QUALIFYING SUSTAINABILITY:
A STUDY OF FIRM-BASED STRATEGIES

By
Mafalda Cristina de Oliveira Pinto Coelho Nogueira
MSc. in Management Science

A THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE UNIVERSITY OF LANCASTER FOR THE DEGREE
OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY (Ph.D.)

July, 2013
UNIVERSITY LIBRARY

0 3 AUG 2015
lancaster

ProQuest Number: 11003447

All rights reserved
INFORMATION TO ALL USERS
The quality of this reproduction is d e p e n d e n t upon the quality of the copy subm itted.
In the unlikely e v e n t that the a u thor did not send a c o m p le te m anuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if m aterial had to be rem oved,
a n o te will ind ica te the deletion.

uest
ProQuest 11003447
Published by ProQuest LLC(2018). C opyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.
All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States C o d e
M icroform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
ProQuest LLC.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 4 8 1 0 6 - 1346

To my grandm other Rosalina, my sweet Vovo, who used to tell everybody that I
was studying to be a Doctor and once I finished she would open a clinic for me,
no m atter how many times I explained that "this" was not th at kind of doctor.
Vovo, you did not get the time to understand what kind of Doctor I w ant to be,
but you were part of this adventure every single day.

II

ABSTRACT

The academic and practitioner-based literatures often invoke notions such as
"corporate sustainability” or 'sustainable firms' w ithout questioning the
processes through which these labels are acquired and become firmly
established. By focusing on qualification processes, this thesis challenges the
usage of these taken-for-granted definitions, aimed at producing stable qualities.
This study endorses a relational view of strategy to investigate how sustainability
qualities emerge and how different actors influence, an d /o r are influenced by a
company's ability to develop and establish sustainability qualifications. This
thesis is positioned at the intersection of the three theoretical frameworks: 1}
studies of qualities and qualifications, 2) studies on developing sustainability
strategies and creating sustainable firms, and 3) studies that adopt a relational
view of strategy (namely Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and the Industrial
Networks (IN) approach).
Drawing on a relational ontology, four case studies were analysed and within
these 23 practices contributing to build up sustainability qualities were selected
and studied in-depth. The resulting findings led to the development of a
framework to investigate the establishment of firms' sustainability qualifications.
This framework comprises four types of strategising processes: framing, valuing,
enrolling and stabilising. By opening up the discussion from the qualification of
goods in consumer markets to the qualification of firms in industrial settings, and
by taking a strategic approach to understand qualification-requalification
processes, this framework extends previous work developed on qualification
III

processes.

This study also adds to the IN approach and to the strategic

management literatures by providing an empirical study that describes the
relational nature of the processes through which a qualification strategy emerges
and the role of non-humans in the processes of strategising. Finally, the thesis
contributes to the ongoing debates within IN and the 'greening the business'
literature on what constitutes value. It suggests a redirection of focus to analyse
processes of valuing, rather than assuming a linear relationship between
strategies and value creation.

Key words: qualification of firms; sustainability; value and valuation; relational
approaches to strategy.
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PARTI: BRIDGING RESEARCH GOALS
WITH THEORETICAL APPROACHES

1 . In t r o d u c t i o n

1 .1

S e t t in g t h e r e se a r c h c o n t e x t

Debates

around

sustainability

and

Sustainable

Development

[SD)

are

contributing a great deal to a fast-changing and competitive environment in
consumer and industrial markets. In the last 30 years, particularly since the
publication of the Bruntland Report in 1987, which presented the most widely
recognised and cited definition of SD to date, firms, markets and industrial
systems were placed in the spotlight and held partly responsible for the current
state of environmental degradation. Defining SD as “development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs" [WCDE, 1987b, p.43), the report called special attention
for the responsibility of firms in producing, and at the same time tackling,
sustainability problems.

Since then a substantial amount of work has been done in the Management
Studies field bridging the issues of business and sustainability. Many different
perspectives were employed to study, and to contribute to solve, the complexities
of creating sustainable business - for example, studies of environmental supply
chains and operations management [Gupta, 1995, Kleindorfer et al., 2005,
Walker et al., 2008), studies promoting greening philosophies as potential
1

sources of competitive advantage (Porter and van der Linde, 1995), studies
centred on strategy and ecological strategic change (Andersson and Sweet,
2002), policy studies directed to understand transitions to sustainable sociotechnical systems (Kemp, 1994, Kemp et al., 2001, Smith et al., 2005), research
specifically focused on sustainable strategic management (Stead and Stead, 1992,
1996, 2004), studies looking at marketing's role in a green supply chain (Sharma
et al., 2010), to name but a few.

A common perception around these studies is that companies started slowly
around the 1980s to engage in reactive initiatives to cope with the new challenge
of performing in sustainable ways, mainly based on compliance with
environmental legislation and pollution prevention, but they showed few signs of
a proactive behaviour towards the implementation of sustainability strategies or
a determination to be recognised as sustainable firms. Nowadays, it is no longer
surprising to observe the proliferation of rankings such as "The World's most
sustainable companies" (FORBES, 2012) or "The World's greenest companies"
(SMARTPLANET, 2012) or headlines like "Statoil is the most sustainable
corporation in 2011" (GLOBAL100, 2011) and "Novo Nordisk is the most
sustainable company on earth, according to a new ranking" (FORBES, 2012).

Given this tendency to classify firms according to particular labels, this thesis
aims to investigate the processes through which firms develop overarching
sustainability qualities that in the long run become firmly attached to their
reputations. The empirical focus of the study is on the quality of 'being
2

sustainable' and, simply put, it asks w hat makes a firm become recognised as
sustainable. Yet, it could also ask w hat makes a firm become recognised as 'the
most innovative', 'the most competitive', the 'best for human resources' or even
'the w orst firm’ in a number of ways! For this reason, in this thesis the word
'sustainability' often appears in brackets to denote that the subject being
discussed is expected to be relevant to understand qualification processes in
general.

As far as this thesis is concerned, labels attributed by external auditors and
organisations and publicized in ranking and benchmarking lists, are an outcome
of the careful assessment of the characteristics that better represent the quality
of being sustainable This study is not concerned with how auditors decide who
deserves to be qualified as such, but rather on w hat firms do to construct this
particular quality and become recognised and accepted according to the label
'sustainable firm'.

Although firms' qualities are condensed in labels, they result from complex
processes. As Callon et al (2002) point out "...all quality is obtained at the end of a
process of qualification, and all qualification aims to establish a constellation of
characteristics, stabilized at least for a while." (p.199). The focus of the study is
thus placed on qualification processes aimed at producing stable definitions of
sustainability labels. Several questions arise from reflecting on the broad aims of
this research. What does it mean to be a 'sustainable company'? What is meant by
sustainability or sustainable business? What does it mean to create 'sustainable
3

value'? How do sustainability strategies unfold to produce sustainability
qualities?

To uncover answers to some of these questions this study challenges the use of
taken-for-granted definitions of 'sustainable things' (e.g. firms, practices,
resources) and acknowledges that there is a lack of integration between w hat is
considered and framed as 'sustainable' and how these things become qualified as
such. The following section positions this study in term s of existing theoretical
frameworks and summarises the research goals.

1 .2

E s t a b l is h in g s u s t a in a b il it y q u a l if ic a t io n s : t h e r e se a r c h

QUESTIONS

Management researchers dealing with sustainability issues tend to use holistic
qualification labels in a taken-for-granted fashion. Expressions like 'sustainability
strategy' (Stead and Stead, 1992, Throop et al., 1993, Shrivastava, 1995b), 'ecoenterprise strategy' (Stead and Stead, 2000),

‘sustainable corporations'

(Shrivastava and Hart, 1995), 'sustainable enterprise' (Hart and Milstein, 2003),
'sustainable company' (Laszlo, 2005, Vitols and Kluge, 2011), 'sustainable value'
(Laszlo, 2008) and so forth are examples of these labels all pointing to the
particular qualification of 'being sustainable'. Hence, the key proposition of this
study is to look at these 'sustainable' labels as an outcome of different processes
emerging within qualification strategies. Surprisingly, studies in the so-called
'greening the business' literature do not question what makes a firm, a practice,
4

or a strategy qualify as sustainable; these labels are employed w ithout
questioning the processes through which they emerge to the point of becoming
recognised and firmly established.

The goal of this research is to develop a coherent approach to investigating
qualification processes as a strategic matter, particularly qualification processes
that lead to sustainability labels. Thus the main goal of this study is to answer
this question:

How do companies strategise to build up a (sustainability)
qualification and make it recognised, accepted, established and
legitim ised?

"Greening the business" studies recognize sustainability as a crucial issue that
needs to be considered as a strategic priority of firms and raises im portant
questions regarding policy-making aimed at managing transitions to more
sustainable socio-technical systems.

However, it does not provide any

enlightenment on how these sustainability qualities emerge and become
attached to particular objects. Hence, this study is concerned with the
considerable use of taken-for-granted objects qualified as sustainable (goods,
firms, practices, strategies) in the absence of a qualification approach that might
explain those labels. As a result, and narrowing down the general research
question, this study seeks to find answers to three questions.

5

First it asks 'H ow do companies construct their labels o f sustainability
qualifications?' Adopting insights from qualification studies on singularization
(Callon, 1980, Karpik, 1996, Callon et al., 2002, Callon, 2005, Karpik, 2005),
objectification, attachment and detachment (Callon et al., 2002), the aim of this
question is to unveil the processes through which firms define and describe
themselves as sustainable - and as performants1 of sustainability strategies - in
qualification-requalification practices.

The main claim of these studies is that exchanges cannot take place w ithout
qualification and judgment, which in turn involves a variety of intermediaries such as rankings, benchmarking lists, guides, patents, brand names - used to
connect supply and demand (Cochoy et al., 1998, Karpik, 2000, Callon et al.,
2002). This perspective offers some convincing arguments on how goods (and
potentially firms) acquire qualities. Although the focus of these studies is very
much on consumer markets and on the qualification of goods, my research aims
at transposing its contributions to the qualification of firms in business-tobusiness markets.

Another aspect that deserves further questioning in the 'greening the business'
studies is related to the frequent recommendations made on inter-firm
cooperation as a solution to develop and implement sustainability strategies.
Nevertheless, in these studies it seems that both sides are treated as self-

1
"Performants", as derived from French, is an expression commonly used by some of the
m anagers interviewed in this study, to refer to "firms that perform well in a given context". As
such the expression is often used throughout the dissertation.

6

governing entities and little is said on how these inter-organisational
relationships evolve and to what extent exert influence on the development of
the companies' sustainability strategies. This is not to say that these frameworks
are useless. On the contrary, they are crucial to recognising the need, and
understanding the challenges, in adopting a strategy perspective on the
construction of sustainability labels. Yet, they are of limited assistance in
understanding these challenges precisely because they tend to assume a firmcentric standpoint to explain a phenomenon that emerges within networks
linking a variety of actors (e.g business agents, government, resources, NGOs,
rankings, technologies, the natural environment, etc}.

Hence, and to overcome some of the problems encountered, this study endorses
a relational view of strategy to investigate how sustainability qualities emerge
and how a num ber of actors of different natures influence, and are influenced by,
the companies' ability to develop and establish a sustainability qualification. This
view is provided by two complementary theoretical frameworks. First, this study
employs ideas and concepts derived from Actor-Network Theory, particularly the
conceptualisation of actors (Callon, 1986b, Law, 1992} and the work done on the
sociology of translation (Callon, 1986b}. And second, it embraces a relational
view of strategy (Axelsson, 1992, Araujo and Easton, 1996b, Gadde et al., 2003,
Baraldi et al., 2007} offered by scholars from the Industrial Marketing and
Purchasing (IMP} group.

7

The second and third questions are directed at the very issue of strategising
practices and the credibility of the constructed qualities within it. It asks: 'How
do strategic practices unfold tow ards obtaining a qualification and which
devices are used to support it? And how is a qualification stra teg y developed
into a legitim ised and recognised one?’

Given the limitations of the 'greening the business’ literature, is assumed that
understanding the processes of building up qualifications within sustainability
strategies demands a redirection of focus, from the sovereign firm able to design
its own strategy and obtain a desired qualification, to a relational view of the firm
able to build up a qualification in a network of relationships which actively
influence the strategy making, as proposed by the IMP and ANT frameworks.
As illustrated in Figure 1-1, this research is thus positioned in the intersection of
three frameworks: 1) studies on qualities and qualifications, 2) studies on
developing sustainability strategies and creating sustainable firms and 3) studies
that offer a relational view of strategy and strategising.

8

r

".......................... ....................... ......................... ....
How do companies strategist to build up a (sustainability) qualification and make it recognised[
accepted, established and legitimised?

Studies on
Qualification
P rocesses

Studies on
Greening the
Business

1

Studies on
Strategy and
Strategising

RQ2: H ow d o stra te g ic p ractice s
unfold to w a rd s ob ta in in g a
catio n a n d w hich devices
e u s e d to s u p p o r t it?

Figure 1-1: Positioning of the study and research questions

Each of the three theoretical frames provides valuable insights for looking at
strategising tow ards

(sustainability]

qualifications

from

different

angles.

Qualifications studies offer a relational approach to qualification and quality
construction of goods according to which qualities are not properties already
existing or observable, but constructed within interactions between the good and
economic agents. The IMP and ANT frameworks also provide distinct insights to
look at strategising from a relational point of view. Rather than looking at a firm
with agency to impose their strategic choices on a faceless environment, the IMP
perspective looks at agency and firms as being mutually constituted from the
relations and interdependences between organisational actors, resources and
activities. ANT, in turn provides useful concepts for understanding strategy as a
series of translation processes that lead to established qualifications. It also
directs attention to the variety of actor-networks, socio-material devices and
9

metrologies involved in processes of going green, namely, on how the
interdependencies between different actors (human and non-human) affects
firms' capacity to translate green demand into green production and other
business processes, strategies and ultimately into green products and services.

Having positioned this study in terms of the relevant theoretical frameworks and
introducing the research questions, the last section of this chapter presents a
brief overview of the remaining chapters and illustrates how the thesis is
organised.

1 .3

O u t l in e o f t h e t h e s is

This thesis comprises 11 chapters and is organised in three parts: Part I reviews
the theoretical frameworks adopted to investigate the establishment of
qualifications. Part II presents the methodological decisions and the description
of the cases.

Part III is dedicated to the discussion of findings and to the

conclusions of the study. Figure 1-2 illustrates how the thesis is structured.
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PART I: BRIDGING RESEARCH GOALS WITH THEORETICAL
APPROACHES

C h a p te r 1 : In tro d u c tio n

Chf p te^ ; E*Plori" g th e e sta b lis h m e n t
o f q u a lific a tio n s a s a s tra te g ic m a tte r

PART II: RESEARCHING THE ESTABLISHMENT OF
SUSTAINABILITY QUALIFICATIONS
C h a p te r 3: M eth o d o lo gical choices a n d re s e a rc h desig n
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C h a p te r 4: P re s e n tin g th e
re s e a r c h s e ttin g

C h ap ter 5: P u b lish in g
s u s ta in a b ility r e p o r ts

C h a p te r 6: E v alu atin g u se s fo r
w a ste

C h a p ter 7: D eveloping
'su s ta in a b le ' offerings

C h a p te r 8: A d o p tin g clean
te c h n o lo g ie s

C h a p te r 9: S e ttin g up special
p ro je c ts

/

PART III: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
C h a p te r 10: T o w a rd s a fra m e w o rk fo r
e s ta b lis h in g (s u sta in a b ility ) q u a lific a tio n s

C h a p te r 11:
C onclusions

Figure 1-2: Outline of the thesis

The next chapter - C hapter 2 - Exploring the E stablishm en t o f Q ualifications
as a S trateg ic M atter, presents the theoretical background of this study. Given
the research goals, and in order to position this study within the relevant
theoretical frameworks, three areas are reviewed: theoretical perspectives on
qualification studies; 'greening the business' literature dealing with the interface
betw een sustainability and business; netw ork approaches, particularly Actor11

Network Theory (ANT) and Industrial Marketing and Purchasing group (IMP), to
provide a relational view of strategising. The last section of the chapter compares
and contrasts these perspectives and provides a conceptual framework towards
the qualification of [sustainable] firms.

This is followed by the second part of this study: Part II - Researching the
establishm ent of sustainability qualifications, comprising a description of the
methodology employed to conduct the research in Chapter 3, with Chapters 4 to
9 presenting the empirical part of the study.

Chapter 3 - Methodological Choices and Research Design elaborates on the
underpinning philosophical stances of this thesis influenced by a relational
ontology, justifies the adoption of case research and describes the research
process.

Chapter 4 - Presenting the Research Setting presents the four companies
studied, their approach towards sustainability strategies and respective
qualifications and the practices they engaged in to achieve those qualifications.

Chapter 5 - Publishing Sustainability Reports describes the process of
producing and publishing reports as representations of the firms' sustainability
strategies. Companies get involved in many different types of practices and
projects that are communicated under the label 'Sustainability Report'. Hence
this chapter describes what is reported, to whom and with which aims, and
12

draws attention to the way companies frame their sustainability strategies
through discourses, according to their strategic priorities.

Chapter 6 - Evaluating Uses fo r W aste illustrates how companies describe
initiatives linked to waste use as part of their sustainability strategies. Finding
new ways to re-use waste and attributing new value to its use is definitively a
highlight of the companies' sustainability strategies. Four examples of this type of
practice will be described: the use of forestry waste as biomass to produce
energy, the incorporation of cork waste as a by-product to produce new corkbased products, the use of recycled wood as a by-product to produce wood
panels and lastly, the evaluation of dry ash and organic waste as by-products to
(yet-to-be-found) alternative uses.

Chapter 7 - Developing ‘Sustainable' Offerings describes the companies'
approach to the development of offerings based on green arguments. The
adoption of the tense ‘developing' draws on the recognition that, w hether
focusing on products or services, the companies construct their offerings by
embedding the quality of'being sustainable' in their features.

Chapter 8 - Adopting Clean Technologies deals with practices that involve the
adoption of particular technologies, involving physical technology mentioned by
the companies as clean tech; that is to say, technologies that were reported as
solutions to reduce the impact of the companies' activities on the environment in
particular situations.
13

The purpose of Chapter 9 - Setting Up Special Projects is to describe two cases
that, contrary to the cases described in the previous chapters, have a limited time
frame, i.e., they do not concern daily practices and were designed and put into
practice with clear sustainability-related objectives.

The last part of the study, Part III - Discussion of Findings and Conclusions,
discusses the empirical material described in the second part. In Chapter 10 Towards a Framework fo r Establishing (Sustainability) Qualifications the
focus of analysis and discussion is placed on the processes and the strategising
actions in place to bring about a quality and stabilise it to the point of becoming
an established and recognised one. The chapter starts by deconstructing the
journey of developing sustainability strategies as a relational process aimed at
qualifying each firm as sustainable. Within the qualifying route, four types of
processes are discussed as key aspects that firms need to cope with and work on:
producing frames for sustainability, valuing sustainability, enrolling actors and
stabilising the quality of 'being sustainable'. The chapter concludes by proposing
a framework to map out these processes.

Chapter 11 - Conclusions revisits the research goals, provides answers to the
research questions and outlines the main contributions of this research to theory,
to policy and to practice. This is followed by a discussion of its limitations and
directions for future research.
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2 .1

In t r o d u c t io n

This chapter presents the theoretical background of this study. As stated in the
introduction, the research takes a strategic approach to look at the complexities
and intricacies featured in qualification processes. The aim is to understand the
dynamics of constructing, introducing and stabilising a particular quality - the
quality of sustainability - as a strategic variable to consider, not only when
comparing competing offers in markets, but also when comparing firms across
different industrial settings.

Figure 2-1 illustrates the outline of the chapter which is organised as follows.
Given the research goals, and in order to position this study within the relevant
theoretical frameworks, three perspectives need to be considered. The first
section provides a critical review of how sustainability qualities are examined in
studies dealing with the interface between sustainability and business. The
second theoretical approach brings together concepts from netw ork and
relational backgrounds, particularly Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and the
Industrial Marketing and Purchasing group (IMP), to provide a relational view of
strategising.

This is followed by a review of studies on qualification and

valuation. The last section of the chapter combines and contrasts these
theoretical

approaches

and

introduces

the

research

questions

of this

investigation.
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Figure 2-1: Outline of Chapter 2 - Exploring the establishm ent of
[sustainability] qualifications as a strategic matter
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2 .2

G r e e n in g

t h e b u s in e ss

This research is dealing with one specific quality - that of being sustainable - that
agents strive to include in the list of their offerings and firms' qualities. Thus, the
focus is placed on this particular quality and on the strategies used to make
sustainability qualities observable, identifiable, valued and recognised. For this
reason, this section examines w hat is being done in management studies on the
interface between business and sustainability qualifications, particularly those
interested in understanding transitions to more sustainable systems, and on how
sustainable companies and sustainability strategies are put together. What is
sustainability? What does it mean to be a sustainable firm? How do firms
strategise around sustainability issues? These are some of the questions raised in
the following sections, here labelled the "greening the business" literature.

Sustainability issues are being progressively integrated into the theory and
practice of management, namely in the areas of marketing, strategy, operations
management, and supply chain management. Concepts and frameworks linking
management theories to each of the three

dimensions of sustainable

development - economic, social and environmental - are no longer ignored in
management journals. It is thus not surprising that special issues on this topic
have been published in different fields of management (see some examples on
table 2-1).
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Table 2-1: Special issues on bridging management theories with sustainability issues
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The growth of interest in this topic has also led to the birth of a number of
journals dedicated to combining management and strategy with sustainability
issues namely: "Sustainable Strategic Management", "Business Strategy and the
Environment", "Organization & Environment". Given this amount of existing
research it is unfeasible to provide an extensive review of the intersection
between management studies and sustainability issues. Thus the following sub
sections provide a review of the themes that are most closely linked to the goals
and challenges of this study. First, the meaning and evolution of the notions of
sustainability and sustainable development are addressed, followed by a brief
review of the literature dedicated to the study of transitions to sustainable
systems. The following sub-section questions three fundamental concepts that
this research aims to explore: how are sustainable companies defined, w hat is
interpreted as sustainability strategies and w hat is interpreted as sustainable
value?

2 .2 .1

S u s t a in a b il it y

a n d s u s t a in a b l e d e v e l o p m e n t : e v o l u t io n a n d

MEANING

Sustainable Development (SD) has been the subject of debate for over 40 years,
since the emergence of a consciousness to protect the environment against the
degradation of ecosystems and the exhaustion of natural resources provoked by
human activities. The number of existing definitions and interpretations is large.
In the 1990s, 70 definitions were already in circulation and most of them
encompassed the idea that three interdependent pillars of SD must be
considered: environmental, economic and social (Elliot, 2006).
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The Stockholm Declaration is considered as one of the first global efforts to tackle
environmental problems, by suggesting a set of principles to guide people in the
preservations of the environment (UN, 1972) and by establishing the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), focused on the promotion of
international environmental cooperation (Rogers et al., 2008).

A formal definition of SD, and the most recognised emerged in the 80s, provided
by the World Commission for Environment and Development (WCED), in their
report "Our common future", often known as the

"Brundtland Report". This

report, considered as the guiding principle behind environmental policy
(Faucheux et al., 1996), defined SD as "...development that meets the needs of the
present w ithout compromising the ability of future generations to m eet their
own needs"

(WCDE, 1987a, p.43). By "needs" the report understands

fundamental needs as food, employment, energy, w ater and hygiene, which mean
the achievement of socio-economic objectives such as the access to resources and
the equitable distribution of the costs and benefits of development.

Later on, in 1992, 173 States committed themselves to SD, at the Rio Earth
Summit, by underwriting the "Rio de Janeiro Declaration on the Environment and
Development" and a document of more than 2500 proposals for actions - "The
Agenda for the 21st century", commonly called Agenda21. According to Jacquot et
al (2005), the world leaders admitted, at the Rio Summit, that the present models
of consumption and nonviable production, primarily from the industrialized
countries, are the main causes for the continuous degradation of the world
environment. Therefore, firms should be the first concerned with this
21

phenomenon, whether they are leaders or followers, SMEs or multinationals, and
act towards SD goals by developing both products and technologies respecting
the environment and society's values throughout their life cycle.

Following "Agenda 21", the Kyoto Protocol, an international agreement linked to
the United Nations (UN] Convention on Climate Change, was adopted in Kyoto,
Japan, in 1997 and has been in force since 2005. Its major trait was to set
obligatory targets for the reduction of greenhouse gas for 37 industrialized
countries and the European Union (an average of 5% below the levels they
produced in 1990, over the five-year period 2008-2012]. In 2002, the Agenda 21
was again discussed by 104 countries in the World Summit on SD held in
Johannesburg. A more diverse range of stakeholder groups was involved to
reassess the implementation of Agenda 21 (Rogers et al., 2008]. Issues related
with human rights, poverty, social justice and business responsibility were
discussed (Elliot, 2006]. From the establishment of these agreements onwards, a
considerable number of follow up conventions and summits to monitor outcomes
and readjust goals are held every year.

As far as business responsibility is concerned, countless reports may be found in
international organisations' websites, to help managers engage in new practices
towards the reduction of their companies' ecological footprint. For example, a
report jointly published by the International Institute for SD, Deloitte & Touche
and the World Business Council for SD, presents a list of business strategies for
SD. According to this report (USD, 2002, p .l] "For the business enterprise,
sustainable development means adopting business strategies and activities that
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meet the needs of the enterprise and its stakeholders today while protecting,
sustaining and enhancing the human and natural resources that will be needed in
the future". This definition highlights the need to protect every entity that is
affected by the organization's activities, including shareholders, customers,
suppliers, employees and communities.

Giving this scenario, the role organizations and supply chains can play in
sustainability problems solving is being widely discussed and a growing body of
literature is arising from this awareness. The problem is that the very notions of
sustainability and sustainable businesses are difficult to conceptualise, leading to
different approaches on how companies should act. Moreover, it has become a
fashionable and politically correct term to justify, describe and qualify policies,
companies' strategies and courses of actions, many of which have little or
nothing to do with actually performing sustainably. Thus ideas around
sustainability and sustainable business has generated a huge academic and nonacademic literature using loaded term s and complex arguments with little effect
on real business practice.

This study aims to reduce this complexity by asking which processes allow
transitions to more sustainable businesses that, in turn contribute to building the
qualities and characteristics of being sustainable and overall classifications of
sustainable companies. Hence, it cannot ignore those studies within sociotechnical studies that deal with the meanings of sustainable business and explore
the transitions towards sustainability.
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2.2.2

SOCIO-TECHNICAL TRANSITIONS TO SU STAINABILITY

Concepts and ideas regarding transitions between socio-technical systems have
been used to explore a varied set of historical events that led to the emergence
and development of major technological transformations present in today's
society such as the shift to electrical systems, sewing systems, railroad networks,
telephone systems and the internet. In the last decade, this approach has been
adopted to address the problem of moving towards more sustainable systems
and has been producing insightful contributions on socio-technical transitions to
sustainability (Kemp and Soete, 1992, Kemp, 1994, Kemp et al., 1998, Berkhout,
2002, Elzen et al., 2004, Geels, 2010, 2011).

There are two key concepts in this literature: socio-technical regimes and
technological transitions. A socio-technical regime is defined as the complex of
scientific knowledge, engineering practices, production process technologies,
product characteristics, user practices, skills and procedures, and institutions
and infrastructures that make up the totality of a technological system (Kemp,
1994). The definition incorporates the influence of several groups of actors like
scientists, users, firms, societal groups (Rip and Kemp, 1998) to represent the
interaction between social groups and the creation of networks with mutual
dependencies and coordinated activities (Geels, 2004, Geels and Kemp, 2007). A
technological transition, in turn, is defined as the transformation process of an
old regime (or set of regimes) into a new one (Kemp et al., 2001). Rather than a
change

of existing processes

and

products,

a technological

transition

encompasses a more fundamental change of basic technologies w hether related
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to production, transport or consumption, as for example, the replacement of
hydrocarbon-based energy supply or the use of renewable energies (Kemp,
1994). Technology, in this sense, has a much broader connotation than an
artefact or technique, as something embedded in, and shaped by particular
systems of belief and social, economic, political, cultural and institutional
structures.

According to Kemp (1994), the dominance of particular technological trajectories
is strongly related to the adaptation of the 'selection environment' to fit the old
technological regime. This term is used to highlight the role of institutions and
socio-technical relationships in the selection of technologies. It includes all the
factors that determine selection, namely scientific knowledge, cultural meanings,
knowledge transfer between supplier and user that enable the exchange, social
processes related to habituation and taste formation (consumers' preferences,
habits, lifestyles and the way they adopted and used past technologies) and
political factors, which enhance the role of government in the generation of
knowledge, taxation regimes, public procurem ent and regulation. All these
elements are "...reproduced, maintained and transform ed by actors such as firms
and industries, policy makers and politicians, consumers, civil society, engineers
and researchers" (Geels, 2011, p. 24). In the long run, technological regimes
become outdated and are replaced by new ones.

Much of the work done to conceptualize change and intervention in the 'systems
in transition' literature (Kemp et al., 2001, Geels, 2002, Geels, 2005, Geels and
Kemp, 2007) uses Rip and Kemp's (1998) 'multi-level' model of innovation,
25

which describes regimes shifts and transitions between three levels; macro,
meso and micro. The macro-level is formed by the socio-technical landscape,
formed by exogenous aspects of the environment such as economic growth,
political coalitions, cultural values, normative rules, environmental problems.
The meso-level comprises the socio-technical regime discussed previously. The
micro-level is related to the emergence of radical innovations in niches, which
interacts with the established regimes at the meso-level, within a macro
landscape (Geels and Kemp, 2007). According to these authors, system
innovations are a result of the interplay between processes that occur within and
across these levels, in different phases. However, the shift into a new
technological regime depends primarily on the previous context which means
that although a new paradigm has evolved, the old and the new may co-exist for a
long time. Furthermore, shifting to a new regime is a complex process where
strong barriers need to be overcome. Strategic niches (where radical novelties
can be nurtured), system-builders (entrepreneurs), institutional support and
actors' capabilities are seen as playing im portant roles in regime shifts (Kemp et
al., 1998, Kemp et al., 2001).

In the context of the sustainability debate, the success of transitions to
sustainable technological regimes depends on a wide range of factors (Kemp,
1994): technical advances achieved, future cost efficiencies that might be
accomplished in production and consumption, evolution of m arket demand
shaped by users' needs, preferences and environmental awareness and finally on
government policy (in the form of R&D subsidies, favourable tax incentives,
environmental standards, etc.).
26

The problem, as noted in the literature, is that shifting to sustainable regimes is a
complex process that involves not only technological changes, but also profound
changes in the organizational and social dimensions. This is because transitions
towards sustainability observe some particularities, as recalled in Geels (2011).
First, and in contrast to other historical technological transitions which were
emergent and often triggered by entrepreneurs to explore commercial
opportunities, sustainability transitions are goal-oriented. This means that there
is a concrete objective to address and tackle persistent environmental problems,
that is, to pursue a collective good ('sustainability'). It also means that private
actors have little incentive to pursue such a good, giving rise to free rider
problems. Hence public authorities and non-business organisations have a
crucial role in developing incentive schemes and supporting green niches.

A second characteristic of this type of transition is that it involves sustainable
solutions that are not obvious replacements of established solutions. There are
disagreements regarding what constitutes green technologies and vested
interests that will try to resist them. Hence, the intervention of policy makers is
indispensable to change economic and m arket conditions that may make
sustainable solutions more desirable. A third characteristic relates to the type of
industry that most needs to transit to more sustainable systems (transport,
energy and agro-food). These are normally constituted by large companies
owning or with access to R&D resources and capabilities, thus being in a good
place to accelerate green innovations. These companies, on one hand, might be
inclined to support the development of green niches if the right incentives are
available, but they might also resist pioneers and protect existing systems. Both
27

scenarios call for a strategic reorientation of firms in order to make them willing
to support transitions to more sustainable solutions.

This literature is thus very much focused on policy making in a macro context
and places a great deal of emphasis on niche development. As such it has been
subject of several criticisms such as ignoring the role of agency in transitions, the
hierarchical conceptualization of the three levels of the model, the use of single
case studies constructed from flawed secondary sources [see for example Genus
and Coles [2008] and Shove and Walker's [2010] critics of the multi-level model
and Geels [2011] responses to it]]. From the point of view of this study, this
literature provides a view of the complexity of moving to more sustainable
solutions and highlights the need to look at the different technological regimes
that need to interact to breakthrough certain niche-innovations. As exemplified
by Geels [2011], heat and electricity systems interact to provide cogeneration
systems [combined heat and power], the electric vehicle links transport and
electricity systems and a variety of solutions emerge from the interaction
between different regimes comprising multiple actors.

Recognising the variety of links and interactions between different sociotechnical regimes necessary to move to more sustainable solutions emphasizes
the need to take a broader view of the problems faced by companies in their
journeys to build sustainability qualifications, particularly the role of policy
making in their actions and the systemic nature of the qualification process.
W hat is missing in this stream of research is a more concrete view of how this
process unfolds from companies' strategies and from their daily practices. By
28

placing too much emphasis on green niches, the systems-in-transitions literature
misses the opportunity to explore how established business practices also
contribute to move towards sustainability. Moreover, although it is assumed that
agency is always present in the multi-level model since socio-technical-systems
are reproduced by actors, it is also recognised that the model could be enriched
from insights of other theories namely from business studies and strategic
management (Geels, 2011).

This study research aims to contribute to the debate on transitions towards
sustainability by looking at companies' efforts to build up the quality of ‘being
sustainable' and by treating the construction of sustainability qualities as a
strategic matter. This is because transitions are also the result of specific
strategies that are followed by companies, or that emerge given their strategic
priorities and goals at any given moment. From this study's point of view, the
way through which strategic priorities are set up and strategies are pulled
together, determines the success of transitions to more sustainable systems.
Focusing on how sustainability qualifications are constructed in, and influenced
by, the socio-technical system where the firm is embedded, might lead to a better
understanding of how transitions occur. In this sense, the process of building and
establishing sustainability qualities cannot be fully understood w ithout a
focussed perspective on it means to develop sustainability strategies and what
might be interpreted as a sustainable company.
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2.2.3

S u s t a i n a b i l i t y s t r a t e g ie s a n d s u s t a in a b l e c o m p a n ie s

Since the publication of the Brundtland Report, studies that combined
management decisions and sustainability issues proliferated, particularly in the
strategic management area. Accepting the fact that firms are at the forefront of
the transitions discussed above implies changes in their strategic priorities and
orientations. Hence the business case for sustainability goes hand-in-hand with
the integration of this 'public good' - sustainability - into the firms’ strategic
plans, to the point that sustainability is now considered a strategy in its own
right.

The term 'sustainability strategy' was first introduced by Stead and Stead (1992)
to suggest that strategic management decisions must balance the goals of
enhancing a firm's profitability with their responsibility to protect the
environment. The underlying principle of this approach, labelled as Sustainable
Strategic Management, is that sustainability strategies are not simply a
compromise to enhance long-run profitability while causing as little ecological
damage as possible. Instead, they are integrative strategies that provide firms
with competitive advantages by serving ''the sustainability need of various
stakeholders, including regulators, shareholders, customers, employees, the
greater community and the planet itself' (Stead and Stead, 1992, p.69). Since
then a great deal of research has been done on the topic, to the extent that
Sustainable Strategic Management was considered as an emerging and crucial
field and "the next evolutionary stage in the discipline of strategic management"
(Stead and Stead, 2008, p. 65).
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Following the same reasoning, Throop et al [1993) adopted the term
'sustainability strategy' to describe the integration of ecological concerns into the
strategic management process and called for the urgent need to link
organizational studies with the natural environment. Subsequent studies
followed this trend. Shrivastava [1995b), for example, suggests three types of
sustainable competitive strategies based on least cost, differentiation and niche
strategies. Hart [1995) provides a natural-resource-based-view of the firm
[NRBV), further developed in Hart and Dowell [2011), which offers three key
strategic capabilities in developing sustainability strategies. In the first stage,
companies focus on pollution prevention strategies and gradually evolve to a
second stage of product stewardship strategies. Here, firms go beyond pollution
prevention to achieve competitive advantages along the product life cycle. In the
third stage, firms should focus on sustainable development strategies designed to
expand their markets in developing countries, hence contributing to their social
and economic development. Hart's ideas are further developed in the work of
Aragon-Correa and Sharma [2003) who combine the natural resource based view
of the firm with contingency theory, to look at how different types of
environmental strategies depend on the firm's external business environment.

Gradually the focus on sustainability strategies as firm-centred shifted to a more
systemic view. The very concept of 'sustainable strategic management' was
reinterpreted to encompass all the processes needed to integrate sustainability
goals into the firm's core strategic management, referring to “all internal
cognitive, strategic, structural and operational processes... [as well as] external
alliances, networks and relationships wishing to function in sustainable ways''
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(Stead and Stead, 1996, pp. 179-180). A fully integrated environmental strategy
should

shape

the

company's

relationships

with

customers,

suppliers,

policymakers and all its stakeholders . Thus, effective implementations require
companies to operate with other firms and stakeholders in industrial eco
systems . The concept of stakeholder is widely used in studies merging
management and sustainability issues, to imply that "...the operation of the firm
is dependent on a number of interacting groups of interdependent and
interconnected interests, the sum of which is greater than the individual parts”
(Ulh0i et al., 1996, p.247).

While helpful in understanding actors' influence on strategy development, the
"stakeholder perspective" (e.g. Fineman and Clarke, 1996, Perrini and Tencati,
2006, Rivera-Camino, 2007) puts too much emphasis on the company's ability to
respond to stakeholders' needs and the stakeholders' ability to influence the
company's strategy towards environmental sustainability. What is striking is that
these studies recommend inter-firm cooperation as a solution to develop and
implement sustainability strategies that companies must follow, but treat both
sides as autonomous entities and little is said on how these inter-organisational
relationships evolve and to what extent they exert influence on the companies'
strategies. Stead and Stead (1995) undertook an empirical investigation focused
on the implementation process, but the study mainly targets the firm's motives
and outcomes to engage in this type of implementation and suggests a distinction
between

process-driven

and

market-driven

strategies.

An exception

is

Shrivastava's study (1995a) on how to build cooperative strategies through
efficient resource use. Discussing the concept of eco-centric management, the
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author illustrates how cooperative strategies were developed in an industrial
network

in

Denmark,

where

several

companies

established

industrial

relationships through waste exchange. Cooperation relies on the companies’
ability to share and reduce the use of natural resources by using each other's
waste and by-products (steam, ash, oil and so forth).

Along with discussions on sustainability strategies, studies employing the label of
'sustainable corporations' also started to emerge. A model for creating
'sustainable corporations' was proposed by Shrivastava and Hart (1995) to
denote the need to redesign strategies centred on 'total environmental
management' and 'sustainable organizational design'. Although no definition of
'sustainable corporations' is provided, the authors suggest a complete redesign of
the firm's operations centred on limiting the environmental damage of their
activities and an organizational redesign aimed at creating "a new type of
corporation with a fundamentally different relationship with the natural
environment" (ibid, p. 157).

A definition of a 'sustainable enterprise' is put forward by Hart and Milstein
(2003) as "one that contributes to sustainable development by delivering
simultaneously economic, social, and environmental benefits - the so-called
triple bottom line" (p. 56). This definition entails the idea that pursuing
enterprise sustainability is to reconcile the public good of sustainability with the
objective of creating shareholder value. The creation of value is a recurrent
notion in the greening the business literature. In a book entitled "The sustainable
company", Laszlo (2005) presents four business cases for sustainability
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describing how companies were able to create, capture and deliver sustainable
value for its shareholders and stakeholders thus becoming sustainable
companies. The key feature of a sustainable company is then the creation of value
through social and environmental performance.

Recently, Vitols and Kluge (2011} proposed a new view on the concept of the
'sustainable company' as an alternative to shareholder value models; according
to the authors their concept differs significantly from Laszlo's (2005], in the
sense that the need for formal mechanisms of worker involvement and a binding
legal framework for sustainability are taken as key drivers for creating
sustainable companies. They ask “What is the sustainable company?" (Vitols,
2011} and answer with a set of six elements that a company m ust observe to
become sustainable:
"A multi-dimensional concept of sustainability and stakeholder value is the
central guiding principle of a Sustainable Company.
In accordance with this guiding principle the Sustainable Company has a set
o f sustainability goals and a detailed strategy for achieving these goals.
-

Stakeholders, in particular employees, are involved in decision making in the
Sustainable Company.

-

The Sustainable Company has an externally verifiable reporting system on
both financial and nonfinancial (environmental, social, etc.} performance
which allows for measuring progress on the achievement of sustainability
goals.
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Incentives within the Sustainable Company are designed to support
sustainability. A central role is played here by tying a portion o f executive
remuneration the achievement o f sustainability goals.
The ownership base of the company is dominated by long-term responsible
investors concerned not only with financial return but also with the social and
environmental impacts of their investments." (ibid,p. 24, emphasis in
original).

In Vitols and Kluge's (2013) study more details are provided to understand the
underlying principles of sustainable companies, particularly the need to adopt a
strategic orientation towards sustainability, but still the emphasis is placed on
internal aspects of the firm that lead to value delivered to stakeholders.

Overall, the literature establishes a clear link between the need to develop
sustainability strategies and build sustainable firms and the creation of
sustainable value recognised by stakeholders. Hence, the way value is
interpreted in these studies deserves further elaboration. Most of these studies
see sustainability value as "stakeholder value", to illustrate that a company is
better prepared to achieve competitive advantage when following a sustainable
business pathway fostering the development of capabilities to create stakeholder
value (Hart and Milstein, 2003, Laszlo, 2005, Epstein, 2008, Laszlo, 2008, Stead
and Stead, 2009). The need for a sustainable value approach emerges from the
consideration that relationships with stakeholders are changing the drivers for
business value. According to this view, consumers, employees, investors, NGOs
and all sorts of stakeholders are now able to access data about any company and
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have the power to act upon the creation of such value. Thus, creating value for
stakeholders, which has been previously marginalized by corporations, is now
becoming "a source of competitive advantage rather than only a moral
obligation" (Laszlo, 2008, p. 119). The sustainable value framework suggested by
Laszlo (2008), however, embraces a linear approach to value creation: "Business
value created by a company is always associated with a stakeholder value that
can be either positive or negative. Value is created when a business adds to the
capital or well-being of its stakeholders. It is destroyed when a business reduces
their capital or undermines their well-being" (p. 120).

The present study disputes this vision on value creation (this aspect will be
further elaborated in section 2.4.3). First, it challenges the idea that value is
created or destroyed by a company as if the power of value creation/destruction
was in the hands of a company alone. Instead, following the work of Ramirez and
et al (Normann and Ramirez, 1989, 1993, Ramirez, 1999) it endorses a broader
view of value creation where sustainable value is not necessarily attached to
stakeholder value and created by a company, but co-produced between the
company and its stakeholders in value creation systems. As argued by Stead and
Stead (2009), the stakeholder value perspective needs broadening. These
authors claim that:

"...creating sustainability value for the numerous

stakeholders in a firm's stakeholder network requires a much broader
framework that reflects the symbiotic co-evolutionary relationships between the
firm and the greater society and ecosystem" (ibid, p. 133). They further add that
such relationships are network-based because stakeholders have many direct
and indirect interdependencies that result in different influences. Taking
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stakeholders' influence into the equation, companies should then design and
implement sustainability strategies that might enable sustainability value added
through eco- and socio-efficiency.

Secondly, this study also challenges the idea that value is created when a
business adds to the capital of a stakeholder in a value chain, linear fashion. The
inter-organisational relationships needed to set up a value-oriented strategy are
not taken into account. It is here assumed that the potential for value creation
emerges from the interactions between many different stakeholders and other
entities where value is not added, but co-produced and shaped in relationships
involving different and distributed practices. Instead of embracing a linear view,
where value is added in each node of stakeholder relationships, this study
favours a network view on the processes through which sustainability value
might emerge (this issue will be further elaborated in section 2.4.3.).

***
The literature reviewed in this section suggests that there is a growing need and
clear pressure from stakeholders to engage in business strategies that might lead
to the creation of sustainable firms and sustainable value. These pressures
constitute major challenges to managers who are responsible for the
development of "sustainable firms" and who deal with the strategising issues of
how to achieve these qualifications, but also to scholars who seek to provide
sound frameworks and guidance to practitioners.
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Clearly, the frameworks presented here are crucial to understand the need to
adopt a strategy view on the construction of sustainability labels. However, they
are of limited assistance in understanding these challenges precisely because
they tend to assume a firm-centric perspective to explain a phenomenon that
emerges within networks of inter-organisational relationships. To overcome
some of the problems encountered in the "greening the business" literature the
following section offers alternative frameworks to conventional views on
strategy - Actor Network Theory and the Industrial Network approach.

2.3

NETWORK APPROACHES TO STRATEGY

This section aims to provide an alternative approach to the conventional
perspectives on strategy development reviewed in section 2.2. A number of
limitations were highlighted in the way the strategic management literature deal
with issues of sustainability, particularly how the concepts of sustainability
strategies and companies are used in a taken-for-granted fashion. In this section
two main approaches are reviewed to develop a better understanding of strategy
and strategising practices: the sociology of translation provided by ANT scholars
.and the industrial network approach offered by the IMP group.
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2.3.1

A c t o r -N e t w o r k T h e o r y

(ANT)

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) was originally developed by French sociologists
Michel Callon and Bruno Latour as a methodological and conceptual approach to
understand the emergence and dominance of technological facts and ideas
(Callon, 1986a, b, Latour, 1987a). Concepts and ideas behind ANT have been
extensively applied in diverse scientific fields (e.g. management, medicine,
politics, and technologies2), for example, to look at the adoption and diffusion of
information systems (Lea et al., 1995, Orlikowski, 1996), accounting systems
(Chua, 1995, Lowe, 2001), performance models (Hansen and Mouritsen, 1999) or
management strategies (Knights et al., 1993, Parker and Wragg, 1999, Hensman,
2001). It has also been adopted in a few studies to understand processes of
"going green" (Newton, 2002, Egels-Zanden and Wahlqvist, 2007, Ahlstrom and
Egels-Zanden,

2008)

which

challenge

taken-for-granted

definitions

of

sustainability and the key role played by policy and corporate actors (managers,
firms) in changing processes. To better understand w hat ANT has to offer in the
context of these studies, this section reviews its main theoretical ideas, namely
the way actors are conceptualized (Section 2.3.1.1), a view on strategy inspired
by the sociology of translation (Section 2.3.1.2), the contributions of ANT to the
performativity program (Section 2.3.1.3) and the way these ideas have been
adopted in greening the business studies (section 2.3.1.3).

2
For an exhaustive list of ANT applications please refer to "Actor-Network Resource"
w ebsite from Lancaster University, Departm ent of Sociology available at:
http://w w w .lancs.ac.uk/fass/centres/ c s s /a n t/antres.htm
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2.3.1.1

Conceptualizing actors

From an ANT perspective, an actor is not necessarily an individual, a business
unit or a firm. As discussed by Law (1992), ANT embraces a material semiotic
approach to argue that human and non-human entities are produced in relations
and achieve a particular form as a result of the relations they are embedded in.
Ideas, actors, artefacts, concepts - things - get performed and perform
themselves within relations that become durable and stable. Hence, both human
and non-human actors are relational outcomes or effects.

The advantage of this conceptualization is that the expression 'actor-network'
highlights the inseparability of the actors from its networks, i.e., the impossibility
of explaining the actions of an entity w ithout taking its netw ork into
consideration. This is because actors and networks are mutually constitutive.
Thus, actors do not have inherent qualities of their own; they assume forms and
acquire their characteristics by interacting with other actors. This is described as
relational materialism (Law, 1992): "The argument is that thinking, acting,
writing, loving, earning - all the attributes that we normally ascribe to human
beings, are generated in networks that pass through and ramify both within and
beyond the body. Hence the term actor-network - an actor is also, always, a
network" (ibid, p. 384). This means, that contrary to IMP studies, ANT does not
grant primacy to the actor as a central point of a network, or to a network as the
nest where actors relate to each other. What this approach expects from the
researcher is avoid privileging any actor's' position or point of view (Callon,
1986b). Human actors, material devices, texts, abstract entities (such as power,
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economy, sustainability and so on) are all materially embodied and can be
observed empirically as network effects. The advice is to "follow the actor"
avoiding judgments of w hat is social or natural, micro or macro, right or wrong,
and focusing on how those actors are brought into particular relationships in an
actor-network (Latour and Woolgar, 1979). This also implies that a network is
"not ju st out there" and actors go in and go out of the network strategically as
they wish (Latour, 1987a). Callon (1991) defines an 'actor' or 'actant' as "any
entity able to associate texts, humans, non-humans and money, (p. 140)". So, an
actor/actant does not need to be human in order to be active in a network.

This conceptualization of actors and agency has given rise to strong critiques (e.g.
Amsterdamska, 1990, Collins and Yearley, 1992, Elam, 1999). The questions
raised concern the ability of artefacts or non-human actors to exercise agency or
to express will and how this ideas favour the dissolution of actors' humanity,
morality and psychology. Latour (1987b) had previously elaborated on the main
criticisms directed towards ANT. He suggested that these critiques appear
because the concept of actor (and actor-network) is misread. Actor or 'actant" is,
from an ANT point a view, a semiotic definition to signify something that acts or
anything which is granted to be the source of an action. And Callon (1999)
reminds us that one of the strengths of ANT is precisely these assumptions on the
radical indeterminacy of the actor. ANT "...was developed to analyse situations in
which it is difficult to separate humans and non-humans, and in which the actors
have variable forms and competencies" (p. 183). In his analysis, markets are
interpreted as institutions made of relations between a mix of human (economic
agents) and non-human (circulating goods and allocated resources) actors.
41

The key point is that relations, transformations, movements and actions are
formed between human and non-human entities which define and construct one
another. As such, an actor is not an entity with intentional behaviour but a more
abstract term which can refer to either human or non-human entities. Following
this line of reasoning, the next section returns to the very issue of strategy
development and discusses the notion of translation as a key concept to
understand strategising practices from a relational point of view.

2.3.1.2

The sociology o f translation

The most central idea in ANT to describe the establishment of definitions and
facts is the concept of translation. To ANT, which is also known as the sociology
of translation, the concept of translation is the building-block of actor-networks,
interpreted as a manifestation of interaction between actors (Callon, 1980,
Callon, 1986a, b, Latour, 1986, 1987a, Law, 1992]. According to Callon (1980),
translation

manoeuvres aim at shifting actors' interests, concerns and

significations into one single field, by relocating a problem from one set of
significations to another, i.e. by relating things that were previously unrelated
and different. Hence the goal of translation is to assemble complex actors (human
and non-human) into a single object or idea that can be mobilised and put into
circulation (for example a good is translated into a product, or an idea is
translated into a taken-for-granted fact). It is through interactions between
actors that translations create networks, the actors and the objects/ideas that
become stable over time. The concerned individuals or collective actors may
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ignore, alter or appropriate the ideas/objects. Whichever action they take will
influence the establishment of the object/idea in time and space (Latour, 1986).
Callon (1986b) suggests that the process through which an actor-network is built
up, develops in four moments of translation: problematization (or how to
become indispensable), interessem ent (or how the allies are locked into place),
enrolment (or how to define and coordinate the roles) and mobilisation (or how
allies are mobilized to follow a representative spokesmen).

The first moment - problematization - is related to the establishment of a
problem to be solved or a goal to be achieved. The actors that define the
problem /goal start by determining which other actors are involved and w hat do
they w ant - the definition of the problem/goal is turned into an "obligatory
passage point" through which other actors must necessarily pass. By defining a
problem/goal as an obligatory passage point, the actor "in charge" defines the
network, the actors involved and the relationships between them, i.e.,
problematization is about describing "... a system of alliances, or associations
between entities thereby defining the identity and w hat they 'want'"(op. cit., p.
206). Problematization is therefore set up by an actor (or group of actors) which
does not mean that is immediately accepted by other involved actors. The
entities identified in the first moment might accept their integration as part of
the problem or solution, but they might also refuse to do so by "defining its
identity, its goals, projects, orientations, motivations, or interests in another
manner" (op. cit., p. 207).
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The second moment, interessement, is about bringing all the other actors "on
board", i.e., attempting to form and adjust other actors' identities and goals
during action. It is through interessem ent that alliances are formed in the sense
that potential competing identities or associations are disrupted. If the process of
interessem ent thrives it means that the devices, strategies and mechanisms
adopted were able to interrupt alternative definitions and make their own
prevail. This means that actors were enrolled in the proposed definition. The
moment of enrolment describes "the group of multilateral negotiations, trials of
strength and tricks that accompany the interessements and enable them to
succeed." (op. cit., p. 211).

