pillars.     
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4.2- Energy sources and their challenges  

The challenges that both companies are facing regarding their energy sources have been 

expressed in this theme. The challenges that Lidköping energi is mainly facing are money, 

the usage of bio-oil and the taxes that were imposed on using RME stopped them from 

using it as their primary energy source.  

RME is a “domestic Swedish biofuel, produced from rapeseed and biomethanol and 

becomes a non-toxic fuel (Energifabriken, 2021).” 

“We use bio-oil because we need to have some peak load equipment, bio-oil is cost-

effective and not that harmful to the environment as fossil fuel. Also, to ensure the highest 

peak, we use fossil fuels now, because it is more cost-effective compared to RME, for 

example, RME is extremely expensive due to the taxes, which are not possible to get rid of 

the taxes” (interviewee 1). 

Another major challenge that Lidköping energi is facing with regards to energy was the 

ability to control their energy consumption without overconsuming the earth sources.           

“To produce energy without consuming the sources of the earth is a huge challenge for 

us” (interviewee 1). 

 

As for Gothenburg energi, the main energy goals are to reduce the need for primary 

energy,  use waste incineration to generate heat, and use as little renewable energy as 

possible.  

“Our primary… [goal] of energy is to reduce the need for primary energy to the city by 

taking, recovering waste sources, and then using as little renewable energy as possible” 

(interviewee 2).  

“If we can recover energy, before using renewable energy, then renewable energy can be 

used to replace fossil energy somewhere else since renewable energy is a limited 

resource” (interviewee 2).                   
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The main idea of this theme has been in highlighting the main challenges that the 

companies are going through regarding their energy sources. The main challenges that 

Likdöping energi is facing are cost and achieving a balance between production and 

consumption, as for Gothenburg energi it was cost as well. The challenge of cost is seen 

in the taxes that Lidköping energi is facing with regards to RME and the high prices of 

bioenergy that Gothenburg energi is facing. Which as a result is hindering both companies 

from using renewable energy sources as their primary source of energy and continue using 

fossil fuels since it is cheaper. 

 

4.3- The role of policies and purpose in balancing between the sustainability pillars 

The interviewees here highlighted the importance of policies and purpose 

(e.g., motivation) as a tool for each company and their role in balancing the three 

sustainability pillars. 

The interviewee in Lidköping energi thought that depending on the problem that they need 

help with, they can decide who can help them best since sometimes policies come from 

outside the company, when said:  

“Depending on the question…. [that] shall be…[solved] local or national, for example, 

taxes are set nationally, and they should ensure that the company can afford to take the 

taxes without needing to change fuel or something.” 

 

The opinion of the interviewee from Gothenburg energi was different: he/she thought that 

large and well-known organizations are the ones that can help them when said:   

“National organizations dealing with consumer information have important roles to play. 

Naturskyddsförening (Nature Conservation Association) in Sweden for example, has an 

important role to play when it comes to informing… customers as to what they should be 

buying.” 
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Regarding the sustainability policies that both companies have, the interviewee in 

Lidköping energi expressed that the company has both environmental and work safety 

policies. In addition, as mentioned before, it is certified with ISO 14001:2015 and working 

to get certified with ISO 9001. 

“We have environmental, social, and economic policies, we also have ISO 14001 and 

working to get ISO 9001. We have an environmental policy translated from Swedish: Our 

production of energy shall contribute to a sustainable society and happy customers” 

(interviewee 1). 

 

As for the policies in Gothenburg energi that were expressed by the interviewee:  

“We have the ISO 9001, ISO 14001,…work safety certification, and we have policies for 

the environment for employments, [and]for procurements in all political areas.” 

“[Our] short term [policy] is to phase out fossil fuels to 2025 and the long term is to 

become climate positive.”  

 

Both interviewees indicated that they believe that individual motivation is more important 

than policies.  

“If you have happy employees they will perform better in work and the company will be 

more valuable, make more profits. At the same time, if we get the new ideas and comments 

from people who like doing their work that means new ways of looking at things, so, we 

really grew as a company” (interviewee 1). 

“Actually, much of that development is driven by the employees who are coming up with 

ideas on how to improve the environmental performance of our activities. How to improve 

on gender equality, how to follow up on our suppliers so, I wouldn't want to give policies 

or eyes to systems more importance today” (interviewee 2). 

