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Abstract 
 

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to investigate how companies address sustainability 

holistically and compare the practical results to theoretical findings. The holistic approach of 

sustainability includes four dimensions and five corporate system elements. 

 

Methods: For creating the theoretical framework a literature review was executed. Empirical 

data was gathered from a multiple case study. In total five case companies have been selected 

and five interviews have been conducted. Furthermore the interview guideline included a 

small survey. Empirical data was complemented by information from sustainability reports 

and companies website. 

  

Main findings: Sustainability is partly executed in differently in practical terms compared to 

theory research. The differences are mainly explained by the unique use of sustainability 

initiatives, which are adapted to companies circumstances. 

 

Academic contributions: Previously, only a few researchers investigated the combination of 

initiatives to provide a holistic sustainability approach. Furthermore a lack of practical 

research in the field of sustainability has been identified. This thesis contributes to close this 

gap by investigating five case companies regarding the use of multiple initiatives. 

 

Practical implications: Based on the findings a model was created by the authors. By 

applying this model and using recommended initiatives companies are able to establish a 

holistic sustainability approach, involving all sustainability dimensions and corporate system 

elements.  

 

Limitations: The interviews have been translated from German or Dutch into English, which 

increases the risk of wrong interpretations. Further the interview involved only one 

representative per company. Additionally the number of small case study companies and case 

companies from the service sector might limit the generalization of the results. 
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1. Introduction 

The earth is increasingly confronted with multiple serious problems of environmental and 

social degradation (WCED, 1987). More than 30 years later this problem is still relevant, 

with growing trends in climate change, global population growth and urbanization (WBCSD, 

2011). If continued, human pressure will cause global and most-likely irreversible changes to 

the Earth-system. This shows an increasing necessity for companies to engage with 

sustainable development (SD) (Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017). SD, as the step towards a better 

future, has been defined as a development that feed the needs of the present without limiting 

the resources of future generations (Griggs et al., 2013, WBCSD, 2011, Robert et al., 2005). 

 

To point out the difficulty that sustainable development faces, researchers highlight the 

importance of responsible interaction of companies with the environment and society (Griggs 

et al., 2013, Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). However, company's sustainability agendas are still 

claimed to be ineffective and lack in strategic thinking due to the large focus on financial 

performance (Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017). Sustainability has to be addressed from a holistic 

perspective, which involves the economic, environmental and the social dimension 

(Linnenluecke et al, 2009). In addition, Lozano (2018) refers to the interlinking issues 

between economic, environmental and social sustainability. Related to this topic Lozano 

mentions time as the fourth dimension. This dimension is interacting with all three 

sustainability dimensions (Lozano, 2008).  

 

Due to the complexity of challenges of SD, in combination with interlinking issues, system 

thinking can be of help (Kelly, 1998). Lozano (2012) suggested five corporate system 

elements to analyze sustainability efforts, that are (1) assessment and communication, (2) 

management and strategy, (3) operations and production, (4) organizational systems and (5) 

procurement and marketing. To address all corporate system elements a right balance of 

sustainability initiatives is needed (Lozano, 2017). 

 

A growing amount of sustainability initiatives have gained worldwide acceptance to monitor 

and measure SD (Robèrt, 2000). A recent study by Windolph et al. (2014) show that queried 

managers are aware of 47.5 different sustainability initiatives and companies apply 29.2 

sustainability initiatives, on average. Also, Windolph et al. (2014) mention that the 

combination of initiatives is essential, rather than the amount of initiatives used in total. 

However, there is only limited research on how sustainability can be combined and contribute 

to a holistic approach (e.g. Lozano, 2012).   

 

Several scholars (Pinelli and Maiolini, 2017, Griggs et al., 2013) have underlined the need for 

practical research of holistic and comprehensive combinations of sustainability initiatives. 

Further research is needed to support companies in becoming more sustainable by exploring 

company cases that use a combination of initiatives (Lozano, 2012). Vanegas et al. (2018) 

complements this statement by addressing the lack of clarity in the way sustainability 

initiatives should be used. Vanegas et al. (2018) also mentioned the importance of analyzing 
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the connection between theory and practical implications in terms of sustainability. Upward 

and Jones (2016) state the importance of practical sustainability knowledge by concluding 

that stakeholders (including managers) cannot learn from a large body of theoretical 

sustainability knowledge only.  

 

2. Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this research is to investigate how companies address sustainability 

holistically and compare the practical results to theoretical findings. The holistic approach of 

sustainability includes four dimensions and five corporate system elements. Therefore the 

research questions connected to the purpose are: 

 

RQ1: Which sustainability initiatives are used by companies? 

RQ2: Which sustainability dimensions are addressed by the used initiatives? 

RQ3: Which corporate systems elements are addressed by the used initiatives? 

RQ4: How are the sustainability initiatives affecting the companies’ sustainability outcome? 

 

3. Theoretical framework 

This thesis is build up on a theoretical framework based on a review of literature regarding 

the researched topic. The theoretical framework consist of the four dimensions of 

sustainability, the five corporate system elements and the description of chosen initiatives. 

 

3.1 The four dimensions of sustainability 

Research regarding sustainability highlighted the importance of responsible interaction with 

the environment (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). To gain positive sustainability results, also the 

economic and social dimension needs to be considered (Linnenluecke et al, 2009). On the 

business level, corporate sustainability can be defined as meeting the needs of a companies’ 

direct and indirect stakeholders without compromising to meet the needs for future 

stakeholders as well (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). To address these short- and long-term 

goals, Lozano (2008) added the time dimension to the holistic view of sustainability. The four 

sustainability dimensions are described more in detail in the following sections. 

3.1.1 Economic dimension 

The economic dimension encompasses issues of competitiveness, job and market creation 

and long-term profitability (Jamali, 2006). To evaluate financial stability and survival 

capabilities of a business the criteria financial health, economic performance, potential 

financial benefits and trading opportunities, are taken into account (Labuschagne et al., 

2005). Rather than conventional financial accounting, economic sustainability refers to 

generating value in a wider sense (Jamali, 2006). Value is created by using scarce natural 

resources to create goods and services, which aim to ensure employment and well-being of 

the employees over a long term (Baumgärtner and Quaas, 2010). Examples are reducing 

operating costs through the reduction of used resources, increasing productivity through a 
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motivated workforce or attracting new range of investors because of a more sustainable 

behavior (Jamali, 2006). 

3.1.2 Environmental dimension 

The environmental dimension focuses on organizations impact on natural systems (Jamali, 

2006) by measuring used natural resources and reflecting on potential influence on the 

environment (Slaper and Hall, 2011). This includes air and water quality, natural resources, 

land use (Labuschagne et al., 2005), energy consumption, as well as solid and toxic waste 

(Slaper and Hall, 2011). Although the impact of industry activities on the environment have 

been well documented, there is no consistent method to measure causes or effects 

(Labuschagne et al., 2005). Environmental sustainability is approached in different 

categories, including companies operations, products and facilities (Jamali, 2006). Besides 

compliance with all government regulations, it also includes assessing business products, 

processes and services, eliminating waste and emissions, maximizing the efficiency and 

productivity of all assets and resources (Jamali, 2006). The overall goal in environmental 

sustainability is to minimize and eliminate practices that negatively affect the enjoyment of 

the planet's resources (Jamali, 2006). 

 

3.1.3 Social dimension 

The social dimension refers to a community or region (Slaper and Hall, 2011) and 

incorporates issues of public health and community issues (Jamali, 2006). On an individual 

level, the social dimension refers to social justice, workplace safety and conditions, equal 

opportunity, human rights and labor rights (Jamali, 2006). Companies working with the 

social dimension of sustainability have to be aware of internal and external focuses 

(Labuschagne et al., 2005). The internal focus is related to organizations employees and their 

working circumstances (Labuschagne et al., 2005). The external focus lies with the impacts 

of the organization's operation on three different levels of society: local community, regional 

and national level (Labuschagne et al., 2005). 

 

3.1.4 Time dimension 

The time dimension is often mentioned in a sub clause, e.g. Jamali, p.812 (2006):  

“Sustainability therefore is currently used to refer to a company’s ability to maintain and 

demonstrate a positive economic, environmental and social performance over the long-term”. 

The time dimension is explicitly added to the dimensions of sustainability by Lozano (2008). 

Each dimension (economic, environment and social) interacts with each other with issues in 

other aspects, and through time (Lozano and Huisingh, 2011). Moldan et al. (2012) enhanced 

the list of basic principles of environmental sustainability with a long-term perspective 

(without any designated time limit). Therefore, the time dimension is interlinked with all 

other sustainability dimensions and enables change. 
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3.2 The five corporate system elements 

The activities of a company can be divided into primary and secondary activities (Porter, 

1985). Primary activities include inbound- and outbound logistics, operations and marketing 

and sales, while secondary activities include service, technology development, human 

resource management and the firm infrastructure in general (Porter, 1985). When creating the 

Corporate and Industrial Voluntary Initiatives for Sustainability (CIVIS) framework, Lozano 

(2012) grouped these activities into the five corporate system elements: Assessment and 

Communication, Management and Strategy, Operations and Production, Organizational 

Systems and Procurement and Marketing.  The researchers acknowledge that Lozano 

(Lozano et al., 2015 and 2018) updated the corporate system elements as part of the more 

sustainable business models framework. However, as this research is based on the CIVIS 

framework, the corporate elements of Lozano (2012) are a better fit for this research. 

 

3.2.1 Assessment and Communication (A&C)  

A&C includes reporting, risk disclosures and accountability according to Lozano (2012). 

Reporting is a method used to fulfill the demand of information regarding a company's 

financial performance, corporate governance and sustainable development (Frias‐ Aceituno 

et al., 2012). Guidelines have been developed to involve environmental and social aspects in 

reporting (Hedberg, and Von Malmborg, 2003). Risk disclosures includes the following 

aspects; financial risks, operations risks, empowerment risks, information processing and 

technology risks, integrity risks and strategic risks (Linsley and Shrives, 2006). While 

accountability focus on dealing with stakeholders (including the environment) in a 

responsible way (Göbbels and Jonker, 2003). 

  

3.2.2 Management and Strategy (M&S)  

Strategic Management is the systematic analysis of factors associated with customers, 

competitors and the organization itself to achieve better alignment of corporate activities and 

strategic priorities (BD, 2019). Strategy is described as the general direction set for a 

company to achieve a desired state in the future (MSG, 2019). Furthermore, strategy is an 

action decided and communicated by the management, with the goal to integrate 

organizational activities to meet set objectives (MSG, 2019). Regarding sustainability, M&S 

refers to various terms including productivity, investment and profit, business values and 

attitudes, objectives, vision and mission, transparency, ethics in decision making and 

stakeholder engagement (Lozano, 2012) 

 

3.2.3 Operations and Production (O&P)  

The general purpose of operations is to increase value to customers (My Accounting Course, 

2019). O&P combines people, processes and equipment (Industry Forum, 2019). The 

outcome of the operation highly depends on the activities of a firm (My Accounting Course, 

2019). For manufacturing companies value is added to material and goods for sales purposes 

(Industry Forum, 2019). While service companies deliver valuable processes or services to its 

customers (New Horizon, 2019). Most companies have multiple operations which are 
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interconnected (My Accounting Course, 2019). In addition, closed loop operations refers to a 

more sustainable operation and production approach in combination with resource efficiency 

and effectiveness (Lozano, 2012). 

 

3.2.4 Organizational Systems (OS) 

Lozano (2012) summarizes elements of organizational systems as culture, leadership styles, 

problem solving approaches, structure, human resources and change management. Darnall 

and Edwards, (2006) described four steps for an organizational system, set up an organization 

wide pledge (1), goal setting and evaluation (2), creation of a management structure (3) and 

monitor and execute corrective actions (4). In addition, an open organizational system 

exchanges regularly useful feedback with all-important stakeholders (FML, 2019). The 

described functions of an organizational system are most likely executed by an IT-system.  

 

3.2.5 Procurement and Marketing (P&M) 

P&M involves the needs of the customer, how to fulfill them and under which terms. 

Procurement links members in the supply chain and takes responsibility for managing the 

quality of the supplier (Roberts, 2004). P&M involves buying and selling goods, services or 

cooperation with externals and related marketing activities (Laffont and Tirole, 1993). The 

aim of P&M can be described as maintaining the creation of value for the customers and 

capturing value from the customers in return (Kotler and Armstrong, 2010). Furthermore, 

related finance and supply chain issues, which are connected to the buying and selling 

process, are included (Iverson, 2006).  

 

3.3 Sustainability initiatives 

With the growing popularity of sustainability initiatives, many different opinions have been 

formed regarding the importance of each individual initiative (Robèrt et al., 2002). 