Having all actors enrolled in one single definition, the last moment of translation
is about mobilizing allies, i.e., to designate a representative or spokesman who
will speak in the name of the allies. Mobilisation implies acting as a unit of force
composed by other actors and chains of intermediaries, which render their
definitions credible, through one sole spokesman. Nevertheless, these units of
force and alliances might stabilize or might be contested at any moment. In this
case, the network of relationships built up is subject to new translation
processes, in a "never ending-story" fashion.

The main idea is that ideas, facts or objects exist all the time; people pass them on
to each other, translating them according to their personal frames of reference.
Translation is therefore a transformational act and outcome of carrying those
ideas, facts, objects forwards in a way that the interests of different actors are
aligned in a given place, space and time. An implication is that a definition
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becomes established and taken-for-granted as long as it is constantly reproduced
within its actor-network. This notion of taken-for-granted, or “black-boxed"
entities in ANT terminology, refers to the general acceptance of the definition by
multiple actors, i.e., it depicts a long lasting translation. This means that the
actor-network formed around the definition constantly defends it from
competing views proposed by other actors. In this sense, actors accepting a given
definition continuously enrol others to support their preferred definition of a
subject and, at the same time, inhibit other actors to change sides, i.e., to become
enrolled in other actor-networks supporting competing definitions.

For example, the idea of “climate change" is a black-box formed by considerations
on solar rays and carbon dioxide emissions, measuring instruments, scientific
experiences and laboratories, industrial development and so on. This blackedboxed concept of climate change is at the heart of political discussions,
governmental and environmental negotiations, public reports production (such
as the Kyoto protocol] within other actor-networks struggling to enrol other
actors with the idea of promoting environmental sustainability.

So w hat are the implications of the notion of translation to the study of strategy
and, particularly, to the study of strategising practices towards the construction
and establishment of qualifications? Two main features of ANT offer great
potential to assist this endeavour. First, it describes and explains how networks
of support are built around definitions of technology/facts/ideas, so that they
become stable and taken for granted. Second, as will be further discussed, ANT
defends a symmetrical view of the natural and social worlds in the sense that no
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entity (human and non-human) has a particular power or lies outside the
network. Hence, the approach views technologies/facts/ideas and the networks
of human and non-human actors linked to them as mutually constitutive; both
are built up gradually and simultaneously while central actors - or ' translators'
in ANT parlance - succeed in mobilizing other hum an/non-hum an entities as
supporters of the proposed definition.

From this perspective, any entity can be defined in terms of the actor-networks
that support it. A strategy might be interpreted as a definition proposed by an
actor or collective actor (a firm, an organisation, a department) that becomes real
by the network of human and non-human entities that are translated to support
the proposed definition of strategy (Denis et al., 2007). A few scholars have
already proposed the application of ANT ideas to the study of strategy and
strategising (Knights et al., 1993, Parker and Wragg, 1999, Demers and
Charbonneau, 2001, Hensman, 2001, Denis et al., 2007). All these papers look at
strategising processes in terms of the construction of actor-networks. Hence, the
idea behind these studies is that strategic orientations and practices might be
explained by the translation ability of the strategy proposers to build a network
of support that dynamically emerges around the definition. As Denis et al (2007)
suggest: "Strategizing, within this definition, becomes a 'translation' process with
all the potential elements of problematization, interessement, enrolment, and
mobilization leading potentially (but not deterministically) to the irreversibility
of a well defined strategy" (p.185).
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The authors also call attention to the possibility that certain artefacts acquire
agency in the process of strategizing. Strategic plans (or sustainability reports for
that matter), for example, once in place have the ability to define, limit or
regulate the roles and identities of human actors. Demers and Charbonneay
(2001) illustrate how an organizational strategy document (a plan to build a
dam for electricity production) positions the interests of the actors involved,
including the strategy authors, in terms of the reasons why the strategy should
be supported. The text, in this sense, discursively constructs a network of
meanings to translate the interests of a variety of actors into a shared ground.
Similarly, the study by Parker and Wragg (1999) invokes a 150-year-old
document to manage conflicting views on a public sector strategy (a plan for
river navigation). ANT concepts are used in this study to demonstrate, on one
hand, the creation of competing networks fighting over the control of a strategic
issue (the river navigation) and on the other hand, the role of a text in cementing
together existing durable networks.

Overall, these studies suggest that ANT offers rich insights understand strategy
and strategising. Denis et al (2007) rightly point out that “would-be strategists
(or 'translator)" looking at the world from an ANT point of view will "recognize
the need to think simultaneously in terms of both strategies and the networks of
support that they can engage" (p. 189). This implies a consideration of the
different meanings that strategic orientations may have for different actors, and a
reflection on how to build networks around strategic orientations that render
those meanings more or less attractive. It also implies the recognition of the
potential role of non-human actors in the construction of the strategies.
47

2 3 .1 3

On performativity and practices

One im portant contribution put forward by STS studies, and further advanced by
ANT theorists, is the performativity programme. In the context of social studies
of markets, the performativity programme, also known as practice-based
approach to markets, was developed to investigate how theories and methods
contribute to, and actively participate, in configuring markets [see for example
Gallon, 1998; Slater, 2002; Kjellberg and Helgesson, 2006; MacKenzie, Muniesa
and Liu, 2007).

Focusing on the performativity of economics, Gallon's (1998) edited volume “The
laws of the market" was highly influential in setting out the performativity
approach. Gallon's idea was that "that economics, in the broad sense of the term,
performs, shapes and formats the economy, rather than observing how it
functions" (p.2). That is to say that economics does not describe the 'economy'
b ut contributes to bringing economy into being. A practice-based approach has
also been adopted in marketing to investigate how marketing contributes to the
shaping of markets (see for example Araujo, 2007; Araujo and Spring, 2006;
Araujo et al, 2008; Kjellberg and Helgesson, 2006, 2007a, b).

The main assumption of the practice-based approach is that exchanges and
m arkets are not stable states but entities 'in the making'. In other words, markets
and exchanges are ever-changing entities shaped and enacted by multiple and
distributed calculative agencies (Callon and Muniesa, 2005; Kjellber and
Hegelsson 2006, 2007a). Hence academic disciplines such as economics,
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accounting or marketing play a performative role in constructing markets, that is
to say, their models, methods, ideas, experts, techniques and practices actively
participate in the production and shaping of the phenomena they aim to describe
(Callon, 1998; Cochoy, 1998).

The notions of calculative agencies and market devices are central in the
performativity program. These concepts will be further developed in section
"2.4.3 On calculations and valuations", but for the sake of clarification it is
im portant to stress here that markets are performed and shaped by multiple
calculative agencies, combining metrics, ideas, artefacts and market devices
(Callon and Muniesa, 2005), aggregating assemblages of materials and discourse
such as pricing models, merchandising tools, benchmarking lists, ranking lists
(Munesa et al, 2007).

The importance of the performativity programme for this investigation also lies
in the connection between markets and politics. According to Callon (1998,
2010) studying the performativity of economics is about addressing the relations
between political debate and the working of economic devices, m ediated by
economics. Referring to these relations Callon, Lascoumes and Barthe (2009)
propose the notion of ‘dialogical democracy’ to denote that markets can be put to
the service of political action,. Put differently, markets can be designed to
internalize political questions such as the ones discussed in this thesis. For
example, markets are changing because firms face pressures to become socially
responsible. This thesis will illustrate cases where suppliers are gradually
compelled to obtain environmental certifications, where firms fight for 'green'
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classifications on the waste they produce or where firms invest in clean
technology to benefit from green tariffs. All these examples illustrate that
political issues are being delegated to the market. But, because the economy is
performed, and the relations between economy and politics are constantly in
flux, fuelling controversies of which relations should be delegated to the market
and which should be outside of it, the economy and politics cannot be separated.
In Callon's words "We could even say, exaggerating slightly, that politics and the
economy are produced jointly in the same performation process" (2010, p. 165].

2.3.1.4

A doption o f ANT on "green in g the business studies"

So far, only a few authors have advocated the adoption of ANT ideas to
understand processes of "going green" (Newton, 2002, Egels-Zanden and
Wahlqvist, 2007, Ahlstrom and Egels-Zanden, 2008) while others recognise the
advantages of a relational perspective to sustainability

to complement, and

critically review, the literature on socio-technical transitions (Genus and Coles,
2008, Shove and Walker, 2010, Garud and Gehman, 2012). Newton (2002) claims
that many of the "greening the business" w riters adopt a taxonomic approach to
strategy similar to conventional approaches to strategy. He criticizes authors in
the field for not engaging in 'less' linear (e.g. Mintzberg, 1988; Weick, 1987) or
more critical orientations to strategy (e.g. Alvesson and Willmont, 1995; Knights
and Morgan, 1991; Whittington, 1993), and suggests ANT as an alternative
theoretical framework to support research in the environmental strategy field,
particularly Callon's (1991) work on techno-economic networks.
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What these works have in common is a sceptical view on taken-for-granted
definitions of sustainability and the key role played by policy and corporate
actors (managers, firms) in changing processes, ignoring the agency and interests
of other vital actors. Endorsing Newton's (2002) view, this study acknowledges
that "greening the business" literature represents a challenge to traditional
management approaches in the sense that it has generated increasing interest
within green organization studies and often envisaged a radical reordering of
society through the promotion of sustainable values. He further suggests that in
order to further advance research on these topics, studies would benefit from a
network approach such as ANT: "it is more productive to research the
configuration of interdependent networks that support or impede greening
processes (...) rather than the decisions and actions of individual sovereign
actors" (op cit., p. 525); that is to say, it is more relevant to explore the networks
through which managers became enrolled as green strategists and at the same
time are able to translate others in the organisation as greening agents.

Discussing issues of agency, Newton (2002) brings ANT conceptualization of
actors into the equation and discusses the influence of non-human actors in
processes of driving (or impeding) the greening of organisations: "ANT stresses
the theoretical centrality of non-human actors, such as in the case of Chernobyl
nuclear power plant, which became 'an uncontrolled and autonomous force... an
actor in its own right (Callon, 1991: p. 142)'" (p. 530). He stresses that this focus
on non-human actors brings new light to the understanding of greening
strategies. Individuals or groups' actions towards the achievement of greener
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outcomes may be amplified, modified, subverted or erased through the
interweaving of their actions with those of other, human and non-human, actors.
Other scholars take similar positions. In a study on the implementation of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) among suppliers in a post-partnership
project, Egels-Zanden and Wahlquist

(2007) investigate if such project can

"successfully establish stable definitions o f corporate responsibility" (p. 3). The
authors call for the need to understand why and how certain types of interorganisational negotiations, and not others, precede the establishment of stable
definitions of corporate responsibility which eventually come to be taken for
granted, or black-boxed in ANT parlance. Combining ANT and institutional
theory insights, their study provides a theoretical framework to understand how
legitimacy linked to CSR strategies is achieved. They claim that ANT has rarely
been used in this type of studies due to the lack of focus in previous research into
the

inter-organisational negotiations that precede

the

establishment of

definitions of corporate responsibility.

Egels-Zanden and Wahlquist (2007) argue that it is through translation
processes comprising the acts of negotiation and persuasion that companies are
able to set their CSR agendas. The ability to enrol NGOs, unions, governmental
organisations and other actors as supporters of their proposed definition of a
responsible company leads to the achievement of legitimacy. This point implies
that legitimacy is provided or conferred by influential stakeholders, who do so
because they were previously successfully enrolled. In this sense, from an ANT
perspective, the stakeholders of a "definition" might consist of both human and
non-human actors; artefacts and texts may be potentially constituted as another
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influential stakeholder group that, along with 'human' actors are able to confer
legitimacy to the proposed definition of CSR.

2 .3 .2

T h e In d u s t r ia l N e t w

o rk approach

The IMP framework derives originally from empirical studies on the nature,
content and development of business relationships, from which IMP scholars
developed the 'Interaction Model' (Hakansson, 1982). As a descriptive rather
than a normative approach, it grants pivotal importance to the mechanisms
through which relationships evolve within interaction processes, providing both
constraints and possibilities for action (Ford and Hakansson, 2006).

The 'Industrial Network' approach emerged as a development of the interaction
model (Hakansson, 1987, Axelsson and Easton, 1992, Hakansson and Johanson,
1992, Hakansson and Snehota, 1995) and is mainly rooted on the idea that
industrial markets are not atomistic, i.e., formed by independent firms
performing transactions with anonymous counterparts. Instead, markets are
viewed

as

networks

of

connected

relationships

between

active

and

heterogeneous firms, interacting with each other and seeking solutions to their
different problems. As claimed by Easton (1992): "What the industrial network
approach adds to the interaction approach is the knowledge that the focal firm
(a) cannot be managed in isolation from the other relationships a firm has and
(b) represents a conduit to other relationships through which resources may be
accessed" (p. 25). Thus firms do not operate in isolation, but in the context of
interconnected business relationships forming industrial networks. The notion of
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connectedness is crucial here. Relationships are not only interdependent but also
connected to each other forming an aggregate structure, i.e., a network
(Hakansson and Snehota, 1995).

Hence, according to this framework, studies based on a single company are
inevitably limited and biased, providing an incomplete and inadequate view of
the world surrounding the company. Assuming that companies' actions influence
and are influenced by a diversity of other organisations' actions in interorganisational relationships and that networks have no centre and no objective
boundaries, makes the task to researchers examining unfolding network
outcomes a difficult one. A Network Model was developed to address this
complexity (for a comprehensive review of the model see: Hakansson, 1987,
Hakansson and Johanson, 1992, Hakansson and Snehota, 1995). It suggests that
network outcomes, are multi-faceted and multi-layered and might be examined
along three interdependent dimensions: actors, resources and activities. The
model (henceforth ARA model) pictures an overall structure of networks where
actors are defined by the activities they perform and the resources they control.
To perform activities, actors use resources to transform other resources and
lastly, resources are used by actors as a mean to perform their activities
(Hakansson, 1987). This view obviously challenges conventional views of
strategy. Although strategy development and strategising practices have not
been broadly discussed in the Industrial Network approach, they have received
great attention from IMP scholars (Hakansson and Snehota, 1989a, Axelsson,
1992, Araujo and Easton, 1996b, Mattsson, 1998, Gadde et al., 2003, Baraldi et al.,
2007, Baraldi, 2008, Harrison and Prenkert, 2009).
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2.3.2.1

Role of actors

fn the strategic management literature, 'actors' are seen as autonomous and selfsufficient firms able to develop their own strategies relying mainly on their own
resources and competencies. This view is challenged by the IMP Group whose
w ork provides an alternative to "classical" marketing models, whereby exchange
and m arket structures are examined in term s of buyer-supplier relationships and
the industrial networks within which those relationships are embedded (Ford,
1980, Hakansson, 1982, Axelsson and Easton, 1992, Hakansson and Johanson,
1992, Hakansson and Snehota, 1995].

In contrast with strategic management mainstream, IMP scholars argue that no
company alone has the necessary skills, technologies or resources to satisfy their
strategic needs. Hence they are dependent on the actions and intentions of
counterparts to get access to resources they need and do not own (Ford et al.,
2002). In the often-quoted ARA (actors-resources-activities) model (Hakansson,
1987, Hakansson and Johanson, 1992), actors are broadly defined as entities
(single individuals, groups of individuals, firms, groups of firms) that perform
and develop activities based on access to resources, directly by ownership or
indirectly through relationships. According to this framework, industrial
networks are conceptualised as a structure of connected relationships within
which dynamic actor bonds, resource ties and activity links emerge in a context
of simultaneous stability and change. All these connections are an outcome of
interactions amongst actors.
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The usefulness of this perspective is that it denies the autonomous and
independent nature of the firm portrayed in strategic management as a selfgoverning entity able to "...develop and implement its own independent strategy
based on its own resources, taking into account its own competences and
shortcomings" (Ford, 2002, p.2). Instead, it favours a view where firms have
limited discretion for action. Firms depend on and are influenced by the action
and attitudes of counterparts with whom relationships are conducted.

2.3.2.2

R elational view o f stra te g y

The literature on strategy is usually concerned with a firm's ability to triumph in
competitive environments and the efforts of one actor to gain power positions
against rivals in an external and anonymous environment (e.g. Porter, 1980,
1985}. Gadde, Humer and Hakansson (2003} emphasize that mainstream
literature on strategic management grants too much importance to this
competitive aspect of strategy and neglects interdependence and collaboration
within inter-organisational relationships as crucial facets of strategic action.
From an IMP perspective, competitive advantage is not about being "'against'
others but

mostly "in relation to others" (Baraldi et al., 2007, p. 884).

Nevertheless a few contemporary strategy scholars have also acknowledged the
importance of relationships and interactions in strategic processes (Dyer and
Singh, 1998, Gulati et al., 2000, Pettigrew et al., 2002).
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An interesting question raised by Araujo and Easton (1996b) concerns the
definition of strategy provided by Mintzberg (1978). Their claim is that
Mintzberg proposes a processual definition of strategy as a "pattern in a stream
of actions and decisions" (op. cit., p. 368) but ignores the processes that lead to
such patterns, that is, ignores the way in which consistency of strategic
behaviour might occur over time. Discussing sources of consistency as internal
(cognitive, cultural, political, economic/technological processes) and external
processes (market exchange relationships, institutional exchange relationships
and network structures), the authors argue that consistency arises from the
interaction between the inside and the outside of the firm. They further note that
even the internal processes are often produced by external social, economic and
political forces. For these reasons they present a "relational view of strategy (...)
as "embedded in a set of practices and relations lasting long enough to allow us
to attribute consistency and strategic intent to the behaviour of firms" (p. 361).

Strategising, in turn, is about a firm's efforts to influence its position in the
network which involves collaboration and mutual dependence within business
relationships (Johanson and Mattsson, 1992). That is to say, strategising is not
about a company's self-contained pathway to achieve particular goals but about
"identifying the scope of action, within existing and potential relationships and
about operating effectively with others within the internal and external
constraints that limit that scope" (Hakansson and Ford, 2002, p. 137).

Although the strategic management literature suggests that firms should avoid
being over dependent on and controlled by others, the Industrial Network
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approach stresses the importance of building interdependences systematically in
order to obtain benefits through cooperation (Dubois, 1998, Hakansson and
Ford, 2002, Gadde et al., 2003). The implication is that identifying the scope for
action in a strategising process means assessing present and future relationships
in order to identify which counterparts should be activated in the development of
the strategy, given its activities and resource bases (Hakansson and Snehota,
1989a, Gadde et al., 2003)

One other feature of conventional approaches to strategy is the assumption that
achieving competitive goals is about allocating known and controlled resources,
the value of which is perceived as given. A network perspective clearly challenges
this view by questioning the degree of control that a firm might have over
resources (Araujo et al., 1999, Ford and Hakansson, 2006). This is because a firm
partially controls resources owned by other firms and has its own resources
partially controlled by the requirements of counterparts (Araujo et al., 1999).
Companies involved in close relationships have to continuously reassess how
their resources should be combined and with which counterparts given that
those decisions will affect resources' features and value. This implies that the
value of a resource is not given, as assumed in the microeconomic view of the
firm. Instead, and as it possesses multiple features and can be used in many
different ways, its value is dependent on the way it is used and combined with
others (Hakansson and Snehota, 1989a). Furthermore, the systematic process of
combining and recombining resources within relationships brings further
opportunities for the development of new resources. Relationships are therefore
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an im portant resource and also a tool to change the use and value of other
resources (Gadde et al.#2003).

Business relationships are also taken to be strategic resources in the sense that
through relationships the resources of a company are tied to resources in other
companies giving rise to systematic combination of resources (Hakansson and
Snehota, 1989a). This view of relationships as resources and as providers and
consumers of other resources reveals new features for strategic action given that
"... a significant part of a company's total resource base is located beyond its
ownership boundary and is controlled bilaterally with other firms" (Gadde et al.,
2003, p.359).

In summary, in the Industrial Network approach a company's position is
determined by the activity links, actor bonds and resource ties which emerge
from their business relationships, that is to say, "... the position of a company is
determined more from the outside than from the inside, and is contingent on
how the company relates to the firms with which it actually is involved in
business exchanges" (Gadde et al., 2003, p.362). As far as this research is
concerned, this relational view of strategy offers better explanations of strategy
development than traditional approaches where strategy is conceived as an
outcome of independent actions and facing anonymous actors in competitive
environments. Using the words of Baraldi et al (2007) "there is a scope for an
empirical study employing an industrial networks conceptual framework to
unravel and understand the details of how strategies (however they are defined)
are formed and emerge in a network context" (p.890). The present study
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attem pts to unravel some of those details by exploring how sustainability
strategies aimed at building up an overall corporate qualification are constructed
in a network context.

2.3.2.3

A doption o f IN in "greening the business" stu d ies

IMP frameworks have also been used in a number of empirical studies dealing
with strategising issues towards sustainability. For example Andersson and
Sweet's study (2002) focused on strategic actions taken by a food retail chain to
implement an environmentally sustainable system for waste recycling. The study,
inspired by the industrial networks approach (Hakansson and Johanson, 1992)
and the idea of strategic actions in overlapping networks (Mattsson, 1998),
stressed the importance of creating new activity links between both systems and
integrating activities in the whole recycling activity chain, from food suppliers to
waste handling firms and showed how the roles of organisational actors involved
necessarily had to

change to adapt to a higher degree of technical

interdependencies and to a new way of performing activities.

Similar

conclusions were drawn in Hakansson and Waluszewski's (2002) study on
IKEA's chlorine-free catalogue paper where the new "green" catalogue required
new bonds with several actors and resources to allocate new combinations of
different technologies. This study led to the development of the "resource
interaction" framework (labelled 4 R's model) which was later used by Baraldi, et
al (2009, 2011) in a study on the creation of an eco-sustainable solution.
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Baraldi et al (2011] looked at the creation of a specific network to build an
environmentally-friendly house with zero CO2 emissions - the Loccioni's "Leaf
Community" project - and focused particularly on the embeddedness of
resources in a new complex solution and the changes that occurred in the
network during such embedding. This study also sheds some light on the issue of
value creation in networks. Defining the value of eco-sustainability as "a value
that is created when specific products and facilities cause as little as possible
negative impact on natural resources" (op. cit, p.3], the authors claim that the
value of a resource might be created not only when it serves its encoded purpose
but also when it adds environmentally-friendly features to the final product.
They further highlight that embedding such a positive value in a specific resource
requires that several resources from different actors get combined.

The relevance of these studies for the present investigation is that they provide
empirical exemplars of the significance and usefulness of IMP frameworks to
research strategic actions towards sustainability. The relational idea of
interdependence and connectedness between actors to delimit the scope of a
firm's actions but equally emphasizing other actors' resources and activities as
delimiters of those actions is particularly valuable, as far as this research is
concerned; not because of the notion of relational connectedness per se, which is
also part of ANT's framework, but because it provides a structured view of
networks of organisations, resources and activities, evolving from many different
connections, rather than a narrowed view of organisations as actor-networks.

***
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In summary, the insights drawn from these frameworks can be combined and
integrated to suggest a coherent and rich view on strategising, even though they
are not entirely commensurable. Before engaging in a discussion on how IMP and
ANT may together contribute to the understanding of strategising towards the
establishment qualifications, the next section reviews the last and most
im portant theoretical construct of this chapter, that is, the theoretical
perspectives on qualification and valuation processes adopted throughout this
research.

2 .4

T h e o r e tic a l p e rs p e c tiv e s o n q u a lif ic a tio n s a n d v a l u a t i o n s

Over the last three decades a large and growing body of literature on the study of
qualities and qualification has emerged within the social sciences. The relevance
of these concepts for this research is obvious since it aims at investigating the
processes through which firms are qualified as sustainable. This section is thus
dedicated to critically reviewing the development and employment of the
concepts of quality and qualification in market studies and to elaborating on its
usefulness for this study. It starts by giving an account of the origins and use of
the concept in French sociological literature and its extension to the study of
product qualifications and singularities in markets. This is followed by a review
of the particular view of goods' qualification and requalification as a strategic
game in section 2.4.2 and some comments on the issues of valuations,
calculations and qualculations in section 2.4.3.

62

2.4.1

QUALIFICA TION STUDIES: FROM LABOUR TO GOODS

The notion of qualification was first used in French sociology to describe and
evaluate labour and workers. The concept was used with a double meaning: to
refer to w ho/w hat is qualified (e.g a skilled or unskilled worker) and the process
(e.g. job) by which someone/something is qualified. It embraced a dialectical
movement between constructing the set of professional qualities held by a
worker and the set of qualities needed to perform a job3.

The main idea of these studies that later helped building the sociology of worth
within the 'conventions school' (Boltanski and Thevenot, 1991, 2006) was the
recognition that "personal qualities result from the social construction o f
qualification by the bargaining between groups that promote different definition
of qualities and qualification" (Musselin and Paradeise, 2005, p. S91, italics in
original).

The notion was then transposed to economics by Eymard-Duvernay (1986) to
contest the homogeneity of markets and study their segmentation according to
different qualities of products and services, and later used and further elaborated
by Karpik (1989), who introduced the term "economics of quality" in his study on
the pricing of services in monopolistic professions. Studying the moderate prices
of legal services where excess profits could be taken, Karpik opened the debate

3
For a b rie f re v ie w o f th e origins an d use of th e c o n c ep t of qualification see:
MUSSELIN, C. & PARADEISE, C. (2 0 0 5 ) T he co n c ep t of quality: a b rie f h isto ric al re v ie w in
th e F ren ch social sciences an d th re e q u estio n s. IN MUSSELIN, C. a n d PARADEISE, C.
(Eds.) Quality: a d eb ate. Sociologie du Travail. Vol. 47, pp. S89-S123
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on the quality of services as something that cannot be constructed outside the
customer-producer relationship (Karpik, 1999).

Discussions around quality, qualities, qualification and qualifications of goods
followed in the fields of 'economics of conventions’ and ‘sociology of sociotechnical networks' to provide definitions of goods and products and
explanations of the features of market exchanges based on contextualised
relations between products, customers and suppliers. For example, a quality
approach was used to discuss industrial certifications in Cochoy et al [1998], to
theorize on the processes through which goods are qualified in consumer
markets (Callon et al., 2002), to discuss markets as collective devices whose
function is to create agreements on the quality of goods and on price mechanisms
(Callon and Muniesa, 2005) or to propose that exchange in markets of singular
products (such as luxury goods, fine wines, arts, professional services) is based
on qualification (judgements) rather than on prices (calculative reasoning)
(Karpik, 2010).

This relational approach to qualification and quality construction of goods is a
fundamental keystone of this research which aims to transpose the approach to
the qualification of firms. Hence it deserves further treatm ent in the following
sub-sections which elaborate on two themes of particular relevance to explain
qualification processes: the notions of quality and singularities, and the strategic
games involved in qualification-requalification.
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2.4.2

QUALIFICA TION OF PRODUCTS: SINGULARITIES

As mentioned above, the notion of quality transposed to commodities (goods and
services) was put forward in Karpik's works on the "economics of quality" and
"economics of singularities" (1989, 2005, 2010). The main idea behind these
frameworks is that goods and services are ultimately defined by their qualities
and not by their price. Karpik (2005) uses the terms "quality products", "singular
products" and "singularities" interchangeably to denote the existence of two
different forms of market coordination: that around homogeneous/differentiated
products and that around quality products or singularities. The main difference
between them is that in "markets of singularities" - characterised by quality
uncertainty and quality multidimensionality - the coordination mechanism to
adjust producers and customers is not based on price competition, but on quality
competition (Karpik, 1989).

In this context of quality primacy over price competition, final choices on which
goods to buy are determined by the identification and evaluation of their
attributes. Identification of attributes, which has been a central topic in EymardDuvernay (1986, 1989), Boltanski and Thevenot (1987, 1991) and more recently
Callon et al (2002), is facilitated by the construction of agreements, conventions
and categories that produce contextualized classifications of multiple and co
constructed, rather than unique or intrinsic, attributes. According to Musselin
and Paredeise (2005), these studies overlook evaluation as a necessary function
to reduce uncertainty. This aspect was brought to light by Karpik (1996) to
establish that exchanges are made possible through judgment devices and
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promise devices that influence buying decisions. Hence the qualification process
based on multiple and constructed attributes makes the good identifiable and
singular but it also provides a basis to evaluate these attributes.

From this perspective, market exchanges cannot take place without qualification
and judgment, which in turn involves a variety of intermediaries and collective
intermediation arrangements - such as rankings, benchmarking lists, guides,
patents, brand names - used to connect supply and demand (Cochoy et al., 1998,
Karpik, 2000, Callon et al., 2002}. According to Karpik (1996, 2010}, since
exchanges are dependent on judgement,

intermediaries and intermediation

arrangem ents play a crucial role on the evaluation of quality.

First, judgment regarding quality is mainly based on personal and impersonal
trust and confidence. Hence, exchange participants tend to mobilize personal
networks to reduce the uncertainty on the quality of goods and services and to
support their evaluation processes. A variety of different actors is thus involved
in the evaluation and qualification process

(e.g. exchange participants,

intermediaries, market actors} in what Callon et al (2002} call hybrid forums
(these forums will be further discussed in section 2.2.3}. Secondly, as
singularities

are

recurrently

contested

and

renewed,

reducing

quality

uncertainty requires “quality market equipment" made of external arrangem ents
(judgment and promise devices} (Karpik, 2005, p. S112}. Hence, the interaction
between actors and devices such as intermediaries, networks, experts, business
consultants, labels, rankings, reputation, guides, brands, provides knowledge and
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trust to support customers' decisions and determines the final qualification of
singularities.

In summary, the economics of singularities framework proposed by Karpik (e.g.,
1989, 1996, 2005, 2010) grants primacy of quality judgements over calculative
reasoning and highlights the role of judgment devices to orient consumers’
choices. Given the research goals of the present study, the singularities
perspective offers valuable insights to move towards a broader investigation of
how firms get qualified in particular and stable ways. As remarked by Karpik
himself (2005), his analysis is "...limited to commodities, but it could be extended
to other bearers of singularity like corporations” (p. S114).

Although Karpik's work focuses on the singularity of commodities as a key
function of market coordination, it overlooks the processes through which
qualities are attributed and stabilised. This aspect is contemplated by Callon et al
(2002) whose work on the so-called "the economy of qualities" brings a
significant contribution to assist this research. This perspective is discussed in
the following section.

2 .4 .3

Q u a l if ic a

t i o n -r e q u a l if ic a t i o n o f g o o d s a s a s t r a t e g ic g a m e

The "economy of qualities" framework proposed by Callon et al (2002) looks at
qualification of goods as a strategic game to deal with competition by positioning
and repositioning goods in the market. The authors propose the notions of
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objectification, singularization and attachment-detachment to refer to the
structuring mechanisms of qualifying goods according to economic agents’
strategic goals.

These term s in use are inspired by Karpik's work reviewed above, but it is
highlighted that a focus on qualities rather than on quality is privileged to move
away from a focus on the configurations that lead to the quality of products, to a
more encompassing treatm ent of the multidimensional qualities that influence
the processes of qualification-requalification.

To explain the multidimensionality of qualification processes, Callon et al (2002)
call attention to the variety and heterogeneity of actors that exert influence on
the definition and evaluation of characteristics of quality. Referring to the
proliferation of the so-called hybrid forums, the authors discuss how the
functioning and organization of markets are discussed in public spaces by many
different economic and non-economic actors (firms, consumer associations,
economists, anthropologists, sociologists, international organisations, protestors,
biologists, climatologists, non-governmental organisations) with contrasting
roles and sometimes holding opposing views.

The point here is that all these actors contribute to produce knowledge about
markets, influencing their organisation and functioning, by sharing their
viewpoints, critics or support, about products, brands, firms - and their qualities
- in public arenas. Given this plethora of economic and non-economic
agents/opinion-makers, the question around qualification of products concerns
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the strategies through which actors establish the qualities of their products and
mobilize a whole series of actors to support their proposed definitions.

An im portant distinction provided by Callon et al [2002] is the one between
products and goods. A product is a process constituted by a series of
transformational operations (production, circulation and consumption) where it
is changed, moved and passed through different hands and sites until turned into
a form judged useful by economic agents. The economic good, in turn,
corresponds to a state in a moment of time where its characteristics are
stabilized in order to make it tradable. Hence, the journey from products to goods
is that of qualification and requalification where its attributes emerge and change
from the co-construction of agreements, categories and conventions that
continuously define its quality and make it identifiable. Hence “...the product is
thus a process, whereas the good corresponds to a state, to a result, or more
precisely, to a moment in that never-ending process" (ibid, p. 197). Even after
exchange and consumption the qualification of the good continues (the quality of
a second hand car, for example, is redefined and judged valuable by a new
buyer).

Similarly to Karpik's view (1989), a good is defined by a combination of
characteristics that make it singular and also comparable to other goods with
similar or dissimilar characteristics. Thus defining a good is about "...positioning
it in a space of goods, in a system of differences and similarities" (Callon et al.,
2002, p.198). The question raised by the authors is how the goods'
characteristics are defined and established. Answering this question might lead
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to conclusions concerning the goals of this study, namely the definition and
establishment of firms' qualities.

The same authors suggest that the process of defining a good's characteristics is
that of objectification, meaning that they are not properties already existing or
observable, but "revealed" within interactions between the good and agents
where tests and trials take place (ibid, p. 198}. This, in turn, requires investments
in metrological equipment and work through which controversial decisions must
be made, such as which characteristics should be taken into account or which
value should be attributed to each of them. The aim of these qualification trials is
to reach an agreement on the characteristics of the goods that determ inate its
qualities. Since this process of objectification evolves as the product develops
within its transformational operations, Callon et al (2002} prefer to talk about
qualities and a continuous process of qualification-requalification: "All quality is
obtained at the end of a process of qualification, and all qualification aims to
establish a constellation of characteristics, stabilized at least for a while, which
are attached to the product and transform it temporarily into a tradable good in
the market." (Callon et al., 2002, p. 199}.

The value of this perspective, as far as this study is concerned, is that it offers
some compelling questioning about what lays behind the establishment of goods'
(and potentially firms'} qualities. Theorists of qualification have generally not
explained the processes through which qualities are attributed, stabilized and
objectified throughout a good's journey. Moreover by providing the distinction
between products and goods, and recognising the various m etamorphoses of the
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goods' transformational operations, the "economy of qualities" framework a la
Callon et al [2002] encourages a way to look at qualification processes from a
strategic point of view.

Using Chamberlain's insights [1946], Callon et al (2002) remind the reader that
since the product is a strategic variable and since the ability to modify the list of
qualities is a strategic resource, the qualification-requalification of goods is a
"strategic game of positioning" (p. 201). Hence, the processes through which
goods' qualities are defined are central to economic competition and the
functioning and organization of markets. However, they also point out that firms
cannot force consumers to accept their definitions of quality and tell them how to
rank their goods in relation to competitors'. Thus, the participation of consumers
in this game becomes a crucial part of the game.

Goods are only stabilized from the set of qualities that define them, if these
qualities are clearly identifiable and made comparable with other goods. This
task, however, is not successful if consumers are not able to recognise the quality
and consider it as a variable for comparing offerings. In this sense, they are active
participants of the qualification-requalification process because "it is their ability
to judge and evaluate that is mobilized to establish and classify relevant
differences" (ibid, p.201). As consumer decisions are also influenced by
intermediaries and debates in hybrid forums, the strategic management of
qualification-requalification processes evolves from the interactions between
goods and a variety of heterogeneous actors. So which strategies, or structuring
mechanisms, are employed to qualify goods and organise markets? Callon et al

(2002) suggest two mechanisms through which competition is structured:
singularization of products and attachm ent/detachm ent of goods to/from
consumers.

The mechanism of singularization is related, on one hand, to how consumers
perceive and evaluate differences between products, ranking them in terms of
preference; and on the other hand, to how suppliers ensure that the properties of
their products are identified and positively evaluated. This process entails a
gradual definition of the properties of the product, through which it becomes
both comparable to and different from other products (Callon, 1980, Karpik,
1996). Products then become linked to each other through classifications,
clustering and sorting. Is the establishment of these relations immersed in a
space of qualities that allows for comparison (Callon et al., 2002, Callon and
Muniesa, 2005).

Debating the issue of uncertainty linked to goods' qualification, and inspired by
Chamberlain's work,

Callon (2005)

reminds

us that the

process

of

singularization “might be acted upon patents, brand names, special packaging or
containers, style, colour, the convenience of the seller's location, his business
practices, reputation for honesty, courtesy, efficiency" (p. S95). All these aspects
contribute to situate the different products in relation to each other within sociocognitive arrangements strategically set up to support consumers' evaluations
(Callon et al., 2002, Cochoy, 2008).
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The second mechanism, that of attachment, occurs when the work on
singularization succeeds, that is, when the products' qualities corresponds to
those wanted by consumers. Here, the consumer is attached to the good. As
observed by Callon et al (2002] "competition between firms occurs precisely
around this dialectic of attachment and detachment" (p. 205). Hence as
attachments are constantly threatened, competition leads to constant processes
of attachm ent of consumers to some products and detachment of consumers
from other products.

Detachment, in turn, occurs when consumers participate in the requalification of
products, when they re-valuate their preferences and reorder their preferred list
of products. However, consumers are often caught in routines and their
evaluations remain objectified and stabilised. Thus, detaching consumers
requires the work of "...professionals of qualification (...) who constantly try to
destabilize consumers, to extract them from routines and prom pt them to re
evaluate the qualities of products, hoping that requalification might be
favourable to them" (Callon et al, 2002, p.206).

In summary, the application and extension of "the economy of qualities" a la
Callon et al (2002) to the context of firms' qualification appears immediately
obvious and appealing. Although the work reviewed here is very much focused
on consumer markets and on the qualification of goods, this study proposes to
use these contributions and transpose them to the qualification of firms in
business-to-business markets.
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2.4.4 On VAL UA TIONS AND

CALCULA TIONS

The notions of value and value creation are key subjects in management studies,
particularly in the areas of strategy and marketing. After all, as Normann and
Ramirez would put it, strategy is the art of creating value (1993). As mentioned
in section 2.1, the creation of stakeholder value or sustainable value, is discussed
as the key goal of sustainability strategies. However, the processes through
which value is generated are described as ready-to-implement toolkits in a
linear, prescriptive and taken-for-granted fashion.

This section presents an alternative view to value creation in contrast to
conventional ideas employed in strategic management studies (and sustainable
strategic management). Hence, two particular viewpoints are reviewed: one
centred on a networked view of value creation and one centred on valuations and
calculations.

2.4.4.1

Value creation in netw orks

Scholars endorsing network approaches to value creation

(e.g. Normann and

Ramirez, 1989, 1993, Parolini, 1999, Ramirez, 1999) challenge conventional
approaches to strategy, where value is equalled to price and value creation is
interpreted as occurring in a sequential value chain (e.g. Porter, 1985, 1990,
2001 ).
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In marketing, studies are typically divided into two main streams: value of
products/services and value derived from relationships (refer to Lindgreen and
Wynstra, 2005 for a comprehensive review). Some of these studies have a
specific focus on dyadic relationships and how interactions provide sources of
value for buyers, suppliers or both (Tzokas and Saren, 1997, W alter et al., 2001,
Moller and Torronen, 2003, Ulaga, 2003). Others open up the examination of
value creation processes to a network level where the unit of analysis is shifted
from business dyads to encompass other direct and indirect relationships in a
wider network (Moller and Rajala, 2007, Cova and Salle, 2008, Storbacka and
Nenonen, 2011, Corsaro et al., 2012).

Within the IMP group, scholars have focused on interactions and relationships as
sources of value (Axelsson and Easton, 1992, Hakansson and Snehota, 1995,
Ford, 2002). These studies debate the dimensions of the ARA model discussed in
section 2.4.1 - activity links, resource ties and actor bonds - as potential sources
of value. It is the interplay between the three layers that dictates the value of the
connections between them

(Hakansson and Snehota, 1995). Given that

relationships are connected to each other in a way that their effects are
transm itted beyond their boundaries, the IMP framework suggests that the
sources of value are not comprised in single companies, or even in dyadic
interaction; instead value is created through several overlapping interactions
happening simultaneously in a complex network of relationships. This view is
similar to that of Normann and Ramirez (1993), who introduced the idea of value
constellation to challenge sequential and linear views of value chains/systems.
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According to this view, value is co-produced by actors who interact with each
other. From the IMP perspective, it is through interaction that actors get access to
resources they do not own, combine them in different configurations through
interfaces with other actors and generate new opportunities for value creation
(Baraldi and Stromsten, 2006). Thus an individual resource may be used and
valued in different or overlapping networks as suggested by Mattsson (1998)
and the different networks may interact and overlap with each other, giving rise
to new resource combinations and consequently new resource developments
(Hakansson, 1993). Hence, the IMP framework, in a sense, extends Normann and
Ramirez' work by considering a variety of interacting situations

and

configurations whereby value might be created.

This study is, to a great extent, influenced by this idea that the value of an
offering, a resource, a relationship, is an outcome of the interdependencies
between many different actors. The difficulty here is to understand the creation
of a particular type of value, one that is intangible, difficult to identify and
measure, and multidimensional. This is because the value linked to sustainability
can be related to green branding, corporate image, green products, sustainable
practices and so on. Hence, considering that different values emerge from
different dimensions of sustainability contribute to an overall definition of
sustainable value, the questions is how is/are these value(s) created and
perceived within sustainability strategies and w hat is the role of interorganisational relationships in this process?
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A network approach draws attention to the various ways in which relationships
produce the opportunities for value creation, but this study deals with a
particular quality whose value is uncertain, difficult to identify and measure. In
parallel with Karpik's (2010) notion of singularities, sustainability is a "unique"
quality, valued in different ways, by different actors with different perceptions
and judgment abilities. Hence understanding the processes through which
sustainable value emerges could be further explored by complementing network
views on value creation with a sociologically-driven approach to valuation and
calculation. The following sub-section elaborates on this topic.

2A .4.2

On valuations and calculations

In section 2.2.3 it was made clear that working on processes of qualification and
requalification of products mobilizes a whole series of collective arrangem ents
and groups of actors, not only internal but also external to the market, that can
interfere with the qualification process of clients' attachm ent to products. Some
of these actors are not visible at the transaction moment, but w ithout them the
objectified good could not have been attached to the buyer (Callon et al., 2002,
Callon, 2005).

In this theoretical framework, the value of goods is discussed in term s of this
process of attachment: "Since a good is an individualised product, its value
corresponds to the strength of its attachment to the buyer's socio-technological
world" (Callon, 2005, p. S99). Hence valuation is a result of a successful process
of attachment, but it might also create the conditions for subsequent processes of
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detachment. Evaluating the worth or quality of goods only becomes possible
through relationships with other actors with whom opportunities to create,
enhance or perceive value emerge. However, from an ANT perspective, goods
and actors are not conceived as external to one another. Hence this process of
attachm ent cannot be reduced to the characteristic of the things being valued nor
the evaluating actors' systems of meanings; instead it is produced by a series of
adjustments between them, supported by the actors' calculative methods and
equipment (Callon and Muniesa, 2005, Callon et al., 2007) and influenced by a
diversity of other aspects of the social such as the law, politics, economic
expertise, environmental knowledge, all bound up in w hat Callon et al (2002)
labelled hybrid forums.

One im portant aspect of the evaluation process is the need to constantly ask
w hat counts as valuable and by what measures (Stark, 2009). Instead of
discussing value from an economic perspective or values from the point of view
of social relations, Stark suggests a fusion of both concepts into the notion of
'worth'. Inspired by the work of Boltanski and Thevenot on 'The economies of
w orth' (originally published in 1991 and translated in 2006), Stark argues that
instead of the static notions of value and values, the term 'worth' focuses on
ongoing processes of valuation (2009). So how are these processes of valuation
developed and what comes out or what gets constructed from it?

It was already commented above that, in an approach centred on singularities,
value is identified and perceived through judgments of quality rather than price
determination (Karpik, 2010): "'When products are singularities, when the actors
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give more weight to qualities than to price . . . choice takes the form o f judgm ent'
(p. 39, emphasis in the original). The emphasis is shifted from decisions based on
logic and calculation, to judgment. Judgment, in turn, is "an art of doing, a
practice" (p. 43) that integrates a plurality of criteria to make qualitative choices
based on value and knowledge, rather than on price. Among other signals, price
can, and often does, signal the quality of a good, but it is not a component of its
quality nor a unique representation of its value (Eymard-Duvernay, 2005),
especially when something that stands normally outside market exchange, like
sustainability, comes to be attributed as a quality with an economic value. Hence
valuations are developed within judgment rationales, rather that purely
economic or tangible ones.

It should be noted though that judgment does not mean that calculations are not
in place, but that tangible value (price/money) is just one axis by which actors
commonly assess the 'worth' of things (Boltanski and Thevenot, 2006).
Moreover, as argued by Callon and Muniesa (2005) "calculating does not
necessarily mean performing mathematical or even numerical operations (Lave,
1988). Calculation starts by establishing distinctions between things or states of
the world, and by imagining and estimating courses of action associated with
those things or with those states as well as their consequences" (p. 1231).
Calculations are, in this sense, ways of establishing distinctions between objects,
i.e. ways of comparing. Comparisons are thus necessary to list, rank and establish
qualities of goods and corresponding orders of value; as Boltanski and Thevenot
(2006) would put it, to qualify is to establish equivalencies between goods. Hence
metrics, tools, instruments, devices are needed to support comparison and
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valuation processes. On this matter, Karpik argues that, in order to dissipate the
"opacity of the market" and to reduce buyers' "cognitive deficit", consumers are
supported by judgment devices or dispositifs (p. 44-45). Ranking systems, for
example, function as a key judgment device to hierarchically express different
qualities through a shared metric (Espeland and Stevens, 1998, Karpik, 2000,
2010).

Rankings,

Karpik

(2010)

argues,

commensurate

and

produce

distinctiveness in ways that other comparison devices do not. Commensuration,
as defined by Espeland and Stevens (1998) is "the expression or m easurem ent of
characteristics normally represented by different units according to a common
metric " (p. 315). Hence, it flattens and homogenises qualitatively different things
into quantities/num bers that can be easily compared into one list. In due course
these ranking systems might induce future reactivity from institutions, in the
sense that their behaviour might alter "in reaction to being evaluated, observed,
or measured" (Espeland and Michael Sauder, 2007, p. 6). Apart from rankings,
Karpik (2010) suggests other types of judgment devices that support valuation
processes,

such

as

personal

and

impersonal

networks

(e.g

friend's

recom m endations/practitioners networks), "appellations" that convey meanings
and define something as unique (e.g. brands,

labels, product identity),

"cicerones" that offer expert's evaluations (critics, guidebooks like the Michelin
guide) and finally confluences, which defines the apparatus of marketing and
sales (techniques to channel buyers).

Here, a parallel with the idea of socio-technical devices put forward by Callon et
al (2002) can be established. These authors claim that "The perception of
differences and their evaluation, a dual operation that constitutes the exercise of
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judgement, implies a consumer immersed in a socio-technical system of which
the

different elements will each, in its own way, participate

in the

implementation of that dual operation." (op cit., p. 203). Socio-technical devices,
taking the form of human competencies and material devices (e.g. rankings,
metrics, shopping lists, packaging, supermarkets, shopping carts) are thus
designed by economic agents to support valuation processes in the sense that
they facilitate the framing and construction of spaces of calculability. These
calculative spaces can be provided by a variety of devices, as for example an
Excel spreadsheet encompassing the names and prices of competing products or
a superm arket where goods are displayed on shelves or a sustainability report
where awards, certifications and practices are presented to position the firm in
term s of 'sustainable performance'.

Hence, socio-technical devices also

participate in valuation processes in the sense that they construct the boundaries
of the calculative spaces where things are compared to each other (products,
firms, practices). Callon and Muniesa (2005) postulate that the calculative power
of agencies is dependent on these devices and varies from agent to agent. Thus by
equipping buyers with different calculative devices, different calculative abilities
are constructed.

This discussion of what lies behind processes of valuation and calculation ends
the review of the theoretical approaches adopted in this research. The next
section summarises the key ideas that contributed to develop a mind map to
understand processes of qualifications of firms and presents the research
questions based on the gaps and complementarities found in the reviewed
literatures.
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2 .5

C o n c l u s io n s : w h a t

r e m a in s t o b e d o n e ?

This section concludes the review of the theoretical frames employed in this
study. It has two principal objectives: first, to reveal how the main ideas that
emerged from the theoretical discussion are compatible and complementary to
study the processes of developing firms' sustainability qualifications, thus
providing an alternative perspective to the "greening the business" literature;
and second, to formulate the research questions investigated in this study, thus
highlighting that there is still space for enquiry.

The literature reviewed in this chapter and the considerations aligned in the
above section attempted to demonstrate that each individual perspective
addresses particular aspects that, combined, constitute a multifaceted theoretical
base to answer the research questions of this study. This research endorses a
relational view of strategy to understand how sustainability qualities emerge and
how a number of actors of different natures influence, and are influenced by, the
companies' ability to develop and establish a sustainability qualification. As
illustrated in Figure 2-2, the focus of this research is thus positioned in the
intersection of three frameworks: 1) studies on qualities and qualifications, 2)
studies on developing sustainable strategies and creating sustainable firms and
3) studies that offer a relational view of strategy and strategising.

82

How do companies strategise to build up a (sustainability) qualification and make it recognised,
accepted, established and legitimised?
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Figure 2-2: Bridging theoretical frameworks with research questions
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Figure 2.2. illustrates the mind map used throughout this research to position the
study in theoretical terms but also to guide the analysis of the cases and the
search for answers to the research questions. Each of the three theoretical
frames provides valuable insights allowing us to examine strategising from a
different angle and suggests different roles for actors. Hence insights drawn from
these frameworks were integrated to guide the investigation of qualification
processes as a strategic m atter (in this case qualification towards sustainability}"
or as stated in the overarching ambition of this research, to answer the question:

How do com panies stra te g ise to bu ild up a (su sta in a b ility)
qualification an d m ake it recognised, accepted, esta b lish ed an d
legitim ised?

The theoretical framework "studies on greening the business" was extremely
valuable to recognize the importance of integrating sustainability issues into the
list of strategic priorities of firms. Studies on socio-technical transitions and
sustainable strategic management raise important questions on the complexity
of transitions to more sustainable systems. These studies were also very helpful
to acknowledge the proliferation of terms such as 'sustainability strategy',
'sustainable firm' or 'sustainable value'. However these perspectives do not
provide any explanation on how these labels, or how these qualities, become
attached to the qualified objects.

The first concern of this study was the considerable use of taken-for-granted
objects qualified as sustainable (goods, firms, practices, strategies] in the absence
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of a qualification approach that might explain those labels. As a result and
narrowing the general research question, this study aims at finding answers for
three questions. First it asks 'How do companies construct their labels o f
sustainability qualifications?' This question is mainly addressed through the
insights of the second theoretical framework - "Studies on qualification
processes". The concepts of singularization, attachment and detachment will be
utterly im portant to unveil the processes through which firms define and
describe themselves as sustainable - and as performants of sustainability
strategies - in qualification-requalification practices and how these strategies are
communicated in terms of its contribution to more sustainable industries.

The second and third questions are directed to the issue of strategising practices
and the credibility of the constructed qualities within it. Hence it asks: 'How do
strategic practices unfold tow ards a qualification and which devices are used
to support it? And how is a qualification stra teg y developed into a legitim ised
one?' Both the IMP and ANT frameworks provide distinct insights to look at
strategising from a relational perspective. IMP offers an alternative view of firms
and their strategic positioning. Rather than looking at a firm with agency to
impose their strategic choices to a faceless environment, the relational view
looks at agency and firms as being mutually constituted from the relations and
interdependences between organisational actors, resources and activities. ANT,
in turn, provides useful theoretical concepts for understanding processes of
establishing definitions that become black-boxed. Adopting the ANT lenses
allows for a study on strategising actions as translation processes and directs
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attention

to

metrologies

the variety of actor-networks, socio-material
involved

in

processes

of going

green,

devices

namely,

how

and
the

interdependencies between technology, staff, marketing personnel, R&D, texts,
scientists and so on affect the company's ability to translate green demands into
green products. To do so, researchers need to acknowledge that these
interdependencies are established between the natural and the social domains,
hence human and non-human actors may play symmetrical roles regarding
power and agency. Studies on the qualification of goods, the ANT and IMP
approaches also provide rich insights on defining and creating sustainable value.
IMP provides compelling arguments on value creation as a relational process.
ANT and qualification studies shed light on what it means to value, calculate and
judge the quality of things, which in turn provides insights on the processes of
valuing sustainability as a quality coming in different shapes and implying very
different forms of calculability.

