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Abstract  
Sustainability has become an undoubtedly popular and important topic, being discussed 

among many researchers as well as practitioners. Previous research has focused on the 

importance of implementing sustainability into organizations’ core business, as well as 

highlighting potential risk of an inadequate focus on the economic perspective of the triple 

bottom line (TBL). However, it has still been argued that there is not enough theoretical and 

practical knowledge on how to implement sustainability with the use of management control 

systems (MCSs). The aim of the study was thus to explore how traditional management 

control (metrics and measurements) as well as culture, values and communication can be used 

to implement the social, economic and environmental perspectives of sustainability into the 

organization. The authors performed an exploratory study, interviewing six sustainability 

managers/directors working at companies with a strong sustainability focus, as well as 

collecting data from the chosen companies’ sustainability reports. The findings suggest that 

companies implemented and created awareness for the sustainability objectives through the 

use of both metrics and measurements relating to the TBL perspectives, as well as through 

communicating and spreading the organizational learning of the culture and values connected 

to sustainability. The study also provided for challenges and possibilities when implementing 

the TBL perspective of sustainability.  
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1. The importance of Sustainability  

There has been a growing anxiety that there is no alternative to sustainable development. Due 

to a growing interest and need for sustainability in today's business climate, there will not be 

any alternatives for companies that want to be successful other than to include the matter of 

sustainability within their business. The increased focus on sustainability stems from the 

increased pressure on companies to be held accountable and show transparency in their daily 

activities (DiPiazza & Eccles, 2002; Kleindorfer, Singhal & Wassenhove, 2005). This has 

further lead to a growing interest of sustainability, mostly in terms of an enlarged focus on 

sustainability reporting (Borglund, Frostenson & Windell, 2010).  

The importance of quantifying and measuring the effects of sustainability has been stressed 

within the academia (Epstein, Buhovac & Yuthas, 2015), and sustainability reporting serves 

as a tool to push companies into creating sustainability measurements, as to communicate 

their sustainability work to external stakeholders. While sustainability reporting and the 

creation of measurements play an essential role in increasing pressure and awareness of 

sustainability, the link between reporting and actual actions within companies has been 

questioned (Gray, 2010). Studies have shown the importance of implementing sustainability 

into the core business in order to actually become sustainable, suggesting that management 

control has a great possibility to enable this (Arjaliès & Mundy, 2013; Gond, Grubnic, Herzig 

& Moon, 2012). Although many companies perceive sustainability as highly important, as of 

2010, only 30 - 40 percent of executives worldwide have actually taken the steps necessary to 

implement it into their core businesses (Mirvis, Googins & Kinnicutt, 2010). As we can see, 

sustainability has been moving higher upon the agenda today, and the perspective is 

broadening. In order for companies to move beyond sustainability reports, and implement it in 

the core organization, there must be a sincere interest and belief in the importance of 

sustainability, as to avoid having it used to meet the compliance requirements from external 

stakeholders. While the role of culture and values has not received an excessive amount of 

attention yet, it is argued to enable a cognitive integration of sustainability, as to create a 

shared understanding and awareness for the sustainability objectives among all employees 

within an organization (Hahn, Pinkse, Preuss & Figge, 2015).  

With regards to the benefits of pursuing sustainability, there has been a lot of focus put on 

gaining a competitive advantage (Gond et al., 2012). However, in addition to the potential 

goodwill that can be earned through sustainability, many companies are starting to understand 
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that there are great potential financial benefits when implementing sustainability within the 

core business (Haanes et al., 2012; Henri & Journeault, 2010). Companies today are the major 

players in terms of causing, as well as potentially controlling ecological issues, and 

sustainability has the potential to act as a value creation for companies, as well as society and 

nature (Baumgartner & Winter, 2014).  

Today's managers deal with the competing demands of simultaneously managing social, 

environmental as well as financial performance, being held accountable for excellent 

performance of all of them (Epstein et al., 2015). Introducing the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), 

Elkington (1999) argues that the environmental, social as well as economic perspectives need 

to be implemented in the core business in order to achieve long-term successful results of 

sustainable development. Recent studies support this argument, suggesting that companies 

need to pursue various sustainability aspects in all three dimensions, even if they are 

conflicting with each other (Hahn et al., 2015). According to Bonn & Fisher (2011), the 

difficulty to prioritize between these aspects has resulted in failure to include sustainability 

goals and measurements with those related to the core business. As we will see, the 

environmental, social and economic aspects of sustainability provide for some great potential 

for companies, as well as problems when it comes to implementing sustainability within an 

organization by the use of management control.   

1.1. The Issue of Implementing Sustainability  

The process of implementing sustainability has gained a new focus during the last couple of 

years and an increased amount of research has suggested that sustainability needs to be 

implemented in the core of the organisation through the controlling process in order to fully 

succeed (Arjaliès & Mundy, 2013; Gond et al., 2012). Accordingly, the literature on the 

subject of controlling for sustainability is growing, suggesting for different ways in which 

management control systems (MCSs) can be used to implement and integrate sustainability. 

However, many would still argue that research on the process of implementing sustainability 

and the MCSs requires more attention (Burritt, 2004; Larringa-Gonzalez & Bebbington, 

2001). Management controlling has an important role when it comes to implementing 

strategies, creating goals, measuring results, and lowering the risk of employees acting in a 

way that does not align with the goals and values of the organization (Merchant, Van der 

Stede & Wim, 2007). As such, in order for sustainability to become an integrated part of the 
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business and core organization, management control systems have a critical role, as well as 

great potential to make this happen.  

Many would agree that the main objective for a company is to provide for successful financial 

results, as to meet the demands from shareholders and secure for future profitability and 

growth. It is also this financial focus that tends to steal the spotlight from sustainability 

objectives. As suggested by Elkington (1999) the value creation of all three bottom lines 

needs be recognized. Accordingly, research has further highlighted the need to evaluate a 

value other than profit maximisation, which is argued to be subordinate to the value of 

sustainability (Alexander, 2007, p.155). Being sustainable has also proved to be a successful 

way for companies to highlight that the focus of their business goes beyond financial and 

profit-oriented results (Nilsson & Olve, 2013). Further, accounting for all of the Triple 

Bottom Lines is an important tool in hindering sustainability to become a side-project for 

companies, only being perceived as a financial cost for firms. Previous research has indeed 

highlighted potential risk of an inadequate focus on the financial results when striving 

towards sustainability. Yet, empirical results within the academia suggest that failure to 

prioritize between these aspects is the main reason as to why implementation of sustainability 

will fail (Bonn & Fisher, 2011). 

As such, the authors argue that the theoretical and practical knowledge on how to implement 

and control for sustainability is not sufficient, resulting in many companies failing in their 

strive towards sustainability. Further research on how the management control systems can be 

used to frame all three perspectives of sustainability is required to suggest for future 

problems, as well as great potential for companies to improve their journey towards 

sustainability. The theoretical as well as practical need for further studies on how 

management control can be used to implement the TBL perspectives of sustainability, leads 

us to the following Research Question:  

 

How can management control systems be used to implement the environmental, social and 

economic perspectives of sustainability within an organization?  
 

1.2. Aim and Contribution 

The aim of the study is to explore and gain deeper knowledge of the usage of the management 

control systems that are employed by companies to pursue a sustainable development. More 
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specifically, the study aims to capture how the two main aspects of management control, 

perceived as important when implementing sustainability, can be used by organizations. Due 

to the previous argued importance of creating and measuring sustainability objectives, as to 

put all perspectives of sustainability on the agenda, the first aspect is the traditional form of 

management control, Metrics and Measurements. Further, the sustainability objectives and 

measurements need to be aligned and shared throughout the organization, to create a genuine 

commitment to sustainability. Hence, the other aspect of management control is the culture, 

values and communication. The aim is further to explore the role of the triple bottom line 

when implementing sustainability, suggesting for possibilities as well as obstacles faced by 

companies.  

The theoretical contribution will consist of further research on the use and development of 

management control systems to implement the social, environmental and economic 

perspectives of sustainability, aiming at meeting the previous stated need presented by 

researchers, as well as observed by the authors. The practical contribution will consist of 

adding relevant knowledge through the empirical data on how to implement the social, 

environmental and financial perspectives of sustainability through the usage and of 

development sustainability measurements as well as the role of the communication of culture 

and values as to enable implementation. With the study's exploratory approach, the authors 

further aim at providing for practical knowledge on the potential obstacles as well as 

possibilities within the chosen area, possibly being used as a tool to improve the strive 

towards sustainability.  
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2. Literature Review  
In this section, the theoretical framework based on the reviewed literature within the area of 

sustainability and management control will be presented. Lastly, a concluding section of the 

literature review will be presented, as to provide the reader with the main concepts of the 

analysis.  

2.1. Sustainable development  

Sustainability reporting has a great role in creating legitimacy, raising awareness and 

communicating with external stakeholders as well as aligning employees (Borglund et al., 

2010; Epstein & Buhovac, 2010). What gets reported is often what draws attention, and 

according to Mirvis et al. (2010), this should be connected to the core values of the 

organization in order to become more sustainable. The issue of sustainability has traditionally 

been a matter of compliance, mainly putting focus on reporting and assurance (Adams & 

Frost, 2008; Crews, 2010).  

The concept of sustainability promotes the idea that profitability is not the only measure of 

cost (Gardiner & Endicott, 2011). Although sustainability used to be seen initially as a cost, it 

has now gained new attention, being seen more of a competitive advantage. According to the 

research, competitive advantages can be accomplished by transforming problems into relevant 

demands (Kersten, 2015). Therefore, dealing with issues concerning social and environmental 

aspects of sustainability, and coming up with solutions to such problems, results in 

competitive advantages. For example, by increasing awareness of TBL challenges it is 

possible to influence customers to buy more products made by firms supporting TBL 

practices (Kleindorfer et al., 2005), hence enhancing competitive advantage. Further, through 

the pursuit of sustainability targets a company can differentiate itself from the market to 

obtain a competitive advantage (Beske & Seuring, 2014). By applying cost reductions 

through ecological efficiencies, developing green markets and exceptional community 

relations and further improving their image, companies have a great potential to benefit from 

sustainable actions (Henri & Journeault, 2010). Further, the reduction of emissions and waste 

will result in saving business costs, as well as environmental damage, ultimately seen as a 

win-win solution for companies, as well as society (Epstein et al., 2015) 

Sustainability or in other words Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) can be perceived as 

business’ efforts to integrate environmental and social problems (Baumgartner & Winter, 
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2014). Norman & MacDonald (2004) argue that firms have various obligations towards their 

stakeholders to behave responsibly and therefore cannot be successful in the long term if they 

disregard the interests of key stakeholders. It is important to note however, that organizations 

have responsibilities, which go beyond focusing on maximising shareholder value (Norman & 

MacDonald, 2004). Therefore, it is crucial to take environmental, social and financial aspects 

into account. Many researchers have highlighted the importance of sustainability due to an 

increase in competitive advantage, as well as a crucial need to meet the increased pressure and 

requirements from various stakeholders (Porter & Kramer, 2006; Ranganathan & Ditz, 1998; 

Kleindorfer et al., 2005). 

The importance of sustainability in today’s business climate is highlighted by the fact that 

more than 75 percent of supervisors worldwide perceive sustainability as crucial to the 

financial success of their firms (Mirvis et al., 2010). The question is not if, but how 

companies should work towards sustainability. Moving beyond sustainability reporting is a 

must now that companies are being held accountable, not only for their financial performance, 

but for their impact on the environment and society by various stakeholders.  

2.2. Three perspectives of Sustainability  

Elkington (1999) first introduced the triple bottom line (TBL), consisting of the 

environmental, social and financial perspectives of sustainability, arguing for the importance 

of integrating all three perspectives into the core business, in order to achieve long-term 

successful results of sustainable development. Hahn et al. (2015) and Slawinski & Bansal 

(2015) support this argument, stating that companies need to pursue sustainability in all three 

dimensions. Many accounting firms are using the TBL concept and are offering services to 

support companies that would like to measure, report or audit their extra two “bottom lines”, 

shifting focus away from their financial measures (Norman & MacDonald, 2004, p. 244).  