Individually initiatives are highly discussed, however only a few researches analyze multiple 

initiatives. Robèrt et al., (2002), Lozano (2012) and Windolph et al. (2014) each created a list 

with popular and highly used initiatives. In addition, the individual initiatives had to be 

recognizable enough to be researched. To fit this requirement, the initiatives were checked on 

the amount of hits on Google Scholar on 01-04-2019. All initiatives that are not discussed by 

the three authors or had under 10.000 hits on Google Scholar were considered not 

recognizable enough. Lozano (2012) made a similar list with at least 5000 Google Scholar 

hits. To value the added articles since 2012, double the amount of articles is needed to be 

considered recognizable in this research. Table 1 shows in total 16 initiatives. The natural 

step is not further researched, as it does not reach 10.000 on Google Scholar. Furthermore, 

the selection of the initiatives is adjusted to the case companies and recent development in 

theory. Green/ sustainable chemistry is considered unfitting and taken off the list, as the case 

companies do not provide chemical products or services. Different is the concept of Circular 

Economy (CE), which is growing in popularity. This initiative is not mentioned by any of the 

authors providing an overview of used relevant initiatives. However, during literature review 

a significant number of authors discussed the concept of CE, also a Google Scholar search 
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provided 64.500 hits. Additionally, 31.500 of these results were from past 2009, which can be 

explained by the forming of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation in 2010, who brought 

worldwide attention to CE. Considering these circumstances and the publish dates of the 

articles providing an overview of initiatives, it was decided to implement CE in this research. 

In total 14 initiatives have been selected to fit the research purpose of this paper. 

 

Table 1: Selection criteria’s and overview of selected initiatives 

 
 

The next part describes the fourteen selected initiatives used by scholars and companies to 

contribute to sustainability. Theoretical and practical findings have been categorized 

(explained in detail in the method section). In brackets addressed corporate systems and/or 

dimensions are mentioned with the short forms: A&C, M&S, O&P, OS, P&M, eco, env, soc 

and time. 

 

 

R
ob

er
t e

t a
l (

20
02

)

Loz
an

o 
(2

01
2)

W
in

do
lp

h 
an

d 
Sch

al
te
gg

er
 

(2
01

4)

C
ita

tio
ns

 g
oo

gl
e 
Sch

ol
ar

 -2
00

9

C
ita

tio
ns

 G
oo

gl
e 
Sch

ol
ar

 -

20
19

Initiative

Circular Economy 18400 64500

Cleaner Production
x x

27400 296000

Corporate 

Citizenship
x x
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112000 468000

Ecodesign x x 13400 34200

Eco-efficiency x x 15600 60700

Eco-labelling x x 4480 12200

EMS x x 16400 55200

Factor X x x 215000 519000

Green Chemistry x 13.400 17.800
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x x x
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Circular Economy (CE) 

Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) defines CE as a regenerative system in which  the resource input, 

waste, emission, and energy leakage are minimized by slowing, closing, and narrowing 

material and energy loops (O&P, env). This can be achieved through long-lasting design, 

maintenance, repair, reuse, remanufacturing, refurbishing, and recycling. Especially closing 

material loops is used as a definition for CE by researchers (Carpenter et al., 2018, Yuan et 

al., 2006). In CE waste is reused through recycling, with products designed and optimized to 

complement this initiative (MacArthur, 2013). According to Yuan et al. (2006), CE is 

expected to achieve positive results in economic terms, while causing less pollution (econ, 

env). This highlights that CE is also emerging as an economic strategy rather than an 

environmentally strategy only (Yuan et al., 2006). Allwood (2014) point out a critique on CE 

by looking from the market perspective, whether the secondary products (or the recycled, 

reused products) would replace the primary (new) products (M&S, O&P). However, CE has 

been defended as an addition to the existing market rather than a replacement (Zink and 

Geyer, 2017). To summarize; CE shows full contribution in M&S, O&P, economic-, 

environmental- and the time-dimension. 

 

Cleaner Production (CP) 

Cleaner production is a preventive strategy, which aims to minimize the impact of production 

and products on the environment (Fresner, 1998) by reducing waste (Desimone and Popoff 

(2000), improve material utilization and lower energy consumption (Kjaerheim, 2003) (O&P, 

env, econ). This results in less greenhouse gasses and overall improved health and safety for 

the employees. Furthermore, competitiveness of companies is enhanced (econ). To achieve 

CP different approaches can be used (Fresner, 1998). These approaches are: training of 

employees, substitution of materials with less harmful ones or ones that can be used more 

efficiently, modifications of products to eliminate production steps, process modifications to 

minimize waste and emissions, internal recycling and introduction of waste into external 

recycling networks (Fresner, 1998) (O&P, env). Glavic and Lukman (2007) mentioned that 

cleaner production focuses on achieving environmental improvements in processes and 

product development. In addition, ecology and economic terms can be improved 

simultaneously with very low- or without any investments (Kjaerheim, 2003)(O&P, env, 

econ). Typical positive effects for the economic dimension are reduced costs or an improved 

productivity (Lozano, 2012). Besides changes in raw materials, processes and products, 

Baumgartner and Zielowski (2007) argue that CP should also address changing processes of 

corporate cultures and attitudes. To summarize; CP shows full contribution in O&P, 

economic- and the environmental-dimension. 

Corporate Citizenship (CC) 

Frankental (2001) claims that CC is often used as a synonym for Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR). There seem to be quite a confusion about a correct definition of CC as 

Matten et al. (2003) state that CSR is the most popular concept of CC. Taken CC as a 

different initiative it is described by Carroll (1998) as a concept where the responsibilities of 

a company towards their stakeholders include wealth maximization, compliance with laws, 
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ethical behavior and contribution to social and economic welfare (M&S, soc). In other words, 

companies are assigned to behave as a ‘good’ citizen. However, Matten et al (2003) criticize 

the generality of being a ‘good’ member of society and the overall limited view of CC (soc). 

Adding to the picture, Matten et al (2003) also discusses the extended view of CC and 

addresses the responsibility of organizations as respecting the rights of a ‘real’ citizen in 

society (M&S). In conclusion, four dimensions of CC are addressed in literature. (1) Be 

profitable (fulfillment of economic responsibilities), (2) Obey the law (fulfillment of legal 

responsibilities), (3) Engage in ethical behavior (responsiveness to ethical responsibilities) 

and (4) Give back through philanthropy (engagement with social contributions) (Carroll, 

1998) (soc). To summarize; CC shows full contribution in the social-dimension and limited 

contribution for M&S. 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Holme and Watts (2000) state that CSR mainly addresses the fields of stakeholder 

participation, product impact, health and safety, dealing with corruption, human rights and 

freedom of association (M&S, soc). Garriga and Mele (2004) argue that most of the CSR 

theories are focused on four main aspects; meeting objectives which ensure long-term profits, 

using business power in a responsible way, integrating social demands and contributing to 

society by doing what is considered ethically correct (soc). Ashrafi et al. (2018) describes 

CSR as meeting financial and legal obligations while containing social and environmental 

standards and practices (soc, env). Some terms which aim to describe phenomenons related to 

CSR are society and business, social issue management, public policy, stakeholder 

management and corporate accountability (Garriga and Mele, 2004). Lozano (2012) mentions 

that CSR has the potential for making a large contribution to sustainability but is limited by 

three major issues: (1) having been interpreted many times, which leads to confusion, (2) 

being seen as the same like philanthropy and (3) having the wrong image of only addressing 

the social dimension. To summarize; CSR shows full contribution in the social-dimension 

and limited contribution for M&S and the environmental-dimension. 

  

Ecodesign 

Ecodesign is an economically driven, system-wide integrated approach to reduce and 

eliminate waste streams associated with the stages of product designing, manufacturing, use 

and disposal (Handfield et al., 1997) (O&P, econ, env). Ecodesign aims to design a product 

or service in a way that it is easier to reuse or recycle (Anastas and Breen, 1997) (env). 

Furthermore ecodesign has the potential to enhance cost effective take back of products for 

recycling purposes and reuse the materials (Ashley, 1993) (econ). Achieving these goals is 

more likely when issues regarding the environment are identified and resolved during early 

stages of product and process designing (Allenby, 1993) (env). Also, Sroufe et al. (2000) 

claims ecodesign to have the greatest impact in early phases of the product designing (O&P). 

To summarize; Ecodesign shows full contribution in O&P, and the environmental-dimension 

and limited contribution for the economic-dimension. 
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Eco-Efficiency 

Eco-efficiency aims to create more value with fewer resources, resulting in less negative 

impact for the environment e.g. less pollution or natural resource exhaustion (Guenster et al., 

2011) (O&P, env). By using fewer resources, resulting in less waste and emissions, eco-

efficiency links environmental and economic terms (DeSimone and Popoff, 2000) (econ, 

env). Eco-efficiency focuses on creating additional value by better meeting the needs of the 

customers while maintaining or reducing environmental impacts (DeSimone and Popoff, 

2000) (env). The concept is quite similar to the concept of CP. The main difference is that 

both initiatives were developed by different organizations. Eco efficiency was established by 

the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD), a CEO-led 

organization of more than 200 business working together to achieve a more sustainable world 

(WBCSD, 2019). While CP was created by the United Nations Environment Program 

(UNEP), who claims to set the global environmental agenda and promotes the 

implementation of the environmental dimension of sustainable development within the 

United Nations system (UNEP, 2019). Due to the difference between the founders, the point 

of view of both initiatives is slightly different. While CP focuses highly on the environmental 

part, eco-efficiency also values the economic dimension. According to Holliday et al. (2002), 

eco-efficiency is guided by four principles: (1) dematerialization through customization, (2) 

production loop closure, (3) offering products that have extended durability, (4) functional 

extension by designing products with enhanced functionalities. Relating to principle no. 3, 

eco-efficiency is mainly criticized for increasing the use of products or services, which leads 

to a larger overall impact on the environment (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002) (env). Data 

analysis of company's performance by Guenster et al. (2011) revealed that leass eco-efficient 

firms show strong operational underperformance. Furthermore, benefits of adopting a strong 

environmentally policy is likely to outweigh the caused costs (Guenster et al., 2011) (econ, 

env). To summarize; Eco-efficiency shows full contribution in O&P, economic- and the 

environmental-dimension. 

Eco Labelling 

Usually the buyer is unable to identify the environmental impact of the production method 

and the product itself by its look, taste or smell (Van Amstel et al., 2008) (P&M). Eco 

labeling aims to provide customers with information on the environmental impact of products 

(Erskine and Collins, 1997) throughout the production, consumption and waste phase (Hale, 

1996) (P&M, env). Eco labeling can be seen as an award for products and processes with 

reduced environmental impacts (Erskine and Collins, 1997). For that reason the consumer 

may be willing to pay more for the product (Karl H. and Orwat C., 2000) (econ) which leads 

to the threat of “greenwashing”, were products are claimed to be more environmental friendly 

than they really are (Kirchhoff, 2000). The label quality is ensured through two phases of eco 

labelling: first negotiations between the firms and the regulators take place to set up the 

criteria, followed by the market phase were products, which meet the criteria, can be labelled 

(Nadai, 1999). A strong eco label can influence the behavior of the consumer towards a more 

environmentally friendly consumption (Hale, 1996) (P&M). To summarize; Eco-labelling 
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shows full contribution for P&M and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution 

for the economic-dimension. 

 

Environmental Management System (EMS) 

The EMS is an administrative tool, which aims to assess impacts on the environment of 

organizations (Brorson and Larsson, 1999) (env). To reach effective operations an 

organization has to set objectives, plan managerial activities and technological investments 

(Iraldo et al., 2009) (M&S). DeSimone and Popoff (2000) claim five main elements are 

common to all EMS: (1) identifying the impact a company has on the environment (env) (2) 

understanding of current and future legal obligations (M&S) (3) planning actions for 

improvements (M&S) (4) assigning responsibility to the planned actions (M&S) and (5) 

monitoring the performance on a periodic base (OS). To prove an EMS to be beneficial 

depends strongly on the time factor (Iraldo et al., (2009). By addressing the environmental 

dimension, using an EMS can also result in cost reductions caused by an improved use of 

resources (Lozano, 2012). Two common standards and guidelines followed by companies for 

running an EMS are the ISO 14001 standard and the Eco Management and Audit Scheme 

(EMAS) (Morrow and Rondinelli, 2002). The next two paragraphs will describe the two most 

common used standards in EMS. 

 

The ISO 14001 standard describes a system that will help an organization to achieve its own 

objectives and targets, rather than set regulations for what to achieve environmentally 

(Delmas, 2001). The ISO standard encourages process control and technological innovations, 

which emphasizes continual improvement seeking to exceed regulations and rules (Jiang and 

Bansal, 2003). Involving employees in the ISO 14001 process can lead to increased 

operational efficiency, which results in direct financial benefits (Delmas, 2001). The 

requirement of an audit, usually executed by a third party, ensures the quality of the EMS 

(Delmas 2001, Jiang and Bansal 2003). The Global Environmental and Technology 

Foundation (GETF), a nonprofit organization with the mission to promote sustainable 

development (GETF, 2019) estimated the costs for the implementation and certification 

between $24.000 and $128.000 and the annual costs on around $5.000 to $10.000. Therefore, 

large multinational corporations are more likely to adopt to the standard (Morrow and 

Rondinelly, 2002). 