To investigate these questions a set of philosophical assumptions and
methodological decisions were necessarily taken. The following chapter deals
with these issues and describes the methodological procedures developed along
this study.
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3 .1

I n t r o d u c t io n

Research projects are underpinned by researchers' beliefs about w hat is the
nature of reality, i.e. how they see the world (ontology}, w hat is the relationship
between researcher and the known, i.e. what they think can be known about it
(epistemology) and how they think they can gain knowledge from it
(methodology and research methods). In order to make the reader aware of how
this research project was carried out, this chapter presents the ontological and
epistemological position of this study and explains the research method
employed.

The chapter is structured as follows (Figure 3-1): the next section elaborates on
the underpinning philosophical stances of the research influenced by a relational
ontology. Then, in section 3.3 the adoption of case research is presented and
justified as the methodological approach that better suits this study. Section 3.4
starts by describing the research process (3.4.1) and then moves on to clarify the
decisions made on defining the unit of analysis (3.4.2), the choice of field for
empirical enquiry and the research design (3.4.3), the techniques and procedures
for data collection (3.4.4) and the strategy for organisation, analysis and
presentation of the cases (3.4.5). The section concludes with some comments on
the credibility of the research (3.4.6).
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ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL POSITION

RESEARCH
STRATEGY
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I

Case Research

Moving tow ards system atic
combining
Unit of analysis

RSEARCH PROCESS

Field selection and the research
design
Data collection
Data organisation, analysis and
presentation: building the cases
A final com m ent on the
credibility of th e research

Figure 3-1: Outline of Chapter 3 - Methodological choices and research
design

3 .2

O n t o l o g ic a l

a n d e p is t e m o l o g ic a l p o s i t i o n

This study deals w ith qualification processes w hereby different business
practices contribute to build up a particular quality - th a t of being sustainable;
this quality m ight be attached to different business objects, namely, to products,
offerings, strategies, practices or a company. As dem onstrated in previous
chapters, the investigation draw s on actor-netw ork th eo ry (ANT) and the
industrial netw orks approach (IN), which share a common ground in term s of
philosophical assum ptions. Both em body a strong relational ontology, thus
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providing rich empirical studies on how business practices are relationally
constituted as actor-networks and within industrial networks. The main purpose
is to understand the construction of sustainability qualifications as a process that
emerges from ongoing and overlapping relationships among different actors
(human and non-human}. In this sense, and in line with ANT theorists, this study
takes an ontology very much centred on relational materiality. This endeavour
demands for an understanding of networks quite different from other network
studies (see Araujo and Easton, 1996, for a comprehensive review of different
uses of the network concept in socio-economic systems}.

The concept of network employed here does not intend to represent relations
among fixed entities; instead it is used to ascertain that these entities gain their
properties and their ontological status from the set of relations to other entities,
human or material. Embracing a relational ontology implies looking at
qualification strategies as an outcome of heterogeneous networks. By posing the
question of how a given strategy unfolds to create and establish an overarching
sustainability quality, in this study it is considered that this quality emerges from
interactions between heterogeneous actors that are more or less successful in
reproducing and stabilising it. The focus of the research is on the construction of
a

firm's

sustainability

quality but

is specifically

concerned

with

the

heterogeneous bits and pieces that make it up - economic agents, resources,
legislation, reports, machines, NGOs, nature, benchmarking lists, products and its
environmental labels and so on. Hence, a firm's sustainability quality is
interpreted as an actor-network where elements from the social, the material,
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the natural and the textual 'worlds' are translated into a common definition of a
sustainable firm.

The same arguments based on relational materiality are used to discuss ANT's
views on reality. For ANT theorists, science creates the realities it describes, i.e.
reality is the consequence of scientific work (Latour and Woolgar, 1979). As
emphasized by Law (2004), realities are being relationally constructed by the
practices of science, not by people. He stresses that "...a) the making of particular
realities, b) the making of particular statements about these realities, and c) the
creation of instrumental, technical and human configurations and practices, the
inscription devices that produce these realities and statements" are all produced
together (Law, 2004, p.31).

The argument developed in Pandoras's Hope (Latour, 1999) is that reality
emerges through the interplay of subjects (humans) and objects (nonhumans), so
in a sense reality is an emergent phenomena that becomes 'real' when actors
interact. In the same line, Mol (1999) discusses the concept of 'ontological
politics' to suggest that reality is not stable, immutable, given or universal.
Reality is done, in the sense that it "does not precede the mundane practices in
which we interact with it, but is rather shaped within these practices" (Mol, 1999,
p. 75). Hence it is through materially heterogeneous practices that reality is
enacted, shaped and contested (Mol, 2002). Hence, as remarked by Mol (1999)
"realities have become multiple" (p. 75). She further stresses that multiplicity is
different from plurality. Realities are not plural in the sense that entities stand
separately in identical fields. Instead, different realities may include each other
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but they can also be contradictory. In other words one entity can be performed
within different practices, locally situated, and at the same time. Mol uses the
example of how different practices contribute to 'doing' a disease (the disease is
differently enacted by a patient, a surgeon, a radiologist, by the instrum ents they
use, and the treatm ents they employ).

One outcome of thinking in term of ontological politics is that 'every time we
make reality claims in science we are helping to make some social reality more or
less real' (Law and Urry, 2004: 396). This means that from an ANT point of view,
we, as social science researchers, do not observe an external reality from a
neutral standpoint. We too are a product of our research practices.

These views also point towards a constructivist ontology which has to be clearly
distinguished from social constructionism. ANT theorists move away from social
constructionism by following the principles of "generalised symmetry" and "free
association " introduced by Michel Callon in his paper on the domestication of
scallops and fishermen of St. Brieuc Bay (1986b). Symmetry refers to an equal
distribution of agency among human and non-human actors, which entails a
completely different ontological stance to that of social constructionism. The
latter tries to explain the construction of reality in term s of the conscious goals,
intentions and actions of human actors and purposeless actions of all other
actors, while for the former, the very intentionality of human actors is a product
of its relational constitution.
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To ANT theorists, stable social structures rarely exist and structural influence is
better explained, not by attributing causal powers to larger structures, but by
tracing the connections between actors. This technique of tracing particular
connections between agents to explain any sort of influence (or "alliance” in ANT
vocabulary] is known as the methodological principle of "free association”.
Callon suggests that human and non-human actors are causally equivalent and
avoid a priori categorizations of actors' identities and relationships between
them. To capture the "alliances" developed within these relationships, the
researcher must allow actors' identities to "fluctuate", and the "unpredictable
relationships between these different entities (...] to take their course" (Callon,
1986b, p.222).

From an ANT perspective social explanations arise from tracing the connections
and associations between heterogeneous actors, which are not constituted prior
to and independent of those relations, but within and from those relations. The
consideration of human actors as pre-constituted outside their relations to other
human and material actors denies the conception of agents and agency as
relational, which leads to the old debates on structure versus agency. By
conceiving all entities as relationally constituted, the structure-agency problem is
superseded.

The advice then is to avoid a priori conclusions on the attributes of actors and to
focus on the processes though which these actors are brought together into
particular relationships in an actor-network. By 'following the actors', as advised
by Latour (1987a), this research looks at different actors that contribute to
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produce a sustainability quality, with the same lenses. Economic agents,
sustainability reports, clean technologies, waste, eco-labels, NGOs are perceived
as equally active in the network, defining and constructing one another.

The search for explanations of stable social structures is hence criticized by ANT
theorists who advocate instead the search for explanations of unstable and fluid
social structures. Instead of a sociology of the social, Latour proposes a "sociology
of associations" (2005, p.9), a model that does not accept that power or influence
arises from some central social source and is then diffused through society. As an
alternative, the sociology of associations suggests that power and influence are
always passed through chains of mediators, i.e., actors who have the ability to
translate that influence towards their own interests. The sociology of
associations provides key insights on how this research looks at strategising
towards a qualification. The ability for a firm to become known as sustainable
emerges from the actors' translating power. The heterogeneous bits and pieces
that are fitted together towards the establishment of a qualification are somehow
translated into a stable definition of a sustainable firm. This definition, in turn,
might be, and often is, challenged and contested by other actors employing their
own translating abilities.

In sum, the adoption of relational ontology in this study rejects the idea that
science and knowledge in general, and sustainability qualifications and business
practices in particular, are social constructions in the sense of being the pure
products of human creation. To understand the construction of sustainability
qualifications, better explanations are needed on the relational practices of all
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agents, human and non-human, that contributed to its emergence. Having
positioned this research in terms of ontological and epistemological beliefs, the
following sections deal with the practicalities of the research process. It starts by
presenting and justifying the methodological preferences towards the use of case
studies.

3 .3

R e se a r c h s t r a t e g y : ca se r e se a r c h

It is commonly accepted that the choice of a research method is influenced by
some key aspects, namely, the nature of the phenomena under study, the purpose
of the research, the type of research questions, the researcher's degree of control
events and the temporal focus of the research (Bonoma, 1985, Yin, 1994).
Moreover,

an

aspect deserving growing

attention

among management

researchers concerned with the choice of research strategies is the relationship
between theories, methods employed and empirical phenomenon (Dubois and
Araujo, 2007, Van Maanen et al., 2007, see also the Industrial Marketing
Management special issue on case study research in industrial marketing (vol. 39,
2010), Dubois and Gibbert, 2010).

As suggested by Dubois and Araujo (2007) the relationship between research
objectives, theories and methods must be considered when methodological
decisions are to be taken , since “...methodological choices cannot be divorced
from theoretical positions nor can theories be regarded as method-neutral" (p.
171). For these reasons, this section aims to justify the reasons for the adoption
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of qualitative methods, particularly the adoption of case research, to conduct this
investigation.

Adopting a relational and networked view of strategy, this research questions
w hat companies strategically do to be qualified and recognised as sustainable.
Given the nature of the research questions and reflecting on the im portant
interplay between methods, theory and sources of empirical data used in this
study, case research immediately appeared as the most suitable method to
employ in this investigation.

Easton (2010} defines case research as a "method that involves investigating one
or a small number of social entities or situations about which data are collected
using multiple sources of data and developing a holistic description through an
iterative research processes" (p. 130). This is precisely w hat this investigation
aims to accomplish, that is, to explore and explain the complexities of building up
and establishing a firm's holistic qualification based on the investigation of
smaller situations - in this study, practices that contribute to constructing and
explaining that qualification. Each practice or each embedded case (as will be
explained in sections 3.4.3 to 3.4.5), is constructed from diverse data sources,
analysed and triangulated to make up the case. Case research thus provides the
necessary apparatus to engage in this type of investigation.

Given the discussion above it is not surprising that case research has become so
popular among industrial marketing scholars. In fact, it is said to provide a strong
contribution to the development of theory in management fields and is intensely
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adopted and viewed as “...the primary tool to develop and illustrate concepts
within the industrial networks research programme” (Dubois and Araujo, 2004,
p. 207). ANT studies are also characterized by an exclusive emphasis on case
studies and empirical observations that emphasize the need to follow the actors
in order to explain the construction of taken-for-granted facts.

Qualitative studies typically justify the suitability of case studies based on the
arguments developed by Yin (1981, 1994). Yin (1994) claims that case study
methodology is appropriate to answer explanatory “how" and “why” questions
since "such questions deal with operational links needing to be traced over time,
rather than mere frequencies or incidence" (p. 6). This point is also highlighted
by Easton (1998) who argues that case methods are concerned with dynamics
and changes over time. Hence, research on networks, considered as dynamic
structures evolving over time, demand for a case-based method able to provide
longitudinal data.

A key feature of case research, as applied to this investigation, is that it provides
the tools to learn about firms' practices towards sustainability outcomes within
its own context. Yin (1994, p.13) defines the scope and features of a case study as
"an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its
real life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomena and
context are not clearly evident". This definition highlights that, in contrast to
quantitative research methods where data are collected independently of the
context of the research (Dubois and Gibbert, 2010), in case research the

97

boundaries between the phenomena under study and its context tend to be
blurry (Bonoma, 1985, Yin, 1994, Stake, 1995].

On this matter, Bonoma (1985) argued that some phenomena cannot be
understood if studied outside their social context. He claims that particularly in
the marketing field, case research may offer significant opportunities. Because of
their complexity, wideness, and temporal dimension through which events
happen, "many issues of interest to marketers cannot be studied outside the
context in which they naturally occur" (op. cit, p. 202). A similar argum ent is
presented by Johnston et al (1999). They argue that in business-to-business
contexts, where multiple variables influence organizational behaviour, the study
of phenomena like inter-firm relationships and networks of buyers and sellers
may benefit from case research, as they take place within rich contexts, over
which "researchers have little control and that must be considered in order to
fully understand the phenomena" (p.203). Also, they highlight that isolating the
research problem from its context is pointless, since w hat makes a specific
phenomenon interesting is precisely its relation to context.

Easton (1998) reinforces this viewpoint, claiming that Yin's statem ent is wholly
applicable to research on industrial networks, where large numbers of actors are
connected and the boundaries between one net of actors and another are messy.
Nevertheless, as claimed by Dubois and Araujo (2004), because neither
phenomena or its context are known a priori, the conduct of case studies is more
problematic than implied by Yin's definition. Accordingly, both context and
boundaries of the phenomena are progressively constructed as outcomes of the
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research process, “...as theory interacts with methodological decisions and
empirical observations" (Dubois and Araujo, 2007, p. 171}. Moreover, as pointed
out by Dubois and Gadde (2002), learning from cases, considered in the context
within which they evolved, should be regarded as a strength rather than a
weakness as "....case studies provide unique means of developing theory by
utilizing in-depth insights of empirical phenomena and their contexts" (ibid, p.
555).

There are several main criticisms of case studies on the basis of rigor, validity
and reliability (see for example, Yin, 1981, Daft and Lewin, 1990, March et al.,
1991). Bonoma (1985) refers to three problems that arise from case research in
marketing studies: conceptual (is difficult to develop), executional (access to
suitable companies is difficult to obtain) and political (given the trend towards
quantitative studies in marketing, qualitative research is strongly defied to prove
its benefits). Yin (1994) discusses three "prejudices" against case studies: lack of
rigor, little basis for generalization and too time consuming to produce huge and
dense documents. Siggelkow (2007), in turn, lists two obstacles faced by case
researchers: they are accused of working with small samples and pressured to
defend their findings against non-representativeness.

Despite these challenges, and particularly among industrial networks scholars,
case research has been widely adopted precisely because its methods allow the
capturing of multiple perspectives in industrial networks (Jarvensivu and
Tornroos, 2010), it favours the production of richer pictures of the phenomena
being study given the complexities of network links between actors (Easton,
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2010) and takes into account temporal and process aspects to capture the
dynamics of business and market practices, particularly concerned with
business-to-business market strategies (Quintens and Matthyssens, 2010).

A particularly interesting argument favouring case research is put forward by
Siggelkow (2007), who discusses motivation, inspiration and illustration as
im portant outcomes of the method. The author claims that case research
constitutes a powerful tool to motivate research questions towards a particular
theory based on real-life situations. He also remarks that inspiration for new
ideas arises when the researcher is immersed in rich case data, and that cases
can serve as powerful illustrations of a conceptual contribution. A similar
argument is put forward by Platt (1992),

who claims that even when the

researcher holds a clear initial intention, as the case research is carried out,
unexpected findings emerge and inspire new ideas.

During this study it became clear that as triangulation and analysis of data
unfolded, new ideas emerged on how the subject of qualification should be dealt
with from a strategic point of view. The pilot study, in particular, inspired new
ideas on how sustainability qualities come into being and served as an
illustration that there was a need to sharpen existing theories on sustainable
strategic management and industrial networks.

In network studies, difficulties also arise from delimiting relevant time periods,
defining boundaries of the study and dealing with the dynamic nature of
relationships embedded in networks. These problems can be more obviously
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circumvented with the use of case studies since they are well equipped to deal
with interdependencies as well as changes over time (Easton, 1998, Dubois and
Gadde, 2002, Dubois and Araujo, 2004, Dubois and Araujo, 2007).

This study deals with the dynamics and practicalities attached to the
construction of firms' qualifications under the label of sustainability strategies.
Given that the objective is to investigate how a given qualification strategy
emerges and how it produces outcomes linked to sustainability qualifications, the
origins of the strategy must be traced, and the intricacies of the relational
practices that made this strategy possible explored. Thus the rationale of “follow
the actors” (human and non-human) suggested by ANT theorists (Latour and
Woolgar, 1979, Callon, 1986b) is endorsed here; following actors involved in the
production of those outcomes demands a careful analysis of the relationships
among them that contribute to materialising the desired sustainability
qualification. In this sense, only case research provides the tools to explore this
research problem.

A final comment on the advantages of adopting case research in the present
study is suggested by Dubois and Gadde (2002). Inspired by the concept of
"abduction" originally suggested by Peirce (1931), the authors propose
"...systematic combining as a proper case study approach" (ibid, p. 555). The
argument is that engaging in case studies allows for an intertw ined research
process, in contrast with linear versions described in most textbooks on
qualitative research methodology, particularly the work by Yin (1994).
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Case studies from a systematic combining perspective allow the researcher to
handle the interrelatedness of different research activities, for example to move
from one type of activity such as performing empirical observations, to another
completely different like polishing theoretical frameworks, and moving back to
empirical observations. Systematic combining is, thus particularly useful to
develop new theories and refine existing ones, and defined as "... a process where
theoretical

framework,

empirical

fieldwork,

and

case

analysis

evolve

simultaneously (...) in terms of two processes. The first is matching theory and
reality, while the second deals with direction and redirection." (Dubois and
Gadde, 2002, p. 554).

This study reflected a massive need to move back and forth as envisaged by the
systematic combining approach. Moving from theory to empirical analysis and
trying to figure out how companies set up sustainability strategies from interorganisational relationships, required a constant movement back to theory,
searching for new orientations on how the quality of being sustainable was
constructed, new angles on the importance of material aspects in a sustainability
strategy and ultimately on the very (re)definition of the object of study - 'the
case' (this aspect will be discussed in section 3.4.4).

To better inform the reader on how this research process unfolded, the following
section details the steps of this research process developed following a
systematic combining approach.
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3 .4

R esea rch p rocess

It is commonly argued that case studies demand a rigorous research design. The
literature on the topic (e.g. Johnston et al., 1999, Yin, 2002) advise researchers to
follow three steps that should be carefully developed: 1) definition of unit of
analysis (section 3.4.2); 2) selection of the appropriate cases to study (section
3..4.3); 3) decisions on what data to collect (section 3.4.4) and how to analyse it.
It was also considered that the way data are presented is crucial to draw
attention to the richness of the case. Data analysis and case presentation are thus
jointly discussed in section 3.4.5.

Following these steps does not mean, however, an engagement of a sequential
step-by-step research process. The iterative approach of systematic combining
was present at every stage and forced constant back and forth moves between
theory and empirical realm countless times. The next section aims at clarifying
this need to intertwine research activities rather than following a sequential
research design.

3 .4 .1

M

o v in g t o w a r d s s y s t e m a t ic c o m b in in g

The focus of the study was first set at understanding the processes through
which companies engage in sustainability strategies. The industrial network
approach's model based on the interdependencies between actors, resources and
activities (ARA) was adopted as the main theoretical framework to assist the
investigation of these processes. The objective was to look at sustainability
strategies as a bundle of ARA configurations, illustrate that these strategies could
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not

be

developed

in

isolation,

but

only

through

inter-organisational

relationships, and finally demonstrate that companies set up sustainability
strategies relationally, producing outcomes for the company, for the dyads
involved and for the network where the dyads are embedded in.

A pilot study was first undertaken in one company, CORKCO, a producer of cork
and cork-based products. To arrange the first interviews, their website and the
sustainability reports available online were briefly scrutinised to identify the
departm ent and people responsible for the company's sustainability strategy.
The analysis of the sustainability reports was also part of the preparatory work.
Projects/practices/events highlighted in the reports were listed and studied to
organise the interviews accordingly. In this first stage, the interviews were based
on open-ended questions regarding their main ideas about ways to integrate
sustainability concerns into their businesses and "best practices". The interviews
with the person responsible for the sustainability strategy in CORKCO and the
chairman of the Industrial Association of Cork Producers, allowed me to conclude
that the main focus of their sustainability strategy (and the majority of cork
producers) was placed on environmental sustainability and that their main
practice was the process of waste valuation and revaluation. Based on the
evidence gathered and the Industrial Network approach, an analytical framework
was designed (see appendix 1), an interview guide was set up (see appendix 2)
and a unit of analysis was defined as "processes of environmentally-friendly
change".
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As data analysis developed, the material collected in the first and second stages
of interviews pointed to something slightly different from what was first thought.
In a tentative way of fitting the data to the analytical framework, the cases were
first described in relation to the companies' "strategizing actions through actors",
"strategizing actions through resources" and "strategizing actions through
activities". The result was that nothing new came out of this analysis and the
opportunity to explore complementary, or even alternative, angles to interpret
data, was almost missed. As pointed out by Dubois and Gadde's (2002) "data
should not be forced to fit preconceived or pre-existent categories, asserting that
categories are to be developed from data" (p. 556). Although this argument
matches the principles of grounded theory, what the authors suggest is that
matching is not a one-way direction from data to theory, but a bi-directional
process of going back and forth from data to theory and vice versa, with no
obvious patterns, i.e., "there is never one single way of matching" (ibid, p.556).

The data were then re-analysed with a simple question in mind: "looking at the
data, w hat can be interpreted as sustainability strategies?" (Appendix 3
illustrates one exemplary outcome of this direction-redirection process). At this
stage, the findings of the empirical materials guided the search for new and
complementary theories that could be more useful. After numerous exercises of
data analyses, the first conclusion was that each practice follows its own course
of action - some were implemented recently to achieve particular sustainability
qualifications such as environmental certifications or reporting awards, others
were implemented decades ago and were reported as key projects for the
company's sustainability strategy. Moreover, the data hinted at the companies'
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concerns on building up sustainability qualifications and its demonstration
through material devices such as reports, certifications, eco-labels and so on.
Consequently, the study was gradually re-oriented towards a focus on
qualification and re-qualification processes, rather than a focus on strategy
development based on a sequence of stages and ARA dimensions (actors,
resources, activities). After looking at alternative theoretical frames, concepts
from actor-network theory were combined with the Industrial Network
approach to redefine the research problem, and data that were previously
ignored for not fitting the original framework, ended up being included in the
analysis.

3 .4 .2

U n i t OF ANALYSIS

In a special issue of the International Journal o f Research in Marketing dedicated
to the "Markets as networks” approach, the editors draw attention to the
importance of defining the unit of analysis in network studies. The difficulties
that may arise from this definition relate to "...the essential distinguishing feature
of any network approach [which] is the recognition of interdependencies among
the entities under study" (Easton and Hakansson, 1996, p. 407).

In contrast to much current marketing research that focuses on atomistic views
of markets and defines individual actors as unit of analysis, the IN approach looks
for interdependence as an empirical matter. This shift from individual actors to
interdependency between actors demands a different view on the units of
analysis. These are defined as dyads, triads or even networks. In IMP terms,
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networks are ultimately "boundaryless"; hence, from a research point of view
and given the methodological constraints attached to the study of "a network",
artificial boundaries need to be delineated according to a given criterion, which
leads to the definition of the unit of analysis as a "focal net". As elucidated by the
authors: "Focal nets comprise the actors that a focal actor has relationships with"
(op. cit., p. 408). So the criteria to define the boundaries of a focal net must be
aligned with the research objectives.

This research is concerned with strategising practices, constituted in, by and
through relations among actors of different nature, that contribute to building
and establishing sustainability qualifications. Inspired by the theoretical
frameworks reviewed in Chapter 2, this study posits that constituting these
practices is not dependent on the individual company alone, but on the decisions,
actions and similar qualification practices of other organisations. The research
objectives are therefore linked to the relations formed, and interdependences
raised, in practices with outcomes explicitly linked to the construction of
sustainability qualifications. These practices were thus interpreted as focal nets,
w here the boundaries were determined by:
1. The outcome of the practice which has to be necessarily linked to the
company's sustainability strategy (for example, practices set up to deal
with reporting, certifications, recycling, new product development, etc.);
2. The actors (human and non-human) involved in the design and
constitution of the practice;
3. The time frame of the practice (e.g. a sporadic project, a routine practice,
an annual practice).
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Given the research goals, and to encompass different taxonomies used by
companies to refer to these events (e.g. project, initiative, practice, programme,
process), the unit of analysis was defined as "strategising practices that,
directly or indirectly, contributed to build up sustainability qualifications".
To gather information about these practices, data were collected from human
actors (e.g. project managers, departmental directors, staff involved in the
initiatives, people from NGO's) and on non-human actors (e.g. texts - media
articles, sustainability reports, marketing plans, and artefacts, technologies,
products, by-products, waste).

The following section describes the casing process, i.e., the decisive factors
adopted to select the companies of the study and, within each company, the
criteria to select the practices that better match the research goals.

3 .4 .3

Fie l d

s e l e c t io n a n d r e s e a r c h d e s ig n

No m atter how many arguments one can use to justify the geographic setting of a
piece of research, one of the first aspects to consider is the likelihood of access
the field. Unless the aim is to study a phenomenon that only occurs at a specific
point of the globe, the geographical settings are selected in relation to research
opportunities that might arise and the often limited resources to conduct the
research. It is not surprising then, that the resource advantage (time, money,
language and connections to easily access potential companies to approach)
dictated the decision to develop this study in a Portuguese industrial setting.
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The choice of whether to conduct a single or multiple case study and the
company(ies) and practice(s) to study, demanded much careful thought. For
reasons that will be discussed next, this study adopts a research strategy based
on multiple case studies. Although it is commonly argued in case research
literature that multiple case studies provide a better basis for replication, more
compelling, robust and testable findings and stronger basis for theory building
than single case studies (Eisenhardt, 1989, Yin, 1994, Johnston et al., 1999,
Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), these are not the reasons that justified a
multiple case design. Easton (1998) observes that some researchers using
multiple case studies "seek to do a number of case studies as if greater numbers
(...) increased the explanatory power of what they have been doing" (p. 82), i.e.,
he claims that multiple case studies may provide more breadth, but less depth.
Dubois and Araujo (2007) reinforce this viewpoint by stating that in qualitative
studies "case selection is the most important methodological decision" (p. 179)
and using statistical arguments to justify the adoption of multiple case studies
may be misleading. Instead, solid theoretical justifications should be provided.

The selection criteria followed the principles of purposeful sampling, a term
suggested by Paton (1990) to denote that in qualitative studies cases are not
randomly selected, but deemed more or less im portant in relation to the research
aims (Dubois and Araujo, 2007). Since the aim is to understand how
sustainability qualifications are constructed in business contexts, the cases
needed to mirror good examples of companies holding this quality, i.e., those
recognised in the public arena as "sustainable companies". An appraisal of
potential companies to study was first made through the Portuguese Business
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Council for Sustainable Development (PBCSD). Through PBCSD's website it was
possible to list the companies that were publishing sustainability reports in the
last two years prior to data collection (2006 and 2007}. Afterwards, with the help
of COTEC, the Portuguese Business Association for Innovative Companies, the list
was narrowed down to four companies from different industrial sectors, here
pseudo named as CORKCO, PULPCO, WOODCO and TECHCO, dedicated
respectively to provide cork-based products, pulp, wood-based panels, and
electrical systems. COTEC was also helpful in ensuring access to these companies.
The companies were selected based on COTEC's perceptions and knowledge of
good examples of sustainable companies, but also based on their size and
industrial sector.

On one hand, large companies were chosen because the opportunities to examine
the integration of multiple practices are larger than in small and medium-sized
companies which may not have the resources or motivations to develop
sustainability strategies. Companies with practices that seemed more challenging
and complex were favoured, such as those engaged in shifting to renewable
energy systems, changing product/service offerings to sustainable ones or
implementing supply chain recycling schemes, rather than discrete and relatively
minor practices such as initiating paper and plastic recycling activities and
changing bulbs to more efficient solutions. Additionally, it was also assumed that
companies with a certain size would be more inclined to publish sustainability
reports, as they are likely to suffer greater stakeholder scrutiny. Size and
visibility relate to stakeholder and regulator pressure and are associated with a
greater commitment towards sustainability

(Artiach et al., 2010). Hence,
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companies observing these characteristics would provide more empirical data to
enrich the cases. On the other hand, different sectors were selected to provide a
diverse range of findings and to allow for comparisons between different
industrial systems.

A single case study based on CORKCO was first considered. The investigation of
several practices from CORKCO provided a fairly rich description of how one
particular company develops a sustainability strategy and achieves a sustainable
qualification. However the fact that their production processes rest upon a 100%
recyclable

and

reusable

raw

material

provides

CORKCO with

endless

opportunities to get involved in practices qualified as sustainable. Hence, it was
considered that CORKCO, and potentially any other company from the cork
industry, might easily build up this type of qualification. For this reason it was
decided to include other sectors which could offer a different, and possibly more
accurate, view of what it means to develop a sustainability qualification and also
a richer picture on how the concept of sustainability and sustainability
qualifications is constructed in different industrial settings. In this sense, a
multiple case study approach was adopted from where different perspectives of
the same qualification strategy could be obtained. Thus, the research design was
extended to encompass multiple sectors and multiple strategising practices.

The study comprises four focal companies that continuously work on building up
and stabilising their sustainability qualifications. The cases are therefore defined
as “strategies towards the construction of sustainability qualifications". Within
each case, a number of practices was selected (again following the principles of
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purposeful sampling) that better exemplify the contribution of the practice
tow ards the sustainable qualification. Each company case is thus constituted by a
num ber of embedded cases. After a thorough analysis of potential practices to
include in the study (after the interviews, around 30 potential practices were
listed), the study to narrowed down to 23 cases to favour comprehensive, rather
than superficial analysis and description of each initiative. The decision process
on which practices to include in the study was dictated by three key principles:

1. The importance given to the practice by each company as a potential
contribution to an overall sustainability qualification. Following Callon et
al (2002) it is assumed that qualities are multidimensional and emerge
from all productive activities ex-ante the exchange moment. Hence from
this research point of view, different practices (e.g. productive, marketing,
reporting) leading to different outcomes in terms of sustainable labels
influence the firm's qualification-requalification processes. Each practice
is perceived by interviewees as a more or less im portant provider of
sustainable outcomes. Thus the selection of practices was conducted
based on that perception.

2. The potential for identifying and analysing network interdependences
given the number of actors involved in each initiative and their different
nature. Firstly, adopting ANT's semiotic approach, practices w ere looked
at as emerging from relations between human and non-human actors,
which in turn gained particular forms for being embedded in those
practices. Hence practices involving actors of different nature were
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favoured. And secondly, taking a relational approach to strategising as
suggested by IMP scholars implies looking at the inter-organisational
relationships that unfold within particular practices, and lead to particular
outcomes, rather than looking at independent firms able to design and
implement their own strategies.

3. The amount of information available to build up a story. Obviously the
amount of data gathered on each practice influenced the decision process.
Practices frequently mentioned in reports, interviews and media were
preferred in relation to practices where information about their origins
and development was scarce.

In this sense, the urge to select the same number of cases per company was
avoided and the cases selected were the ones which better fitted the decision
criteria. This means that some companies had more practices reported here than
others (the way themes were identified and cases were organized will be
described in section 3.4.5}. The decision process on w hat data to collect and
from which sources, is described in the following section.

3 .4 .4

Data

c o l l e c t io n

Case researchers are advised to use multiple sources of data and data collection
methods to ensure triangulation and corroboration of findings (Bonoma, 1985,
Dubois and Gadde, 2002, Yin, 2002}. Although most textbooks recommend the
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triangulation of different sources of data to verify its accuracy, in systematic
combining this is not the main concern: "Rather, multiple sources may contribute
to revealing aspects unknown to the researcher, i.e., to discover new dimensions
of the research problem. (...) This may result in redirection of the study." (Dubois
and Gadde, 2002, p.556)

This study uses mainly two types of data sources: a vast range of documentation
(e.g. websites, legislation, newspaper articles, annual reports, sustainability
reports) and semi-structured interviews. Additionally, in some of the companies
it was possible to visit the facilities and technologies adopted in their recycling
systems; access was also granted to final products and by-products derived from
waste reutilization.

3.4.4.1

Collecting and analysing docum ents

Documents were the main source of information to build up the cases, including
sustainability reports, annual reports, newsletters, media news, PowerPoint
presentations, technical reports, NGO reports, environmental legislation,
industrial reports

from industrial associations like APCOR and

CELPA

(respectively, Portuguese associations for cork and pulp industries), academic
reports from universities involved in particular projects, all information on
sustainability strategies available in the companies' websites, to mention a few.
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Since the interest was on practices that contribute to build up sustainability
qualifications, the focal companies' sustainability reports were used as points of
departure to start data collection. These reports are thus the most im portant
source of empirical material. From the most recently published reports for each
company, the highlighted practices were selected and their origins traced from
previous reports, in order to discuss them with interviewees. The objective was
to build a rich image on each company's sustainability strategy, before engaging
with the interviewees, to be able to discuss the practices involved with some
reasonable knowledge. Versions in Portuguese and English were analysed to aid
my role as interviewer and as case w riter during the translation processes. In
this sense, 56 sustainability reports were collected (41 sustainability reports
from the 4 focal companies4 and 15 sustainability reports from customers and
suppliers involved in the focal companies' practices).

This study is not so much concerned with issues of discourse and rhetoric used
by firms to communicate their sustainability strategies, but it acknowledges that
firms who proactively report on their sustainability activities to an external
audience (since this is not a legal requirement) are potentially more reflective of
their strategic priorities. Aras and Crowther (2009), discussing the massive trend
of reporting on Corporate Social Responsibility or Sustainability5, claim that
companies who engage in sustainability reporting demonstrate that they
"developed an understanding of the priorities for their own business 4
10 SRs from CORKCO: 2006-2010; 2 Environmental Reports and 13 SRs from PULPCO:
1998 - 2010; 10 SR from TECHO: 2006-2010; 6 SRs from WOODCO: 2006-2008/2009
5

According to these authors CSR reports or Sustainability reports are different labels for

similar documents.
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recognising that CSR has many facets and needs to be interpreted differently for
each organisation - and made significant steps towards both appropriate activity
and appropriate reporting of such activity." (p. 283). Hence, it is reasonable to
assume that sustainability reports are reliable representations of the firms'
strategic activities towards sustainability. Given the importance granted to this
source of data, Chapter 5 - Publishing Sustainability Reports - provides detailed
explanations of how reports were used and analysed in this study.

A huge number of complementary documents from other companies, which were
not personally contacted for interviews, were also collected as a source of
additional information about the focal companies' practices and sustainability
strategies. For example, newsletters from customers and suppliers were
analysed whenever they made references to the focal companies. Using the name
of the practice as a search device in Google, it was possible to retrieve dozens of
files documenting the company's participation in, an d /o r opinion about, the focal
companies' sustainability strategies. This information provided a different
perspective on how the focal companies' practices and strategies were perceived
by their stakeholders. Moreover, it constituted an additional source of
information to build up the cases.

Media articles were also a rich source of data to corroborate information gained
in interviews and sustainability reports. Since the focal companies are very well
known in Portugal, it was also possible to collect a vast number of new spaper
articles making reference to the companies' projects. On several occasions, the
perception of the companies' practices given in the interviews changed after
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reading a media article with a different opinion on the project. This aspect led me
to recognise a degree of inconsistency between the data collected via interviews
and the data retrieved via documents.

It was acknowledged however, that

different views on the same project would provide a richer picture of the
practices involved. Being aware of these differences reinforced the need to be
reflexive and to make every effort to think critically about each case.
Triangulation was fundamental in this reflexive process. By continuously moving
back and forth comparing documents of different nature and the voices of
different respondents, it was possible to mitigate the biases that these single
perceptions could generate on each of the projects studied.

3.4A .2

Conducting in terview s

After the pilot study and the complete change of mindset explained in section
3.4.1, the interview guide was opened up to let the interviewees to talk freely,
about the process of putting together a sustainability strategy, the practices they
valued more and its respective goals. A first interview was set up in each
company with the person responsible for the sustainability strategy. From these
interviews, other interviewees were identified using a snow-balling sample
where other actors involved in their companies' practices were recommended as
useful respondents. In total, and between September 2008 and November 2009,
21 interviews were undertaken in 12 companies to discuss around 30 practices.
Appendix 4 presents the table of interview dates, companies, interviewees and
their roles (for confidentiality reasons, the names of interviewees were
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concealed].
departm ents

Some interviews
which

was

included

extremely

two

helpful

interviewees
to

spot

from

different

potential

internal

disagreements regarding a particular project.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed (except in two cases: one
respondent refused to be taped and another preferred to be interviewed on the
phone). During the interviews, notes were also taken and explanatory drawings
on specific situations collected from interviewees.

In a few situations,

interviewees asked me to stop the recorder or ignore particular statements. This
was upsetting but also enlightening. Although none of these statem ents was used
it became clear that very often sustainability reports are manipulated to provide
stakeholders with a rose-tinted glasses' view of the company's practices.

In summary, being in the field to collect data was an arduous but enjoyable
process. The same cannot be said when regarding the massive volume of data
collected and the analysing stage - this was a messy and time-consuming
process. The following section describes the data organisation process and the
decisions made on data analysis and presentation.

3 .4 .5

Da

t a o r g a n is a t io n , a n a l y s is a n d p r e s e n t a t i o n : b u i l d i n g t h e c a s e s

One of the biggest challenges of case research is to organise the data and field
notes in a way that facilitates and assists the analysis and presentation of the
cases, and the ultimate presentation of the research outcomes (Miles and
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Huberman, 1984, Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007]. This section describes the
decisions made on data organisation, analysis and presentation of the cases so
that the reader might follow how the findings and research conclusions were
derived from the data collected.

To keep track of data, a conventional database of folders organised by company
was created. Each company's folder comprised the transcribed interviews, SRs,
Annual Reports, media articles and newsletters, documents from partners
referring to the practices and institutional information. Additionally, Atlas.ti
(qualitative analysis software package)6 functions on primary documents were
used to list and easily access all the documents uploaded in the software, and to
assist the analysis.

Through Atlas.ti, a single database containing all documents was built up and
several codes of analysis were created, inspired by the exercise pictured in
Appendix 3. These codes represented the questions that needed answers, as
theory-neutral as possible; Table 3-1 illustrates two examples of this "enquiring
coding" process (the full table comprising 7 families and 54 codes is presented in
Appendix 5).

6
Atlas. Ti (http: / / www.atlasti.com/index.htmll is a software for qualitative data analysis
th at consolidates large volumes of documents and keeps track of all notes, annotations, codes and
memos inserted into a variety of sources of data such as texts, images, videos, audio. The program
provides tools to code and annotate findings in primary data material, to weigh and evaluate their
importance, and to visualise the often complex relations between them through networks of
codes (as exemplified in Appendix 6).
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WHAT DO I WANT TO KNOW?
FAMILIES

/

1. Sustainability
Strategies are
pulled-off
through what?

ENQUIRING CODE

SUB-FAMILIES
P ro je cts,

W h a t ty p e o f

p ra c tic e s

p ro je c t?

SS_PRO J_[ProjN am e]_W H A T

W ith w h o m ?

SS_PRO J_[ProjN am e]_W H O M

W h y th is

SS_PRO ]_[ProjN am e]_W H Y

p ro je c t?
H o w w a s it

SS_PRO J_[ProjN am e]_H O W

" im p le m e n te d " ?
W h e n a n d fo r

SS_PRO J_[ProjN am e]_W H EN

h o w long?

2. Sustainability
Strategies are
framed as what?

P art of

P a r t o f th e

th e

m is sio n ?

c o r p o r a te

P a r t o f th e

stra te g y ?

v a lu e s?
P a r t o f th e

SS_CS_Mission
SS_CS_Values
S S _C S _C om m itm ents

c o m m itm e n ts ?
W h a t else?

N ew c o d e ?

Table 3-1: Example of "Enquiring coding"

After numerous coding-re-coding exercises and after trying different connections
between the codes (as illustrated in appendix 6), each type of practices identified
in family 1 (code SS_PROJ_[ProjName]_WHAT) was defined as a theme to explore.
After a first analysis of this code, five main types of practices that constituted the
focal companies' sustainability strategies were identified: reporting, evaluating
uses for waste, developing offerings based on the green argument, adopting clean
technologies and setting up special projects.

Each theme corresponds to a chapter of the empirical part of this study (Chapters
5 to 9) within which each "Type of practice” is analysed in depth. For each type of
practice, several projects, initiatives, actions developed by the companies w ere
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analysed and compared. Figure 3-2 illustrates how Types of practices and
practices were organised around the 4 cases.

From the observation of Figure 3-2 some features of the cases, that will be later
uncovered in the empirical chapters, become clear. First, it shows that the
distribution of practices per company/case is uneven. This is because the
companies belong to different industrial settings. Hence there are particularly
practices that are important in the context of developing sustainability strategies
in some settings and not so relevant for others. At the same time, it was also
interesting to analyse how, despite their different sectors and activities, they
became engaged in similar practices.

The first theme - publishing sustainability reports - emerged from the
observation that the four companies of this study are highly committed to
producing and communicating their sustainability strategies in public spaces.
Chapter 5 covers this theme and describes why it is so im portant to engage in
this type of practice and how each company uses the opportunity to produce
these reports to frame their sustainability strategies through discourse. It also
illustrates that the publication of this type of report is part of a bigger picture,
rather than simply communicating the companies' actions towards sustainability.
It is also a sign of credibility directed to financial markets to attract investors and
a proof of legitimate behaviour toward stakeholders, particularly regulators.
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Figure 3-2: Building the cases
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The second theme - evaluating uses for waste - resulted from the analysis of
three of the four cases studied (CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO). It became clear
that, for companies in particular industries, finding alternative uses for waste is a
crucial feature of their sustainability strategies, whereas for others like TECHCO
it is either a secondary concern, or no concern at all. Chapter 6 deals with this
type of practice and illustrates that there are specific practices, like valuing
forestry waste as biomass, that are common to industries using forestry rawmaterials, and other practices that depend on the specific characteristics of each
industry. This is why Figure 3-2 presents "Forestry waste = biomass" as a
common practice in the first row of the theme 'evaluating uses for waste',
whereas the second row represents practices that are specific of each company.
The fourth theme - adopting clean technologies - emerges from the same
rationale: communicating the use of this type of technology is more im portant to
some companies than others. Chapter 7 explains why the adoption of
cogeneration systems is so important to companies working with forestry rawmaterials and thus, common to CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO.

The third theme is common to the four companies being studied. "Developing
offerings" based on green arguments is definitely one the major concerns of the
four companies. Chapter 7 illustrates that each company constructs its concept of
"sustainable offering" by embedding the quality of being sustainable in its
features. The uneven distribution of practices within this theme results from the
conclusion that developing and promoting definitions of sustainable offerings is
more easily achieved by some companies (like CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO)
than others like TECHCO that need to be more creative to do it.
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The fifth theme - setting up special projects - emerged from the consideration
that there are particular projects that do not fit into routine or daily practices
dealing with sustainability. Due to their time frame and original goals these were
here treated differently from the practices described earlier. Chapter 9 illustrates
that for CORKCO and PULPCO, two of their major projects are of vital importance.
They were designed and put into practice with clear sustainability-related
objectives and limited time frames, and although initiated by one company, their
implementation necessarily involved other companies, w ithout which the
projects would have been unfeasible. Because of their features, these two
projects were considered special when compared with all the other practices.

3 .4 .6

A FINAL COMMENT ON THE CREDIBILITY OF THE RESEARCH

Presenting the methodological decisions and the research process may not
provide enough evidence on the quality and plausibility of the research findings.
If "the quality of a case study is predicted on w hether the case, together with the
suggested theoretical contribution manages to persuade the reader or not"
(Dubois and Araujo, 2007, p. 175], it is the reader who judges w hether the
interpretation presented here is valid or not.

To assist the reader, this chapter provided arguments and comprehensive
explanations on how the theoretical frameworks were aligned to the research
goals, how the decisions regarding methodological choices were taken, and how
the messy procedures of the casing process were dealt with. The credibility of
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this research is thus dependent on the quality of the data reported (in the
empirical chapters), the triangulation of data and the transparency and honesty
with which the difficulties of the "casing" were described. As claimed by Ragin's
(1992) "... Casing often involves sifting through empirical evidence to define
cases and thus bring a measure of closure to vaguely formulated theoretical
concepts or ideas. Cases often must be found because they cannot be specified
beforehand. In some research areas, delimiting the case may be one of the last
steps of the research process." (p. 220). Although contrary to the initial research
proposal, the final casing was not designed and planned a priori the case
description and analysis. Instead, casing, description and analysis emerged
together. Hence, to avoid falling in situations whereby "...strong preconceptions
are likely to hamper conceptual development" (Ragin, 1992, p.6), the researcher
needs to continually ask the question "What is this a case of?" and treat any
answer as tentative. It was only after writing down the embedded cases
organised within themes that this question was finally answered. Each case is
about the construction of sustainability qualifications in business-to-business
settings, and each embedded case is a case of how strategising practices unfold to
build sustainability qualifications.

Sound theoretical justifications on the case research design were also provided.
The choice of a multiple case study does not fall into prescriptions such as
Eisenhardt's (1991) which suggests that the appropriate number of cases
necessary to develop good theory and allow for generalisations should be
between 4 and 10. Gibbert et al (2008) rem ark that one of the criteria used to
assess the rigor of field research - 'external validity' or 'generalisability' - cannot
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be observed with single or multiple case studies, but this does not mean that case
research is entirely lacking of generalisation potential.

Flyvbjerg (2006) also adds to this debate by arguing that it is a m isunderstanding
to say that one cannot generalise from single case studies. In qualitative studies
there is less concern with statistical generalisations and more concern with
analytical generalisations and the transferability of findings (Mitchell, 1983, Yin,
1994, George and Bennett, 2005, Dubois and Araujo, 2007, Gibbert et al., 2008).
In this sense, while statistical generalisations refers to the ability to generalise
from empirical observations to a population, analytical generalisation aims at
generalising from empirical observations to theory (Gibbert et al., 2008).

The choice of different industrial settings and the selection of a variety of
practices provided the raw materials to investigate the research questions and
explain the causal relationships that produced the "sustainability outcomes"
within each practice. This means that, on one hand, the cases were purposefully
selected, not to provide a basis for statistical generalisations, but to produce
detailed explanations on the construction of sustainability qualifications. On the
other hand, it also means that the interpretation of the cases might be produce
theoretical explanations applicable to other industrial settings.
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3 .5

Co n c l u s io n s

This chapter described the research process in terms of philosophical beliefs and
methodological choices. Having introduced a relational ontology, the adoption of
case research was justified as a suitable strategy to investigate the research
questions. The chapter highlighted the process of systematic combining as a
valuable guiding principle of the study and provided detailed descriptions on
several aspects of this study: the definition of units of analysis as strategising
practices contributing to the construction of sustainability qualifications; the
shift from a single to a multiple case study design; the constant back and forth
movements between theory and data to build the cases; the data collection
procedures and how important documentation became to build up the cases; and
finally the organisation of the data that led to its analysis and presentation in the
empirical chapters. The chapter concluded with a commentary on the credibility
of this research hoping to have helped the reader assess the plausibility of the
findings.

The next chapter initiates the empirical part of the study with a presentation of
the four companies studied, their approach towards sustainability qualifications
and the practices they engaged in to achieve these qualifications.
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4 .1

In t r o d u c t io n

This chapter launches the empirical part of this dissertation. Throughout Part II,
the set of practices that contributed the most to produce sustainability
qualifications in the four companies studied will be described. The first step is
thus to provide a characterisation of these companies and an overview of the
main practices that comprise their sustainability strategies. As illustrated in
Figure 4-1, each section of this chapter is dedicated to each focal company.

CORKCo

'N o th in g is w a s te d , e v e r y t h in g is

PULPCo

'M a n a g in g b u s i n e s s a c tiv itie s in
a s u s t a in a b le w a y ”

TECHCo

"A m o d e l o f s u s t a in a b ili ty ’

WOODCo

'R e c y c lin g is g o o d ! ”

tr a n s f o r m e d "

Figure 4-1: Outline of C hapter 4 - P resenting th e re sea rc h context

4 .2

CORKCO: " N o t h i n g is w a s t e d , e v e r y t h i n g is t r a n s f o r m e d "

CORKCO is a Portuguese industrial group dedicated to the production of cork and
its incorporation in a variety of applications (e.g. stoppers, memo boards,
flooring, wall covering]. Given the wide range of cork applications, the group is
organised in four main business units [BU] - cork stoppers, floor and wall
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covering, cork composites (agglomerates, granulates and cork rubber) and
insulation cork (100% natural insulation materials) - and two supporting units
dedicated to dealing with raw materials and research and development,
respectively.

Currently, CORKCO is the world leading producer in the cork stoppers and
construction material markets; it transforms and commercializes 30% of the
world cork production with installed facilities in 26 countries and around 3000
employees. Although cork production is its core business, and the focus of this
research, CORKCO expanded their activities to other business areas, namely,
tourism, real estate, telecommunications, textiles, and "natural sustainable
products", as they call them, such as red and Port wine. According to their 2011
Annual Report, CORKCO had, at the end of 2011, a sales volume of 494.8 million
Euros (M€) and a net profit of around 25 M€ provided by the business units of
cork stoppers (58,9%), floor and wall coverings (23.7%), composite cork
(14,9%), insulation cork (1.7%) and raw materials (0.7%).

CORKCO started operating in 1870, as a small family-run unit, producing cork
stoppers to supply the local wine industry. By 1930, and thanks to the growing
use of cork as an alternative product for thermal and acoustic coverings, CORKCO
started producing cork for other applications, and exporting their products to
Japan, Germany, England, Holland, Belgium, Sweden, Switzerland, Brazil and the
United States. Since their opening CORKCO's story is long and full of interesting
events, but it was from 1963 on that the group triggered their expansion process
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with the establishment of an industrial unit to produce cork granules and
agglomerates. As described in CORKCO's story:
"The initial aim was to use up 70% o f the w aste th at CORKCO
g en erated with the manufacture o f cork stoppers, transforming the
w aste into granules and the granules into valuable agglom erates, pure
and mixed. These in turn made it possible to produce a se t o f new
applications in cork.”

(CORKCO's institutional website)

This was the first practice that marks CORKCO's approach to sustainability,
although the rationale to set up this new unit at that time was a long way off a
sustainability agenda. Nowadays, their activities are claimed to be unique in
term s of sustainability practices, on the one hand, because they represent a
crucial contribution for the exploitation and preservation of cork oak forests
across Southern Europe and North Africa. On the other hand, given the
characteristics of cork as a raw material and as a final product, the company's
opportunities to act in an environmentally-friendly m anner are endless.

For 50 years, CORKCO has had a sustainable approach to its internal operations
and final offerings and has shown this by adopting the motto that in the cork
industry “nothing is wasted, everything is transformed." The practices that deserve
more emphasis in their sustainability strategy are those which foment this motto
(see Figure 4-2). CORKCO's activities are based on a zero-waste policy by using,
recycling and re-using cork waste in their different business areas. Declaring
their commitment towards a zero-waste policy, the company looks for
opportunities to reuse cork waste, valued as a by-product, by setting up new
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products

entirely based

on the generated waste

(e.g. granulated

cork,

agglomerated cork). Internally, CORKCO also engages in energy efficiency
projects based on co-generation systems (CHP - combined production of heat
and power) through which energy (power and heat) is produced from cork waste
and used to feed their manufacturing operations.

LCA: cork s to p p ers and
flo o r/ wall coverings

Used cork sto p p ers recycling project

Publication of sustainability reports

C o rk
w a ste
C o rk d u s t
d is p o s e d
la n d f i lls

Co-generation: with
biom ass (cork waste )

Co-generation: w ith biom ass (cork w aste & dust)

New business units for new products based on cork w aste (granulated and agglom erated cork)

1

1

1

1

1---------

Figure 4-2: Sustainability tim eline in CORKCO

By analysing the set of sustainability reports and interviews from CORKCO, five
main events (illustrated in Figure 4-2) were identified as the building-blocks of
CORKCO's sustainability strategy accompanied by the ongoing efforts to develop
new products based on green arguments. Following the logic of Figure 3-2 on the
casing process (Chapter 3), the empirical chapters will describe and analyse six
embedded cases from CORKCO (Table 4-1).
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T y p e o f p r a c t ic e

CORKCO's p r a c t ic e s u n d e r s t u d y

Reporting

Publication of sustainability reports since 2006.