 

Norman & MacDonald (2004) argue the TBL to be insufficient in the discussion about social 

corporate responsibility, claiming that without the need to calculate any real environmental 

and social bottom lines, companies do not have to take any real actions within these matters, 

but solely continue to focus on the “one single bottom line”, the economic perspective. Their 

critique has been meet by Pava (2007), who agrees with the argued difficulty to measure the 

environmental and social performance, however, states that the TBL approach is a useful tool 

to remind us that corporate performance is multidimensional. Further, Riccaboni & Leone 



	 10	

(2010) argue that all three perspectives of the triple bottom line need to be implemented in a 

company’s performance measurements, policies, resource allocation as well as the planning- 

and budget processes. Thus, in the process of implementing sustainability, assuring that all 

the three perspectives of the bottom lines are accounted for is highly relevant.  
 

Integrated reporting has attracted a lot of attention in recent years as it presents and explains 

an organization’s financial and non-financial - environmental, social and governance (ESG) 

performance (Eccles & Saltzman, 2011). Managers have realized that traditional financial 

performance measures are no longer sufficient for today’s competitive environment demands 

(Kaplan & Norton, 1992). Vieira1, O’Dwyer & Schneider (2016) present a suggestion for a 

“sustainable balanced scorecard” (BSC), possibly being used to meet the requirement to 

achieve a balance between sustainability issues and financial goals, previously argued to be 

critical (Epstein et al., 2015). According to Kaplan & Norton (1992) there are usually plenty 

of measures, however the BSC puts strategy and vision at the center and forces executives to 

focus on the metrics that are the most crucial. It results in simplifying tasks, making them 

more clear, as well as improving the relations between workers and their managers, reducing 

stress and increasing motivation (Calderon Molina et al., 2016). From a sustainability 

perspective, the balanced scorecard could provide as a tool to measure and emphasize the 

importance of all three perspectives of the TBL.  
 

Based on the vast usage of the TBL approach of sustainability by previous authors, as well as 

the argued importance of recognizing the multidimensional aspects of corporate performance 

while striving towards sustainability, a TBL aspect will provide the authors with a concrete, 

yet broad perspective of sustainability in the process of implementation. 
 

 

Figure 1 - Three perspectives of sustainability 
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2.2.1. Environmental perspective 

The environmental perspective focuses on the use of sustainable environmental practices as 

well as the reduction of companies’ negative impact on the environment (Elkington, 1999). 

The objective is to increase the awareness of a business specific environmental impact as well 

as calculating for environmental risks (Elkington, 1999). Businesses should be aware what 

types of natural capital are impacted by their current operations as well as other planned 

activities (Elkington, 1998). Research has shown that environmental performance 

improvements can result in cost reductions due to preventing spills and environmental 

damage which reduces liability costs, or reduction in material or energy usage (Pullman, 

Maloni & Carter, 2009). Hence, directing attention towards environmental aspects is no 

longer associated only with a better image of a particular company, but also a positive 

contribution to the bottom line with regards to reduced waste, energy savings, and various 

cost reductions (The Irish Times, 2016). Nowadays, many countries are being accountable by 

regulators for aspects of their environmental performance (Elkington, 1998).  

2.2.2. Social perspective  

The social aspect of the triple bottom line could be explained as a political and ethical 

responsibility. In order for a company to be socially sustainable, it is of high importance to 

evaluate the internal as well as external effect that the business has on human beings and 

society (Elkington, 1999). This includes safety, customer relations, employee satisfaction and 

opportunities for education among other things (Elkington, 1999; Elkington, 1998). 

Researchers argue that measuring social performance helps to improve social performance 

and thereby it usually leads to companies’ higher profitability in the long-term (Norman & 

MacDonald, 2004). Moreover, employee health and safety are crucial aspects in terms of risk 

reduction and risk communication initiatives (Kleindorfer et al., 2005). It has been argued that 

promoting environmental care can brighten a firm’s and industry’s image and boost 

profitability by improving customer satisfaction and loyalty (Kleindorfer et al., 2005). 

Accordingly, Elkington (1999) argues that level of trust and legitimacy between an 

organization and its stakeholders is crucial in order to create long-term sustainability. 

2.2.3. Economic perspective 

Measurements of the economic perspective of TBL consist of the economic value added by 

the company, as well as the financial benefits for the community and society (Elkington, 

1999). One could observe that there is some tension between sustainability and finance 
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departments when setting and prioritizing company's goals. It is often that a solution to one 

problem could be harmful to another dimension (Hahn et al., 2015). Research has shown that 

only when incentives for sustainability are significantly higher compared to cost savings, the 

investments in both projects are equivalent. Further, there is an undervaluation of the indirect 

incentive of sustainability’s contribution to cost savings (Merriman & Sen, 2012). It has been 

observed in contemporary markets that managers are often compelled not to follow more 

morally preferable actions, unless these initiatives do not require actions, which would 

conflict with profit maximization (Alexander, 2007). Due to an increased focus on sustainable 

investments, a need for a new type of cost-benefit-accounting has developed in order to 

capture the social return on investment, allowing companies to calculate the benefits of social 

and environmental investments (Gibson-Graham, Cameron & Healy, 2013). Hence, not only 

the costs, but also the benefits of sustainability investments need to be recognized.  

2.3. Management Control Systems  

Management control is perceived as a critical function in companies and its failure can result 

in huge financial losses, reputation harm or organizational failure (Merchant, Van der Stede & 

Wim, 2012). Its main function is to influence behaviours in desirable ways so as the 

organization’s goals will be achieved (Flamholtz, Das & Tsui, 1985; Merchant et al., 2012). 

There are various MCSs depending on companies, industries etc. Although it is argued that 

large corporations have usually comparable kinds of MCSs, however, they are differences in 

the way they are being used by top management at various companies (Simons, 1990).  

Several management accounting researchers have primarily focused on the traditional 

systems, while the understanding for how more soft types of control systems complement or 

substitute in different context are limited (Malmi & Brown, 2008). Arguments have been 

made that it is problematic to study MCSs individually due to the fact that no systems operate 

in isolation and many organizations combine numerous different systems with each other 

(Malmi & Brown, 2008). The underlying idea of their study is to present a framework for 

how management control systems can be used to direct the employees within an organization 

to act and behave in accordance with the company's objectives. MCSs as a package is 

however not a new occurrence and has been studied by different researchers (Otley, 1980; 

Flamholtz et al., 1985) but Malmi & Brown (2008) has gained a strong reputation within the 

field due to their qualitative approach.  
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Simons (1995) presents a framework based on the perception of an organizational tension 

between innovation (belief- and interactive control systems) and control, (boundary- and 

diagnostic control systems), arguing for the importance to create a balance in order to drive 

strategic renewal within the organization. Within the field of sustainability, the framework 

has been used to study the integration between management control systems and 

sustainability control systems (Gond et al., 2012) as well as the strategic process of CSR and 

sustainability enabling organizations to identify and manage threats, risks and opportunities 

(Arjaliès & Mundy, 2013).  

The findings of Gond et al. (2012) suggest that in order to understand the process of how 

MCSs are used to create strategies, it is highly beneficial to investigate and consider how 

different control systems are interrelated, rather than being used alone. The traditional control 

system does indeed have a crucial role in an organization’s control system, but it has further 

been observed that the organizational culture play an important role as well (Flamholtz, 

1983). When it comes to the control process of sustainability, previous research has argued 

that informal control systems tend to promote sustainability while more traditional MCSs 

seem to focus mostly on short-term profits (Epstein et al., 2015). Moreover, Riccaboni & 

Leone (2010) argue that a combination of informal and formal MCSs is the key to successful 

implementation of sustainability.  

With previous research and methods in mind, it appears relevant for the authors to study the 

management control system with the perspective of the more traditional form of MCSs, 

metrics and measurements, as well as the soft form of MCSs, culture and values and 

communication, as to be able to understand the implementation process of sustainability. 

After reviewing previous literature, it is the authors’ belief that traditional management 

control will indeed put sustainability upon the agenda. However, awareness and engagement 

of all departments within the organization will be needed to fully succeed when implementing 

sustainability. Thus, the culture and values will need to include all aspects of sustainability, as 

well as an ongoing discussion and communication of how to work with these perspectives, 

and achieve goals being set through metrics and measurements. Hence, the authors have put 

together a framework consisting of what is argued to be the more traditional form of 

management control (metrics and measurements) as well as what is considered to be soft 

forms of control, such as culture, values and communication. This in turn enables the authors 

to gain knowledge on how the different parts of a control system complement or substitute for 
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each other (Malmi & Brown, 2008), and how they can be used to implement sustainability 

from a TBL perspective.   

2.3.1. Metrics and Measurements  

Popular quotes such as “what gets measured gets done” and “if you can’t measure it, you can 

neither manage nor improve it” (Sharma, 2009) indicate that measurements are of a great 

importance for organizations, commonly explained as a figure, extent or amount that are 

obtained by measuring.  Measurements are designed to put people towards the overall vision 

(Kaplan & Norton, 1992). Metrics help organizations with allocating the funds, to monitor 

whether their business is running well, and if customers’ requirements are met, hence if the 

company’s mission is fulfilled (Sharma, 2009). Sustainability should be perceived as 

multidimensional as all of an organization’s employees should be involved in fulfilling 

company’s goals and mission (Galpin, Whittington & Bell, 2015). It usually start from the 

top-down level with setting various targets and strategy, however it should involve staff at all 

levels. Financial performance reports need to be issued on at least annual basis by every firm 

being listed on stock exchange, however it has been noticed that only together with 

information on non-financial performance, a “true and fair value” of a firm can be presented 

(Eccles & Saltzman, 2011). It is believed that such an integrated reporting includes a 

commitment to sustainability, defined broadly in financial and environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) terms, as well as it communicates to stakeholders how well a firm is 

achieving its goals and ensures that a company has a sustainable strategy (Eccles & Saltzman, 

2011). When it comes to MCSs, budgeting is perceived as a foundation of the management 

control process in most of the organizations (Hansen, Otley & Van der Stede, 2003), however 

it has been noticed that other measurement tools such as balanced scorecard (BSC) are 

gaining significantly growing attention. It has been observed that executives do not rely on a 

single type of measures since it is believed that no single measure can give a clear 

performance goal or focus attention on the crucial areas of the business (Kaplan & Norton, 

1992).  

According to Slawinski & Bansal (2015) firms tend to focus on economic short-termism at 

the expense of the long-term goals. However, sustainability implementation requires a long-

term perspective in order to fully succeed. Greater changes do not occur sharpish, and usually 

the successful sustainability implementation as well as all the improvements can be seen 

through the use of following various measurements. Therefore, it is important that 
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organizations switch the focus and take the long perspective into account. The discussion 

regarding the role of sustainability measurements has been discussed among many researchers 

as a critical aspect to reach sustainability. According to Epstein et al. (2015) it is of high 

importance to quantify and measure the effects of sustainability, mainly in financial terms, to 

enable integration of sustainability. The study by Robinson & Nikolic (2014) discusses a 

company’s prioritization of sustainability metrics saying that these should be aligned with a 

variety of context such as: global, societal, industry, organizational, leadership as well as 

individual-personal.  

Nilsson & Olve (2013) further argue for the need to focus on other measurements than the 

financial ones and call for an increased focus on value that cannot be quantified. According to 

Ahlrichs (2012), due to the expansion of scope with regards to sustainability, new and better 

tools as well as metrics are needed within the controlling process. The ISO 14001 has the 

possibility to enable companies to improve their understanding of environmental problems 

and inefficiencies, assess the interactions linked to the environment, as well as monitor and 

improve them (de Jong, Paulraj & Blome, 2014). It has further been proved that ISO 14001 

has a positive, significant impact on the profitability of certified companies in terms of both 

bottom line and top line (de Jong et al., 2014). 

