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Abstract 

The idea of sustainability is widespread, but it often remains unclear how the idea travelled 

and how it is translated into practice. In this thesis it is analysed how public organizations 

translate sustainability into action through Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP). First, an 

overview of translation theory and previous research on SPP is given. Basing on an empirical 

analysis, two cases of public organizations in Sweden and Germany that integrated SPP in 

their strategies are described and analysed. It is revealed that translation theory applies to the 

two cases and that the theory is useful to explain how the concept of sustainability is acted 

upon. Characteristics of processes of translation can be observed in both cases, indicating that 

the translation of the same idea can result in different practices and outcomes. It is found that 

although both public organizations use the same term, the way SPP is implemented and 

practiced differs highly. The thesis includes reflections on this different outcome and 

considers the importance of local contexts and actors.  
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Summary 

In the society of the 21st century, the importance of acting in a sustainable way is widely 

acknowledged. Yet, the world still suffers social and environmental problems and it seems to 

be difficult to reach a truly sustainable development (Jackson & Thomson, 2007; Preuss, 

2007). Individuals, companies and governments face responsibility to act sustainably, but at 

the same time there are many difficulties in the implementation of sustainable practices and 

different actors might consider different practices as sustainable (McCrudden, 2009). Thus, 

although the common idea of sustainability has spread around the world, the concept is 

manifold and the translation into action differs.  

This thesis aims to understand how sustainability can be translated into action by public 

authorities. Having gained importance over the last decade (McCrudden, 2009), Sustainable 

Public Procurement (SPP) is chosen as an instrument for public authorities to translate 

sustainability into action. For the study, an empirical analysis of two cases of public 

authorities in Sweden and Germany that use SPP in order to contribute to sustainability is 

carried out. By using translation theory, it is analysed how the idea of sustainability infiltrates 

the public authorities, how it is implemented through SPP and how it changes during the 

translation process.  

The analysis of the SPP practices in the two public organizations reveals characteristics of 

translation processes. It shows that individual processes of translation and different actors 

influence the way how the idea of sustainability is acted upon and how SPP is used 

differently. The two analysed cases present both homogeneity and heterogeneity, which are 

characteristic for translation processes (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). It can be observed that 

the idea of implementing sustainability through the use of SPP is gaining global importance, 

leading to a growing homogeneity in the area of which concepts are applied. Yet, the 

heterogeneity results from the individual actions and sense-making processes in the 

organization (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sevón, 1996). Thus, although both public 

organizations use the same idea and term for it, the actual implementation and practice of SPP 

differs highly. Different local contexts and actors are shown to be important influences for 

this different outcome, leading to the conclusion that individual sense-making processes in 

organizations change the travelling ideas and the way they are acted upon in the 

organizations. 
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1 Introduction 

In this chapter an introduction into the thesis is given. After providing background 

information on the term sustainability and the role of public authorities, the theory of 

translation and the concept of Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP) are presented. This leads 

to the development of a research question and objectives. Further, the aim of the research is 

outlined. 

1.1 Background 

Sustainability is a term that has spread around the world and among different kinds of 

organizations at a rapid speed (Happaerts, 2012; Preuss, 2007). Policy makers embed it in 

their decision making, companies are expected to act sustainably and the term plays a growing 

role in aspects of everyday life (Walker et al; 2008; Midttun, 2005). Besides the obvious fact 

that sustainability is a widely used term among multiple stakeholders, it is curious how this 

idea infiltrated organizations of all scales around the globe. Taken into account the width on 

which the term is used, questions arise about the understanding and implementation of 

sustainability: How did the idea spread so far? What exactly is understood by it? How does 

the concept of sustainability move into strategies and is finally acted upon? What influences 

organizations and institutions to adapt principles of sustainability? The rising questions 

highlight how difficult it is to get hold of this complex problem that involves a variety of 

different actors. 

Sustainable development is defined by the United Nations (UN) as the concept to “meet the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (United Nations, 1987). The emphasis lies on achieving a balance between financial 

prosperity, environmental considerations and social equality, commonly referred to as the 

Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1998). The need for sustainable development is seen as a 

major issue and was officially put on the global political agenda with the Brundtland Report 

of the UN (United Nations, 1987). A few years after the Brundtland Report, the UN 

developed the Agenda 21 in the course of the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro (Jackson & 

Thomson, 2007). This agenda comprises policy implications for sustainability and highlights 

its importance further. 
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Although international agendas, global summits and multilateral institutions propose main 

elements, goals and directions towards sustainable development, there is a need to 

complement these international efforts with context-specific actions in order to achieve 

sustainability (McCrudden, 2009; Happaerts, 2012). A multiplicity of actors, such as 

consumers, companies, governments and international organizations, try to address 

sustainability through their actions (Midttun, 2005; Preuss, 2007). The question of how much 

responsibility corporations have regarding sustainability has been widely discussed, especially 

through the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Windell, 2006). Further, 

consumers make more conscious decisions regarding their consumption patterns in order to 

leave a smaller footprint, which can be seen for example in the growing awareness regarding 

worker rights or CO2 emissions (Heidbrink & Schmidt, 2009). However, the role of public 

authorities is another interesting perspective on sustainability. If companies are generally 

expected to assume responsibility for their practices and externalities involved, it is a logical 

consequence that governments and public authorities also have to accept broad responsibility 

for their actions. Governments have the responsibility to care for the interests of citizens and 

future generations, which is why it is their responsibility to include the protection of the 

environment and social interests in their actions (McCrudden, 2004). As social welfare 

optimizers, governments are expected to go beyond merely economic considerations and to 

internalize social and environmental externalities involved in their practices (McCrudden, 

2011). Furthermore, governments play a significant role as their actions have the potential to 

influence corporations to improve social and environmental performance (McCrudden, 2009). 

However, for encouraging corporations in doing so, the “role of government must change 

further”, and CSR becomes an important topic not only for private firms, but also for the 

public sector (McCrudden, 2009:102). Today’s governments, by representing the “collective 

preferences of citizens”, are expected to provide frameworks for achieving social equality and 

environmental protection besides economic welfare (McCrudden, 2009:102). However, as 

sustainability is often referred to as a fuzzy concept that is difficult to operationalize; public 

authorities are expected to not only set broad frameworks, but to translate the idea of 

sustainability and put it into concrete action (Preuss, 2007; Happaerts, 2012).  

1.2 Problem Formulation and Aim  

Looking back on the Agenda 21, it appears as if the world still has major steps to undergo in 

order to come closer to the goal of sustainability (Jackson & Thomson, 2007; Preuss, 2007). 

Social and environmental problems such as climate change or the neglecting of worker rights 
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show that improvements are necessary in order to achieve sustainability. Despite the broad 

involvement of private and public authorities, there seems to be a gap between the aspiration 

to act sustainably and actual practices (McCrudden, 2009). This triggers the question what 

leads to the gap between theory and practise. How can a fuzzy concept such as sustainability 

be put into action? What happens in organizations until a theoretical concept is acted upon? In 

order to understand how sustainability can be practised, we need to understand how concepts 

infiltrate organizations, are practised by them and how they change during the process. 

Translation theory aims to understand change, and the spread of the term sustainability can be 

seen as a translation process. Ideas move across the globe and are adapted by different 

organizations (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). This seems applicable to the case of 

sustainability, as it is a spreading idea moving into private and public organizations at all 

scales around the globe. In the organization itself, the global ideas are then translated into 

action; a process that may differ depending on the context and local setting (Czarniawska & 

Sevón, 2005). Change translates to the particular organization and matches the existing 

structure, resulting in a variety of actions within the organizations (Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996). In the case of sustainability it becomes obvious how broad the efforts are, which result 

from the translation and sense making processes in organizations. From saving energy, 

recycling, climate compensation, sustainable financing of projects or education to sustainable 

product development: The concept translates differently in different organizations and results 

in a multiplicity of actions among stakeholders (Preuss, 2007). It appears that even though a 

commonly known definition exists, the resulting measures to address the issue are manifold, 

leading to a need to understand how the idea and actions develop in an organization. May it 

be that the individual translation processes influence whether sustainability will be lived 

within an organization or whether it remains a theoretical concept that is hard to put into 

action? In order to find out the issue, one needs to investigate within the area of actions that 

are seen to contribute to the concept of sustainability.  

One case that demonstrates the possibility to incorporate sustainability into public actions is 

the inclusion of environmental and social dimensions into public procurement (McCrudden, 

2009). Public procurement can be defined as the purchase of products, services and public 

works by public authorities (DEFRA, 2006). Governments, regional and local public 

authorities as well as bodies governed by public law can be considered consumers of large 

scale, purchasing goods and services, such as office equipment, IT-hardware, road 

construction, building or cleaning services (Kahlenborn et al., 2011). Here, public authorities 
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have the opportunity to embody the thought of sustainability and ensure procurement 

practises that take into account all aspects of the Triple Bottom Line. The thought to manage 

public procurement in a way that is sustainable and does not put unnecessary burdens on 

people or the planet can be found in the concept of Sustainable Public Procurement (SPP). 

Besides the economic considerations, SPP includes environmental aspects such as the 

reduction of greenhouse gas emissions or energy efficiency, and social aspects such as the 

avoidance of child labour or the promotion of better labour conditions (UNEP, 2012). 

Nowadays, SPP is a concept that is highly discussed on public level and that moves into 

public organizations in multiple countries (Brammer & Walker, 2011; Preuss, 2009). Thus, 

SPP is an example of an action showing the characteristics of a translation process: The 

globally travelling idea of procuring sustainably is incorporated by organizations, and more 

specific ideas develop through the interaction of different actors, translating the broad idea 

into specific actions. Through SPP, sustainability can be embedded into public policies and 

acted upon (Walker & Brammer, 2009). Additionally, by emphasizing sustainability through 

own action, public authorities may influence consumers and producers to integrate social and 

environmental criteria into their own purchasing practices (EUR-OP, 2011:4; McCrudden, 

2009; Steurer, 2011). In SPP efforts, the movement between local and global dimensions can 

be seen: Local players are influenced by the global idea of the need for more sustainable 

practices, strive for a more sustainable process of procurement and hence influence different 

global actors through the global supply chain. 

Besides the fact that attention on sustainable procurement as a tool to foster sustainable 

development is growing, the role of the public sector has only recently been part of academic 

research (Brammer & Walker, 2009). Therefore, the amount of research is somewhat limited 

and mostly focusses on practical issues of SPP within the organization, such as drivers, 

barriers or tools (Brammer & Walker, 2009, Preuss, 2009). However, one possibility to 

understand how sustainability can be addressed through public action is by widening the angle 

and understanding the bigger picture of the issue. Instead of evaluating merely what 

influences the adoption of SPP in the organization, one can try to understand how the 

theoretical concept of sustainability is translated by public authorities and acted upon through 

the instrument SPP. By investigating this process further, it can be investigated how 

sustainability is influenced by the individual sense making processes within organizations and 

how this process of translation influences the outcome. 

This connection between current theories of translation and public procurement as a tool to 
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stimulate sustainable behaviour is a new approach in the field of sustainability. In order to 

understand how the translation process influences and determined what actions are taken by 

public authorities towards sustainability, the main research question of this thesis is:  

 How do public authorities use SPP to translate sustainability into action?  

The objective is to find out how public authorities translate the global idea of sustainability 

through their actions, specifically through the use of SPP. Further, the definitions of 

sustainability used by counties and the key influences and actors that enhance or influence the 

implementation of sustainability criteria for public institutions are investigated. Additionally, 

is it assessed how the theoretical concept sustainability is put into action through the actors in 

public organizations and how the underlying processes can be understood. The measures that 

are taken by public organizations to procure sustainably are investigated and the role which 

the translation processes play are assessed in the thesis.  

The aim of the thesis is to contribute to a better understanding of SPP as a tool to promote 

sustainability. Understanding what role the translation process plays in the case of SPP will 

help to understand what different factors influence the way sustainability is acted upon in 

public organizations. The focus on finding out how public actors translate the global idea of 

sustainability through their actions adds knowledge to the under-investigated field of SPP, as 

the connection to the theoretical concept of translation is made. Through this exploration of 

SPP and the investigation of how different actors in different countries use specific measures 

to pursue the goal of being sustainable, this research can make a contribution to the 

untangling of the complicated issue of sustainability. 
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2 Literature Review 

In this chapter first an overview about translation theory is given. Further, it is important to 

understand the concept of SPP for the latter case study and analysis. Therefore, also 

background information on this tool to promote sustainability is provided in this chapter, 

basing on current research that has been carried out in the area of SPP. At the end of the 

chapter a short summary of the theoretical framework that was applied in the analysis of the 

empirical material is provided.  

2.1 Translation Theory 

The process of translation is assumed to play a key role in order to understand organizational 

change (Czarniawksa & Joerges, 1996). Numerous researchers found that ideas and practices 

travel and that similar ideas or practices are adopted by different organizations at similar 

times (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Czarniawka, 2005). In order 

to understand this phenomenon of contemporaneously emerging practices, concepts such as 

imitation, fashion or organizational fields evolved. Czarniawska and Sevón (2005) use a 

metaphor to explain the relation between those concepts: translation can be seen as the vehicle 

that transports ideas, imitation is the motor and thus fuels the process and fashion sits at the 

wheel, determining the direction. In the following chapter the field of research to which 

translation theory belongs, as well as the main theories of translation, are presented.  

2.1.1 New, Old and Scandinavian Institutionalism  

Understanding how ideas spread and enter different organizations around the globe at similar 

times is a key concern of many researchers (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Institutionalism is 

a discipline that is concerned with such phenomena and translation theory belongs to this field 

of research (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996). Yet, within institutionalism, different attitudes are 

present and different schools evolved (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996). In order to understand 

change, old institutionalism regards norms and rules as key influences for changes, partially 

neglecting the role of the involved individuals and their attitudes, as summarized by 

Czarniawska & Sevón (1996). Further, the emphasis is intra-organizational, not taking into 

account influences between different organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). DiMaggio 

and Powell are important actors in the field of new institutionalism. New institutionalism 

builds on the old ideas, and adds the perspective of inter-organizational relations that shape 

the way of change within and among organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Both old and 

new institutionalism aim to understand the institutionalization process: “the tendency for 
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social structures and processes to acquire meaning and stability in their own right rather than 

as instrumental tools for the achievement of specialized ends.” (Lincoln, 1995:1147). Barbara 

Czarniawska & Guje Sevón are central researchers in institutionalism and introduce the idea 

of Scandinavian Institutionalism in their book “Translating Organizational Change” (1996). 

Belonging to the field of new institutionalism, the paradox of combined change and stability 

within organizations is the basis for the theory (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996). Czarniawska 

and Sevón (1996:5) state that:  

“The processes which attract our attention are processes of identity formation and 

deconstruction, rule establishment and rule breaking, institutionalization and 

deinstitutionalization. The emphasis on the construction of meaning requires, however, 

a replacement of many concepts used to describe organizational change in the past.”  