“I have many curious and ambitious colleagues, that are sincerely interested in the 

sustainability field. …. They try and find out… ways for us to improve, and… [the] ways, 

of course, include social aspect, other environmental aspects…. So, the politicians help 

us prioritize, but my colleagues help us identify new areas to work in” (interviewee 2). 
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The interviewees pointed out the importance of purpose in the company and explained 

how a company with purpose-driven employees can achieve good work and profit in the 

long term, which they both expressed in their ways and by pointing out the importance of 

the social aspect in any company.  

The interviewee from Lidköping energi pointed out that for them, even though they do not 

have many written policies and no long-term policies, they think that motivation within 

employees is very important and can achieve many great results. 

When asked about long-term policies the answer was:  

“We are not there yet, but I think that we should think about it because we need an agenda 

to follow to make sure that we do not lose track” (interviewee 1). 

 

As for the interviewee in Gothenburg energi, the importance of policies has been 

expressed by describing what kind of policies they have and pointing out the importance 

of knowledge and how knowledge can become both a challenge and a solution at the same 

time.   

“We have the applicable policies, they play their…[role], and they definitely had a very 

important role when these questions were new when the environment was a new question. 

You might have to introduce a policy to instill a sense of certainty amongst the employees” 

(interviewee 2).  

“Well, of course, long-term policies are extremely important to give us some kind of 

certainty as to what technologies to use upon. But also,…. the long-term policies… need 

to develop with knowledge and knowledge is growing all the time, for example, bioenergy 

or other aspects. So, it's I also understand it's very difficult to have long-term policies in 

place as society and humanity are learning so much all the time” (interviewee 2). 

Both companies have pointed out very clearly that there are some barriers in their way of 

working with sustainability. Yet, they are still trying to achieve balance within the three 

pillars based on their possibilities and it was clear that they are trying to care about them 

in an equal way. Policies are considered a very important part of every company, which 

was explained above, in addition to knowledge which has an important part in developing 
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policies. The interviewees have talked about what policies they have in their companies, 

and as noticed there is a big difference between the two companies’ policies which is 

because of their size. also, as mentioned before, size plays a significant role in the 

implementation of sustainability policies, and since Gothenburg energi is considered a big 

company, it has higher responsibilities, hence more policies in comparison with Lidköping 

energi. Gothenburg energi is also working more actively with sustainability throughout 

the policies and certifications they have.   

However, it seems that for the companies that policies are not as important as before, and 

purpose is more important now. This theme has underlined the importance of the social 

aspect of sustainability and its positive impact on the environmental and economic aspects 

of sustainability. It also mentioned the organizations that can help the companies to 

overcome the challenges that they are struggling with. The answers were very different, 

interviewee 1 thought that depending on the size of the problem, they can decide. But most 

likely the interviewee thinks that the local municipality would be able to help with many 

small problems. Interviewee 2 thought that large organizations are the ones who can help. 

 

4.4- Lack of awareness as a challenge and knowledge as a solution for the companies  

One of the solutions for balancing between the three sustainability pillars would be 

education for both citizens and the companies’ employees.    

The results showed that the most important challenge and solution for the companies was 

knowledge in different forms and for different target groups. In the interviews, it seemed 

that education as a tool would be able to solve almost all the challenges that they are 

facing. The most challenging part of knowledge for them was citizens who lacked 

knowledge regarding the companies' work, policies, as well as citizens who lack an 

understanding of their carbon footprint. 

 

Starting with Lidköping energi, the interviewee has talked about different challenges and 

solutions to their work within energy and sustainability. However, the main two challenges 

were knowledge and money. When it comes to knowledge, the interviewee when asked 
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about a solution or an incentive to help them improve sustainability the answer was 

education. It has been mentioned as something that is crucial and would make a huge 

change for them. With regards to money, the company has struggled and still struggling 

to find a new cost-effective renewable energy source instead of RME, for this reason, 

knowledge and money would be a great help for them.  

With regards to knowledge as a challenge, there have been similar opinions between the 

two interviewees where both agreed that one of the main challenges for them within 

sustainability work was knowledge.   

The interviewee in Lidköping energi’s has described knowledge as both a challenge and 

a solution in one sentence when asked about what can help them in contributing to 

sustainability in a better way by saying:  

“Money is always good, but even more important is help, like knowledge, what can we do 

and how can we do it”  

 

As for the interviewee from Gothenburg energy, the challenge and solution of knowledge 

have been in contributing to sustainability by understanding their impact on biodiversity.  