Financial measurements have been used for a long time in order to evaluate organization’s 

performance. However, businesses realised that financial measures cannot be seen as the only 

type of measure in order to assess a company’s success (Kennerley & Neely, 2002). 

Nowadays, many companies diverge from focusing only on financial measurement systems 

and express greater interest towards non-financial measurement system (Malmi & Brown, 

2008). The hybrid measurement system is a type of system, which involves both financial and 

non-financial measurements where a dominant representative is the Balance Scorecard 

(Malmi & Brown, 2008). The Balanced Scorecard is a tool, which connects strategy and 

action, and helps companies understand and work towards a shared vision (Kaplan & Norton, 

1992). In addition, it aims to direct, help, manage and change in support of the long-term 

strategy as to manage performance (Sharma, 2009). Although the BSC determines the targets, 

it also assumes that people will adopt to behaviours and take whatever actions are needed to 

arrive at those targets (Kaplan & Norton, 1992). Sharma (2009) argues that this measurement 

tool allows firms to look ahead through the use of leading indicators, instead of looking back 

and focusing on lagging indicators. It seems that metrics and measurements involve all the 

aspects that companies should focus for when striving for a business’ success. However, it is 
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crucial that they account for all three TBL perspectives. According to Eccles & Saltzman 

(2011) who discuss the importance of integrated reporting, it is crucial to combine financial 

and non-financial methods, as the combination of these will result in a more sustainable, 

successful organization.  

2.3.2. Culture, Values and Communication   

As previously discussed (section 2.3.1.), reporting and measuring sustainability objectives 

plays an important role in putting all TBL perspectives of sustainability on the agenda. 

However, in order to successfully implement sustainability, it is crucial to align these 

objectives and values with all parts of the organization. Schneider, Wallenburg & Fabel 

(2014) suggest for an implementation process of sustainability from organizational and 

planning perspectives. Stating that the internal structure and coordination are of high 

importance, they argue for clear set of objectives, goals and measurements. Accordingly, the 

internal communication of values and beliefs within the organization has been stated to be the 

most crucial in order to successfully implement sustainability within an organization (Mirvis 

et al., 2010). According to Malmi & Brown (2008) cultural controls consist of the values, 

beliefs and social norms that influence the behavior of the employees. Simons (1995) in his 

Levers of Control, presents values as being created within what is described as a belief 

system. It could further be explained as the organizational definition that is communicated by 

senior managers in order to reinforce the basic values and direction of the organization that 

they want their subordinates to adopt (Simons, 1995).  

When it comes to sustainability, discussions around the role of culture and values have 

previously not been the main area of focus. However, both culture and education have direct 

effects on the values that are being held, both on society and within an organization, and are 

crucial when one seeks to implement sustainability (Packalén, 2010). Further, research has 

argued for a cognitive integration of sustainability with the aim of creating a shared 

understanding of those working directly with sustainability issues, and the rest of the 

organization, such as described by Hahn et al. (2015). In their business case, managers accept 

the tension between the economic, environmental and social perspectives of sustainability, 

leading to a shared objective of handling these issues. According to Simons (1995), 

communication of information can be done through the use of interactive control systems to 

stimulate dialogue and organizational learning. The use of interactive control is also argued to 
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encourage information sharing in other channels than those which are frequently used 

(Simons, 1995).  

Communication of values, culture and beliefs of the organization is considered as an 

important part of aligning the behavior of the employees with the goals of the organization. 

These should be communicated in a way that makes the employees aware of company’s 

values, culture and beliefs. However, it is crucial to engage the employees, as to prevent that 

the values and culture are being forced upon them as something that is demanded by the 

company. According to Galpin et al. (2015) creating a culture of sustainability needs a multi-

level approach. Changing a culture should start with the top management team, however such 

efforts should be complemented in practice involving the whole organization (Galpin et al., 

2015). Company’s mission, values, targets and strategy can indicate to internal as well as 

external stakeholders what is the company focusing on, and where it is heading. Further, 

organizations can achieve a culture of sustainability through the use of communication and by 

providing a workforce training (Galpin et al., 2015). The importance of employee training is 

also highlighted by Sharma (2009), who argues that knowledge workers should be in a 

continuous learning mode due to the rapidly changing business environment.  

The values, which are being communicated, are designed to impact the behavior of the 

employees and lead towards performance, which is in line with an organization’s goals. It is 

believed that the balanced scorecard helps companies align the employees’ interests with 

those of the company, hence resulting in achieving the organization’s goals (Calderon Molina 

et al., 2016). The culture within an organization might at times be out of control for managers, 

it is however still to be regarded as a control system used to regulate behaviour within the 

organization (Malmi & Brown, 2008). According to Simons (1995) the belief systems in an 

organization is further used to convey the values that are present through the use of various 

statements, such as mission, vision and purpose. Culture, values and communication have the 

possibility to create shared values, and when implementing sustainability, this serves as a 

crucial complement to sustainability metrics and measurements, as to create a genuine interest 

and belief in the importance of sustainability among all departments within an organization.  

2.4. Controlling for Sustainability 

In previous research, much focus has been devoted towards reporting and communicating the 

work of sustainability to various external stakeholders, while little is known about the internal 

process of implementing sustainability into the core business (Arjaliès & Mundy, 2013; 
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Epstein, et al., 2015; Gond et al., 2012). Through the process of operationalization of the TBL 

objectives, the balanced scorecard has the ability to integrate sustainability reporting into 

management control systems (Kerr, Rouse & Villiers, 2015; Otley 1999). Kerr et al. (2015) 

findings support the argument that there are several advantages of integrating sustainability 

reporting into MCSs such as: increased stakeholder accountability and interactions, 

operationalization of sustainability objectives and formalising, as well as improving the 

communication of an organization's sustainability measures. According to Sharma (2009) 

supervisory boards will pay more and more attention to monitor and guide the strategy of 

companies, using the BSC. Since the measurement tool covers all sustainability aspects this 

will in turn enable organizations to keep track of the progress with regards to social, 

environmental and financial aspects, and indicate if a company is going in the right direction 

or if there is a need for improvement. 

Further, NGO organizations such as Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) promoted the TBL 

approach for use in the corporate world (Norman & MacDonald, 2004). The purpose of GRI 

is to promote the proliferation and improve the quality of sustainability reporting 

(Barkemeyer, Preuss & Lee, 2015). It helps organizations to understand and to communicate 

their impacts on issues related to environment and society. NGOs have a crucial role in 

creating and enforcing frameworks and standards for integrated reporting (Eccles & Saltzman, 

2011). Although there are many examples of integrated reports, which other firms can learn 

from, however there are still no globally accepted set of standards for measuring and 

reporting non-financial information (Eccles & Saltzman, 2011). Guidelines such as G3 

support companies however might not be entirely appropriate to an organization’s 

circumstances (Eccles & Saltzman, 2011). Therefore, there are still many organizations, 

which face challenges when it comes to gathering non-financial information to the same 

extent as it is being done for the financial information. However, according to Eccles & 

Saltzman (2011) there is no alternative to integrated reporting in order to achieve a 

sustainable society.  

It is apparent to the authors that the process of implementing sustainability has gained an 

increased focus during the last couple of years. Accordingly, the literature on the subject of 

controlling for sustainability is growing, suggesting for different ways in which MCSs can be 

used to implement and integrate sustainability. However, many would still argue that research 

on the process of implementing sustainability and the MCSs requires more attention (Burritt, 

2004; Larringa-Gonzalez & Bebbington, 2001). The potential of MCSs to implement 
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sustainability has been stated by numerous studies, calling for additional knowledge within 

this area. Further, the connection between the use of metrics and measurements, and aligning 

sustainability objectives with the culture and values, has become evident as the authors are 

reviewing previous literature. If companies convey their culture and values to their 

employees, and show the importance of being sustainable internally, then the external 

reporting becomes an outcome of internal actions. Communication has been emphasized 

within the academia as a crucial part of communicating the sustainability measurements and 

goals within the organization, as well as to provide the organization with values as to create a 

culture where sustainability has a natural role.  

2.5. Challenges of implementing Sustainability  

Although the awareness of the importance of sustainability has significantly risen during the 

past 20 years, many organizations still struggle with its implementation. Sustainability is seen 

as a primary principle of smart management, which unfortunately is often being overlooked in 

a world where the financial bottom line is seen as the only measure of success (Savitz & 

Weber, 2014). Companies cannot rely their success on only financial sphere but need to take 

societal and environmental aspects into account. Moreover, it has been assumed that there is a 

positive correlation between CSR and financial performance (Porter & Kramer, 2006; 

Wynder, Wellner & Reinhard, 2013), however there is little research on the aspects that 

influence such relation (Arjalies & Mundy, 2013). According to Schneider et al. (2014) the 

limited research on how to enable the implementation of sustainability could be a possible 

explanation to why many companies struggle with it.  

Kleindorfer et al. (2005) discuss that taking into account the planet, aligning sustainability 

targets with employees and market inducements could be challenging. It is quite difficult to 

combine all three aspects and sometimes achieving one goal can negatively affect other aims 

and vice versa. Problems to prioritize between the three aspects of the TBL have resulted in 

failure to include sustainability goals and measurements with those related to the core 

business (Bonn & Fisher, 2011), hence hindering the process of implementation. Another 

sustainability challenge being often discussed among researchers is the tendency for 

companies to focus mostly on the financial results of the organization (Savitz & Weber, 2014; 

Norman & MacDonald, 2004). With the financial focus being of such a high importance, it is 

crucial to connect the economical perspective to the other aspects of the “bottom line”. 

Achievements to do that are of great importance to the process of implementation, while 
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failure creates the risk of hindering implementation process that sustainability needs. A 

potential problem that could indeed hinder the implementation of sustainability is the strive 

for the best financial results by financial controllers, who are focusing mostly on short-term 

profits (Epstein et al., 2015). Meanwhile, sustainability managers perceive investing in 

sustainability as something which being a cost at the initial stage can benefit a firm in the long 

run.  

Further, an issue with regards to sustainability is that many companies have a problem when 

it comes to translating their sustainability work into effective and concrete measurements 

(Adams & Frost, 2008; Borglund et al., 2010). According to Gray (2010), sustainability 

reporting is rarely used within decision-making or strategic alignment within organizations, 

hence, it affects on actual sustainability results could be questioned. A similar problem is 

discussed by Nilsson & Olve (2013), who found that even when sustainability measurements 

and data is obtained, the problem is however that the information is seldom discussed in a 

broader sense, or put on the general agenda of the company. According to Epstein & Buhovac 

(2010), many organizations have indeed the will to implement sustainability within the 

controlling process, but many lack the knowledge on how to proceed. To conclude, several 

challenges when implementing and controlling for sustainability are presented within the 

academia, suggesting for a further need of a practical study, where companies with vast 

experience of sustainability are being explored.  

2.6. Concluding thoughts on implementing Sustainability - Analysis Model  

In the literature review, various reasons for companies to strive towards sustainability have 

been presented and several studies have argued that reporting is not enough, suggesting for 

the need to implement sustainability with MCSs (Adams and Frost, 2008; Ahlrichs, 2012; 

Arjaliès & Mundy, 2013)  

Metrics & Measurements  

In the literature review, metrics have been argued to have a critical role as to highlight what 

management believes to be important for the organization (Sharma, 2009). With the argued 

importance of measuring the effects of sustainability (Epstein et al., 2015) as well as the 

prioritization, and relation between sustainability metrics and a variety of contexts outside the 

organization (Robinson & Nikolic, 2014) this suggest that sustainability measurements need a 

multidimensional approach. As such, when implementing sustainability, incorporating the 



	 21	

TBL in the analysis will provide for initial findings on how metrics and measurements can be 

used to implement sustainability. The need to shift focus from the financial measurements to 

the non-financial performance has been stated by many researchers (Gardiner & Endicott, 

2011; Eccles & Saltzman, 2011). In addition, such formal control as metrics and 

measurements have been argued to favor a pure financial focus over sustainability, due to the 

short-term focus (Epstein et al., 2015).  Moreover, a multi-level approach is claimed by 

Galpin et al. (2015) to be needed to communicate sustainability measurements and enable 

implementation. The literature review reveals that there is more to sustainability 

measurements and their part in the implementation process, than only presenting them in a 

sustainability report, suggesting for a more practical perspective on how this is handled. The 

focus is here not examine specific sustainability measurements, but rather analyze the 

different dimensions and how the TBL perspectives are accounted for.  