This notion of Scandinavian Institutionalism is the starting point for the thesis. Basing mainly 

on the Scandinavian school, the travel of ideas and the resulting translation into action is 

assessed. 

2.1.2 Travel of Ideas  

Traditionally, the concept of diffusion was used to explain how objects, ideas or practices 

circulate (Czarniawksa & Sevón, 2005). However, this concept regards the actors within 

organizations as rather passive and does therefore not explain all aspects of the circulation 

process (Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg, 2005). Thus the concept of translation emerged. Latour 

(1986) suggested the introduction of the term as its meanings are rich, going far beyond the 

linguistic interpretation by meaning “displacement, drift, invention, mediation, creation of a 

new link that did not exist before and modifies in part the two agents” (Latour, 1993:6). 

Hence, the concept of translation comprises what exists and what is created, as well as the 

relationship between people, ideas and objects (Czarniawksa & Joerges, 1996).  

These relationships reveal that translation is a complex process involving various actors. 

Czarniawska and Sevón (1996) state that the actors in the translation process play a central 

role and define the processes of translation. It is the people in the organization that alter, 

change or contribute to ideas and later translate them into action (Czarniawska & Sevón, 

2005; Hwang & Suarez, 2005). Thus, the ideas that are translated are exposed to subjective 

attitudes and behaviour and therefore change in the process of translation (Czarniawska & 

Joerges, 1996; Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005; Hwang & Suarez, 2005).  
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However, the travel of ideas across space and time is a complicated process that generally 

follows some rules. It can be observed that mere ideas or practices cannot travel between 

institutions, but they first need to be altered and simplified to do so (Czarniawska & Sevón, 

2005). Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg (2005:47) summarized the complex translation process and 

materialization of ideas, as described by Czarniawska & Sevón (2005), as the following:  

 “In order for an idea to travel across an organization field, it must be separated from 

its institutional surroundings (disembedded) and translated into an object such as a 

text, a picture, or a prototype (packaged). Such an object then travels through the 

relevant field of organizations to another time and place, where it is translated to fit 

the new context (unpacked). Finally, the object is translated locally into a new practice 

(reembedded), and, with time, the black box of institution may close itself around the 

idea.”  

In other words, ideas need to be materialized or translated into an object in order to 

successfully be transferred (Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005). This can be achieved for example 

through written rules, transcripts, models or code of conducts. In this materialized form, ideas 

can then spread and be put into practice in other places and contexts. However, throughout 

this travel, the processes of disembedding and reembedding change the idea as such. The 

actors modify ideas in order to fit them into their local settings (Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996; Powell et al., 2005). Consequently, ideas are transformed during the translation process, 

which means that translation always also involves transformation as well as transference 

(Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005). Not only ideas are transformed and frequently changed during 

a translation process, but also the translator is changed by the act of translation (Czarniawska 

& Sevón, 2005). Therefore, the translation process also involves uncertainty to what extent 

the original identity of translator and idea will be conserved after being translated to a new 

context.  

According to Czarniawska & Joerges (1996), translation emphasized the global aspects of the 

transformation process. As such, change is less influenced by individual organizations and 

their actions than by global ideas and patterns (Forssell & Jansson, 1996). This is an 

interesting notion, because it means that change does not root in the organization itself, but 

transcends from a global travel of ideas. In order to see what actually fosters the translation 

process, the concept of imitation emerged. These are explained in the following section.  
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2.1.3 Imitation 

Coming back to Czarniawska and Sevón’s (1996) metaphor, imitation can be considered the 

motor of the vehicle translation. Imitation thus presents the engine, the drive, through which 

processes of translation are fuelled. 

Sevón (1996) makes the argument that organizational change is based on processes of 

imitation. For her, organizations as social constructions are “sets of collective action” (Sevón, 

1996:49). This means that the actors within an organization decide what ideas they imitate 

and implement, depending on the specific situation and identities (Sevón, 1996; Sahlin-

Andersson, 1996). It is the organization that decides what ideas to imitate and what ideas not 

to. Czarniawska and Sevón (2005) found that organizations often imitate what appears to be 

superior. What is perceived to be superior by the organization depends on what is in fashion 

(Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005). Sevón (1996:52) defines imitation as “to act like someone else 

with the more or less conscious interest to achieve the same, or similar, consequences”. Thus, 

through imitation, organizations can learn from experiences that others have already made. 

Sevón (1996) argues that imitation is a good strategy as it may save time and resources.  

However, organizational imitation processes do not result in copies of the original ideas, as 

the translation process influences the way they are adopted (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; 

Sevón, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996). What actually travels into the organization is 

influenced by the translation process; the individual process of making sense of a practice and 

applying it to the own situation. Sahlin-Andersson (1996) finds that the imitated idea and the 

outcome vary highly between actors and is not stable. Furthermore, it is unusual that whole 

processes are imitated and translated, but instead only certain features are adopted (Sevón, 

1996). This results in a variety of outcomes, where the copy is never exactly like the original. 

Sevón (1996:66) states that “organizations pick up ideas and translate them into something 

that fits their own context. In this way, action, although imitated, may become different.” 

Even though imitation may be an intention of organizational actors, the result is 

transformation and modification of ideas, fields and organizational forms (Sevón, 1996; Solli 

et al., 2005). The act of translation thus results both in homogeneity, as similar ideas travel 

into the organizations, as well as in heterogeneous outcomes, as the translation often does not 

create an exact copy of the original (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sevón, 1996). 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) primarily developed the concept of institutional isomorphism to 

explain the notion of growing homogeneity among organizations. The authors argue that three 

kinds of isomorphism reason the assimilation among organizations. The first kind, coercive 
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isomorphism, derives from the need for legitimacy and political pressures (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). Here, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) state that organizations become alike 

through pressure from outside the organization or cultural expectations. Mimetic isomorphism 

differs from this concept and regards uncertainty within an organization as the driver for 

homogeneity (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Here, an organization can overcome its uncertainty 

and lack of knowledge through adopting another organizations principles and actions. 

Normative isomorphism derives from professionalization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Here, 

the authors argue that members of different organizations that have the same occupation or 

profession grow alike. This takes place through various reasons, such as the need for 

legitimacy, the growing availability of networks or similar education and training (DiMaggio 

& Powell, 1983). The mentioned three forms of isomorphism are not always clearly 

distinguishable, but might occur simultaneously. 

Building on the theory of DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg (2005) 

argue that besides isomorphism, the concepts isopraxism and isonymism play a key role in the 

area of translation. According to them, isomorphism explains the growing homogeneity 

among organizations, but it does not explain the contemporaneous heterogeneity that prevails. 

Therefore, the concepts of isopraxism and isonymism are needed. Erlinsdóttir (1999) 

developed the concept isopraxism, which is the homogenization of practices. Here, 

organizations adopt the same practices and routines and therefore grow alike (Erlingsdóttir, 

1999). According to Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg (2005), the last concept is isonymism. It 

means that, organizations adopt the same name, yet the practices behind it differ. This results 

in a state where organizations appear to be doing the same thing, while a closer look reveals 

differences within practices (Erlingsdóttir & Lindberg, 2005). 

The concepts isomorphism, isopraxism and isonymism explain the coexistence of 

homogeneity and heterogeneity of ideas and practices. However, this does not explain who 

imitates or influences whom. In order to answer this question, the theory of organizational 

fields evolved. Again, DiMaggio and Powell (1983:148) did early research in this area and 

defined organizational fields as “those organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a 

recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, 

regulatory agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or products”. Those 

coherent organizational fields are then subject to isomorphic pressures and tend to become 

alike (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996, Hedmo et al., 2005). Hedmo et al. 

(2005) further state that such fields emerge through various processes of imitation. Thus, 
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organizations within an organizational field imitate and influence each other. Organizational 

fields set the base for imitation, yet imitation influences the development of the fields in the 

first place (Hedmo et al., 2005). 

2.1.4 Fashion 

According to Czarniawska’s and Sevón’s (1996) metaphor, fashion sits at the steering wheel 

of the translation process and determines the direction of the vehicle called translation. Until 

recently, the concept of fashion was widely neglected in the field of organization studies, yet 

Czarniawska and Joerges (1996) argue that is an important notion in the field of translation 

theory. Czarniawska and Joerges (1996:34) state that fashion’s “important element is a 

collective action among tastes, things ideas; it is oriented towards finding but also creating 

what is typical of a given time”. As such, fashion determines what is seen as fashionable or 

superior, and thus what ideas travel and become translated (Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005). 

Hence, fashion steers the whole translation process and leads actors towards finding and 

creating what appears as attractive at a given time and place (Czarniawska & Sévon, 1996; 

Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005). The understanding of which concepts are regarded attractive 

and desirable is highly influenced by the surroundings and identities, which is why fashion 

can be seen as a “collective translation process” (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996:35). It means 

that many people try to do the same or similar thing at the same time across space in order to 

either gain superiority or legitimacy. According to Czarniawska (2005:130), “there must be 

something in a fashion – if not a promise or efficiency, than at least legitimacy, striving for 

which is highly rational in modernity”. In organizations, the actors may feel obliged to follow 

certain fashions as they represent progress and change, helping the organization through the 

collective idea to legitimize their actions (Czarniawksa & Joerges, 1996; Erlingsdóttir and 

Lindberg, 2005; Hwang & Suarez, 2005).  

When it comes to the question which fashions are followed by organizations and which are 

not, research has shown that idea carrying organizations play a big role (Erlingsdóttir and 

Lindberg, 2005; Adolfsson, 2005; Frenkel 2005). Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg (2005) made a 

study about translation and found that in all their cases, the translated ideas derived from such 

idea carrying organizations rather than from the organization itself. Taken from the carrier, 

the idea was then applied to the local context and thereby changed. Further, the travel and 

translation of ideas is often influenced by standardizing organizations and authorities 

(Adolfsson, 2005). Especially international organizations such as the European Union (EU) 
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are seen as organizations that influence which ideas and practices are translated (Frenkel, 

2005; Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg, 2005). Therefore, it can be seen that fashion often derives 

from powerful actors in the fields that influence organizational behaviour.  

Fashion as a collective translation process includes the attempt of fashion followers to act in 

the same way. However, paradoxically, following fashionable ideas often produces different 

outcomes. Actors interpret the fashionable ideas and concepts differently and apply them into 

their own surroundings, make them applicable for their institutions, thus the outcome often 

represents discrepancy (Czarniawska, 2005; Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). 

2.2 Previous Research on Sustainable Public Procurement 

In this part an overview about earlier research on SPP is provided. The historic rise and 

development of the concept is explained and the research on reasons to engage in SPP 

activities is summarized. Further, internal and external influences on SPP and how SPP is 

used by public authorities is summarized. Finally, barriers of SPP to promote sustainable 

public behaviour are stated, as well as limitations of existing research on SPP. 

2.2.1 Development of SPP 

In the 1990s, with the Brundtland Report and the Rio Summit, so-called Green Procurement 

policies developed as one tool to promote sustainable development (McCrudden, 2004). 

Green Procurement focuses on environmental issues in supply chains with the aim of reducing 

negative environmental impacts (Brammer & Walker, 2009). Although supply chain 

management had previously mostly been related to the private sector, the idea developed that 

public institutions should also integrate environmental goals into their policies through 

procurement (Preuss, 2007; Murray, 2007). Hence, the use of Green Public Procurement 

(GPP) spread rapidly since the mid-1990s and the importance has been growing especially 

over the last decade, for example through international summits like the 2002 World Summit 

on Sustainable Development (Nijaki & Worrel, 2010). 

Within the strategy for sustainable development of the EU, member states were encouraged to 

integrate GPP in their national action plans (Bratt et al., 2013). GPP guidance tools have been 

developed and in general, GPP has been “recognized as a powerful voluntary instrument” in 

most of the EU member states (Burja, 2009:319). The EU as well as the UN acknowledged its 

potential power in the development towards sustainable production and development (Bratt et 

al., 2013). However, as sustainable development does not only focus on environmental 
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protection, but also integrates the thought of social justice, the concept SPP was developed 

later on. All three pillars of sustainability are to be considered within SPP, embodying social, 

environmental and economic aspects of procurement decisions (Brammer & Walker, 2009).  

As such, SPP is defined as a  

“Process whereby organisations meet their needs for goods, services, works and 

utilities in a way that achieves value for money on a whole life basis in terms of 

generating benefits not only to the organisation, but also to society and the economy, 

whilst minimising damage to the environment” (DEFRA, 2006:10). 

Today, sustainability through SPP has been addressed by international organizations, national 

governments, counties and municipalities. SPP has been developed, institutionalized and 

adopted to match context-specific circumstances (Lund-Thomson & Nives, 2011).  

2.2.2 Reasons to Engage in SPP Activities 

As globalization leads to an increased distance between production sites and consumers, 

social and environmental costs associated with the manufacturing of goods and services in 

other countries often shift out of focus (McCrudden, 2009). Yet, with rising interest in 

sustainability, the responsibility of the consumer to ensure the adherence of social and 

environmental standards on the production sites became a hot topic. The consumer is seen as 

a key player with power to influence market activities directly and indirectly (McCrudden, 

2009; Frostenson & Sjöström, 2012). As mentioned, governments are consumers at large 

scale and can use their market power in this context in order to incentivize and encourage 

sustainable production and marketing practices (McCrudden, 2009).  

Furthermore, SPP can attribute to closing the often existing gap between aspiration to act 

sustainably and the actual practice of organizations (McCrudden, 2009). According to 

McCrudden (2009), the thought of sustainability is theoretically on the rise, yet the translation 

into action lags behind. While many organizations aspire to meet environmental and social 

standards, the necessary actions are often missing. Several researchers outline the potential of 

SPP to encourage changes within the market towards more sustainability (Bratt et al., 2013; 

Burja, 2009; McCrudden, 2009; Nijaki & Worrel, 2010; Preuss, 2009). McCrudden (2004) 

refers to the power of the purse and states that public authorities have the budgets and power 

to change whole markets. If public procurement takes sustainability into account, suppliers 

are influenced to act accordingly and to even access markets that did not exist previously 

(Bratt et al., 2013; Burja, 2009; Erdmenger, 2003). Further, through SPP, the public sector 



    

14 

 

buying may also foster the growth of sustainable products and markets, allowing public 

private partnership to enhance sustainability (Preuss, 2007; Preuss & Walker, 2011). 

Besides direct influences on suppliers, the engagement in SPP generates indirect opportunities 

for public authorities to influence market participants. Numerous scholars emphasize the 

exemplary function that governments can have on corporations through embedding 

sustainability into their own strategy (Steurer, 2011; Nijaki & Worrel, 2010; Preuss, 2009). 