“Over time, a number of other aspects…[has been] added to sustainability. An example 

is biodiversity, where biodiversity is an area that we are currently trying to understand 

our effect on biodiversity, being quite a difficult field to understand” (interviewee 2). 

“The greatest challenges would be the planetary boundaries, that we need to understand 

better and perform better with them” (interviewee 2). 

An additional challenge and solution were citizen knowledge where the interviewee from 

Gothenburg has expressed that their company is owned by the municipality and they do 

what the politicians ask them to, based on the citizen’s request. Where the citizens are the 

ones who decide many things about the company (e.g., what the company should work 

with).  

“We have two very outspoken, parties, we have our owner, which is the citizens and 

politicians of Gothenburg” (interviewee 2). 
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For this reason, it is important to have good knowledge of what is most important to focus 

on and achieve. This also pertains to the energy sources of the companies where many 

customers are asking and demanding that the energy companies move to clean business. 

Yet, many of them do not know or do not have enough knowledge about the challenges 

that companies are facing where the interviewee has expressed this when saying that:  

“Citizen knowledge is the number one…, we are a political tool so, we do what the citizens 

and the politicians ask us to do” (interviewee 2).  

“The customers nowadays are demanding cleaner and cleaner businesses, but people 

need to know what is actually happening” (interviewee 2). 

Knowledge as a solution was one of the things that both interviewees shared the same 

opinion about, where they expressed it as an incentive and a very important tool to help 

them improve their work in energy and sustainability when said:  

“I think the best incentive is knowledge” (interviewee 2). 

Also, it has been mentioned by the interviewee that the main reason companies neglect 

the environmental and social aspects of sustainability is lack of knowledge.   

The interviewee from Lidköping energi said:                                                                                                                                                                                       

“I don't think every company has an idea of their…[business]” 

As for the interviewee in Gothenburg energi:                                                                                                   

“Because they do not understand how the environmental, the social aspects can profit the 

company, but possibly in certain businesses customer interests might be still too low”. 

 

Lack of awareness has been a very important and big challenge that many companies, 

customers, and citizens are struggling with. Companies’ lack of awareness has been 

exemplified in the interviews as the main reason why many companies prioritize the 

economic aspect of sustainability over the environmental and social aspects. The 

customers part is where customers lack knowledge regarding the company's work with 

sustainability and other energy sources. Regarding the citizens, as mentioned before by 

the interviewees that citizens are the ones who decide many things about the company. 

Which indicates the importance of knowledge regarding the company's work with 
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sustainability, alternative energy sources, and the challenges that the company is going 

through. Moreover, increased awareness in all these cases would solve major problems 

for both companies. 

4.4.1 Customer awareness about waste reduction 

It has been expressed by the interviewee in Lidköping energi that waste reduction or 

relying less on waste would help them move to renewable energy sources that are more 

cost-effective. This exemplifies the challenges that the company is going through and how 

education and financial resources would help them to do better.  

“Today, we really do the best with the waste, that can be done with the waste that is not 

possible to recycle or reuse. So, in the best of worlds, no waste will be produced and then 

we don't need to produce energy from waste. So, we need to just find another way to 

produce energy, in a cost-effective way, because people need energy in their homes. But 

we have a wider range of possibilities if we don't need to use waste. I mean, we can use 

wind, solar, hydrogen. But that's the ideal world. In the real world, the waste we need to 

be produced, and we need to take care of it.” 

 

As for the interviewee from Gothenburg, energy waste was described not only as a 

challenge for energy and sustainability work but as a customer acceptance problem as 

well.  

“Why not use our energy instead, which is recovered heat. But you are dirty, you have all 

the carbon emissions from waste, but it's your waste. Yeah. But it is your burden. It is on 

your paper. So, we are in continuous discussions with our customers, trying to remind 

them both of how the system works. Now, we use waste incineration where you are burning 

waste. How can you burn waste? That is a very dirty business so, they struggle in 

persuading their investors and their customers. 