Culture, Values and Communication  

When implementing sustainability, the academia has shown that only claiming the importance 

of this objective through measurements and metrics is not sufficient. This formal control will 

also need to be accepted by the organization (Hahn et al., 2014; Packalén, 2010). Hence, to 

fully implement sustainability and making it an internal objective as well, it needs to be 

connected and communicated through values and culture of an organization (Mirvis et al., 

2010) as to enable a shared understanding for sustainability (Hahn et al., 2015). As has been 

noted within the academia, culture and values role has not been the main focus of previous 

discussion when implementing sustainability. Research has stated that informal control 

systems relating to culture and values tend to favor sustainability objectives over financial 

results (Epstein, Buhovac & Yutas, 2015) while others have argued for a combination when 

implementing sustainability (Riccaboni & Leone, 2010). Consequently, this calls for a 

practical attention towards this matter.  

TBL Perspectives  

Many have argued for an inability to balance and prioritize between the TBL perspectives of 

sustainability, mostly directing too much focus towards the economic perspective (Savitz & 

Weber, 2014; Epstein, Buhovac & Yutas, 2015; Epstein & Roy, 2001; Van der Woerd & Van 

den Brink, 2004). Meanwhile, other researchers have argued that a stronger connection 

between the environmental & social perspectives, and the financial results of the organization 

is the missing ingredient (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013). The perception of the contribution to 
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sustainability discussion of the TBL has been somewhat conflicting, but arguments state that 

it is useful to highlight that corporate performance is multidimensional (Pava, 2007). A 

majority of the research has also argued that implementation, integration and balance between 

all three perspectives of TBL are critical in order for companies to become sustainable 

(Elkington, 1999; Bonn & Fisher, 2012; Pava, 2007; Riccaboni & Leone, 2010). As such, the 

study’s contribution to literature will be to examine and specifically focus on the prioritization 

and implementation of the TBL perspectives with the use of management control systems.  

Challenges and Possibilities  

Connecting to the research conducted by Malmi & Brown (2008) the failure to successfully 

use the metrics and measurements is a common explanation among the researchers to why the 

implementation of sustainability might fail (Adams & Frost, 2008; Borglund et al., 2010; 

Gray, 2010). Others have argued that failure to connect the sustainability work to the broader 

organizational agenda through cultural and organizational control systems is the main 

problem when implementing sustainability (Bonn & Fisher, 2011; Gray, 2010; Nilsson & 

Olve, 2013).  Further, culture, values and communication have been stated to enable 

implementation of sustainability (Schneider et al., 2014; Mirvis et.al, 2010), while others have 

argued that concretizing, measuring and connecting the TBL perspectives to the financial 

results is the great possibility when implementing sustainability (Epstein et al., 2015). The 

conflicting thoughts on the challenges and solutions for the use of MCSs to implement 

sustainability calls for the issue to further be explored throughout the study.  
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3. Methodology  

3.1. Research Approach  

The aim of the study is to gain greater knowledge on how MCSs can be used to implement 

the TBL perspectives of sustainability. The basis for this research that enabled the authors to 

derive conclusions was the literature review and the empirical experience from the pre-study 

and conducted interviews. The academia shows that there is little known about how a 

company operates internally with its sustainability work, therefore the study focused on 

analyzing how management control can be used to implement it. We drew conclusions and 

provided answers and possibilities on how management control can be used to implement 

sustainability as well as presented possible obstacles. With such an approach, it was possible 

to analyze the research question while allowing for the empirical observations to add relevant 

knowledge, and through that, allowing for a broader perspective, not being limited by 

previous studies.  

3.1.1. Qualitative Approach  

Researchers with a qualitative research approach seek to gain further understanding of a 

certain issue within a context (Cassell, 2015). Due to this, qualitative research is argued to be 

a preferable method when conducting such a research (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). 

In this case, the development and usage of MCSs, and the process of implementing 

sustainability from a TBL perspective, are the main objectives of the study and what the 

authors seek to gain a further understanding about. Referring to the research question, the 

study seeks to understand how sustainability can be implemented with the use of management 

control. Thus, it seeks to increase the understanding and knowledge of an unstructured 

process, which according to Bryman (2008) suggests for a qualitative approach and research 

design.  

Furthermore, interviews are commonly used in conducting a qualitative research (Kvale, 

1983). According to Rowley (2012) interviews are the most preferable methods in situations 

when it is easy to identify people having key positions who have a great understanding of a 

situation, in this case a sustainability manager, who would know more details, have greater 

information and better insight. Interviews are being an advantage when compared with 

questionnaires since the key respondents are also unlikely to take time to fill the 

questionnaires (Rowley, 2012). The topic of sustainability is in many ways favorably to 
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investigate within a company. Due to the increased focus and demand for sustainability by 

various stakeholders, as presented within the academia, the possibility of getting access to 

people working within this area was expected to be high due to the fact that many companies 

are willing to share the work that they are doing within sustainability. However, this is also a 

possible obstacle given the fact that the people being interviewed might prefer to focus on 

highlighting only the positive aspects of their company’s work towards sustainability. Hence, 

valuable information regarding possible obstacles within the implementation process could be 

lost. To deal with this matter, we were careful when explaining that the aim of our study was 

to analyze and not to evaluate the implementation of sustainability and the use of 

management control. This was stated clearly when sending out the interview enquiry, as well 

as at the beginning of each interview. An interview guide was also constructed in a careful 

way as to avoid for value-adding wording that could give the interviewees a negative or 

positive association. Further, a pre-study (see 3.2.2.) was conducted before taking part in the 

actual interview.  
 

Semi-structured interviews are being followed when there is involved a certain topic or a 

research question, which is to be investigated by addressing a list of thematic questions 

(Cassell, 2015; Kvale, 1996). This is well suited for exploratory type of interviews because 

the aim of such a type is to explore a certain organizational issue from a range of various 

perspectives (Cassell, 2015). One of the advantages with regards to semi-structured 

interviews, which were conducted, is that interviewees were encouraged to talk freely about 

their work with sustainability. There were no leading questions as the analysis was done in 

order to find out how sustainability can be implemented. Therefore, it was crucial to rely on 

sustainability managers’ vast knowledge and explore the ways for successful implementation.  

3.1.2. Reasoning regarding Selected Approach  

The lack of standardization when conducting semi-structured interviews decreases the 

possibility for other researchers to get the same results if repeating the conducted study 

(Saunders et al., 2009). However, the exploratory approach of the study made the qualitative 

approach and semi-structured interviews preferable in order to capture the complex, and 

unexplored aspects of management control and the implementation of sustainability from a 

TBL perspective. Hence, the authors argue this approach to be preferable with regards to the 

purpose of the study, to understand the complex connection between management control and 

the implementation process of sustainability. To further strengthen a qualitative study’s 
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reliability, enhancing the credibility and authenticity is proposed within the academia 

(Bryman, 2008). This is preferably done through structured reasoning regarding the 

methodology, construction and conduction of interview and the analysis of the empirical 

results. The methodology section is presented in such way as to show, that limitations of the 

selected approach have been carefully discussed by the authors, as well as to provide with 

reasoning regarding how the results of the study have appeared.  

The external validity refers to which extent the results from a study can be generalized to a 

larger population/part of the world. Empirical results from a small number of interviews are 

usually hard to apply in other environments, hence the possibility to derive general 

conclusions, and external validity, from this study is considerably low in accordance with the 

reasoning by Bryman (2011). However, according to Saunders et al. (2009), when conducting 

qualitative research, the empirical results should generalize the theory, rather than the 

population as a whole. Considering the purpose of the study and research question, the study 

should be seen as a first step towards gaining deeper knowledge of the implementation 

process of sustainability. The objective will not be to provide for a single-right solution used 

by companies on how management control should be used to implement the TBL perspectives 

of sustainability. Rather the objective is to further provide for increased knowledge on how 

this could possibly be done. 

3.2. Selection of Companies and Interviewees 

By conducting interviews at different companies, the objective was to gain practical 

knowledge on the chosen topic needed to answer the research question. The objective was not 

to explore, nor to draw conclusion or generalize the implementation process at one specific 

company. In order to be able to explore the implementation process of sustainability, 

companies with vast experience within the area were called for. Thus, firms, which have 

sustainability departments or employ sustainability managers were our key criteria which was 

of great importance for our study. This was needed to gain further knowledge of the internal 

work performed within sustainability being done in Sweden. Therefore, we disregarded firms, 

which worked with sustainability at the global level that did not have their sustainability 

departments or people responsible for working with sustainability located in Sweden. 

Moreover, since the firms employed people whose main focus was on working towards being 

more sustainable it was easier to gain knowledge on how MCSs are used to integrate 

sustainability.  
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The chosen companies were firstly contacted via email in which the purpose of an interview 

was explained as well as what kind of person we would need to conduct the interview with 

(Appendix 1). We contacted a sustainability manager or a sustainability director directly, 

asking to schedule an interview. Moreover, the focus was on selecting the companies, which 

have their branches in Sweden, have a minimum of 1 000 employees, and which either have a 

sustainability department or else employees working within sustainability in Sweden. The 

size was relevant to consider in the study as bigger firms tend to have more experience in 

working with sustainability (Waddock & Graves, 1997), and they have usually either an 

independent department devoted just for reporting/working with sustainability or particular 

people whose main work is based on sustainability. In terms of size of companies, this can be 

operationalized with a number of other concepts, such as revenue. However, in order to 

increase the knowledge on how to implement sustainability, the purpose of contacting 

companies of a certain size was connected to that fact that those tend to have more resources 

to focus on sustainability, as well as the external pressure to report sustainability issues. 

Similar reasoning led to the conclusion that the type of industry would not be considered in 

this study.  

3.2.1. Interviews  

One issue when conducting a qualitative research is to define how big the sample size should 

be (Saunders et al., 2009). However, according to Cassell (2015) there are no such guidelines 

when conducting a qualitative research. Furthermore, the most important is the quality of the 

sample, thus it is important to choose interviewees who can directly address the research 

question and provide information to what is needed to know (Cassell, 2015). Since the 

interviews were conducted with sustainability managers whose knowledge with regards to 

sustainability is vast, it was expected to obtain a direct relevance to the research question. The 

experience and main responsibilities of the respondents are presented below in Table 1. As 

argued in section (3.1.1.) the expectations on the possibilities to schedule interviews were 

high due to the previous argued objective to communicate the work they do within 

sustainability. However, the authors realized that it was difficult to get the access to some of 

the companies, and especially to people with senior positions working directly with 

sustainability. Hence, although the authors aimed at interviewing more respondents, the 

obtained final sample of six interviewees was used for the analysis of the empirical results. 

However, what needs to be stressed is that authors aimed at interviewing key people with 

senior positions, but it turned out that all the respondents have an impressive vast experience 
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together with high expertise when it comes to working with sustainability. Therefore, the 

authors believe that obtained knowledge on sustainability from such experts strengthen the 

study significantly. 

 

 

Table 1 - The scope of responsibilities 

 
Moreover, it has been noticed that the most preferable way for respondents to conduct the 

interviews, was via telephone. Although some researchers argue that telephone interviews are 

being less attractive when compared with face-to-face interviews and bear disadvantages such 

as a need for a shorter interview duration or absence of visual or nonverbal cues, nevertheless 

they keep gaining more attention (Novick, 2008). Telephone interviews are compensating for 

distance, time pressure, they incur fewer cost (Cassell, 2015) as well as decrease space 

requirements, allow for more privacy, anonymity, and decrease social pressure (Novick, 

2008). Moreover, it is argued that qualitative telephone data is judged to be rich, detailed, and 

of high quality (Novick, 2008).  
 