Through own action, public authorities set an example and encourage private actors to include 

the dimension of sustainability into their actions. McCrudden (2009:101) states that “in order 

for corporations to make sustainable improvements in their social and environmental 

performance, the role of government must change.” Thus, through SPP, governments can act 

as an example for corporations to engage in CSR activities and even motivate private 

consumers to think more sustainably.  

Besides these external reasons to engage in SPP efforts, internal goals can also lead to the 

implementation of SPP (Nijaki & Worrel, 2010). Catherine Day (2005), the Secretary-General 

of the European Commission, argues that the combination of external and internal advantages 

is possible through SPP:  

“More efficient use of energy and natural resources, and strategies to cut the amount of 

waste generated, can in fact save the taxpayer money. It can help the EU reach more 

sustainable production and consumption patterns, achieve economic growth without 

environmental damage and meet additional sustainable development goals.” (Day, 

2005) 

For McCrudden (2009) there is another reason for public authorities to actively use SPP in 

their sustainability strategies: the embedding of environmental and social concerns into public 

policies will secure legitimacy. The state is seen as a conscious actor in the market that takes 

on his responsibility as a caretaker (McCrudden, 2009). Through the use of SPP, the state can 

act responsibly beyond its own state boundaries and also act as a caretaker for indirectly 

affected parts of society.  

2.2.3 Internal and External Influences on SPP  

The integration of social and environmental criteria into public purchasing activities is 

influenced by both internal and external actors (Walker et al., 2008; Brammer & Walker, 

2009). Brammer and Walker (2009) assess the facilitators and influences that affect SPP 

practices in their international comparison. They find that the primary reason to implement 
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SPP practices is the national policy context. Brammer and Walker (2009:471) state that 

“where SP policy and legislation exists, it appears to be widely implemented. However, where 

directives are more voluntary in character, competing necessities and priorities often 

dominate.” Thus, the political integration of the concept seems to be an important determinant 

for the success of SPP measures. Mont & Leire (2009) identify stakeholder influence, media 

and NGO attention as the main drivers for SPP besides internal influence through 

organizational values and employees’ concern. This is supported by Walker et al. (2008) who 

regard public pressure and stakeholders as the most definite influence, such as through 

campaigners, NGOs or green pressure groups. Walker et al. (2008) state that those external 

powers have the influence to change public action through a blame and shame approach. 

Inside the organization, several factors influence the implementation of SPP. Brammer and 

Walker (2009) find that the perceived costs and benefits influence the decision to procure 

sustainably and that win-win situations, i.e. when the application of sustainable criteria results 

in better performance or lower costs, increase the chances to continue SPP efforts. Further, the 

familiarity with policies, as the degree of knowledge and understanding of SPP, highly 

influences the outcome (Brammer and Walker, 2009). Only if the procurers know why and 

how to incorporate environmental as well as ethical considerations into their processes, SPP 

can act as a tool to promote sustainability. Besides this, the availability of sustainable goods 

and services sets a limit to SPP, as public authorities are dependent on the sufficient supply 

(Brammer and Walker, 2009). Other studies have furthermore described SPP as being 

dependent on organizational culture and individuals that encourage the inclusion of ethical 

and social criteria into the process of procurement (Mont & Leire, 2009; Walker et al., 2008). 

The level of support that SPP receives from senior management and politically responsible 

authorities is crucial for the implementation and successful adoption of SPP measures. 

2.2.4 Integrating SPP in Public Authorities’ Practices 

In order to encourage public authorities in the EU to procure more sustainably, the EU has 

established an overarching policy for SPP (Brammer & Walker, 2009). This EU wide effort 

aims to endorse the use of the tool to procure more sustainably in the member states. Still,  not 

all countries have established national action plans for GPP or SPP, although the Commission 

of the EU tries to encourage the development of such (Brammer & Walker, 2009). Hence, as 

there is no common hard law and only suggestions exist, there are not only differences in the 

consideration of SPP, but also in the actual initiatives of how to procure sustainably. A wide 

range of instruments have been established and especially the rise of voluntary standards and 
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criteria can be mentioned (Preuss, 2009; Mont & Leire, 2009). Certain criteria are developed 

that “suppliers need to fulfil if they want to sell their products to the organization” (Mont & 

Leire, 2009:4).  

Various public authorities base their SPP efforts on certification, meaning that suppliers have 

to use labels and be certified by third-party organizations like FairTrade or FairWear (Mont & 

Leire, 2009). Another starting point for proving compliance of suppliers with social criteria 

are the standards of the International Labour Organization (ILO), which are internationally 

recognized as basic requirements for fair working conditions (Mont & Leire, 2009). Besides 

these requirements for a particular certification, there can also be a more direct effect on the 

business relation between supplier and public procurer, e.g. the requirement of using certain 

resources for the individual transaction or complying with individual code of conducts 

(Frostenson & Sjöström, 2012).  

There are thus various attempts to enhance the integration of SPP into public procurement 

practices, yet it is observed that further general measures are often needed (Nijaki & Worrel, 

2010). As critical points, especially coordination and education is mentioned in the literature 

(Preuss, 2009; Frostenson & Sjöström, 2012; Nijaki & Worrel, 2010). Furthermore, it is 

claimed that previously isolated departments in purchasing decisions must be involved in the 

process of SPP and that developing SPP strategies must become a component of political 

agendas (Nijaki & Worrel, 2010). 

2.2.5 Barriers of SPP in Public Organizations 

Even though the integration of environmental and social criteria into procurement practices is 

considered a potentially powerful instrument to promote sustainability (Bratt et al., 2013), 

numerous barriers and limitations play a role in the process. Generally, there appears to be a 

“gap between the societal desire of more socially responsible practices and in particular 

purchasing, and the slow and scattered implementation” of sustainable public procurement 

(Mont & Leire, 2009:2). Different studies have detected different problems in the 

implementation and application of SPP in practice that may explain this gap. Bratt et al. 

(2013) state that costs are still the main criteria in the procurement process and that procurers 

do not value the new sustainable considerations as much as monetary aspects. Further, Bratt et 

al. 2013:310 list barriers to SPP:  

“A lack of top level support and thus legitimacy, lack of individual commitment and 

competence, internal incapacity to see long-term costs instead of only the purchasing 
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price, unclear, complex legislation, fear of appeal by suppliers who did not win the 

contract, and also a desire to simplify the tendering procedure.”  

Mont and Leire (2009) identify the assurance that suppliers actually fulfil SPP requirements, 

connected with a lack of resources for audits, as the main difficulty.  More hampering factors 

are the perceived trade-off between environmentally and socially correct purchasing and cost, 

or the integration difficulties of sustainable criteria into existing processes (Preuss, 2009). 

Here, the difficulties seem especially high for public organizations, owned and operated by 

government, compared to private organizations owned by private, nongovernmental groups or 

individuals (Rainey, 2012). It is considered that public organizations are subject to more legal 

constraints and “more external sources of formal influence” than the private sector (Rainey et 

al., 1976:236). In addition, responsibilities are often divided within different departments and 

in order to get approved, new decisions have to pass various authorities and levels of review 

(Rainey et al., 1976). Generally, public administrators suffer limited autonomy and flexibility 

in decision-making, while innovation is seen to be restricted due to rigid procedures and 

formal regulations (Rainey et al., 1976). 

Besides numerous practical barriers to the implementation of SPP, more general concerns 

become obvious. Lund-Thomson and Nives (2007) pose the question whether SPP even is a 

desirable tool to promote sustainability. They give an example showing that although the 

imposition of sustainable procurement criteria might eliminate environmental issues, this 

could have negative social consequences. Such negative consequences could be the exclusion 

of small companies or suppliers from developing countries or similar. McCrudden (2009) 

supports this concern and states that SPP may potentially create market barriers and that there 

are limits to voluntary approaches, meaning soft laws such as SPP, as they are dependent on 

pressure towards sustainability throughout the supply chain. However, he nevertheless claims 

that the tool SPP as such has vast potential.  

2.2.6 Limitations of Existing Research  

Despite growing attention on sustainable procurement as a tool to foster sustainable 

development, the role of the public sector has only recently been part of academic research 

(Brammer & Walker, 2009). While the role of companies to audit their supply chains has been 

discussed on a broad scale, the role of public authorities remains still underexplored (Preuss, 

2009; Walker & Brammer, 2009; Lund-Thomson & Nives, 2011). Further, existing research 

predominantly focusses on the green and environmental aspects of procurement decisions, yet 

SPP includes all three dimensions of the triple bottom line principle (Lund-Thomson & Nives, 
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2011). Brammer and Walker (2009) also criticize the insufficient attention that has been paid 

to comparative studies. Current research often concentrates on specific industries or specific 

countries, yet broad studies about SPP are missing.  

Prevailing research further often focusses on the impacts that SPP may have on the economy 

or centres on practical issues within the organization, such as drivers, barriers or tools 

(Brammer & Walker, 2009). However, the question how the idea sustainability infiltrated the 

organization and is acted upon through SPP remains unanswered. Therefore, this thesis 

addresses the topic of translation and contributes to existing research through adding the 

perspective of organization studies.  

2.3 Theoretical Framework for the Analysis 

In order to answer the question how sustainability is acted upon through SPP, translation 

theory is used. In contrary to the information given on SPP, which serves mainly as 

background knowledge for the reader, the concepts of translation theory represent the 

framework for the analysis of the thesis. The following illustration summarizes the main 

concepts explained in translation theory that will be used in the analysis:  

 

 

Illustration 1: Concepts of Translation Theory, 2014 

Source: Own illustration 
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3 Methodology 

In this chapter the methodological choices of the thesis are presented. In order to understand 

the course of the research, the research philosophy, approach and design are explained, as 

well as how empirical data was gathered. To conclude, an outlook on possible limitations of 

methodological choices is given. 

3.1 Philosophical Stance  

In this thesis it is analysed how specific actors, i.e. public authorities, try to translate their 

ideas of sustainability into practice. Translation theory states that actors like organizations, 

individuals or public authorities are central elements within the translation process and shape 

how the idea travels and enters the organization (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996). As for the 

process of translating sustainability, different public organizations influence how the 

translation process is undertaken and adopted to local contexts (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996). 

Translating sustainability involves a complex interplay among different actors with various 

influences, and focuses on people rather than objects. Considering the complexity of the area 

of research and that social constructions and social influences are crucial, the epistemology of 

the interpretivism stance is used for this thesis (Robson, 2002; Saunders et al., 2012).  

Rather than aiming at changing things, the concern of the thesis is to give a broad overview of 

SPP practices and to explain patterns, actions, and actors involved. Within the interpretive 

paradigm, the main interest is to “understand the fundamental meanings attached to 

organizational life” (Saunders et al., 2012:142). Therefore, in accordance with the chosen 

philosophical position, the paradigm of the research is an interpretive one.  

3.2 Research Approach 

Instead of focusing on one source of information first, the literature review and the primary 

data collection was approach contemporaneously. This approach of going back and forth 

made it possible to get the most knowledge out of both theory and empirical findings. We 

were able to investigate how the theory of translation matched the empirical findings; yet 

adaptations and changes were possible, when interesting questions arose in the data collection 

process. The parallel approach of theory testing and generation made us flexible in order to 

rethink, revise and learn more through the cases and the literature. This approach is called 

abduction and combines the logic of deduction and induction (Saunders et al., 2012).  
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3.3 Research Design 

The following section explains the choices of research design that determined the outcome of 

the thesis. The research design includes all methodological choices that were made in order to 

develop a research project out of the posed research question (Saunders et al., 2012).  

3.3.1 Qualitative Research Design 

In this thesis it is assessed how public organizations translate sustainability into practice 

through SPP. As translation processes are dependent on actors as well as their individual 

understandings and actions (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996), a qualitative research was chosen. 

According to Saunders et al. (2012), the qualitative design may be used in studies that aim to 

understand subjective meanings and actions or social constructions. Further, Denzin & 

Lincoln (2005) state that a qualitative research design goes in line with an interpretive 

research philosophy. As mentioned, this view was chosen for the research and thus the 

combination with the qualitative research design was a logical choice.  

3.3.2 Nature of Research Design 

SPP is an area that is still underexplored (Preuss, 2009; Walker & Brammer, 2009) and has 

not widely been connected to the issue of translation. In this unknown field, it was important 

to be able to shift the emphasis towards issues turning out to be important in the process of the 

qualitative study. After starting the research from a broad perspective, it was possible to focus 

increasingly in the process. Therefore, the nature of the research design was mainly 

exploratory. According to Saunders et al. (2012), explorative studies openly approach the 

topic of interest in order to explore the area and generate knowledge. Exploratory research is 

often used in areas that are unknown as is leaves space for changes and flexibility (Saunders 

et al., 2012).  

The exploratory nature of this thesis was complemented by descriptive parts. Descriptive 

research allows researchers “to gain an accurate profile of events, persons or situations” 

(Saunders et al., 2012:171). After the explorative and open approach to the issue of SPP and 

how it connects to the chosen theory, the process of how sustainability is put into practice 

through SPP is partially described. The description of empirical findings allowed depicting 

the situation of the public authorities and how individual sense-making processes take place. 

Thus, combined with the exploratory part of the study, a picture of organizational translation 

processes was generated. 
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3.3.3 Case Studies  

In order to answer the question how the translation of sustainability is carried out in public 

organizations through the tool of SPP, it was necessary to gain in-depth insight into public 

organizations. This was possible through the method of case studies, which allow to research 

phenomena in their individual context (Saunders et al., 2012). Yin (2009) states that 

qualitative studies are used in research that aims to understand individual, social and 

organizational phenomena. With the help of translation theory, it was assessed how the 

individual sense-making processes within organizations influence how sustainability is 

translated into action, thus choosing case studies allowed to thoroughly investigate this 

phenomenon. Further, Yin (2009) states that case studies often allow to investigate how or 

why certain phenomena work, as they give insight into social contexts and meanings. This is 

in line with the research question posed in this thesis and through a case study it was possible 

to investigate this issue. 

Hence, in order to see whether there are differences, similarities or even common patterns 

between the actions of public authorities, the approach of multiple case studies was chosen. 

Multiple case studies grant the opportunity to assess how processes work and theories apply 

in independent organizations or to investigate whether replications of findings appear (Yin, 

2009). In order to be able to compare findings, yet still be able to carry out in-depth research 

in the chosen organizations, we chose to conduct research in two different organizations. The 

small number of cases allowed a thorough assessment of the organizational sense-making and 

actions, while still having two independent cases to compare.  