Evaluating uses

Use

for waste

of forestry

waste

as

biomass

and

subsequent

classification of cork dust as biomass.
Efforts to set up new products entirely based on cork waste.

Adopting clean

Adoption of cogeneration systems.

energy
Setting up

Recycling project: a special project triggered by CORKCO to

special projects

collect and recycle tons of cork stoppers that are disposed of
after wine consumption.

Developing

Ongoing efforts to create new products or frame their

offerings

characteristics in terms of green arguments.
1

Table 4-1: CORKCO's practices under study

4 .3

PULPCO: " M a n a g i n g b u s i n e s s a c t i v i t i e s in a s u s t a i n a b l e w a y "

PULPCO is a Portuguese company which produces a high quality short fibre pulp
from Eucalyptus globules, particularly suitable for very specific types of paper
and cardboard. One of their main brands is recognised in the market by its high
quality, particularly concerning low levels of imperfection, consistency of
bleaching levels, physical, chemical and paper properties. These characteristics
recommend its use for fine printing papers, laminated decorative papers and
cardboard for high quality printing. 96% of PULPCO's production is exported to
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the European Union, namely the Benelux countries, Spain, Germany, the United
Kingdom, France and Italy. At the end of 2010, with a taskforce of around 240
employees, PULPCO reported a sales volume of 330 M€ and a net profit of 39.9
M€.

Established in 1965, PULPCO was founded from a partnership between a
Swedish company and one of the largest Portuguese groups at that time. The
company's location, close to the coast, was chosen due to a number of advantages
that would make it ideal for the installation of the mill site, namely, the proximity
to forest areas with availability of raw material, the abundance of water, vital for
the production process, closeness to a commercial harbour and the availability of
a qualified labour force. The company started up in 1967 producing soluble pulp,
intended for the production of textile fibres, and was afterwards adjusted to
produce paper pulp with a capacity, at that time, of 120, 000 tons per year.

In 2006, a Portuguese Industrial Group (henceforth referred as PortGroup]
announced the acquisition of 100% of voting rights in PULPCO. PortGroup was
established in 2005, after a restructuring process of its former group,
incorporating at that time two companies: one dedicated to paper pulp
production, forest management, wood production and production of energy from
renewable resources and the other, dedicated to the production of special types
of steel and storage systems. In 2006, PortGroup also acquired 50% of the capital
of a producer of energy from renewable sources, with the main goal to support
the energy needs of the group and to expand their activity into a sector that they
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considered highly interesting from a strategic point of view - the renewable
energy m arket

Regarding PULPCO's approach to sustainability, and in comparison with the
three other companies, it seems to be the more mature and experienced in terms
of developing and implementing sustainability strategies, probably due to its
Swedish legacy (see Figure 4-3].

Their activities have been reported in the Swedish group's environmental
reports since 1998. After the acquisition, and although the Group comprises
several companies, each one has presented their independent sustainability
reports since 2006. Their sustainability discourse is very much directed towards
the production processes, rather than offerings. The slogan used in their
communication channels - "managing business activities in a sustainable way” pinpoints their major concern, which is to reduce the impact of their production
processes on the environment. Pulp production is inevitably environmentallyunfriendly. It implies the destruction of vast areas of eucalypt oaks and generates
large amounts of waste in terms of polluted water, ash, organic waste and
forestry-based waste. Moreover, their final offering - pulp - does not benefit
from CORKCO's advantage of being recyclable and reusable, i.e., it has one
purpose only, which is to be incorporated in paper production. So the main
argument to justify a sustainable performance is placed on the adoption of clean
technologies and environmental management processes, namely, forestry
management, waste valuation and water effluent treatment.
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As their raw material is sourced from the forest, they also benefit from the
biomass produced in the wood processing activity. Therefore claims linked to the
production of green energy and energy-efficient systems are also emphasized.

New cogeneration p lant
Expansion and
m odernisation of the mill

Suppliers education

Publication of environmental declarations
\

/

Effluent
diffuser

\
/

pjjT

itL

O r g a n ic w a s t e a n d a s h e s
d i s p o s e d in la n d f i lls

F o re s try w a s te
d is p o s e d

Publication of sustainability reports

Sand-dune system recovering

Organic w aste and ashes as by-products for organic soils and energy production

Cogeneration w ith biom ass

Figure 4-3: Sustainability timeline in PULPCO

By analysing the set of environmental declarations, sustainability reports and
interviews eight main events, depicted in Figure 4-3, were considered as key
projects to build up PULPCO's sustainability strategy. Again, as in CORKCO's case,
following the logic of Figure 3-2 on the casing process (Chapter 3) the following
practices from PULPCO will be described and analysed (Table 4-2):
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Type of practice

PULPCO’s practices under study

Reporting

Publication of annual environmental reports since 1998, first
as environmental declarations and from 2006 on as
sustainability reports.

Evaluating uses

Use of forestry waste (biomass) as fuel.

for waste
Efforts made to eliminate the amount of dry ash produced by
the bark boiler and organic waste sent to landfills and its
posterior valuation as by-products for forest/agriculture
soils and energy production.
Adopting clean

Adoption of cogeneration systems.

energy
Ongoing projects to recover the sand-dunes nearby the mill
after the construction of a submarine effluent diffuser first
implemented to drain the w ater effluents from the facilities.
Expansion and modernisation of the pulp mill accompanied
by the construction of a new thermoelectric biomass plant to
produce green energy.
Setting up
special projects
Developing
offerings

Suppliers' education programme to promote the best
environmental practices among its main suppliers.
Ongoing efforts to create new products or frame their
characteristics in terms of green arguments.

Table 4-2: PULPCO's practices under study
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4 .4

TECHCO; "A m o d e l o f s u s t a in a b il it y "

TECHCO started operating in 1948 as an equipment manufacturer for the
electricity market and evolved into a high-tech supplier of products and
engineering projects, providing products

and solutions

to

the

energy,

engineering, transport, buildings and renewable energy sectors. Initially their
activities were mainly dedicated to the production of electric motors, but
gradually they started producing a variety of electric solutions such as
transformers,

hydraulic

telecommunications

pumps,

systems,

traction

equipment

for

systems,
public

components
transport

for

(buses,

underground) and automated warehouses, to name but a few.

Today TECHCO is the largest Portuguese company serving the needs of the
electricity market, in terms of equipment and solutions to produce and distribute
energy. They work under a "Systems Integrating Contractor" philosophy, as they
call it, i.e. their offerings work as integrators between different components from
varied electrical systems (e.g. construction, transportation, warehousing). Also,
their main competence is to work as "bespoke tailors" where each project is
unique and designed according to the customers' specifications.

In term s of market segments they are organised in three main groups of business
activities within which they have different business units: 1) energy solutions
with business units dedicated to transformers, high and medium voltage
switchgear; 2) engineering solutions and services with business units serving
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engineering, automation, maintenance, environment and renewable energies;
and finally 3) a group with two business units dedicated to transport and
logistics.

By the end of the 1980s, they decided to pursue an internationalization strategy
which up to the present day, remains their main priority. By 2010 TECHCO was
already present in more than 65 countries with around 4,600 employees.
Following a strategy to export systems, rather than products, their orders
reached 1000 M€ in 2009.

Since this study is concerned with how companies embrace sustainability and
how they search for ways to build up sustainability qualifications, TECHCO's case
is quite inspiring. TECHCO declares itself as “a model of sustainability" (an
expression that can be found on their website, in newsletters and sustainability
reports). TECHCO assumed a formal position towards sustainability in 2004, by
becoming a member of the Portuguese Business Council for Sustainable
Development and by launching an internal program to develop, implement and
communicate a credible sustainability strategy.

As their offerings, as well as raw materials and waste produced, are physically
not sustainable per se, i.e. non recyclable or reusable, they use the utility of the
offerings in energy markets as the main claim to justify their contribution to
sustainability. Their argument is based on their efforts to be present in the socalled emergent renewable energy markets using their capabilities in the energy
technologies sector to expand their offerings. As such they continuously look for
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solutions that might bring more efficient results to the energy systems they are
integrated in:

"The search fo r innovative and sustainable solutions fo r the businesses
is one o f the hallmarks o f TECHCO, which has invested around 10 M € in
R&D over the last 2 yea rs and has around 150 em ployees concentrated
exclusively on this activity. R&D activities have been crucial to the
developm ent o f new solutions, products and services."

[TECHCO, institutional website]

It is unsurprising then that the major practices highlighted as building-blocks of
their sustainability strategy [Figure 4-4] are related to the development of
offerings rather than production processes or raw materials, as in the CORKCO or
PULPCO cases:

N ew R e n e w a b le R e s o u rc e s
B u s in e s s U n it

S m a rt g rid P ro je c t

N ew S e n d e e B u s in e s s U n it

P u b lic a tio n o f s u s ta in a b ility r e p o r ts

E c o -d esig n : p h o to v o lta ic p a n e ls fo r in te r n a l u s e

C o n so rtiu m : W in d P o w e r s y s te m s

In te r n a l re tro fittin g o p e r a tio n s

Figure 4-4: Sustainability tim eline in TECHCO
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By analysing the set of sustainability reports and interviews in TECHCO, seven
key events within their sustainability strategy were identified. In term s of the
cases' description and analysis, Table 4-3 organises these events in two types of
practices and four embedded practices (refer to the "Casing process" - Figure 32, in Chapter 3):

Reporting

Publication of sustainability reports since 2006.

Developing

New service: retrofitting operations

offerings
Creation of new business units to embrace new offerings:
Service BU and Renewable Resources BU.
Launching

new

offerings

with

business

partners:

participation in a wind power production consortium and
participation in a 'smart grid' project.

Table 4-3: TECHCO's practices under study

4 .5

WOODCO: "R ecycling is good!"

WOODCO is a Portuguese company dedicated to the production of wood-based
panels suitable for furniture, construction, refurbishment and decoration
purposes. Established in 1959 to produce high pressure decorative laminates, the
company began its expansion and diversification process in 1971 with the
acquisition of a particleboard company and with a vertical integration strategy
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through two new production lines, dedicated to produce melamine surfaces and
components for furniture and interior decoration.

Through the 80s the company expanded their activities to other countries
[Ireland and the United Kingdom) and to other business areas namely retailing
and shopping malls. Success was achieved in both areas. By 1989 they were
already the market leader in wood-based panels in Portugal. In turn, the
investments made in retailing and shopping malls paid off rapidly and steadily to
the point that nowadays the institutional name of the company is associated with
retailing and shopping malls, rather than wood based panels. In a series of
restructuring actions undertaken in the early 90s, two different companies were
set up to separate their business areas. From 1993 on WOODCO began a new
stage of rapid growth and internationalisation entering the wood-based panels
market in Spain, Canada, Brazil, South Africa, France and United Kingdom. After a
sequence of mergers and acquisitions, by 1999 WOODCO became the world
leader in the manufacture of wood-based panels. In parallel they diversified their
product portfolio by entering in adjacent markets such as Oriented Strand Board
(OSB), softboards, plywood, resins. By 2010, they reported a total turnover of
1,283 M€ [relative to 2009) and their workforce numbered around 5300
employees on 28 production facilities and sales locations in 8 countries: Portugal,
Spain, France, Germany, United Kingdom, Canada, Switzerland and South Africa.

In term s of WOODCO's approach to sustainability there are similarities with both
CORKCO and PULPCO since they all work with forestry-based raw materials,
benefiting from the possibility to produce energy from cogeneration systems
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with biomass. The novelty of WOODCO's strategy is the source of these materials.
Wood based panels incorporate a high percentage of sawmill co-products and
wood residues as raw materials: forestry residues, pallets, old/used wood based
panels and old/used furniture. In the UK's production facility this percentage
reaches 98%. So the major arguments in use to formalise a commitment towards
sustainability are related to the role played by wood-based panels in the
sustainable exploitation of forestry resources. By recycling and transforming all
these materials into processed wood there is no need to destroy forestry areas,
which means that wood-based panels represent a natural alternative to solid
wood in a variety of applications in the construction, furniture and decoration
areas. In this sense the company recently adopted the motto “Recycling is good!"
in the UK production site, to reposition WOODCO's image as a sustainable
company.

Figure 4-5 illustrates the timeline for the highlighted practices in WOODCO,
which are mainly based on the use and/or re-use of recycled materials.

2000- 2005

N ew "g re e n
b ran d
P u b lic a tio n o f
s u s ta in a b ility r e p o r t s

U K u n it: 9 8 % r a w m a te r ia ls = w o o d w a s te
F orestry
and w ood
waste
disposed

C o g e n e r a tio n w ith b io m a s s

R ec y cled w o o d a n d d is p o s e d w o o d a s b y - p r o d u c ts to p r o d u c e w o o d - b a s e d p a n e ls

Figure 4-5: Sustainability tim eline in WOODCO
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Again, following the logic of Figure 3-2 on the casing process (Chapter 3) five
practices from WOODCO summarised in Table 4-4 will be described:

Reporting

Publication OF sustainability reports since 2007.

Evaluating uses

Use of forestry waste (biomass) as fuel.

for waste
Efforts to maximize the use of recycled wood as raw material
Adopting clean

Adoption of cogeneration systems.

energy
Developing

Development of wood based panels as a sustainable product

offerings

and the launch of a new "green brand" to support this claim.

Table 4-4: WOODCO'S practices under study

4 .6

C onclusions

This chapter served as an introduction to the empirical material. The profiles of
the focal companies involved were described as well as their approaches to
embrace sustainability as part of their corporate strategies. A "timeline”
representation was used to highlight the practices that each company declared as
major building-blocks of their sustainability strategies. Investigating the stories
behind these practices will provide a better understanding of how each type of
practice contributes to construct and stabilise the companies' sustainability
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qualifications. As such, the practices highlighted in the timelines will be further
described in the following chapters.

As explained previously (see Chapter 3 on methodological issues], these
practices were organised by themes and grouped according to the type of
practice covered in each empirical chapter. This means that practices from
different companies are described and compared simultaneously whenever
possible. In this sense, Chapters 5 to 9 describe the research findings in terms of
five main types of practices, respectively: reporting, evaluating uses for waste,
developing offerings, adopting clean technologies and setting up special projects.
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5 .1

I n t r o d u c t io n

The aim of this chapter is to describe the process of producing and publishing
reports as representations of the firms' sustainability strategies. Companies get
involved in many different types of practices and projects that are communicated
under the label "Sustainability Report" (SR}. Figure 5-1 illustrates the themes
covered in this chapter.

REPORTING AS AN
OPPORTUNITY FOR
REFLECTION

REPORTING TO
WHOM?

|

C o m p a n i e s ’ m a in

|

a c t a s

" c a p a b ility ” to

j

e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y - f r i e n d l y

j

REPORTSARE
LEGITIMISED
M is s io n , v a l u e s

a n d

p r i n c i p l e s / c o m m i t m e n t s

REPORTING AS A
PROOFOF
COMMITMENT
TOWARDS
SUSTAINABILITY

R e p o r t s a s

d r i v e r s

f o r

f u t u r e

a c tio n s

"

REPORTS AS
‘EVIDENCE OF
ACTION' FOR
SUSTAINABLE
BUSINESS

]

D e s c r ib in g

o f f e r i n g s

s u s t a i n a b l e

C e r tif ic a tio n s

a s

s o l u t i o n s

a n d

a w a r d s

Figure 5-1: Outline of Chapter 5 - Publishing sustainability reports
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By looking at these themes my aim is to uncover how sustainability reports are
used by companies to publicly communicate their actions and efforts towards
sustainability. The analysis developed here does not follow a content analysis
rationale. It is rather a reflection of what companies choose to report (or not to
report!), to whom they are targeting their messages and with what aims. The goal
here is to draw attention to the way companies frame their sustainability
strategies through discourse, according to their strategic priorities. Hence, the
reporting initiatives developed by the four focal companies are analysed in terms
of how sustainability strategies are framed and communicated through these
reports (56 SRs from the focal companies and some of their stakeholders,
published in the period 1999-2010).

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the process of building the cases derived from
numerous exercises of coding and recoding data that led to the emergence of five
main practices constituting the companies' sustainability strategies. The analysis
that follows in this chapter was crucial in building the first theme of the empirical
part of this investigation - Reporting. The sub-themes pictured in Figure 5-1 and
described below will show why the publication of sustainability reports is so
important, to the point of being considered one of the main building blocks of the
sustainability strategy of each company.
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5 .2

R e p o r t i n g a s a n o p p o r t u n i t y f o r r e f l e c t io n

The analysis of the reports reveals that its main function is to promote the
credibility

of

the

companies'

sustainability

strategies

through

public

communication. Typical examples of what is reported are the description of
specific projects (developed or in progress) towards the achievement of explicit
goals linked to sustainability, the communication of environmental certifications
(the most common being ISO14001 or FSC certification7), the type and scope of
various sustainability awards obtained, the companies' performance in terms of
the three dimensions of sustainable development (economy, society and
environment) supported by a panoply of variables and measures.

The report is a key source of public information about the activities companies
have undertaken in the past, are doing at present and intend to do in the future
regarding their sustainability performance. Hence its main function is to
communicate with stakeholders. As expressed by an interviewee "Nowadays
sustainability is a lot about communication..." This somehow paradoxical
comment implies that communication plays an im portant role on the
development of sustainability strategies. Companies strive to assemble "things"
to communicate as if the lack of sound examples of sustainable practices implies
lack of commitment. In this sense, the process of reporting per se forces
companies to reflect on their businesses and to assess which practices can be
communicated as sustainable, which should be improved and which should be
7
IS014001 is one of the International O rganization for S tandardization's certification for
environm ental m anagem ent system s and FSC is the F orest S tew ardship Council's certification for
responsible forest m anagem ent
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rectified. This entails a huge effort to make an inventory of those practices.
Reports are, in this sense, used as a tool to systematize past and presen t data
(environm ental, social and economic] that are held within the organisation. This
process is particularly challenging when a company takes its first steps on
sustainability reporting. Speaking about the m om ent they first started publishing
SRs, the person responsible for the sustainability strategy in WOODCO, explained
the complexity of the reporting process as follows:
"[the report is] an exercise, or the result o f an exercise th at took several
m onths to complete; an exercise o f reflection o f w h at sustainability
m eans to us. The report is only the tip o f the iceberg. Much more
im portan t than that is the process behind it... the reflection o f w h at is
the meaning o f sustainability, w hat we are doing in relation to it and
w h at we should be, but are not, doing. This was the exercise we needed
to do; it took six to eight months to complete, and dem anded full-tim e
dedication from many people.”

(WOODCO, Person responsible for sustainability strategy, personal
interview ]

This is to say th at by engaging in reporting activities com panies have to
sta rt lengthy processes of reflection of w hat sustainability m eans to their
business. This reflection process involves gathering data

on their

environm ental performance, assessing and m easuring the im pact of their
activities on the environment, formulation of plans to change practices th at
conflict with sustainability goals, collecting these data across business
units; and reporting it in a single document.
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5 .3

R e p o r t in g t o w h o m ?

Typically, reports start with messages from the chairman or CEO of the com pany
outlining the scope of the report. This message, directed at stakeholders, is an
introduction to the relevant events of the year, the socio-economic context of the
com panies' annual perform ance and the main sustainability goals for the
following year.

According to the GRI8 (Global Reporting Initiative) standards, reports m ust
identify the main stakeholders affected by the com panies' activities, the priorities
th a t should be addressed regarding the effects provoked by those activities and
the com m unication tools used to deliver this information. In general, com panies
identify

the

following

stakeholders:

custom ers,

employees,

governm ent,

suppliers, shareholders, media, non-governm ental organisations (NGO), p artn ers
and society in general. These are the stakeholders to whom reports are directed;
at the sam e time, by being involved in initiatives aimed at listening stakeholders,
these players have a say in which subjects they would like to be inform ed about
and so they are also responsible for the content of the report. Several com panies
undertake these so-called survey processes of “listen [ing] to stakeholders" to
learn w hat they think about their sustainability strategies and to give voice to
th eir main concerns about aspects th at are not addressed in the report.

8
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a non-profit organization that provides guidance
to report on sustainability. It offers a comprehensive sustainability reporting framework that
companies and organizations use as a guideline to organize and report their information on
sustainability.
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Although reports hint at a balanced set of priorities as far as stakeholders are
concerned, some interview ees' comments suggest th at different com panies give
different weights to different groups of stakeholders. WOODCO, for example, is
taking th eir first steps in the publication of SRs. For this reason, the person
responsible for the sustainability strategy highlighted th at they had to place
em ployees as their m ost im portant audience since they w anted to first prom ote
the concept of sustainability internally. Since this subject was not familiar am ong
employees, they thought th at they should be the first stakeholders to learn about
the route WOODCO wishes to follow and the challenges they would have to
overcom e in the future.

The analysis of the reports suggests th a t another, not so obvious, type of
stakeholder is targeted. Although there is no reference to com petitors as explicit
stakeholders, this group also influences (and is influenced by) a com pany's
sustainability strategy. Typically, each company reserves a section of the rep o rt
to describe the characteristics of their industries. By giving details on how a
com pany w ithin a specific industry might prom ote a m ore sustainable business,
they publicise th eir strategies to com petitors who might w ish to mimic th eir
actions. Interestingly, this is regarded as a positive behaviour in contrast w ith the
traditional view th a t companies try to protect their strategies from com petitors.
For example in the cork industry, there is no doubt th a t CORKCO is leading the
way in sustainability practices.

Moreover, as a w orldw ide m arket leader, they feel they have to lead by example.
They invest in projects aimed at prom oting the features of cork-based products
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as environm entally-friendly against other m aterials such as plastic, aluminium,
and so on (e.g. prom otional videos on the environm ental characteristics of cork
products and life cycle analysis comparing cork to com peting m aterials]. In this
sense, all companies working in the same industry benefit from these
prom otional activities. As mentioned by CORKCO's Corporate Sustainability
officer:
"[CORKCO] is the only company producing a docum ent o f this nature
and with this level o f detail and transparency. After us, other companies
sta rted (...) to develop life cycle analysis o f their stoppers, they sta rted
looking a t our investments in biomass boilers and follow ing our good
practices. There was a follow-the-leader effect. (...) Som etim es those
who mimic do not have to incur the costs o f the fir s t mover. They will g e t
it right given th at imitation effect. We have to push them som ehow
tow ards th a t direction. That is inevitable. We have to push... Regarding
the communication o f the sustainability features o f the cork industry as
a whole, we recognize that we have to develop this work on behalf o f the
industry.1’

(CORKCO, Person responsible for Corporate Sustainability, personal
interview]

This statem ent illustrates how initiatives described in CORKCO's SRs w ere
followed by com petitors, which enhanced the overall cork industry response to
sustainability. However the m anager also called attention to the fact th at not
every company is able to follow their practices if they do not perform an
assessm ent of their own capabilities.

He m entioned a few examples of bad

investm ents (namely on co-generation technologies] th at w ere m ade by some of
CORKCO's com petitors th at did not succeed and ended up being discarded.
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5 .4

R e p o r t s a r e l e g it im is e d

The question of legitimacy is raised here to denote the im portance granted to this
issue by the interviewees. The discussion of w hat constitutes "legitimacy" as in
institutional theories (Suchman, 1995], is not within the scope of this study.
However the term is here used to emphasize th at companies are concerned in
being recognised as legitimate perform ants of sustainability strategies.

As explained by inform ants, to prove legitimacy, all reports sta rt or finish w ith a
section on the guidelines th at governed their production. GRI standards are
always referred to as the core directives followed in the reporting process. This
implies th at reports among the different companies under analysis have very
sim ilar structures and contents since they follow a list of criteria defined by GRI.
Following these guidelines, all reports dedicate chapters to the th ree pillars of
sustainable developm ent (social, economic and environm ental perform ance) and
for each pillar they rep o rt on different aspects according to th eir related projects
or practices. In the environm ental perform ance chapter, results are rep o rted in
term s of quantitative assessm ent of emissions, w aste generated and resources
use, followed by the specific initiatives intended to tran slate environm ental
perform ance goals into practice.

Most of the reports conclude with an audit statem ent that legitimises the content.
This

document

is

issued

by

an

independent

institution

(typically

PriceWaterhouseCoopers or Lloyds) confirming the results in the report and
vouching for the processes undertaken to arrive at those results.
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Although reports follow a set of guidelines provided by the GRI framework,
com panies use them as a frame to signal specific aspects of their sustainability
strategy. Hence decisions are made regarding the messages com panies w ant to
com m unicate

publicly vis-a-vis their

com m itm ent tow ards

sustainability

supported by evidence of th at commitment. These aspects are analysed in detail
in the following sections.

5 .5

R e po r t in g

as a p r o o f of c o m m it m e n t t o w a r d s s u s t a in a b il it y

The messages conveyed in SRs aim at prom oting the argum ents regarding how
th eir businesses deal with sustainability issues. By using the SRs to display
tran sp are n t inform ation about the im pact of their activities on the environm ent
and how they are addressing that impact through several different initiatives,
com panies dem onstrate their com m itm ent and willingness to tackle the
problem s their activities cause to the environm ent. As declared in the preface of
the first sustainability report published by one of TECHCO's p artn ers in 2003:
"The production o f a sustainability report results from the decision to
adopt a t the beginning o f 2004, a set o f sustainable developm ent
principles th at will guide its activities and constitute a public
H

. j | * * If! |

s

|

.!

com m itm ent to this issue."

[TECHCO's partner, chairman, SR, 2003}

This message starts by revealing th at the decision to publish SRs was taken after
careful thought. He highlighted that:
"Sustainable

developm ent reporting

should

be

more

than ju s t

presenting environmental, social and economic perform ance indicators.
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It should constitute a demonstration o f our comm itm ent, o f our
progress, and perhaps, o f our failures, with a view to creating value fo r
shareholders on a lasting basis, based on a proactive attitu de tow ards
environm ental issues and on a social practice th at builds on the
company's traditions to answer the new needs o f the community."

(TECHCO's partner, chairman, SR, 2003}

There are several ways of communicating this com m itm ent such as: 1} placing
the focus of the message on their main capability or strength to act as an
environm entally-friendly company; 2} em bracing the com m itm ent tow ards
sustainability within their statem ents of mission, values and principles; and 3)
presenting the key projects developed or initiated each year and planned
projects for the subsequent year. The style of delivering these three kinds of
m essages through SRs is described in the following sections.

5 .5 .1

C o m p a n i e s ' m a i n "c a p a b i l i t y "

t o a c t a s e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y -f r i e n d l y

Like any annual report, SRs start with a message from the chairm an or CEO of the
com pany directed explicitly to its stakeholders. This message is a preface of the
com pany's approach to sustainability and a short sum m ary of how sustainability
issues are approached and dealt with by the company. The content of these
messages alludes to w hat can be interpreted as the company's main capability or
strength to act as environmentally-friendly.

Each com pany uses a different

argum ent to justify their position tow ards sustainability and the key practices
they need to develop to reinforce that position each year.
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TECHCO, for example, evokes their offerings (product o r/an d service provided]
as th eir main capability to contribute to a more sustainable environm ent. Their
strength regarding sustainability is to develop technological solutions for m ore
efficient energy generation systems. In their 2009 sustainability report,
TECHCO's chairm an declares that:
"[TECHCO] is engaged in a range o f activities th at make a positive
contribution

tow ard

environmental

improvement.

Besides

the

businesses o f the Renewable Resources and Environment Units, we also
em phasize the recovery o f m aterials o f the Servicing Unit, participation
in [Customer X] project, the urban light railway projects, and the
involvem ent in the developm ent o f the futu re electric vehicle charging
netw ork by the Transport Unit."

(TECHCO, Chairman, SR, 2009, p. 7]

In this sense TECHCO's contribution to minimise the environm ental im pact of its
activities is placed on their portfolio of offerings alongside different projects w ith
its custom ers. As sum m arised by the person responsible for sustainability
reporting:
"... one o f the crucial contributions th at [TECHCOj m ight bring to the
environm ent is really its renewable energy business (...) this is an
enormous contribution to society.”

(TECHCO, Sustainability Reporting officer, personal interview ]

It should be highlighted though that an argum ent framed as such does not imply
th a t the offering is sustainable itself; in TECHCO's case, is the adoption of the
offerings that leads to a b etter sustainable perform ance of its custom ers, e.g., the
outcome of the adoption of TECHCO's offerings in conjunction with the
custom ers' activities is w hat converts the offering into a sustainable solution.
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Hence, to some extent, sustainability goals are achieved in a systemic fashion
w here the offering alone makes no contribution to achieve those goals. Instead,
the solution is environmentally-friendly only when combined with other parts of
the system provided by other companies. The SRs of one of TECHO's m ajor
partners, the Portuguese leader of the electricity m arket, reinforce this argum ent.
They claim th a t their capability is the combined offering of energy produced from
renew able sources and energy-efficient services.

CORKCO, in turn, presents a different argum ent as their key strength to develop a
sustainable business is placed on the physical, natural features of its products. In
the preface of its 2009 sustainability rep o rt they state that:
"Any activity such as that o f [CORKCO], based upon a 100% natural raw
m aterial such as cork - cyclically extracted from

trees w ithout

■

dam aging them and promoting the economic and social sustainability
o f regions a t risk o f desertification as well as encouraging the
preservation o f one o f 34 world biodiversity hotspots - brings together
unique characteristics to provide an integrated response to the new
challenges and demands o f society and, consequently, consum ers"

(CORKCO, SR, 2009, p. 7}

In this case, the capability is to develop products from an ecological raw m aterial
- cork - which brings a double contribution to the environm ent: on the one hand
CORKCO activities prom ote the proper exploration and protection of cork oaks
which are recognised as carbon sinks and biodiversity nests. On the other hand,
they offer cork-based products, which are intrinsically environm entally-friendly.
In CORKCO's first sustainability report, published in 2006, the chairm an
recognises th at the company benefits from a "gift o f nature"; how ever he stresses
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th a t it is only through a structure of business activities around this "gift o f
nature

th a t the company is able to guarantee the adoption of sustainable

developm ent practices. In this sense they pursue:
"... an integrated manufacturing process that is practically waste-free"
w hereby they are able to supply "high value added products that
maintain the unique and intrinsic characteristics o f natural cork."

(CORKCO, SR, 2006, p.7}

This message is repeated in the following reports w here the products offered are
presented as the largest contribution to a b etter environm ent th at CORKCO could
provide. In 2007, the chairman reinforces the company's position tow ards
sustainability around the various applications of cork. He sum m arises this
position by stating th at CORKCO:
"... transforms cork into products which are uniquely positioned to
respond to this [environmental] challenge. W hether it is cork stoppers
fo r wine , flo o r coverings, insulation m aterial fo r eco-construction,
m aterials fo r large public works which have to comply with strict
environm ental standards, products or cutting edge solutions fo r the
aerospace industry, or a wide range o f products and solutions used by
big names in international fashion, the diversity o f [CORKCOJ’s portfolio
is enormous and illustrates clearly the g re a t poten tial o f this natural
raw m aterial - cork."

(CORKCO, chairman, SR, 2007, p.3}

PULPCO, in turn, uses two main argum ents to frame their capability to act in an
environm entally-friendly manner. First, and similar to CORKCO, the advantages
of w orking with a natural resource - wood and second, the adoption of state-of-
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th e-art production equipm ent to mitigate the environm ental im pact of the final
product - pulp. In its 2006 sustainability report, PULPCO's chairm an states that:
"Our starting point is quite favourable as we use a renewable raw
m aterial - wood. We strive to trace and ensure that all the w ood we use
is produced and harvested in a legal and sustainable w ay and th at in
our own activities we reduce the consumption o f natural resources and
do our utm ost to manage the consumption o f energy in a balanced
w ay.”

(PULPCO, chairman, SR, 2006, p. 7)

In 2007 the chairm an's message announces that PULPCO's major challenge for
the following two years is the accomplishm ent of the m odernisation and
expansion project of the mill which:
"(...) w ill allow an increase in the annual capacity to produce bleached
eucalyptus paper pulp from the present 325 thousand tonnes to about
600 thousand tonnes. This investm ent o f approxim ately M € 320 will
definitely place PULPCO among the m ost effective companies in the
world."

(PULPCO, chairman, SR, 2007, p. 7)

During 2008 and 2009 and following the guidelines on the "best available
techniques” suggested by the European Union, for the pulp and paper sector,
PULPCO invested in equipping the mill w ith specific resources for environm ental
protection in order to attain an "(...] ecologically balanced plan t in conform ity
with the national and European legislation." (PULPCO, SR, 2008, p. 43). Given the

dim ension of such investm ent and the expected benefits for Portuguese industry,
in 2009 this venture was classified by the Portuguese Government as a Project of
National Interest. For this reason it was the subject of num erous references in
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m edia articles, it was described in PULPCO's Annual and Sustainability reports
and m entioned in other companies' reports th at w ere affected by the project
such as some of their suppliers. The project was said to rep resen t a huge step to
im proving the environm ental performance of the mill. The im provem ents are not
so much related to changes in the production process itself but to the
investm ents

made

on state-of-art technologies through

which

pollutant

em issions and levels of energy consumption can be significantly reduced9.

Finally, for WOODCO the main capability is to offer an environm entally-friendly
product for the construction industry, against concrete and steel products. The
argum ent is th at they provide wood-based panels which use recycled wood in
th eir production and th at might also be recycled after consumption. To reinforce
this perspective, in their first sustainability rep o rt published in 2006, WOODCO
included a section labelled "How wood-based panels contribute to sustainable
development" w here they express their view as follows:
“Compared to other construction m aterials such as steel and concrete,
w ood has significantly lower adverse environm ental im pacts when used
as building m aterial Wood-based panels have a positive effect on global
warm ing through improved energy efficiency, which enables home
owners to reduce energy spending significantly. And when used fo r
> -

-

construction purposes, they function as carbon stores, thereby helping
to m itigate CO2 emissions. A t the end o f their service life, wood-based
panels can be recycled and made into new products and in this w ay re
enter a continued recycling cycle."

(WOODCO, chairman, SR, 2006, p. 6)

9

This initiative will be further described in Chapter 9 "Adopting clean technologies.”
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The argument is similar to the one used by CORKCO and PULPCO in the sense
that they invoke the natural characteristics of their product as the source of a
sound contribution to sustainability.

5 .5 .2 M i s s i o n ,

v a l u e s a n d p r in c ip l e s / c o m m it m e n t s

Mission, values and principles and/or commitments of the company are
repeatedly presented in the introductory chapter of SRs. Sustainability concerns
are frequently included as part of one of these three aspects. Since its first
publication in 2006, CORKCO's mission is always related to sustainability
concerns framed as:
"To add value to cork in a competitive, distinctive and innovative way
that is in perfect harmony with Nature."
[CORKCO, SR, 2006]

Likewise one of the core values of the company - "responsibility, respecting the
principles o f sustainable development' has been systematically presented since
2006. There have been no major changes in this discourse since the first
publication, and the last sustainability report published in 2010 reiterates these
statements.

TECHCO, in turn, has not made a clear statem ent of its mission in SRs since their
second publication in 2007. Aspects concerning mission, values and principles
are combined in a "Code o f Personal Ethics and Conduct' which gathers a set of
corporate values that the company intends to follow:

"professionalism;
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responsibility; parsimony; integrity; social behaviour;

quality, safety and

environment; confidentiality; loyalty and team." (TECHCO, SR, 2007). Yet, mission
and vision are clearly presented in their institutional website. Although mission
does not make any reference to sustainability concerns, vision is stated as:
" [To] become a worldwide reference in products; services and solutions
for which it has distinctive competencies in a sustainable and
responsible manner, in complete conformity with its values and
standards."
(TECHCO, SR, 2007)

In their first sustainability report published in 2006, WOODCO acknowledged
that they needed to articulate and formalize their vision, mission, core values and
principles in a "Code of Conduct" with four cornerstones:
"the promotion o f an entrepreneurial culture, a commitment to socially
responsible business practices, responsibility towards our employees,
and independence from political power."
(WOODCO, SR, 2006)

This was set up as an activity to be developed in 2007. In a joint report for 2008
and 2009, WOODCO finally states that their vision was formalized as:
T o be recognised as a sustainable world leader in the wood-based
panels industry, consistently providing our customers with the best
value products, upholding the highest standards o f service and
promoting responsible business and environmental practices. We base
our operations on sound corporate governance, continuously improving
the efficiency o f our operations, actively promoting innovation and
providing a motivated, safe and fair working environment."
(WOODCO, SR, 2008 - 2009)

163

They also gave a detailed explanation of the new corporate values on which they
guide their business where the value of "responsibility" embraces environmental
awareness. After 8 years of publishing environmental reports, PULPCO released
their first sustainability report in 2006. The same mission is repeated in all
reports, from 2006 until the last sustainability report published in 2009:
"To supply eucalyptus pulp produced in an

economical

and

environmentally sustainable way, fulfilling the requirements and
expectations o f our customers."
[PULPCO, SRs, 2006-2009)

Along with the mission they also present their set of values:
"Results and Total Quality oriented; Focus on customers' needs and
expectations;

Concern

for

environmental

protection;

Social

responsibility; Openness towards changes; Professional competence and
flexibility; Ambition to improve, innovate and be at the forefront;
Delegation and responsibility; Informal personal relationships."
[PULPCO, SRs, 2006-2009)

These examples illustrate how different companies from different sectors
embrace the concept of sustainability in their missions, visions, values, principles
and commitments. To do so they had to develop processes of articulating and
formalizing their statements; this involved a thorough analysis of how their
businesses negatively influence the environment and how their strategy might
mitigate that harm. Some companies, like CORKCO and PULPCO, defined their
vision towards sustainability as part of their core mission a long time ago and
have maintained their statements since they first started to publish SRs until the
present day. For CORKCO's chairman, for example, values linked to sustainability
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have been p art of the company's concerns for decades. He discusses the
com pany's values and principles, w here sustainability is included, as a core
aspect governing its actions since the 19th century. In his message to
stakeholders he claims that:

"The model o f development adopted by [CORKCO] reflects its
interpretation o f the challenges facing the world, substantiated by the
strategic options and actions set out in this report. A model of
development founded upon core principles and values that have been
handed down since the 19th century in which we take pride and that
shall continue to govern the activities o f [CORKCO]."
(CORKCO, Chairman, SR, 2009)

Others, like WOODCO, expressed the difficulties in formalizing these statem ents
and made clear th at this process was long and difficult. The need to rep o rt on
sustainability issues brought about the opportunity to re-think and articulate
w hat their mission is. As stated in their last sustainability report, published in
2009:

"In our first Sustainability Report [2006] we made a commitment to
formalise the Vision, Mission and Values and Principles o f [WOODCO].
The development o f these concepts is a laborious process which has
required the involvement o f a large number o f people to make the
resulting outcome stable and applicable throughout the organization.
This process was undertaken over 18 months through the involvement
o f those responsible in each geographical area in which we operate, as
well as the HR departments, Corporate Governance Officer and legal
departments."

(WOODCO, SR, 2 0 08/2009)
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This process is never concluded though. As stated by WOODCO's manager,
com panies keep polishing their statem ents regarding mission and values to make
it clearer and m ore concise, or to shift the em phasis from certain aspects to
others.

5.5 . 3

R epor

t s a s d r iv e r s f o r f u t u r e a c t io n s

Reports contain, in general, an annual sum m ary of the initiatives developed
during the year reported regarding environm ental, social and economic
perform ance. But reports also signal w hat com panies plan to accomplish in the
future. It is common to find tables with inform ation about the objectives or goals
th a t the com pany aims to achieve in the following years as well as m ilestones for
these activities. By reporting on future goals and plans, com panies make
prom ises to stakeholders and expose them selves to public accountability.

W hen a prom ise about future behaviour is made w ithin the com pany's
boundaries, and the prom ise is broken, it might sta rt internal assessm ent
processes to investigate why goals w ere not achieved. However, as the
inform ation is not publicly available, the com pany is protected from judgm ents of
failure by outsiders. The opposite happens if the prom ise is made publicly, as
they frequently are in SRs. In this case, stakeholders are inform ed about the
company's com mitments for the following year. Hence, if they fail to fulfil the
prom ise, they will face not only their own judgment, b ut also the stakeholders'
scrutiny. In this sense, public reporting of future actions constitutes a huge

166

stim ulus to achieve the goals targeted, to avoid negative scrutiny from the
outside. As WOODCO's CEO expressed in its 2007 report:

"We found the process of developing our 2006 sustainability report to be
a highly effective catalyst for change and a clear call to action on all
fronts. Looking closely at our corporate strategies, risk management
and operations through a sustainability lens, helped us to understand
how sustainability is both a risk mitigator and a pointer towards
innovation opportunities and ways to create more efficient and safer
operational systems and processes.”
(WOODCO, SR, 2007, p. 5)

By following reports over time it is possible to track down the story of each
practice regarding its tem poral framing, motivations, drivers and obstacles to
im plem ent it, partnerships developed and goals achieved. For example,
CORKCO's 2006 sustainability rep o rt presents, as a goal for 2007, the
developm ent of actions to prom ote cork oaks as ecosystem s and biodiversity
keepers.

To achieve this goal they describe their plan to increase forestry areas w ith FSC
certification and to foster R&D activities on the topic. By following this particular
practice through several SRs, it becomes clear th at reports stim ulate future
actions to fulfil prom ises (Table 5.1].
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Goal:

Action:

Follow-up:

Follow-up:

“to promote

Status: Under

Status: "achieved"

A ward-w inners for

cork oaks as

developm ent - an

New challenge:

the "best practices

ecosystems

agreem ent was

Compete for the

for cork oak forest

and

signed in October

aw ard of the "best

sustainability and

biodiversity

2007 between

practices for cork

related

keepers"

CORKCO and five

oak sustainability"

biodiversity"

other institutions

aw ard

Table 5-1: Following a practice through SRs

Dozens of initiatives might be followed in the same way. The main argum ent is
th a t reports are an open w indow to whichever projects or initiatives com panies
decide to pursue. By describing the status of initiatives, reports act as drivers to
pursue goals. When a given sustainability rep o rt states th at "next year our
intentions are to do so and so" the following rep o rt has a follow-up account on
which goals they managed to achieve and which ones are still being pursued.
Moreover, it is also common to find an explanation of the obstacles standing in
the way of achieving particular objectives. For instance, in its 2005 report,
TECHCO declares that:

“In 2004 goals were set in the areas underlying the Group's Principles o f
Sustainable Development. Of these, 21 were achieved in full, while 10
were only partially achieved or not achieved at all. One o f the reasons
for these last 10 is explained in the appropriate chapters."
(TECHCO, SR, 2005)

168

Reports are used to describe goals, obstacles and achievem ents of particular
initiatives. Some of those are short-term , i.e., in one year they are announced as a
goal to achieve and in the following year they are already m arked as "completed."
Many other initiatives are longer-term and are covered by SRs year after year.
Some of PULPCO's initiatives fall into this type and will be described in m ore
detail in the following chapters. Here it should be em phasized th a t PULPCO
presents initiatives th at have been recurrently covered by public reports since
2000 until the presen t time (2011). PULPCO was an early starter regarding the
publication of environm ental statem ents (from 2000-2005) and SRs (from 2006
on). Since th eir first environm ental statem ent, each year they rep o rt on a num ber
of projects being developed. They begin by defining the start and the end date of
the project, w hat was planned to be achieved and w hat was actually achieved
during th a t year.

The following year, if the projects have not been concluded, they describe w hat
was done during th a t year and they explain the reasons for the delay, setting new
tim e frames in the process. For example, in 2000, PULPCO's environm ental
declaration presented as a challenge to be pursued, the identification of a
potential external value for the w aste (ash, bark, wood) they produced. This
practice will be described in Chapter 6, b ut for the purposes of this illustration it
can be sum m arised as follows.

Two projects of "waste valorisation" w ere

undertaken, one aimed at reducing the am ount of ash from the bark boiler
deposited in the landfill and the other at reducing the am ount of organic solid
w aste. Both projects were centred on the evaluation of w aste for o ther uses.
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The first project aimed at valuing ash as a by-product was started in 2000 and is
still being developed. For over 10 years, several uses for ash had been studied in
order to make them valuable for other processes. During this decade, reports
produced explanations of w hat was being done and w hat was holding back the
conclusion of the project. The progress of the project can be followed until the
last available publication. In 2006, it was reported th a t “no practical results were

obtained from the contacts that were made with other companies that could be
potential users o f ash in their industrial processes." This led PULPCO to extend the
tim e frame of the project, initially set for the end of 2006, to the end of 2007.
Similar results w ere reported in 2007, w hen new contacts w ere m ade to te st new
applications, leading the extension of the tim e frame to the end of 2009.

The second project aimed at reducing the am ount of organic solid w aste (bark
and other w ood residues) sent to PULPCO's Controlled W aste Landfill, by raising
its value through two end-uses: energy production and com posting for organic
soils production. This project started

in 2002, according to

PULPCO's

environm ental rep o rt at th at time. In 2004 they w ere able to conclude the first
experim ental stage with a trial composting process using industrial organic
w aste. A second experim ental stage started in 2005. By 2006, all organic w aste
containing bark and other wood was used in this trial instead of being disposed
of in the controlled landfill. This led to the decision to build a com posting plant.
The operations of the new composting plant started in 2006 and have continued
since then. All organic w aste coming from the secondary effluent treatm en t and
the wood processing, which would otherw ise have been deposited in the
controlled landfill, is sent to the w aste com posting unit,. The result of this 5 year
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project was finally considered satisfactory and the project was reported with
status "completed" in 2007.

These examples illustrate how SRs might stim ulate actions in order to comply
w ith publicly form ulated goals. The follow-up of initiatives as a driver for action,
the com munication of the companies' capabilities to pursue sustainability goals
as well as the com panies' statem ents of missions, visions, values, principles and
com m itm ents are all p art of the sustainability report. By reporting on these
them es, companies reveal their willingness and com m itm ent to change.

5.6

R e p o r ts a s "evidence o f action " f o r s u s ta in a b le businesses

The examples described above can be interpreted as vehicles through which
com panies

publicly

dem onstrate

their

com m itm ent tow ards

sustainable

development. However, a dem onstration of com m itm ent and good intentions is
not enough to build up an image of a sustainable company. It is also necessary to
provide credible proofs th at such com mitments are being genuinely pursued. In
this sense, SRs not only provide proof of commitment, b u t also evidence th at
intentions are translated into actions.

This aspect is addressed here through two types of evidence, one focused on the
developm ent of offerings presented as sustainable and another dem onstrated via
the im portance of acquiring certifications and aw ards linked to sustainable
perform ance.
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5 .6 .1

D e s c r ib in g o f f e r in g s a s s u s t a in a b l e so l u t io n s

Companies use SRs to communicate new products, services, brands, logos,
business units and factories as contributors to the developm ent of sustainable
offerings and as proof of an enhanced sustainability performance. These offerings
are framed in the reports as something th at was achieved in sustainable ways
and for that reason incorporates sustainability value.

For example TECHCO presents a section in its 2007 rep o rt labelled "New
business opportunities in the environm ental domain" w here they describe the
range

of custom ers'

projects

in

which

they

are

involved,

setting

up

environm entally-friendly systems for wind pow er generation, w ater treatm en t
and residual w aste treatm ent. In 2008 the chairm an announced that:

"Our organisation has identified existing market opportunities and has
km,

IIIiff<jr< &. v■

?

'

^ h

*/

?

-

presented various solutions in relation to energy and sustainable
transport. In this regard, our company's Renewable Resources activity
features rather ambitious objectives and our firm presence in urban
i
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mobility projects (undergrounds and road and rail systems) will most
A l||
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,

certainly contribute toward a significant environmental improvement,
thus helping our society in the reduction ofC 02 emissions."
(TECHCO's chairman, SR, 2008)

A

direct

relationship

between

TECHCO's

offerings

and

environm ental

im provem ent is highlighted among the reports. It is also in 2008 th a t they
announce the consolidation of a new business unit - Renewable Resources BU.
Finally in 2009 they express that its main objective is to:

"(...) to be present in the value chain o f businesses associated with the
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those that have a positive impact on environmental quality and life o f
the Planet"
(TECHCO, SR, 2009}

WOODCO is also using SRs as a communication tool to prom ote their offerings, by
explaining the sustainability potential of its products against their com petitors
and by using sustainability commitments as a justification for new product
development:

“Compared to other construction materials such as steel and concrete,
wood has significantly lower adverse environmental impacts when used
as building material. (...] As examples o f our commitment to
sustainability and innovation, we can highlight the launch o f two new
products in 2007. Our [XX] colour range, consisting o f colour MDF
boards produced with a service and eco-efficiency mindset
(WOODCO, SR, 2007)

In this sense, reports are also used to introduce products to m arkets and to
inform custom ers about their sustainable features. In relation to this aspect
WOODCO refers to the im portance of developing w hat he called "sustainable

marketing practices", meaning the responsible m arketing of th eir products:
providing our customers and end users with sufficient and reliable
information about the nature and origin, correct usage, and disposal o f
our products. It also means using fair and straight-forward marketing
practices and to proactively work with customers to provide optimal
guidance on the appliance of our products"
(WOODCO, SR, 2007)

Regarding CORKCO, the num ber of "new products" th a t are annually launched
and presented in their SRs is enormous. They have a d epartm ent exclusively

173

dedicated to m arket research w here R&D activities are perm anently developed
to conceive new cork based products and novel applications. In 2009 alone, and
for the segm ents of cork stoppers, floor and wall coverings, com posites and
insulation cork, they presented 16 new products and 3 new registered patents
(over the last 3 years they registered 17 patents). They present each one of these
new products in the sustainability report, describing its features, instructions for
adoption, and advantages against competitive products.

5 . 6.2

C e r tific a tio n s a n d a w a r d s

Reporting on certifications and rew ards is a main feature of SRs. W hen a new
certification

or

aw ard

is

achieved

it

is,

normally,

m entioned

in

the

chairman/CEO's messages to stakeholders to signal a legitim ate com m itm ent to
sustainability with these certificates and aw ards as proof of th at com mitment.

To illustrate the im portance of such labels, TECHCO's p artn er is a rem arkable
example. In the last report issued in 2009 two entire pages w ere dedicated to list
all the aw ards and certifications they won in the previous year. The section
w here these aw ards w ere listed was categorized as "Recognition" which hints at
deserving credits in sustainability performance. The chairm an’s message
highlights the im portance of such certifications and awards:

"In 2009, we strengthened our leadership position in terms o f
sustainability management. We now rank no. 1 in Europe and no. 2 in
the world in our sector on the Dow Jones Sustainability Indices, the most
demanding in the world. At the start o f 2010, [ENERGYCO] was listed in
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the Gold Class in "The Sustainability Yearbook 2010" published by
SAM10, in recognition o f the company's continuous improvement in
practices across the different pillars o f sustainability, in line with the 10
Principles o f the "Global Compact", an international initiative promoted
by the United Nations and which we joined in 2004."
(TECHO's partner, chairman, SR, 2009, p8)

TECHO also grants pivotal im portance to the certifications and aw ards won. In
2006 they w ere granted with the 'Most Family Responsible Company' award, and
in 2007 placed among the top ten candidates to win the 'Corporate Citizenship'
award. During 2008, and in term s of environm ental certifications, TECHCO
developed a dedicated program to im plem ent actions tow ards these certificates
and at the end of the year all companies of the group in Portugal w ere certified:

"2008 featured an exceptional development as pertains certification o f
Environmental management Systems abiding by International Standard
ISO 14001. This shows how environmental issues are a main priority for
TECHCO."
(TECHCO, SR, 2008, p. 55)

In a sim ilar fashion, WOODCO presents a table in its 2007 sustainability rep o rt
listing all its plants and related certifications. They rep o rt on this aspect in a
sequential m anner, as if certifications w ere being ticked against a check list:

"all board plants are now IS09001 certified and 16 o f these are
IS014001 certified. In addition, seven plants have their safety
management systems certified and 20 plants have their forest products
chain-of custody certified by PEFC, FSC or both.”
(WOODCO, SR, 2007, p. 24)
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PULPCO's, in turn, announces, on their 2008 report, the certification achieved in
its chain of custody with two of the m ost renow ned forest products certification
schemes, the "Forest Stewardship Council" (FSC} and the "Program m e for the
Endorsem ent of Forest Certification" (PEFC}. They explain why this certification
is so im portant:

"These certifications give the customers full guarantee that the wood
utilized to produce the pulp they are buying is either certified by one o f
the aforementioned schemes or, when this is not the case, it will not
originate from unacceptable sources"
(WOODCO, SR, 2008, p. 24}

CORKCO takes a step further. They p resent a table with all their certifications and
aw ards but they elaborate on the reasons why they have to be certified if they
w ant to rem ain competitive in the m arkets w here they operate. They give the
example of the FSC certification and how it will influence the choices of their
custom ers' custom ers (in the wine segment}. They illustrate this aspect with
Sainsbury's and the Co-op, two major superm arket chains in the UK who now
dem and FSC certification for their wine sealants. Awards are also being pursued
regarding the features of the report itself.