 

Lack of awareness about waste reduction was specifically identified by both interviewees 

as a challenge for both their energy production and sustainability work. Where both 

companies burn waste to generate heat, and both have expressed that they have to do this 
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because their companies are owned by the municipality, and they do what the politicians 

ask them to. However, the problem here is customer acceptance and understanding of the 

limitation and reasons behind why companies do. The solution for both companies is 

mainly in increasing awareness about the reason the company is doing so. 

Moreover, as a general conclusion to the results section, it can be seen that the reason 

many energy companies work voluntarily with sustainability and CSR is based on interest 

(e.g., motivation), pressure, and profit (long-term profit). This can also be seen in literature 

with a focus on energy utilities working with sustainability. To be more specific, the future 

of the energy system is now clear, and as mentioned before it will be composed of clean 

energy. For this reason, there will be many new regulations and laws that will be 

implemented to ensure the transition. So, if energy companies until then did not change 

their energy systems or policies they will be facing many challenges, and it will be hard 

for them to compete in the market or even profit. For this reason, it is better and easier for 

them to start voluntarily working with sustainability now to avoid future challenges. 
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5- Discussion and Conclusion 

This research aims to explore how energy companies work with balancing between the 

economic, ecological, and social pillars of sustainability within their business. 

The key finding from the interviews was that the main and major challenge and solution 

for the companies was both internal and external knowledge, for companies, citizens, and 

customers. Knowledge has also been mentioned in both, interviews and literature with a 

focus on energy utilities and with focus on companies working with sustainability. This 

indicates the importance of it, the challenge that has been mentioned in the interviews and 

the literature was lack of knowledge and the solution was increasing awareness and 

informational campaigns from the government.   

Another important finding was the importance of sustainability policies which was 

expressed in both the interviews and the literature. Yet, purpose (e.g., motivation) has 

gained more importance than policies in the interviews and literature with focus on general 

companies working with sustainability. Both interviewees have expressed that in their 

opinion motivation is the main driver behind their sustainability work more than policies. 

The evidence to this can be seen in Lidköping energi, where even though they do not have 

many sustainability policies, they still manage to profit and try to keep improving their 

work with sustainability. 

In the literature, the purpose has gained more importance when it has pointed out that 

many companies do not have sustainability policies, yet still succeed in doing good work 

and getting awards. A similar point has been mentioned in the interviews, where the 

interviewees indicated the importance of motivation within the company. They mentioned 

that if the company has motivational employees, the productivity of work will increase.   

Moreover, the last point to be addressed with regards to the findings is the main and 

biggest difference between the two companies which is size. It can be seen in interviews 

and literature with a focus on general companies working with sustainability. which can 

be easily noticed in the results. However, the size difference between the two companies 

has been seen in the challenges that they are going through (e.g., what organizations can 

help them, the implemented policies, and the certifications they have). The literature has 
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mentioned that many sustainability policies are more likely to be implemented in medium 

and large-sized companies and less likely in small-sized companies. This can be noticed 

in the interviews, where Gothenburg energi has more sustainability policies than 

Lidköping energi. Another difference that can be seen is the strategies of each company, 

where Gothenburg energi has more strategies than Lidköping energi which can be seen in 

the interviews as well. The last difference would be that big companies usually have 

specialized people for almost every position since they have more money, such as 

Gothenburg energi, unlike small companies. In small companies, they count more on 

personal initiatives which is the case in Lidköping energi. Moreover, this impacts the work 

that each company does to a great part, where the work done by specialized people is 

different from people who are motivated, the specialized have more and bigger 

responsibility than motivated ones.  

Lastly, it is noteworthy to mention that the interviewees had very different positions in the 

companies they are working in, which impacted greatly the results of the research. There 

is a large difference between someone who knows about sustainability and someone who 

is specialized in sustainability, this was the case in this research. Where one of the 

interviewees is specialized in the field of sustainability, and the other one is not, which 

impacted the interview answers. The answers from the interviewee in Lidköping energy 

were more direct and short answers, unlike the answers from the interviewee at 

Gothenburg energi. 

As a conclusion to this part, there were many common points between the results and the 

literature, where the result of the interviews have confirmed what earlier studies 

mentioned. Furthermore, the main ideas of the interviews and the literature were the 

importance of balancing between the three sustainability pillars, and the relationship 

between them (Przepiorka and Horne, 2020; Lu et al., 2019; Tiep, et al., 2021; Byrne and 

Taminiau, 2016), where a change in each one impacts the other. The results also showed 

that knowledge as a challenge and solution (Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012; Price, et al., 

2011), the importance of purpose/motivation (Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012), and size 
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(Price, et al., 2011) within companies are a great driver to balance between the three pillars 

or to implement other sustainable incentives.  