3.3.4 Defining the Unit of Analysis or Choosing the Cases  

After deciding to study two public organizations and the individual translation processes, it 

was important to choose units of analysis. As mentioned, SPP is an internationally travelling 

idea that appears to travel into different organizations in different countries along the globe at 

the same time. Thus it made sense to investigate organizations in different countries. Sweden 

and Germany belong to the so called Green-7
1
 and can be regarded as two of the most 

environmentally concerned countries in Europe (UNEP, 2012:10). Sweden can also be 

regarded as a pioneer in the area of SPP (Landmark, 2012a), which led to the decision to 

investigate a Swedish public organization. Further, several German public organizations have 

made growing efforts to implement SPP (Landmark, 2012a). Investigating one organization 

                                                
1 The Green-7 include Sweden, Germany, United Kingdom, Finland, Austria, Netherlands and Denmark (UNEP, 
2012) 
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within a country that has a pioneer role, and one organization in a country that aspires to 

implement the concept further, led to the expectations of results that are interesting to 

compare.  

A qualitative research with one Swedish and one German public organization as units of 

analysis reveals insights into the practices in both countries comparatively. The federal state 

North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW) in Germany was chosen based on the knowledge that an 

increasingly active engagement in SPP takes place at the moment (newtrade nrw, 2014). Here, 

the recent integration of SPP to the strategy gave the opportunity to research how the state 

translated the idea of sustainability through SPP and how the translation process works. In 

Sweden, all counties actively engage in SPP activities (Göthberg, 2013). As all counties work 

with SPP, the most accessible organization was chosen. The county Gotland’s geographical 

location was convenient for the research and the responsible persons for SPP declared their 

interest in the participation of the study. 

3.4 Data Collection 

The data for the thesis was gathered through semi-structured interviews in the chosen 

organizations and was complemented with secondary data such as government documents, 

strategy papers, other publications and an international conference that was attended by the 

researchers. In this section, insight into process of primary and secondary data gathering is 

given.  

3.4.1 Primary Data – Interviews 

In both cases, interviews were chosen to explore the area of translation of sustainability within 

the organizations. In NRW, Katrin Dobersalske was chosen as an interviewee. She is in 

charge of coordinating the state-wide SPP efforts and the integration of the concept into the 

strategic work. This strategic work sets the basis for what happens in the state at the various 

procurement offices at more regional level. While Katrin Dobersalske is responsible for the 

strategic implementation, the operative responsibility lays in the numerous procurement 

offices of the state. On Gotland, Gun Sävhammar and Annelie Kaarlenkaski were 

interviewed. The two procurement officers are responsible for the procurement for the 

municipality and county Gotland. Further, to investigate Sweden as a location of SPP, Pauline 

Göthberg, the national coordinator of SPP efforts, was interviewed. 
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The interviews were non-standardized in-depth interviews. Semi-structured interviews 

allowed following the flow of the conversation, rather than sticking to a prepared 

questionnaire. These non-standardized, or qualitative research interviews (King, 2004), are 

suitable for qualitative research of explorative nature. When using semi-structured interviews, 

topics of interest and questions are prepared, yet the researcher can change the order, choose 

to pose other questions and take the context into account (Saunders et al., 2012). For this 

thesis, we prepared a list of themes that we wanted to discuss, but were able to adjust the 

order of questions depending on the conversation and on what topics would be of particular 

interest. This choice was suitable for the research design and also for the philosophy of 

interpretivism, as it was aimed at exploring how our interviewees translated the concept of 

sustainability and how they worked with it. 

Before interviews were carried out, contact with the interviewees was established via Email in 

which the research project was introduced and asked for participation in the interviews. Then 

a meeting was set-up, each in the location of the SPP authorities. This choice allowed us to 

interview the respondents in their natural surroundings and to gain insight into organizational 

life. Prior to the meetings, secondary data on SPP and material provided by the SPP 

authorities was read in order to have a broad base of knowledge when carrying out the 

interviews.  

In NRW, one in-depth interview was carried out. The interview took place in Düsseldorf and 

the two researchers and Katrin Dobersalske were present. While one researcher was 

responsible for taking notes, the other one led the interview with the respondent. After asking 

for consent, the interview was audio-recorded. The notes and the audio-recording assured that 

all information from the interview was available after the interview and no information was 

lost. The interview was carried out in German, the native language of respondent and 

interviewers. The questions in original language can be found in appendix 1 (for English 

version compare appendix 2). In this case, one interview was sufficient as it was detailed and 

a vast amount of information was derived. In addition, a large amount of reports, strategy 

papers and other secondary data was available to answer further questions and to contribute to 

the empirical findings.  

In Sweden, one in-depth interview was carried out with the responsible procurement officers 

Gun Sävhammar and Annelie Kaarlenkaski. The interview took place in the procurement 

office in Visby and was recorded after the consent of Gun Sävhammar and Annelie 
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Kaarlenkaski. The interview was carried out in English and can be found in appendix 2. 

Following this semi-structured interview, a structured follow-up interview via Email was 

carried out. This interview was of a structured nature, posing only questions that were left 

unanswered or needed further explanation. The questions are attached in appendix 3. Further, 

the national coordinator of SPP in Sweden, Pauline Göthberg, was interviewed via telephone. 

This interview was also recorded and can be found in appendix 4. Compared to NRW, not as 

many secondary data sources about SPP on Gotland were available, and therefore, three 

different interviews were carried out in order to gain insight into the SPP practices in the 

organization. 

The semi-structured interviews were based on open questions and probing questions. Open 

questions “allow participants to define and describe a situation or event” (Saunders et al., 

2012:391). Examples of questions posed are “How do you define sustainable public 

procurement?” and “Could you give an example of a product that is procured and how the 

county manages this process?”. To gain knowledge about areas of distinct interest, probing 

questions proved to be of significance in our interviews. This category of questions is open as 

well, but shifts the focus into a specific direction (Saunders et al., 2012). An examples for a 

posed probing questions is “What internal and external factors influence your SPP 

decisions?”. Through attentive listening, it was possible to carry out interviews that delivered 

necessary primary data for the empirical research. 

3.4.2 Secondary Data 

Besides primary data gathered from the cases, secondary data was a relevant pillar for the 

exploration of the topic of translating sustainability. Secondary data is already available data 

collected for other research, which is important to consider as a base of knowledge (Saunders 

et al., 2012). 

The main sources of secondary data were documents offered by interviewees, such as strategy 

papers or process documentations. Through these documents it was possible to access detailed 

internal information and to follow the integration and use of SPP as a tool to translate 

sustainability into action. As the secondary data was not produced for the purpose of this 

study, it granted a somewhat objective view into the SPP processes and the organizational 

life. 

A further source of information was the Landmark conference about the topic of SPP in 

March, taking place in Bremen, Germany. Landmark was a project financed by the European 
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Commission and in the course of the project, nongovernmental organizations (NGO) and 

public authorities developed processes and standards for socially responsible procurement 

(Landmark, 2014). The conference in Bremen was the closing event of the project and 

gathered NGOs, public procurers, politicians and researchers in the area of SPP. Through 

attending the workshop Reliable verification - labels, auditing systems and other schemes, it 

was possible to gain insight into opportunities for procurers to secure sustainable behaviour. 

The attendance of Pauline Göthberg’s workshop Monitoring of the supply chain in Public 

Procurement in Scandinavia – what may other European countries learn? directly related to 

the research in Germany and Sweden and offered insights into the issue. Besides the gained 

knowledge, the conference allowed us to make personal contact with the interviewees Pauline 

Göthberg and Katrin Dobersalske, which helped in arranging and carrying out the later 

interviews. Further, it was possible to get off-record information from NGO employees, 

politicians or procurers from other countries to understand the broader picture of the field 

SPP.  

3.5 Data Analysis 

Before analysing the data, the primary data was transcribed with the help of notes and audio-

recordings. This process allowed having an overview and a complete picture of the 

availability of data. The Swedish interviews were transcribed in English, while the interview 

in NRW was transcribed in German. After having access to the transcribed data, it was 

categorized. This approach allows to comprehend, manage and integrate related data, as well 

as to identify the main themes or patterns (Dey, 1993). Then, theories can be developed or 

tested and conclusions can be drawn (Dey, 1993). This approach helped to combine the data 

from the transcribed interviews with relevant information from the secondary data.  

3.6 Limitations of Method and Sources 

We are aware that the chosen methods pose certain limitations. The combination of 

exploratory and descriptive research has the disadvantage of sometimes not explaining the 

findings. While the focus is to explore and describe what is found in order to generate 

understanding and knowledge in the field, some may pose the question “So what?” and ask 

for an explanation and the formulation of a general law or hypothesis (Saunders et al.., 2012). 

Despite knowing this limitation, we decided on the exploration of the topic, rather than to 

limit it to generalizations that are not possible to make at this point in time. The research is 
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about individuals and the translation processes within organizations, exemplified through the 

area of sustainability and SPP, thus an exploratory research makes sense. 

A statistical generalization of the analysed cases cannot be drawn as the qualitative research 

represents only a limited number of cases. We understand that the findings from NRW and 

Gotland cannot be replicated in all public organizations that engage in SPP, yet qualitative 

studies allowed us to thoroughly assess the meaning and background of the two cases chosen. 

Even though statistical generalizations are not possible, it is possible to generalize the 

findings and to find implications for other organizations through the research (Yin, 2009). 

Thus, although qualitative research might not represent findings that are applicable to all 

cases and it does not test a hypothesis, it carries out research among people and allows diving 

deeply into an area of interest through exploring specific cases. 

Another risk and limitation of qualitative research that is based on a single method, namely 

interviews, is that some sort of bias is included in the research. Through the in-depth research 

of two cases, it is inevitable to create a relationship to the interviewees. Yet, the choice of 

semi-structured interviews and the avoidance of leading questions (Saunders et al., 2012), 

helped us to remain to some extent objective. However, interviews are always somewhat 

subjective as the interviewees can chose to emphasize certain aspects, while not showing 

other aspects about their SPP efforts. We tried to tackle the issue through clarifying that it is 

not our aim to have a perfect example of an organization that works with SPP, but to instead 

focus on the current state and the translation of the theoretical concepts. As we told our 

subjects that the research does not intend to judge their behaviour and rather describes and 

explores the area, we tried to secure that the interviewees responded accordingly and did not 

present the case other than at the current situation.  
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4 SPP in NRW and Gotland  

As mentioned, the idea sustainability is translated within organizations and put into concrete 

action (Preuss, 2007; Happaerts, 2012). According to Happaerts (2012:128), this process can 

be especially seen at “lower levels of governance [that] take the lead in terms of concrete 

implementation and context-specific solutions”. Those lower levels of governance exist 

mostly on regional level. In this empirical investigation, two public organizations on such a 

lower level of governance are looked into and investigated regarding their translation of 

sustainability through the tool SPP. In this chapter an overview of the current European 

situation concerning SPP is given and the two cases NRW and Gotland are presented in order 

to show how European public authorities use SPP for the translation of sustainability. 

4.1 General Overview EU 

Over recent years, sustainability has become a key concern of the EU (Ec.europa.eu, 2014). 

Hence, the EU has been trying to translate sustainable development into a broad range of EU 

policies (Ec.europa.eu, 2014), one of which concerns public procurement. According to the 

EU, “public procurement plays a key role in the Europe 2020 strategy, […] a strategy for 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.” (European Parliament, 2014). Public procurement is 

seen by the EU as a valuable market-based instrument to foster sustainable development and 

therefore, EU Directives were established to encourage member states to integrate SPP in 

their national action plans (European Parliament, 2014). 

The first EU Directives for public procurement were established in 2004 to coordinate the 

process for the award of products and service contracts (European Commission, 2014; Day, 

2005). As such, a common law exists with which all member states have to comply when 

procuring goods and services, and various steps have to be considered during the procurement 

process (Day, 2005). In February 2014, these directives were revised in order to simplify 

public procurement procedures, to make them more flexible and to achieve more success in 

procuring sustainably (European Commission, 2014). According to different public bodies 

and NGOs, the revised directives are to set out a clearer way for procurers to achieve genuine 

SPP (Landmark, 2012b). The integration of environmental and social considerations into the 

public procurement process is explicitly allowed within the renewed rules and the EU urges 

public authorities to put the considerations into practice (EU Parliament, 2014). Before, the 

old directives merely allowed including direct benefits, such as cost or quality, in calls for 

bids (Landmark, 2012b; EU Parliament, 2014). In a tender, it is furthermore required that 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/
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compliance with any social and environmental criteria stipulated in this tender is verifiable in 

a transparent and reliable manner in order to achieve legitimate SPP (Landmark, 2012b). 

However, the Directives are still somewhat general and do not provide a strict or completely 

harmonized law on public procurement (Dobersalske, 2014; EU Parliament, 2014). Instead, it 

leaves freedom on the way of application and the respective implementation of sustainability 

aspects of procurement (EU Parliament, 2014). Hence, although all member states have to act 

in conformity with the general Union law, there are no strict rules on SPP (EU Parliament, 

2014).  

Having this freedom, it can be seen that differences in the EU member states concerning the 

actual implementation of sustainable public procurement exist (Landmark, 2012a; Day, 2005). 

European public authorities are at varying stages with SPP, and verification schemes to ensure 

that suppliers are complying with required social and environmental criteria are developed 

differently (Landmark, 2012b). Approaches differ both in focus and extent: whereas some 

countries already have SPP in place and work actively with it, others are only recently 

becoming more interested and involved in the issue without having adopted any crucial 

changes yet (Landmark, 2014).  

The two following cases – the German federal state NRW and the Swedish county Gotland – 

are examples for this heterogeneity concerning the development and current situation of SPP. 

While Gotland actively works with SPP as a tool to promote sustainable public action, NRW 

has just recently entered the process. 

4.2 The Case NRW   

NRW is located in the west of Germany and is the most populous of the 16 federal states in 

Germany with almost 18 million inhabitants (Nrw.de, 2014). The German law splits the 

authority between the federal states and the central governments, thus different states have the 

freedom to exercise different laws (Nordrhein-Westfalen, L., 2014). This is also obvious in 

the case of SPP, which shows that different states have reached different levels of SPP so far.  

4.2.1 Background Information 

In Germany, the idea of translating sustainability through SPP was first mentioned in 2004 

within a national report for the German sustainability strategy at that time (Bundesregierung, 

2004). However, no concrete instructions or aims for SPP were given, and generally efforts to 

http://www.landtag.nrw.de/portal/WWW/GB_II/II.2/Gesetze/Verfassung_NRW.jsp
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go beyond the general EU laws concerning more sustainable procurement were lacking 

(Dobersalske, 2014). In 2008, the German state released another report for their sustainability 

strategy, in which more importance than before was granted to SPP (Bundesregierung, 2008). 

The idea began to spread and first attempts to use SPP were undertaken by different 

communities, which procured products certified by FairTrade (Dobersalske, 2014). Through 

their commitment, they became known as “FairTrade towns” and were able to make 

important contributions to the social aspects of sustainability (Dobersalske, 2014; Landmark, 

2014).  