In this sense, it is not enough to dem onstrate proof of a sustainable business, but
also of trustw orthy reports. Companies are willing to invest time and resources
in the production of the report as it might bring them aw ards concerning its
quality, transparency and accuracy. It is frequent to observe statem ents like:

176

"The 2001 and 2002 editions received the prize fo r Best Portuguese
Environmental Report, awarded by the Council o f Statutory Auditors as
part o f the Portuguese edition o f the European Sustainability Reporting
Awards."
(TECHCO's partner, SR, 2003]

In sum, certifications, awards, products, services, factories, business units and all
sorts of evidence are used to dem onstrate how companies translate intentions
into action.

SRs are the public framing of this translation process as will be

discussed in Chapter 10.

5 .7

C o n c l u s io n s

This chapter highlighted the role of SRs as building-blocks of sustainability
strategies. The analysis revealed that building such strategies is very much
dependent on how sustainability approaches and initiatives are articulated, i.e.,
how strategic discourse is differently framed according to the scope of the
strategy. In this sense, the strategic discourse used in SRs is a key dim ension to
take into consideration to examine how companies integrate different practices
into a sustainability strategy. It is this strategic discourse th at frames and
com municates the environm ental sustainability perform ance of a com pany to the
outside world, strengthening or weakening its reputation as a sustainable
business. The chapter discussed how com panies use reporting initiatives to
publicly communicate their positions tow ards sustainability. These reports focus
on two aspects: the company's com m itm ent to pursue and im plem ent a
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sustainability strategy and the evidence that actions are undertaken to
m aterialise th at com m itm ent

Regarding the first aspect, the rep o rt itself might be interpreted as a signal of
com m itm ent. By reporting on sustainability, outlining the main capabilities to act
in sustainable ways and providing follow-up reports on specific initiatives,
com panies provide proof of com mitment th at actions are being planned and
im plem ented. In this sense, reports are tools to rep resen t past, p resen t and
future actions. By providing information of w hat was done in an annual report,
com panies supply the outside world with a sum m ary of initiatives and practices
im plem ented in the name of sustainability. They also dem onstrate th eir
com m itm ent to continue the sustainability journey by presenting the goals for
the following year and the actions they plan, to achieve those objectives.

As far as the second aspect is concerned, SRs might also be in terp reted as proof
of action. Examples of how companies frame offerings w ithin a particular
discourse to em brace the sustainability concept and how com panies are
determ ined to achieve certifications and aw ards as recognition devices, illustrate
the translation of com m itm ent into action. In order to strengthen th eir positions,
com panies are being pressured to gain environm ental certifications and aw ards,
for th eir performance, as well as for the content and transparency of
sustainability reports. These devices are interpreted here as evidence th at
com panies are committed to develop sustainable strategies as a coherent set of
practices developed over time. The interplay betw een reports and actual
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initiatives may w ork as a device to gain (or lose] environm ental legitimacy and to
deliver (or break) prom ises to stakeholders.

Like financial reports, SRs are used to capture an image of a sustainable com pany
at a m om ent of time. This image is static in term s of the 'picture fram e' used - the
sustainability rep o rt itself - b u t is also dynamic in the sense th a t it provides a
chronological and evolutionary description of the sustainability strategy of the
company.

The analysis developed in this chapter illustrates th a t the discourse adopted in
sustainability reports hints at different argum ents to justify com panies' strategic
options, which involves a process of decision making on which fram es to produce
th a t might reveal the quality of'being sustainable'. As will be further discussed in
Chapter 10, this notion of "framing" is of param ount im portance in this
investigation, in the sense that, to produce the content of these reports, firms
need to evaluate which frames may bring the best opportunities to establish th eir
propositions of sustainability qualities. Sustainability reporting might therefore
be seen as a tool which, along with other types of initiatives (discussed in the
following chapters), contribute to constructing the concept of a 'sustainable
com pany’.
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6 .1

In t r o d u c t io n

This chapter deals w ith the cases th at led to the construction of the second
them e of analysis suggested in the m ethodology chapter - "evaluating uses for
waste". It illustrates how companies describe initiatives linked to w aste use as
p art of their sustainability strategies. Finding new ways to re-use w aste and
attributing new value to its use is a highlight of the com panies' sustainability
strategies. W hat is interesting about all the initiatives contem plated in this
chapter is th at they w ere not im plem ented in a context of sustainability, b ut w ere
still framed as such. Four examples of this type of practice will be described in
the following sections (Figure 6-1): the use of forestry w aste as biom ass to
produce energy, the incorporation of cork w aste as by-products to produce new
cork-based products, the utilisation of recycled wood as by-products to produce
wood panels and lastly, the evaluation of dry ash and organic w aste as by
products to (yet-to-be found) alternative utilisations.

Va l u i n g

fo restr y w a st e a s
b io m a s s

Va l u i n g

c o r k w a s t e a s a by
product

U s in g

recycled w o o d a s by
products

S e a r c h in g

fo r n e w u se s fo r

DRY ASH AND ORGANIC WASTE

F ig u r e 6 - 1 : O u t l in e o f C h a p t e r 6 - E v a l u a t in g u s e s f o r w a s t e
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The stories behind these practices will illustrate th at setting up a strategy
tow ards a sustainability qualification is not only about putting together novel
ways of doing things, but also about framing the way m ature practices or
resources' use are communicated. It also illustrates th at using new fram es to
describe m ature practices and resources as sustainable leads to new processes of
attributing value to things, according to these new frames.

6 .2

V a l u in g f o r e s t r y w a s t e a s b io m a s s

Industries th a t depend on raw m aterials from the forest to undertake their
production activities tend to generate huge am ounts of w hat is called "forestry
w aste" in the wood processing operations. Three of the com panies studied,
w orking in forestry-based industries centred on cork, pulp and wood production,
perform similar operations to find a valuable destination for the w aste produced,
other than landfills. Given the similarity of operations perform ed by the th ree
com panies - CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO - this section p resents a joint
analysis of how and w hy this type of practice was set up and, m ore im portantly,
w hy it is considered as an im portant contribution

to the

com panies'

sustainability qualifications.

To sta rt with, a brief sum m ary of the practice is needed. It is basically about using
the forestry w aste classified as forest biomass, generated in the industrial
processes, as fuel to produce heat and power. Because of the heating
characteristics of forest biomass, it is highly cost-effective to burn it in industrial
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boilers to produce heat, and through cogeneration technologies, also produce
electricity. Heat and pow er produced internally are, in turn, used to feed the
energy needs of the industrial equipm ent and production processes. It is
im portant to m ention th at this type of practice has been p art of the com panies'
operations since the very beginning of their existence. In fact, burning forestry
biom ass to produce heat and pow er has always been p art of m anufacturing
operations since the Industrial Revolution. The practice may not be new, b ut the
argum ent to justify it has suffered profound changes, since the instigation of the
debate around businesses' sustainability. W hat is intriguing is the fact th at w hat
was once justified as an energy cost-reduction practice and reduce the
dependency on the energy supplier, is now presented as a key sustainable
practice. If before they would state th at they burned wood w aste as fuel,
nowadays, they now report they use biomass as bio-fuel; m oreover, as they
collect forestry residues from the woods they also contribute to p rotect forestry
areas from fires. On this subject, the President of PULPCO declared that:

"Our aim is to perform a global integration o f the forest. Tree leaves,
bark and ail sorts o f forestry residues are used as biomass. We don't
waste anything! We have an integrated cycle. In old times these residues
would remain in the forests feeding fires. Today we have this philosophy
which is to integrate the entire cycle o f the forest. (...) We can say that
now around 150 tons o f forestry residues are cleaned from the forest."
(PULPCO, Group's President, Media Interview)

The classification of this type of waste as biomass is certainly not new; w hat is
new is the recent explosion of references to biom ass use as a clean source of
energy, in industrial communities. The discussions th at arose in the 90s on how
industrial systems are held responsible for the continuous degradation of the
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environm ent led to a new necessity to reconfigure the com panies' public
discourse.

The three companies, CORKCO, WOODCO and PULPCO, found th eir way through
the sustainability debate, by enhancing the practice of burning forest biom ass to
produce energy as a sustainable operation. In the past, the use of forestry w aste
brought a cost-efficient value to the com panies' activities; in the present, the use
of forestry biom ass brings the 'value of being sustainable' to th eir processes since
biom ass is considered as an environm entally-friendly resource to produce
energy.

For the sake of clarification, a brief explanation on w hy biom ass is considered a
clean source of energy is needed. Biomass generally refers to the organic
substance obtained from plants and generated through the photosynthesis. The
im portance

of biomass

characteristics.

in the

sustainability

context is

related

to

its

During biomass combustion, oxygen from the atm osphere is

com bined w ith the carbon in biomass to produce CO2 and w ater. The process is
therefore cyclic because the carbon dioxide is then available to produce new
biomass. This is also the reason why energy produced from biom ass is
potentially considered as carbon-neutral and thus called green energy or clean
energy, although some CO2 emissions occur due to the use of fossil fuels during
the production and tran sp o rt of biomass.

Biomass is therefore considered as a source of renew able energy and considered
as the environm entally friendly fuel of the future. CORKCO, WOODCO and
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PULPCO are all engaged in this type of operation. They im plem ented
cogeneration systems decades ago to produce energy from th eir forestry-based
w aste (mainly residues of wood):

"[PULPCO] has been using biomass to produce heat fo r many, many
years, it was not something new! More than 85% o f the energy used by
[PULPCO] comes from the forest, following the flow o f raw materials,
which is wood. (...) In future, after the expansion project that we are
developing, we will export the energy surplus to the national grid, as we
will be self-sufficient in heat and electricity."
(PULPCO, Person responsible for sustainability strategy, personal
interview )

In the pulp sector this operation is even m ore intensive. Wood is separated into
cellulose (around 60%) and lignin (around 40%), a substance responsible for
binding the cellulose fibres together. Cellulose is the core raw m aterial to
produce pulp, w hereas lignin is b u rn t to produce heat and electricity. This
operation has been p art of the Portuguese pulp industry for decades:

"I don't remember having factories in Portugal without this process [of
burning lignin to produce energy]. We have been doing this fo r more
than 30 years! The integration o f bark is more recent, maybe 20 years!
Imagine that we consume 1 million cubic metres o f wood: 60% is
capitalised as cellulose but 40%o is lignin with no use as raw material to
produce pulp. I mean around 40% o f lignin, 400 thousand cubic metres
o f wood would be wasted! It wouldn't cross anyone's mind to take those
400 thousand cubic metres o f wood and dispose o f it in landfills... with
such richness in terms o f energy! (...) So for decades and decades, this
has been a complementary activity that allows the pulp and paper
industry to be self-sufficient!''
(President of the Portuguese Association for the paper and pulp
industry, personal interview )
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In short, the cases illustrate th at burning biomass to produce energy is a m ature
operation am ong com panies who have privileged access to this type of w aste. It
is m ature am ong particular industries but becoming more and m ore w idespread
since the proliferation of media and professional references to biom ass as a clean
source of energy. In the past these operations w ere developed for internal energy
efficiency purposes. Nowadays it is becoming a source of opportunities to set up
new

businesses

framed

as

environmentally-friendly.

In this

sense

the

sustainability debate brought about the conditions to add new value to this
biomass: the value of prom oting cleaner production processes. F urtherm ore it
also brought about the conditions to add new value to the com panies which
engage in biom ass burning instead of fossil fuels: the value of com m unicating
sustainable operations. Companies who use w aste as biom ass (or w aste as fuel)
are enthusiastic about publicising the em ploym ent of this practice. By doing so,
com panies portray themselves as environm entally-friendly and prom oters of
sustainability practices.

The opportunities to communicate sustainable operations through biom ass use,
led com panies to reassess their resources, i.e., to evaluate w hat resources they
ow ned th at could benefit from this classification. In CORKCO, for example, all
cork processing activities (grinding, separation, transportation, finishing, etc.)
generate cork dust in large quantities. 30 years ago cork dust was largely
disposed of in landfills, which raised a debate about the environm ental and
health damages associated with this practice. Cork dust consists of very small
particles, characterised by high flammability and w hen released in landfills,
forms clouds of dust. Thus it is said to be a dangerous and difficult to handle by
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product th at m ust be rem oved from industrial facilities by suction, collected in
silos and burned. Although environm ental problem s might also arise from the
ash produced in biomass burning operations:

"...it would be even more problematic to find an alternative destination
for my cork dust like landfill disposal. This is not always the best
solution! And moreover, there are some landfills which don't even accept
cork dust!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the CHP system and environm ental
monitoring, personal interview]

It was this need to have cork dust burned and the high prices of fuel th a t led to
the opportunity of producing heat and pow er to feed the factories in the 80s. In
addition, w hen com pared to other sorts of wood, cork dust:

"...has a monumental heating power! It's matchless! If wood has around
4800 Kilo/calories, cork must have something like 7000! It wouldn't
make any sense to have boilers with fuel, and fuel already achieved 300
€/per ton, and have cork dust right there being sent to landfills! "
[President of the Portuguese Association for the paper and pulp
industry, personal interview ]

Until 2005 this was the normal procedure w hereby dust was simply dust and
b u rn t as fuel. However the cork industry thought th at this type of w aste should
be classified as forestry biomass. Forestry biomass normally includes branches
and crowns unused in harvesting sites, non-commercial wood, residues from
forestry treatm en t like pruning and thinning, wood w aste for construction or
renovation and wood residues from transform ation industries. So, cork dust was
definitively not contem plated as a type of biomass.
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This classification was established in 2005 by the Ministry of the Environment.
However, before the formalisation of the classification, different actors w ere
involved: the Portuguese Cork Industry Association (APCOR) triggered the
process by proposing the classification of cork dust as biomass. Companies from
the cork industry supported the proposition to benefit from the classification.
Justifications and argum entations w ere given to support the proposal, the
Government

assessed

and

ended

up

accepting

it,

by

publishing

new

environm ental legislation to classify cork dust as a type of forestry biomass. After
this classification, dust is now a type of biomass and as such it can no longer be
treated as waste:

"Now is clearly written in the law that cork dust is biomass, okay? Thus,
if it's biomass it can no longer be part o f the normal scheme o f waste
:

treatment. If it is biomass, it should be valued as such!"
"Don't refer to it [cork dust] as waste! That is not waste! No, I would say
it's a by-product o f our process that is legally classed as biomass.
[..JThere are still a lot o f people who think like that, even in our own
industry, they talk about cork dust as if it was waste, but that must be
seen as a fuel and always associated with biomass."
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the CHP system and environm ental
monitoring, personal interview)

The main lesson retrieved from the analysis of this set of initiatives is th at the
three companies reconfigured their discourses and their resources to em brace a
more sustainable performance. To do so, they made an internal assessm ent of
their resources to evaluate how they might be interpreted in different ways. In
some circumstances new interpretations are easily put together through a
change in discourse (like forestry w aste interpreted as forestry biomass), but
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other cases dem and m ore sophisticated strategies to allow new interpretations
and trigger changes in other actors' perceptions (like dust w aste becom ing
officially classified as forestry biomass and backed up by legislation}.

6 .3

V a l u in g c o r k w a s t e a s a b y - p r o d u c t

Cork w aste is generally referred to as the w aste generated from the
m anufacturing

process

of stoppers,

agglom erated

and

granulated

cork.

Traditionally, and since the 60s, CORKCO seeks to give a new life to this waste.
Cork pieces from the production of cork stoppers are used as by-products to
produce agglom erated and granulated cork. This is w hy they claim to have a
“zero w aste policy" w hereby each business unit uses the w aste produced by
other business units. However, although this practice is hardly linked to
sustainability concerns it is currently framed as such and proudly featured in
SRs, b u t has its origins in the 60s as a way to deal w ith waste.

The process by which cork w aste is transform ed into new products can be
described as follows. W aste from cork stoppers production is passed through a
machine th a t breaks it into small pieces which are then w ashed and dried, and
sent through successive grinders to further reduce the particle size. After being
pressed into a mould and slowly heated, the process binds the cork particles into
a solid block by activating their natural resins, giving rise to agglom erated and
granulated cork. The sustainability argum ent linked to this practice is that, by
using recycled cork as a by-product, the life cycle of cork products is extended
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and CO2 retention increased. For the sake of illustration, Figure 6-1 represents
some of the applications th at are employing the integral use of cork waste.

Cork, refuse

for trailers

F ig u r e 6 - 2 : A p p l i c a t i o n s o f c o r k w a s t e a s b y - p r o d u c t s
S o u r c e : CORKCO, SR, 2 0 0 6
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This is the process th at has been used in CORKCO since 1962 and th at is now
com m unicated as one of the cornerstones of their sustainability strategy, the
"zero w aste policy":

"In the past we basically produced cork stoppers and a considerable
amount o f cork waste was generated from it. This is because from the
cork that was employed in the production o f stoppers, 20% would be
stoppers and 80% would be waste. That's when we started this practice
that has being carried on for several years... but at that time this was
one o f the first sustainable practices implemented in the cork industry.
In the 60s (...) a new company was created to work with those so-called
wastes and develop new solutions based on cork. We can say that this
first company was an incubator o f several businesses. Nowadays we do
investments on new applications even in the aerospace area... A t the
final stage we no longer have any waste, because even the smallest
particle that cannot be used to produce new products, is reused as fuel biomass."
"We have a department at the holding level only dedicated to invent
new products that are cork based. This department works in a joint
partnership with Minho University, just to create new products.
(CORKCO, Person responsible for sustainability strategy, personal
interview )

Throughout different business units cork w aste is given a new use value as a by
product, operation after operation. In this sense, CORKCO claims to follow a
system atic vertical integration strategy through the maximisation of the use of
cork. CORKCO explains this strategy in their 2006 sustainability report:

"The optimisation o f the quantity o f cork throughout the production
cycle is one o f the sustainability strategies that we have identified. The
cork waste produced during the cork stopper production process or the
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cork that is not o f a suitable standard for their production, are
incorporated into other high value applications. The part that cannot be
incorporated into products is valued as an energy source [biomass].
Therefore there is no waste and no cork residues - nothing is discarded,
everything is transformed. Today as always we make a continuous
effort, namely in the R&D area, to optimise the added value o f every kilo
o f cork."
(CORKCO, SR, 2006}

This practice illustrates how CORKCO has reconfigured its discourse to frame a
traditional operation as a highlight of their sustainability strategy. It is
impossible to dispute this argument, but 50 years ago sustainability was not p art
of their concerns or the w ider socio-economic agenda. This practice was set up
w ith cost-efficiency goals in mind allied with the assessm ent of opportunities to
develop new products and explore new markets. Using the sustainability lenses,
one

can

say

th at

the

outcome

of these

practices

is

unquestionably

environmentally-friendly. The reasons to im plem ent it might not have been
linked to sustainability, but the outcomes are definitely eligible as sustainable.

If sustainability was not the original motivation behind this operation, nowadays
it is genuinely p art of their concerns. For this reason they have a dedicated R&D
departm ent to investigate applications for cork w here decisions on new product
developm ent are based on life cycle analysis studies to favour products with
b etter environm entally-friendly features. As stated in their 2009 report:

"Deploying the most advanced technology, [CORKCO] now provides a
vast range o f products and applications across demanding industries from wineries to construction, taking in aeronautics, aerospace,
transport, footwear, sporting articles, etcetera -, in a continuous
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commitment towards boosting the technical and environmental
performance o f our solutions. Additionally, [CORKCO] has been
undertaking important work, in conjunction with its stakeholders,
seeking to reinforce its already vast portfolio o f cork applications, based
upon the intrinsic technical and environmental characteristics o f its raw
material [cork], allied to strong organisational strategic commitment
towards R&D and Innovation.”
(CORKCO, SR, 2009}

In short, this practice is an example of how discourse reconfiguration gave place
to actual initiatives and made sustainability assessm ent a rule instead of a simple
frame.

6 .4

U s in g

recycled w o o d as by -pr o d u c t s

WOODCO's core business is the production of w ood-based panels (such as
particle boards, medium density fibreboards (MDF), hardboards and com ponents
for furniture, building, decoration and DIY industries] which are mainly
produced from recycled wood. As stated by WOODCO's interview ee, this practice
is the "apple of their eyes" in term s of com municating sustainable practices, but
its origin is linked to the high prices and scarcity of virgin wood. The person
responsible for sustainability reporting in WOODCO says t h a t "one critical issue in

terms o f sustainability is the origin o f our raw materials." Raw materials, he
considers to be the wood sourced from forestry but mainly w hat he calls
"industrial by-products and wood waste" from

furniture and

carpentry

industries, i.e., pre-consum ption wood m aterials from furniture production and
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post-consum ption m aterials th at are re-cycled as by-products to produce woodbased panels:

"Our products are "urban wood" or "urban forest"; products that are
produced from the urban forest! By urban forestry we mean paletteSj
old furniture and so on. This is unquestionably a fundamental aspect o f
the sustainability of our business.”
(WOODCO, Person responsible for sustainability strategy, personal
interview )

The opportunity to incorporate wood w aste as by-products in its processes
depends on the type of panels produced and the geographical m arkets w here
they operate. For example, to produce MDF boards it is not possible to use high
percentages of recycled wood, but for particle board this percentage is very high.
In regions with a large population (e.g. cities) it is possible to collect large
quantities of used w aste when com pared to rural regions. Therefore this
possibility of re-valuing wood w aste is very much dependent on place and
product:

"In the European markets, and especially in the UK, there is an
increasing consumer demand for products that demonstrate a high
degree of eco-efficiency. Although the UK market is a key consumer o f
wood products within Europe, availability o f virgin wood from domestic
origin is fairly low. On the other hand, waste wood is relatively
abundant compared to virgin wood. Therefore, a conscious decision was
made in 1997 to specialise in the production o f sustainable products
based on the recycling of wood.”
(WOODCO, SR, 2006)

One of its business units in Knowsley, near Liverpool, is referred to as the
highlight of their sustainability strategy:
194

"This unit is the best we can do; it's the one that recycles the most and
the one that allows us to demonstrate how fa r we can go. This is
obviously the example to follow"
(WOODCO, Person responsible for Sustainability Strategy, personal
interview )

This is the unit w here the valuation of wood w aste as a raw m aterial takes a
leading role. This unit was opened in 2000 specifically to use recycled wood
fibres to produce panels for the construction and furniture industries. As stated
in their UK w ebsite:

"Recycling is the core of our business. [WOODCOJ's distinguishing
feature from other chip board manufacturers is its raw material
recycled woodchips. Recycled wood provides more that 98% o f the raw
material for our products and contains a high percentage o f packaging
material and other forms o f post consumer wood waste."
(WOODCO UK, institutional w ebsite)

The sustainability argum ents used in this business unit are easily constructed,
given the nature and sources of its raw materials. In a similar fashion to th at used
by CORKCO and PULPCO, WOODCO argues th at they are contributing to a m ore
sustainable society by using wood w aste as raw m aterials and producing woodbased panels, since: a) wood is a renew able resource and carbon store; b)
packaging made from wood can be recycled; c) at the end of its lifecycle, energy
can be derived from waste; and d) the process diverts wood w aste away from
landfill. This business unit in Knowsley is already the UK's largest wood recycler,
using around 1200 tonnes of wood w aste per day.
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This example is not comparable to CORKCO's or PULPCO's "waste valuation”
practice discussed previously, which has been done for years and is only now
framed as a sustainable practice. In WOODCO this is a recent activity in the UK
factory (10 years old], where production is totally based on recycled wood and
the factory itself was built for that purpose. However, and similar to the
initiatives described above, the company is also using mechanisms of discourse
configuration since the original factory in Portugal has been performing such
activities for decades. Although it might be interpreted and framed as truly
sustainable, the motivations that led to the opening of this new factory were
originally linked to cost-efficiency.

6.5

S earch in g f o r new uses f o r d ry a sh and o rg a n ic w a s t e

In the 90s PULPCO invested in the construction of a Controlled Waste Landfill
(CWL) which started operating in 1998, after authorization by appropriate
environmental licensing. Although this was a considerably large infrastructure,
they also recognised that in the long term, the waste storage capacity would be
inevitable drained. Given the expected space limitations of the landfill and the
huge amount of waste (ash, green liquor production waste, wood waste that
cannot be used for energy] that was being sent to the CWL, the company started
to investigate processes to reduce the total amount of waste sent to the landfill.

Two projects were undertaken; one aimed at reducing the amount of dry ash
from the bark boiler deposited in the landfill and one aimed at reducing the
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amount of organic solid waste. Both projects are centred on the valuation of this
type of waste as a by-product for other uses.

The project, based on the valuation of ash as a by-product, has been developed
since 2000. For over 10 years several applications for the ash were studied in
order to raise their external value. The first step was to obtain authorisation from
the environmental authorities to try an experiment where the ash would be
spread in a restricted forestry area of PULPCO to improve the quality of forest
and agriculture soils. The main goal of this first experiment was the evaluation of
costs and logistical aspects necessary to perform the spreading operations using
a prototype of mechanical spreading equipment (Environmental Report, 2002)
which was continued in subsequent years (Environmental Report, 2004). In
2005, after 3 years of using and testing the prototype, PULPCO decided that the
results obtained were satisfactory since 11% of the total ash produced were
being successfully used to improve the forestry soils. Thus, they duly licensed the
prototype and requested, from the Environmental authorities, an authorisation
to further increase the plantation area for the application of ash (SR, 2006). In
2007 the appropriate license was issued and by the end of the year the amount of
ash used was 54% of the total dry ash produced (SR, 2008). The last report
available (2009) informs that 30% of the total amount of dry ash produced was
applied in forestry soils and that a small part was also used in the Waste
Composting Unit.

An alternative use of ash was also investigated with the support of the
Technological Centre of the Glass and Ceramic Industry where research was done
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on the application of ash as by-products for the production of granules
(Environmental Report, 2002). After 2 years of research that institute concluded
that such an application was unfeasible, which led to the search for alternatives.
A new set of contacts was carried out, aimed at identifying alternative
possibilities for the use of ash in other industrial processes, namely, as a by
product for cement production (Environmental Report, 2004). In 2006, it was
reported that "no practical results were obtained from the contacts that were
made with other companies that could be potential users o f ash in their industrial
processes" which led PULPCO to extend the time frame for this project, initially
set up for the end of 2006 and consequently redefined to the end of 2007. Similar
results were reported in 2007, where contacts were repeatedly tried to test new
applications, increasing the time frame to the end of 2009.

The second project was aimed at reducing the amount of organic solid waste
(bark and other wood residues) sent to the CWL by raising its external value with
two end-uses: energy production and composting for organic soils production.
This project started in 2002, when PULPCO was part of a Swedish industrial
group. At this time, the company established a partnership with a Swedish
company that specialized in environmental technologies working with biomass
and waste products. The initial aim of the project was to investigate the
possibilities of using wood waste, mud, resulting from the secondary effluent
treatment, and dry ash from the biomass boiler, as bio-fuel (Environmental
Report, 2002). After obtaining the required environmental authorisation, they
started to develop experiments in one of PULPCO's fields, which turned out to be
unsuccessful due to adverse weather conditions and technical problems with
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their partner's equipment. They were able to conclude a first experimental stage
in 2004 with a trial composting process using industrial organic waste. The
obtained compost was submitted to further analysis in a specialized laboratory in
order to assess the possibility of being used in the production of organic soils.
The assessment confirmed the quality of the compost which led PULPCO to
require the necessary industrial licensing from the environmental authorities
(Environmental Report, 2004].

A second experimental stage started in 2005 with the same partner, this time to
investigate the possibilities to produce compost based exclusively on organic
waste from wood processing. The aim of the project was to increase the organic
content of the compost when compared with the results obtained in the first trial
stage. By 2006, all organic waste containing bark and other wood was used in
this trial instead of being disposed of in the controlled landfill. This led to the
decision to build a composting plant in PULPCO within the process of obtaining
an environmental permit for the mill site which was issued in 2006
(Environmental License Report, 2006]. The operations of the new composting
plant started in 2006 and have continued since then. All organic waste coming
from the secondary effluent treatm ent and from the wood processing is being
processed in the Waste Composting Unit which would, otherwise, have been
deposited in the controlled landfill.

The results of this 5-year project, which was closed in 2007, were two-fold:
firstly, the amount of organic waste sent to landfills reduced substantially and
secondly, the composting unit brought the opportunity to produce organic
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compost which has a market value. By the end of 2009, PULPCO was able to
transform 66% of their organic waste into new applications for energy
production, cement industry, forestry soils and composting. The remaining 44%
was sent to the controlled landfill. Five years before, 78% of the organic waste
produced was sent to the landfill (Environmental Report 2004).

Although these two initiatives rest upon the search for new waste usages, like the
ones described in the previous sections, it gives a different perspective on how
this process unfolds. In CORKCO and WOODCO cases, it seems instinctive and
unproblematic to value forestry waste as both a by-product and fuel. In PULPCO
the process of finding new value for a particular type of waste is not as
straightforward.

Firstly, these initiatives demonstrate a persistent search for new uses and value
for dry ash and organic waste, even when previous attempts failed. And secondly,
it reveals a genuine concern for the waste produced. This does not mean that
sustainability concerns were a top priority to invest in these initiatives. On the
contrary, it shows that companies invest a lot of time and effort to avoid
environmental complaints. At the end of the day, the discourse configuration
mechanisms mentioned before are also present. The initiatives are thoroughly
described in reports as part of their sustainability strategy, but these are
examples of proactive behaviour towards environmental legislation.
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6 .6

Co n c l u s io n s

The analysis of the set of initiatives described above revealed that it is common
for companies to package existing and often mature initiatives with sustainability
labels. Practices, once justified as cost-efficient, gain new interpretations to fit
into sustainability qualifications. Reconfiguring combinations of actors, resources
and activities to find alternative uses for waste is not an innovative practice
brought about as a response to sustainability concerns as initially thought. This
type of operation, whether observed in the cork, pulp or wood industries, has
been part of the companies' routines for decades, as a cost reduction practice, as
a proactive way to avoid environmental complaints and also as an opportunity to
start up new businesses.

The inclusion of this type of practice as part of the companies' sustainability
strategies poses a question of which event comes first - designing and
implementing practices that contribute to better sustainability performance or
framing existing practices as environmentally-friendly to fit into sustainability
strategies. The initiatives described in this chapter point towards the second
option, that is, the argument of sustainability is presented via discourse
reconfigurations, i.e. through a framing process that allows the requalification of
existing practices as part of the companies' sustainability strategies.

In this sense, and similarly to the conclusions drawn on the production of
sustainability reports in chapter 5, the cases described here allow further
elaboration of the concept of "framing ability" that will be presented in the
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discussion chapter. From the analysis of these cases, it was again recognised that
companies produce particular frames to match their strategic goals in a given
moment in time.

Although these initiatives point to a discourse change, rather than a process
change towards sustainability, there is no doubt that the outcomes represent less
damage to the environment. In this sense, companies discuss these initiatives as
clean operations. This implies that the companies' various offerings are entitled
to be qualified as sustainable, not merely because of their intrinsic natural
properties, but also because they result from sustainable resources and clean
operations (in these cases operations that reduce the amount of waste sent to
landfills). These two arguments - one based on the characteristics of the product
and one based on the environmentally-friendly nature of the process - allow for
an attribution of sustainable value to the offerings, meaning the value of causing
less damage to the environment, and consequently confer the companies with
the possibility to communicate sustainable offerings.

This aspect of "attributing sustainable value" to things raised important
questions and became a central aspect of this investigation. Inspired by the cases
described here, Chapter 10 presents the notion of "valuing processes" to discuss
how things e.g. resources, offerings, practices, are valued.

For example, the

opportunity to value cork dust and forestry-waste as biomass in CORKCO and
WOODCO emerges from the regular, and necessary, process of burning waste.
The opportunity to value ash as a by-product emerges from a continuous process
of searching for alternative uses for waste produced by PULPCO. Hence these
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cases illustrate the companies' continuous efforts to identify opportunities to
attribute value to things in accordance with their strategic priorities at a given
time, and in comparison to alternative valuing processes.
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7 .1

I n t r o d u c t io n

This chapter describes the companies' approach to the development of offerings
based on green arguments. Hence it explains the origin of the third theme
suggested in the Methodology chapter - Developing offerings. The adoption of
the tense 'developing' draws on the recognition that, whether focusing on
products like in CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO's cases or products and services
like in TECHCO’s case, the companies construct their concept of offerings by
embedding the quality of'being sustainable' in its features.

In Chapter 5 it was emphasized that reports evince sustainable offerings as proof
of action to demonstrate commitment towards sustainability. In this chapter this
topic is further addressed by describing the mechanisms that companies use to
develop and promote their definitions of sustainable offerings.

The chapter is divided in two parts (Figure 7-1) to illustrate that this process is
more easily achieved by some companies than others. Hence it first illustrates
how CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO easily develop offerings based on green
arguments, here labelled as the 'soft' way, because their production activities
benefit from a natural and recyclable waste and/or final product. The second
part of the chapter deals with TECHCO's case, that is, the 'hard way' of developing
sustainable offerings where the offering itself does not offer any sustainable
feature.
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DEVELOPING
SUSTAINABLE
OFFERINGSTHE'SOFT'WAY

DEVELOPING
SUSTAINABLE
OFFERINGS-THE
'HARD'WAY

Developing retrofitting
o perations
|

Creating new BU's to em brace
new offerings
Launching new offerings with
business p artn e rs

j

Figure 7-1: Outline of chapter 7 - Developing 'sustainable' offerings

7 .2

D evelop in g su sta in a b le o ffe r in g s - t h e 's o ft' w ay

CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO benefit from a natural resource to develop their
offerings - forestry-based raw materials - which makes the representation of
their operations and final products a sustainable an easier task than other
companies. Hence, companies who work with natural resources and produce
equally natural products are in a fortunate position to describe their offerings as
environmentally-friendly, pre and post consumption.

This section describes some of the strategies undertaken by CORKCO, PULPCO
and WOODCO to embed their offerings with the quality of 'being sustainable'.
These strategies vary according to three dimensions highlighted as sustainable:
the final product, the resources used and the production practices employed. By
mixing and matching arguments for sustainability around these three dimensions
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the studied companies are able to produce a fair representation of their
sustainable business.

CORKCO and WOODCO bring the three dimensions into play as both raw
materials and final products are recyclable. PULPCO, in turn, cannot use direct
arguments on the sustainability of the final product itself as pulp does not serve
any purpose rather than paper production, but arguments based on sustainable
resources and practices are quite frequent (See Tables 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3 for
examples of these representations).

From the set of companies covered in this research, CORKCO is the most
enthusiastic in constructing the sustainability qualities of their products. The
motto "nothing is wasted, everything is transformed" hints towards a diversity of
strategies used to promote the sustainability of cork products. Table 7.1
illustrates some examples of how CORKCO develop their offerings, based on the
sustainable aspects of their products, resources and practices.
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CORKCO
Sustainable

•

Products

"[CORKCO] provides a vast range o f products and
applications- from wineries, construction, aeronautics,
aerospace, transport, footwear, sporting articles, etc., in a
continuous commitment towards boosting the technical
and environmental performance o f its solutions.

•

"[CORKCO's] products are uniquely positioned to
respond to this environmental challenge"

Sustainable

•

Resources

“[CORKCO wants to] reinforce its already vast portfolio o f
cork applications, based upon the intrinsic technical and
environment characteristics of its raw m aterial
(cork)."

Sustainable
Practices

•

"At that time this was one o f the first sustainable
practices [using waste from cork stoppers production]
implemented in the cork industry"(CORKCO)

Table 7-1: Developing sustainable offerings in CORKCO

Many examples could be used to illustrate CORKCO's efforts to construct
sustainable offerings, some of which will be now presented. One practice briefly
mentioned in previous chapters is the permanent investments made on Life Cycle
Analysis (LCA) studies to assess the environmental impacts and the carbon
footprint of their products.

These studies can be internally performed by CORKCO's R&D departm ent or by
an external auditor. The internal LCAs serve to investigate applications for cork
where decisions on new product development are based on LCA studies to favour
products with better environmentally-friendly features. The LCAs performed by
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external organisations serve to compare their main products - cork stoppers and
floor and wall coverings with their competitors' and publicize the information.
The decision to be assessed by an external auditor resulted from the pressures of
competition, mainly the plastic and aluminium screw caps producers, who offer
wine stoppers at lower prices. To counter those pressures, they started to invest
in LCA studies in 2008. The goal was to compare the environmental impacts of
cork stoppers' production with its main competing products in order to reinforce
their sustainability claims. Outsourcing these studies to external auditors,
considered as credible and impartial judges to perform the assessment,

was a

way to legitimise their claims. Afterwards, the results were publicized in
sustainability reports, websites, newsletters and media, which portrayed plastic
and aluminium stoppers as 'less sustainable' products when compared with cork
based products. Later they performed the same assessment, with similar results,
on their construction materials. Although their core business is the production of
cork stoppers, they started to target the construction sector, offering sustainable
alternatives for wall and floor covering and promoting the concept of ecoefficient buildings.

Other initiatives comprise the production of short movies with well-known
actors promoting the sustainability value of cork oaks and cork based products. A
curious example of this promotion is CORKCO's short movie on cork oaks'
protection, with the acclaimed comedy actor Rob Schneider. The 5m movie, with
more than 460 million views on YouTube wraps-up with; "Save Miguel... and help
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put a cork on pollution"11. As mentioned by an interviewee, only a very attentive
spectator would spot that CORKCO is behind the movie, since the goal was to
promote the sustainability of cork oaks and cork stoppers (and criticise screw
caps) and legitimise the entire cork industry as a truly sustainable one. PULPCO
in turn, describes their offerings - pulp - as sustainable, not centred on the
features of the final product itself, but on the resources used and the practices set
up to produce pulp (See Table 7.2).

Sustainable

•

Offerings

"Our production unit was the first Portuguese unit in the
pulp and paper sectors that produces a totally chlorine
free pulp, since 1992."

Sustainable

•

renewable raw m aterial - wood." (PULPCO)

Resources
Sustainable

"Our starting point is quite favourable as we use a

•

Practices

"We strive to trace and ensure that all the wood we use is
produced and harvested in a legal and sustainable
way." (PULPCO)

•

"[PULPCO] produces in a economical and environm entally
sustainable way"

•

"The new mill allows us to develop a highly efficient
production process and enhance our environmental
performance, which places us among the m ost
sustainable companies in the world."

Table 7-2: Developing sustainable offerings in PULPCO

11
To w atch "Save Miguel" follow the link:
http: / / www.voutube.com/watch?v=kOiKBL2hEIM&playnext=l&list=PLOO 132 F73DADF76E5
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Although they use the raw materials as an argument to justify their sustainable
offerings, the main claims are directed towards their business practices. Some of
the arguments in use are the compromise to buy wood from certified sources, the
efforts to engage their suppliers in environmental education programs and the
production practices based on clean technologies. As mentioned in Chapter 6, the
latter is a key argument, particularly the investments made in state-of-the-art
technology in the new mill and the new thermo-electric plant. Hence, their
offerings are claimed to be sustainable because they result from high
investments in the most advanced technologies in terms of environmental
protection, both to produce pulp and to produce clean energy that feeds the
production system.

Lastly, WOODCO develops their argument of sustainable offerings mainly as an
outcome of recycling activities. Their raw materials are mainly post consumption
wood collected from urban areas that is recycled to produce wood-based panels
(See Table 7.3).
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WOODCO
Sustainable

•

Offerings

"Compared to other construction materials such as
steel and concrete w ood-panels have significantly
low er adverse environm ental im pacts" (WOODCO)."

•

“A conscious decision was made in 1997 to specialise in
the production o f su stain able produ cts based on the

recycling o f wood." (WOODCO)
Sustainable

•

Resources

"Our products are produced from the urban forest (...)
By urban fo re stry we mean palettes, old fu rn itu re
and so on. This is unquestionably a fu n d a m en ta l
a sp ect

o f the

su sta in a b ility

o f our

b u sin ess"

(WOODCO)
Sustainable
Practices

•

Recycling [wood-based waste into by-products] is the
core o f our bu sin ess " (WOODCO)

Table 7-3: Developing sustainable offerings in WOODCO
The focus on recycling raised the opportunity to develop their offerings based on
what they call the "urban forest", a practice already discussed in Chapter 6, and
revisited here to illustrate WOODCO's efforts to create a new image of their
offerings. These labels served as a platform to launch two new brands in the UK "Real Urban Forest" and "Urban Chic" - that served to reposition the company as
a sustainable one. In their newsletter WOODCO announces that:
“WOODCO launches itself with a distinctive brand on the market whose
focus is the use o f 98% o f recycled wood in its production process. This
fact led to the creation o f the "Real Urban Forest" brand along with a
green campaign in which WOODCO not only appears as a board
manufacturer, but also as a company whose environmental conscience
is one o f its main values by which it wants to be recognised in the
market."
(WOODCO, Newsletter, 2010]
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They claim that after the success obtained with the "Real Urban Forest” for
wood-based panels they decided to adapt the same rationale to reposition their
melamine surface products, creating the "Urban Chic" brand characterised as:
"...a form o f lifestyle brand and presents the products in a way
completely different than the usual, giving it an elevated perceived
value."
(WOODCO, Newsletter, 2010)

To launch these two brands, WOODCO used a varied range of communication and
promotion channels, namely, product brochures, media advertising, exhibitions,
and the Internet. The Chief Operating Officer of the UK factory claims that
acknowledging and communicating the firm's position towards sustainability is
becoming a very important issue. He justifies the development of these two
brands as an attempt to react quickly to the changing needs of their customers
and face the competition with a distinctive offering:
"The new image, supported by this environmental, responsible brand, is
■
:
a key foundation o f our business development (...) This combination o f a
distinct brand and strong value proposition leaves us well positioned to
take advantage of market opportunities despite the tough economic
conditions. Now is the time to highlight core principles and concentrate
on getting closer to our customer in order to really understand their
needs."
(WOODCO UK, Chief Officer, Newsletter Interview, 2010)

It was also in 2010 that WOODCO decided to change the company's logo into a
green spiral formed by two half eclipses; the two half eclipses attem pt two
represent the two sides of their core business: the transformation of wood-waste
into wood panels. In a press release from 2010, the CEO explains that the choice
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of green refers to WOODCO’s "environmental responsibility value", their respect
for the future of the planet and the recognition of the carbon storage capacity of
their products.

Having described the mechanisms through which CORKCO, PULPCO and
WOODCO justify the sustainability qualities of their offerings, the next section
illustrates how TECHCO performs this task.

7 .3

D ev elo p in g su sta in a b le o ffe r in g s - t h e 'hard' w a y

The examples described in previous sections were centred on companies who
can easily develop their offerings as embedding sustainable features, given the
key raw materials that physically constitute the final products. Other companies
like TECHCO do not benefit from these advantages. In turn, their core businesses
are linked to activities that use up resources hardly ever recovered, and
therefore difficult to frame within a sustainability discourse. However the
company evokes their offerings (product or/and service provided) as their main
capability to contribute to a more sustainable environment. Their strength,
regarding sustainability, is to develop technological solutions for more efficient
energy generation systems. Hence, they have to use different arguments to
portray their offerings as sustainable.
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TECHCO
Sustainable

•

Offerings

"One of the crucial contributions that [TECHCO] might
bring to the environment is really is its renewable energy
business."

•

"Our firm's presence in urban m obility projects
(undergrounds, road and rail system s) will certainly
contribute tow ard a significant environmental
improvement."

•

"[TECHCO] wants to become a world-wide reference in
products, services and solutions for which it has distinctive
competencies in a sustainable and responsible manner."

Table 7-4: Developing sustainable offerings in TECHCO

Here three cases retrieved from TECHCO's sustainability strategies are presented
to illustrate the argument: the development of retrofitting operations, the
launching of two new business units based on sustainable arguments and the
participation in a new product development project with a business partner.

7 .3 .1

D e v e l o p in g

r e t r o f it t in g o p e r a t io n s

TECHCO produces equipment for grid sub-stations, transformers, and automated
warehouses. Their activities typically destroy natural resources with barely any
opportunities to re-use them in alternative applications, after consumption. Their
strategy towards sustainability is described in terms of innovation and R&D
activities to provide integrated products and services in the form of energy
management solutions, rather than offering merely equipment.
215

For TECHCO, the difficulties related to engaging in potential environmentallyfriendly practices are even more visible given that they tend to be involved in
one-off projects. As they tend to work as 'bespoke manufacturers' each project is
different. Hence they perform a continuous assessment on how to frame each
project as sustainable. An exception to those one-off projects is the retrofitting
service they provide to their customers - a sustainable new offer that derives
from a mature and well established internal practice in TECHCO. The company
used to perform a range of retrofitting operations to refurbish its old equipment
so that it could be re-used instead of investing in new plant. In 2007, they
decided to extend this type of operation as a new service offered to the market.
Thus they started-up a new business unit, which was labelled Service business
unit, where old or broken equipment is revamped or "where this equipment gets
a new lease of life." (TECHCO, Person responsible for Sustainability department,
personal interview). Customers of this new service might bring equipment and
machinery not only supplied by TECHCO but also from competitors:

"TECHCO has an important operation in the area o f re-using most o f the
products it supplies (as well as those o f other manufacturers]. These
activities, which are different from a conventional repair operation, due
to the high level o f intervention, significantly contribute to reducing
consumption o f materials."
(TECHCO, SR, 2007)

According to the person responsible for the Sustainability area in TECHCO, these
retrofitting operations are extremely costly and

require

high levels of

intervention and skilled labour. This unit covers several repair and retrofitting
operations in situ or at the customers' facilities such as: repair of transformers,
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charge controllers, medium voltage apparatus; installation of systems for
protection and safety in old equipment; adaptation of current circuit breakers to
old switchboards; reconversion of machinery; reconditioning of mechanical
components of engines and alternators; renovation or replacement of the
magnetic core in alternators; reconditioning, balancing and testing of ventilators,
pumps and submersible pumps, to name but a few.

TECHCO describes this business unit as an effort to act towards better
sustainable performance. Although they started such activities internally to reuse
their own equipment, nowadays they are able to provide their customers with a
sustainable service. By re-using pieces of equipment that otherwise would be
disposed of they are able to significantly reduce the consumption of materials they reuse 50% to 90% of the materials applied in transformer, electrical
equipment and rotating machine production. Moreover, they deliver retrofitted
equipment with similar warranties to new equipment. An additional argument to
justify this service is that:

"[TECHCOj's products have a terrible characteristic from the market
point o f view: they last many years... They are projected with such a
safety margin, that they never break! (...) These are very expensive
pieces o f equipment. These [retrofitting operations] are only possible in
a market niche. If it was something cheap, we would throw it away and
buy a new one. Using this argument and from the sustainability point of
view, this is a very interesting area."
(TECHCO , Person responsible for Quality, Innovation and
Sustainability department, personal interview)
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This example illustrates how TECHCO framed a typical and mature operation as
environmentally-friendly. The outcome of this practice contributes to enhancing
TECHCO's sustainability qualification, but the reasons or motivations that
triggered it were not sustainability-driven.

7.3.2 C r e a t i n g

n e w b u s in e s s u n it s to e m b r a c e n e w o f f e r in g s

TECHCO performs a continuous assessment of their portfolio of products and
services in terms of how up-to-date they are technologically, in order to select
which should be maintained and which should be further developed in the future.
In the last five years this assessment has shifted towards solutions that might
contribute to a better environmental performance of their customers. One way to
do so was to combine their resources and capabilities in energy-based
technologies with the sustainability argument. This is to say that TECHCO
realised that the sustainability debate could open up opportunities to enter into
new markets. As stated in their 2007 report, with regard to sustainability
concerns:

"[TECHCOj's Group has paid special attention to questions raised about
climatic changes, a position where the company has an important role.
On the other hand, the planetary situation affords the development o f
new business opportunities, principally in the environmental domain
(TECHCO, SR, 2007)

Supported by their existing capabilities in power energy technologies, they
decided to invest in R&D activities to offer systematically new solutions, products
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and services in the renewable energy areas. For TECHCO, the shift towards the
production of technologies for renewable energies:

"[i]s a clear sustained opportunity to enter into new areas o f equipment
production, developing new technology, know-how and competence
levels for better interaction with the company's target markets."
(TECHCO, SR, 2007}

One of TECHCO's strategies was to develop equipment for photovoltaic solutions
as internal projects and use it as a showcase window to the market. As they claim
in their 2006 sustainability report, their goal was to:

“...design and implement environmentally-friendly solutions as internal
projects and use [them] as a window to the market. The so-called ecodesign o f equipment for photovoltaic panels to pursue energy efficiency
with renewable sources in their facilities was one example implemented
in 2006."
(TECHCO, SR, 2006)

Through this project, TECHCO managed to achieve two goals within their
sustainability strategy. First, they implemented a solar power solution that
produces energy to feed their entire building and reduces energy consumption.
Secondly they introduced a new solution in the market using their own facilities
as a display case, which attracted the attention of potential new customers:

“We started by producing energy from renewable sources... to feed our
entire unit. At that time, this was an experiment, but now we are
already working in a new consortium in [customer x] [...) This was a
demonstrator project!"
(TECHCO, Person responsible for Quality, Safety and Sustainability
department, personal interview)
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The project with customer X mentioned by this interviewee was concluded in
2009 and was widely covered in the media as the world's largest implementation
of a solar power plant in an urban environment that placed Portugal at the
vanguard of the adoption of renewable sources of energy. The references to this
project in the media placed TECHCO in a comfortable position as a potential
partner in future consortia of this nature:

"[The consortium's president] praised TECHCO's capacity in finding
solutions that made it possible to start up the power plant months in
advance o f the [date] initially planned."
(Media article, 2009)

Currently they are involved in a number of photovoltaic projects, namely in Spain
and Bulgaria, and aim to expand their participation:

"Other photovoltaic and wind farms will be negotiated in Central
Europe, a strategic market for the Group, seeking to create a project
pipeline that will enable regular activity in the renewable business."
(TECHCO, SR, 2009)

A solid opportunity to enter into new markets emerged in 2008 after TECHCO's
involvement in a consortium for wind power production back in 2002. TECHCO's
participation as supplier of electrical and electromechanical systems gave them a
major opportunity to enter into the renewable energy market:

"On the part o f [TECHCO], who has a recognised technical capacity in
the international market o f electrical and electromechanical systems
and equipment, this is a clear sustained opportunity to enter into new
areas o f equipment production, develop new technology, know-how and
competence levels for better interaction with the company's target
markets.''

(TECHCO, SR, 2007)
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This project, initiated with a public bid launched by the Government, was headed
by a major Portuguese oil and gas company and was set up with some of the
bigger players in the Portuguese market, namely a financial institution, a
renewable energy company, a leading company from the metallic industry and a
producer of wind turbines. This consortium was publicised in the media as:

“...an organiser o f economic and technological development, the
consolidation o f an entire tier o f companies and industries, in tandem
with a clear contribution towards national economic and energy
policies and objectives which concern the environment, society and
technology."
(TECHCO, SR, 2007)

The outcomes of these projects for TECHCO were vital to strengthen their
position in the renewable energy market:

“This is our recent business unit., in reality everything came into being
because we were part o f a consortium and from that point on we started
moving forward with activities linked to renewable energies (...) That
gained such dimensions that it allowed fo r the constitution o f a new unit
in the group that we called Renewable Energies (...) Before that we did
not have any equipment or services fo r renewable energies! It was only
after the adjudication o f the project, that we had sufficient critical mass
to build a factory in our facilities (...) which has been working for 2
years now."
(TECHCO, Person responsible for Quality, Innovation and
Sustainability department, personal interview)

From those projects on they were involved in new consortia for wind power,
solar power and micro-cogeneration until they finally decided to enter into that
new market with a new business unit totally dedicated to the implementation of
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renewable energy solutions. In 2008, they finally opened this new business Renewable Resources Unit.

Another business unit worth mentioning, as a

milestone of TECHCO's entrance into new markets, is the Servicing business unit,
which was initiated in 2007. This unit is dedicated to the retrofitting operations
described in the previous section.