 

Besides the ISO 14001 standard, the EMAS is the most frequently used guideline for design 

and certification of EMSs (Morrow and Rondinelli, 2002). ISO 14001 is a part of the EMAS. 

While ISO 14001 requires a company to identify their environmental aspects; the EMAS 

requires actions according to these aspects (Testa et al, 2014). Results of Merli et al. (2016) 

indicates that the ISO 14001 standard lead to better results regarding the environmental 

performance in the short run, while improvements with EMAS seem to be wider in long 

terms. Firms who implement EMAS are already highly aware of their environmental impact 

(Merli et al., 2016), which could be a reason for less short-term improvements. According to 

Glachant et al. (2002), many companies consider the cost of participating in EMAS being 

higher, than the possible benefits. Which contradicts with the fact that the company itself sets 
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the requirements for their EMAS approach, which directly determines the costs and benefits 

for the company (Glachant et al. 2002). Realizing that EMAS is mainly designed for large 

companies, the version EMASeasy was designed for SME`s (EMAS, 2019). The concept of 

EMASeasy is not aiming to reduce it standards but to reduce bureaucracy, costs and support 

access for small companies to EMAS (EMAS, 2019). To summarize; EMS shows full 

contribution in A&C, M&S and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution for 

OS.  

 

Factor X 

Factor X refers to the increase of outcome from one unit of a natural resource by a factor of 

`X` (DeSimone and Popoff, 2000). Factor X is a combination of tools, which aim to reach 

sustainability goals, and therefore it is similar to eco-efficiency (Reijnders, 1998) (O&P). 

Compared to eco-efficiency Factor X is rather focused on quantitative than on qualitative 

outcomes (Reijnders, 1998). Holmberg et al. (2000) claims Factor X to have a rather large 

perspective and should encourage policymakers to think big in terms of increasing the 

productivity of resources (O&P). Reijnders (1998) gets more specific and states that Factor X 

can be used for products, services, industries or the economy as a whole (econ, env). 

Holmberg et al. (2000) furthermore mentioned that not all aspects of sustainability are 

quantitative and other indicators are needed. Rebound effects, increasing the environmental 

overall impact in a system while reducing the impact for a certain subsystem, are considered 

a problem working with Factor X (Holmberg et al.. 2000) (env). To summarize; Factor X 

shows full contribution in O&P, economic-, environmental-, and the social-dimension. 

 

Industrial Ecology (IE) 

The idea of IE is to design an industry like an ecosystem were material and waste is 

exchanged within companies through interconnections of production processes (Ehrenfeld, 

2004) (O&P, env). DeSimone and Popoff (2000) mentioned that materials or energy, which 

are considered a by-product or waste, could be further used in the production process of other 

companies (O&P). Gibbs and Deutz (2007) divided IE in three different levels. At firm level, 

it includes ecodesign, pollution prevention, eco-efficiency and green accounting (Gibbs and 

Deutz, 2007) (econ, env). At the level across firms, it involves industrial symbiosis, life cycle 

analysis and industrial sector initiatives (Gibbs and Deutz, 2007). While at the regional/global 

level, it includes budgets and cycles, as well as materials and energy flow studies, 

dematerialization and decarbonization (Gibbs and Deutz, 2007) (econ, env). Lozano (2012) 

points out the key concept is that processes and industries are seen as interacting systems, 

rather than isolated components (O&P). IE requires the exchange of information about inputs 

and outputs (Lozano, 2012) as well as the overcome of cultural, technical, economic, 

organizational and legal barriers (Warhurst, 2002). Gibbs and Deutz (2007) claim that 

economic success is by far the most important factor of IE (econ). Without economic success, 

no social or environmental benefit will be added either. Roberts (2004) identified the best 

chances for successfully applying IE at manufacturing areas, where complementary 

industries/business are located nearby (O&P, econ). In general, findings of Gibbs and Deutz, 
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(2007) indicate a large disparity between the ideals of IE and the reality. To summarize; IE 

shows full contribution in O&P, economic and the environmental-dimension.  

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) 

With the help of LCA all processes in the life cycle of a product or service (time), including 

the supply chain and the use phase, can be evaluated (DeSimone and Popoff, 2000). Azapagic 

(1999) describes that LCA focuses on the environmental performance of a product, process or 

activity from cradle to grave (env). The focus is set on quantifiable information, which can 

support the decision making process (Hale 1996) (M&S). LCA enables companies to 

quantify environmental interventions and evaluate improvements made (Azapagic 1999). 

Ashley (1993) pointed out that it is necessary to determine how to weight in- and outputs 

regarding their environmental risk (env). Hale (1996) states LCA to be time-consuming, 

expensive and data intensive in general. To summarize; LCA shows full contribution in the 

environmental and the time dimension and limited contribution for O&P. 

 

Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) 

The main goal of SL is to align companies with laws and expectations of the society in which 

they operate (UN, 1992). SL focuses on creating new businesses and markets that benefit 

both, the poor and the company (UN, 1992) (M&S, econ, soc). The UN (1992) also describes 

SL as focusing on short- and long-term needs of individuals and households by taking the 

environmental, economic and social dimension in consideration (econ, env, soc, time). For 

example, Scoones (1998) claims that SL should prevent individuals to get into a situation of 

poverty through illness, natural disasters or job loss. To summarize; SL shows full 

contribution in M&S, economic-, environmental-, social and the time-dimension.   

  

Sustainability Reporting (SR) 

The two main purposes of sustainability reporting are (1) to assess the current state of an 

organisation’s progress towards sustainability and (2) to communicate the efforts and 

progress to stakeholders (Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2002) (A&C, P&M). In addition, reporting 

enables companies to (3) to assess the sustainability performance over time, (4) to benchmark 

with other companies, (5) to demonstrate how the organisation influences and is influenced 

by expectations about sustainable development (Daub, 2007, Schaltegger and Wagner, 2006) 

and (6) to use it as a base for planning changes for sustainability (Adams & McNicholas, 

2007). Simplified sustainability reporting aims to visualize the answer to the questions of 

how sustainable a company is and how it is working with sustainability (Isaksson and 

Steimle, 2009) (A&C, P&M). These simple questions are hard to answer as a detailed 

definition, of what sustainable development means, has to be formulated individually for each 

company (Isaksson and Steimle, 2009). In addition, SR shows promising features to help 

corporate leaders and their employees in contributing towards a more sustainable future 

(Lozano and Huisingh, 2012).  

 

Next to several reporting guidelines, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guideline has been 

the most recognized to assess and report about sustainability (Roca and Searcy, 2012). GRI 
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guidelines create a certified and more standardized process for SR (Isaksson and Steimle, 

2009). The guideline is a set of quality and content principles, as well as, managerial and 

performance indicators (Fonseca et al., 2014). The principles include use of material, 

stakeholder involvement, sustainability context, and completeness (Fonseca et al., 2014). The 

indicators cover organizational, managerial, economic, environmental and social issues and 

terms (Fonseca et al., 2014) (Econ, env, soc). To summarize; SR shows full contribution in 

A&C and the economic-dimension and limited contribution for P&M, environmental- and the 

social-dimension. 

 

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) 

Besides the typical economic measures, the TBL adds social and environmental performance 

measures to organizations (Hubbard, 2009) (econ, env, soc). In general, the TBL aims to 

question company’s values, strategies and practices to behave more sustainable (Milne et al., 

2003). Environmental performance is measured by the amount of resources used in 

companies operations (e.g. energy, water, etc.) and the by-products created by activities (e.g. 

waste, air emissions, etc.) (Hubbard, 2009) (O&P). Social performance is considered as the 

impact of a firm on the communities in which it works (Hubbard, 2009) (soc). The goal for 

the TBL is to measure the different performance indicators. In general, the social and 

environmental performance of each firm is rather unique and therefore difficult to measure 

and compare (Hubbard, 2009) (M&S). The TBL is an abstract concept that can be difficult to 

understand and put into practice (Lozano, 2012). To summarize; TBL shows full contribution 

in M&S, P&M, economic-, environmental-, and the time-dimension. 

 

 

4. Methods  

The method section explains the procedure of this research. In addition, the choices made in 

terms of data collection and analyses are discussed. Furthermore, research quality, expected 

results and the limitations are presented.  

4.1 Data collection 

4.1.1 Theoretical research 

This research is qualitative of nature as the goal is to expand and generalize theories just as 

Yin (2009) describes. In terms of data collection, the validity of the theory is ensured through 

triangulation (Biggam, 2015) by using multiple sources. Peer reviewed articles and books, 

collected from the library of the University of Gävle and Google Scholar have been used. 

4.1.2 Multiple case study  

Case studies are used when research questions require an extensive and “in-depth” 

description of a social phenomenon (Yin, 2009) which is the field of sustainability in this 

research. Swanborn (2010) states that the case study is the preferred strategy if the research 

field is broad and about a social process. In addition, the nature of the research question 

starting with how fits the requirement of a case study. In particular the embedded, multiple 
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case study method is applied. The embedded design is shown by analyzing the outcome of 

multiple initiatives within the case companies (Yin, 2009). 

 

Five case companies have been selected for collecting empirical data (see table 2). The 

selection criterion required the case company to be involved in sustainability. This was 

ensured by selecting companies which had participated in previous studies regarding 

sustainability and by investigating sustainability activities on the website of the companies. 

To foster generalizability the companies are from different countries: Belgium, Germany and 

the Netherlands. Especially Germany and the Netherlands are widely known as countries 

which take a leading role in Europe in terms of sustainability, what was another reason to 

choose case companies from these countries. To cover a broad range of companies the focus 

was set on selecting companies from all sizes. The variety of employees ranges from less than 

50 to over 50.000. Especially large companies have been contacted, as they are more likely to 

involve in sustainability due to bigger financial capabilities. A relative small company is 

added to compare findings also between the sizes. Additionally, the selected companies are 

active in different sectors to further generalize the research. 

 

Table 2: Overview - case companies 

 
 

4.1.3 The Interviews 

Interview Structure 

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather knowledge about sustainability and leave 

space for the participant to offer new perspectives and content (Galletta and Cross 2013). The 

interview guideline (see appendix 1) was developed similar to the research literature to 

ensure the quality of the interviews. Additionally a list with the fourteen selected initiatives 

was created as a small survey, where the interviewee could respond for every initiative if they 

Company Interviewee Sector Employees Location of HQ

A

Corporate 

Social 

relationship 

(CSR) 

director Energy >5000 The Netherlands

B

Head of 

sustainability 

for a 

production 

site in 

Germany Automotive >5000 Germany

C

Sustainability 

manager for 

a production 

site in 

Germany Dairy >5000 Germany

D

Sustainability 

manager of 

the head 

company of 

the group

Financial & 

Insurance 

service >5000 Germany

E

One of the 

owners of 

company E Agriculture 5-49 Belgium
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use it and how they perceived the results. To provide the interviewee with information in 

advance, the interview guideline and the initiative list was sent to the interviewee one week 

before. The questions started general by asking if the researchers were allowed to record the 

interview, if the company wanted to stay anonymous, the occupations of the interviewee and 

how the occupation is connected to sustainability. Next, questions related to sustainability 

efforts and used initiatives were asked. The questions involved how the initiatives are 

executed in the company, what the outcome is and how the outcome is measured. 

Conducting the interview 

As the case companies are located in different countries; the interviews have been conducted 

via phone. While interviewing audio recording has been used to reduce bias and increase 

reliability (Saunders et al., 2009). In addition, it enabled the interviewers to concentrate more 

on the interview partner and his/hers answers. All interviews lasted between 30 and 45 

minutes in which all initiatives were discussed with time left for general comments. 

 

Empirical data was complemented by documents collected from publications and websites of 

the companies regarding their sustainability work. 

 

4.2 Data analysis 

This section describes which strategy the researchers followed to analyze the data. The theory 

and practical results have been presented and partly analyzed with the use of the CIVIS 

framework. Lozano (2012) created the CIVIS framework by conducting a detailed literature 

review on multiple sustainability initiatives. The CIVIS framework served as a base and has 

been adapted to the research case, contributing the research in connecting the sustainability 

initiatives with the corporate system elements and sustainability dimensions. 