After various communities had embraced some aspects of SPP, the first states to join were 

Bremen and Berlin (Dobersalske, 2014). In Germany, those two states are considered to have 

an administrative advantage as they are relatively small and are so called city-states, being 

state and city at once. This may facilitate the administrative efforts and the implementation of 

environmental and social aspects into public procurement. Thus, the city states in Germany 

have advanced further in the implementation of SPP efforts, compared to the other federal 

states (Dobersalske, 2014). However, Dobersalske (2014) states that the city-states that 

already proceeded further with the implementation of SPP serve as an example for other 

states, such as NRW, to further enhance their efforts. According to Katrin Dobersalske (2014) 

there are numerous problems with the integration of SPP on a national level:   

“This heterogeneous situation in Germany is grounded in the extreme decentralization 

and no or only very little co-operation between the federal states, and no real support 

from the government. Germany as a country has no national coordination of SPP, and 

never presented a national action plan for SPP, because the responsibility for 

procurement lies within the individual states.”  

Thus, the states generally experience little support from the German government and do not 

cooperate actively (Dobersalske, 2014). Further, the “problem is also the dimension of the 

issue: with over 30,000 entities for procurement and around 600,000 procurers in Germany, it 

is very difficult to coordinate all actors” (Dobersalske, 2014).  

Besides these numerous entities and procurers, also various departments with different 

responsibilities for the implementation and channelling of SPP exist, especially in larger states 

(Dobersalske, 2014). As such, there might be, among others, a department responsible for 

environmental issues, one responsible for social issues, one for financial aspects, and one for 

law issues (Dobersalske, 2014). The fragmented landscape of responsibilities aggravates the 

implementation of SPP efforts, as the term sustainability is divided and cannot be addressed 
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holistically. These circumstances lead to still many difficulties in the implementation of SPP 

and a slow progress. As Katrin Dobersalske (2014) states, “NRW is a large federal state and 

has different departments that have different responsibilities concerning SPP, and so it’s 

difficult to coordinate all when it comes to SPP”. This can be seen as a reason why NRW 

joined relatively late in the efforts of SPP. It was only in 2012 that the county acknowledged 

the importance of SPP in their strategy paper for better implementation of SPP, in accordance 

to the general effort of the county to act in a responsible manner and to gain legitimacy for 

their actions (Landmark, 2012a; Dobersalske, 2014). 

The German state defines sustainability according to the Brundtland report, and adds the 

political, security-political, and cultural dimension (newtrade nrw, 2014). Although the main 

focus for SPP lays on compliance with the ILO core labour standards, the aim is to consider 

all dimensions of sustainability when procuring (Dobersalske, 2014). As such, SPP is 

considered as a topic that connects closely to other important issues like climate, environment 

or employment, and as an important element for transforming society towards more 

sustainability (newtrade nrw, 2014).  

According to a strategy paper developed by the federal state NRW, four main influences exist, 

which determine to a large extent how sustainability is put into practice through SPP. The first 

influence is the EU, second comes the private economy, third the budget of public authorities 

and finally, the individual state of knowledge of the procurers (newtrade nrw, 2014). As 

already explained, the EU sets the framework through Union laws and the Directive, while 

leaving a high degree of freedom for the individual implementation of SPP. The private 

economy might limit or foster SPP, depending to what extent sustainably produced goods 

exist. Budgetary restraints limit the degree to what decisions can be taken based on other 

factors than costs and the knowledge of the procurers again influences the outcome. 

Influencing are, besides the more progressed states in Germany, also other countries that 

engage in SPP. This could be seen at the Landmark Conference, which the representatives of 

the federal state NRW also attended. Here, knowledge between the states and also between 

countries was shared. 

4.2.2 Translating Sustainability through SPP in NRW 

“In NRW the main instrument to achieve SPP is the bidder declaration. This is typical 

for a German state, because in Germany it is common practice to place social and 

environmental criteria within contract clauses.” (Dobersalske, 2014)  



    

31 

 

The mentioned bidder declaration is a signed self-declaration by the bidder used to verify 

compliance with certain criteria (Landmark, 2012b). They can differ significantly in their 

specific details, and fulfil different functions (Landmark, 2012b). As stated, they are used as 

proof of compliance with certain criteria, and oblige the bidder to fulfil these criteria in case 

he will get the bid. Within the declaration, the bidder has to state what kind of independent 

evidence will be submitted for the verification of social and environmental criteria 

(Landmark, 2012b). Here, independent certification is the easiest tool for bidders to prove 

compliance, as no further individual proof has to be declared (Landmark, 2012b).  

According to Katrin Dobersalske (2014),  

“NRW really relies on independent certification as the major tool of verification: In 

case the bidder offers certified products, e.g. Fairtrade products, compliance with 

sustainable criteria is considered to be assured. The procuring authorities trust the 

independent certification organizations to only give their labels to producers who fulfil 

certain criteria, and that these standards are continually controlled by audits. So, 

certification is used because it simplifies the verification process of bidders for NRW.” 

Through using independently certified labels or certificates, costs are kept to a minimum, as 

own verification schemes or audits are not necessary. Furthermore, it is easier for procurers to 

rely on well-known certification schemes than on individually established criteria 

(Dobersalske, 2014). However, although certification is considered as a first step towards 

more standardization for SPP processes in NRW, there are also some issues with it 

(Dobersalske, 2014). First of all, it is important that guidelines for trustworthy certificates and 

labels are available to the procurers, so that they know on what certification schemes they can 

actually rely on (newtrade nrw, 2014). Secondly, public procurement in NRW is subject to the 

EU Directive, the German law and specific state regulations concerning allocation of 

resources and award of contract (newtrade nrw, 2014). Katrin Dobersalske (2014) claims that:  

“It is important in Germany that all legal frameworks are considered and equal 

chances for all bidders are ensured. As such, the wording of contract requirement is 

crucial in NRW, and we often can’t claim certain sustainable criteria from the 

beginning on. Only with the recently renewed EU Directive, it is allowed to explicitly 

include certification as a contract requirement within the tendering process and to 

thereby enhance bidders from the beginning on to offer certified products.” 

 

However, it might be the case that no independent certification scheme exists for the needed 

product or product group. Therefore, the actual bidder declaration offers the possibility to 
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individually declare other proof then independent certification for compliance with 

sustainability criteria (Landmark, 2012b).  

At present, NRW includes 11 product groups in their efforts to procure sustainably and for 

which bidders are to prove compliance of certain standards (Dobersalske, 2014). Through the 

inclusion of various different product groups, including IT, the county sets ambitious goals for 

SPP. Yet, taking IT as an example it is questionable if sustainable solutions for hardware even 

exist. Thus, the inclusion of this product group into the SPP efforts puts a lot of administrative 

efforts on the procurers, while a positive outcome is questionable (Dobersalske, 2014). Katrin 

Dobersalske (2014) states that it might be too early for this step and that it would first be 

necessary for the private economy to achieve a more sustainable production concerning IT 

products. 

Another major issue is that the decisions that are taken on the strategic level of the federal 

state, such as through the work of Katrin Dobersalske, need to be acted upon in the individual 

organizations that have the responsibility to procure. As stated earlier, thousands of procurers 

are responsible for the process in NRW, thus the introduction of the new notion sustainability 

calls for extensive trainings and education in order to result in the successful application of 

SPP (Dobersalske, 2014). Again, the decentralization of procurement efforts in NRW 

aggravated the implementation of SPP. 

In general, it can be observed that many issues concerning SPP exist in NRW, which is why 

the county recently undertook various initiatives. Especially the foundation of newtrade nrw 

is to be mentioned; a project management office with the aim of supporting the 

implementation of SPP on an operative level (newtrade nrw, 2014). The office tries to identify 

and to further develop instruments and guidelines in order to simplify the inclusion of 

sustainability criteria into public procurement (newtrade nrw, 2014). Furthermore, it attempts 

to foster dialogue and cooperation with other public authorities, and to change existing 

behaviour patterns and mentality (newtrade nrw, 2014). In NRW, the efforts of many 

municipalities and communities to use SPP as a tool to translate sustainability into action are 

often still dependent on efforts from individuals, as Katrin Dobersalske (2014) explains: “it 

needs committed individuals with strong positions within the public authority to really bring 

SPP forward and to establish it further”. Therefore, newtrade nrw tries to spread knowledge 

through workshops and network meetings with other actors involved in public procurement 

(newtrade nrw, 2014). It can be observed that first attempts to cooperate are undertaken: 
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network meetings within NRW increasingly exist, and at federal level, a loose and informal 

network, namely Allianz für nachhaltige Beschaffung was established in order to facilitate an 

exchange between the different states (Dobersalske, 2014). 

4.2.3 Further Plans 

In order to enhance SPP further, NRW plans to increase the still rather scarce collaboration 

with other important actors (Projektbüro NRW, 2013). Collaboration with other political 

actors in the EU and Germany, with the private economy as well as with the municipalities 

and communities within the federal state is a target for the future (Projektbüro NRW, 2013). 

Furthermore, it is considered crucial that the strategy of SPP is further improved and that the 

complicated German procurement laws offer more support on SPP (newtrade nrw, 2014). 

Through the numerous administrative issues, it is often neglected that SPP is “more than just 

an administrative issue”, but also one of global business and consumption (Dobersalske, 

2014). Therefore, advantages of implementing SPP and of using it as a tool to foster 

sustainable development are to be revealed:  

“It is important that not only public authorities, but also the private economy and 

social surroundings get involved in the communication of the reasons for using SPP. 

Citizens and other actors like media in NRW might still often be reluctant to SPP 

through suspecting high costs for the economy.” (Dobersalske, 2014) 

As stated before, a change of behaviour and mentality in public procurement processes is 

aimed for, focusing more on sustainability issues instead of considering costs as the main and 

only criteria (Dobersalske, 2014; newtrade nrw, 2014). As it is a difficult process to change 

routines, it is considered a long-term process. In general, Katrin Dobersalske (2014) states 

that for NRW, the strategic integration of SPP into the political agenda and strategy has been 

carried out, but the translation process of sustainability into action through using SPP is still 

going on and will probably still need years in order to become a routine. 

4.3 The Case Gotland 

Gotland is Sweden’s largest island, located in the Baltic Sea, and has around 57,000 

inhabitants (Region Gotland, 2014). Gotland is both administrative county and municipality, 

thus having a special stand in Sweden. Here, Annelie Kaarlenkaski and Gun Sävhammar, two 

procurers that are responsible for the operative realization of SPP, were the main source of 

information.  
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4.3.1 Background Information 

Sweden is often regarded as a pioneer in SPP, distinguishing itself among the EU Member 

States by its strong political commitment to SPP, as well as the advanced practical 

implementation of the concept (Landmark, 2012a). In 2007, the country started to use SPP as 

one instrument to translate theoretical concept of sustainability into action (Göthberg, 2013). 

That year, Swedwatch, an independent non-profit organization reporting on Swedish business 

relations in developing countries, released a report about inhuman working conditions for 

medical equipment that Sweden purchased from developing countries (Swedwatch, 2014; 

Göthberg, 2013). Through this report and its spread in the media and the resulting pressure, 

awareness was raised that besides financial and environmental aspects, which were already 

being considered within GPP, also social aspects are crucial when procuring (Kaarlenkaski & 

Sävhammar, 2014). Hence, an emphasis on combining the three dimensions of sustainability 

developed and the concept of SPP gained importance in Sweden.  

Still in the same year, a pilot project for SPP between the largest county councils in Sweden 

took place. In 2008, a first common Code of Conduct (CoC) was established, and in 2010, all 

county councils, including Gotland, joined the project (Göthberg, 2013). In addition, a 

national coordinator was appointed to facilitate dialogue and cooperation between the 21 

counties of Sweden (Göthberg, 2013). The specific tasks of this national coordinator are, 

amongst others, to lead and represent the national SPP work, to get a national budget for SPP, 

and to pay attention that national goals are fulfilled (Göthberg, 2014). Furthermore, the 

national coordinator leads a steering-committee as well as an expert group with experts on 

SPP appointed by the county councils (Göthberg, 2014).  

The annual procurement of goods and services by the county councils amounted to 

approximately 13 billion Euro in 2013 (Göthberg, 2013). The areas of responsibility for the 

county councils are seen mainly in “providing equal access to good healthcare, dental care 

and public transport” (SRPP, 2013). Here, the term good means achieving to procure 

sustainably, and, as a matter of fact, it is claimed that “significant steps towards embedding 

environmental and social responsibility into procurement processes” have been achieved over 

last years (Landmark, 2012a:10). 

In Gotland, the inclusion of both environmental and social aspects into public procurement 

was in the beginning mainly due to efforts from individuals, who had experience in the field 

of SPP and who put personal engagement in the topic (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014; 

Göthberg 2014). According to Gun Sävhammar (2014),  
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“It was rather a bottom-up approach in Gotland: pressure to introduce SPP came from 

committed individuals. They then achieved to convince the county internally, as 

Swedish counties want to be regarded as sustainable actors and so, no was not an 

answer to the participation in SPP efforts.” 

It can be seen that individuals have played an important role in the implementation of SPP, 

and SPP efforts in Gotland are still dependent to a large extent on the individual interest and 

commitment of the officers (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014): As Gotland faces the 

problem of having less financial and human resources than larger counties, the procurers main 

task is to procure. Sustainability aspects are seen as an on-top chore, which is not specifically 

laid down in task descriptions (Göthberg, 2014). Furthermore, Gotland has the unique 

situation in Sweden of consisting of only one municipality instead of being sub-divided into 

various municipalities (Region Gotland, 2014). Therefore, public procurement for the 

Swedish island is directed similarly by the county and the municipality Gotland (Kaarlenkaski 

& Sävhammar, 2014). The fact that procurers in Gotland have to combine county and city 

level bears difficulties as a broad range of tasks have to be accomplished and various interests 

are to be considered (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014; Göthberg, 2014). On the other hand, 

there is the opportunity to simultaneously address both the county and the municipality level 

when procuring sustainably, and no further co-ordination between other municipalities is 

necessary (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

Sustainability in Gotland defined according to Brundtland report, but as the Gotland procurer 

Annelie Kaarlenkaski (2014) states:  

“On top of the agenda in Gotland are local concerns; trying to help local people is 

crucial for us. Thus, procuring means for us, that besides the social aspect, the 

economy and environment, also the local impact is considered. For example, we ask 

whether we can include handicapped or unemployed people of region into 

procurement.”  