The interviews were conducted with persons who had managerial positions, therefore who 

have greater knowledge and experience towards working with sustainability, as shown in 

Table 1. This made the study more reliable and allowed for gaining a greater knowledge how 
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the sustainability could successfully be implemented in a company. The list of the conducted 

interviews is provided in Table 2. 
 

 
Table 2 - the list of interviewed companies 

 

3.2.2. Preparation and Pre-study  

All the interviews were conducted with sustainability managers who had a vast knowledge 

with regards to sustainability, hence it was of a great importance to prepare well. Therefore, 

pre-studies were conducted by going through sustainability reports for all the firms that were 

scheduled for an interview. This gave the authors a better foundation and perception of how 

the sustainability work is handled in practice, as well as provided for additional empirical 

data. By looking closely at the selected firms’ sustainability reports, the objective was to get 

familiar with the sustainability work at the chosen companies, as to avoid asking interviewees 

questions to which answers could be found in the report. The pre-study also served as a 

complement to the conducted interviews, were the targets/measurements for each TBL 

perspective of sustainability were identified and categorized (metrics & measurements). The 

objective was to see if, and what sort of areas, were covered by the sustainability metrics. 

Further, the core values and sustainability objectives for each company were identified with 

the aim of gaining an understanding for the areas of which the companies had chosen to focus 

on (culture, values and communication). 

3.3. Operationalization 

When conducting a qualitative study, a common obstacle is how the theoretical definitions 

should be defined as well as recognized in practice. Accordingly, the process of 

operationalizing the theoretical concepts, making them measurable in practice, is of high 

importance. In order to provide for structure, and to make sure that all aspects were covered, 

an interview guide was constructed, as presented in Appendix 2. For the pre-study, the 

concepts of the TBL were theoretically defined, as well as operationalized as to enable the 
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authors to gather and categorize the sustainability targets as presented in the sustainability 

reports (Table 3).  

3.3.1. Sustainability Targets 

The triple bottom line perspectives in the sustainability reports were theoretically defined in 

accordance with the research by Elkington (1999) as presented in the literature review. These 

were then translated into different concepts related to each TBL, as to make it easier for the 

authors to identify and categorize the targets and measurements presented in the sustainability 

reports (Table 3). As the aim of the study was not to analyze and derive conclusions for each 

specific company but to understand if/which TBL perspectives were covered in the 

sustainability reports, the specific targets in terms of numbers were not argued to be relevant, 

thus these were not presented. It is further important to distinguish between the financial 

targets for sustainability, and the general financial targets of the company. In accordance with 

the definition presented by Elkington (1999), the economic perspective of sustainability 

includes the economical benefits that can be obtained by improving the social and 

environmental perspectives of sustainability, as well as the economic impact that the company 

has on the environment and society.  

 
Table 3 - Sustainability Targets 

 

3.3.2. Interview Guide  

The interview guide includes closed and open questions. This is in accordance with the 

suggestions of Chrzanowska (2002), since both types of questions are useful for qualitative 



	 30	

research. Closed questions provide one quickly with basic information, and open questions do 

not limit the response. Cassell (2015) suggests that the first few questions during the 

interview should be more general, as to make the person being interviewed feel more 

comfortable and ease the interviewee into the interview. More specific ones in order to 

address the research question and fit the aim of the interview then followed the initial 

questions. Furthermore, the interview questions were designed in a way to avoid indicating an 

obvious answer. It was planned to provide the interviewer with a possibility for a broader 

perspective and freely discuss the implementation of sustainability within the company.   

After the warm-up questions, the rest of the interview was divided into three parts. The first 

part consisted of questions regarding perception of sustainability and prioritizing the TBL 

perspectives. It has been argued by many within the academia for a balanced implementation 

were all three perspectives receive equal attention, in order for organizations to become 

sustainable: environmental, social, and economic perspectives. The next part involved the 

traditional form of management control system, (1) metrics and measurements. Usage of 

sustainability measurements and the metrics form of control has been argued to be a critical 

part to successfully implement sustainability within an organization and to draw attention 

(Epstein et al., 2015) and questions regarding creation, timeframe, monitoring and the level of 

sustainability measurements were formulated. Difficulties to create sustainability 

measurements have also been argued to a common explanation to why implementation of 

sustainability might fail (Gray, 2010). Thus, questions regarding possibilities and obstacles on 

the metrics and measurements of the TBL of sustainability were also formulated within this 

section.  
 

As the internal communication of sustainability, as well as the establishment to the 

organization culture and its values has been argued to be a key ingredient to successfully 

implement sustainability (Mirvis et al., 2010), the last part of the interview guide consisted of 

questions regarding (2) culture, communication and values. As engagement and shared 

understanding of sustainability objectives has been argued to be crucial (Hahn et al., 2015), 

questions regarding these aspects were formulated. As an obstacle when implementing 

sustainability is argued to be the connection to a broader organizational agenda through the 

use of more soft values (Bonn & Fisher, 2011), questions regarding possibilities and obstacles 

on the culture, values and communication of sustainability were formulated within this 

section.  
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According to Cassell (2015) it is important to finish the interview in a way that an interviewer 

feels satisfied that all his/her areas of interest have been covered and that the interview 

finishes on the positive note. Therefore, the interview was finished with an open-ended 

question regarding the implementation and work with sustainability, as to give the 

interviewee a possibility to add what he/she felt has not been covered. Further, both 

interviewers were present during all interviews as by that one could focus on conducting the 

interview and coming up with follow-up questions, while the other interviewer was making 

notes and recording the interviews, which is suggested by Lundahl & Skärvard (1999). 

3.4. Data Analysis 

All the respondents were asked, and gave permission for the authors to record the interviews 

(see Appendix 2). Shortly after ending each interview, the authors transcribed the material as 

suggested by Kvale (1983; 1997), in order to make sure that no valuable interpretation was 

lost. Following this, the transcripts were discussed and categorized into different themes, 

mainly with the literature review and analysis model as a foundation (Section 2) given that the 

interview guide was constructed in accordance with these (Sustainability, Metrics and 

Measurements, Culture, Values and Communication, Challenges of Implementation, 

Suggestions for implementation). However, certain concepts and patterns mentioned by the 

interviewees were also noted as the process of interpretation began, and as such, these added 

to the categorization of the collected data from the interviews.  

3.5. Ethical Perspective 

According to Cassell (2015) it is crucial that an interviewee is aware what to expect from the 

interview. Therefore, before the interviews were conducted it was important to provide the 

interviewees with the purpose of the study and what will happen to the collected material 

considering the ethical part. Furthermore, in order to make the interviews more effective all 

the interviewees were provided with the interview guide beforehand. The reasons for that, 

was to made them more familiar with the interview questions, and make sure that all the 

questions were stated in a clear way and were understood by the interviewees. This way 

interviewees could also have a chance to reflect on the questions before the interview takes 

place (Cassell, 2015). In addition, when sending out the emails, a short introduction was made 

regarding ourselves as well as the aim of the thesis, as presented in Appendix 1. Once the 

interview was conducted and the empirical data was included in the thesis, the interviewees 
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were provided with extracts before the study was published in case any misunderstandings 

had to be clarified. Moreover, we chose to provide the interviewees with the choice to enclose 

the company’s name, in accordance with the reasoning by Saunders et al. (2009), as this 

allows for the interviewees to speak more freely about their work and not to feel obligated to 

present the firm in a proper way.  
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4. Empirical Results 

In this section, the results from the empirical study, based on the pre-study and the data from 

the conducted interviews will be presented.   

4.1. Sustainability Reports  

The results from the pre-study showed that three out of five companies described their main 

sustainability objectives as directly related to the core business, suggesting that the work of 

sustainability will be carried out in areas where companies have their main impact. Two 

companies described their sustainability objectives in a more general way, as creating 

profitability and growth while caring for the environment and society. This indicates for a 

change in attitude, where the social and environmental perspectives are seen as crucial in 

order to improve the long-term financial results.  

 

Table 4 - Sustainability Reports & Core Values  

All companies presented targets and measurements within the social, economic and 

environmental perspectives of sustainability, suggesting for awareness of including all 

dimensions of the TBL. These targets are argued to be the measurements of sustainability for 

each company, however they differ in a sense of time perspective as the general time frame 

was set for five years, and some targets were presented without a time frame. This further 

highlights the long-term perspective that is often connected and needed when creating 

sustainability measurements. As for the environmental perspective, it was evident that many 
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targets included reduction of the environmental impact that the companies may have. The 

financial sustainability targets were mostly linked to this aspect, suggesting that the 

environmental perspective of sustainability seems to be perceived as having the greatest 

possibility to increase the economic value creation for companies, and have the closest 

connection to the economic perspective of sustainability, however, some financial 

sustainability targets were related to the social aspect (BillerudKorsnäs & Skanska).  

 

Table 5 - Sustainability Targets 

 

4.2. Various approaches to sustainability 

“Sustainability is to supply the needs of today without risking the needs of tomorrow”. The 

sustainability manager used the famous phrasing from the Brundtland report of 1987 to grasp 

the overall concept of sustainability at BillerudKorsnäs. They have further developed their 

own concept of sustainability, which is aimed to fit into the company’s business model, as 

well as its operations. The idea is to maximize the positive impact, through supplying society 

with biomaterials, while at the same time minimizing the negative impact, through keeping up 

responsibility throughout the value chain. Similar, responsibility along the value chain was 

brought up by the director sustainability reporting at SCA as well as at Arla Foods as a key 

aspect for the organization when working towards sustainability. At SCA, the director of 

sustainability reporting highlighted that an external approach of sustainability is at the risk of 
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making the work more of a marketing tool. The external communication should be an effect 

of what the company is already doing within the area of sustainability, which is the approach 

of SCA’s sustainability reporting. The sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs also 

highlighted that the issues that we are facing are real, and this not done for marketing.  

All interview respondents brought up a connection between sustainability and profitability, as 

presented in Table 4. At Arla Foods, the perception is that profitability and ethical business 

practices go hand in hand. The environmental performance and usage of renewable resources 

have been a competitive advantage for BillerudKorsnäs for a long time according to their 

sustainability manager. He reflects that for companies that do not have such an obvious 

profitability from sustainability, the work might proceed in a slower pace, yet he highlights 

the fact that we are also talking about global sustainability challenges, and no one can stay 

out. In addition, the sustainability manager at Scania emphasizes, that their value creation 

comes from customers, employees, suppliers, owners/lenders as well as society.  

4.3. What is measured gets done 

The results indicate that measurements are crucial in order to understand what a company is 

doing, how it is doing as well as what is needed in order to improve. It is also a useful tool in 

order to create awareness about sustainability work related to the specific organization. The 

director sustainability reporting from SCA claimed and the sustainability manager from 

BillerudKorsnäs support the statement that “what is measured gets done and what is 

measured is delivered”. The sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs further stresses that it 

is crucial to show the employees the improvements, which will be done through the use of 

various measurements. At Scania, our respondent states the importance and opportunity of 

having sustainability metrics in order to create a sense of importance within the company and 

to steer in the right direction, “We are going to really walk the talk”. Further, the 

sustainability manager at Skanska argues, that companies make a difference thanks to 

sustainability measurements, however he stresses that measurements are just the tool that 

needs to lead to something, “by seeing the numbers it enables us to act”.  

Regarding the creation of sustainability measurements, our respondent at SCA brought up an 

important question: “How can we say that we always want to have happy customers? - how 

do you know that you get happy customers”, further stressing the need to make the 

sustainability concepts measurable in practice. This can be done through the use of various 

measurements such as KPIs etc. He explains that measurable targets and follow-up are key 
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drivers for SCA’s sustainability programs. The interviewee emphasizes that SCA is strong 

when it comes to the financial follow-up and target setting. However, it is becoming better 

and better since not only financial aspects are taking place here, but as well the ISO 14000 

and the BSC. In addition, he adds that one cannot be able to say that one is ready and has 

everything in place, because it is always process of improving, and making sure that all these 

non-financial KPIs are linked to sustainability issues.  