7.3.3 La UNCHING N E W OFFERINGS WITH BUSINESS PARTNERS

TECHCO's strategy towards sustainability is framed in terms of innovation and
R&D activities to provide integrated products and services in the form of efficient
energy management solutions. Hence they often work in partnership with
companies from the energy sector to develop these types of solutions. One of
these solutions is the so-called SmartGrid, a project triggered by one of TECHCO's
main customers, an energy producer, and developed within a consortium
involving companies from different areas.

The goal of the project was to design a smart grid that could be installed both in
houses and companies, and through which energy could be produced through
micro-generation systems (e.g. solar panels) giving place to an energy network.
The project was presented by TECHCO's customer in 2007 and promoted in
2008, in workshops and conferences, as a decisive answer to the environmental
challenges faced by the energy market:

"The innovative project springs from the need to face the strong
pressure on the electricity sector from challenges such as environmental
sustainability, an increasingly consumer-oriented approach, security
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and quality o f the energy supply, and the energy market Smartgrids will
help move towards an intelligent electricity distribution system focusing
on remote energy management that will revolutionise grids and their
interaction with consumers and generators. In 2008, the prototype
technological

infrastructure

that

would

support

the

initial

implementation in 2009 was specified, designed, developed and
implemented."
(TECHCO's customer, Annual Report, 2008)

Through smart grids, consumers turn into active participants of the electricity
market since they will be able to regulate their consumption levels by balancing
their demands with the grid's capacity to meet those demands. For example,
when consumers inject energy into the grid or request an increase of energy
capacity, the grid reacts immediately to these actions, redirecting energy flows
and guaranteeing an uninterrupted electricity supply. Hence, the system allows
operators to monitor the state of the entire grid at any moment of time.

The Smartgrid is considered to be a key solution to provide energy from
renewable sources and promote micro-generation and electric mobility among
millions of final consumers. In 2009, TECHCO's customer reinforced the benefits
of this offering as an effort to provide more sustainable solutions for energy
consumption:

"The changes in electricity supply and demand, resulting from the
attainment o f the objectives o f energy policy, mainly the reduction o f
emissions o f greenhouse gases, are rising and will continue to require
distribution companies to make significant changes, particularly the
progressive installation of more information and automation leading to
"smart grids" which will also result in clear benefits to the consumer
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and the producer. TECHCO is committed to this innovation procesSj
emphasizing the SmartGrid Project."
(TECHCO's customer, SR, 2009)

In 2010 a pilot project - labeled "InovCity" - was developed in the city of Evora
w here 31.300 sm art meters were installed in households affecting around 54.000
inhabitants. This "living lab", as they called it, served as a basis to assess the need
for technological standardization and integration between the nodes of the web,
in order to roll-out the installation across Portugal, and future expansion to
Spanish consumers. This will be one of the first Smart Cities in Europe which
might bring new business opportunities to Portugal:

"This project could be a reference for others with regards to this type o f
■

technology helping to launch the image o f the nation's industry
internationally."
(Media article, Energy & Future Magazine, 2010)

According to TECHCO's customer, the project will bring benefits to a wide range
of stakeholders, namely, consumers, energy producers, energy suppliers and
regulators (figure 7-2).
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•
•
•
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Real-time access, billing and services
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Continuous reliability and quality
improvement
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Relationship Management
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boosts R&D and economy
• Converge to European energy goals

F ig u r e 7 - 2 : B e n e f i t s o f t h e s o l u t i o n f o r s t a k e h o l d e r s
S o u r c e : TE C H C O 's c u s t o m e r p o w e r p o i n t , 2 0 0 9

This project was widely covered in the media as a partnership pulled together to
design a revolutionary solution for efficient energy consumption. The consortium
involved companies from different areas such as metering (MeteringCo),
communication and distribution equipment (TECHCO), IT systems (ITCo) and
scientific research institutions (Researchlnst). All companies involved published
newsletters about their own role in the project and how this role enhanced the
sustainable features of the final solution.

TECHO speaks about this project as the one they are truly proud to be part of.
Their role is to produce and supply power control switches (remotes),
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distribution transformer controllers and distribution network management
systems. They see their participation as a result of the development of internal
competences in the energy market (described in the previous sub-section]:
"TECHCO, in line with its technological strategy that has been
conducted since 2006, is aiming to answer the new energy and
environmental challenges, developed a new range o f solutions fo r smart
grids."
(TECHCO, Newsletter, January 2009]

In their view, this strategic partnership is an outcome of the active participation
of TECHCO's automation business unit in previous projects with this energy
producer and some of the main Portuguese hydro power plants. These previous
projects were crucial to position TECHCO as a key partner for future projects:
"This experience was certainly considered by [TECHCO's customer] and
therefore in the automation perspective, [TECHCO] sees themselves as
an excellent partner in step with the challenge and mission that
[TECHCO's customer] defined for the SmartGrid project."
(TECHCO, R&D's flyer 'Participation in SmartGrid Project']

In their 2009 report, the CEO remarks the presence of TECHCO in this project as
one of the highlights of their sustainability strategy:
“We also emphasize our participation in the SmartGrid project. This
project aims to implement the concept o f intelligent energy networks in
Portugal, which will certainly have a major impact on the energy
efficiency o f the electricity distribution network. As part o f this project,
[TECHCO] developed a new product (...), which received an honourable
mention in the 2nd edition o f the Innovation Product Award, promoted
by COTEC [Business Association for Innovation]."
(TECHCO, SR, 2009]

226

Insights into how the other involved companies communicated this new offering
were also considered. A key player of this consortium is a Portuguese research
institution [Researchlnst] that, within their Power Systems Unit, has been an
active promoter of the development of intelligent electrical networks. According
to the coordinator of the unit, this project will transform consumers' behavior
regarding energy consumption:
"This project will enable the creation o f energy intelligent houses that
do not require a large investment from consumers. In fact, the system
will induce behaviors that enable a better and more efficient use o f
energy at the domestic level."
(Researchlnst, Press release, 2010)
Researchlnst claims that with this solution the concept of "energy intelligent
houses" is no longer an ideal, but a reality that was made possible because
Portuguese companies and institutions were willing to invest their resources
(around 12 million Euros during its first stage until 2010) and work together to
develop the project ahead of competitors:
"This project is included in the concept of the future intelligent electrical
networks. Either we wait for someone to develop these solutions and
import them and use them on our networks, or we accept this challenge,
taking advantage o f this opportunity that will allow us to make a stand
for the Portuguese industry in international markets."
(Researchlnst, Press release, 2010)

MeteringCo, in turn, was involved in the consortium as supplier of intelligent
electricity meters. According to the company's President:
"This is a very important project for the country and [MeteringCo] is
proud to be part o f it.
(MeteringCo, Media article, October 2008)
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ITCo was selected as the IT service provider for the project. In a White paper
available on their website they state that:
"We have partnered with 3 companies and a university to develop the
Portuguese SmartGrid solution

We are currently installing up to

50,000 Energy Box meters in customer premises, under a pilot project
.

agreed with the Portuguese regulator. SmartGrids should bring
significant benefits, including increased control over energy consumed,
improved energy efficiency, increased flexibility o f tariffs and value
added services and greater penetration o f renewable and micro
generation."
(ITCo, White Paper on Electricity and Grids, date N/A]

The quotes above demonstrate that sustainability creates opportunities to
develop new solutions for the energy market. Companies involved in the
consortium communicated their participation as a step forward to develop more
sustainable energy systems and as an opportunity that cannot be missed. This
project illustrated how different companies supplying components to set up one
single device, frame their offerings as contributors to more sustainable solutions.
Each of these components is not sustainable perse, but they turn into sustainable
offerings once they become part of a system.

7 .4

C onclusions

This chapter highlighted that firms' processes to develop sustainable offerings
are not only centred on conception and production stages but also, and more
importantly on how they are described and communicated in the marketplace.
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Qualities linked to sustainability are repeatedly included in the offerings'
descriptions, whether by stressing the environmentally-friendly features of the
offerings as such, or by laying emphasis on the resources, technologies and
production processes that were blended together to make up the offering. Hence
the empirical examples described in this chapter call attention to a "framing
ability", mentioned in previous chapters and further developed in Chapter 10,
through which companies develop alternative ways of framing offerings as
sustainable, when these are not easily recognised as such. Moreover it highlights
that promoting sustainable offerings is also about describing the resources used
to produce it with the same frames (e.g. raw materials, by-products,
technologies). These frames are used to describe not only physical resources as
sustainable, eco-friendly, natural, green, carbon neutral, reusable, recyclable (or
any other term to qualify resources with sustainability labels), but also intangible
resources (R&D, engineering, innovation, marketing skills, etc.) that contribute to
qualify final offerings as sustainable.

Two types of approaches were pointed out to illustrate how offerings are framed
in sustainable ways. The 'soft' way described CORKCO, WOODCO and PULPCO's
approaches and represents those companies whose core business allows for the
construction of sustainable arguments around offerings in a relatively
straightforward way, since their industrial processes rely on natural resources
that can be recycled and reused. The 'hard way' metaphor, employed to describe
TECHCO's approach, represents companies who need to justify the extent to
which their offerings contribute to more sustainable solutions.
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Hence, the soft way of developing sustainable offerings deals with offerings that
are sustainable per se, regardless of how they are going to be used in future
applications, while the hard way, dealing with non-sustainable offerings, justifies
how these might contribute to put together sustainable solutions in their future
applications. Both ways contribute to build and reinforce the companies'
sustainability qualifications.

Another important aspect arising from the analysis of these cases, particularly
TECHO's process of developing new offerings (e.g. the production of smartgrids
or power plant consortia) is that the qualification of particular offerings is very
much dependent on the companies' ability to enrol, or become enrolled by,
others. This ability to enrol and get enrolled in third party projects will be
discussed in Chapter 10 as one the key processes that determine the successful
establishment of sustainability qualifications. By getting enrolled in other
projects, TECHCO grabbed the opportunities raised by other actors' qualification
processes to develop their own. From the wind power consortium project on,
TECHO gained credibility to work on renewable energy solutions and was
involved in other consortia for wind power, solar power and micro-cogeneration,
to the point of creating a new business unit totally dedicated to renewable energy
technologies, and communicated this entry as a key milestone in their
sustainability strategy.
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8 .1

I n tr o d u c tio n

This chapter deals with practices that involve the adoption of particular
technologies, here labelled as "clean." It is common to associate clean
technologies with industrial processes that reduce the emission of pollutants;
these are typically referred to as "end-of-pipe" technologies. But clean
technologies, often nicknamed ‘cleantech', are also related to processes that
reduce the impact of industrial activities on the environment and there is a
heated debate about what should be considered as cleantech or not. This
research is not concerned with this debate or in providing insights about how
cleantech should be defined. Without any theoretical preconceptions on what
cleantech might be, this chapter analyses the fourth theme proposed in the
methodology chapter - adopting clean technologies - covering practices and
technologies mentioned by the companies as cleantech; that is to say,
technologies that were reported as solutions to reduce the impact of the
companies' activities on the environment in particular situations.

The chapter is organised as pictured in Figure 8-1. First, the chapter describes
how the adoption of cogeneration systems contributes to CORKCO, WOODCO and
PULPCO’s sustainability qualifications. Then it presents the highlight of PULPCO's
sustainability strategy in the last 4 years: the expansion and modernisation of
their mill. As a final point it concludes with PULPCO's unsuccessful story on the
implementation of a pipeline to dispose of effluents.
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8 .2

A d op tin g c o g e n e r a tio n system s

Cogeneration technologies have been adopted for decades among industrial units
to produce heat and power. In recent years, however, they were gradually
framed as "clean" technologies, not in the sense that no harmful impacts to the
environment are provoked, but in the sense that "clean" or "green" energy" is
produced from CHP systems. Three of the companies of this research are early
adopters of these technologies: CORKCO, WOODCO and PULPCO. The adoption of
combined heat and power (CHP) is a natural step for companies which operate in
forestry-rooted industries, since they can benefit from the opportunities of using
forestry-based waste (biomass) as fuel to produce heat and power. To
understand the reasons behind the adoption of CHP by the three companies, it is
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important to clarify a few aspects of this type of implementation. The following
sections aim at contextualizing why the functioning and benefits of these systems
constitute arguments in favour of sustainable business practices and contribute
to reinforcing the firms' sustainability qualifications.

8 .2 .1

D e f in in g

c o g e n e r a t io n

Cogeneration is the combined production of electricity and heat from the same
primary energy source (COGENCO, 2007]. Also known as CHP, the cogeneration
principle is based on reaching higher efficiency in terms of energy generation.
According to the European Biomass Industry Association [EUBIA] conventional
power generation, on average, is only 52% efficient, i.e. up to 48% of the energy
potential is released as wasted heat. Through the utilisation of the heat, the
efficiency of a cogeneration plant can reach 90% or more.

As the debate around global warming continues to grow, there is an urgent call
for technologies that can reduce carbon emissions. CHP is claimed as a good
solution to tackle such pressures. Using either fossil or renewable fuels as
biomass, CHP is defended as "the single most efficient way to reduce carbon
emissions and cut energy costs”(COGENCO, 2007]. Independently of the type of
fuel used, CHP technologies are said to provide higher energy efficiency, when
compared with conventional plants, that is to say separate production of heat
and electricity. Cogeneration compared to separate generation of electricity and
heat, results in fuel savings in the range of 25-30%, for the same amount of total
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electrical and heat generation. Therefore, when compared to conventional
thermo-power generation, it ensures lower energy consumption and fewer
emissions of pollutants (Moreira et al., 2007]. For this reason, megawatts (KW]
produced from CHP systems are often called "green MW."

Associations
Cogeneration],

like

COGEN (European

Association

for the

Promotion

COGENCO (Specialist supplier of CHP solutions],

of

EUBIA

(European Biomass Industry Association] and ADENE (Portuguese Energy
Agency] claim that CHP leads to lower emissions of carbon dioxide and as such
the adoption of cogeneration technologies will contribute to meeting the targets
of the Kyoto Protocol and to combat climate change (COGEN, 2006].
Furthermore, this argument is even more reinforced when biomass is used
instead of fossil fuels. According to EUBIA:
"Cogeneration using biomass is one o f the best means o f converting a
renewable energy source into heat and power coupled with the CO2
reduction potential when compared with fossil fuels."
(EUBIA, Year N/A, pi.].

This study does not intend to fully present the set of detailed technological
features of a cogeneration system. However, it aims to understand why the
practice of adopting CHP contributes to companies' sustainability qualifications.
Therefore, a general picture on cogeneration technology must be provided.

In general five types of equipment must be installed to implement a cogeneration
plant working with biomass based fuel: 1] biomass silos and conveyers; 2]
Boilers; 3] Heat recovery steam generators; 4] Steam turbines and 5] generators.
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As far as the companies studied are concerned, first it is necessary to provide the
technology for suction in the production facilities. During all industrial stages to
process wood (grinding, separation, transportation, finishing, etc.) a large
amount of wood waste, that is biomass, is produced. The biomass is collected
through suction filters implemented nearby those processes and stored in special
containers, the so-called biomass silos which are said to function as lungs to
guarantee the supply of the cogeneration plant. Those silos must be installed
near the boilers (no more than 15 m away) where biomass is burned to produce
steam. Firstly, the steam is incorporated in the production process and if the
steam temperature is still adequate, it can be re-channeled to the steam turbine.
If not, it can be re-heated in the boiler and then channeled to the steam turbine.
Once in the turbine, which is connected to a generator, the steam is expanded
then cooled and condensed in a heat exchanger where heat can be recovered and
utilised. The steam is then transformed into electricity which is then transferred
to the grid to be re-integrated in the company's energy system. This apparently
straightforward practice has been part of CORKCO, WOODCO and PULPCO
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operations for decades and used as a strong argument to justify the companies'
roots in terms of sustainability. Thus the rationale behind this argument deserves
further explanation in terms of its drivers and barriers.

8.2 .2

D r iv e r s

a n d b a r r ie r s o f

CHP s y s t e m s

Although one might think at the outset that companies adopt CHP systems as a
clean

practice to perform

more sustainable businesses,

interviewees

peremptorily affirmed that these systems are implemented with one main
objective: to reduce the dependence on the energy supplier and consequently,
reduce their energy costs and be more competitive. Although better
environmental performance may be claimed as a potential benefit, the possibility
to reduce energy bills is the leading argument to engage in this type of
implementation. The production of thermal energy to feed production processes
combined with the production of electricity is the foremost benefit that
companies aim to achieve.

When biomass is used as fuel those benefits increase significantly. On the one
hand, waste is being handled in accordance with environmental legislation
(burned instead of disposed of in landfills) and on the other hand, green sources
of energy are being used to produce electricity which brings in financial
incentives obtained from the Portuguese Government. Here it is necessary to
briefly contextualise the Portuguese policy towards the adoption of CHP and
usage of biomass.
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Portugal has one of the European Union's lowest electricity consumption levels
per capita, but one of the highest electricity consumption growth rates in recent
years. Hence, the Portuguese Government has been forcefully promoting
renewable energies and energy efficiency policies in an effort to restrain the
exponential growth in greenhouse emissions due to the expected increase in
electricity consumption and transportation (Moreira et al., 2007). Given that the
forecast for energy demand growth in Portugal predicted a 14% increase
between 2002 and 2010, the Government decided to support cogeneration plants
from 2001. The Portuguese Cogeneration Law was implemented within the
European Cogeneration Directive as a device to promote CHP systems and face
the tight emission commitments for the Kyoto Protocol (maximum growth of
27% over 1990 levels, by 2008-2012). It was recognised that CHP systems are
the "most efficient way of generating electricity and heat, and therefore aimed to
significantly increase its share in the electricity system" (IEA and OCDE, 2008,
p.4). As a result Portugal has been highly committed to develop policy
instruments to support the implementation of cogeneration systems, namely
feed-in tariffs and zero CO2 taxes.

The first instruments, feed-in tariffs (FITs), have been widely used to incentivise
investments in renewable energy projects, CHP included. These tariffs usually
take the form of a bonus added to the market electricity price paid to CHP
implementers for each KW of electricity they export to the grid (IEA and OCDE,
2008). The Portuguese Cogeneration Law created a mechanism for determining
the monthly remuneration CHP plants receive for the electricity they transfer to
the grid. This calculation is based on the principle of avoided costs, which
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compares the system cost of CHP to those of conventional electricity generation
(IEA and OCDE, 2008). The tariffs are also indexed to the price of oil, i.e., as the
price of oil increases, so do the tariffs for co-generated electricity. In Portugal, the
tariffs are paid monthly and apply for a period of 10 years. During this period, the
electricity producer is free to choose between supplying the entire electricity
production to the grid or the surplus electricity only, beyond that which is used
on-site. This can provide a secure and predictable cash-flow for cogeneration
plants over a known period of time, which in turn helps investors to make a
decision on whether to invest or not, with reduced risk and known returns.

Zero CO2 taxes, in turn, benefit producers who combine CHP systems with
biomass. There is a benefit retrieved from using biomass as fuel to produce clean
energy which is related to environmental legislation. Companies are compelled to
pay significant CO2 tax rates proportional to their cogeneration systems inputs.
For example, a company that burns 10 tons/hour of fossil fuels, 24h/day, pays
around 150.000 € per year. If they use biomass instead of fossil fuels they are
free of CO2 taxes.

In sum, the decision to invest in CHP systems depends largely on three factors:
technological investment (mainly, high prices of boilers and steam turbines), fuel
price (fossil fuel or biomass) and electricity reward price per KW paid by the
national grid. The latter is said to be the major decisive factor which will define
the project profitability and dictate its success or failure. Therefore, the payback
period and profitability of cogeneration systems depends largely on the
difference between the biomass/fuel price and the sales price for electricity.
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Although the initial investment can be relatively high, given the current
governmental incentives to cogeneration systems, payback periods between 3 to
5 years may be presumed.

Theoretically one can say that cogenerations systems may be implemented
whenever a simultaneous demand for power and process heat is needed.
However, there are some implementation barriers that companies have to face
when they start to think about this kind of project. One of the major barriers is
the administrative procedures necessary to obtain permission to produce
electricity. CORKCO, for example waited for almost 2 years to get permission to
raise the production capacity. In Portugal, these procedures are too long and
require interactions with different institutions namely the Energy General
Direction, Energy Regional Directorate, Electric Utility central and regional
offices.

Problems of scale are another type of barrier. Implementations may involve large
or micro cogeneration systems. As each is a separate case, the accurate definition
of the dimensions of the cogeneration project dictates the achievement of the
desired efficiency. Especially in projects with biomass, the efficiency of the CHP
system is very much dependent on the availability of biomass. For example, to
produce 800 KW per day, a cork company needs around, 1500 kg/hour, 35 tons
of cork powder per day, assuming that the system is working around the clock.
Only companies with a high capacity to produce, or obtain externally, cork waste
(or other types of biomass) can benefit from CHP systems with biomass.
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CORKCO, for example, needs to buy cork waste from other firms to feed their
cogeneration systems because the more biomass they collect from other firms,
the more efficient will be their cogeneration system and more clean energy will
be produced. Alternatively, gas could be used to feed the system, but costs would
be higher and some environmental benefits would be lost. Again, to give a picture
in numbers, in 2009 CORKCO studied the economic difference between using
natural gas and biomass as fuel. The gas option would increase the energy bill by
about 1500 thousand Euros/per year. Secondly, energy generation cycles are
totally dependent on a firm's production cycle. For example, a cogeneration
system is designed to generate 6 tons of steam /per hour, a number indexed to
the requirements of heat in a particular production cycle. As more steam is
consumed in the production process, more energy is produced. If, for some
reason, the production process is forced to decelerate, the cogeneration system
originally designed to generate 6 tons, loses efficiency.

Thirdly, energy production was said to be one of the key economic benefits
retrieved from cogeneration systems. Those benefits are linked to the
government's actions towards rewarding green energy producers. However,
producing power to transfer to the grid is not a linear process. There are
technical restrictions to access grid systems. It is only possible to connect to lowvoltage systems with specific dimensions. CORKCO is currently evaluating a new
investment to overcome this limitation and avoid electricity losses.

Given these barriers, it is understandable why only one company (CORKCO) is
currently using such a system in the Portuguese cork industry. The second
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biggest cork company in Portugal started a CHP implementation but stopped
using this system as it “wasn't profitable anymore/' Production cut backs and
technical problems were mentioned as barriers to continue using cogeneration.

A last barrier worth referring to is the need to involve third parties, since
companies are dealing with something that is not their core business. In this
sense, this type of project calls for alliances or partnerships. The implementation
of CHP power plants involves at least four players: the customer, the engineering
office to consider the scale of the project, the equipment supplier and the
biomass supplier. What typically happens in Portugal is the creation of consortia
between firms from different sectors (energy production, financial, building,
engineering, etc.) to set up an energy plant.

8.2 .3 T h e a d o p t i o n

of

CHP s y s t e m s

Using either fossil or biomass, CHP is defended as the single most efficient way to
reduce carbon emissions and cut energy costs. The cases, however, illustrate that
this is a recent argument to justify investments in CHP technologies since the
companies started to engage in this type of practice more than 30 years ago.
When CORKCO first started using CHP systems in the early 80s, their main
concern was to reduce the dependence on the energy supplier and consequently,
reduce energy costs in order to be more competitive. When asked about the main
criterion to adopt co-generation technologies in CORKCO, the person responsible
for the CHP system and environmental monitoring of the company said that:
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"The first thing is clearly the cost line... Clearly! Energy costs! (...) If we
were not using cork dust as fuel for the boilers as our source o f heat, our
alternative would have to be gas, which in economic terms... and from a
study we did, the difference between using gas instead o f cork dust
would be 150 €/per day of additional energy bill that we would have to
pay. Therefore, the first line is clearly an economic justification!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the CHP system and environmental
monitoring, personal interview]

This argument was compelling and continues to be crucial nowadays, according
to this manager. Even though environmental targets may be claimed as a
potential benefit of such technologies, the possibility to reduce energy bills is the
most desired benefit. The production of thermal energy to feed production
processes combined with the production of electricity is the foremost benefit that
companies aim to reap:
"We get the best of both worlds: produce heat which is used in the
process, and simultaneously, part o f the heat is also used to produce
electricity."
(CORKCO, Person for the CHP system and environmental monitoring,
personal interview]

PULPCO and WOODCO have also been active users of CHP technologies since the
80s. Both companies, working with forestry-based raw materials, started to use
their waste as fuel to produce heat and power in CHP systems. Initially, and
similarly to CORKCO, this was an internal operation developed to be costefficient and to reduce waste. In the pulp industry, in particular:
"Given that 40% o f the raw material is lignin (...) the most rational way
to deal with this "waste" was: on the one hand burn it and solve the
problem o f dealing with it, and on the other hand take advantage o f the
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energy potential attached to it! Not doing it would be the same thing of
having a car with no wheels! (...) Any pulp factory in Portugal, built 20
or 30 years ago... one o f the first pieces o f equipment planned would be
the biomass boiler, it's already part o f the process!"
(President of the Portuguese Association for the paper and pulp
industry, personal interview]

Since the introduction of benefits attached to the adoption of CHP with biomass
(e.g. feed in tariffs and zero CO2 taxes], and the liberalisation of energy
production in Portugal, companies started to revaluate their options and realised
that their early investments opened the opportunity to enter the clean energy
market, as a producer of green energy or as a supplier of green fuel - biomass.
Companies who have access to biomass are in a good position to evaluate new
businesses in the biomass market:
"I would say that we are in a waiting stage... to see how the biomass
prices will be set in the market. There are rumours that biomass will be
scarce. So biomass might see its price rise! If that happens, clearly, a
cogeneration scenario makes no sense anymore because we have the
opportunity to drain this type o f biomass [cork dust] to the market,
without having to engage in investments in cogeneration... and
therefore we might get a fairly interesting return from selling it in the
market!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the CHP system and environmental
monitoring, personal interview]

PULPCO and WOODCO engaged in huge investments to implement new CHP
systems. Nowadays both companies continue to operate with CHP internally, but
they have also dedicated CHP systems to produce green energy supplied to the
national grid. WOODCO's group, for example:
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"... owns more than 20 cogeneration installations in its holdings! Some
work with biomass, others with naphtha. (...] Nowadays we have a
dedicated department, or better said, it's a new company that I'm in
charge of, to promote the construction and exploitation o f electric
power plants. Why? Because this is a business! And if it's well managed
it might bring some money! (...) WOODCO's group has already
demonstrated, through several ways, its concern and commitment to the
environment. (...) But clearly nothing can go against the economic
rationale."
(WOODCO, Person responsible for Energy and Environment business
unit, personal interview}

These operations are attractive because the environmental policy rewards
companies who invest in these systems. The purpose of this reward is to
incentivise the production of green MW and meet the Kyoto targets in terms of
CO2 emissions:

“If my energy is worth 10 and I can buy it for 7, obviously the good sense
tells me to sell it all and buy only what I need! (...) Each MW not
produced will imply more CO2 licences that the Government will have to
buy. (...) As fa r as we know Portugal won't be able to meet its targets so
it will be forced to buy licenses... The Government strives to get green
MW transferred to the grid!”
(President of the Portuguese Association for the paper and pulp
industry, personal interview]

The examples above reveal why engaging in CHP activities becomes an attractive
business to companies who have access to biomass, such as PULPCO, WOODCO
and CORKCO. These systems are mainly implemented in two main types of
industries: energy producers and companies with capacity to produce energy
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above their needs. For the second type, cogeneration systems are a parallel
business:
"Typically only energy companies invest exclusively in cogeneration. In
normal industries this works as a complement to their business, it's not
their core business. It is something that is implemented to get some
revenue from our waste, in this case, biomass."
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the CHP system and environmental
monitoring, personal interview}

Cement, ceramics, sugar plants, wood, paper, textile industries are common users
of cogeneration systems. As explained above, opportunities to take advantage of
these systems may be achieved as long as a surplus of heat is produced that can
be used again to produce electricity, and decisions are taken based on the returns
obtained through this surplus.

Hence this study questions the use of

sustainability discourse to justify this type of implementation. The cases pointed
out that the decisions to invest in CHP systems are hardly linked to sustainability
motivations or concerns:
"I wouldn't say that environmental concerns are at the top o f the
priorities. Clearly not! Because it is obvious that the economic aspect
and the value generated from an implementation like this has to be... I
would say, if not the first, at least at the top o f priorities. Of course the
environmental aspect is there, especially because markets and
customers are becoming more and more sensitive to this issue. (...) But
it's not at the top of our concerns when we have to decide about it.
There’s obviously the economic aspect behind that weighs! And it weighs
a lot!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the CHP system and environmental
monitoring, personal interview}
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In sum, the main aspect behind the decision to implement cogeneration systems
is the capacity to produce clean energy and the price obtained per each green
MW produced. In this sense, huge investments that are justified and presented as
sustainability-driven are actually driven by economic rationales.

8 .3

Expanding and m odernising a m ill

In the last 4 years PULPCO dedicated a lot of attention to publicise the adoption
of clean technologies, not only in their sustainability and annual reports, but also
on their website, newsletter and in the media. During 2008 and 2009, PULPCO
undertook a massive construction project for the expansion and modernisation
of their mill with a new CHP system included.

Following the EU document for the “best available techniques" for the pulp and
paper sector, PULPCO invested in the expansion and modernisation of their mill
in order to attain an "ecologically balanced plant in conformity with national and
European legislation” (SR, 2008]. Given the size of the investment, estimated at
approximately M€ 350, and the expected benefits for the Portuguese industry,
this venture was classified by the Portuguese Government as a Project of
National Interest, thereby obtaining financial and tax benefits for a period of 5
years after the conclusion of the construction work (SR 2008).

In Portugal, a project is classified as a Project of National Interest when the
necessary investments equal or surpass the amount of M€ 25 and if it is
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recognised as producing a positive impact both in the social context (creation of
jobs, boosting the economy in rural areas) and towards environmental
protection. It was considered that the project would involve the creation of 1,500
new jobs and contribute to preserve the forestry-sector, a vital sector both to
Portugal and the European Union. For this reason it was the subject of numerous
references in media articles, comprehensively described in PULPCO's annual and
sustainability reports and mentioned in other companies' reports that were
affected by the project. For example, one of PULPCO's suppliers reported in their
2007 Annual report, that PULPCO's new mill would bring new opportunities for
their business. As PULPCO's productive capacity was about to increase, their
purchases would have to accompany this trend. This would positively affect their
suppliers' expected performance for 2008.

The starting point of this project can be traced back to the second half of the 90s,
when PULPCO initiated an engineering study on the modernisation and re
scaling of its pulp production plant. The initial goal of the project was to increase
the production level to 450 thousand tons of pulp per year and optimize the
quality of the final product. The start-up of the newly refurbished plants took
place in 1999. However the new production capacity, which was later re-scaled
to 600 thousand tons per year, became imbalanced with parts of the production
line not renewed at that time. This imbalance led to a follow-up stage where all
units of the production line were assessed, including the process of pulp
transportation by rail, the existing infrastructure for w ater and effluent
treatm ent and the environmental control methods in place. By the end of 2008
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the first part of the work related to renewing the pulp production line was
concluded requiring interventions in several units.

In parallel, PULPCO started a new project aimed at building a new thermoelectric
biomass plant this time in a partnership with the main energy producer in
Portugal (EnergyCo). This project, involving an investment of approximately M€
75, emerged from an alliance between EnergyCo and PULPCO's Group
(PORTGroup), years before PULPCO's acquisition in 2006. As described in
PULPCO's characterisation in Chapter 5, PORTGroup also acquired 50% of a
renewable energy company in 2006. Although this project is repeatedly
mentioned as the highlight of PULPCO's sustainability strategy, its origins and
goals were born before PULPCO's acquisition. According to the person
responsible for the sustainability strategy in PULPCO, this was a "marriage of
interests" between EnergyCo and PortGroup. PULPCO, he says, did not have any
saying in the negotiation process; instead it was informed that the new
thermoelectric plant would be constructed in its facilities to take advantage of
the biomass resulting from the pulp production process, from the forest
harvesting activities and also bought from other companies of the region.

Both projects are said to represent a huge step in improving the environmental
performance of the mill. The improvements are not so much related to the
production process itself but to the investments made in state-of-art technologies
through which pollutant emissions and levels of energy consumption can be
significantly reduced (SR, 2008). Furthermore it brought the opportunity, or was
first thought to increase the amount of energy produced from renewable
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resources (biomass), which is sold to the national grid. Due to its status as a co
generator, PULPCO was able to obtain a supplementary income of M€ 16.5 from
selling green energy to the national grid. A huge number of internal reports
documenting this project were provided by the company. However, it does not
seem pertinent to include all the details here. This project was included as an
example of practices that contribute to construct sustainability qualifications,
because of the importance given to it by PULPCO. Technological details of the
projects are beyond the scope of this study. What is interesting is the fact that
PULPCO reported these two projects in public communications as the highlights
of their sustainability strategy but, in fact, one was developed to increase their
production capacity and the other was thought of and planned without PULPCO's
collaboration.

8 .4

P r o te c tin g a sand dune

Water is a key raw material for pulp production, but also a key source of
concerns regarding its management as waste, i.e., as polluted effluents. In
PULPCO's plant there are three detached grids of internal effluents: one for acid
effluent, one for alkaline effluent and a third one for domestic effluent (from the
wood yard and rain water). All effluents undergo a primary treatm ent to remove
residual solids in two separate sedimentation ponds. Part of the solid waste from
the primary treatm ent containing fibres, is sold as raw material for paper and
cardboard production. The effluents originating from the two sedimentation
ponds are mixed and sent to a secondary effluent treatment. The final effluent is
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discharged to the sea through an underwater pipeline. This case is about this
particular pipeline and how it triggered PULPCO's environmental concerns on
the beach where it was implemented.

The first reference to this pipeline appears in 1995 when PULPCO and one of
their main competitors decided to jointly build an underwater diffuser to dispose
of the effluents produced in their mills. As both companies are geographically
located in the same region, they engaged in a partnership to assemble an
underw ater outfall pipe to discharge, after proper treatment, their industrial
liquid effluents into the Atlantic Ocean, at around 1,500 m from the coast. The
aim of the partnership was to solve the problem of effluents' disposal as
efficiently as possible, by sharing the costs of the new pipeline structure. When
the underwater outfall pipe entered into service in the middle of August, 1995,
cellulose companies started a thorough monitoring program to survey the quality
of beach waters from the zone of discharge, to follow up physical, chemical and
microbiological parameters as well as the fish population conditions. However,
the construction of the underwater pipeline brought new problems for both
companies, related to the damages created by the need to install a land pipeline
across the sand dune and a nearby breakwater, using hard machinery. It was
necessary to start a recovery project of the dunes which had been systematically
affected by problems of sea erosion.

By the end of 1999, the protection dune was almost broken and flat, and it was
decided to look for technical support from specialists to repair these damages.
More organisations were included in this protocol given that the problem
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demanded new solutions and investigations from scientific institutions. Different
interventions were required from the Portuguese Institute of Marine Research
from Coimbra University (IMAR), BBF, a Portuguese supplier of environmental
protection technologies, NAUE GmbH & Co. KG, a German supplier for geo
synthetic applications and the Commission for the Coordination and Regional
Development of Central Portugal (CCDRC).

Sand accumulation and re-vegetation were the first steps to the reconstruction of
the dunes in 2000. However, due to a severe winter in 2000-2001 with strong
winds and unusually heavy rains, most of the previously rehabilitated sand dune
system was destroyed. The industries involved in this project decided to pursue
the monitoring plan in March 2001, to assess sand erosion and vegetation
growth. In February 2005, after evaluating several alternatives, the sand dunes
were reconstructed with layers of geo-textiles filled with sand. In February 2005,
after analysing several proposals of dune rehabilitation by soft and hard
engineering, a new intervention in the sand dune system was conducted. The
decision was based upon the potential efficiency of the technical solution
selected, but also costs involved and time required to implement it. Once the
sand containers were in place, this protection barrier was covered by a one
metre layer of sand which was re-vegetated, turning this area into an attractive
and safe coastal dune system.

New problems arose in 2006. High tides in March and April 2006 partially
damaged the geo-textile dune structure due to an inappropriate seal of the geo
textiles layers which started to show cracks. The cracked areas allowed on an
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outflow of the sand fill material which further led to a partial collapse of the dune
structure. In order to stabilize and reinforce the sand dune in this specific
damaged area, a proposal of rehabilitation including geo-textiles tubes,
considered as a more robust solution, was analysed. This solution was
implemented two years later, in 2008. As in 2001 and 2006, a severe winter in
2009 led to the destruction of the sand dunes which made the geo-textile tubes
and pipelines visible. In 2010, the situation worsened considerably and PULPCO
reported that the sea could irreversibly damage the dune, jeopardising the entire
area. New solutions were under investigation and a new deadline to conclude the
project was set up for 2012.

The interest of this research in this project arises from its apparent never-ending
nature. With this project, PULPCO's demonstrates

that constructing a

sustainability qualification is also about transparency in reporting what does not
go well. For ten years the same project has been reported over and over again
without a solution as nature keeps fighting back, defying the firms' objectives.

8.5

C onclusions

This chapter illustrated how companies use the argument of adopting clean
technologies to justify their contribution to more sustainable businesses. The
objective was not to provide a detailed explanation of the technologies'
functioning or the extent to which they might be seen as clean technologies, or
not. The cases showed the arguments in use to build up a sustainable image.
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The reasons behind the adoption of cogeneration systems, state-of-the-art
technology in a new mill or geo-textiles to protect a sand dune are barely rooted
in sustainability concerns, but these projects are all used as cornerstones of the
companies' sustainability strategies. Here, similar conclusions to Chapter 5 are
drawn, which allows us to recognise the importance of the “framing ability" that
will be discussed in Chapter 10. The four companies describe some of their
practices within the all-encompassing label of sustainability strategies, i.e., as key
components of these strategies. But once these practices are explored beyond the
reports' scope, it becomes clear that their outcomes might be framed and
described as sustainable, buts their origins and goals are derived from different
rationales. It seems that in some cases, practices do not emerge to build up
sustainability strategies; quite the reverse happens, that is, sustainability
strategies emerge from existing practices as long as their outcomes might be
properly described and justified as sustainable. Thus, there is no doubt that in
PULPCO, CORKCO and WOODCO, although the original line of reasoning to
implement “clean technologies" was distant from concerns with sustainability,
the current discourse around its adoption clearly embrace the inclusion of
frames that portray a sustainability-driven rationale.
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9 .1

In t r o d u c t i o n

The methodology chapter proposed the "set up of special projects” as the last
theme to investigate in this study. It was explained that due to their time frame
and original goals there were two particular projects, one from CORKCO and one
from PULPCO, which deserved the label "special projects". This chapter describes
these particular projects and explains why these were treated differently from
the practices described earlier. Firstly, contrary to the cases described in the
previous chapters, these projects have a limited time frame, i.e., they do not fit
into daily practices. Secondly, these special projects are not so much about
framing the discourse around sustainability labels as discussed in Chapters 6, 7
and 8. They were designed and put into practice with clear sustainability-related
objectives and although initiated by one company, their implementation
necessarily involved other companies without which the projects would have
been unfeasible.

The chapter is organised as depicted in Figure 9-1. The next section describes
PULPCO's project, specifically developed to involve their main suppliers in an
environmental education programme. Through the programme they would
obtain

capabilities to pursue

certifications IS014001

and

FSC [Forest

Stewardship Council). The following section describes CORKCO's project, aimed
at building a recycling network of used cork stoppers, that is, a network to collect
used stoppers from final consumers and re-use them in their production cycles
as by-products.
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IM PLEM ENTING A
SU PPLIER S' EDUCATION
PROGRAM M E

IM PLEM ENTING A
RECYCLING PROJECT

Figure 9-1: Outline of Chapter 9 - Setting up special projects

9 .2

Implementing a suppliers' education programme

PULPCO is certified by Smartwood, the founders of the FSC and the most
renowned FSC-accredited certifier. To continuously renew their FSC chain of
custody, PULPCO needs to control the origin of all wood coming from the
domestic market. To guarantee this control, PULPCO performs random
administrative and field audits of their wood suppliers. In 2008 about 20% of
their suppliers were audited (SR, 2008) and in 2009 and 2010 PULPCO audited
10% of their suppliers (SR, 2009, 2010).

Although nowadays the majority of suppliers are certified by FSC, this was not
always the case, which hindered PULPCO's own certification in the beginning of
2000. To guarantee success in their certification processes, PULPCO decided in
2003, to enrol some of their main suppliers in a programme of environmental
training. The aim of the project was to engage their suppliers in processes of
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environmental

certifications

regarding

ISO14001

and

FSC, the

typical

certifications for forest-based industries.

In this context, PULPCO developed a set of training sessions for wood suppliers
and service contractors, regarding environmental and safety issues. In the first
stage, they selected four service contractors and four wood suppliers as pilot
companies to work with a consultant specialised in FSC certification. PULPCO
sponsored

100%

of the

consultancy projects

aimed

at

implementing

Environmental Management Systems (EMS) in those companies. The goal of the
initiative, developed in 2003, was to form an influential group of suppliers which
could promote this type of implementation among other suppliers. This first
stage allowed the selected companies to achieve appropriate environmental
certifications, in particular regarding forestry exploration. The project raised
other suppliers' interest and willingness to develop similar projects which led
PULPCO to start a second programme of environmental training in 2004, this
time, with four service suppliers from exploration and silviculture sectors and
one wood supplier, where PULPCO supported 25% of the costs.

These programmes were designed to support the implementation of EMS in each
of the companies, but also to identify and comply with the list of legal
requirements applicable to their operations in terms of environmental impacts;
this was the most difficult task given the lack of orientation and support from the
responsible legal entities which was made possible through PULPCO's support.
Furthermore, the programme was crucial to detect and correct the weaknesses of
those companies in terms of lack of environmental awareness and training of
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human resources, the need to modify and formalise some of the routine
operations and make investments to improve some of their operations. The
result of this project was the achievement of environmental certification for 13
suppliers.

One of PULPCO's suppliers referred to this project as problematic and
demanding. He pointed out that:
"There are a lot o f difficulties to overcome in this process such as well
as established habits, costs associated with the involvement o f all
■

workers and other resources like technical infrastructure, etc. The costs
associated with this type of certification have a certain weight in small
and medium companies, which should be somehow supported by the
Government, given that all this is related to the market future and
sustainability. Anyway, this is an effort that has to be done with mutual
help from everybody."
(PULPCO's Supplier 1, manager, media interview)

This case was included in this study as an example of practices that contribute to
the construction of sustainability qualifications because of the "worth-of-mouth"
effect observed among suppliers. The relationship between PULPCO and
suppliers, in this specific event, is not based on the exchange of products and
services. Rather, it is based on the exchange of knowledge on best environmental
practices within wood-based industries. PULPCO invested resources - time and
money - in sharing their knowledge on the subject. They requested the services
of a third company - a specialized consultancy- to help their suppliers in the
process

of assessing the

environmental

impact of their

activities,

in

understanding the applicable legislation related to their activities and to measure
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their environmental impact. After obtaining certifications for a first group of
suppliers, more suppliers got interested in following the same steps.

The programme was recognised by the suppliers involved, as a stimulating
trigger to continue with the certification efforts in following years. In a case study
published in the Portuguese Association for Pine Forest Valorisation newspaper,
one of PULPCO's suppliers discusses the importance of certification as a key
criterion to guarantee their identification as a preferred, rather than undesirable,
supplier for companies and other market agents like the Government. They
highlight PULPCO's role in their own certification process by stating that:
"As service providers and suppliers o f PULPCO, with whom we have
been working for many years and from whom we felt a huge pressure to
adhere to certification IS014001, we recognise today that we adhered
to the process at the right time. Back then, we did it with a lot of
reluctance and difficulty, characteristics o f a small company like ours.
Today, conscious of the good decision we took at that time, we decided
to move forward by pursuing new certifications, not only for FSC [Chain
o f Custody based on Forest Stewardship Council] and PEFC [Chain o f
Custody o f Forest Based Products] but also for FSC [Forestry
Management Certification]. At the beginning, we were very much
supported by the monitoring activity contracted by PULPCO. Nowadays,
we use the services o f a company to supervise our certification projects."
(PULPCO's Supplier 1, manager, media interview}

Another supplier involved in PULPCO’s project presents their FSC certification as
a highlight of that year, after 2 years of efforts to implement an EMS. They
revealed how PULPCO supported the entire process of FSC implementation:
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They accelerated our capacity of reaction towards market demands
and contributed to guarantee a more rapid conclusion o f the
certification process."
(PULPCO's Supplier 2, Annual Report, 2005)

By the end of 2006 this particular supplier was already trading wood certified by
the FSC and in 2008 they were certified by an additional FSC qualification - the
Forestry Management Certification. These certificates are not granted on a once
and for all basis though. Every year competent authorities assess the continuity
of the certification to guarantee that their activities are still performed in
conformity with the appropriate environmental standards. If they wanted to
maintain their certificates, suppliers had to continue with the efforts to measure
their impact, implement changes where necessary and report achievements and
difficulties to the authorities.

One of PULPCO's suppliers says that the effort was huge but rewarding. They
decided to continue going in the direction of certification without PULPCO's help
by requesting the services of a specialist company. Nowadays they work on their
own, without PULPCO's help, but they say that without PULPCO's pressure they
would not be where they are now. Moreover the relationship between PULPCO
and supplier led to a certified company and a certified product, which in turn led
the supplier to be chosen as preferred supplier for other customers who were
looking for FSC certified products. Those customers, in turn, announce their
choices for environmentally-sound suppliers and justify their sustainability
strategies with a responsible procurement process. In this sense, an action
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triggered by PULPCO within a specific project exerted effects far removed from
the boundaries of their focal relationship.

These efforts from PULPCO back in 2003 and 2004 were not enough though to
guarantee Smartwood certification. A summary report of a SmartWood audit of
PULPCO in 2005 identified that one of the company's weaknesses was that half of
their wood sources were not yet certified. This aspect, in turn, was informed by a
questionnaire sent to PULPCO's stakeholders where attention was drawn to the
fact that an important part of the Portuguese eucalypt plantations are not legally
recognised. These independent producers are therefore seen as potential law
breakers by violating legislation applicable to species preservation, fire
protection principles and soil maintenance. For this reason, links between
PULPCO and these un-certified companies should be investigated, identified and
monitored. Hence, the first recommendation given by this institution to maintain
PULPCO's FSC certification was to stimulate the engagement of their suppliers in
certification projects.

Another aspect identified was the need to strengthen the monitoring process of
service suppliers, in particular in respect to their environmental and social
values and training needs. As a result, this audit report states that to maintain
FSC certification:
"The company ought to present a strategic plan and an activities'
timetable aiming at incentivising independent forestry suppliers to
certify their plantations."
(SmartWood, Audit Report, 2005}
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The conclusions of this Smartwood report led to transform the programme into
an annual practice. Hence, following one of the principles defined in their
sustainability policy launched in 2006, PULPCO continued with these training
programmes in the following years to:
“...make sure that [PULPCOJ's suppliers act in conformity with the
procedures; regulations and principles adopted by [PULPCO], by
developing mechanisms to encourage collaboration”
(PULPCO, SR, 2007)

In particular, following the expansion and modernisation of the mill in 20082009, this type of practice was expanded to include the suppliers involved in the
construction work:
"A huge effort has been put into training and awareness actions
directed to the contractors' workforce in what concerns their
performance involving environmental and safety issues."
(PULPCO, SR, 2008)

By 2010, in the last available sustainability report, they declared that the "Bank
of Qualified Suppliers" increased dramatically in the last years and that the
efforts to raise the number of certified service and wood suppliers would
continue in the future.

9 .3

Im p le m e n tin g a r e c y c lin g p r o je c t

CORKCO was described in Chapter 4 as a fine example of the motto "nothing is
wasted, everything is transformed." Inspired by this motto CORKCO developed a
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peculiar, to say the least, project to recycle used cork stoppers. This practice
emerged from a critical reflection of how CORKCO used to communicate the
environmentally-friendly nature of their raw materials and final products.

For years they reported that cork stoppers were 100% re-usable and recyclable,
but there were no actions in place to accomplish these possibilities. According to
the person responsible for the project:
if you look at our sustainability reports (...) historically, we always
said that cork was recyclable. We always said but nothing was ever
done to recycle cork. I think that there was a gap between what we said
and what we did, and when we started with this sustainability thing, we
decided that we needed to do something. From that moment on we
decided that we had to stop saying that cork was possible to recycle and
start saying cork is being recycled. Evidently that, in terms o f the
group's image, is excellent."
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the project, personal interview)

Two main questions marks were addressed to design this practice. First, how
would CORKCO get access to the final customers' used stoppers if there were no
recycling points or institutionalized practices for cork recycling? Secondly, how
could CORKCO perform a recycling activity which was unusual, unknown and
unlicensed? Regarding the first challenge, a crucial step would be to evaluate
wine consumers: who are they? Where do they consume wine? Where do they
dispose of stoppers? More importantly, how could they get their attention to
request a behavioural change? As pointed out:
"What does it take to lead a person to hold a used stopper and recycle it
instead o f throwing it in the bin? I mean, what motives can we give to
people to change the routines they are used to their entire lives, which is
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unconsciously throwing it in the bin, and instead storing it to be
recycled?"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the project, personal interview]

The starting point was to position the recycling project as an environmental
protection one: for each stopper collected, CORKCO would pay a price and the
money would be used in reforestation projects. To gain credibility and access to
skills and knowledge required to implement a project of this nature, CORKCO
engaged with a Portuguese Environmental NGO (henceforth referred to as
EnvNGO] to define the principles and milestones of the project. EnvNGO was
nominated as the project leader responsible for its design, communication,
implementation and control. It took one year to design and launch the project in
Portugal which was afterwards replicated in the USA, Canada, France and UK.

To grasp the complexity of the project, the next set of figures depicts the scheme
designed to get access to used stoppers. Bold arrows represent direct
relationships with the focal company, CORKCO, while dashed arrows represent
indirect relationships triggered from direct ones. To simplify the analysis,
numbers

represent sequences

of relationships,

although

a number

of

relationships overlapped in time.

The project was implemented as follows. After CORKCO and EnvNGO decided to
jointly develop the project (Relationship 1 in Figure 9-2) the first step was to
design a sequence of activities to collect used stoppers from consumers' rubbish
bins and transport them to CORKCO's facilities. To start with, they listed all the
possible points of disposal, namely restaurants, hotels, cafes and households.
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Next, for each point they pondered on the easiest way to collect and transport
stoppers without increasing costs and CO2 emissions. In this sense, the collection
activity would be performed by the hospitality channel, shopping malls,
supermarkets and finally, consumers. Then, collection activities had to be
subsequently connected to transportation, which in turn would be performed by
waste collectors and transport companies. All the contacts were made by
EnvNGO which from that point on would act as the face of the project. The
question raised was how to bring on board new partners without incurring
added costs, i.e., as a free-of-charge partnership?

Advertisement
(outdoors)

EnvNGO

City Council
(muppis)

Figure 9-2: Kicking off the project

Promotion was considered as a key aspect to enrol new partners into the project.
By promoting the project's goals as an environmental protection initiative,
people, businesses and non-business organisations would be able to evaluate
whether they would be willing to participate or not. In this sense, CORKCO
decided to invest in advertising to promote the project around all points of final
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consumption. EnvNGO invited city councils across the country to participate by
offering outdoor advertisement places (called muppis - advertisement windows
placed on bus stations and undergrounds) and companies from the national
agency for advertisement who offered outdoor spaces free of charge
(Relationship 2). CORKCO, in turn, contacted an advertising agency to develop
brochures, leaflets, informative magazines, recycling containers and all sorts of
promotion materials (Relationship 3). Matching points of promotion with
materials was afterwards dealt with between the advertising agency, the city
councils and national agency for advertisement (Relationship 4). The next steps
were to reach the final consumers. Depending on the origins of the cork stopper,
a collecting activity was defined. Two main origins were considered: households
(consumers, schools and scouts) and the hospitality channel (Figure 9-3).

For households it would be unfeasible to go from house to house to collect
stoppers so they transferred this responsibility to the consumer. By partnering
with supermarkets and shopping malls (Relationship 5) EnvNGO managed to
bring the final consumer on board. Consumers, scouts and schools were invited
to participate altruistically. Their task was to collect, store and take used
stoppers to a common place where they would go regularly, without forcing them
to change their routines. As common places, they defined supermarkets and
shopping centres where they would have a "recycling point for cork stoppers” - a
bin similar to normal recycling bins, each properly identified as a "cork stoppers
recycling point", where consumers could dispose of stoppers (Relationship 6).
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EnvNGO

Super

Shopping

markets

malls

W aste Collectors

Transport

Companies

Figure 9-3: Getting access to used stoppers

Then, transport companies and waste collectors (Relationships 7 and 8), would
be responsible for collecting the stoppers from supermarkets and shopping malls
(Relationships 9 and 10}. Although it might look like a simple structure of
relationships the intricacies of this structure, in particular how these
relationships were thought of and established, are worth describing.