4.3.2 Translating Sustainability through SPP in Gotland 

Thanks to the close cooperation on SPP between the 21 counties in Sweden, Gotland can 

make use of a generalized Swedish approach for a SPP process. In order to achieve 

sustainability, five steps are undertaken in the Swedish public procurement process, as shown 

in illustration 2. 
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Illustration 2: Five steps to SPP, 2013 
Source: Own illustration based on Göthberg, 2013 

 

The first step involves the Code of Conduct (CoC) for suppliers and the political decision 

whether and from which supplier to procure (Göthberg, 2013). For the Swedish counties, “the 

CoC is a major instrument to oblige suppliers to fulfil certain standards by agreeing to it” 

(Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). The Code states that goods and services supplied to the 

Swedish counties should be produced under conditions which considers, amongst others, 

dimensions from UN Declaration of Human Rights, ILO core conventions, labour protection 

and regulations in the country of production, environmental demands and anti-corruption 

(SRPP, 2013). For every new procurement decision, it is checked whether the supplier agrees 

to the CoC and whether it is realistic for the standards to be fulfilled (Kaarlenkaski & 

Sävhammar, 2014). The general requirements of the CoC cannot be changed by the counties, 

but the inclusion of additional aspects is allowed (Göthberg, 2014). The two procurers state 

that it was mainly through the CoC that it is possible to reach for the same goals in all 

Swedish counties (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

The second step concerns the specified Terms of Contract and the contract itself (Göthberg, 

2014). However, the dialogue with the contractor does not end afterwards. Instead, a 

continuous dialogue is enhanced, as the Swedish approach is based on the perception that 

compliance requires dialogue and control (Landmark, 2012b). Thus, as part of the contract 

management process, a follow-up questionnaire is sent out to the contractor (Landmark, 

2012b). This questionnaire requires the contractor to carry out a sort of self-assessment 

concerning the fulfilment of requirements throughout the supply chain of the products or 

CoC 

Terms of 
contract 

Self-
Assessment 

Audit 

Corrective 
Action Plan 
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services offered (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). The battery of questions is 

complemented with a guideline for public authorities, so that they are able to execute a quality 

assessment and comparison of the respective responses (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014; 

Landmark, 2012b). Especially Swedwatch, but also other NGOs assisted with the 

development of the follow-up questionnaire as well as the assessment guideline for public 

authorities (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014; Landmark, 2012b). 

The fourth step of the Swedish, and hence the Gotlandic, SPP process is to evaluate the 

answers from the follow-up questionnaire (Göthberg, 2013). In case the responses reveal no 

or little compliance with the requirements claimed by the questions, the public authority will 

get into direct dialogue with the contractor and eventually carry out audits on site 

(Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). These inspections are an important part of the SPP 

process, claiming that “every supplier is inspected at its premises at some point after having 

completed” in order to verify compliance (Landmark, 2012b:22). Finally, a Corrective Action 

Plan is worked out to ensure improvements with the contractor and supplier (Göthberg, 2013; 

Göthberg, 2014). 

In general, it can be seen that for Gotland, together with the other Swedish councils, 

compliance with the criteria of the Code of Conduct is a crucial issue. Therefore, transparency 

in the supply chain is required, which is fostered by constant dialogue with the contractor. In 

collaboration with the other Swedish councils, Gotland conducts reviews, requests 

documentation, conducts on-site audits, reviews and approves action plans and monitors the 

implementation of these plans (SRPP, 2013; Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

However, the monitoring depends on subjective decisions: “Based on the progress and 

outcome of these measures, we then decide which suppliers they have to closer monitor, if 

something sounds suspicious we ask for additional information” (Kaarlenkaski, 2014). These 

decisions however, are quite personal, as there are no common rules for the closer monitoring. 

The procuring officers need to rely on their senses in order to define “what sounds suspicious” 

(Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

The process thus opens up a line of communication with contractors, with the overall goal to 

influence the market positively to meet the criteria established within the SPP process 

(Landmark, 2012a; Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). As Annelie Kaarlenkaski (2014) 

states,  
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“Nobody is perfect, and therefore, we try to support the contractors and their supply 

chains to further develop, instead of requesting an ideal status quo. Through this, we 

want to contribute to a positive development also of the private economy.” 

Certification plays no role in this process. Despite the legal difficulties that existed previous to 

the changes in European law, the procurers are convinced that their individual CoC generates 

better outcomes than relying on certification (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). Firstly, the 

market can be developed through cooperation and dialogue, rather than sticking to definite 

preconditions for business (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). Further, chances are 

generated to also get offers from producers that cannot afford to be certified by independent 

organizations (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

Gotland recognizes that the common Swedish CoC and the overall SPP process facilitates the 

administration of SPP and achieving success in using SPP as a tool to translate sustainability 

(Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). In general, the close co-operation with the other Swedish 

counties is seen as a major benefit, as this network of different actors is more powerful 

working together than alone (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). As such, “pulling on the 

same string and sharing resources to develop and apply verification and monitoring schemes 

helps to strengthen SPP and to influence markets” (Landmark, 2012a:11). Not only are costs, 

e.g. for audits, shared, but also knowledge, processes and benefits in general.  

With the appointed national coordinator of SPP efforts, coordination is ensured and SPP 

benefits of a certain standing within the political landscape (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 

2014). If Gotland faces difficulties in specific SPP issues, the county can address the national 

SPP coordinator Pauline Göthberg, who can bring forward these issues to a higher political 

level by meeting politicians from different levels and areas (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 

2014; Göthberg, 2014). Furthermore, through the coordinated approach, Sweden is able to 

share experiences with other Northern countries, i.e. Norway, and to gain more knowledge 

about how public authorities can use SPP as a tool to translate sustainability (Kaarlenkaski & 

Sävhammar, 2014). According to the Gotland procurers, this intra-national dialogue is crucial 

and should be fostered further, as “all [countries] face the same problems, having the same 

overall legal framework with the European directives” (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

4.3.3 Further Plans 

“Although Sweden as a country is committed strongly to SPP, Gotland faces the 

problem of not having an own department or assigned persons for SPP. The job 

description of public procurers does not involve the dimension of procuring 
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sustainably, which is why efforts in procuring sustainable and in undertaking the five 

steps to SPP go beyond the normal job.” (Kaarlenkaski, 2014)  

Thus, as stated by the responsible individuals for public purchasing of Gotland, lack of time 

and resources is a major issue, and the management of public procurement is not in favour of 

SPP (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). Therefore, it is intended to obtain increasing 

resources and a budget specifically allocated for SPP. Furthermore, the creation of a broad 

knowledge about SPP is considered a major concern (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014; 

Göthberg, 2014). As such, information is aimed to be provided on all levels, which means that 

not only procurers and contractors are to be informed about the reasons and requirements for 

SPP, but also other actors like doctors or nurses, who are eventually using the publicly 

procured goods or services (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

In general it is planned to strengthen the interest of SPP on Gotland on all levels and to try to 

build up trust and knowledge (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). In order to establish close 

relationships with contractors, it might be a future possibility to prolong the current short 

contract times (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). This would enable the public authority to 

get to know the supply chain better than within the current time frame of two years only, as 

well as to undertake investments and audits with a rather long-term perspective (Kaarlenkaski 

& Sävhammar, 2014). Moreover, the attempt of Gotland is to reverse the current situation: 

instead of having to detect existing deficits concerning environmental and social aspects for 

products and services, the county pursuits to influence contractors and suppliers in such a way 

that they become pro-active and inform the county about such deficits first hand 

(Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

Besides these rather general plans, Gotland has some concrete projects concerning SPP. The 

prioritized product group of 2014 are textiles and information technology equipment, which 

are defined as problematic areas concerning sustainability issues (Kaarlenkaski & 

Sävhammar, 2014). The county is undertaking intensified efforts towards achieving the 

inclusion of all sustainability dimensions in the public procurement process of these products 

in order to use SPP for a contribution to sustainable development. 

4.4 Comparison NRW and Gotland 

The public authorities of NRW and Gotland both try to put sustainability into practice through 

SPP, but various differences can be seen when looking at the implementation and 

development of the respective SPP efforts. In table 1, the similarities and differences of the 
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two cases are summarized. It can be seen, that one of the major differences exists in the 

national cooperation, which plays a crucial role for the Swedish county Gotland, whereas no 

national cooperation can be found in the case of NRW and Germany. Furthermore, NRW 

faces difficulties with the de-centralized political German system and a fragmentation of 

departments and responsibilities within the large federal state, which makes it difficult to 

coordinate SPP efforts. On the other hand, Gotland lacks financial and human resources for 

improving its SPP efforts due to the small size of the county. The main instrument to 

implement SPP differs for NRW and Gotland and communication with the contractors is not 

equally important in the two public authorities. 

 

xx 

 
North Rhine-Westphalia Gotland 

Starting point  2004: national sustainability 
report  SPP was first 
mentioned, but no further 
importance attributed to it 

 2008: first “FairTrade towns” 

 NRW: ongoing process of 
implementing SPP 

 2007: Scandal of inhuman 
working conditions for 
publicly purchased medical 
equipment as trigger 

 Gotland joined national 
project for SPP in 2010 

National 

cooperation 

 Not existent 

 No nationally responsible 
coordinator, strongly 
fragmented political 
landscape 

 Close cooperation between 
the 21 county councils 

 Appointed national 
coordinator 

 Sharing of knowledge and 
resources 

Difficulties 

 

 

 

 De-centralization  

 Fragmentation of 
responsibilities 

 Large size of federal state 

 11 product groups within 
SPP efforts, including 
products that are difficult to 
procure sustainably 

 Combine county and city 
level 

 Small size of county: little 
financial and human 
resources 

o Management issue 
 

Definition 

sustainability 

 People, Planet, Profit (3P’s) 

 Additionally: political, 
security-political and cultural 
dimension 

 People, Planet, Profit (3P’s) 

 Additionally: focus on local 
dimension 

Main 

instrument to 

implement SPP 

 Bidder declaration with 
independent certification as 
main tool to prove 
compliance with certain 
criteria 

 Generalized Swedish 
approach for SPP process 
including 5 steps 

 First step involves with the 
common Code of Conduct 
for suppliers the main 
instrument  
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Communication 

with 

contractors 

 No / little direct 
communication with 
contractor 

 Line of communication with 
contractors during whole 
period of contract  

Future plans  Increase collaboration with 
o Municipalities and 

communities of NRW 
o Private economy 
o Political actors of the 

EU and Germany 

 Achieve change of behaviour 
and mentality: create 
knowledge about importance 
and advantages of SPP  

 Increase resources and 
obtain budget specifically 
allocated for SPP 

 Enhance knowledge about 
SPP on all levels 

 Possibly prolong the current 
short contract times 

 

Table 1: Comparison NRW and Gotland, 2014 
Source: Own illustration 

The detected issues point out that the idea of using SPP to contribute to sustainable 

development has been put into practice differently by NRW and Gotland. Translation theory 

can be used to explain how the idea is adapted and translated in different contexts, which is 

analysed in the following chapter.  
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5 Analysis of Findings 

In the assessment of the translation of sustainability through SPP, characteristics of translation 

processes become apparent. The idea of SPP simultaneously evolves in many places around 

the world, such as Sweden and Germany, and that many actors use the instrument to integrate 

sustainability into the public agenda. This global spread of an idea and the concurrent 

application are characteristics of translation processes (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; 

Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Czarniawka, 2005). The translation process implies that 

organizations are “not just passive adopters of practices, but active interpreters and editors of 

external ideas and models” (Hwang & Suarez, 2005:72). Therefore, it is relevant to analyse 

how an organization adapts and translates an idea or practice to its particular context (Hwang 

& Suarez, 2005; Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005). In order to thoroughly investigate the area of 

translation in the two observed public organizations in Germany and Sweden, in this chapter it 

is first looked into the cases separately and the individual characteristics of translation 

processes are outlined. At the end of this chapter, the two cases are compared.  

5.1 Connection to Translation Theory in NRW 

In the case of NRW and its translation of sustainability through SPP, it can be seen that 

different actors are involved in the process. As Katrin Dobersalske (2014) explained, different 

departments and actors play a crucial role in how the idea of sustainability is put into practice: 

“Besides the individual procurer, various departments and different responsibles of the federal 

state, as well as international organizations like the EU influence the implementation of SPP”. 

It thus represents an interactive process with complex relationship between different actors, 

which connects to translation theory. Translation is considered as such an interactive process 

(Hwang & Suarez, 2005), with mutual influences and multifaceted connections between 

actors. Often, global influences like international organizations or institutions are seen as 

central in the diffusion of ideas and practices (Frenkel, 2005). Considering NRW, we can see 

that the whole translation process was strongly influenced by the EU, representing an idea 

carrying organization in this context. Basing on the strategic integration of SPP into EU 

strategy, the concept SPP also found its way into the strategy of NRW. As Katrin Dobersalske 

(2014) stated, only through the political attention and integration of the EU, the process 

started in Germany. 

The idea of putting sustainability into action through using SPP as one important tool did not 

originate in NRW, but entered the public authority from outside. Deriving from the idea 
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carrying institution EU, the idea could travel, because it was objectified in written 

regulations, i.e. the EU Directives. These Directives could then travel to the federal state and 

it can be assumed that, although they did not represent concrete practical suggestions for the 

implementation of SPP efforts, they initiated the increasing importance and subsequently the 

use of SPP. As suggested by translation theory, ideas need to be materialized and objectified 

before they can actually travel (Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005), and thus the EU Directives can 

be seen as a first materialization of the idea. Therefore, the success of SPP in NRW is highly 

connected to the development of international efforts through idea carriers, such as 

international organizations. 

Through enhancing sustainability with SPP and influencing other actors positively with it, 

NRW wants to set an example as a responsible actor. In organizations, the actors may feel the 

need to participate in certain fashions as they represent progress and change, helping the 

organization through the collective idea to legitimize their actions (Czarniawksa & Joerges, 

1996; Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg, 2005; Hwang & Suarez, 2005). This can be seen in the case 

of NRW. The seeking of legitimacy and the consideration of being responsible, led the state to 

engage in SPP efforts (Landmark, 2012a; Dobersalske, 2014).  

The spreading idea SPP fulfils the criteria of a fashion, being a fast travelling idea that 

infiltrates numerous organizations across the globe at the same time. As sustainability has 

become increasingly important, public authorities have to act sustainably in order to secure 

legitimacy. Gaining legitimacy or superiority explains collective translation processes 

(Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). This can be seen in the case of NRW, as the concept of 

fashion was crucial to start with efforts in SPP. When the EU established their Directives, it 

officially declared public procurement as an important area to consider within sustainable 

development (European Parliament, 2014). As NRW is considering sustainability as an 

important concept to follow (Dobersalske, 2014), it was through this collective document and 

the fashionable ideas behind it that lead the federal state to start using SPP to translate the 

notion into action. While fashion can be considered as leading the way in which direction 

organizations go, it is imitation that drives them (Czarniawska and Sevón, 1996). 