The concretization of sustainability concepts are of great importance in order for them to be 

understood throughout the organization, as well as for the process of monitoring the results 

and follow up. The sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs emphasizes that it is important 

that there are targets set with regards to all three aspects of sustainability, and therefore 

measures have to come from many various systems. The sustainability manager at Arla Food 

highlights that there are various indicators and measurements at a site-level, which are being 

calculated, reported and used internally for the ISO 14000 system to have the major 

environmental impact discussed and target setting. She adds that this can be further 

aggregated at country-level, and then at Arla level, hence this can be easily traced from site to 

Arla/corporate. However, this can be also done land-specific. In addition, the interviewee 

emphasizes that Arla ensures the use of all certificates, so that the policies are fulfilled. This 

is done all the way down to farm-level. The SCA’s respondent adds that the structured way of 

reporting such as GRI reporting and other frameworks “help out what is supposed to be 

monitored and follow up on. This is important for credibility of sustainability, that it is built 

on facts and solid definitions-to make it more measurable”. However, he also stresses that 

what needs to be bear in mind is that measures are tricky because there are plenty of 

subjective measures. In addition, the sustainability manager at Scania emphasizes, that the 

process with regards to sustainability measures is complicated and “there is not one system or 

one process to extract the sustainability data or performance in a big company”. Currently, 

the reporting system at Scania is a hybrid today, where the aim is to get some of the really 

important sustainability metrics into the financial reporting system.  

It becomes obvious throughout the study that measurements cannot serve alone when 

implementing sustainability, but the objectives and ambition need to be shared on a more 

personal level of all employees. Further, communicating the sustainability metrics on all 

levels in the organization appears as an important aspect when trying to concretize and get all 

employees on board of the sustainability train. Moreover, the sustainability manager at Scania 

highlights that when it comes to following up on the performance of sustainability, a 
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scorecard together with various KPIs are being used at the highest level. The executive 

board’s role is to make sure that this is going in the right direction. In addition, the 

interviewee at Arla Foods adds that gathering information from the systems by sustainability 

department is also used as a feedback to the management teams to show that “we are going in 

the right direction”. Similarly, like for other interviewed companies, the sustainability 

manager at BillerudKorsnäs states that Board and Vice President decide on the strategy and 

mission. It all starts on the low-level management, and the employees are fulfilling the 

requirements what is needed, and then material is delivered for the top-level management. In 

addition, the director sustainability reporting at SCA highlights that everybody has personal 

objectives, and ideally those personal objectives have a connection to the next level, to their 

manager’s objectives and in the end all the way up. This is the total ambition of the company.  

The timeframe for monitoring sustainability metrics is at least once per year, however, 

depending on the TBL perspective/department, monitoring will appear more or less 

frequently. All respondents stated that external reporting is being done once per year when it 

comes to sustainability measurements. However, interviewees also admitted that they work 

with internal measures on monthly basis, and in some cases even on daily basis, for example 

when it comes to Health & Safety and reported incidents, accidents. The sustainability 

manager at Arla stresses that it is important to realize if there is an “indication that something 

is not going the right way, in order to be able to correct that more quickly”. Whereas other 

issues, that are perhaps not as critical or manageable in a shorter time perspective, could be 

monitored on annual basis.  

SCA’s respondent argues that the biggest challenge with regards to sustainability 

measurements is related to the social aspect. This part is tricky because it relates to all people 

at the company, there are so many parts in the organization involved in this, and hence it is 

less developed. At Scania, their sustainability manager emphasized the difficulty of defining 

sustainability and making the concept concrete and measureable as an important aspect in 

order to handle the sustainability data. Further, the interviewee at BillerudKorsnäs discussed 

that there are many details varying between the operations, which are impossible to 

summarize in a proper way. He adds that “the bigger company the more global are goals”, 

hence there is a bigger demand put on systems. Therefore, it is important to be more 

disciplined in how to use that system. A similar challenge with regards to the reporting 

system was highlighted at Scania. Our respondent explains that their reporting system is not 

developed to handle sustainability metrics. Thus, when working with sustainability in such a 
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big company, they need to be very pragmatic in the way that they are collecting and handling 

the metrics. Further, the sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs adds that another 

challenge is that many external stakeholders are interested in what BillerudKorsnäs is 

performing. It takes many resources to supply all external stakeholders with the information 

they need. Further, the interviewee concludes that as long as the company has good systems 

and structure for measurements and for follow-up this type of assessment will be easier to be 

arranged.  

4.4. The process of transformation 

The results indicate that sustainability is a continuous process where there is always room for 

improvements. They also show that certain aspects of sustainability are more developed than 

the others. Further, the process of transformation within a company will also affect the 

sustainability work in terms that it challenges the focus put on the TBL aspects when many, 

or all areas within an organization are being transformed, thus emphasis will mainly be put on 

aligning the overall objectives with the organization. However, it can also serve as an 

opportunity to put sustainability higher upon the agenda, possibly increasing the awareness 

among all employees and making it a bigger part of the business model. Two of the 

interviewees mentioned that their companies are currently in the process of transformation; 

therefore it challenges the implementation of sustainability. BillerudKorsnäs is still a young 

company as it is an outcome from merging the two companies Billerud and Korsnäs in 2012. 

Our respondent tells us that Billerud was a company on the stock market and Korsnäs was 

fully owned by Kinnevik, hence the exposure to analysts differed significantly as well as 

processes in all operations. In addition, the sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs stresses 

that there is a number of systems one can use in measurements, hence it takes a number of 

years to align it in the company, using the same systems, methodology, creating the same way 

of thinking etc. He describes the first year after the merger as challenging, when everything 

needed to be combined, targets needed to be mixed in a reasonable way to cover all the areas, 

to make them as keys to implement further sustainability work. However, BillerudKorsnäs is 

now “on the way to find the common way of working towards sustainable future”. This is the 

time for the company to consider if the current targets are “absolutely the best and how they 

should be implemented in BillerudKorsnäs’ operations”. Hence, the targets will be adapted 

and will include new elements.  
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Arla’s respondent discusses the difficulty of increasing the number of suppliers, which in 

turn, increases the complexity as well. She emphasizes that “the closer you get to the farm 

level the more complex it gets to have rational way of getting data”. Further, apart from the 

two transformations being done at Arla and BillerudKorsnäs, all companies admitted that they 

work continuously on improving their sustainability targets and various metrics. In addition, 

the sustainability manager at Skanska discusses that the company has put recently more focus 

towards social sustainability, as the society is facing great challenges that need to be 

addressed and Skanska aim to lead the market in this regard. He further stresses that social 

sustainability is an investment that produces great returns for the whole society and Skanska 

is happy to see an increased interest from the public. Skanska employs interns, works with 

communities, finding what are the needs and trying to cooperate with communities. Another 

obstacle highlighted with regards to implementing sustainability, is that there is a huge area 

where there are many things to do, new aspects and knowledge coming on all the time.  

4.5. The matter of prioritizing 

The process of prioritizing is thus not as simple as dividing the attention equally between the 

TBL perspectives. Rather, depending on which part of the organization one is looking at, one 

matter will be more or less important and easier/harder to effect. All the respondents 

highlighted the importance of prioritizing various sustainability targets. Sustainability 

manager from BillerudKorsnäs argues that this is crucial to “decide on the management level 

to determine which targets to really use and to lean on for the future”. Further, the 

sustainability manager at Arla Foods believes that “different initiatives and actions will have 

different focus” in the three areas of the TBL, and there will probably be never a perfect 

balance, however she stresses that the important thing is that all three aspects are present in 

the discussion.  

A positive impact of the social and environmental aspects of sustainability on the financial 

results is essential to highlight, and will most likely affect the scope of sustainability 

investments. According to our respondent at Arla Foods, it is of great importance to make 

sure that all sustainability investments have to make sense business-wise from a long-term 

perspective. In addition, a thorough discussion and analysis should be done when looking into 

the various aspects and angles.  

At Skanska, our respondent stresses the positive impact that sustainability has on the financial 

results, claiming that sustainable products will result in a higher payment from the customers. 
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At Scania, our respondent discusses different levels of prioritization, meaning that 

prioritisation is going on in the business units, in the line organization, R&D, HR as well as 

purchasing in order to decide what to invest or not to invest in, with regards to sustainability. 

The sustainability manager’s role is explained by the respondent at Scania as to facilitate that 

decision making, by visualizing and lifting up the sustainability merits of different 

investments and effort. He adds that people who are at the communication department are the 

ones to choose the measurements they believe are interesting to steer on, and which ones they 

are interested in communicating.  

Moreover, the director sustainability reporting at SCA believes that it is important that the 

organization goes in one direction. The study also shows that when handling sustainability, it 

is important for organizations to consider the impact that they will have on the TBL 

perspectives. Both respondents from SCA and Arla Foods discuss that there are plenty of 

various tasks but it is crucial to prioritize them as a first point, and then solve them one by 

one. The interviewee at Arla Foods states, “nobody can do everything but everybody can do 

something”. Further, the director sustainability reporting at SCA adds that the most common 

error that new joiners in sustainability reporting make is that they try too much. It is crucial to 

pick a few big topics and move towards those. SCA does a macro analysis therefore it looks 

at the various outside factors on the globe that might have an impact on SCA.  

4.6. Spreading the organizational learning  

Engagement of sustainability objective from all employees within an organization appears to 

be a crucial part within the process of implementation as well as the opportunities for 

employees to affect and contribute to the development of the sustainability work. 

Furthermore, the engagement seems to be connected to the core values of the organization 

(Table 1), indicating that this is a helpful tool to spread awareness and raise the issue of the 

work within sustainability, making it a part of the every-day work for all employees. At 

BillerudKorsnäs, our respondent describes his department working with sustainability as a 

part of the formal structure. The Sustainability Council, on the other hand, is consisting of 

representatives from all the main areas within BillerudKorsnäs. They meet every quarter to 

discuss new thinking, strategy changes, issues that might occur, evaluate the report and so on. 

Our respondent stresses the importance of the possibility to discuss the sustainability issues 

on a broader scale, and clarifies that “Sustainability is not only run by us, it has to be 

implemented within the whole company”. He emphasizes the need for flexibility of the 
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sustainability work and explains that the department of sustainability is acting more as 

facilitators, supporting and helping to formulate and implement good ideas, as well as 

supporting the different parts at BillerudKorsnäs to take action.  

A similar set-up is arranged at Arla Foods, where the sustainability manager explains about 

the sustainability board. Anyone at the head office in Sweden can join and volunteer to 

engage in the discussion and come up with new ideas for improvements. The CEO is a 

member of the sustainability board, she explains, and he is very engaged in the work that they 

do. She argues that it is a really positive initiative to capture the big and small within the area 

of sustainability, and to provide a possibility for employees to engage in the work that Arla 

Foods does within sustainability. In terms of communicating news and updates of the 

sustainability work, all respondents stated the use of intranet to be of high value. The 

sustainability manager at SCA argues that it is a form of storytelling to enable everyone to 

understand what is happening within the company. He further explains that the articles 

regarding the sustainability work are the most read ones, indicating that there is a high 

engagement among the employees he says. Likewise, the sustainability manager at 

BillerudKorsnäs explained that the employees are interested in achieving something that they 

can be proud of, connecting to the sustainability work. At Scania, one of the three core values 

is “Respect for the individual”, which our respondent uses to connect employee engagement 

to sustainability issues. Regardless of where you are in the Scania structure, all employees are 

trusted and expected to come up with improvements, suggestions from looking at the daily 

work, he says. Further, he also describes a reversed communication, top-down, where the 

headquarter is responsible for conveying the important aspects of sustainability, and what this 

means for their business environment, as well as educating, training and meeting.  

Regarding educational matters, all respondents revealed that different training courses and 

meetings are provided within the organization in the area of compliance, both for employees 

as well as for external suppliers. Education and training is a well-used tool to further align the 

sustainability objectives, especially with regards to the social perspective, within an 

organization, as to reach all employees and go beyond those working directly with 

sustainability. At SCA, the interviewee describes the training as a constant, never-ending 

process in order to increase awareness of ethical issues in the organization. At Arla Foods, the 

sustainability manager highlights the need for this education in order to strengthen the 

understanding, appreciation, evaluation and the use of the code of conduct in the organization. 