 

4.2.1 Theory results analysis 

Table 3 (shown in the section 4.2.3) presents the criteria on how the theory results have been 

analyzed. For example; Cleaner production is described by Fresner (1998) as an initiative that 

aims to reduce environmental impact of production (hence the O&P and environment are 

affected). Furthermore cleaner production aims to reduce the usage of materials which 

directly influences the economic outcome, hence the economic dimension. In the example of 

eco labeling, Erskine and Collins (1997) explain that the initiative aims to provide customers 

with information on the environmental impact of products (hence the corporate element P&M 

is addressed). In addition, Erskine and Collins (1997) mention that eco labeling can be seen 

as an award for products and processes with reduced environmental impacts, therefore a 

direct impact on the environmental dimension can be stated. Karl and Orwat (2000) stated 

that consumers may be willing to pay more for products with eco labels, which indicates an 

side effect and is therefore a limited contribution to the field of economics and P&M. 
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4.2.2 Interview data analysis 

The grounded theory approach is applied to analyze the interview data and to create new 

theory (Glaser and Strauss, 2017). Grounded theory is divided into the two approaches 

glassarian and straussian (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). The straussian approach is more fitting 

to this research as the data had to be interpreted to create categories (Strauss and Corbin, 

1994). Out of the three ways of coding (open, axial and selective) open coding has been used 

to create categories. With open coding, the risk of false categorizing appears due to the 

interpretation of the researcher. In the end, selective coding is used to find relations between 

the initiatives used by the companies and the sustainability outcome. This selective way of 

coding allowed the researcher in finding poorly constructed theories. 

Additionally, quantitative data was collected from the companies regarding the use of 

sustainability initiatives. This allowed the researchers to use descriptive analysis further on in 

the research (Vogt, 2007). A small survey was applied to the interview guideline to provide 

the case companies with knowledge on which initiatives are highlighted during the interview 

(see appendix 1). The survey included all 14 initiatives with the question whether the 

company used it and how they perceive the outcome. The survey was referred to during the 

interviews and later used for descriptive analysis on the use of sustainability initiatives. 

 

4.2.3 Categorization 

Categorization is highlighted in this part, as it is the base of the data analysis. The meaning of 

long interview statements were reduced to a few categories with the help of coding and 

categorization (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). The data collected by researching the fourteen 

selected sustainability initiatives were categorized and related to the five corporate elements 

and the sustainability dimensions. The criteria shown in table 3 were used for categorizing 

the theory and the practical findings. In the theory and practical result section brackets with 

A&C, M&S, O&P, OS, P&M, eco, env, soc and time are added to show the connection 

between the statement and the category 

 

Table 3: Definition of dimension and corporate system criteria 

Dimension The statement is categorized in the corresponding dimension if... 

Economic it encompasses competitiveness, job and market creation, profitability, 

financial health, economic performance and/or trading opportunities. 

Environmental it addresses organizational impact on natural systems including, water 

quality, natural resources, land use, emissions, energy consumption 

and solid and toxic waste.  

Social it refers to social justice, workplace safety and conditions, equal 

opportunity, human rights or labor rights, social justice, workplace 

safety and conditions, equal opportunity, human rights or labor rights. 
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Time it mentions a specific goal in time. For example: in 2025 company X 

will stop using fossil fuel.  

Corporate system The statement is categorized in the corresponding system if... 

A&C it includes the corporates reporting, risk disclosures, accountability, 

financial performance, governance and/or sustainable development. 

M&S it refers to the general direction, strategy, integrated organizational 

activities, vision and /or mission of the company.  

O&P it mentions creating, or adding value to customers through people, 

processes and equipment.  

OS it touches elements reporting and communication, flows culture, 

leadership styles, problem solving approaches, structure, human 

resources and development and change management. 

P&M it involves the needs of the customer, how to fulfill them and under 

which terms. It also involves buying and selling goods, services or 

work with externals in the right terms. 

 

4.3 Research quality 

The quality of a research is partly defined by the reliability and validity (Yin, 2009 and Voss 

et al, 2002). Yin (2009) describes four tests to proof the quality of a research; construct 

validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability.  

 Construct validity to control if the right measurements are taken for the subject being 

studied 

 Internal validity to control if the connections are causal and not spurious  

 External validity to control if the findings of the study can be generalized 

 Reliability focused on the operations of the study to test if the research is repeatable 

with the same results.  

 

Construct validity: 

Two steps have to be executed in order to meet the test of construct validity (Yin, 2009). First 

specific types of changes have to be selected to measure the study. Second, it has to be 

demonstrated that the selected measures do in fact reflect the changes. This study tests the 

construct validity through exploiting multiple sources like peer-reviewed articles, books and 

websites for theoretical evidence. Practical evidence is triangulated by using interviews next 

to website information and annual reports. Using multiple sources in combination with 

Google Scholar to find common initiatives represents the chain of evidence in the test of 

construct validity. 
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Internal validity: 

Internal validity appears to be important to define the difference between causal and spurious 

connections. Yin (2009) describes internal validity as only important for causal/explanatory 

studies. In this case, the theoretical part has to be tested in internal validity as it defines as an 

explanatory study. To validate, matching patterns have to be found. By categorizing the 

theory and practical results with the same coding rules, possible biases have been avoided. 

However, because the analysis is partly based on the perception of the researcher this still 

lead to a limitation in the data analysis. 

 

External validity: 

External validity tests if the study is generalizable (Yin, 2009). Which means, is the outcome 

of the study on these five companies also applicable to other companies. The tactic used is to 

replicate the findings in multiple companies. Five companies have been asked the same 

initiatives in order to find overlapping data. The researcher acknowledge that the outcome 

can differ between small (<50 employees), medium (50-1000 employees) and big companies 

(>1000 employees). In this case, the lack of small and medium companies is seen as a 

limitation. For big companies at least four companies have been used to collect and validate 

data.  

 

Reliability: 

The objective of reliability is to assure that a second researcher finds the same results and 

conclusion when conducting the same research (Yin, 2009). The aim of reliability is to 

minimize errors and biases. The researchers used different strategies to increase the 

reliability. Multiple sources on the same subjects have been used e.g. for identifying the 

corporate systems, sustainability dimensions and initiatives. In addition, a clear interview 

guideline has been used, together with a recording device during the interviews. 

 

4.4 Expected results/contribution 

This research will contribute to the field of sustainability in theoretical and practical terms. 

As explained in the introduction only a few researchers investigated the combination of 

multiple initiatives to address sustainability holistically. Theory will be added to the holistic 

sustainability approach and tested in practical terms by executing a multiple case study. The 

findings of the case study will be compared to previous theory findings. It is expected to 

gather knowledge about similarities and differences between theory suggestions and practical 

sustainability approaches. Furthermore, the research will contribute in practical terms to the 

field of sustainability. The comparison of sustainability approaches will allow insights in 

which initiatives are used to address sustainability. It is expected to give recommendations to 

companies on which combination of initiatives will led to a holistic sustainability approach.  
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4.5 Ethical and societal aspects of the research 

Research with human participants is a complex and demanding responsibility (King et al., 

2018). Ethical issues will exist and emerge and therefore researchers need to be aware of 

ethical implications (King et al., 2018). Good research practices are based on fundamental 

principles of research integrity. The principles are reliability, honesty, respect and 

accountability (ALLEA, 2017). Besides acting responsibly with data and the interviewees, 

King et al. (2018) suggest being transparent and attentive to societal aspects. As sustainability 

activities are good marketing for companies, reluctance in revealing their activities is not 

expected but on the other hand, it is necessary to be aware of possible biases, e.g. positive 

promotion of their sustainable behavior (Laufer, 2003). Considering the societal aspects, 

research in the field of sustainability may highlight the importance of the topic. This may 

encourage companies and individuals to put more effort in their sustainable behavior.  

4.6 Limitations 

A method to delimitate the data collection was to interview representatives that are familiar 

with sustainability concepts within the case company. Besides that, non-financial reports and 

information from the companies website have been used to triangulate data. However, the 

interview involved only one representative per company, which should be seen as a limitation 

in data collection. Another limitation is that the interviews have been translated from German 

or Dutch into English, which increases the risk of wrong interpretations. As already described 

in the section research quality, further limitations are that the analysis is partly based on the 

perception of the researchers and only one small company is used, which lowers the 

generalization of gathered results.  
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5. Results 

5.1 Theory results table 

The aim of this research is to test theory against empirical data gathered from case 

companies. A theoretical model is created to provide an overview and a structure to analyze 

the data. Previous work in connecting the theory to the corporate elements and the 

sustainability dimensions has been done by Lozano (2012). The CIVIS framework by Lozano 

(2012) is used as a base for a theoretical model developed in this thesis but has been adapted 

and changed to fit the aim of this study. The CIVIS framework connects the chosen initiatives 

to the corporate elements and the four sustainability dimensions with full, limited or no 

contribution. Full contribution means the corporate elements or dimensions are addressed in 

the first place, while limited contribution can be seen as a side effect.  

 

Table 4: Theoretical results table (adapted from Lozano, 2012) 

 
 

The created theoretical model (see table 4) shows that most initiatives are focused on the 

environmental dimension (13), followed by the economic (10), the social (5) and last the time 

dimension (3). As for the corporate systems, Operation and Productions (8) and Management 

and Strategy (7) are mostly addressed, while Assessment and Communication (2), 

Procurement and Marketing (2) and Organizational systems (1) are addressed by only a few 

initiatives. While most of the initiatives seem to have full contribution to addressed corporate 

A&C M&S O&P OS P&M Econ. Env. Social Time

Circular Economy

Cleaner Production

Corporate Citizenship

Corporate Social 

Responsibility

Ecodesign

Eco-efficiency

Eco-labelling

Environmental Management 

System (EMS)

Factor X

Industrial Ecology

Life Cycle Assessment

Sustainable livelihood

Sustainability reporting

Triple Bottom Line

Corporate system Sustainability dimension
Sustainability initiatives
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elements and/or dimensions. Considering side effects (limited contribution), they are most 

likely to occur addressing M&S (2), Economic (2) and Environment (2). Only for the time 

dimension and the A&C, the theory results show no side effects at all. 

 

Overview of the theory results: 

In the following table 5, the theory results are summarized. The table shows the number of 

addressed corporate system elements and dimensions. The first number in the brackets (x) 

stands for the amount of full contributions, while the second number (y) represents limited 

contribution. The number before the bracket is the accumulated number of full and limited 

contribution. 

 

Table 5: Overview of theory results 

 
 

5.2 Case study findings 

In the following section the case companies and results are presented. The case companies 

are named from A-E to remain anonymous and presented in an alphabetical order. 

Furthermore, Confidential Referencing (CR) is used in this section to not reveal the 

companies names over sources.  An overview of company A-E and the interview partners can 

be found in table 2 in section 4.1.2. Each case company is introduced in general in the 

beginning. After that used initiatives are described. The initiatives are listed in an 

alphabetical order as well. Explained is how the companies use the initiatives, what corporate 

elements and dimensions are addressed and what challenges or results have been 

experienced. The results are mainly gathered from the interviews conducted with each 

company. Further information has been added through investigating additional sources, like 

company websites or sustainability reports. Result tables are created for each case company, 

presenting used initiatives and addressed corporate system elements and sustainability 

dimensions. The results of each company are combined in table 13 providing an overview in 

the end of the case study findings part. The created table for the practical results (table 13) 

will be used to further discuss differences and similarities between theory (table 3) and 

practical findings.  

 

Theory results

A&C 2 (0, 0)

M&S 7 (5,2)

O&P 8 (7, 1)

OS 1 (0, 1)

P&M 2 (1, 1)

Econ. 10 (8, 2)

Env. 13 (11, 2)

Soc. 5 (4, 1)

Time 3 (3, 0)

Total (Full, Limited)
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It has to be noted that all case companies claim to address the economic, environmental and 

the social dimension with their sustainability efforts (econ, env, soc). Being focused on 

environmentally and social aspects, besides economic terms also influences the strategy of 

the company's (M&S). Efforts undertaken regarding sustainability are furthermore 

communicated and used for marketing purposes (P&M). Even if not explicitly stated 

companies apply the concept of TBL. The results for the TBL are included in every results 

table without further explanation.  

 

5.2.1 Case Company A 

Company A is a network company and responsible for the regional distribution of energy, 

such as electricity, gas, biogas and heating. Company A ensures that energy goes from the 

central or local source to the end user. For instance, from wind turbines to households or e-

charging stations for vehicles. Company A distributes electricity that comes from diverse 

sources, including energy plants and wind farms, either through the national energy network 

or from imports. In addition, a growing number of consumers and businesses are feeding self-

generated energy into the energy networks. These new supply-and-demand dynamics are 

transforming the role that Company A has to play (CR 1). Sustainability initiatives used by 

company A in relation with the corporate system elements and sustainability dimensions are 

presented in Table 6. The interview was held with a Corporate Social relationship (CSR) 

director of Company A.  