Czarniawska and Sevón (2005) further found that organizations often imitate what appears to 

be superior, which seems to be the case in NRW. Here, the successful application of 

sustainability criteria in procurement processes in other federal states in Germany and in other 

European countries seem to have lead the public authorities in NRW to be interested in the 

concept as well. 
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As mentioned, the EU Directives represent a first materialization of the idea, enabling it to 

spread across Europe. By travelling “through the relevant field of organizations to another 

time and place” (Erlingsdóttir & Lindberg, 2005:47), it can then be translated according to the 

new context. During this translation process, both the translator and the actual idea are 

transformed (Hwang & Suarez, 2005; Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005). This transformation can 

be seen within the translation process in NRW: in the federal state, SPP efforts are rather 

complicated to coordinate due to the decentralization of responsibilities (Dobersalske, 2014). 

Therefore, the public authority translates SPP to fit its own local context and to simplify the 

actual practice into something that is applicable in the complex environment of the state. 

Certain aspects of the original idea might get lost through the process of translating and re-

embedding to specific contexts (Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005). This is observable in NRW:  

“The public organization lays the emphasis within its procurement efforts on 

certification as the major tool of verification for the contractor to comply with certain 

environmental and social criteria. We consider independent certification organizations 

as the best suitable tool for SPP in the given local situation, as cooperation with other 

federative states of Germany is scarce and the coordination within the state is also 

difficult.” (Dobersalske, 2014) 

The bidder – and possible later supplier – has to declare compliance with these criteria within 

the bidder declaration, and as explained in chapter 4.2.2., the use of independent certification 

is considered to assure this compliance (Dobersalske, 2014). To spread the idea of 

sustainability through SPP further and effectively within the state, NRW thus relies on 

practicable methods and tangible tools. As mentioned, ideas need to be tangible in order to 

travel, because mere ideas do not diffuse (Czarniawska & Sévon, 1996). The independent 

certification can therefore be seen as yet another materialization of the idea; this time not EU-

wide, but context-specific for NRW. Certificates and labels are something concrete and 

tangible, something that can be used when procuring. Through this approach, NRW reduces 

complexity and makes SPP practicable for the numerous independent procurers, enhancing 

the spreading and translation of the idea.  

5.2 Connection to Translation Theory in Gotland 

Generally, in Sweden the development of SPP does not necessarily show all characteristics of 

a classical translation process. As the catalyst for the implementation of SPP efforts lay 

internally, namely in a scandal about the inhumane working conditions in the supply chains 

(Swedwatch, 2014; Göthberg, 2013) and did not derive from the stimulus of imitation. 
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Moreover, the pressure of media and NGOs lead to the nationwide rethinking of supply chains 

of publicly procured goods and services. Erlingsdóttir and Lindberg (2005) found that 

translated ideas often originate from idea carrying organizations rather than being formed in 

organizations themselves. The idea-carrying organization can be seen in the NGO 

Swedwatch, which called attention to the deficits in Swedish public procurement efforts. 

Further, DiMaggio (1983) states that organizational change often bases on a desire for 

legitimacy or survival. This can be seen as a reason for Sweden to start SPP efforts: As the 

state is seen as a welfare optimizer (McCrudden, 2011), there was a strong need to act 

accordingly. NGOs and public scrutiny can be regarded as influencers or facilitators of 

change, thus the reaction of the Swedish state can be considered as necessary in order to 

measure up to its role as a welfare state.  

A national agenda to procure more sustainably was established and through the nation-wide 

organization of counties to form a network for SPP, the thought of sustainability through 

procurement was introduced. The county Gotland started to engage into SPP efforts as a result 

of this national agenda (Göthberg, 2014), but besides the national cooperation, the individual 

actors in the organization highly influence the way that SPP is used. As shown in the 

empirical part, the procurers have the freedom to judge the suppliers and to make the 

decisions who to closer monitor (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). According to 

Czarniawska and Sevón (1996) the different actors are important determinants of 

organizational change and influence how the translation processes work. This becomes 

apparent in Gotland, because it is largely due to the commitment of the responsible procurers 

that SPP is actively applied in the local context. As the human and financial resources are 

scarce, the sustainability aspects of procurement decision are subject to personal decisions and 

interest of the responsible actors (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). Pauline Göthberg 

(2014) supported this finding and from her view as the national coordinator, she stated that 

the success of the measures relies to a large extent on the actors in the counties. 

The national coordination of the SPP efforts in Sweden further influences the translation 

processes that happen in the specific counties. As mere ideas cannot travel, it is necessary to 

materialize or objectify ideas as a prerequisite for the successful spread of a concept. 

(Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005). In Sweden, this objectification can be seen in the common 

CoC used by all counties that work with SPP. All counties agreed to work with this common 

document, which sets the rules for suppliers (Göthberg, 2014). Further, the counties cannot 

change the CoC but need to use it accordingly (Göthberg, 2014). This means that a common 
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ground is set for the travel of the idea SPP in Sweden: On the national level the idea was 

objectified in the form of the CoC, which is then used and applied in the individual counties. 

The actors stated that the CoC is a central element for their SPP efforts and needed in order to 

work successfully (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). Here, the idea sustainability is 

packaged and objectified in a document that guides the local actors to use SPP as an 

instrument to act correspondingly. According to Czarniawska & Joerges (1996), after a 

materialized idea reaches an organization it is then changed and re-embedded in order to fit 

the local context of the organization. However, this process is limited in Sweden, as the 

national coordination supervises and coordinates the SPP efforts. The CoC cannot be 

amended and thus the efforts are to some extent alike. As Hedmo et al. (2005) state, 

individual actions are dependent on their context and influenced by the surrounding actors, 

known as organizational fields. On Gotland it can be seen that it is the individual actors that 

define the translation process, but the field which they interact in, in this case the national SPP 

efforts and coordination, determine the outcome as well. 

However, even though processes are standardized, there is always room for local translations 

(Adolfsson, 2005). This was seen on Gotland when Annelie Kaarlenkaski (2014) stated that 

sustainable procurement to them means to also include the local impacts of procurement 

decisions. The emphasis on local concerns is not listed in any documents that are used by the 

counties, thus the actors in Gotland translated the idea independently and came to the 

conclusion that the consideration of local interests makes sense. According to the national 

coordinator Pauline Göthberg (2014), these  

“Independent considerations [of SPP] are common in Swedish counties and while the 

Code of Conduct cannot be changed by the counties, they are free to include additional 

aspects in the procurement decisions.”  

Further, the procurers on Gotland state that it is dependent on their personal conception and 

judgment to decide which suppliers to closer monitor or question (Kaarlenkaski & 

Sävhammar. 2014). Once again, as Adolfsson (2005) stated, room for local translation and 

individual sense making exists. The process of translation is influenced by subjective attitudes 

and behaviour, which define the outcome of the translation process (Czarniawska & Joerges, 

1996; Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005; Hwang & Suarez, 2005). In the case of SPP, this is the 

case. Even though the individual sense-making is to some extent led by the national 

coordination efforts, the individuals in the organization have the opportunity to influence the 

application of SPP principles.   
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As stated by Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar (2014), as well as by Göthberg (2014), the common 

CoC is in the whole process a tool that is considered to improve social and environmental 

conditions of the production of goods and services: Contractors are motivated to comply with 

certain criteria and in case of difficulties, dialogue is undertaken. Through fostering a close 

cooperation not only between the counties, but also with the individual contractors, it appears 

as the Swedish counties want to further contribute to the travel of idea to translate 

sustainability into action through SPP. As such, they can be seen as idea carrier themselves 

and proof the argument of Hwang & Suarez (2005:71) that within the translation process, 

“organizations play an important role as consumers, producers, and carriers of practices and 

ideas in the global economy”. 

5.3 Comparison NRW and Gotland  

As analysed, both cases reveal characteristics of translation processes. Yet, the two different 

public authorities translate the idea of sustainability through SPP differently, which becomes 

obvious when comparing the two cases. 

It can be seen that the “travel of idea” leads on the one hand to increasing homogenization of 

the two public organizations, on the other hand to striking heterogeneity concerning the actual 

translation into practice and implementation of the idea. Homogenization appears considering 

the big picture, as the idea of translating sustainability through the use of SPP travels into 

different countries and public authorities. Both organizations engage with the same idea: the 

translation of sustainability through SPP. Thus, we can see that the same idea infiltrated 

different organizations across time and space, which is according to Czarniawska & Joerges 

(1996) characteristic for translation process. The global aspects of the transformation process 

are emphasized in the process (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). However, the actual translation 

process leads to heterogeneity, revealed by different approaches with different influences and 

varying outcomes. This heterogeneity is explained by Czarniawska (2005), stating that the 

results of the translation process can turn out to be quite different as the process of translation 

always involves at the same time transformation of the original idea.  

Thus, although an idea or practice may spread widely, the “translation of that idea or practice 

in concrete organizational settings and contexts ensures great variation in purpose and 

utilization” (Hwang & Suarez, 2005:93). But what leads to this common variation, despite the 

fact that organizations adopt the same model? How can we understand that “to set something 

in a new place is to construct it anew” (Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005:8)? 
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In order to understand the fact that organizations simultaneously reveal a striking 

homogeneity and heterogeneity (Hwang & Suarez, 2005), it is important to understand how 

the travel of idea takes place, what influences are important and how practices are shaped and 

reshaped through imitation and fashion.  

The diffusion of sustainability through SPP is seen to be reinforced by authorities and 

standardizing organizations that have an impact on how actors act locally. Translation theory 

states that a variety of influencing factors on the translation process exists (Czarniawska & 

Sévon, 1996) and especially international organizations are often mentioned to be idea 

carrying organs (Erlingsdóttir & Lindberg, 2005). This applies in the case of NRW, where the 

EU with its Directives is the main idea carrying organization and considered a key influence 

and starting point for the North Rhine-Westphalian efforts in SPP (Dobersalske, 2014; 

Landmark, 2012b). Only because of the EU efforts, SPP was able to be integrated in NRW’s 

strategy. In Gotland, however, we see a different picture, as: “The idea of SPP originated from 

a national scandal, which was brought to attention through NGOs and media” (Kaarlenkaski, 

2014). So we can say that the decision to promote SPP on a national scale was an intrinsic 

one. After the concept was introduced in the country, both the national politics with the 

network on SPP, as well as strong influence by individuals are seen as the main idea carriers 

that promote the actual implementation and use of the tool to act more sustainable in public 

organizations (Göthberg, 2014; Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

Although the idea carriers are different in NRW and Gotland, it is observable for both cases 

that idea carriers play an important role, as this is where the idea is taken from. For the 

further translation, the idea is then filled with local contents and reinterpreted locally into a 

new practice (Erlingsdóttir & Lindberg, 2005). In other words, sustainability is the superior 

idea, interpreted in the tool of SPP and put into practice according to the corresponding local 

context. The local context differs in the case of NRW and Gotland, and it can be seen that the 

outcome varies accordingly: On the one hand, as Katrin Dobersalske (2014) pointed out that  

“NRW bases its purchasing efforts mainly on independent certification and labels, and 

so far, no or little cooperation with other public authorities or the suppliers of the 

procured goods and services exist.”  

On the other hand, Gotland tries to develop the market and to help suppliers to make progress, 

relying on a commonly established CoC and close cooperation not only within the Swedish 

SPP network, but also directly with the suppliers (Göthberg, 2014; Kaarlenkaski & 
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Sävhammar, 2014). Thus, it can be concluded that despite attempts of standardization and 

general frameworks of international organizations like the EU, local actors possess freedom 

for local translations. Having named different idea carrying organization, the concept of 

imitation can further help to understand what is translated and what is not. As described by 

Czarniawska & Sevón (2005), imitation represents the engine of translation; the interest to act 

like someone else, to learn from others and the attempt to achieve similar consequences leads 

to the translation of ideas and practices. Further, imitation includes explanations for 

simultaneously occurring homogeneity and heterogeneity (Erlingsdóttir & Lindberg, 2005). 

The overall growing homogeneity triggered by translation is demonstrated in different forms 

of isomorphism. As mentioned in the literature review, one form of isomorphism is coercive 

isomorphism, deriving from the need for legitimacy and political pressures (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). This coercive isomorphism becomes obvious in NRW, as the state mainly 

started to use SPP in order to gain legitimacy and deriving from general, EU-wide political 

pressures. In Gotland, coercive isomorphism can also be seen: the country implemented SPP 

both for the need to belong to the nation-wide SPP network and to act as a responsible public 

authority, fulfilling Swedish values and norms. Thus, in both cases, the general idea of 

sustainability through SPP travelled into the organizations through pressure from outside the 

organization or cultural expectations.  

In the case of NRW, a further, simultaneously occurring influence might be mimetic 

isomorphism. Here, uncertainty is regarded as a driver for homogeneity (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983). In fact, the public authority of North Rhine-Westphalia still lacks knowledge and 

effective cooperation and thus adopts the principle of using certification as main tool for 

achieving SPP, imitating thereby some of the first German states that implemented SPP. This 

strategy of imitation and adopting similar tools saves time and resources (Sévon, 1996), and is 

therefore suitable for the large German state that still has many difficulties to overcome 

concerning SPP. Mimetic isomorphism may further lead to isopraxism, meaning that 

organizations grow alike through adopting same practices (Erlingsdóttir & Lindberg, 2005). 

However, this can only be observed within Germany, but not between Germany and Sweden, 

or more specifically between NRW and Gotland. Even though Swedish counties are 

considered as pioneers and rolemodels for German states, the actual SPP practices differ 

considerably between NRW and Gotland (Landmark, 2012a; Dobersalske, 2014), as found 

out through interviews and secondary literature.  
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To explain this prevailing contemporaneous heterogeneity of the implementation and current 

practices of SPP, the concept of isonymism can be used. Although the name for the practice is 

the same, i.e. Sustainable Public Procurement, it is handled differently using distinctive tools 

and methods, as already analysed (Dobersalske, 2014; Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014). 

Hence, the respective implementation measures reveal that the two public authorities are 

actually not doing the same thing, even if they name it equally.  

In summary, characteristics of translation processes become apparent in both cases, but it 

seems that in NRW the principle of imitation plays a bigger role than on Gotland. Together 

with general organizational differences, this influences the different translations of the idea 

and thus different outcomes. Each organization translates the idea SPP into their own 

organization, taking into account their organizational identity, and the individual 

circumstances. In NRW, the implementation is simplified by imitating other states and using 

certification as main tool, which is judged “necessary in order to be applicable in the 

complicated, decentralized system of the federal state” (Dobersalske, 2014). On Gotland, 

cooperation with other counties exists, and is considered by Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar 

(2014) as “very important, because it makes it possible to channel efforts and resources and to 

enhance a positive development of the market for publicly procured goods and services.” 

For these differences in the respective practices, Solli et al. (2005:30) are proven true in their 

argumentation that  

“Even when reforms have the same names, researchers have proved again and again 

that they take different shape in practise, regardless of which organizations are 

compared. Translation of abstract ideas to concrete practise, of words to action, from 

one place to another, inevitably leads to difference in relation to the original.” 