At Skanska, sustainability training is mandatory for all employees and ethics training must be 
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completed within three months, with a follow-up every other year. Further, all staff- and 

management meetings being with an ethical discussion.  Furthermore, all respondents referred 

to their having some sort of supplier agreement relating to the code of conduct/ anti-

corruption to further strengthen the ethical standards.  

Regarding difficulties to align the sustainability objectives within the organization, the 

sustainability manager at Arla Foods refers to what she believes to be a classical dilemma; “If 

the business case is not very strong from an economic point of view, then of course it is 

harder to get it done”. This corresponds with what has previously been discussed regarding 

the need for the environmental and social perspectives to contribute positively to the financial 

results, indicating that there is indeed a challenge to meet this demand. At SCA, the 

sustainability manager highlighted the complexity in integrating sustainability. There are so 

many parts of the organization where the objectives of sustainability need to be defined and 

concretized.  

The code of conduct and similar terms & conditions that has to be meet by suppliers and 

subcontractors, could be seen as a form of measurement. It does indeed set the standards for 

the work, emphasizing mainly the environmental and social parts of sustainability. However, 

the issue seems to be how such large companies can create a sense of engagement and 

personal commitment to sustainability, further down in the organization as well as for sub-

contractors. The sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs emphasizes this risk of trying to 

integrate sustainability, with the size of the company. In such a large company, the further 

away from management level, the bigger the risk is that people are not as committed as they 

should be, he states. Furthermore, he stresses the importance that everyone should be fully 

committed to the whole range of sustainability, both the social, environmental and economic 

aspects. At Skanska, the subcontractors are stated as a challenge when implementing 

sustainability, as they are not directly a part of Skanska. Although they are committing to the 

code of conduct for example, monitoring their behavior can be quite difficult, and their 

interest in sustainability might not always be high.   

4.7. Going towards a sustainable future 

The sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs highlights that the “long-term value can only 

be created if the company simultaneously creates value for its operating environment”. 

Understanding the external contribution to society and stakeholders that a company has, is a 

key advice presented by the director sustainability reporting at SCA as well as at Arla Foods. 
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The respondent at BillerudKorsnäs argues that “management should be visible in their 

expectations, and that targets should be measured, and communicated in order to improve 

something”, recommending for a traditional management. Further, he states that it is 

important to BillerudKorsnäs to make the employees feel proud, to look for something 

positive, and make them connected to what the company believes in.  

Further, our respondent at Arla Food believes that in order to succeed it is crucial “to 

integrate sustainability in the ordinary business”. This is to make sure to include non-

financial goals in companies’ business plans and strategies, and make sure that the different 

elements of sustainability are present in the discussion. The sustainability manager at Arla 

Foods argue that it is important for the company to realize what is expected from the 

stakeholders, but at the same time good for business. She recommends that companies find 

ways to show that sustainability is good and essential for business long-term. Responsibility 

is really good for business and hence should be seen as a natural part of business. The 

sustainability manager at Scania further highlights the need to make sustainability a part of 

the everyday business: “ I wish we could stop using that word, my vision is that sustainability 

would be so natural that the word becomes almost redundant, like “quality”.  

Lastly, all respondents emphasized the importance of aligning the sustainability objectives 

and measurements with the business that the company is conducting. Further, the respondent 

at SCA as well as at Arla Foods emphasize the importance of understanding the external 

contribution, and the objectives to improve and “be part of the solution”, where the latter 

interviewee recommends a sincere wish to understand the company’s impact. The 

sustainability manager at Scania summarizes the matter accordingly: “You need to define 

clearly what sustainability means to you, your organization and your industry, in order to 

find an attractive vision that is a natural fit to your history and your company”.  
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5. Discussion, Conclusion and Contribution  

In this section, a discussion of the empirical results will be followed in accordance with the 

analysis model presented in section 2.6. and connection to the literature review, with the aim 

at answering the research question and meeting the aim of the study. This will be followed by 

a conclusion of the main findings and discussion about further research.  

5.1. Metrics and Measurements      

The analysis based on section (4.3.) suggests that metrics and measurements are of a great 

importance for organizations that aim at implementing sustainability in their core business. 

The results implicate the importance of metrics as to highlight what is crucial within the 

organization. This is in accordance with what is stated by Sharma (2009), and Epstein et al. 

(2015) who argue for the importance to quantify and measure the effects of sustainability in 

order to integrate it in an organization. Further, the analysis indicates that metrics help 

managers to allocate the resources needed to implement sustainability, to control them, and to 

do it in a most efficient way, which is in line with Sharma (2009). All studied companies have 

presented a sustainability report where targets relating to the sustainability objectives have 

been presented, as well as the performance. In accordance with what is argued by Borglund et 

al. (2010), the respondents emphasized the importance of sustainability reporting when 

implementing sustainability, as to create awareness to sustainability issues, both internally 

and externally.  

The analysis suggests that in order to implement sustainability with the use of metrics and 

measurements, there is a need for companies to adapt various measurement systems in an 

organization as to capture different dimensions, similar to what is argued by Kaplan & Norton 

(1992), stating that no single measure can give a clear performance. The need for new and 

better tools and metrics due to the expansion of scope with regards to sustainability is also 

highlighted by Ahlrichs (2012). Here, the monitoring process plays a crucial role as 

organizations by monitoring and following-up keep track of their performance in all three 

aspects. The results suggest that systems used to measure and monitor are not designed with 

the purpose of enabling companies to measure the TBL perspectives of sustainability. These 

should account for all three aspects of sustainability, which in turn makes it more complex 

due to having a greater number of different systems. Further, the results indicate a stronger 

connection between the economical targets and the environmental targets as presented from 

the pre-study. This difference is important to note given the argued importance to stress the 
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economical benefits and impacts that the social and environmental bottom lines will have for 

a company (Elkington, 1999). A vague connection between the economic and social 

sustainability targets might suggest for a problem when implementing the TBL of 

sustainability, as the social perspective is at risk to be set aside.  

It was stated during the interviews that all levels within an organization should be aware of 

the different measurements. However, the analysis further suggests that sustainability 

measurements mostly tend to be measured and accounted for on a corporate level. There 

seems to be several possible explanations to why this is. As one respondent highlighted, the 

different departments are more or less connected to a certain TBL perspective of 

sustainability, hence it is natural that not all aspects will or can be measured on a more local 

level. These results show the opposite to what has been argued by Galpin et al. (2015) who 

believe that all employees should be involved in achieving the targets, starting from the top-

level and being complemented by the entire organization. Yet again, this highlights the 

complexity of the direct relationship of the TBL perspectives and the departments within an 

organization.  

Furthermore, the analysis of the results indicates, that there is a shift towards non-financial 

measurement systems, which was noted also by Malmi & Brown (2008) and Eccles & 

Saltzman (2011). All the respondents discussed many non-financial measurements such as 

ISO and balanced scorecard, as well as importance of linking their companies’ targets to 

sustainability. The balanced scorecard (BSC) has many advantages (Calderon Molina et al., 

2016), and accounts not only for financial but also other crucial aspects, and forces managers 

to focus on metrics that are the most important (Kaplan & Norton, 1992). Therefore, it could 

help companies when it comes to prioritization as well as implementation of sustainability. 

The importance of NGO organizations such as GRI was stressed by the respondents as well as 

supported by the previous research (Norman & MacDonald, 2004; Barkemeyer et al., 2015; 

Eccles & Saltzman, 2011). Thus, the analysis suggests that apart from the internal 

measurements, there will be external measurements in a sense of such requirements as NGO 

and GRI reporting.   

The results show that the frequency of internal reporting varies on monitored activities, as 

some of them require to be measured on a quarterly or monthly basis, while others are 

measured on a daily basis. According to Kleindorfer et al. (2005) health and safety are crucial 

aspects in terms of risk reduction and communication initiatives, and it was stated by the 
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interviewees that these are being reported internally even on daily basis. Measurements have 

been argued to favor financial results over sustainability due to short-term focus (Epstein et 

al. 2015). However, the analysis suggests that the time frame for sustainability metrics are 

somewhat more varied than expected by the authors. As such, while a long-term perspective 

is crucial when it comes to sustainability measurements, it is important to evaluate the time 

perspective for each perspective individually.  

5.2. Culture, Values and Communication  

Likewise with the previous research, the results show that the respondents agree with the 

notion that sustainability needs to be implemented in the core business of an organization to 

fully succeed (Arjaliès & Mundy, 2013; Epstein et al., 2015). Further, the importance of 

culture and values as a tool to enable this, presented in the sustainability reports, is 

highlighted by the fact that three of the selected companies connect their sustainability 

objectives to their core business.  

The analysis suggests that the core values of the case companies are connected to their work 

of sustainability, as all respondents argued for the specific connection between their values 

and sustainability. In section (4.2.) it is argued by all interviewees that sustainability is a key 

concept in the strategy as well as the business model, further stressed to be of high importance 

in order to facilitate the implementation of sustainability (Mirvis et al., 2010). The respondent 

at BillerudKorsnäs highlights their competitive advantage of sustainability in accordance with 

Ranganathan & Ditz (1998), and the analysis further suggests that meeting the pressure and 

requirements from external stakeholders is an important aspect of sustainability reporting at 

the studied companies similar to what has been argued within the academia (Borglund et al., 

2010). Although the results suggest for a high awareness of the importance of implementing 

sustainability within the core organization, it is important to note that all respondents work 

with sustainability on a daily basis. As such, this would be expected given their position, but 

we cannot say anything about the rest of the organizations regarding this issue. However, this 

awareness among sustainability managers are leading in the right direction, providing for a 

good platform in strive towards implementing sustainability.  

Furthermore, the analysis indicates that all companies use communication in various ways in 

order to spread the knowledge and organizational learning of the sustainability work, as 

presented in section (4.6). The respondents highlighted the importance of communication and 

dialogue, which is in line with previous research (Mirvis et al., 2010; Galpin et al., 2015). At 
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Arla Foods and BillerudKornäs, a form of interactive control system, such as the 

sustainability board and sustainability council, were used in accordance with Simons (1995) 

to drive engagement and strategies regarding the sustainability work. Likwise to what has 

been presented within the academia (Simons, 1995), the analysis suggests that managers use 

organizational definitions and belief systems to convey the mission, vision and purpose of the 

organization. Due to an ongoing process of transformation, two of the case companies 

indicated that alignment of culture and values had been a struggle overall, also including the 

sustainability objectives. The analysis thus indicates that sustainability objectives are not to be 

separated by the overall objectives of the organization, but rather, they appear to be affected 

by one another.  
 

Likewise to what has been presented within the academia (Packalén, 2010), the analysis 

further indicates that culture and education are more frequently used to implement and spread 

awareness of the sustainability objectives throughout the organization. The cognitive 

integration is further argued by the authors to have an important role and the results show that 

through this, an awareness of the tension between the economic, social and environmental 

perspective has been obtained by the sustainability managers, as described in the study by 

Hahn et al. (2015). All respondents argued for a high engagement for the sustainability work 

among the employees and analysis further suggests for a use of cultural control in accordance 

with Malmi & Brown (2008), which has further been argued as necessary to implement 

sustainability within an organization (Mirvis et al., 2010). Although it is important to note that 

this could not be confirmed by other employees due to time limitations, these statements 

indicate for a notion of the importance of employee engagement of the sustainability 

objectives to enable implementation, as argued by Hahn et al. (2015). Further, connecting to 

section (5.1.) regarding metrics and measurements, it appears as the culture, values and 

communication are more widely used to spread the awareness and increase engagement for 

the sustainability objectives among employees, whereas measurements are used to set the 

stage for the sustainability work, framing what issues that the organization should focus on.  

5.3. The Triple Bottom Line  

The analysis indicates the notion that the triple bottom line has a great impact on the business 

success, and there is no other way rather than sustainability to be taken into account by 

organizations in order for them to succeed, which is in accordance with Elkington (1999). 