 

Table 6: Practical results table - Company A 

 

A&C M&S O&P OS P&M Econ. Env. Social Time

Circular Economy
X

Cleaner Production
X

Corporate Citizenship
X

Corporate Social 

Responsibility
X

Ecodesign

Eco-efficiency
X

Eco-labelling

Environmental Management 

System (EMS)
X

Factor X
X

Industrial Ecology

Life Cycle Assessment
X

Sustainable livelihood
X

Sustainability reporting
X

Triple Bottom Line
X

Sustainability initiatives
Corporate system Sustainability dimensionUsed(X)/ 

Not Used
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Circular Economy 

Company A is working with CE through circular buying. Materials used by company A are 

separated and up to 90% recycled (O&P, env).  Company A states: “mostly recycled 

materials are aluminum, steel and sand”. The other 10% is burned or considered chemical 

waste (env). To increase the recycling percentage, higher requirements towards the supplier is 

needed. The circularity of the company is measured and controlled through a Key 

Performance Indicator (KPI) (M&S). The management has set goals to have 40% circular 

products (O&P, env). The CE goals are mainly focused on having a low impact on the 

environment, by allowing waste to have a second life. Company A benefits economically 

from dividing and selling homogeneous waste (econ). In addition, products that are 

economically written off, but technical still fit the requirements are refurbished and sold for a 

lower price (O&P, econ). This technique is also slowly followed by the suppliers of company 

A. In addition, Company A adopted material passports to become an important part of the 

tender. Experience showed that suppliers who use material passports are more reliable. 

However, a negative result is the time consuming process of implementing CE for company 

A. Summarized the results of company A for CE showed full contribution for O&P and the 

environmental-dimension and limited contribution for M&S and the economic-dimension. 

 

Cleaner Production 

Even though company A does not produce any goods, cleaner production is represented in 

their measurement device, which is mandatory for every client. This device has been 

modified to be lighter and smaller (O&P), which is easier to use and uses less materials (env). 

In addition, Company A has goals to reduce the use of products (eco, env). However, a major 

challenge is the reliability of the energy grid. The reliability has to stay as close to 100% as 

possible and cannot be reduced as a consequence of using fewer materials (O&P). For 

example, “a concept for cable protection made out of old shampoo bottles had to be stopped, 

because the quality was not sufficient to ensure the standards of reliability” as company A 

explains (O&P). To summarize; CP showed full contribution in O&P, economic- and the 

environmental-dimension in practice. 

 

Corporate Citizenship/Corporate Social Responsibility 

Company A presents CC with a foundation, which stimulates volunteering work (soc). Each 

year around 1000 employees do a wide variation of volunteering work in the project “better 

for the neighborhood” (P&M, soc, env). Company A does not make a difference between CC 

and CSR so both initiatives are addressed with the same information. Also linked with CC, 

company A does not disconnect non-paying clients between November and the beginning of 

March (soc). To summarize; CC/CSR showed full contribution for P&M and the social-

dimension and limited contribution for the environmental-dimension. 

 

Eco-efficiency 

Eco-efficiency is a qualification analyzed by company A before signing suppliers (P&M, 

M&S). One of the headquarters is CO2 neutral and energy positive, which is economically 

and environmentally beneficial (econ, env). To summarize; eco-efficiency showed full 
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contribution for M&S, economic- and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution 

for P&M. 

 

Environmental Management System 

Company A owns an Enterprise Resource Planning system (ERP) (OS) capable of monitoring 

the environmental impact (env) of the company. For example through bought material 

passports (A&C) CO2 emissions (env), produced waste (env) and the safety of the employees 

(soc) can be measured, analyzed and improved. Using the EMS, company A is able to: 

“analyze difference in data and solve problems related to sustainability” e.g. an increase of 

waste (econ, env, M&S). Company A has set up their EMS according to the ISO 14001 

guidelines and aiming to follow the ISO 26000 series as well (CR 1). To summarize; EMS 

showed full contribution for A&C, M&S, OS, economic-, environmental-, and the time-

dimension. 

 

Factor X 

Company A has goals to reduce the use of products. However, the reliability of the energy 

grid has to stay high and cannot be reduced due to the use of less materials (M&S, O&P). 

Company A pressures suppliers to use less damaging products to the environment by using 

product passports (O&P, env). These passport enable company A to control the amount of 

resources used in the products they use (env). To summarize; Factor X showed full 

contribution for M&S, O&P, environmental-, and the social-dimension. 

 

Life Cycle Assessment: 

Company A does use LCA on a small scale to measure the efficiency of an adapter to analyze 

if it should be replaced (O&P, env). In other cases company A does not use LCA, because 

they believe it is too much discussion on ‘a bit more sustainable’. In other words, “what is the 

difference between level 4 or level 5 LCA” as mentioned by company A. In the end, 

company A wants to achieve zero CO2 emissions and complete recyclable products. To 

summarize; LCA showed full contribution for O&P and the environmental-dimension. 

 

Sustainable Livelihood: 

Company A created an energy bank to provide energy to the people who cannot afford it. 

(M&S, P&M, econ, soc). To summarize; sustainable livelihood showed full contribution in 

M&S, P&M, economic- and the social-dimension. 

 

Sustainability Reporting 

Company A uses what they call integrated reporting, where they combine financial and non-

financial goals, results and impact in their annual report using the GRI guidelines (A&C). In 

the reports, the impact on the dimensions economic, environmental and social is represented 

(econ, env, soc). Reporting helps the company to analyze the results and to improve every 

year. To summarize; sustainability reporting showed full contribution in M&S, P&M, 

economic-, environmental-, and the social-dimension. 
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5.2.2 Case Company B 

Company B is a car manufacturer, which produces high-end cars. In 2018, over 1.5 million 

cars have been delivered to customers, built in plants all around the world. According to 

company B every production site aims to achieve very high standards of quality, efficiency 

and environmental acceptability. Besides the classic car manufacturing company B also 

expanded their business by implementing different strategic cooperation with software 

developers, digital services or innovation research centers (CR 2). The interview was held 

with the head of sustainability for a production site in Germany. Sustainability initiatives 

used by company B in relation with the corporate systems and sustainability dimensions are 

presented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7: Practical results table - Company B  

 
 

General comments 

Before the implementation of every sustainability initiative material, financial and logistic 

aspects are considered. Every action is considered individually, even if it is not financially 

reasonable it will be used sometimes because of other effects. In general it is really 

challenging for company B to measure and compare results of ecological and social activities. 

For company B sustainable action means considering the immediate and long-term 

Used(X)/ 

Not Used A&C M&S O&P OS P&M Econ. Env. Social Time
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Social 
X
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X
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X

Eco-labelling
X
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Management 
X
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X

Sustainable 
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X
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X
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initiatives
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consequences of its decisions. Economic success, environmental compatibility and social 

responsibility are equally important (CR 5). 

 

Circular Economy 

Company B addresses the three R´s of CE: Reduce, Reuse and Recycling. Company B 

continuously reduces their energy consumption for heating, cooling and their production 

process in general (O&P, econ, env). Company B explains: “The amount of used materials is 

aimed to be reduced continuously”. In general “remanufacturing is applied throughout the 

whole company” as said Company B (M&S). Besides remanufacturing of production 

machines, electric generators are reused and sold for spare parts already since 1961 (econ, 

env). Considering recycling, materials are melt in and reused (O&P, econ, env). For example 

leftovers of high quality aluminum can be recycled with an adequate effort and a very high 

financial outcome for the firm (econ, env). CE becomes more and more important, but is 

basically not a new concept to the firm. Transport vehicles, electric generators and the 

remanufacturing of tools is already done since decades but becomes a whole new dimension 

now and is further spread. All three R´s are in use right now but there is still a lot of potential 

left according to company B. To summarize; CE showed full contribution for O&P, 

economic and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution for M&S. 

 

Cleaner Production 

Company B is aiming to make all their plants C02 neutral until 2030 (env, time). One crucial 

element to reach that goal is the use of CE (described in the section above). Besides that 

different efforts are undertaken to make the production cleaner. Company B lists specific 

goals in their sustainability reports, with a way of measurement and a due year (time). To 

give an example it was aimed to expand and develop measures for reducing freshwater 

consumption at national and international sites in 2018 (O&P, econ, env). The reach of the 

goal is measured by investments in projects with the long-term goal (time) of a wastewater-

free production and the realization of water recycling at a German production site (O&P, 

econ, env) with the reduction target of 40 percent of used freshwater (CR 5). To summarize 

CP showed full contribution for O&P, economic-, environmental-, and the time-dimension. 

 

Corporate Citizenship 

In 2017 company B spent in total 20.6 million euros for CC activities. The actions undertaken 

are various and related to society and employees (soc). Company B is aiming to strengthen 

cultural diversity through global employee rotation or international young talent programs 

(M&S, soc). Furthermore, the company is promoting equal opportunities and work-life 

balance (M&S, soc). The percentage of women in the first and second management tier are 

fixed by concrete numbers to ensure a fair share of women in upper management. In addition, 

childcare or services are located near to the workplace and are continuously expanded (M&S, 

soc). Different voluntary programs are supported and aimed to be further developed (P&M, 

soc) (CR 5). To summarize; CC showed full contribution in M&S and the social-dimension 

and limited contribution in P&M. 
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Corporate Social Responsibility 

The concept of CSR is named Corporate Responsibility (RS) for company B, because of 

“common translation mistakes into the German language” as explained by Company B. The 

initiative is addressed with different efforts. To ensure all activities are conforming to all laws 

and regulations the company set up the three lines of defense model consisting of three levels 

(M&S, soc). The first level is the department the responsible for activity (O&P), the second 

level is the management level and the third level is an intern audit (M&S). Each level 

operates and controls the confirmation with laws and regulations independently. To 

summarize; CSR showed full contribution in M&S, O&P and the social-dimension. 

 

Ecodesign 

Company B is working together with the University of Lüneburg in fields of ecodesign or 

green product designing. Together, they follow the “cradle to cradle” concept with eco-

effectiveness as its goal (env). To do so already in the design process the choice of materials 

considers continuous material cycles (O&P, econ, env). To summarize; ecodesign showed 

full contribution in O&P and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution for the 

economic-dimension (CR 3). 

 

Eco-efficiency 

The production planning of company B includes the goal of producing one third as electric 

cars by 2025 (M&S, O&P, env, time). The biggest challenge hereby will be providing the 

needed charging infrastructure for electric vehicles. This includes private charging stations at 

home, as well as public charging stations in cities, along the highway etc. Company B states:  

“without a decent charging infrastructure the customers will be unsatisfied with electric cars, 

no matter how good the products will be”. Therefore car manufacturer like company B are 

not able to make the shift on their own. In addition, energy providers and politics need to 

speed up the development of the charging infrastructure for electric cars. Company B is also 

aware that the green electricity is needed in order to be more eco-efficient when using electric 

vehicles. Company B already offers to sell green electricity and gas with the car (econ, env). 

To summarize; eco-efficiency showed full contribution for M&S, O&P, economic-, 

environmental-, and the time-dimension. 

 

Eco Labelling 

Eco-Labelling is used only in small doses, because “it can be seen as self-promotion”, 

mentioned by Company B (P&M, env). If company B gets conferred an eco-label by other 

organizations they accept it but the company does not make an effort to gather eco labels. To 

summarize eco-labelling showed limited contribution for P&M and the environmental-

dimension. 

 

Environmental Management System 

The used EMS is certified by EMAS and the German “TÜV” (OS). TÜVs are German 

businesses that provide inspection and product certification services (English: Technical 

Inspection Association). Furthermore, the ISO 14001 standard is met by company B. The 
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management system is contributing to a more efficient use of resources (econ, env). 

According to company B the standards and guidelines are significant for the use of the EMS. 

To summarize; EMS showed full contribution in OS and the environmental-dimension and 

limited contribution for the economic-dimension. 

 

Life Cycle Assessment 

Company B conducts a LCA for several car models. The LCA of company B includes the 

production (O&P), the use and the recycling phase, with inputs of energy and raw materials 

and outputs of emissions and waste. With the help of a LCA company B is able to see 

possibilities for improvements in each life cycle phase and can compare effects on the 

environment with previous types of the same model (M&S, P&M, env). The LCA is one 

module on the systematic path to an environmentally friendlier behavior and the protection of 

natural resources during the value creating process. To summarize LCA showed full 

contribution in M&S, O&P and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution for 

P&M (CR 4). 

 

Sustainability Reporting 

Company B uses sustainability reporting since 2013 (report about the year 2012). Company B 

wanted to make sustainability “more transparent and also give the topic more attention by 

writing down specific goals, activities and results” (P&M). The sustainability report of 

Company B follows GRI guidelines. The most important goal of their sustainability reports is 

to inform external and internal stakeholders (A&C, soc). Company B mentions that through 

reporting employees are now much more aware of sustainability in general (soc). Also, 

sustainability reporting is a contribution to the culture shift into a more sustainable behavior 

for the company (soc). To summarize; sustainability reporting showed full contribution for 

A&C and the social-dimension and limited contribution for P&M. 