The project was initially set up with one chain of supermarkets. At the initial
stage only big supermarkets were involved in urban areas. After testing the
assembled structure, the project was extended to around 130 local supermarkets
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from the same chain. The participation of a second chain of commercial spaces the shopping malls - was triggered by one of the managers. He learned about the
project when EnvNGO requested shopping centres to provide a space to exhibit
the activities they were currently involved in, of which this project was also a
part. One manager offered to join in by providing a space to place a "cork
stoppers recycling points" and commented that:

"We saw in [the cork stoppers recycling] the project a new way to
embrace initiatives that are attached to the values o f our company. We
offer a commercial space but this is not a commercial issue, this is a
space that welcomes communities, families with whom we develop a
social relationship

We receive several invitations from different

associations to participate in social responsibility projects but we refuse
projects that we consider 'motionless' without passion. (...) [A Shopping
mall]'s core business is valued with projects like [cork stoppers
■

recycling], projects that are developed around partnerships and this is
[the Shopping mall's] mission - collaborate with [EnvNGO] in projects
o f this nature."
(Shopping mall, Manager, personal interview]

Regarding the hospitality channel - hotels, cafes and restaurants - the
responsibility of promoting the project and gaining public adherence was
transferred to waste collectors (mainly collectors of domestic oil) and transport
companies. A number of transporters and waste collectors were contacted by
EnvNGO to participate and promote the project with the hospitality channel
(Relationships 11 and 12). They were asked to visit every single entity of the
hospitality channel they passed by, distribute leaflets explaining the aims of the
project, and perform the collection. They did not have to change any routines:
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waste collectors would necessarily have to stop to collect the normal waste and
drivers from transport companies would necessarily stop for breaks in all sorts
of hospitality channel outlets.

Domestic oil collectors are also crucial partners. One of the collectors involved
uses their own infrastructure to collect used domestic oil in 11,000 collecting
points, of which 9,000 are wine consumers where cork stoppers might be
collected. When asked about the motivations to participate in this project, the
CEO of the oil collection company says that:
“The motivations for our participation are related to our willingness to
help out in [EnvNGO] 's project. As we wouldn't get any extra costs, we
merely used our good will to participate in an environmental project."
[Oil collector company, CEO, personal interview)

The reasons why there are no extra costs come from the logic of "reverse
logistics." As explained by the CEO, the trajectories of the drivers are already
structured and in place around the 9,000 spots where stoppers might be
collected. Secondly, there is no need for extra space to store the stoppers in the
vans since the vans' storage cabinets are much higher than the oil containers so
the empty space of the cabinets is filled with bags of cork stoppers. As the project
mentor from CORKCO, enthusiastically explains, by building the operations as
described, there are no extra activities or costs since:
"(...) the upper part o f the van is empty... stoppers don't weight much...
bags with stoppers are stored above the containers... What is the cost?
ZERO! What are the extra emissions? ZERO! The van was already
circulating... [...] Therefore these companies [oil collectors] and others
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also involved, do their circuits like they always did and this function
doesn't change anything!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the project, personal interview)

Although communication on this project was very positive, the CEO of the oil
collecting company expresses some of the difficulties felt to kick-off the project.
First, at the initial stage the amount of stoppers to collect was not significant
because waiters were not yet used to storing the stoppers instead of disposing of
them; secondly, the assembled scheme had a fundamental flaw regarding the
transport of the stoppers from their company to CORKCO facilities. The company
provides a storage space for cork stoppers' bags while they are waiting for the
transport company to collect them; it was not even clear if a transporter was
responsible for the transport or if CORKCO would perform this activity. The first
time they had the warehouse full they had to deliver the stoppers themselves as
they needed the space to store their own containers. By the time the interview
took place, the warehouse was again full of bags of stoppers that nobody
collected; he was again waiting for ENvNGO or CORKCO to provide a transporter
in his geographical area. The problem, as explained later by the EnvNGO, was
that the transport company allocated for that area, although had formally
accepted the partnership, was never available to play their part. EnvNGO ended
up excluding that company from the project because they were always failing on
their promises.

Regarding the last stage of the recycling project - the transport activity where
transporters and waste collectors are responsible for taking the used stoppers to
CORKCO facilities (Relationships 13 and 14) - some of issues were already
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described. The logic is again based on reverse logistics. Transport companies
deliver goods to supermarkets and shopping malls and return to their facilities
with empty cabinets. Once involved in the project they collect the stoppers from
the places they would normally deliver the goods and return to CORKCO facilities
with the vans full of stoppers before heading to their own facilities. This is the
only change that might be added to their normal activity.

Nevertheless, the choices of potential transport companies were based on the
geographical location of their headquarters; only transporters situated close to
CORKCO's facilities were invited, to avoid long distance travel. Waste collectors,
in turn, use their normal circuits of selection and collection of paper, plastic and
glass to include stoppers. When asked about why waste collectors' would be
willing to participate, the shopping mall's manager said that:
"Nowadays the business paradigm is changing! Companies realised
already that this type of actions is part o f the value created and
recognised by stakeholders (...) [Waste collectors] accepted to
collaborate because they also feel responsible for this service delivered
to society and the environment"
[Shopping mall, Manager, personal interview]

Although the project was designed and initially implemented with all the
partners described above, the project managers from EnvNGO expressed their
surprise when other people and organisations took the initiative to participate.
Given the appearance of new players, which is described below, the complete set
of people and organisations involved in this project can be represented as follows
[Figure 9-4):
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Who are these new players (Relationships 15, 16 and 17) and what were they
expecting? Wine companies heard about the project through word-of-mouth and
expressed their willingness to participate by giving away cork stoppers not used
in their production process (faulty or discarded during the bottling process). The
project manager calls it a "self-starting initiative":
"A proactive initiative, I mean, they heard about it and it is no longer
effects from our own contacts, it is indirect effects (...) Companies want
to communicate being green - it's an image building thing/'
(EnvNGO, Project Manager, personal interview)

A company from the renewable energies industry adhered to the project by
placing a cork recycling bin in their facilities and inviting staff, customers,
suppliers and visitors to bring used stoppers (Relationship 17). They go further
than CORKCO by rewarding participants. With the slogan "There are trees that
give stoppers and there are stoppers that give prizes", they reward each carboy
(a rigid container with a typical capacity of 20 to 60 L) of stoppers with energy
efficient light bulbs.

Fire brigades, recreation associations and people who also learned about the
project through word-of-mouth assumed that EnvNGO or CORKCO would pay for
each used stopper collected. They started collecting stoppers without knowing
the foundations of the project, i.e., the money paid by CORKCO is not paid to
collectors, but used in replanting new cork oaks within the logic of returning to
the environment what they took out to produce stoppers. There are also people
who engaged in the project altruistically. They do not expect any payment, they
are aware of the initiative's goals. Instead of taking collected stoppers to one of
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the common places described above, they take it directly to EnvNGO facilities.
More relationships emerged from this word-of-mouth effect. The oil collector,
for example, was able to add more oil supplying points because people from
restaurants called them asking if they wanted to start collecting oil and stoppers
from their amenities (Relationship 15).

Overall, the relationships described, whether planned or emergent, are a positive
sign of the outcomes of the project. The project manager says that the project
reached proportions that they were not expecting. All sorts of events happened
because of the word-of-mouth promotion and also because of the reasons behind
the willingness to participate. Discussing the huge effort required to put this
project together with so many different players, he argued that the positive
outcomes are mainly due to the dynamics generated by a single motivation:
companies and people want to communicate their actions towards becoming
green. In his point of view, EnvNGO is not concerned with companies'
motivations as long as the goals of the project are achieved. They are not even
eager for the money received for each collected stopper, since “the main asset o f
the project’ as mentioned by the project manager, was the creation of dynamics
which holds a much higher and more important value than the revenue obtained
to plant more trees. The project succeeded, not because of the tangible value of
the used cork stoppers, but because it raised public awareness of sustainability
and environmental protection. He further adds that every single company which
accepted this partnership did so to communicate publicly their involvement in
the project. It does not mean that they are not truthfully committed to act in
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sustainable ways; they might be, but ultimately they have an agenda - they want
to communicate 'green actions' and build a green image around it:
“If companies use this [project] in their communication (...) it's
legitimate that they want to have a return in terms o f image. But if it's
truly the environment that ends up winning, it's all we want!''
(EnvNGO, Project Manager, personal interview)

Particularly in the cork industry, the project raised public awareness on the
environmentally-friendly features of cork stoppers. Nevertheless, the costs of this
awareness were not endorsed by the industry as a whole but by one single
company - CORKCO. The person responsible for the project in CORKCO believes
that other companies from the cork sector do not understand the implications of
projects like this. He reasons that:
.

"(...) the problem of the cork industry is that besides our Group... Our

competitors from the cork area, so far, do not have the sensitivity that
we have about the impact of this kind o f project on public opinion... they
are not there yet! And besides there is another issue, isn't there? This
project... everything is very pretty and all but it costs money! All this
costs money to [CORKCO] (...) we cannot build a project like this free o f
charge!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for the project, personal interview)
Bit ikim I
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CORKCO was truly the main, if not the only, financial supporter of the project.
Companies, organisations and people involved also incurred costs. However
these costs, related to slight changes in routines, are not easily assessed
financially. Examples are behavioural changes from consumers and waiters,
trajectory changes in transport circuits, commercial space changes to lodge new
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recycling bins in supermarkets and shopping malls and time for project
management.

For CORKCO, the project involved more costs than merely promotion materials,
recycling bin construction, transport and value paid for each stopper collected.
First, the price paid for each collected stopper is higher than the cost of the
equivalent amount of cork chips that would be necessary to produce the same
product. EnvNGO benefits from a green premium in this sense. Secondly,
recycling activities for cork stoppers were never practiced before which
demanded a formal licensing process similar to any other type of waste recycling
activity. Although mentioned as a costly process, CORKCO is proud to be the first
and only company in the world to obtain this license. However, licenses are
attributed by business unit which implies that only the company from the North
of Portugal is duly licensed. This is also the reason why all cork stoppers
collected are necessarily transported to their business unit in the North. They are
now in the process of obtaining recycling licences for two more units, in the
centre and south of the country, to facilitate the process of transporting and
recycling, and avoid unnecessary costs of transportation.

In addition to licensing costs, two others are equated: the costs of the recycling
activity and the costs of the technology involved. The first refers to the process of
triage. When bags arrive at CORKCO, besides cork stoppers, one can find
batteries, lamps, napkins, plastic cups and "everything you can imagine" as
pointed out. The triage process is manual since they do not have yet a volume of
bags that justifies an investment in automatic triage. This implies a great deal of
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time and an exhaustive scrutiny to avoid mixing other materials in the recycling
activity and jeopardizing the quality of the final product.

The costs of the technology, in turn, refer to the process of stoppers'
decontamination. To guarantee the quality of the final product CORKCO invested
in an internal R&D project to investigate and develop a purification process; the
result was a new technology, owned and patented by CORKCO:
"I'm not giving you any details about this because it is slightly
confidential; it's a patented system (...] I mean there is nobody else who
can do this, only us! Only us because we have the technology, it's ours,
developed internally!"
(CORKCO, Person responsible for Corporate Sustainability, personal
interview]

In relation to this technology, CORCKO’s people stated that this is their distinctive
factor that prevents competitors pursuing a recycling project and reusing
stoppers in new product development.

In short, this project involved a complex set of relationships where artefacts and
partners (people, business and non-business organisations] perform an active
role in CORKCO's environmental project. There are no tangible benefits involved,
there are no formal sequences of tasks and there are no obligations or duties. As
mentioned by the project manager, companies saw the opportunity to enhance
their green image and they grabbed it.
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9 .4

Co n c l u sio n s

This chapter described two special projects: PULPCO's efforts to provide
environmental training to their service/wood suppliers and CORKCO's project to
implement a cork stoppers' recycling network. The description of the cases
highlighted the set of relationships that emerged from their development and
demonstrated that the implementation of these two special projects, i.e., not
included in the companies' normal operations, involved a number of players with
different roles and complementary capabilities. As the projects unfolded through
the activation of various relationships, they started producing effects on the focal
company and counterparts. Moreover, they also exerted effects on third parties,
directly or indirectly linked to the relationships established within each project.

These two cases are crucial to support and complement the considerations made
in previous chapters regarding the ability of enrolling other actors and the
different processes of valuing things. The concepts of "enrolling" and "valuing"
that will be discussed in depth in Chapter 10 were largely inspired by these two
special projects. On one hand, it became clear that CORKCO and TECHCO support
their strategic decisions regarding which initiatives to develop based on what
might be valued as sustainable. The recycling project, for example, illustrated
that the outcomes of the project are differently valued by various agents who
could not determine a real tangible value, but a perception of a multifaceted
value derived from moral, ethical and sustainable behaviour. Each relationship
developed within the project became a potential nest of different value
perceptions.
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On the other hand, these two projects clearly identify the companies' ability to
enrol third actors to support their own qualification processes, CORKCO's
recycling project is one clear example. By enrolling one key actor - the
environmental NGO - to act on behalf of their project, it was possible to bring
together many other actors from different contexts. With the enrolment of these
participants, awareness of the project increased exponentially. In a similar way,
PULPCO was able to enrol two influential groups of suppliers to pursue their
sustainability strategies and establish the desired qualification.
In sum, the main conclusion of this chapter is that the process of building
sustainability qualifications calls for the need to develop relationships with
different actors, and becomes an outcome of these relationships.

***

This was the last chapter reporting on the empirical part of this study. It
described 23 cases of practices that companies engage in to build up their
sustainability qualifications. The cases are very different in nature and time
frames, but they all share a common point, which is the partial contribution they
represent to constructing all-encompassing qualifications of sustainable firms.
The cases were presented in a narrative fashion to avoid the influence of theory
laden ideas, interpretations or conclusions. The next chapter aims at shaping the
interpretation of the cases by discussing them in the light of the theoretical
frameworks reviewed in Chapter 2.
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1 0 .1

In t r o d u c t i o n

"REPORT STRENGTHENS [CORKCOJ'S GREEN CREDENTIALS:

The world's leading producer of natural cork products, [CORKCO], has
continued to build on its strong environmental credentials through a
series o f initiatives outlined in its fourth Sustainability Report released
today [11/5/2010]."
CORKCO, M e d ia r e l e a s e , 2 0 1 0

This headline - succinct, straightforward and apparently unproblematic - unveils
the main concern of this research: understanding how companies "build on
strong environmental credentials" or, more broadly, understanding how
com panies construct the quality o f being su stain able and g e t recognised
accordingly. The simple exercise of deconstructing this headline raises

important questions:
•

How can a report "strengthen" credentials of any kind? Does it have the
power or agency to induce such an outcome?

•

Why is the product referred to as "natural"? Why not simply refer to corkbased products?

•

What does it mean to "build on strong environmental credentials"? First,
what is it that is being built? And secondly, does the company build it
unaided?

•

How are credentials built "through a series of initiatives"? What kind of
initiatives are these and how do they evolve? Also, why are these
initiatives reported in a public document?
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The questions raised are evocative of what this study seeks to understand and
explain. In the context of the empirical stories described earlier, the aim is to
uncover the complex process of setting up a qualification strategy through which
companies strive to obtain a given stamp - the stamp of a 'sustainable company'.
The word 'stamp' is not used in the literal sense of an official label, but as a broad
allusion to the recognition of legitimacy and credibility regarding the outcomes
of sustainability strategies.

The methodology chapter justified the selection of relevant cases with the
argument that all companies involved in the study were recognised and
suggested by external organisations - the Portuguese Association for Industrial
Innovation and the Portuguese Business Council for Sustainable Development as good examples of companies with successful sustainability strategies. So what
are these companies doing to be recognised as sustainable companies by external
actors? What are they signalling to the public as cases of exemplary strategies in
a sustainability context?

The reviewed literature also highlighted that management research deals with
sustainability issues by using holistic corporate qualification labels. Expressions
like 'sustainable companies', 'eco-friendly organisations', 'eco-enterprises' and so
forth are examples of these labels, which are diverse and broad in meaning, but
they all point to the particular qualification of 'being sustainable'. Whether by
announcing environmental awards and certifications, participating in NGO's
public projects, publishing sustainability reports or proclaiming themselves as
sustainable performants (in the media and even in my presence), managers take
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ownership of these sustainability qualifications and diffuse them, hoping to be
recognised accordingly. This research does not intend to query the taxonomies in
use, but to explain the processes through which these labels become attached to
firms. The focus of analysis and discussion in the following sections is thus
placed on processes and the strategising actions in place to bring about a quality
and stabilise it to the point of becoming an established and recognised one. The
chapter is structured as follows (Figure 10-1}.

DECONSTRUCTING SUSTAINABILITY
STRATEGIES AS RELATIONAL AND
(RE)QUALIFICATION PROCESSES
PRODUCING FRAMES FOR
SUSTAINABILITY
VALUING SUSTAINABILITY AS A
QUALITY

/..............................

- ................ -V
L e g itim isin g th ro u g h
c o n s is te n c y o f a c tio n s

—

—
L e g itim isin g th ro u g h
a c to r s ’ e n d o r s e m e n t

-

CONCLUSIONS: PROPOSING A
FRAMEWORK TO MAP OUT
(RE)QUALIFICATION PROCESSES

F ig u r e 1 0 - 1 : O u t lin e o f C h a p te r 1 0 - T o w a r d s a f r a m e w o r k f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g
[s u s ta in a b ility ] q u a lific a tio n s

It starts by deconstructing the journey of developing sustainability strategies as a
relational process aimed at qualifying the firm as sustainable (Section 2). Within
the qualifying route, four types of processes are discussed as key aspects that
firms need to cope with and work on: producing frames for sustainability
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(Section 3}, valuing sustainability (Section 4), enrolling actors (Section 5) and
stabilising the quality (Section 6). Finally Section 7 proposes a framework to
map out these processes and provides the conclusions of the chapter.

1 0 .2 D econstructing sustainability strategies as relational and
(RE) QUALIFICATION PROCESSES

This section combines the contributions of ANT theorists (Callon et al, 2002)
regarding the concepts of 'reflexive capacity' and 'hybrid forums' and the
relational view of strategy suggested by IMP scholars (e.g. Axelsson, 1992; Araujo
and Easton, 1996b) to discuss how the companies studied were able to build up
their sustainability qualifications from the set of practices described in the
empirical chapters. It will show that sustainability debates in public forums and
pressures to act in more sustainable ways propelled CORKCO, TECHCO, PULPCO
and WOODCO to reflect on their practices and make decisions regarding which
should be maintained or eliminated. Examples retrieved from the empirical
material will be used to show that these practices come to being in a relational
manner, that is, they unfolded from, and were shaped by, the set of relationships
that each firm was involved in, and the set of relationships evaluated as
potentially advantageous to achieve the desired qualification.

One evident outcome of this research is the recognition that the firms needed to
reflect and react to challenges triggered by sustainability awareness and
pressures from government and NGOs, from consumers and customers, from
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suppliers and partners to act in more environmentally-friendly ways. The
implementation of the so-called sustainability strategies accompanied by public
reports became a popular response to these challenges from the 1990s on,
turning into a quasi-obligatory aspect of the firms' corporate strategies in the last
10 years.

From my point of view, sustainability strategies can be interpreted in a twofold
manner: a) strategies that serve the purpose to qualify (and requalify) and
position (and reposition) firms as sustainable with regard to different audiences
(e.g. markets, investors, banking, NGOs); b) strategies that emerge from (and give
place to) relations in industrial networks. In this sense, the key argument of this
study is that these strategies become realised from (re)qualification processes,
pieced together in a relational manner.

The empirical accounts illustrated a number of processes through which the
quality of being sustainable was developed and embedded as a feature of new
and existing products, new brands and new business units and ultimately as a
strategy to maintain and enhance the firms' presence in the marketplace.
Therefore, changes in the firms' processes and offerings triggered by
sustainability concerns provoked changes in the markets they operate in. Callon
et al (2002) argue that markets evolve, become differentiated and diversified
with no pre-established logic because they are caught up in a reflexive capacity,
that is to say, the evolving actors "...explicitly question their organization, and
based on an analysis of their functioning try to conceive and establish new rules
for the game" (p.194). The ongoing debates on how industrial activities
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negatively affect sustainability have resulted in dramatic market changes that
firms need to react to and cope with.

The organisations studied in this research are no exception. CORKCO, TECHCO,
PULPCO and WOODCO began questioning and assessing the impact of their
activities on the environment and started to reflect on which practices should be
eliminated, undertaken

or revised to tackle the

challenges raised by

sustainability debates. Pressures to act in more sustainable ways and to report
on these actions paved the way to respond to these challenges in a variety of
ways, namely by conceiving new products and services (as in TECHCO's new
offerings or in WOODCO's new green brand), reflecting on the gaps between a
sustainability discourse and actions (as in CORKCO's recycling project of used
stoppers), involving suppliers in more sustainable practices (as in PULPCO's case
of suppliers'

environmental

education)

or reconfiguring discourses

on

sustainability (as in the four companies studied).

The empirical cases described in Chapters 4 to 9 illustrated a varied set of
examples of this reflexive capacity which produced changes in both their
markets' organisation and functioning. As remarked by Callon et al (2002), this
reflexivity unfolds from the proliferation of hybrid forums or public spaces of
debate, discussing the functioning and organisation of particular markets. The
debate around business and sustainability is one topic that has been increasingly
present in these hybrid forums, and the actors involved and the questions raised
are ontologically different and often seated on opposed sides, ranging from
economic agents (e.g. producers, retailers, industrial associations, consumers,
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consumers' associations), to Governments, national and international NGOs,
protest groups, legislators and a variety of specialists and researchers from social
and natural sciences such as economists, sociologists, engineers, ecologists,
biologists, to name but a few. All these heterogeneous groups of actors contribute
to the sustainability debate with their viewpoints and influence the organization
and functioning of markets.

Given this cacophony of voices, always present in sustainability debates, this
study questioned how economic agents cope with so many different challenges,
protests and voices that have an impact on their own businesses. How do they
translate at least some of these voices into a coherent and identifiable image of a
sustainable company? Ultimately, the companies' products and services need to
be conceived according to specific environmental certifications, assessed in
terms of their environmental impact (or carbon footprint), and recognised by
customers and consumers as sustainable and, in due course, the firm as a whole
needs to be recognised as sustainable. Hence, the aim of understanding the
emergence of sustainability qualities calls for a focus, not only on the
qualification of products as suggested by Callon et al (2002), but more
importantly on the processes through which holistic qualifications evolve
relationally.

For reasons that will be further discussed in this chapter, this study suggests that
focusing on qualification processes constitutes a valuable perspective to explore
and explain the establishment of taken-for-granted definitions of sustainable
firms. The approach adopted here is rather different from Callon et al (2002)
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though. Their work is very much focused on consumer markets and on the
qualification of products, which means that additional considerations need to be
made on the process of attaching a company to a particular quality. Thus, this
research extends their framework by focusing on business-to-business markets
and looking at the qualification of firms.

One main tenet put forward by Callon et al (2002) is that market participants
make products comparable with alternatives by producing lists of their qualities
and ranking them according to their calculative agencies. Competition is hence
structured by relations of similarity or dissimilarity between goods. This
research is concerned with understanding the dynamics of introducing a
particular quality - the quality of sustainability - as a variable to consider, not
only when comparing competing offers in markets, but also when comparing
sustainable performances within relationships with institutions of interest, such
as potential investors, banks and auditors. In this sense, finding answers to the
question of how to construct and stabilise the quality of sustainability in
industrial settings calls for a discussion on how sustainability is framed and
valued as a quality that agents strive to include, not only in the list of their
products' qualities, but also as a quality embedded in the firm's processes,
strategies and overall image.

The cases also demonstrated that the process of building up a qualification is a
complex one. On the one hand, it depends on the company's ability to assess
opportunities, strengths and weaknesses to qualify a diversity of inner
categories. On the other hand it depends on how other companies develop their
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similar assessment processes. The qualification process is thus developed
relationally, since opportunities to enhance a given quality emerge from inside
and outside the company. In Chapters 7, 8 and 9, several initiatives were
described as examples of good sustainable practices, namely PULPCO's supplier
education programme, TECHCO's involvement in different consortia to build up
renewable energy systems and smartgrids, CORKCO's used stoppers recycling
project and WOODCO's marketing efforts to create an urban-wood brand.

A common feature of all these initiatives is the organisations' continuous
assessment of the available strategic options to set them up and the plethora of
actors involved in putting them together. Some cases illustrate how focal
companies triggered change processes and involved other actors in putting
together the initiative, while others exemplify how focal companies were
enrolled in other actors' projects. This implies that organisations involved or
affected by others, who initiated processes of developing and appropriating a
given qualification, also start their own appropriation processes given the
opportunity raised by those who triggered the processes.

Thus one conclusion of this research is that possibilities to strategize towards the
achievement of a sustainability qualification emerges from, and are influenced
and shaped by, the set of relationships that the company is already involved in,
and the set of relationships that the company evaluates as potentially
advantageous to implement specific initiatives. Although each company develops
its own understanding on which initiatives they should accomplish internally to
render a more sustainable business, in practice, as they do not own all the
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required resources to set up specific initiatives, they search for partners who
might grant access to those resources. This implies that companies do not
strategize autonomously as suggested by traditional strategic management
approaches. It is rather the opposite, i.e., they endeavour to identify the right
partners to work with and struggle to enrol these partners in their strategising
processes so that their organisational interests and intentions prevail, as clearly
demonstrated by PULPCO's suppliers' educational programme or CORKCO's
recycling project.

These findings are consistent with the relational view of strategy discussed
earlier (Hakansson and Snehota, 1989b, Axelsson, 1992, Araujo and Easton,
1996b, Mattsson, 1998, Gadde et al., 2003, Baraldi et al., 2007]. A corollary of this
approach may be added if the goal is to understand how the outcomes of
sustainability strategies are brought about. These initiatives are supposed to
produce results perceived, valued and appropriated by other organisations and
easily recognised as sustainable by a multiplicity of stakeholders. If outcomes are
not recognised and legitimised as such, the qualification strategy is fruitless.
Other organisations and stakeholders, even if positioned remotely from the focal
company, with no direct relationships, will always be affected by their
strategising practices. This is because the outcomes of these strategies are
'boundary less', or they should be if the goal of the strategy is to obtain a
legitimated sustainability qualification, otherwise it could not be qualified as
sustainable.
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In this sense, my argument is that the adoption of a relational view of strategy
provides a strong basis to analyse the process of building up sustainability
qualifications with a focus on the processes that allow its establishment. The
analysis of findings led to the identification of four main processes that firms
develop in their qualification and requalification strategies: framing, valuing,
enrolling and stabilising the quality. These processes, evolving simultaneously
within and beyond the companies' boundaries, are discussed in the following
sections.

1 0 .3

P r o d u c in g

f r a m e s f o r s u s t a in a b il it y

One common feature of the sustainability strategies discussed in the empirical
chapters is the companies' efforts to communicate the content and outcomes of
the strategies, according to their own perspective. This section discusses the
various examples given above (particularly practices from Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8)
on how companies use different frames (e.g. eco-friendly, reusable, recyclable,
natural, green, carbon-neutral] to communicate their products, resources,
practices and technologies as sustainable. Hence, inspired by the ANT notion of
framing provided by Callon (1997], this section suggests the concept of framing
ability to denote the capacity of using discourse to disentangle offerings,
practices, resources and multiplicity of categories, from previous contexts and re
attach them to a sustainability frame.
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When speaking about their position towards sustainability, managers tend to
embrace an inner perspective on the companies' ability to perform, in conformity
with standards and best practices around sustainability issues. Statements such
as "our resources are environmentally-friendly", "we are proud of our zero-waste
practice”, "our products are 100% recyclable and reusable”, "our services
contribute to energy efficiency", "our strategy is based on innovation”, "our
company is an example of good sustainable practices", illustrate this tendency.
Hence, the discourse used in reports, media and interviews tend to attach
sustainability labels to different categories to communicate the outcomes of the
firms' sustainability strategies and to signal their right to be qualified as
sustainable.

The empirical chapters, particularly Chapter 5, illustrates this aspect by showing
that the discourse adopted in sustainability reports hints at different arguments
to justify companies' strategic options and establish their credibility as good
performers. This means making decisions on what to communicate as the
highlights of a sustainability strategy, that is to say, making decisions on which
frames to produce that might reveal the quality of 'being sustainable'. Firms
evaluate which frames may bring the best opportunities to establish their
propositions of sustainability qualities and strategise around these possible
configurations. From the analysis of the cases, five types of frames were
identified as commonly used to portray sustainability qualities: offerings,
resources, practices, strategies and firm12.

12

"Firm" is here adopted as a m ore overarching term to com prise the different labels in

use, e.g. company, corporation, organisation, enterprise, business.
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The frame for offerings includes all products, services and combined offerings
referred to as sustainable (or eco-friendly, natural, green, carbon neutral,
reusable, recyclable or any other term to qualify the offering with a sustainability
label) and declared as companies' potential contributions to more sustainable
markets, that is markets that increasingly offer sustainable products and/or
services. Discourses around why their offerings are sustainable were discussed
in Chapter 7. Statements like "[CORKCO's] products are uniquely positioned to
respond to this environmental challenge." or "Compared to other construction
materials such as steel and concrete wood-panels have significantly lower adverse
environmental impacts" (WOODCO)" reveal that offerings are being presented
within a sustainability frame which in turn, becomes a vital ingredient of the
qualification-requalification process.

The empirical materials also draw attention to alternative ways of framing
offerings as sustainable, when these are not easily qualified as such. In these
cases, resources (e.g. raw materials, by-products, technologies) are also
described within a sustainability frame to highlight the quality of the final
offering. This frame comprises physical resources qualified in the same way as
offerings (sustainable, eco-friendly, natural, green, carbon neutral, reusable,
recyclable or any other term to qualify resources with sustainability labels) and
intangible resources (R&D, engineering, innovation, marketing skills, etc.) that
allow the translation of offerings and resources as sustainable when
qualifications as such are not easily observed or recognised. When PULPCO
declares th a t"Our starting point is quite favourable as we use a renewable raw
m aterial - wood." or when TECHCO proclaims their goal of becoming "a world
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wide reference in products, services and solutions for which it has distinctive
competencies in a sustainable and responsible manner", both are framing the
sustainability of their resources and qualifying their offerings.

Another common frame is that around practices and strategies. This category
represents all sorts of projects, initiatives, practices, campaigns, activities,
operations, ways-of-doing things (new, mature, routine, sporadic) alluded to as
sustainable (or eco-friendly, natural, green, fewer pollutants, clean or any other
term used to qualify the practice as sustainable) and declared as companies'
potential contributions to more sustainable performances. These frames are
present in declarations such as “[TECHCO's strategy] is to design and implement
environmentally-friendly solutions as internal projects and use them as a window
to the market.", or in CORKCO's statement that “At that time this was one o f the
first sustainable practices (using waste from the production o f cork stoppers
implemented in the cork industry".

One conclusion derived from this section is that firms produce multiple and
entangled frames for sustainability that depend on each other to evolve. Hence, a
constellation of interdependent frames is used to construct an overarching
quality of a sustainable firm giving place to statements like "[CORKCO] is an
excellent example of a sustainable company" or “We want to be recognised as
sustainable world leader in the wood-based panels industry”. The empirical
material also illustrated that each firm produces the sustainability frames that
better match the features of their business. CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO rely
on the natural characteristics of their raw materials and/or offerings to support
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their propositions of sustainability frames, while TECHCO rely on the
contribution of their final offerings to build systemic sustainable solutions. This
means that there is no single definition of a sustainable business, since each firm
gives a different weight to what they perceive as their contribution to
sustainability and constructs their own visions on how sustainability might be
interpreted and communicated. Thus, researchers from the fields of Sustainable
Strategic Management, Green Marketing or other Management fields concerned
with greening business should reflect on the taken-for-granted concept of
'sustainable firms' debated in Chapter 2 and challenge its meaning, since
sustainability might mean different realities for different industries and different
firms.

Events linked to path dependence and mature ways of doing things are also
highly influential in guiding the firms' proposal of a sustainable business. In
Chapter 5 we described how companies use SRs as a tool to communicate their
achievements, their future plans and also their failures. By publishing their
strategies, organisations propose their own definitions of sustainability
qualifications within a specific discourse frame, i.e. they formally present
justifications of why they earn the right to be qualified as sustainable based on
their offerings, resources, practices, strategies and firms' image. In Chapters 6, 7
and 8 several stories described practices where mature operations, resources
and offerings developed decades ago became part of present-day SRs. All these
examples highlight that categories labelled presently as sustainable were set up
in the past with goals often dissociated from sustainability responsiveness.
Although the original line of reasoning was distant from concerns with the
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environment or corporate responsibility, the current discourse around those
dimensions embrace a sustainability-driven rationale.

Inspired by Callon's insights (1997), this research proposes the notion of
fram ing ability to denote this capacity of adapting the organisation's discourse
according to strategic orientations in a given moment of time. By suggesting that
companies strategise via the ability of framing, it is meant that things (waste,
practices, technologies, companies) are disentangled from their original contexts
and placed into new frames to match certain strategic goals. For example, as
described in Chapter 6, CORKCO, WOODCO and PULPCO used to "burn forestry based w aste in their cogeneration systems to produce heat and power, reduce
their dependence from the supplier and g e t rid o f the waste". Currently this
practice is still at the heart of their operations but is communicated as "using
biomass as carbon-neutral fuel in their clean cogeneration systems to produce
green energy and valorise the waste produced”. Table 1 aims at highlighting that
the practice, the type of waste, the technology in use, the outcomes are exactly
the same, but the way to describe it changed to suit a sustainability context.

CONTEXT 1

CONTEXT 2

FRAMED AS

Forestry-based waste

Biomass

Cogeneration

Clean technology

Produce heat and power

Produce green energy

Get rid of the waste

Valorise waste

Table 10-1: Illustrating framing ability
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Other cases [Chapter 7) revealed that, besides framing resources and operations,
firms also reposition existing offerings with a sustainability frame. WOODCO for
example developed an initiative to enclose their wood-based panels in a
sustainability frame. Their core business has always been the production of
particle boards and MDF panels centred on the use of pre-consumption wood
materials coming from furniture production and post-consumption materials.
They justified the use of wood waste with a rationale linked to high prices and
scarcity of virgin wood, but now they communicate the launch of "an
environmentally-friendly brand - Urban Chic" to reposition their offerings and
overall image as sustainable. These are also examples of the firms' framing
ability, i.e., describing the exact same thing with different labels to adapt the
companies' discourse to their current strategic priorities. Although the concept of
framing is used by ANT scholars to explain market transactions, here it is
extended to explain the issue of strategising towards the construction of
qualifications.

Callon (1997, p.189) claims that: "To construct a market transaction, that is to
say to transform something into a new commodity, it is necessary to cut the ties
between this thing and other objects or human beings one by one. It must be
decontextualized, dissociated and detached (...) it has to be disentangled." If
framing is about things being disentangled and detached from original contexts
to fit new contexts, the concept of framing ability implies the capacity of using
discourse to disentangle operations, offerings, practices and other categories,
from previous contexts and re-attach it to the context of sustainability. The
argument put forward here is that by enhancing their framing ability, companies
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expand their possibilities to build up a sustainability qualification, i.e. through
framing they have more things (more practices, more offerings and more
resources) to communicate with sustainability labels, which might bring further
credibility to an overall qualification. Framing ability, however, is not the mere
adaptation of a discourse to embrace a sustainability language. It is also an ability
to negotiate meanings. The same practice may produce the exact same results if
framed as sustainable or framed as cost-efficient, but it may also induce changes.

By framing things differently, organisations have to choose between competing
rationales to support their propositions of sustainable offerings, resources or
practices. For example, we may question whether a company that frames the use
of forestry-waste as biomass and describes it as a clean source of energy to feed
internal operations (like CORKCO) is more sustainable than a company that
frames the use of forestry-waste as biomass, and describes it as a clean source of
energy that might be sold to the grid and contribute globally to the production of
greener KWs (like WOODCO or PULPCO). There are decision-making processes in
place to negotiate the meaning of biomass use. Whichever way they use to frame
the use of biomass they will have to enrol other actors to accept and support
their decision and dissuade them from accepting other competing meanings. In
this example, the alternative ways of framing biomass use may induce different
outcomes. If used internally, it is just a simple framing exercise of describing the
same practice with different labels. If used in the biomass market or to sell green
energy it induces transformations in other actors and markets, causing new
events to happen.

299

In sum, it was suggested that framing is a key strategising capability to build on a
firms' qualities. The decisions on why and what to frame were not discussed
though. What makes a supermarket decide to be part of CORKCO's project? What
makes TECHCO invest heavily in R&D to participate in their supplier's project?
Behind these framing processes, actors perform a series of judgment exercises to
determine if it is worthwhile to strategise in a particular way. In the following
section these exercises are discussed as valuing processes.

1 0 .4

V a l u in g

s u s t a in a b il it y a s a q u a l it y

This section discusses the question of valuation raised in the analysis of the
practices, particularly, the ones described in chapter 6 (Evaluating uses for
waste) and chapter 9 (Special projects). These examples were crucial in
recognising how important it is for firms to clearly articulate and communicate
the 'sustainable value' of their offerings and practices. The discussion that
follows shows that 'sustainable value' is not something 'out there' to be grabbed,
as proclaimed by Sustainable Strategic Management researchers (e. g. Laszlo,
2005; 2008), but something that emerges from complex qualification processes
within which valuing opportunities may emerge. It is also an outcome of
relationships between actors of different natures (human and artefacts as
suggested by ANT) whereby some actors are able to mobilize others (e.g.
CORKCO's recycling project) to participate in projects that make valuing
processes easier to occur, giving place to different meanings and perceptions of
value.
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The management literature provides a few examples of how value perspectives
are integrated with sustainability issues. Two approaches are frequently cited in
this field: one that contemplates the issue of sustainable value creation (Hart and
Milstein, 2003, Laszlo, 2008), and the second explores the goals and outcomes of
sustainability strategies centred around the achievement of superior competitive
advantage and financial performance (Porter and van der Linde, 1995, Sharma et
al., 2010). This section questions the evangelical discourse of these approaches
where sustainable value is addressed as something created in a taken-forgranted fashion as long as companies possess, develop or acquire resources to
follow the value creation toolkits provided by this literature.

The analysis of the cases suggests that value creation and/or appropriation
associated with sustainability strategies needs to be examined from a different
angle. Instead of assuming that sustainable value is created and/or acquired in a
self-evident and unquestioned way, the focus is placed on the processes through
which things e.g. resources, offerings, practices, are valued Hence it looks at
valuing processes as dynamic activities of identifying opportunities to attribute
value to things in accordance with the firms' strategic priorities at a given time,
and in comparison to alternative valuing processes (for example, the opportunity
to value cork dust as biomass emerges from the regular process of burning
waste; the opportunity to be part of a massive recycling project emerges from
standard activities already in place; the opportunity to launch a new eco-brand
emerges from the process of recycling wood).
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The empirical chapters, particularly chapters 6, 7 and 9, illustrated that several
initiatives implemented by the companies were described as valuing processes
(e.g. waste valuation, value creation, product/service added value, corporate value,
waste valorisation processes - see Table 10-2). The cases highlighted that these
valuing processes are utterly important to justify the success of sustainability
strategies. The problem is that the "object under valuation" - sustainability - and
the actors who perform it are difficult to identify. This is not a case of how
exchange partners value goods in conventional markets; goods are only a part of
a sustainability qualification, and exchange partners are only one segment which
participate in the valuation process. So the questions to ask are: what is meant by
"valuation/valorisation/ value-creation processes", and what is that being valued
as sustainable and by whom?

In the used stoppers recycling
project, one of CORKCO'S partners
justifies its participation in the
project with the argument that:

"[The Shopping mallj's core business is
valued with projects like [cork stoppers
recycling] (...) This type o f action is part o f
the value created and recognised by
stakeholders"

In TECHCO's initiative of developing

"Should bring significant benefits, including

a new solution for energy
consumption, one the partners

increased control over energy consumed,
improved energy efficiency, increased

argues that the project:

flexibility o f tariffs and value added
services".

CORKCO's SRs continuously mention
that:

"The cork waste produced during the cork
stopper production process or the cork that is
not o f a suitable standard for their
production, are incorporated into other high
value applications. The part that cannot be
incorporated into products is valued as an
energy source (biomass)"
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PULPCO's SR presents the

"[PULPCO performs an] internal

environmentally-friendly benefits of
biomass adoption:

valorisation o f the biomass produced in the
mill and received from external sources. This
contributes to decrease the amount o f solid
waste deposited in the landfdl and adds
value to the renewable resources and
cleaning o f forests to avoid forest fires."

PULPCO's project on "waste

"To reduce the specific amount o f dry ash

valorisations" is reported with the
following goal:

from the bark boiler deposited in the landfill
(...) by raising its external value, namely by
using it to improve the forest/agriculture
soils.

TECHCO's

Executive

Chairman

"[TECHCO] is most certainly a very important
organisation within the Portuguese corporate

declares in SRs that:

sphere which is something greatly valued by
us."

Table 10-2: Identification of valuation processes by interviewees

The examples in Table 10-2 hint at a general assumption of sustainable value as
something 'out there' to be grabbed, but each source of value emerges from
complex processes

of qualification

-

processes

within

which

valuing

opportunities occur. Consider CORKCO's cases as an example. Their corporate
image is qualified and recognised as environmentally-friendly, not only because
of the intrinsic natural features of cork, but also because they develop a plethora
of initiatives, practices and routines perceived as sustainable, i.e., they support
their strategic decisions regarding which initiatives to develop based on what
might be valued, in a context of sustainability. What is perceived as value might
be appropriated or communicated as offerings’ value, relationship value,
resources' value and so forth, but it emerges from specific processes within
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initiatives that were valued as important contributors to build up an overall
sustainability qualification.

The Recycling Project described in Chapter 9 (dedicated to special projects) is
one such initiative, where the outcomes of the project are differently valued by
various agents involved in different processes. Actors involved in the initiative
performed a series of judgment exercises to justify their choices. Initiatives like
this do not involve tangible calculations, in the sense that they do not involve an
explicit assessment of tangible value, but a perception of a multifaceted value
derived from moral, ethical and sustainable behaviour. Actors in the Recycling
Project did not try to measure the costs and outcomes of the project. Instead they
performed a very subjective judgement on how the image of their businesses
could become more valuable through the initiative.

In this sense, valuing processes in a sustainability context are highly subjective,
because actors engage in what Karpik (2010) calls "judgement devices": making
contacts via personal networks through which they can get credible information,
enrolling cicerones or experts on the subject to validate the evaluation of their
initiatives by others, making use of appellations (certifications and eco-labels) as
signs

of valuable

qualities

scrutinized

by

independent

third

parties,

communicating ranking positions in Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes, and so
forth. All these judgment devices help to reduce uncertainty regarding particular
initiatives. What actors judge as valuable and what they believe other
stakeholders might value as sustainable (e.g. offerings, resources, practices,
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corporate image, partnerships with key actors) determine their decisions on
w hether to participate, invest or support the initiative.

In the Recycling Project business actors (industry, retailing, and consumers),
non-business organisations (NGO, recreation associations, scouts, schools),
public organisations (city councils, waste collectors), and also non-human actors
(media posts, advertisement materials, recycling bins, etc.) are all involved in
valuing processes. Each relationship developed within the project and made
possible because of the organisations' processes, is a potential nest of different
value perceptions; moreover actors involved in each relationship were able to
assign different views on values linked to the fact of being in the relationship
(Table 10-3).

CorkCo

• Value attached to corporate image; building
green / socially responsible image.
• Value attached to relationship portfolio:
building relationships with legitimate partners
whereby new value might be produced.
• Value attached to offerings: eco-friendly
features (derived from recycled stoppers)
• Value attached to green practices: using used
stoppers instead of new cork.

Business organisations
(Waste collectors,
supermarkets, malls,
transporters,
hospitality channel,

• Value attached to corporate image: building
green/socially responsible image.
• Value attached to relationship portfolio:
building relationships with legitimate partners
whereby new value might be produced.

etc)
NGO

• Value attached to organisational image:
building image of legitimacy and credibility as
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sustainability activist.
Non business

• Value attached to ethical image: building image

associations (schools,
scouts, consumers)

of ethically responsible and active participant
associations and consumers.

Environment

• Value attached to new reforested areas and
biodiversity promotion.

Table 10-3: Different perceptions of value within the same initiative

The decisions that preceded the emergence of the relationships - and the success
of CORKCO's project - were supported by the valuing processes performed by the
interacting parts. Each actor was encouraged to participate through their
judgement exercises on what might constitute value in a sustainability-driven
project. These exercises, in turn, were dependent on their own interests, i.e., on
whether they ascribed value (e.g. ethical, image) or importance to the experience
of being part of the initiative. Given the architecture of the project, no
relationship is able to produce potential value perceptions if extracted or
examined out of context. In this sense, the analysis of the cases also leads to the
conclusion that value creation occurs in complex constellations of actors as
argued by Normann and Ramirez (1993) but it also hints at something not
addressed in their research. Their claim is that value creation occurs in complex
constellations of actors and value is co-produced between companies and their
customers, but the issue of what is meant by value or the processes that enable
valuing are not problematised.

Moreover, their focus is directed to customers' role in creating value while here it
is argued that in a context of sustainability strategies, it is not enough to mobilize
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customers towards the co-production of value. Other actors, not only customers
and not just human actors, are equally enrolled and mobilized, as Callon (1986b)
would put it, in the co-construction of different meanings and perceptions of
value, and simultaneously responsible for mobilizing other actors towards that
goal. So the question is not so much about how to mobilize customers to take part
in the production of value, it is more about how actors are able to mobilize a
multiplicity of other actors to set up new offerings, practices and strategies (or
frame existing ones as discussed in the previous section) that make valuing
processes easier to occur.

Taking a closer look at CORKCO's recycling project, one may see that only one of
the participants of the project is a customer (wine producer); the other partners
are their customers' customers (supermarkets and shopping malls, hospitality
channel) or organisations with no business relationship with CORKCO (waste
collectors, transporters, schools, recreation associations). Hence, this research
suggests that conceptualizing value creation processes demands a much broader
analysis of how different actors might contribute to the valuing process; all sorts
of actors might be willing (and/or have agency) to play an active part in these
processes. As pointed out in Table 10..3 one project linked to achieve a declared
sustainability value - reforestation and waste reuse - is only possible through
the collaboration of many different players with different motivations and
expectations on the value(s) that they could obtain from it. In this sense, it is
argued that value(s) linked to sustainability are relationally constructed and
continuously negotiated.
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This value might be interpreted in many different ways, namely, as corporate
value enhanced by a sustainable reputation, financial value retrieved from
marketing environmentally-friendly offerings, or relationship value derived from
the emerging relationships within the practices. This research cannot answer the
question of how value is defined or conceptualised by the organisations studied,
but it recognises that valuing processes are repeatedly adopted to justify their
engagement in particular practices. Hence, the findings reveal that, to some
extent, organisations do not know how to define or quantify the value(s) of
sustainability, but they recognise that engaging in practices framed as
sustainable represents the opportunity to bring value to their business. As they
reflect on which practices to engage in and with whom, the value rationale is
taken into consideration although apparently in a self-evident fashion. That is to
say, that different notions of value associated with the quality of sustainability
are constructed and negotiated as the practices unfold. The mere participation in
these practices, no matter which outcome might follow, is already described as a
potential source of value.

Moreover, it is also suggested that actors capable of supporting valuing processes
are not only organisational and individual actors. An ANT rationale is endorsed
here to advocate that artefacts such as sustainability reports, eco-labels,
certifications, clean technologies, recycling bins, used stoppers, offerings,
resources and other non-human actors are also intertwined in the process of
valuing things by providing more palpable ways to provide evidence for value.
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In sum, organisations engage in multifaceted valuing processes supported by
judgement devices to justify the implementation of, and/or participation in, a
given initiative. These processes are therefore representations of their proposed
definition of sustainability qualifications. However, framing and valuing things
according to sustainability benchmarks calls for the involvement of third parties.
Firms produce different frames and perform valuing exercises to emphasize their
right to be qualified as sustainable, but these processes are not supported by the
firms’ actions alone, they evolve within relationships with other actors in a
network context. This aspect is dealt with in the following section which
discusses the outcomes of a (re)qualification strategy as dependent on the ability
to enrol other actors as contributors and supporters of the firm's proposed
definition of a sustainable company.

1 0 .5

E n r o llin g a c to r s in (r e -)q u a lific a tio n p rocesses

ANT scholars grant a pivotal importance to the process of translation in
describing and explaining how actors - human or artefacts - are able to obtain
support from other actors to establish a given consensus on a subject. This idea is
particularly interesting when looking at the empirical materials, where it was
remarked that companies tend to translate other actors in their propositions of a
sustainable company (e.g. the classification of cork dust as biomass). Inspired by
the concepts of enrolling and mobilising provided by ANT scholars (e.g. Callon,
1986; Latour, 1987a), this section will show that firms develop an 'enrolling
ability' to find support to their propositions. The cases reveal that in the process
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of building up sustainability qualifications, firms enrol and influence others in
different ways according to their own strategies and interests (Latour, 1987a).

From the point of view of a company which strives to be recognised as a
sustainable one, translating is about enrolling other actors to participate and
support initiatives and projects that enhance that qualification. Those actors are
active participants of the focal organisation strategy as key providers of
transformation. For example, CORKCO benefits from the re- classification of
forestry-waste as biomass. There are two main types of biomass though (see
Chapter 6); cork particles and cork dust. Cork particles are fra m ed as biomass
(as discussed above), but cork dust is translated as biomass. This is because,
although the process of burning cork dust as fuel has been unchanged for more
than 20 years, its classification as biomass in 2005 by the Ministry of the
Environment produced changes at different levels. Different actors were involved
to formalise this classification: the Portuguese Association of Cork Industry
(APCOR) triggered the problematization process and started enrolling other
actors to support their proposition of valuing cork dust as biomass.

Companies from the cork industry supported the proposition to benefit from this
classification. The Government was enrolled in the process to evaluate and
negotiate this possibility and, once accepting the proposed definition of cork dust
as biomass, activated new environmental legislation to confirm and publish the
classification, and so forth. APCOR's strategy was to reinterpret the potential
value of cork dust as biomass in a sustainability context and work on activating
relationships with other actors to achieve that goal; the ideal actors would have
310

to be well resource-equipped and in a position to support, demand and exert
pressure towards the establishment of the classification. In this sense, it is here
suggested that cork dust was more than framed, it was translated into biomass.

Other cases described in the empirical chapters also point to several translation
processes involving actors of different kinds - organisations, waste, reports,
technology, certifications, missions, resources and so on. These actors were first
displaced from other contexts, set up into sustainability frames and "then
reassembled at a certain place at a particular time" (Callon, 1986b, p.14) to
support the companies' definition of a sustainable firm. It follows that a
sustainable qualification might be interpreted as an actor-network which
evolves, as more and more actors, become translated as supporters, participants,
or contributors, i.e., the more successful is the companies' ability to enrol those
actors in their processes. These actors, although coming from heterogeneous
groups, namely, business and non-business, research, legal, governmental, media,
the natural environment itself, merge into the company's strategy, and contribute
to construct an all-encompassing qualification and build consensus around their
overall performance.

CORKCO's recycling project is one clear example of the ability to enrol a key actor
- the Environmental NGO - to act on behalf of their project, bringing together so
many different actors from other contexts. Given that the established legitimacy
of the NGO added to the importance of CORKCO in the industrial and social
setting, many other well-known actors in the public domain agreed to support
and participate in the project. With the enrolment of these participants,
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awareness of the project increased exponentially. Thus, to fulfil the goal of
collecting used stoppers from several consumption points, an actor-network
involving many different actors emerged around the project. By engaging in new
relationships with heterogeneous actors - NGOs, hotels, restaurants and cafes,
waste

collectors, transporters,

schools, shopping centres, supermarkets,

consumers, customers, fire associations, but also used stoppers, vans, new
recycling bins, leaflets, outdoors (see Chapter 9 for a full description) - CORKCO
ensured the collection and transportation of used corks to their facilities. In this
sense, this project was only possible due to CORKCO's enrolling ability. A new
structure involving different actors, and the coordination of different activities
and resources, was designed, tested and implemented and after the first events,
the network around the project expanded beyond expectations.