When it comes to the concept of fashion, the two cases reveal further similarities. Imitation 

takes place of ideas and practices that are considered allegedly superior, which is determined 

by fashion (Czarniawska & Sévon, 2005). Both NRW and Gotland consider the master idea 

of sustainability as such as superior and worth of translation into practice. However, for the 

actual translation of sustainability into SPP, differences in the importance of fashion can be 

seen. Just like imitation is assumed to play a more important role in the case of NRW, fashion 

can be seen to also play a more important role for the German state than for Gotland: NRW 

started the translation process guided by fashion, being obligated through the EU wide 

addressing of the issue it was decided to follow (Dobersalske, 2014). Sweden, and therefore 

Gotland, on the other hand, seems more like a fashion setter, as the here the issue SPP was  
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pro-actively approached the issue before laws or regulations suggested the strategic 

implementation into the countries’ agenda. 

In conclusion, the comparison shows how the two observed organizations find their own 

context specific ways to use SPP as a tool to promote sustainability. Even though the idea 

travels and seems to be the same, fundamental differences occur regarding the way that SPP is 

used in the local context. Thus, the individual translation processes influence highly how 

principles are applied at local level and in which way sustainability is addressed. 
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6 Conclusion 

In this chapter a summary of findings is provided and the research question is answered. 

Further, possible limitations of the research are assessed and suggestions for practitioners and 

further research are given. 

6.1 Summary of findings 

This study was based on an empirical analysis of two cases of public organizations in Sweden 

and Germany that integrated SPP in their strategies in order to become more sustainable. 

Departing from a perspective of new or Scandinavian institutionalism, we assumed that the 

translation processes influence how sustainability is integrated into public organizations. 

However, despite the growing aspiration of many organizations to become sustainable actors 

(McCrudden, 2009), it seems that there are still major steps to be taken. This circumstance 

was the starting point for the analysis of the role of the translation process. We claimed that 

an investigation of translation processes in the area of sustainability is necessary in order to 

understand the gap between aspiration and reality. Therefore, two cases of SPP, in the 

German federal state NRW and in the Swedish county Gotland, were investigated to 

understand how translation processes regarding sustainability work in public organizations 

and influence the outcome. 

The question that was addressed in the thesis was how public organizations translate 

sustainability into action through the concept of sustainable procurement. The analysis of the 

translation processes in the two public organizations showed how the individual processes of 

translation influence the outcome. We have shown how the translation theory, that is the 

travel of ideas, imitation and fashion, applies to the cases NRW and Gotland, helping to 

explain how the concept of sustainability is acted upon. The analysis of the cases revealed 

both homogeneity and heterogeneity, which is according to Czarniawska & Joerges (1996) 

characteristic for processes of translation. While ideas are globally implemented and a 

growing homogeneity is to be observed in the area of which concepts are applied, the 

heterogeneity results from the individual actions and sense-making processes in the 

organization (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sevón, 1996). This can be seen in the area of 

SPP, as the cases showed how differently the public organizations interpret the concept of 

SPP. While SPP on Gotland was rather used to guide the suppliers into the right direction and 

to foster sustainable interaction with the market (Kaarlenkaski & Sävhammar, 2014), in NRW 

SPP involves mainly the mere necessity of certification for the suppliers (Dobersalske, 2014). 



    

53 

 

Here, it becomes obvious that the same idea, namely that of enhancing sustainability through 

the embedding into public procurement efforts, resulted in different outcomes. In our analysis 

we state that the case of SPP in the two observed organizations presents a case of isonymism: 

Two organizations use the same term for a practice that differs highly in the way it is 

implemented and in the outcome that is generated.  

Further, both cases highlighted the importance of local contexts and actors. Here, it became 

obvious that for translation processes the relational positions and the local identities are 

important variables that define the translation of travelling ideas into applicable practices. The 

two cases showed how the process shapes what is done in the area sustainability and how 

public authorities address the issue. It was outlined how the concept sustainability is 

translated in the specific public organizations through the tool SPP and what role the 

translation processes play.  

For the topic sustainability this means that even though globally travelling ideas exist, which 

try to achieve more sustainable interactions, it does not necessarily mean that they have the 

expected outcome. As made apparent in the two case studies, organizations influence to a 

high degree how the travelling concepts are integrated, materialized and acted upon. The 

fitting of practices to the own concept thus changes and modifies the idea and does not 

generate equal outcomes in all organizations that follow the same fashion. 

6.2 Critical Reflections 

The research allowed us to investigate in two cases of SPP in different countries. However, 

there are possible limitations in the research that are not to be neglected. First of all, the topic 

translation processes is a rather soft phenomenon that investigates how the idea entered and is 

lived in the organizations. Here, the data gathering is always based on somewhat personal 

impressions and presentations of the actors in the organizations. It is hard to estimate to what 

degree generalizations are possible. Further, as already briefly explain in the limitations of 

methodological choices, there are possible flaws in the research that are likely to appear in 

case study research. It is not possible to neglect the risk of researcher bias, as the in-depth 

engagement with the two cases and the involved actors may lead to some extent to subjective 

feelings and attitudes. We tried to remain an objective view and to stand on the outside of the 

organizational life, yet it is uncertain to what extent personal impressions influenced the 

research. However, the research of soft phenomenon such as the investigated translation 

processes does imply this risk and it was handled with care. 
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6.3 Discussion and Outlook  

For practitioners we suggest that awareness about the individual processes of translation shall 

be gained. In order to realize that ideas are not likely to be applied unchanged and to 

understand how the individual actors influence the process, wider knowledge about 

translation processes can help to steer change. The knowledge that change depends on actors 

within public organizations and how their actions, attitudes and decisions possibly alter the 

outcome of practices, can contribute to an understanding of organizational change and the 

way sustainability is acted upon.  

Our case study showed two different organizations and their responds to sustainability 

through the measure SPP, yet the two organizations do not apply the same principles. We 

even speak of a case of isonymism, as the outcome varies highly and practices differ 

significantly. This can to be addressed in organizations, in order to understand how those 

differences arose. What we found in this case of SPP is further likely to happen in other areas 

of sustainability. Buzzwords such as climate compensation, energy revolution or fair cities are 

widely discussed, but do practitioners talk about the same practices when they use these terms 

or do the topics replicate our findings? Here, further research can contribute to understand the 

role that translation processes play in the promotion of the concept sustainability. 

The investigation carried out for this thesis was merely based on two public organizations, 

thus this does not necessarily generate understanding about organizational processes in 

general. While statistical generalizations are not possible, it is however still possible to 

generalize the findings. The study was of qualitative nature and therefore analysed two 

organizations in depth, yet broader research could add on to our findings and analyse whether 

the findings are universally valid. Further, the study focuses on the instrument SPP to promote 

sustainable behaviour and the underlying translation processes. Here, we found that 

translation highly influences the outcome, thus does this also apply in other cases where 

sustainability is promoted? Further research about sustainability and its embedding into public 

organizations can help to understand the influences of the translation processes on the 

important topic sustainability. 

Despite its limitations, this thesis gave an introduction to the connection of sustainability and 

translation processes. The two observed cases showed how the individual sense-making 

processes in organizations change the travelling ideas and the way they are acted upon in the 

organizations. The finding that sustainability is highly influences by the individuals that are 
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responsible for the translation processes and the way that the concept is acted upon reveals 

potentials for further research in order to understand the processes that are behind the 

implementation of theoretical concepts. While SPP was only one case where this phenomenon 

became apparent, it is likely that in other areas of sustainability the findings can be replicated. 

Thus, it becomes obvious how important understanding organizations and translation 

processes is for progress in the area of sustainability.  
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Appendix  

Appendix 1 - Interview-Guideline: SPP in NRW [in German]  

(with Katrin Dobersalske) 

 

1. Deutschland und Nachhaltige Öffentliche Beschaffung (Sustainable Public 

Procurement – SPP): 

- Wer hat mit SPP begonnen? Wann und Wie? 

- Wer entscheidet, was auf regionaler Ebene geschieht? 

- Wie wird SPP in Deutschland gemanaged? Gibt es ein bundesweites 

Netzwerk? 

 

2. Beschaffung in NRW 

- Was wird beschafft (Hauptprodukte und Serviceleistungen)? 

- Wie viel wird auf Bundesebene für SPP ausgegeben? Budget? Im Vergleich 

dazu Volumen von nicht nachhaltig beschaffte Produkte und Service? 

- Zeitspanne Verträge, Trends, Entwicklungen... Unterschiede Vergangenheit – 

heute? 

- Administrative Ebene: Wer ist verantwortlich, wie viele,... 

 

3. Bedeutung Nachhaltigkeit und SPP 

- Wie würden Sie Nachhaltigkeit definieren? 

- Was bedeutet SPP (Nachhaltige Öffentliche Beschaffung) für Sie? 

Sozial, Umwelt, Ökonomie: Was ist am wichtigsten? 

- Was sind Faktoren, die Sie vor einer Beschaffungsentscheidung abwägen? 

- Gibt es einen bundesweiten oder bundeslandweiten Code of Conduct für 

Lieferanten? 

 

4. Nordrhein-Westfalen 

- Was war der Grund für SPP in NRW?  

- Was für externe und interne Faktoren haben diese Entscheidung beeinflusst? 

- Wer ist für dafür verantwortlich, dass Nachhaltigkeit in öffentlichen 

Beschaffungen mit einbezogen wird? (Eine Person, mehrere,...?) 

- Ist SPP das Hauptinstrument, um Nachhaltigkeit voranzutreiben? Was für andere 

(politische) Maßnahmen gibt es in NRW? 

 

5. Können Sie ein Beispiel eines Produkts anführen, welches unter Berücksichtigung von 

Nachhaltigkeit beschafft wird und wie der Prozess von NRW gemanaged wird? 
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Was passiert, wenn ein neues Produkt / Diensleistung eingekauft werden soll? 

Prozess? 

 

6. Was sind die Herausforderungen von SPP für Sie? Gibt es Gründe, warum 

Nachhaltigkeit nicht in der Beschaffung einbezogen wird? Was sind Hauptgründe 

hierfür? 

 

7. Was definieren Sie als Erfolgsfaktoren bei SPP? Beispiel? 

 

8. Was für Instrumente (Richtlinien) helfen Ihnen mit Ihren Anstrengungen in Richtung 

SPP? Gibt es Unterstützung? Wenn ja, von wem? 

 

9. Gibt es eine Zusammenarbeit mit anderen Bundesländern in Deutschland? Wenn ja, 

wie schaut diese aus? 

Wie weit ist NRW im Vergleich zu anderen Bundesländern in Deutschland? 

Vorreiter? 

 

10. Gibt es bestimmte Ziele / Pläne für die Zukunft? 

 

11. Bitte um weiteres Material, Prozessbeschreibungen, Daten & Fakten, CoC,... 

 

12. Event. zweites Interview via Skype? 
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Appendix 2 - Interview-Guideline: SPP in Gotland  

(with Gun Sävhammar & Anneliee Kaarlenkaski) 

     

1. Introduce ourselves & topic of master thesis- explain role as case study: How is 

sustainability translated into action 

 

2. Sweden as a location of SPP: 

- Who started the SPP idea? When? How? 

- Who decides what happens at regional level? 

- How is it managed? 

 

3. Procurement on Gotland 

- What is procured (main products and services)? 

- How much is spent on county level? Budget? 

- Timescale, trends, developments…. Differences today to past? 

- Administrative dimension: Who is responsible, how many… etc….. 

 

4. Meaning of SPP 

- How would you define sustainability? 

- What means SPP to you? 

Social, Environmental, Economical: What is most important? 

- What are the factors that you consider before making a purchase decision? 

- Is there a general code of conduct for suppliers? 

- Why did the county Gotland introduce SPP into its practises? 

- What external and internal factors influenced that decision? 

- Who is responsible for the sustainability of purchasing here on Gotland? (One 

person, many…?) 

- Is SPP the main tool to promote sustainability? What other measures does the 

county take? 

 

5. Could you give an example of a product that is procured and how the county 

manages this process? What happens if you see a need for a purchase… Whole 

process…. 

 

6. What are the challenges of SPP for you? Is there reasons to NOT use SPP? 

 

7. What do you consider successful SPP? An example? 

 

8. What tools (or guidelines) help you with your SPP efforts? Support? 

Who supports you? 
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9. Is there collaboration with other counties in Sweden? What do they look like? 

At what stage is Gotland compared to other counties? Further? Behind? 

 

10. Are there any goals and plans for the future? 

 

11. Ask for material, processes, numbers, code of conduct … 

 

12. Second Interview? Via Email!  

 



    

66 

 

Appendix 3 – Follow-up Questions [via e-mail] Gotland  

 

1) Influences 

- What main influences do you see for SPP on Gotland? 

- What role does politics play?  

- Who influences you from outside the organization?  

- Do you think there are some sorts of “Idea Carrying Organizations” for SPP? 

 

2) Expert group 

- What influence do expert groups have in Sweden? 

- Who appoints experts and defines their responsibilities & tasks? 

- Do members of the expert group have more influence on SPP decisions? 

 

3) Certification 

- Why does Sweden not request specific labels / certificates from their suppliers? 

- What do you consider chances / risks of that procedure? 

 

4) Code of Conduct (CoC) 

- We think that through a common CoC, SPP can be put into action in Swedish 

counties. Do you agree? 

- What role do you think does the common document play for SPP in Sweden? 

- What do you think would be the problems if this CoC did not exist? 
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Appendix 4 - Interview-Guideline: SPP in Sweden and Gotland  

(with Pauline Göthberg) 

 

Pauline’s function: 

- How developed the idea of national co-ordinator? State or Individuals? 

- Do you think the success of SPP in the counties depends on the commitment of 

individuals within the organizations? Or is there a “bigger” influence (state….)? 

Bottom-up / top-down approach? 

- What role does media or public scrutiny play for SPP in Sweden? 

- Could you describe your main tasks? 

- How do you bring-up concerns of the counties to other actors? To whom? How do 

meetings look like? Many meetings / networking / conferences?  

- What were the developments & main achievements during your work so far? 

- What main difficulties exist in coordination of 21 counties?  

o Often different opinions about SPP? 

o Different budgets / laws /... for different counties concerning SPP? 

Gotland: 

- Do you see different developments / current state of art in SPP for the different 

counties? If so, what do you think are the reasons? 

- How do you see Gotland compared to the other counties concerning the efforts in 

SPP? 

Sweden: 

- What is the situation compared to other European countries? 

- Reasons why so different development? 

- How is your contact with Germany? What do you see as main differences & 

difficulties? 

- If we look at the process in Europe, do you think SPP can be considered a fashion? 

Future? 

- Who imitates whom? 

- Who can be considered “Idea carrying organization” -> EU, Swedwatch? 

 

General SPP process in Sweden: 

- Could you clarify again all 5 steps of the SPP Process? What does CAP stand for? 

- Annual amount of procured goods & services? 

 

 