 

 

5.2.3 Case Company C 

Company C is one of Europe’s biggest cheese producers. Founded in the early 20th century, 

the company still remains a family business. The product range constantly expanded and now 

includes cream cheese, hard and semi-hard cheese, processed cheese, soft cheese, white 

cheese and feta, cottage cheese and quark with herbs. The plants are mainly located in 

Europe, but also in Russia and the US. The products are available in more than 30 countries, 

besides supermarkets, company C is also a partner of the food industry and the gastronomy 

(CR 6). The interview was held with a sustainability manager for a production site in 

Germany. Sustainability initiatives used by company C in relation with the corporate systems 

and sustainability dimensions are presented in Table 8. 
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Table 8: Practical results table - Company C  

 
 

General.comments 

The focus of sustainability activities is mainly gathered from stakeholder surveys. 

Suggestions for improvements can be mentioned by the employees and eventually be 

implemented after a successful assessment. The ROI for environmental investments is set 

way longer than for other investments to foster environmentally friendly behavior. Instead of 

2-3 years, it is possible to have a ROI of 8-9 years. While the environmental and the 

economic dimension can be measured adequately, it is difficult to do so with the social 

dimension. Company C formulated concrete goals for the social dimension and evaluated if 

they had been reached or not. For example company C works together with health insurance 

companies to rank sick days of employees with other companies of the same sector. 

Company C aims to create more KPIs or methods to quantify goals regarding the social 

dimension in the future. In general employee and stakeholder surveys help a lot to gather 

feedback. 

Circular Economy 

The concept is used partly since 2016. Up to now, over 90% of the produced waste of 

company C is further used (env). Besides protecting the environment this also saves money 
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for the company on a long term (econ). Company C is aware of further possibilities of CE. 

The expanding of the initiative is planned in the future regarding the topics resources, energy, 

packaging and waste management (M&S, O&P). To summarize; CE showed full contribution 

for M&S, O&P, economic and the environmental -dimension. 

 

Cleaner Production 

In general, energy and resources are aimed to be used more efficient in the production by 

company C (O&P), which also results in less costs for the production process (econ). Besides 

using less energy, it is also a goal to use more green energy (env). Therefore, company C uses 

solar panels to cover parts of the demanded energy with own produced green energy (econ, 

env). In addition, the climate impact of the plants are measured with the goal to become a 

climate neutral corporate in the future. In bio gas stations, non-used groceries are shredded 

with their packages. Laws regulate the size of the plastic to bring it back on the fields as 

fertilizer. Suppliers of company C are not allowed to put glyphosate and micro plastic on 

their green field. This means “high effort and extra costs for company C for processes 

separating product and package before recycling it” as explained by Company C  (econ, env). 

To summarize; CP showed full contribution for O&P, economic and the environmental-

dimension. 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility 

Regarding CSR company C is comply with all government laws, but also a lot of efforts go 

beyond the requirements by law. Efforts contributing to CSR are for example a high diversity 

of further education possibilities for employees, efforts to enhance the combination of work 

and family or ergonomic layout of working places (soc). Company C is highly focused on 

working place ergonomics, mainly in the production site (O&P). Besides avoiding accidents 

in general, this includes making sure that “employees can work without any physical damage 

even if doing the same movement all the time over years” as mentioned by company C 

(social). One specific goal of company C is to have a zero LTA-rate (lost time accident), 

which means having no accidents inside the company. Since 2006 the company is also 

working together with the organization “Die Tafel” which is providing free food for people in 

need (P&M, soc). The donated products cannot be sold anymore but are still totally fine to 

eat. With the cooperation, people in need are supported and waste of food is avoided (env, 

soc). Another project supported by company C, focusing on avoiding waste of groceries is 

“Zu gut für die Tonne”. Furthermore, company C is working together with the Thünen 

Institute, an institute for sustainability in agriculture. With the institute, the company 

developed a survey for all farmers delivering milk for company C. The survey covered the 

aspects animal well-being, working conditions and payment of the farmers and how the green 

fields are farmed (soc). The results of the survey are still in progress today with the goal to 

implement actions enabling a more sustainable farming process (M&S). To summarize; CSR 

showed full contribution for M&S, O&P, P&M and the social-dimension and limited 

contribution for the environmental-dimension. 
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Ecodesign 

Ecodesign is already in use for company C for several projects. For packages the company is 

using recyclable materials (O&P, env), also awarded with an eco-label (see section eco-

labelling). The company is aware of the concept and is using it partly, with the goal to further 

expand it in the future. To summarize; ecodesign showed full contribution for O&P and the 

environmental-dimension. 

 

Eco-Labelling 

Eco-Labels are used for various purposes within company C. To name an example packages 

have been labelled with the “Made for Recycling” label awarded by the “BIFA 

Umweltinstitut GmbH” and “Fraunhofer institute” (P&M, env). Furthermore, company C 

aims to get the label animal protection for milk production (P&M, soc). To summarize; eco-

labelling showed full contribution for P&M, environmental-, and the social-dimension.   

 

Environmental Management System 

The used EMS system is EMAS certified and also the ISO 14001 standard is met (OS). 

According to company C the two certifications complement each other. EMAS is an EU 

certification which requires an (written down) environmental declaration (env). While 

ISO14001 is valid worldwide, “which is useful for inquiries outside of Europe” stated by 

company C. Additionally company C is fulfilling the ISO 50001 standard. The ISO 50001 

standard is an EMS standard which deals intensive and only with questions regarding energy 

management. The topic energy is only slightly addressed by EMAS and ISO 14001 which 

was the reason for company C to also implement ISO 50001 (O&P, econ, env). To 

summarize; EMS showed full contribution in OS and the environmental-dimension and 

limited contribution for O&P and the economic-dimension. 

 

Life Cycle Assessment 

The concept of LCA is aimed to be further developed, but is already partly used. For several 

products the CO2 footprint is measured (O&P, env). A concrete LCA is executed for 

packages to gain knowledge about the environmental impact (O&P, env). To summarize; 

LCA showed full contribution for O&P and the environmental-dimension. 

 

Sustainability Reporting 

The first sustainability report was released in the year 2013, although general environment 

reports were already made before. In the beginning, a new report was published every two 

years but now the time was expanded to every three years (time). The reason for that was the 

“high effort for the organization and the fact that sustainability goals are rather middle and 

long term focused” as said by company C (time). Therefore it was decided to rather invest 

more manpower in actual sustainability actions, then in reporting. Company C is reporting 

after GRI guidelines, which is helpful as the guidelines set the focus on crucial objectives for 

company C. With the help of the report external and internal stakeholders are informed about 

the company's sustainability activities (A&C, P&M, soc). The actual results of sustainability 
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reporting are hard to measure, but it was noticed that employees are more aware of the topic 

and came up with ideas regarding sustainability more frequently (soc). To summarize; 

sustainability reporting showed full contribution for A&C and the social-dimension and 

limited contribution for P&M and the time-dimension. 

 

5.2.4 Case Company D 

Company D is the head of a multi-brand group, performing tasks of a management and 

financial holding company. The insurance group is based in Germany and operates in more 

than 150 countries. Different brands that belong to the group include; an insurance solution 

provider for retail customers and industrial clients, a worldwide operating reinsurer, banc 

assurance specialists and funds provider and assets manager (CR 7). The interview was held 

with the sustainability manager of the head company of the group. Sustainability initiatives 

used by company D in relation with the corporate systems and sustainability dimensions are 

presented in Table 9. 

 

Table 9: Practical results table - Company D 
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General comments 

Implementing sustainability is a process which needs a lot of conviction work. The top 

management is focused on caused costs and the resulting benefit, so arguments have to be 

presented that further sustainability activities are worth implementing. EU regulations have 

been the key for being active in terms of sustainability, but now also other benefits have been 

experienced. In general, it is difficult to measure the impact of most sustainable activities and 

present concrete numbers. Environmental and economic impacts are the most likely to be 

quantified, while the outcome of social activities are not measured or evaluated.  

 

Corporate Citizenship 

Under the headline, corporate citizenship the company is supporting several social activities. 

Company D created a foundation focused on supporting education (soc). Up to 15 

scholarships are provided every year to talented students throughout Germany (M&S, P&M, 

soc). Furthermore, company D is the main sponsor of Germanys national mathematics 

competition (P&M, soc). As company D is structured as a group, it is planned to further 

implement sub companies in social sustainability activities, which are mainly locally focused. 

An example given is the support of a sport event for disabled people in the Netherlands. In 

addition, there are possibilities for employees to be released from work to participate in social 

events or to do social work (soc). To summarize; CC showed full contribution for M&S, 

P&M and the social-dimension. 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility  

Company D executes the concept of CSR on many different levels. To prevent corruption and 

money laundering is an essential part of the compliance management (M&S, soc). The code 

of conduct contains concrete rules covering this area. There are general and specific work 

instructions to provide employees with the specific rules of the code of conduct to “avoid 

conflicts of interests, granting, accepting gifts and other sideline activities” as explained by 

company D (O&P, soc). Another topic, which recently reached a lot of attention, is data 

protection. As an insurance company personal data is needed from the customers. Employees 

are required to comply with the data protection law and the groups data protection guidelines 

to actively contribute to ensure that personal data are reliably protected from unauthorized 

access (soc). Furthermore, the company is working with a data protection management 

system (CR 8) (M&S). To summarize; CSR showed full contribution in M&S and the social-

dimension and limited contribution for O&P. 

 

Eco-Efficiency 

As an insurance company the impact of their operations on the environment is relatively low 

compared to manufacturing companies. Nevertheless, the goal is to reduce caused emissions. 

Company D mainly cause emissions through business travels and paper use in the offices. 

Company D aims to reduce the amount of paper use by becoming more digital (O&P, econ, 

env). Furthermore, the carbon footprint is measured e.g. how much CO2 emissions are caused 

by business travels. The measurement of CO2 emissions helps the company to visualize their 

environmental impact and to identify potential for improvements (M&S). Sub companies of 
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the group already implemented compensation activities on caused CO2 emissions with 

different projects. Additionally, the company is working currently on a shift towards only 

using green electricity. To summarize; eco-efficiency showed full contribution in O&P, 

economic- and the environmental-dimension and limited contribution for M&S. 

 

Environmental Management System 

Company D recently implemented the EMS “Öko-Profit”, which can be seen as a preparation 

to be ISO 14001 and EMAS certified (OS).  Company D explains: “already 70%-80% of the 

requirements for the standard ISO 14001 are fulfilled with being ”Öko-Profit” certified”. 

Besides a better impact on the environment (env) the implementation of the EMS also 

resulted in cost reductions (econ), which are higher than the initial implementation costs after 

one year of usage. Sub companies of the group are already ISO 14001 and EMAS certified. 

To summarize; EMS showed full contribution for OS, economic-, and the environmental-

dimension. 

 

Sustainability Reporting 

The first test sustainability report was created in 2015 for the year 2014. Since then company 

D reported annually. Reasons for implementing sustainability reporting has been an EU-law 

but also a stakeholder survey in 2014 showed an increased interest of investors and 

stakeholders about sustainability. The Report functions as a communication tool towards 

customers, investors and their own employees (A&C, P&M, soc). To fulfill the need of 

information a stable process is needed. Therefore, the sustainability report is created 

according to GRI-Standards, which functions as a guideline. To summarize; sustainability 

reporting showed full contribution in A&C, P&M and the social-dimension. 
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5.2.5 Case Company E 

Company E is a family founded vegetable producing business in Belgium. The company 

produces several different fruits and vegetables in a 17 and 3 hectare sized greenhouse. In 

2008 the company started to produce electricity for 15.000 households by using their own 

cogeneration module (CR 9). The interview was held with one of the owners of company E. 

Less impact for the environment is the driver for company E to include sustainability 

initiatives in their daily work. Sustainability initiatives used by company E in relation with 

the corporate systems and sustainability dimensions are presented in Table 10. 

 

Table 10: Practical results table - Company E 

 
 

General comments 

The TBL is involved in all decisions made by company E. If there is a significant negative 

effect in one of the three dimensions, the project will not continue. In addition, company E 

notices a major difference between short and long-term decisions. Short term or the low 

hanging fruit is always immediately taken in consideration, while long term goals involves 

more planning and regulations. For example, to stop using fossil fuel and use gas, the 

geological location did not fit the requirements and the project had to be terminated.  

 

 

Used(X)/ 

Not Used A&C M&S O&P OS P&M Econ. Env. Social Time

Circular 

Economy
X

Cleaner 

Production
X

Corporate 

Citizenship
X

Corporate 

Social 
X

Ecodesign

Eco-efficiency
X

Eco-labelling

Environmental 

Management 

Factor X
X

Industrial 

Ecology

Life Cycle 

Assessment

Sustainable 

livelihood
X

Sustainability 

reporting
X

Triple Bottom 

Line
X

Sustainability 

initiatives

Corporate system Sustainability dimension
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Circular Economy 

Substrate from the tomato production is stored and reused for production (O&P, econ, env). 