Targets regarding reduction of negative environmental impact, impact on society and the 
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work environment, as well as the economical impact on society and the environment was 

presented in all sustainability reports. Thus, the analysis indicates that all companies strive 

towards accounting for the TBL perspectives in accordance with Elkington (1999). The 

results suggest, which is also supported by the previous literature (Gardiner & Endicott, 2011; 

Kersten, 2015; Beske & Seuring, 2014), that although many organizations used to look at 

implementing sustainability only from a financial perspective, seeing it as a cost, this has 

indeed changed into a competitive advantage. 

Results obtained from interviewing the sustainability manager at Skanska indicate that social 

and environmental aspects have a positive effect on the financial outcome, which is also in 

line with previous research (Norman & MacDonald, 2004; Pullman et al., 2009; Kleindorfer 

et al., 2005). The results from the interviews further suggest that the sustainability managers 

support the reasoning presented by Gardiner & Endicott (2011), suggesting that profitability 

is not the only measure of cost. However, the sustainability managers highlighted the conflict 

between the financial results and sustainability, as these investments were not likely to be 

made if the financial benefits could not be proven strong enough. This suggests for a conflict 

between the profitability of a company and an undervaluation of sustainability’s contribution 

to cost savings, further argued by Merriman & Sen (2012). However, throughout the study, 

the sustainability managers all argued for highlighting the value creation and financial 

benefits of the social and environmental perspectives. Thus, the analysis suggest that a crucial 

way to meet the present conflict of a strong financial focus, the financial benefits of taking the 

social and environmental perspectives into account will need to be highlighted as to convince 

all parts of an organization of the importance to recognize all aspects of sustainability. This 

reasoning is supported by Gibson-Graham et al. (2013), arguing for the development of a new 

cost-benefit accounting as to enable companies to calculate the benefits of social and 

environmental investments.  

5.4. Challenges and Possibilities of implementing Sustainability  

The analysis suggests that the link between sustainability and profitability is possible when 

implementing sustainability, while at the same time, it could work as a hindrance. Despite that 

previous literature has argued against companies’ ability to recognize the economic potential 

of sustainability (Arjalies & Mundy, 2013), all respondents emphasized that sustainability can 

act as a value creation for companies in economic terms, suggesting for an increased 

awareness of the potential of sustainability. However, the analysis indicates that economic 
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perspective could also serve as an obstacle when implementing sustainability in terms of 

investments. Likewise reasoning is presented by Epstein et al. (2015), who argues that 

sustainability investments and financial investments might often conflict with each other. 

Although, the financial benefits of sustainability might be recognized by our respondents at 

the sustainability departments, it is apparent that communication of the economic benefits of 

sustainability is required to all parts of the organization to facilitate the implementation 

process, which can be connected to the classical dilemma of sustainability investments 

presented within the academia (Epstein et al., 2015).  

The results did not indicate that one type of management control should promote 

sustainability over another as argued by (Epstein et al., 2015). Rather, in accordance with 

Bonn & Fisher (2011) the difficulties to prioritize between different aspects of sustainability 

is argued to be the real threat when implementing sustainability. The results proved similar, as 

it appears to be challenging to prioritize between social, environmental and economic 

perspectives, as described in section (4.5.). However, it was stressed by Arla’s interview 

respondent that the most important is that all three aspects are present in the discussion.  

The analysis further suggests for a quite complex process of prioritizing between the TBL 

aspects with regards to perspectives’ connection/lack of connection, to a specific department. 

These findings were not in line with our expectations with regards to the literature review. 

However, they provide for some interesting reflections. As highlighted by one respondent, 

different parts of the organization will be more or less related to the three aspects of the TBL. 

Hence, a challenge when implementing sustainability is how to engage employees in other 

aspects of the TBL rather than that specifically related to their area of operations. The 

question also arises if and how all TBL perspectives should be equally implemented within an 

organization. One possibility could actually be to use different departments connection to the 

TBL to further strengthen the implementation of sustainability.  

As argued by the sustainability manager at BillerudKorsnäs an obstacle when implementing 

sustainability is related to different levels within an organization, suggesting that the further 

away from management level, there is a risk that employees are not as committed as they 

should be to the sustainability work, stressing the importance of the multi-level approach 

(Galpin, Whittington & Bell, 2015). Results from the study suggest that one of the most 

challenging parts of sustainability is related to the social perspective, which is also supported 

by the literature (Pava, 2007). The analysis shows that it might be more difficult to measure 
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the social aspect, since it accounts for all people within an organization who are spread across 

various departments. Likewise, the analysis suggests for challenges of concretizing aspects of 

sustainability as argued by Adams & Frost (2008) and Borglund et al. (2010), which poses a 

challenge when implementing sustainability as it has been argued as a necessity in order to 

put sustainability on a broader agenda (Nilsson & Olve, 2013).  

The analysis underlines a possibility of translating the sustainability work into concrete 

concepts and measurements through the use of hybrid measurement systems or the BSC, as 

explained by the respondent at Scania. Within the academia, a similar reasoning regarding the 

implementation of sustainability has been made by Sharma (2009), suggesting for the use of 

balanced scorecard as to allow firms to create a shared vision of sustainability as well as 

looking at lagging indicators of sustainability. With this in mind, it is obvious that 

concretizing and measuring the TBL perspectives of sustainability requires a new dimension 

that might be unfamiliar for many companies. Further, some unexpected challenges of 

implementing sustainability with regards to mergers and the process of transformation was 

noted by the authors, reminding us of the multidimensional aspects of a company. Regardless 

of a company's efforts to account for all perspectives of the TBL, like other objectives, the 

strive towards sustainability will not be immune to general changes and challenges in the 

organization. One of the possibilities to implement the sustainability is to integrate it in the 

“ordinary business” as suggested by interview respondents, as well as Elkington (1999). This 

could be done by aligning it to company’s strategy and making sure that both financial as well 

as non-financial aspects are covered.  

5.5. Conclusion 

The study suggests that management control systems have the possibility to raise awareness 

and show the importance of sustainability, further enabling companies to align and implement 

the sustainability objectives within the organization. By using metrics and measurements to 

stress the importance of the triple bottom line (TBL) perspectives and providing for specific 

targets, companies have the opportunity to implement sustainability within the organization. 

The study shows that the frequency and level of sustainability measurements differs with 

regards to organizations’ departments and the TBL perspectives they account for. 

Concretizing all aspects of sustainability, and mainly the social perspective has been proven 

challenging due to the involvement of a high number of persons and units. Moreover, the 

importance of linking the social and environmental measurements to the economic 
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perspective turned out to be of great importance as to highlight the financial benefits of 

sustainability investments and enable implementation.  

The study indicates that through connecting values, mission and vision directly to the 

sustainability objectives and measurements, companies can improve the implementation 

process of sustainability as it enables communication of the objectives throughout the whole 

organization. Furthermore, communication and internal education of sustainability are 

indicated as a useful tool to engage employees, further improving the implementation process. 

It has become obvious throughout the study that no of the investigated management control 

systems (Metrics & Measurements and Culture, Values & Communication) tend to promote 

sustainability over the other one, but rather, if used simultaneously, they have the possibility 

to enable implementation of the TBL perspectives of sustainability. It was further shown that 

both metrics & measurements, as well as culture values & communication were used to raise 

internal and external awareness of the company's sustainability objectives, hence improving 

implementation. 

The main challenge is argued to be the implementation and prioritization process of the TBL 

aspects, as this appeared to be more complex than expected due the following reasons: 1.) The 

variety in connection between the social, environmental and economic perspectives and 

different departments 2.) The strong financial focus in other departments, and the failure to 

highlight the value creation of sustainability. Therefore, it seems that a key factor in the 

implementation process of sustainability is emphasizing value creation within all three aspects 

of sustainability and communicating this message through MCSs. 

5.6.  Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

As discussed above, the aim of the study was to analyze how environmental, social and 

economic perspectives of sustainability can be implemented within an organization through 

the use of management control. Interviews were conducted with five large organizations, and 

it was relatively hard to get access and conduct interviews with key people. Even though the 

study involved well-known international companies having their branches located in Sweden, 

and considered to be successful in terms of sustainability work, the number of respondents 

might be seen as insufficient. The authors aimed at conducting more interviews, however due 

to the difficulties related to access, it was only possible to conduct six interviews. Hence, a 

greater number of interviews are suggested for the further research for the study to be even 

more significant.  
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Furthermore, the interviews were conducted with people being responsible for sustainability 

work at their organizations. Hence the risk for bias answers needs to be bearded in mind. 

Throughout the study, it became apparent that people working in other departments did not 

share some notions of sustainability, such as the benefits of social and environmental 

investments. Further, due to this, the employee engagement for sustainability for example, 

was a factor that could not be confirmed by others than the respondents due to time 

limitations. Hence, it is suggested for further research that other employees whose main tasks 

do not include working with sustainability should also be interviewed to grasp the broader 

idea of how the implementation of sustainability works in practice.   
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Appendix 1 - Interview Enquiry 

Interview enquiry - Controlling & Sustainability 

 

Dear Sir / Madam 

 

We are Clara Rutfjäll Rittner and Agnieszka Wirkus who are studying Business Management 

and Controlling at Uppsala University. We are currently writing our Master Thesis on 

Sustainability and Management Controlling, focusing on companies based in Sweden. Our 

aim is to investigate how sustainability can be implemented through the use of management 

control.  
 

We would like to kindly ask you if there is a chance that we could interview a sustainability 

manager at your company. We have chosen your firm as we would like to describe examples 

of successful combination of sustainability and controlling and present positive aspects of it. 

The interview should take approximately an hour. The interview guide can be provided 

beforehand as to get familiar with the questions. 
 

The company’s name and the interviewee can stay anonymous in our Master Thesis if your 

company would like it.  
 

We are looking forward to receiving your reply! 

 

Kind Regards, 

Clara Rutfjäll Rittner & Agnieszka Wirkus 
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Appendix 2 - Interview Questions 

General Questions 

1. Can we please record this conversation? 

2. Would you like your name and/or the company to stay anonymous in our Master 

Thesis? 

3. Could you tell us about your role within the company, your main responsibilities, and 

how long you have been working here? Can you please tell us briefly about your 

background? 
 

Sustainability 

1. What is your perception of the concept of sustainability? 

2. Could you tell us about who is involved in the sustainability work and how you co-

operate / communicate with each other? 

3. Could you tell us more about the development of sustainability work, has it been 

easier/more difficult to include sustainability within your company? 

4. How do you see the situation in 5-10 years? For your company? The corporate world?  

5. If we look at Sustainability from a Triple Bottom Line perspective, how do you view 

the process of prioritizing between these three aspects? Are you facing any challenges 

with regards to this?                                      

                                                                        

Metrics and measurements 

1. Can you please tell us about the process of creating and monitoring measurements for 

sustainability? 

2. Can you please tell us more about the work with sustainability measurements on 

different levels within the company? (top-level management, middle-level 

management, low-level management). 

3. Can you please tell us about the frequency of sustainability measurements? Your 

targets are set for X years, how do you work with sustainability targets/measurements 

in the time between? 

4. If there is something which is currently not being measured - would you like to 

implement it and measure it? What kind of resources would you need?  
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5. Could you tell us more about the possibilities/difficulties you experience with 

sustainability measurements? 

 

Culture, values and communication 

1. Can you tell us more about the culture and values of your company and their relation 

to sustainability? 

2. Could you tell us more about how you communicate and stimulate organizational 

learning of your sustainability objectives? 

3. Could you tell us about the employee engagement of sustainability? What are the 

possibilities to influence the sustainability work? 

4. Are there parts of the company’s sustainability work that you feel have not been 

established within the organization? What resources would you need to do this? 

5. Could you tell us more about the possibilities/difficulties you experience with aligning 

sustainability objectives with the rest of the organization? 

Final Questions 

1. What are your recommendations for companies seeking to improve and implement 

their sustainability work? 

2. Is there anything else you would like to ask or add to what we have previously 

discussed?  

 

	