With regards to the gaps, this research has covered them all by mentioning the challenges 

and solutions of both energy and sustainability utility companies (e.g., knowledge). 

As well as what associations can help them and how (e.g., governments by implementing 

policies and spreading knowledge). The relationship between the three sustainability 

aspects (e.g., they are interconnected each one impacts the other).  How to work with the 

three aspects (e.g., implementing CSR and policies) the reason behind companies’ action 

(e.g., lack of knowledge), and finally the author has stayed neutral.  

This research has answered both  

RQ1: How do energy utility companies perceive the importance of the different 

sustainability pillars within their work? 

RQ2:What are the main challenges that are hindering companies from balancing between 

the three aspects and what are some possible solutions? 

The answer to RQ1 was that circle model of sustainability that is how it was expressed by 

the interviewees because they are trying to improve each aspect of sustainability on its 

own in the best possible way that fits their current company situation. Yet, even though 

this is not the perfect way to work with sustainability, they are still achieving some of their 

goals.  

With regards to the RQ2 answer, the greatest challenge as mentioned before is knowledge, 

lack of knowledge for customers, companies, and citizens. Another challenge was cost, 

many companies suffer to either get involved in new projects within energy or 

sustainability or move to clean energy. 

As for the solutions, the biggest and most vital one was also knowledge, where it seems 

that increasing knowledge and raising awareness would solve major challenges, it would 

also lead to many companies would start balancing between the three pillars and increase 

their profit. 
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The main contribution of this research to the field of energy transition was that knowledge. 

More specifically, education for companies on how to work with sustainability and its 

positive impacts on reducing cost. Customers, on the work of companies with 

sustainability and the challenges that they are going through. The citizens, on alternative 

energy sources(e.g., renewable energy) and the positive impacts of decreasing their waste 

consumption. So, knowledge in the form of education has been identified as the key 

solution for many companies to balance the three sustainability pillars.   

 

However, due to time and space limitations, only two companies were interviewed, and 

those companies are in Sweden. Also, there has been a lack of sufficient literature on the 

environmental and economic aspects of  sustainability implementations in energy utilities 

in Sweden. For this reason, future recommendations would be to add more interviews 

preferably in different countries, to get more accurate results, and more research on the 

environmental and economic aspects of sustainability implementations in energy utilities 

in Sweden.  
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 Appendix A: Interview questions 

1. Can you briefly describe your background and your professional 

experience? 2. What is the definition of sustainability to your company?  

a. In which way do you see your company contributing to sustainability and 

energy? b. What is your priority as a company when it comes to sustainability?  

c. What is the greatest challenge of achieving sustainability today?  

3. Which sustainability policies do you have in your company?  

a. When have these policies been implemented?  

b. How was your company before implementing these policies?  

c. What kind of certificates do you have in your company?  

d. how do you balance between the environmental, social, and economic pillars of 

sustainability?  

e. Where do you think customers stand in this equation? What role do they have in 

the decision-making process of your company?  

f. What energy sources do you use and why?  

g. As an energy company what kind of responsibilities towards energy and 

sustainability do you feel obligated to have?  

4. What do you think the future challenges regarding energy and sustainability will be, and 

how are you thinking of overcoming them?  

a. Are you thinking of implementing new long-term policies to overcome the 

challenges?  

      b. What incentives can be given to small and medium enterprises involved in 

sustainability activities to overcome the barriers of transforming 

into sustainability?  

c. Which agencies (government, politicians, etc..) are going to drive and implement 

the creation of such incentives?  

d. Do you agree that many companies prioritize the economical aspect without 

regarding the environmental and social aspects? Why do you think this aspect is 

more considered than the others? 
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Appendix B: Figures  

 

 

Figure 1: The-interconnected nature of the SDGs  

 Source: (Pretlove & Blasiak, 2018) 
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Figure 2: The three circles model of sustainable development with overlaps labeled 

Source: (Thatcher, 2015) 
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Figure 2 the key drivers of Sustainable Entrepreneurship 

Source: (Bell and Stellingwerf, 2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

37 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

38 

 

 

  



 

39 

 

 

 

 