Further results of CE is the use of waste collected from nearby companies (M&S). Company 

E states: “over 90% of the unfiltered waste water of the nearby located company is collected 

and used as fertilizer” (env). This results in savings of 15% in company E’s initial fertilizer 

usage (O&P, econ). Company E produces and stores heat and electricity. The electricity is 

sold to the neighbor while the heat is produced during the day and used during the night. 

Resulting in a significant reduction of fuel and electricity usage (econ, env). In addition, 

economic value is created for the neighbor by buying electricity directly from the supplier. 

To complement, an economic cooperation association is created to coordinate the flow of 

invoices. To summarize; CE showed full contribution for O&P, economic- and the 

environmental-dimension and limited contribution for M&S. 

 

Cleaner Production 

Cleaner production is used by company E to reduce their impact on the environment and to 

increase their economic performance (econ, env). Company E mentioned: “A 7.500 cubic 

meter basin to store rainwater is used to water the plants in the green houses” (O&P, econ, 

env). To summarize; CP showed full contribution for O&P, economic- and the 

environmental-dimension. 

 

Corporate Citizenship 

CC is represented in company E mostly by safety (soc). The workspace of the employees are 

on an ergonomic height and big installations are always accompanied by a supervisor who is 

fully aware of the safety regulations (O&P). Most physical processes are automatized to 

lower the physical stress for the employees (O&P, soc). Summarized CC showed full 

contribution for O&P, P&M and the social-dimension.  

 

Corporate Social Responsibility 

CSR is addressed by hiring people with difficulties on the job market (P&M, soc). They are 

educated by company E, helped with their administrative tasks and to find housing (soc). The 

efficiency of the workers is measured to define a bonus related to work effort. To summarize; 

CSR showed full contribution in P&M and the social-dimension. 

 

Eco-efficiency 

Sensors are used to measure the amount of CO2 in the green houses, to better regulate the 

climate (O&P, econ, env). “This results in better quality of the vegetables and reduction of 

CO2 emissions” as explained by company E. Additionally diffuse glass is used to allow more 

and better spreading of light. This results in 10% more outcome of tomatoes with the same 

quality, without using more resources (O&P, econ, env). To summarize; eco-efficiency 

showed full contribution for O&P, economic- and the environmental-dimension and limited 

contribution for M&S. 
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EMS 

Company E uses three separate systems to control the green houses and governance, however 

no ERP or EMS is used by company E. 

 

Factor X 

Factor X is addressed by company E by reducing the amount of used materials as much as 

possible (O&P, econ, env). Every technology that is shown to the company that can help 

reach this goal is implemented (M&S, O&P,). To summarize; Factor X showed full 

contribution in M&S, O&P, economic- and the environmental-dimension. 

 

Sustainability Reporting 

The last sustainability report was created three years ago. All new technologies and advances 

have been discussed in the report. Topics such as environmental and social developments 

were highlighted (A&C, env, soc). Company E states that: “there have been not enough 

changes in the past years to fill a new report”. Due to the release of a sustainability report 

positive remarks in the press appeared, which created new opportunities for company E 

(P&M, econ). E.g. the University of Gent researched new initiatives in the green houses of 

company E, resulting in a market ready invention (econ). To summarize; sustainability 

reporting showed full contribution for A&C, P&M, economic-, environmental-, and the 

social-dimension. 
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5.2.6 Case study - results overview 

The following section will provide an overview of the gathered results, to answer RQ1: 

which sustainability initiatives do companies use. Table 11 is presenting the number of case 

companies using the different initiatives. Table 12 presents the total number of initiatives 

used per case company. In Table 13 the practical results are combined and compared to the 

theory results in Table 14. 

 

Table 11: Number of case companies using the initiatives 

 

 

The results show that only CSR, sustainability reporting and the TBL is used by every case 

company. Four out of five case companies use CE, CP, CC, eco-efficiency and an EMS. A 

LCA is conducted by three case companies, while eco-design, eco-labelling and Factor X is 

used by two out of the five case companies. Sustainable livelihood is addressed by only one 

case company, while the concept of IE is not addressed by any of the case companies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Initiative Used by company In total

Circular Economy A,B, C, E 4

Cleaner Production A,B, C, E 4

Corporate Citizenship A,B, D, E 4

Corporate Social Responsibility A,B, C, D, E 5

Ecodesign C, D 2

Eco-efficiency A,B, D, E 4

Eco-labelling B, C 2

Environmental Management System (EMS) A,B, C, D 4

Factor X A, E 2

Industrial Ecology 0

Life Cycle Assessment A,B, C 3

Sustainable livelihood A 1

Sustainability reporting A,B, C, D, E 5

Triple Bottom Line A,B, C, D, E 5
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Table 12 presents the number of initiatives used by the case companies: 

 

Table 12: Initiatives used in total per case company 

 
 

In average 9 out of the 14 selected initiatives are used by the case companies. Table 13 

combined the result tables of each case company in one table to present an overview of the 

practical findings. If at least one company addressed a corporate system or a sustainability 

dimension, the result was put in the final table. If one company experienced limited 

contribution and another company experienced full contribution, the result was ranked full 

contribution in the overview.  

 

Table 13: Practical results table of all case companies (combined) 

 
 

Used(X)/

Not-Used A&C M&S O&P OS P&M Econ. Env. Social Time

Circular 

Economy
X

Cleaner 

Production
X

Corporate 

Citizenship
X

Corporate 

Social 
X

Ecodesign
X

Eco-efficiency
X

Eco-labelling
X

Environmental 

Management 
X

Factor X
X

Industrial 

Ecology

Life Cycle 

Assessment
X

Sustainable 

livelihood
X

Sustainability 

reporting
X

Triple Bottom 

Line
X

Sustainability 

initiatives

Corporate system Sustainability dimension
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In table 14 the theoretical results are compared to practical findings. The first number in the 

bracket (x, y) stands for the amount of full contributions to the field, while the second number 

y represents limited contribution. The number before the bracket is the accumulated number 

of full and limited contribution. The difference between theoretical and practical result is 

calculated with the accumulated number.  

 

Table 14: Comparison of theory and practical results 

 
 

Three elements and dimension show no difference at all, while another three show only a 

difference of one point. Management and Strategy and the social dimensions show moderate 

different results (+2). Significant difference can be seen for Procurement and Marketing (+6). 

The environmental dimension is addressed most (12), followed by the economic dimension 

(9). While the social dimension is slightly more addressed in practical terms (7), the time 

dimension shows no differences at all (3). For the corporate system elements there seems to 

be a higher affinity to address Management and Strategy (9), as well as Operations and 

Production (9). Procurement and Marketing (8) has a high affinity to be addressed as well. 

No difference can be seen for Assessment and Communication (2) and Organizational 

Systems (1), which both are addressed by only two, respectively one initiative(s).  

 

Considering differences between limited and full contribution in theory and practical results 

the biggest differences seem to occur for elements or dimensions were also the total number 

differs. These elements or dimensions are Management and Strategy, Procurement and 

Marketing and the social dimension. 

 

 

 

Theory Results Practical Results Difference

A&C 2 (2, 0) 2 (2, 0) 0

M&S 7 (5, 2) 9 (9, 0) (+) 2

O&P 8 (7, 1) 9 (8, 1) (+) 1

OS 1 (0, 1) 1 (1, 0) 0

P&M 2 (1, 1) 8 (5, 3) (+) 6

Econ. 10 (8, 2) 9 (9, 0) (-) 1

Env. 13 (11, 2) 12 (10, 2) (-) 1

Social 5 (4, 1) 7 (7, 0) (+) 2

Time 3 (3, 0) 3 (2, 1) 0
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6. Discussion 

The discussion part is divided into two parts. In the first part, the results (see table 4 and 13) 

are compared against each other and discussed in relation to theory. After answering RQ1 in 

the results overview, the analysis of part I discuses and answers RQ 2 and 3. Furthermore, 

differences between small and large companies and companies from different sectors are 

discussed. Discussion part II goes in depth in how the case companies work with 

sustainability (RQ4). Part II is resulting in a model created by the researchers, providing 

practical suggestions to address sustainability holistically. 

 

 

6.1 Discussion Part I - Theory versus practical results 

Comparing the total numbers (see Table 14) the practical results of A&C, OS and the time 

dimension show no difference in comparison with the table made from the theory collected 

from Robèrt et al. (2002), Lozano (2012) and Windolph et al. (2014). A&C, shows the same 

results in practice as the theory with full contributions of EMS and sustainability reporting. 

Additional EMS is the only initiative addressing the corporate system OS, even if the practice 

showed full contribution instead of limited contribution. 

 

Slightly different total results are seen for the corporate systems O&P (+1) and M&S (+2) 

and the economic (-1), environment (-1) and social (+2) dimension. Even if the total numbers 

might prove high similarities, the in depth analysis shows that practical results differ from 

theoretical findings. Initiatives address corporate systems or dimensions through individual 

cases, which makes it differ from the more general theory. For example, company C and E 

lower physical stress with automation and ergonomic workplaces, connecting CC and CSR 

with O&P. This connection is not shown in the theory, while it is an example of addressing 

health and safety (CSR) (Holme and Watts, 2000) and respecting citizens right (CC) (Matten 

et al., 2003). In theory, eco-labelling contributes to the economic dimension as a side effect 

as discussed by Karl and Orwat (2000). However, the practical results did not show this 

effect. Hereby it has to be considered that there might be economic effects but the case 

companies (e.g. B and C) are not aware or did not measure possible effects related to eco-

labels. It can be stated that the research is limited through the perception of the interviewees, 

but it is noticeable that the case companies do not necessarily perceive the outcome suggested 

by theory.  

  

The biggest difference between theoretical and practical results can be seen for P&M. 

Compared to theory P&M is addressed by significantly more initiatives in practical terms. 

While eco–labelling and sustainability reporting are described in theory as an initiative 

addressing P&M, the practical results showed connections to P&M for six further initiatives. 

In particular initiatives involving social activities like CC and CSR are usually connected to 

marketing purposes as well. For example company A, C and D show their influence through 

respectively an Energy Bank (SL), “Die Tafel” (CSR) and a national mathematics 
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competition (CC). These examples positively affect the marketing efforts of the companies, 

even if the companies do not necessarily promote their sustainability efforts. 

 

Even if the total numbers of addressed corporate systems and dimensions may only differ 

slightly (see table 14), the in-depth analysis showed that there are differences how corporate 

system elements/dimensions are addressed by the initiatives in terms of theoretical and 

practical results. The differences are mainly explained by the unique use of some initiatives 

in practice, which is difficult to foresee by theoretical research. 

 

The case companies use in average 9 out of the 14 selected initiatives. The interviews 

revealed that some initiatives are executed without being known by the companies, just by 

performing activities regarding sustainability in general.  After explaining the initiative to 

them, companies’ agreed that they actually using initiative XY in most of the cases but 

clearly have not been aware of it. Further, the results have been checked on possible 

differences between the countries. No major differences could be observed which are related 

to the location of companies’ origin. 

 

Small and large companies 

In this study, one small (company E) and four large companies were analyzed (see table 2). 

Company E shows that small companies conduct their sustainability efforts close to their 

practical working reality. This results in unique solutions which can be implemented with 

moderate effort and support the sustainability outcome. Examples are the installation of a 

water basin to store rainwater or the use of wastewater from their neighbors as fertilizer, 

described by company E. Main differences can be found in using certifications of 

organizations providing guidelines. While all large companies follow GRI guidelines for 

reporting, company E is the only company who does not. Also is company E the only case 

company who does not use an EMS. The main reasons are the costs for holding certifications 

like GRI, ISO 14001, etc. and the potential to benefit from the implementation (GETF 2019,  

Morrow and Rondinelly 2002 and Delmas 2001). Company A, B, C and D all described high 

benefits from using an EMS or sustainability reporting certified by organizations 

contradicting Glachant et al., (2002). A possible solution could be the use of EMAS easy, a 

EMS certification, especially designed for SME`s (EMAS, 2019). Also, cost intensive 

initiatives such as eco-labelling and LCA are not reasonable for company E concurring with 

Morrow and Rondinelly (2002). Larger companies have a higher budget for sustainability. In 

other words, they can invest more in social activities which directly gives back to the society. 

Due to fewer resources (manpower and financially) small companies have to be more 

creative in terms of finding sustainable solutions. At the same time creative thinking is 

fostering unique solutions which can be beneficial for small companies in economic terms as 

well. It can be stated that even though company E is small it is still able to use a various 

number of initiatives. Therefore, the model created by the researchers is applicable for small 

companies. The results of table 12 show that company E is using even more initiatives than 

company D, which is considered large but is also from a different sector. 
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Differences in working with sustainability for companies from different sectors. All case 

study companies come from different sectors (see table 2), however company D is the only 

case company that does not produce any physical goods. This affects the sustainability 

initiatives implemented by company D, which are mainly focusing on social activities, while 

there are fewer initiatives that focus on the environmental dimension. In comparison with the 

manufacturing companies that focus on their operations, company D focuses more on 

initiatives that reduces the C02 emissions related to their employee behavior, such as the use 

of paper and travel policies.  

 

All companies adapt initiatives to their unique circumstances and therefore conduct the same 

initiative slightly or completely different. From the analysis it can be concluded that every 

company, regardless the size or the sector, is able to address sustainability holistically. 

Therefore, the researchers are confident that the model presented in part II is applicable for 

companies of all different sizes and sectors. 

  

 

6.2 Discussion Part II - Practical analysis of a holistic sustainability approach 

Based on results of the analysis the Holistic Approach for Common Sustainability Initiatives 

(HACSI) model is created (figure 1). The aim of this model is to provide recommendations, 

which lead to a holistic sustainability approach, involving all corporate system elements (see 

Lozano, 2012) and the four sustainability dimensions (see Linnenluecke et al, 2009; Lozano, 

2008). The components of the HACSI model are economic, communication, time, 

organizing, social, environmental and additional. Each component is influenced by different 

sustainability initiatives, explained in the following discussion. To fit in all the initiative 

names in the model the acronyms EE (eco-efficiency), EL (eco-labeling) and ED (eco-

design) are used besides the acronyms already presented previously in this paper. 

 

The HACSI model 

The HACSI model includes the four sustainability dimensions with added components. The 

economic dimensions is visualized on the background, as it is touching and affecting every 

other element. All case companies address the importance of the economic factor when 

evaluating the outcome of sustainability initiatives. In addition, all companies use 

sustainability reporting to communicate with internal and external stakeholders.  The 

underlying time dimension represents the constant influence time has on the outcome of 

sustainability initiatives. The HACSI model shows that for a holistic approach an organizing 

initiative is needed, such as an EMS. The EMS system organizes environmental and social 

activities. Environmental sustainability relates to the impact of the company on natural 

resources, while social focusses on the impact on the society (extern) and employees (intern). 

Additional, three initiatives have been added (LCA, EL, ED) which support environmental 

activities. 
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Economic

Environmental

(CP/ CE/ EE)

Organizing

(EMS)

Additional

(LCA, EL, ED)

Social

(CC/ CSR)

Communicating

(SR)

 

Figure 1: Holistic Approach for Common Sustainability Initiatives (HACSI) 

 

Economic dimension 

The economic dimension plays a key role in sustainability by encompassing long-term 

profitability (Baumgärtner and Quaas, 2010, Jamali, 2006). Without a stable financial 

background companies would not be able to make any sustainability improvements. The 

main components for the case companies in terms of sustainability are clearly the 

environmental and the social dimension, but the economic dimension is considered and 

included in all activities and decisions, complementing Labuschagne et al. (2005) on the four 

survival capabilities. Company D states that arguments have to be found that sustainability 

initiatives are worth implementing, as the top management is focused on caused costs and the 

resulting benefits. Also company B mentions that financial aspects are considered in detail 

every time before initiatives are implemented. If initiatives supporting the economic outcome 

positively there is a higher chance that it will be implemented by companies. These examples 

show the importance of the economic dimension in every decision regarding sustainability. 

 

Communicating 

Sustainability reporting is needed for a holistic sustainability approach, because of its unique 

function as a communication tool towards internal and external stakeholders. The constant 

communication flow with the internal and external surrounding is visualized through the 

circulating arrows. All case companies report their sustainability activities. Company A, B 

and D report annually, while company C publishes its sustainability report every three years. 

The last report of company E was created in 2015. Besides company E, all case companies 

follow the GRI guidelines. The GRI guidelines are used to structure the reports and to put in 

relevant information, according to company A, B, C and D. All companies experienced 

positive results after publishing a sustainability report concurring with Lozano and Huisingh, 
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(2012). Based on the analysis, the researches recommend implementing the initiative 

sustainability reporting following GRI-standards on a repeating base. 

 

Organizing 

The results for the corporate systems elements show that OS is addressed only by an EMS 

and therefore is a crucial factor in the holistic approach. 

 

An EMS is used by case company A, B, C and D and positive results have been experienced 

concurring with Iraldo et al. (2009). In terms of guidelines, case company A, B and C fulfill 

the criteria of the ISO14001, company B, and C are additionally EMAS certified. Company 

D is aiming for the ISO14001 certification. All case companies using ISO14001 and EMAS 

stated that the guidelines are highly supporting the companies EMS approach as discussed by 

Morrow and Rondinelli (2002). The reason for company B and C to hold both certifications 

was that the guidelines address slightly different terms and therefore contribute to each other, 

although ISO14001 is a part of EMAS (Testa et al, 2014). Besides that, the case companies 

fulfill or aim to fulfill further standards (company C ISO5000 or company A ISO26000) but 

ISO14001 or EMAS can be seen as the guideline needed to set up an efficient EMS. Based on 

the analysis, the researches recommend implementing the initiative EMS, with EMAS and/or 

ISO14001 standards. 

 

Environmental dimension 

Especially in the field of O&P, the case study companies tend to execute more efficient 

production methods as discussed by Jamali (2006). Company C shows a link with the 

statements of DeSimone and Popoff (2000) who connects the environmental and economic 

dimension by stating that it is a general goal to use energy and resources more efficiently. 

Even before concepts of sustainability grew in popularity the case companies A, B, C and E 

aimed to use fewer resources in the production, as potential improvements are highly 

connected with the economic dimension shown both in practice and theory (see Guenster et 

al., 2011, Yuan et al. 2006, Kjaerheim, 2003). Company B in particular stated that the 

concept of CE (reduce, reuse, recycling) has already been applied since 1961 in their 

company. Company D, which has no production named their efforts towards the environment 

eco-efficiency. The results show that environmental efforts related to manufacturing are more 

likely to be labelled as CP, while environmental efforts not directly related to manufacturing 

are labelled as eco-efficiency as WBCSD (2019) suggests. The concept of CE is also more 

related to manufacturing efforts but can be seen as the overall goal to achieve (Carpenter et 

al. 2018, Yuan et al., 2006). Based on the analysis, the researches recommend implementing 

at least one of the three described initiatives (CP, CE, EE) or a combination of them to 

address the environmental dimension.  

 

Additional  

Additionally, regarding the environmental component, results can be improved through the 

further use of the initiatives of eco-design and LCA. With the help of eco-design, company B 

and C consider sustainability even before the product is produced concurring with Sroufe et 
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al. (2000). The use of recyclable materials (eco-design), for example, allows the case 

companies B and C to foster their CE processes (Sroufe et al., 2000). The use of LCA allows 

companies (see company A, B and C) to evaluate all processes in the life cycle of a product 

and identify possible improvements as suggested by Hale (1996). The data and knowledge 

company B gained from the LCA is further used to support their decision making process. 

Eco-labelling is used by case company B and C. The initiative allows company B and C to 

evaluate and communicate sustainability efforts towards customers, which is further 

benefiting the sustainability outcome.  

 

Social dimension 

All case companies are aware of the social dimension and use different activities to contribute 

to it. The initiatives CC and CSR seem to be more like a headline for the social activities, 

rather than encouraging the company’s to perform specific activities. Good examples are the 

social activities of Company C and D. Company D is specifically mentioning activities 

related to its community (providing scholarships, sponsoring of a math contest etc.). 

Company C claims not to use CC, even if doing similar activities (supporting food provider 

for people in need for example) but rather refers to CSR. Company A does not distinguish 

between the initiatives CC and CSR because of high similarities between them, concurring 

with Matten et al. 2003 and Frankental, 2001. This underlines the assumption that companies 

are aware of the social dimension and address it properly but the name of a specific initiative 

seems to have an inferior role. Further results show that all case companies struggle to 

quantify and evaluate social efforts and the resulting outcome. Based on the analysis, the 

researches recommend implementing the initiative CC/CSR or a combination of them to 

address the social dimension. 

 

Time dimension 

The findings for the time dimension revealed that it is relevant in theoretical terms, but 

differently relevant for the companies in their daily work. In theory the time dimension is 

described as long-term goals (Jamali, 2006) without any designated time dimension (Moldan 

et al. 2012). Practice shows that short- and long-term goals are set by the companies as a 

nature of their business resulting in an automatic connection with the time dimension. The 

information gathered through the interviews state that nearly every initiative could include 

the time dimension if specific sustainability goals are connected with a date or year of 

achievement.  For example; the goal of company B to achieve C02 neutral plants (CP, env) 

until the year of 2030 or to sell every third car as an electric vehicle (eco-efficiency, econ) in 

2025 (time). Showing a connection with the definition stated by Lozano (2018) as time being 

the interlinking dimension between other sustainability dimensions, but adding a clear time 

frame. 

  



Patrick Melman 

Fabian Reichart 

  

47 
 

7. Conclusion 

The aim of this research was to investigate how companies address sustainability holistically. 

In total 14 initiatives have been selected and investigated in a multiple case study. Practical 

knowledge is added by comparing case study findings to theory results.  

 

This study shows that companies use a wide range of initiatives to become more sustainable. 

In addition the case study revealed that companies execute activities regarding sustainability, 

but are not aware that they use a specific initiative. Nearly all case companies involve all 

corporate system elements in their sustainability efforts. The analysis showed that the 

corporate system elements are more or less addressed automatically, without being 

considered individually. This led to the assumption that the sustainability dimensions are 

clearly in focus for companies. All companies are aware of the economic, environmental and 

social dimension and address it properly, while the time dimension is considered with short- 

and long-term goals.  

Contributing to existing theory the analysis revealed that some initiatives address different 

corporate system elements and dimensions in practical terms. The differences are mainly 

explained by the unique execution of sustainable initiatives by companies, which adapt their 

efforts to their circumstances.  

 

Based on the analysis this research proposes the HACSI model, providing practical 

contributions for a holistic sustainability approach. To involve all corporate systems and 

dimensions the researchers recommend to use the initiatives EMS (EMAS and/or ISO14001 

certified), SR (with GRI guidelines), CP/CE/EE (or a combination) and CC/CSR. The 

initiatives LCA, EL and ED are recommended to support environmental efforts but are not 

necessarily needed for a holistic approach. The HACSI model is serving as a base for 

companies who want to implement sustainability. Furthermore, it is beneficial for companies 

which already work with sustainability to verify if they address sustainability holistically. 

Hence, the HACSI model could support companies to move towards a more sustainable 

behavior. 

 

The number of small case study companies and companies from the service sector, might 

limiting the generalization of the results. Further research is needed to test the HACSI model 

in-depth. In addition, the authors suggest further theoretical research investigating 

sustainability holistically and consider practical findings. 
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Appendix 1: 

Interview guideline about the use of sustainability initiatives 

 

Patrick Melman and Fabian Reichart 

University of Gävle (Sweden) 

Master Programme: Management of Logistics and Innovation 

 

 

We would like to thank you for participating in our research about the use of sustainability 

initiatives. This document presents the interview guideline. Added to the guideline there is a survey 

about used sustainability initiatives (see further down). We kindly ask you to fill in the survey and 

send it back to us before the start of the interview, as it will be the main topic to discuss. The survey 

consists of researched sustainability initiatives in the left column. We ask you to give your answers by 

putting a (x) in the corresponding cells except for the column asking for the first year of usage. 

Multiple answers per row are possible.  

 
 

General Questions: 

 

 Do you or your company wants to be anonymous? 
 

 Are we allowed to record the interview? 

 

 
Questions related to the Interviewee: 
 

 What is your occupation in the company? 

 

 How does your occupation involve sustainability? 

 

 

Questions related to the survey: 

 Are there any initiatives or actions your company is using which were not listed in the 

survey? 

 

Questions related to (each) used sustainability initiative: 

 

 Which results did your company experience using initiative XY? 

 

 To which sustainability dimension(s) are the results referring to?  

 

 Within which corporate system element do you use initiative XY? 

 
 

Sustainability Dimensions: 

 Environmental 

 Economic 

 Social 

 Time 

  

Corporate System Elements: 
 Operation and production 
 Assessment and reporting 
 Operational systems 
 Governance 
 Management and strategy 
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Which sustainability initiatives does your company use? 

 

 

Not used / do 

not know 
Used since 

(Year) 
No 

results 
Negative 

results 
Positive 

results 

1. Circular Economy 
     

2. Cleaner Production 
     

3. Corporate Citizenship 
     4. Corporate Social 

Responsibility 
     

5. Ecodesign 
     

6. Eco-efficiency 
     

7. Eco-labelling 
     

8. Environmental Management 

System (EMS) 
     

9. Factor X 
     

10. Industrial Ecology 
     

11. Life Cycle Assessment 
     

12. Sustainable livelihoods 
     

13. Sustainability reporting 
     

14. Triple Bottom Line 
      