TECHCO and PULPCO's cases also exemplify how enrolling ability is exercised.
The difference between TECHCO and PULPCO is that the latter tends to enrol and
mobilise other actors to pursue their qualification strategies (e.g. the
involvement of an influential group of suppliers in an environmental
management project - see Chapter 9) while the former is more often translated
into other actors' strategies (e.g. the production of smartgrids or power plant
consortia- see Chapter 7). What is remarkable in TECHCO's case is that TECHCO
actively grabbed the opportunities raised by other actors' translating processes
to develop their own. TECHCO decided to enter the renewable energy market
because the relationships within the wind power consortium in 2002 raised the
opportunity to reconfigure their resources and enhance their know-how on this
kind of implementation. From that project on, TECHCO gained legitimacy to work
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on renewable energy solutions and was involved in other consortia for wind
power, solar power and micro-cogeneration. Finally they decided to enter the
"renewables" market with a new business unit totally dedicated to renewable
energy technologies and communicated this entry as a key event of their
sustainability strategy. By being successfully translated in other actors' projects,
TECHCO developed their own enrolling ability.

All these examples demonstrate that enrolling ability is about finding support to
the firms' proposed frames of sustainable offerings, practices, resources and so
on. Hence, enrolling is here interpreted as the ability to allocate roles to actors
who might act as spokespeople and contribute to the firms' sustainable
qualification. The final remark of this section is that framing, valuing and
enrolling are all necessary processes to trigger, set up and develop a
sustainability quality, but not enough to make it stable and taken-for-granted. As
discussed in the following section, something (e.g. a definition, a rule, a
qualification) is only established after general consensus on its credibility, i.e.,
after gaining legitimacy.

1 0 .6

S ta b ilisin g th e su sta in a b ility q u a lity : seeking leg itim a cy

The previous sections discussed the qualification-requalification strategy as an
array of complex and overlapping processes of producing frames for
sustainability, valuing the quality of "being sustainable" and enrolling actors in
practices and projects that contribute to building an overall qualification of a
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sustainable firm. It was suggested that it is through these processes that
qualifications evolve, becoming materialised, recognised and publicly accepted
accordingly to established standards attached to them. The success of this
strategy, as in any type of strategy, however, is attached to its credibility, i.e., is
dependent on the company's ability to provide proof of sustainable behaviour
and be recognised and legitimised accordingly. Hence the question to ask is how
may an organisation demonstrate that their practices are in accordance with
established standards of sustainability performance, i.e., how do they prove to be
legitimately qualified as sustainable?

Inspired by Araujo and Easton (1996) on the sources of consistency of strategy,
this section deals with this question and suggests that the stabilisation of a
quality stems from gaining legitimacy by providing proof of long-term positive
behaviour conforming to those standards and principles of reasoning. The
argument put forward here is that only through providing regular evidence of
sustainable performance may a firm stabilise the quality of being sustainable.
This stabilisation might be achieved when firms continuously provide proof of
commitment over time, such as obtaining certifications linked to sustainable
performance (such as a FSC or ISO 14000) and offering environmentally-friendly
products or being awarded for best sustainable practices. The argument put
forward here is that only through providing regular evidence of sustainable
performance may a firm stabilise the quality of being sustainable.

Although the purpose of this study is not to establish what legitimacy is and how
it might be attained, the cases shed light on its importance. The issue of
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legitimising a given strategy cannot be neglected if we are to understand the
motivations to pursue it and its expected outcomes. It is thus surprising that the
issue of legitimacy is overlooked in sustainable strategic management and the
"greening the industry" literature. As companies face increasing pressures to
shift towards more sustainable and green performance, and since green washing
accusations are becoming increasingly popular in industrial and consumer
markets, firms need to engage in initiatives that enhance and legitimise their
green/sustainable/eco qualities13. As reported by Terrachoice, a consultancy
organisation that scrutinises the legitimacy of corporate environmental claims in
USA, the motives and legitimacy of corporate greening need to be questioned
(Terrachoice, 2007, 2010).

The findings of this study indicate that legitimate sustainability qualities emerge
from the relationship between what companies do to produce evidence of
conforming behaviour and what external audiences value as good evidence.
Hence, the cases somehow encapsulate a dual view on organisational legitimacy
(Suchman, 1995), one that combines insights from strategy scholars - who argue
that legitimacy is constructed by companies and demonstrated to the external
world - and

institutional theorists who look at legitimacy as an ideological

compliance to norms and rules, conferred by external audiences and
appropriated by organisations. What seems to be overlooked is the recognition
that legitimacy is an outcome of a particular process within which firms need to
produce and provide evidence of conforming behaviour.
For an interesting overview of "green-washing" cases refer to Terrachoice:
http://sinsofgreenwashing.org/
13
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Communicating green offerings, sustainable practices, eco-friendly certifications
and all sorts of entangled categories discussed previously, simultaneously
requires a consistent match between discourse and credible proof and, more
importantly, strong endorsement from third-parties. Thus, this research suggests
that consistency of actions and actors' endorsement are two crucial sources of
legitimacy of sustainability qualities, and as such deserve further elaboration.

10.6.1

L e g it im isin g th r o u g h c o n sist e n c y of a c tio n s

The cases under study provided many examples of how organisations prove they
are deserving of sustainability qualifications. Firstly, they undertake large
marketing efforts to signal their offerings and market practices as sustainable
(e.g. CORKCO's recycling project, TECHCO's smartgrids, and WOODCO's urban
chic brand). Secondly, they also enhance their sustainable performance in
countless ways, such as communicating environmental and social responsibility
awards, publishing transparent and critical sustainability reports, engaging in
environmental certification schemes or promoting the sustainability of their
industry as a whole in the media (e.g. CORKCO's short movie with Rob
Schneider).

Given this evidence, the firms' ability to build up and stabilise an allencompassing quality, to make it accepted by other actors and legitimised over
time, depends on how they consistently engage in initiatives that conform to
established standards on sustainability and demonstrate proof of that
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engagement. An organisation might be engaged in sporadic practices qualified as
sustainable, but if it fails to be consistent regarding these practices, the
qualification does not stick. Consistency of actions is what makes the
qualification legitimate. When an organisation triggers the process of
establishing a sustainable corporate quality it may not be willing to take the risk
of stopping it or even reducing the pace of its development. For example, once an
organisation starts publishing sustainability reports it, becomes locked into the
process, i.e., if it fails to publish in the following year, the fact will be noticed in
the public sphere concerned with that aspect.

The same can be said regarding environmental certifications, such as FSC, ISO or
EMS. Araujo and Easton (1996] refer to Scott's [1991] work to bring the
legitimacy issue into the strategic action equation. They claim that to draw
legitimacy, firms need to articulate and communicate regularly a set of business
priorities

and

practices

in

public

documents,

since

these

constitute

demonstrations of commitment towards a particular strategy. If this proof is
absent, severe consequences might occur in terms of their legitimacy and
institutional support. PULPCO, for instance, was recently referred by an external
actor (off-the-record personal communication), as "being in trouble" because
they were having difficulties in providing evidence to support the renewal of
their FSC certification. As described in Chapter 9, it was precisely PULPCO that
most actively promoted suppliers' education programmes to give them the
opportunity to achieve FSC certification in 2003/2004. Six years later PULPCO is
struggling to maintain that certification.
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Based on the empirical stories, this study claims that strategising towards the
establishment of sustainability qualities is also, if not primarily, about working
on a company's legitimacy, which in turn demands continuous and consistent
efforts to provide evidence of conformity with sustainability standards. This
claim goes hand-in-hand with a relational view on strategy put forward by IMP
scholars. Strategy, they say, is: "...embodied in a set o f practices and relations
lasting long enough to allow us to attribute consistency and strategic intent to the
behaviour o f firms” (Araujo and Easton, 1996b, p. 361)

This conceptualisation of strategy is here embraced to suggest that building and
gaining legitimacy regarding [sustainability] qualities is also an outcome of
consistent behaviour, i.e., legitimacy is achieved by the continuous effort of
looking for opportunities to act as [sustainability]-good performants and to
provide proof of this performance to actors who may confer it. Although the issue
of legitimacy is not openly discussed in Araujo and Easton (1996), the sources of
consistency suggested in their paper, may be applied here to discuss the process
of building up the legitimacy of qualifications. They use an artificial division
between intra and inter-organisational sources to highlight that consistency
arises not only within intra-organisational processes but, mainly, from the
interaction between the inside and the outside of the organisation, i.e., from
inter-organisational relationships. This assumption is even more important when
discussing the legitimacy of a sustainability quality. This qualificationrequalification strategy is affected by a recurrent and critical external scrutiny
and depends on a multiplicity of internal and external actors (artefacts and
human actors) framed, enrolled and valued in networks.

In this sense, as
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discussed in the following section, it relies on the ability to obtain endorsements
from other actors and their willingness to spread the word of legitimate
qualifications along networks of relationships.

1 0 .6 .2

L e g it im isin g th r o u g h a c t o r s ' e n d o r s e m e n t

Institutional theorists acknowledge that different stakeholders, namely NGOs
and governmental organisations, have different powers to confer legitimacy,
given their influence on public opinion and authoritative social position (Meyer
and Scott, 1983}. When an organisation is accepted by its external environment,
it gains legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, Meyer and Scott, 1983). This
research proposes an extrapolation of this view regarding the acceptance of a
firm's sustainability qualities: definitions and proposals of these qualities become
stable because they are accepted by stakeholders able to confer legitimacy to the
definition over time. Conferring legitimacy and credibility to a given quality is
therefore dependent on how actors perceive and legitimate it as such. In a
sustainability context, the question of who, or what, confers legitimacy to
different categories (e.g. offerings, resources, practices, strategies and firms'
image,) is what companies need to ask.

Adopting an ANT conceptualization of actors, this study extends the institutional
approach on who confers legitimacy and claims that human and non-human
actors may contribute to strengthen (or jeopardize) the credibility of
sustainability quality. This implies that not only individuals and organisations are
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able to confer legitimacy to a given definition of a sustainable qualification.
Artefacts, especially texts, are also important sources of legitimacy as long as the
strategising actions developed to build up that qualification are aligned with the
content of these texts. Here, attention is drawn to the influential power of
internal organisational texts such as sustainability reports, life cycle studies, and
accounting reports; but also the alignment of the organisation's strategy with
public reports such as the Rio Declaration, the Kyoto Protocol and the Agenda 21
Report, or more operational guidelines such as GRI standards or FSC practices.

Written texts, such as the ones analysed in this research, result from extensive
processes of negotiations; people from inside and outside the company were
enrolled in the process of producing these reports and sometimes faced
conflicting situations where competing negotiations on what should be included
in the reports were raised. TECHCO's for example explained how they had to
convince the external auditor, responsible for validating the transparency of the
report, that their retrofitting operations should be reported as an example of a
sustainable practice. A negotiation on what constitutes a sustainable practice
took place at that time. The external auditor was enrolled in TECHCO's framing
process of defining what a sustainable practice is and ended up endorsing
TECHCO's view. The sustainability report authenticated by a legitimate auditor is
a concrete proof that retrofitting operations are sustainable practices. In these
sense different actors - TECHCO, report and external auditor - interacted to
support and legitimise TECHCO's definition of a sustainable practice.
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Two other cases from CORCO's strategy are also evocative of the key importance
of the interaction of human and non-human actors regarding a given quality's
legitimacy. By publishing the successful implementation of the recycling project
in sustainability reports and media, CORKCO is not only boosting their legitimacy
as a sustainable company but is also contributing to its customers' and partners'
recognition as sustainable companies.

Similar conclusions may be drawn from CORKCO's initiative of publishing the
results of a Life Cycle Analysis (LCA) performed by an external auditor. CORKCO
publicized the differences of environmental impacts between cork stopper
manufacturing and plastic and aluminium stoppers, which portrayed the latter as
less sustainable products when compared with cork-based products. This study
might have endangered the plastic and aluminium industries' legitimacy in terms
of sustainability qualifications. Later they developed a new LCA study to compare
cork products with other building construction materials. This is a clear example
of what Callon meant by "in the economy o f qualities, this struggle for attachment
and detachment is at the heart o f competition" (Callon et al., 2002, p. 207).
CORKCO's study attempted to legitimise the environmentally-friendly features of
cork products and consequently detach their customers and prospects from
competing products.

This study concludes that actors directly involved in qualification-requalification
processes and actors scrutinising these actions are able to confer (or endanger)
the credibility of an organisation's strategy. In this sense, legitimacy is
interpreted in this study as clearly dependent on two aspects: 1) the inter321

organisational relationships developed in the processes of consistently
producing frames for sustainability, valuing opportunities to enhance the
qualification and mobilising actors to support these frames and consequently; 2)
the actors - organisational and artefacts - enrolled in those relationships that
were perceived as better equipped to endorse the companies' strategy and
contribute to an enlarged legitimacy (NGOs, for example).

A final remark is directed to the need to provide proof of good sustainable
performance to avoid frames from competing organisations. The argument put
forward is that, to stabilise their sustainability qualifications, firms need to work
on their credibility in terms of the discourses used, in terms of the frames
produced. These frames, however, are an outcome of path dependence and
resource dependence trajectories that end up dictating what might be framed in
a certain way. CORKCO, WOODCO and PULPCO cases clearly illustrate this aspect.
Resources and operations developed for decades are being reframed to fit into a
sustainability discourse. Hence, the proof presented is obviously dependent on
the way businesses are conducted and the resources they base their operations
on. Whatever is framed as sustainable and proves to be the case, depends on the
companies' past trajectories and resources.

In sum, this section called attention to an aspect that is being neglected in
traditional approaches looking at goals and outcomes of sustainability strategies
- the issue of providing proof of credibility. It was highlighted that to establish an
overall sustainable qualification it is not enough to produce frames of
sustainability, engage in valuing processes and to enrol and mobilise the right
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partners to work within a networks of relationships. It is also crucial to make the
qualification visible and identifiable in a self-evident fashion, i.e., it is crucial to
make it legitimately credible.

To conclude this chapter, the following section summarises the four processes
discussed until now and proposes a framework to map out the intricacies of a
qualification-requalification strategy.

1 0 .7

P

r o p o s in g a f r a m e w o r k t o m a p t h e e s t a b l is h m e n t o f

QUALIFICATIONS

This chapter started with the recognition that some companies are perceived and
recognised by external audiences as sustainable companies. This assumption did
not derive from the analysis of the cases - it is a fact, accepted, recognised and
taken-for-granted. The cases of this study were selected based on this fact, that
is, the selection criteria was based on the suggestions of legitimated consultants
on which cases could provide rich examples of sustainable companies. This
recognition led to question why it is a fa ct that some companies are qualified as
sustainable. What do companies do to be perceived and qualified in a given way?
Or more precisely, how do companies strategise to build up a given
qualification and make it established, accepted, recognised and legitimised?

Given this research question, I continued asking: if a company is qualified as
sustainable, what is targeted by this qualification, i.e., what do companies signal
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as sustainable that might lead to the establishment of an all-encompassing
qualification of the firm? It was highlighted that different things are qualified as
such, namely, offerings, resources, practices and operations to stick a sustainable
label to the firm. Throughout this discussion, it was also remarked that one
category cannot be qualified without the other categories getting similar
qualifications, and moreover, categories developed by the company are
influenced by other organisations and vice versa. Hence, many network
connections are needed to reach an overall and entangled qualification, in a way
that embraces interdependent and overlapping categories that, in turn, derive
from complex structures of interdependent and overlapping organisational
relationships.

The literature review hinted at a common element among management studies
concerned with understanding sustainable businesses: sustainability and
sustainable businesses are not defined but taken for granted. Studies from
various fields, such as Sustainable Strategic Management, Industrial Ecology and
Sustainable/Green Marketing discuss the issue of sustainability in terms of best
practices to perform in sustainable ways, in terms of what the companies must
do to develop sustainability strategies and to create sustainable value. However
the definition of what is a sustainable business relies on the often quoted
principle of the Brundtland Report, which discusses what companies must or
should do to perform in sustainable ways without questioning what the
companies mean by acting in sustainable ways.
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This research shows that the definition of sustainable businesses is differently
framed by different companies, that is to say there is no single definition of a
sustainable business, in the sense that each company produces its own way of
defining their business as sustainable and use a multiplicity of arguments to
support their definition. Some companies rely on the environmentally-friendly
features of their resources to support their definitions (like CORKCO, PULPCO
and WOODCO), others on the physical attributes of the final product (like
CORKCO and WOODCO), on the contribution of their final offerings to build
systemic sustainable solutions (like TECHCO), on the clean technologies in use
(like CORKCO, PULPCO and WOODCO), and so on. This means that each company
constructs their own visions of a sustainable business and for each company,
there is no single way of being sustainable.

Building on the empirical material (Chapters 4 to 9) it was suggested that each
initiative (whether related to reporting, recycling, striving for certifications,
developing new offerings, and all sorts of initiatives described throughout the
empirical chapters) is put together through overlapping processes of framing,
valuing, enrolling and stabilising, which are combined to produce the desired
qualification of a sustainable company. Figure 10.2 represents the four processes
derived from the analysis of the cases, as elements of a framework to investigate
the establishment of firms' sustainability qualifications.
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Framing ability was first proposed as the firm's capacity to adapt its discourse
according to strategic orientations in a given moment of time. Following an ANT
rationale, it was suggested that things, such as waste, practices, and technologies,
are disentangled from their original contexts and placed into new frames to
match certain strategic goals. With a focus on the importance of valuation in
specific initiatives mentioned by interviewees and sustainability reports, it was
then proposed that actors perform a series of judgement exercises interpreted as
valuing processes. The argument put forward was that instead of looking at
sustainable value as something self-evident that might be created/acquired, as
suggested in sustainable strategic management literature, it is more relevant to
focus on the processes through which things are valued. A systemic and
relational view of how value (or values) might be perceived was endorsed to
explain that value(s) emerges from inter-organisational relationships within
which actors mobilize other actors to set up new offerings, practices and
strategies that, in turn, make that value(s) perceptible to others.

As framing and valuing processes do not unfold from the actions of the firm
alone, it was added that firms need to develop enrolling processes to mobilize
and influence other actors (organisational and artefacts) in different ways to
support their definition of sustainability qualifications. Those actors are active
participants of the focal organisation's strategy. In this sense, qualifications were
interpreted as actor-networks which evolve, as more and more actors are
translated as supporters, participants, or contributors of the companies'
proposal. A final remark was made regarding the stabilization of the firms'
sustainable qualification through stabilising processes. It was suggested that a
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qualification is only established after general consensus on its credibility, i.e.,
after presenting proof of legitimate sustainable behaviour. This, in turn, stems
from long term positive behaviour conforming to standards and principles of
reasoning that determine what sustainability qualifications might be. Consistency
of actions and actors' endorsement are crucial to this process; it demands
continuous and consistent efforts to search for opportunities to act as
[sustainability]-good performants and to provide proof of this performance to
actors [organisational and artefacts, especially texts) which are able to confer
and support legitimacy.

To conclude the discussion of the findings, it should be highlighted that firms are
classified with quality labels [e.g. competitive firms, innovative firms, sustainable
firms). Specifically on the subject of sustainability qualities, one might look at
these labels as static representations of a quality [e.g. FSC credentials, IS014000
certificates, eco-labels, sustainability awards) attributed or recognised in a given
moment of time by legitimate agents. However, a dynamic and relational process
within which firms develop different types of qualifying actions, namely towards
their offerings [products and/or services), their businesses, their strategies and
their networks of relationships. To qualify a firm as sustainable is, however,
primarily dependent on how the strategy itself unfolds from a dynamic structure
of relationships between multiple actors engaged in overlapping practices. The
processes that qualify a strategy as a 'sustainability strategy' are therefore the
key determinants that make all the other qualifications possible.
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Understanding the qualification of firms is thus much more complex and less
tangible than explaining the qualification of products. The quality of being
sustainable is not constructed by firms, but within sustainability strategies that
produce transformations in other firms and markets. Moreover, it is not placed
on a shelf ready for comparison with alternatives as in consumer markets, but
made visible through processes. These processes, in turn, unfold from many
network connections between the companies which strive to obtain the quality,
the resources used to develop the practices, the offerings placed in the markets
and the way they are defined and communicated, the communication devices, the
standardization organisations who assess the companies' practices and attribute
the figurative labels, and so on. Hence, what qualifies a network of relationships
as sustainable (for example, the CORKCO's Recycling project) is very much
dependent on the strategy that dictated the emergence of those relationships.
The network also becomes sustainable because the strategy in place with all the
intricacies referred to above, activated the relationships.

In sum, this study suggests that a firm's sustainability quality is dependent on the
qualification of the strategy itself, which is relationally constructed from a
complex set of overlapping processes involving a multitude of actors.
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1 1 .1

In t r o d u c t io n

This chapter presents the conclusions of this study and is organised as illustrated
in Figure 11.1. The first section revisits the research goals and summarises the
findings of the study. The next section outlines the main contributions of this
research, followed by a discussion of its limitations and directions for future
research.
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Figure 11-1: Outline of Chapter 11 - Conclusions of the study
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1 1 .2

R e v is it in g r e s e a r c h g o a l s a n d a n s w e r i n g r e s e a r c h q u e s t i o n s

This study was developed to understand the processes through which firms
obtain qualifications of "sustainable companies". The point of departure were
the opportunities that evolve within inter-organisational relationships and
contribute to make these qualifications materialise.

Chapter 2 discussed the main theoretical orientations adopted to address the
issue of strategising for the establishment of qualifications. The focus of the study
was thus positioned in the intersection of three frameworks: 1) studies on
qualities and qualifications; 2) studies on developing sustainable strategies and
creating sustainable firms; and 3) studies that offer a relational view of strategy
and strategising. The first framework provided an overview of how qualities and
qualifications are dealt with in the fields of the 'economics of conventions' and
the

‘sociology

of socio-technical

networks'.

These

approaches

favour

explanations of market exchanges based on contextualised relations between
products, customers and suppliers and that qualification is a relational construct
emerging from judgment rather than price.

The second framework is primarily concerned with giving an account of what is
being done on the sustainability arena in the areas of management and strategy.
These studies were grouped together under the label of "greening the business"
literature where the following themes were discussed: the evolution and
meaning of the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development, the key
contributions of socio-technical studies to explain transitions to more sustainable
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systems, the ideas around what is meant by sustainability strategies and
sustainable companies and finally, the importance given to the creation of
sustainable value as the ultimate goal of sustainability strategies. The key
assumption of the "greening the business" literature questioned in this study was
that despite the acknowledgment that companies strategise relationally within
networks of multiple actors, they are sovereign in their strategic decisions,
especially when dealing with sustainability issues. Hence the third framework
established the need for a relational view of strategising. Drawing on research
from ANT and the IMP group, this section provided a review of concepts and
ideas that favour a relational, rather than autonomous, perspective of strategy
and strategising issues.

The key issues that emerged from the theoretical discussion raised further inquiry on
how sustainability qualifications emerge from a strategic point of view. In this sense, I
questioned what companies strategically do to be qualified and recognised as
sustainable. Or more precisely, how do companies strategise to build up a given
qualification and make it recognised, accepted, established and legitimised? My first

concern emerged from the considerable use of taken-for-granted 'sustainable
things' (goods, firms, practices, strategies)

in marketing and strategic

management studies in the absence of a qualification approach that could explain
those labels. Thus the overarching research question was narrowed to three
operational questions (see Figure 11.2).

Drawing on a relational ontology, four case studies were developed within a
systematic combining approach, from which the research design was gradually
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constructed. After a comprehensive analysis of potential business practices that,
directly or indirectly, contribute to build up sustainability qualifications within
the four companies, 23 practices were selected and studied in-depth (refer to
Chapter - section 3.4.5 for an overview of the five types of practices identified:
reporting, evaluating uses for waste, developing offerings, adopting clean
technologies and setting up special projects). Emphasis was given to the
importance of each practice in the firms' sustainability strategy and the potential
for identifying and analysing network interdependences given the number of
participants involved in each practice.

The empirical discussion was thus organised around these five themes and each
chapter offered different perspectives on qualification practices that combined
provided the means to answer the research questions. Figure 11-2 summarises
the findings of the study and provides succinct answers to these questions.

Regarding the first research question, the analysis of the cases revealed that as
different types of sustainable practices unfold at the same time, different things
(e.g. offerings, resources, practices, strategies, corporations) get equally qualified
as sustainable by association with each other. For example, when cork dust was
qualified as a sustainable resource, the energy produced from it was qualified as
green energy, the production operations using green energy were qualified as
eco-friendly and the offerings that were put together from those resources,
whether as cork stoppers, building materials or memo boards, earned similar
qualifications.
334
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These intertwined qualifications emerging from interdependent practices, in
turn, contribute to the sticking of an all-encompassing sustainable label to the
firm. However, as highlighted in the Discussion chapter, to qualify a firm, a
network of relationships or a product/service as sustainable is primarily
dependent on the qualification of the strategy itself, that is, how the strategy
becomes qualified and recognized as sustainable while unfolding from a dynamic
structure of relationships between multiple actors engaged in overlapping
practices. The processes behind the qualification of a strategy as a 'sustainability
strategy' are therefore the triggers of other qualifications.

I have highlighted two particular aspects in the discussion of the findings. Firstly,
the choices made on which of the above things to qualify depend largely on
routines, that is, mature ways of doing things and also on access to resources
that better match sustainability goals. This means that, based on what they do,
how they do it and with whom, each company produces its own way of defining
their businesses as sustainable and uses a multiplicity of arguments to support
its definition (e.g. arguments based on offerings, on resources, on practices, on
partners, on technologies, etc.). Hence, given their access to resources and
potential partners, each company constructs its own vision of a sustainable
business relying on a multiplicity of intricate arguments. This in turns means that
for each company there is no single way of becoming sustainable, as the
processual journey of qualification depends on a variety of factors that change
over time.
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The second point is that building on these arguments, that is, making these
categories (e.g. offerings, resources, practices, strategies, corporations) qualified
as sustainable depends on how other organisations develop similar processes
and how these processes are inter-related across firms. Hence, many network
connections among different actors and between different processes are needed
to reach an overall and entangled sustainable qualification. Thus, and moving to
the second and third research questions, it means that understanding the
qualification process as a strategic journey demands a focus on the processes and
relationships that make the quality of "being sustainable” to emerge in different
categories and ultimately to be recognised and established as a stable
qualification. The findings led to the identification of four types of processes that
firms get involved in to strategise around the construction of sustainability
qualifications: framing, valuing, enrolling and stabilising.

Framing processes relate to the firm’s capacity to adapt its discourse (whether
used internally or in public reporting, media, newsletters delivered to
stakeholders) to a strategic orientation at a given moment. It entails a process
through which "things" (e.g. waste, practices, offerings and technologies) are
disentangled from their original contexts and placed into new frames to match
strategic priorities. The decisions made on what to frame, and how, are then
supported by valuation processes which, in turn, aim at making the so-called
"sustainable value(s)" identifiable.
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These processes emerge, not from judgements developed within the firm's
boundaries, but from spaces of calculability provided by social-material devices
in inter-organisational connections within which actors mobilize other actors to
make that value(s) perceptible to others in offerings, practices, projects and so
on. This mobilisation calls for enrolling processes to influence other actors
(organisational and artefacts) in different ways as supporters of, participants in
or contributors to the firms' definition and proposal of sustainability
qualifications.

To achieve the end goal of getting the quality stabilised and being recognised
accordingly, firms need also to be dedicated to stabilising processes, that is, to
provide credible proofs of legitimate, long-term sustainable behaviour and
conformance to standards and principles of reasoning that determine what
sustainability qualifications might be. These processes deal primarily with efforts
to

continuously

and

consistently search

for opportunities

to

act

as

[sustainability]-good performants and finding endorsement from key actors
(human and non-human) who are able to legitimise the credibility of the
qualification

(e.g.

NGOs,

auditors,

certification

bodies,

awards,

media,

sustainability reports).

Having summarised the main findings of this research, the next section
elaborates on its contributions to theory, to policy and to practice.
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1 1 .3

C o n tr ib u tio n s o f t h e s tu d y

This section reveals the contributions of the study. The first part outlines three
ways in which this study contributes to the theoretical areas of greening the
business, industrial networks approach and qualification studies within actornetwork theory. The second strand provides recommendations to policy-makers
engaged in the formulation of incentives to promote sustainable practices and to
firms willing to take advantage of these incentives. Finally, the last part includes
three recommendations for practitioners dealing with the development of
strategies aimed at building sustainability qualifications.

1 1 .3 .1

C on trib u tio n t o th e o r y

This first section elaborates on how this study contributes to understand the
emergence of sustainability strategies and the establishment of sustainability
qualifications, in three complementary ways that will be elaborated as follows.
The most important contribution of this study is the development of a framework
to

investigate

the

establishment

of

firms'

overarching

sustainability

qualifications. This framework, derived from the analysis of the cases, provides
relevant insights that clearly contribute to three theoretical areas.

First, my work extends the work done by ANT scholars on qualification
processes, particularly that of Callon et al (2002) by opening up the discussion to
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the qualification of firms in industrial settings and by taking a strategy approach
to understand qualification-requalification processes.

Second, this study adds to the strategy literature in general, and the 'greening the
business' area in particular, by providing an empirical study that describes the
relational nature of the processes through which a qualification strategy emerges
and the role of non-human actors on the processes of strategising. This aspect
also adds to the Industrial Network approach in the sense that it proposes to take
the materiality issue into consideration when investigating the role of actors in
strategy-making. Moreover, it proposes to look at sustainable labels as an
outcome of successful translations, avoiding the tendency among 'greening the
business' scholars to indiscriminately use taken-for-granted concepts of
sustainable firms, products, practices, resources and so on.

Last but not the least, in this study I challenge conventional views on value
creation and suggests that a focus on valuing processes as a verb, rather than
value creation as a noun, provides a richer understanding on how value (and
sustainable value] emerge from strategising opportunities within interorganisational business practices.

Since each contribution is common to one or more theoretical frameworks,
Figure 11.1 outlines the intersection between them, followed by an explanation
of the reasoning behind it.
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11.3.1.1 Qualifying firms in industrial markets

In terms of the first contribution, my work extends the "economy of qualities”
framework (Callon et al., 2002). ANT has been used as a way of understanding
the qualification-requalification processes in business-to-consumer markets,
mainly in services and retailing settings, while I am focusing on the processes
that lead to products' qualifications, and ultimately to firms qualifications, in
industrial markets.

The "economy of qualities" framework hints to a sequential order of production,
circulation and consumption in the sense that it describes the journey of a single
product and its transformation into a good. The empirical cases described
previously do not follow a singular product in its various metamorphoses, from
conception to consumption. Instead the practices described intended to illustrate
the journey of building up one specific quality used to classify and compare
several products within each company. So it is a matter of understanding how
the quality of "being sustainable" is revealed and recognised in the list of the
products' characteristics, and becomes a variable to take into consideration when
the product is compared and ranked with its competitors.

In a business-to-business context this process of revealing the products'
characteristics is not as easy to achieve as in consumer markets where products
are displayed in stores, supermarkets, retailers, side by side, allowing for
immediate comparison. In industrial settings, other socio-technical arrangements
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need to be set up. Through the empirical cases I illustrated that the companies
under study got engaged in different types of practices, all contributing to the
rise of the sustainability quality of the companies' offers and eventually of the
companies' themselves.

The point to be made here is that, as argued by Callon et al (2002), it is the
relational combination of the products' characteristics that establishes its
singularity. At the same time, is also that relational combination that positions
the product in a space of comparable goods, with similar or different
characteristics. If the producer is concerned in adding the characteristic of "being
sustainable" into that combination, the question that needs to be answered is
how do they establish this particular characteristic and make their goods
comparable according to it. The "economy of qualities" focuses on the
qualification of products and goods in consumer markets and discusses the
establishment of its characteristics (in the plural) as a relational matter, while my
study focuses on the establishment of a singular quality attached to an industrial
organization - that of being sustainable - and discusses how it is relationally
constructed from plural and overlapping practices, namely from processes of
"sustainably" qualifying several products/goods, practices and technologies, from
setting up special projects or from using discourses as a frame of reference to
support the establishment of the qualification.

To qualify a product/good or a practice or a technology or whichever dimension
one might want to characterise as sustainable, it is necessary to define what the
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quality represents, that is to say, it is necessary to objectify the quality. To do so,
investments on metrological work and calculations are needed to reach to an
agreement (among economic and non-economic agents] on what constitutes the
quality of being sustainable, on which value might be derived from this particular
quality and on which extent the product, good, practice, technology or company
itself might be qualified accordingly. Once the quality of being sustainable is
objectified, it becomes part of the list of relevant characteristics that define a
product (or practice, technology, company). This definition, however, is not
static. It might be statically represented by an environmental certification, an
award, an eco-label, a favourable reference in the media in a given moment of
time, but it continuously changes as the "thing" being qualified evolves, i.e., as the
actor-network of the "thing" changes.

Using examples retrieved from the cases, I have pointed out that the
sustainability quality of products changes as competitors present more advanced
life cycle analyses (cork stoppers versus aluminium and plastic) or as new
solutions are developed and get tested (smartgrids tested in "smart" towns). The
sustainability quality of the companies' practices also changes when new
environmental laws emerge (waste classified as biomass), when the environment
itself is against the qualification (bad weather constantly destroying geo-textiles'
implementation), as new demanding reporting procedures emerge (from
environmental reports to sustainability reports), as suppliers obtain new
certifications (supplier development promoted by the customer) and so on. And
all these changes influence the company's corporate qualification as a sustainable
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company. That is why it is more useful to discuss qualities instead of
characteristics, and to understand its establishment as a continuous process of
qualification-requalification. In this study, qualifying a company as sustainable
depends on building up similar qualifications for their offerings, production
practices, communication practices, technologies adopted, in a never-ending
(re)qualification process. For example, failing in qualifying practices as
sustainable jeopardizes the products qualification; failing in communicating the
company (and their offers, practices, technologies) as sustainable delays the
customers’ attachment and speeds up their attachment towards competitors;
failing to educate suppliers on how to build sustainability qualities impedes the
certification of the companies' own products. All these examples illustrate that
sustainability qualifications are relationally constructed from a constellation of
many different practices who coherently contribute to the company's corporate
qualification.

Another important conclusion of this study is that the firms' efforts to add the
quality of being sustainable to the list of their products' qualities are essentially
reconfiguration efforts. CORKCO and WOODCO's cases, particularly, revealed that
the good offered (cork stoppers and wood-based panels) has been essentially the
same for decades. However as sustainability gradually became an important
issue for economic agents to deal with, firms were incentivised to reconfigure the
qualities of their offers. To some extent, although the physical good is the same,
the stabilized good is not, as its list of qualities expanded in the process of
qualification - requalification, to encompass the new quality of being sustainable.
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On the other hand, these cases also point out that the products are not only
(re)qualified when passing to another stage (from conception to production, for
example) as argued by Callon et al (2002). These stages, within its boundaries,
are also subject to metamorphoses when an abstract quality becomes part of its
characterization. So they do not precede the stabilization of the products'
qualities, they contribute to it. For example, the production operations based on
the use of forestry-waste to produce energy have been developed in the same
way for decades. But these operations were also recently re-qualified as
sustainable practices with the argument that forestry-waste is biomass, a clean
source of energy.

Hence, an important conclusion drawn from my study is that the list of qualities
of the product modifies by revealing a new quality, that was always there, but not
recognized as a quality before. Hence the quality was strategically constructed
and added to respond to the emergent call for greening businesses. Both goods
(as stabilized products) and products (as process) were objectified accordingly
to an abstract quality that is not visible or easily identifiable. For this reason, the
frames used to make this new quality (that was always there but not recognised
as a quality) revealed, identifiable and available for rankings both on goods and
production processes are vital to the stabilization of becoming sustainable.

What if the technologies are the same but the discourse used to describe its
outcomes is different (as in the case of the cogeneration systems)? What if the
raw materials are the same but the way they are described changes (as in the
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case of cork dust and forestry waste as biomass)? What if modifying the quality
of the product (and the quality of the firm itself) is, not only about new ways of
doing business, but also about a new way of communicating business? This is
another important conclusion of this study: products and practices are strategic
variables that economic agents manipulate to suit their strategic goals. However,
as the strategic challenges evolve, it might not be necessary to radically
reconfigure the list of products' qualities, it might be a question of manipulating
and reconfiguring the discourse used to communicate these qualities, that is to
say, it might be a matter of changing the frames of action through discourse.

This framing ability is vital to support customers' judgments on the quality of
products and firms. If customers are active participants of the qualification requalification process, the quality of being sustainable, whether attached to
products, services, practices or the collective organisation itself, must be clearly
articulated to be apprehended by their customers.

Callon et al (2002) reminds the reader that the mechanisms of singularization of
goods offered to consumers and the latter's attachment and detachment to/from
the product depends on the "very close relationship between what the consumer
wants and expects, on the one hand, and what is offered, on the other" (p. 202).
This argument can be enriched by reflecting on the core issue of this study, that
is, the construction of sustainability qualities. I mentioned before that the rising
debates on "industrial business versus sustainability" brought the need for firms
to react and respond to this challenge and (re)qualify their products and
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practices. But these pressures are not coming from changes in the demand side
only, but mostly from many other non-economic agents, such as environmental
protection

organisations,

pressure

groups,

policymakers,

international

organizations, and the media to name a few. Consumers and firms are being
simultaneously pressured by other agents to adopt sustainable behaviours and
both are learning to qualify offers as sustainable which imply judging its value.
Hence qualification and requalification processes are dependent on many other
agents, who have a voice in public 'hybrid forums' and are able to simultaneously
influence the definition of each quality and contest alternative definitions of its
attributes.

11.3.1.2 A relational view o f stra teg y and the role o f non-human actors
in qualification strategies

The second contribution brings to the forefront the relational nature of the
strategies put together to build up a qualification. Adopting ANT and IMP ideas, I
suggest that the two theoretical frameworks taken together constitute a rich base
to empirically explore processes of strategising from a dynamic and relational
point of view, contributing to enrich the overall strategy literature dealing with
greening the business

strategies, particularly the

sustainable

strategic

management literature reviewed in Chapter 2.
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Given the limited number of empirical research cases that draw on a relational
view of strategy, this study provided useful examples for understanding that
strategising is about embracing a networked view on the opportunities to
achieve particular goals within inter-organisational relationships. As such, I
interpreted a strategy towards a desired qualification, and even the qualification
itself, as actor-networks that are constructed, defined and spread out as business
and non-business organisations, managers, scientists interact with each other
and with available artefacts in dynamic and indeterminate ways. It is important
to highlight that interpreting a quality as an outcome of successful translations
by the proponents of the quality is not enough to understand the relational
aspect of the strategising practises that led to its establishment. Here ANT studies
concerned with investigating strategising as translation processes (as suggested
by Denis et al, 2007) could be enriched with insights from the Industrial
Network approach. This is because, a firm aiming at developing a given
qualification, is necessarily dependent on many network connections to other
organisations (and non-human actors as will be discussed below). These
connections are vital to engage in practices that contribute to build up the
qualification and make it visible and identifiable; hence they dictate the success
of the translation of a diversity of actors towards a given proposition of a
sustainable firm.

The examples also revealed that these relationships unfold from interaction
between human and non-human actors, hence the role played by non-human
artefacts in the processes of strategising cannot be ignored by scholars from
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strategy, greening the business and industrial networks areas. In this study, I
provide distinctive insights on how organisational actors and artefacts, whether
textual or physical (e.g. sustainability reports, life-cycle analysis studies, bins,
stoppers),

mutually construct the links between the

rationale behind

qualification strategies and its actual emergence. At the same time, these non
human actors are also outcomes of the very networks (qualifications) they
helped to create. Thus it highlights the materiality of the strategising process also
recognised by strategy scholars (e.g. Whittington, 2004) but along with ANT
ideas, provides a view of non-human actors as active participants in the
production of desired outcomes.

Hence, by introducing ANT's conceptualisation of actors, my study contributes to
extend both sustainable strategic management and industrial networks
approaches to strategy, in the sense that it shows that no entity, human or non
human, lies outside the network where the strategy emerges and qualifications
come to being. Studies aiming at explaining goals and outcomes of sustainability
strategies could benefit from the recognition that these strategies emerge from
inter-organisational relationships as suggested by proponents of the relational
view of strategy as discussed above (Araujo and Easton, 1996b, Gadde et al,
2003, Baraldi, 2008) but also from the interference and support of artefacts as
suggested by ANT scholars. For this reason, this study contributes to support
ANT's conceptualisation of actors in strategy studies and industrial network
studies by showing that the "wider network of actors" is comprised of individuals
and organisations, but also of non-human actors, thus explicitly recognising the
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role of artefacts (recycling bins, texts, certifications stamps, technologies and so
forth), in the construction of sustainability strategies.

A clear example of this view was provided by 'following' a particular non-human
actor - the sustainability report (see Chapter 5 - Publishing sustainability
reports). The production of these reports was interpreted as a key practice of
sustainability strategies in the sense that it exerts a strong influence on how the
strategy is defined. However, it was also shown that the simple fact of reporting,
and more importantly, the need to produce the report, also brought the need to
reflect on what does it mean to engage in sustainability strategies. The findings
illustrated that the production of these reports forces lengthy processes of data
collection, data tracking from different sources and departments, conformity
with GRI standards, it allocates people to carry out all these activities and, most
importantly, brings the necessity to make the firm ready for audits. All these
requirements produce changes in the firms' practices and cascades a number of
different activities beyond the publication of the report. Hence, in a material
sense, as a tangible picture of firms' sustainability strategies, targeted to a
multitude of audiences, the report condenses all the processes discussed above
into one figurative device that encapsulates a model of sustainability strategies.
This is because, as shown by the findings, companies that have recently started to
think about embracing this type of strategy referred to other firm's reports, as
well as the GRI guidelines, as templates to produce their own.
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For this reason, and in line with the "performative programme" developed within
the social studies of markets (see for example, MacKenzie and Millo, 2003,
Kjellberg and Helgesson, 2006, Araujo, 2007, Callon, 2007, Sjogren and
Helgesson, 2007), I suggest that sustainability reports are performative in the
sense that the models of sustainability they describe implicate changes in ways of
doing things and require a reorganisation of strategic priorities. The very
production of the reports is as important as the trajectory of the strategy that
their content describes, i.e., the report is not just a static description of the
strategy, it acts upon it, reflecting a constant concern with matching the strategy
with the model that it intends to follow.

11.3.1.3 Valuing processes versus value creation

The third contribution of this study relates to how existing research tend to
interpret the outcomes of sustainability strategies in a value-oriented
perspective (Epstein, 2008, Laszlo, 2008, Stead and Stead, 2009). The literature
discusses "sustainable value" as equal to stakeholder value to highlight that the
goals of sustainability strategies should be aimed at creating value perceived by
stakeholders, and as a result to create better opportunities for competitive
advantages.

In this study I provide a critique to this view, particularly, on how "sustainable
value" is discussed and prescribed as the goal of sustainability strategies, without
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explaining the processes that led to its perception and recognition. Thus it
contributes to ongoing debates among industrial network and greening the
business scholars on what constitutes value in general, and sustainable value in
particular, by suggesting that a redirection of focus to analyse processes of
valuing things in particular ways, rather than assuming a linear relationship
between strategies and value creation. In the empirical chapters it was
recognised that valuing processes linked to sustainability strategies are
repeatedly used to justify the implementation of special projects or the
partnerships with particular actors. Hence, the findings showed that there is a
clear perception of value that might emerge from the development of
sustainability strategies. However, the term is used in a self-evident manner both
by practitioners and the existing literature as if the meanings attached to
"sustainable value", and the different ways these meanings are constructed and
taken for granted. Hence, I suggest that "sustainable value" (or any other value)
deserves to be discussed and investigated as something that is not self-evidently
added or subtracted to/from stakeholders, but as something that emerges from
opportunities to engage in valuing processes.

First, I argue that "sustainable value" does not fall into a stable definition linked
to sustainability, i.e, value cannot be defined in a linear way but interpreted in a
variety of ways; it is not "out there" to be grabbed, but emerges from complex
qualification processes within which valuing opportunities occur within many
different practices and relationships with different actors. Hence, this relational
view of value is not concerned with its co-creation with customers as in Normann
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and Ramirez (1993), where the emphasis is on co-creation of value, as a static
noun, rather than on valuing, as a dynamic verb. The argument developed in this
study sustains that the meanings of (sustainability) value are co-constructed
relationally as different players (e.g. customers, suppliers, partners, NGOs,
regulatory entities) with different motivations and expectations continuously
negotiate their own understanding of the value(s) they might obtain from
engaging in relationships and joint practices.

And secondly, I suggest that valuation processes are not purely cognitive; they
evolve in parallel with the development of standards and ranking lists, external
benchmarks of quality against which firms decide if something is valuable or not.
This aspect hints at another key conclusion of this study: there is a clear link
between identification of qualities and perceptions of value. Firms might be
thorough in building up sustainability qualifications of their products, practices
or their holistic images as sustainable firms, but as the process also depends on
the audiences' (to encompass all the agents in the hybrid forums) responses to
the firms' definitions, there must be a common measure of calculation to support
the firms' definitions and the audiences' responses. Callon et al (2002) discussing
the mechanism of singularization of goods, rephrased the question "How do
consumers evaluate products?" into "How do they qualify products and classify
them by giving them and order of preference?", so they allude to this close
relationship between the ability to qualify products and the ability to evaluate
products. If evaluating products is about examining something in order to judge
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its value, qualifying is about making a new value visible, a value that might be
recognised and desired by customers.

One last comment regarding the issue of valuing things instead of creating value
relates to ANT's conceptualization of non-human actors. It became clear that
there are textual actors who play an active role as providers of judgment devices
(Karpik, 2010) serving as tools to valuing things as sustainable, such as
sustainability reports, benchmarking lists, and environmental awards. Similarly
artefacts,

as

for

example

recycling

bins,

technologies

in-use,

and

environmentally-friendly stamps contribute to support judgment exercises and
reinforce the attribution of (sustainability) value to the offerings, practices and
resources of a firm.

Considering that policy making constitutes a key influence to the way valuing
processes unfold, as illustrated by the case of the classification of cork dust as
biomass, my study is also contributing to policy making. This aspect is discussed
in the following section.

11.3.1.4 Enriching the role of policy-making

The findings of this study shed light on how environmental regulations influence,
and more importantly get influenced by, the way firms reflect on their resources
and the way they perform a series of valuations to make these resources valuable
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in sustainable terms. This is an important conclusion of my work, in the sense
that it brings a complementary view on how regulations emerge in the context of
sustainability.

Conventional policy research concerned with sustainability issues, such as the
socio-technical transitions reviewed in chapter 2, is concerned with the impact of
policy in business practices. The cases analysed here revealed that the issue
might be investigated the other way around, that is, the way business practices
are put together and valued in particular ways might also exert powerful
influence in policy-making. As an illustration, take CORKCO's case on the
valuation cork dust as fuel for internal use and then their struggle to classify cork
dust as biomass to produce green energy (see chapter 6).

The cases described how existing legislation favouring the use of biomass,
promoting incentives to implement cogeneration systems and practising higher
prices for green KWs induced firms to reflect on the resources (e.g. technology,
by-products, waste) they own or have access to and search for new ways to make
it valuable at the eyes of the law. CORKCO attempted and succeeded in obtaining
a formal classification of cork dust as biomass and PULPCO invested in new
cogeneration systems to start a new business unit dedicated to the production of
green energy). Hence there are implications not only for firms who try to tackle
these regulations, but also for policy makers and regulatory entities that are
faced with value propositions put forward by the companies.
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These findings differ from studies researching transitions to more sustainable
systems (such as socio-technical systems reviewed in Chapter 2) in the sense that
they do not concern a macro level analysis of an industry.

Instead, this study shows the active role of business as proactive stimulators of
policy changing when valuing opportunities arise. Policy-oriented frameworks
establish a passive role for firms as environmental regulations are merely
accepted and complied with. The role of policy-making to encourage the adoption
of sustainable practices is obvious but it can be enriched by looking at the
different valuations schemes undertaken by firms in their daily activities. The
case of classifying cork waste as biomass illustrates that opportunities to
perform and enhance resource valuations, emerge from relationships established
between firms, industrial associations, available resources and different ways to
value it, technologies in use, that is, from the connections between all these
elements in smaller networks rather that at a macro-level point of view. In this
sense, public policy may have a new role in fostering a fertile ground for
valuating things in sustainable terms through the creation of "hybrid forums", for
example, (Callon et al., 2009). As discussed above these forums are critical to
foster interactions and dialogues between actors, artefacts and other resources
so that new ideas might emerge on the valuing processes that lead to the
interpretation of resources, products, practises, strategies and firms as
sustainable.
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11.3.2

Co n t r i b u t i o n t o p r a c t ic e

The second type of contributions that my study offers relates to three
recommendations to practitioners engaged in building sustainability qualities. A
particular type of practitioner is addressed here: managers who are responsible
for formulating and conducting sustainability strategies and CEOs who have the
final word in decision making processes concerning which practices to adopt
and/or abandon. The three suggestions that I provide in this study are: 1) the
use of sustainability reports is an opportunity to construe and delineate the
firms' view on the meaning of a sustainable business; 2) the need to build on
credible claims by matching sustainable behaviour with public discourse; and
finally 3) the efforts to search for, and take advantage of, particular network
connections.

11.3.2.1

Using reports to delineate view s on sustainability

One practical contribution derived from this study is to highlight that, regardless
of the existence of sustainability guidelines and standards to follow, managers
have some control over the establishment of their own view of what it means to
be sustainable in the context of their industry. The need to produce sustainability
reports, year after year, gives them the opportunity to reflect on what might be
reported

as sustainable

(e.g. which practices, which

offerings,

which

technologies) based on their past trajectories and access to resources.
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By developing an internal assessment on the opportunities they have to produce
their own sustainability frames, and based on their ability to enrol other actors in
the establishment of their proposed definition, they are able to gain some control
to delineate what can be labelled as "best sustainable practices" and be
considered as "sustainable companies" in their sectors. Nowadays, and given that
benchmarking lists have widespread visibility, the qualification-requalification
processes proposed here (framing, valuing, enrolling and stabilising) might be of
help to practitioners who aim to build and/or enhance the sustainability qualities
of their companies. The exercise of producing and publishing sustainability
reports can be a powerful trigger to analyse which practices, resources, offerings
and even partnerships might be framed as sustainable and valued (although not
in a self-evident fashion), contribute to an all-encompassing image of a
sustainable firm.

11.3.2.2 Building on credible claims by matching action with discourse

Another issue that deserves further attention is credibility. Sticking sustainability
labels to companies is, as illustrated throughout this study, an outcome of a
variety of intertwined practices that need to be recognised as environmentally
friendly. Hence, working on the credibility of a qualification strategy calls for
special attention to match the discourse in use with the practices undertaken
(including, the resources used, the actors involved and the generated outcomes)
to avoid potential accusations of failing to match words with action, and thus
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jeopardising the credibility of claims. For instance, CORKCO felt the urgent need
to start recycling used stoppers to avoid being accused of a deceptive discourse
in their sustainability reports.

Hence companies who are active producers of sustainability reports are exposed
to all sorts of audits from the outside. Accusations of lack of transparency, green
washing or deceptive discourse might emerge from different participants such as
competitors, external auditors, NGOs, and the media. Thus the discourse used in
the reports, especially the formulations of mission and values, should closely
mirror the companies' activities.

11.3.2.3 Searching fo r and taking advantage o f netw ork connections

A final comment on the practical implications of this research relates to the idea
that small and medium sized companies (SMEs) may not be able to pursue
sustainability qualifications, given their size and limited access to resources,
unless they engage into efforts to participate in other firms' projects. An issue
that, at first sight, could have been looked at as a limitation of this study, turned
out to shed light on this claim.

I focused on four big, well-known companies from the Portuguese industrial
setting publicly recognised as "sustainable companies''. Although they were
chosen precisely because of this status„my conclusions cannot be applied to
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SMEs. First, they might have different priorities regarding the qualifications they
need to achieve and might want to focus primarily on the development of
qualities required by legal standards. Secondly, and given their different access to
resources, the ability to develop sustainability qualification processes involving,
in particular, the production of sustainability frames and the translation of other
actors in their processes are, in this sense, limited when compared with bigger
companies. However, this ability might emerge in companies not traditionally
associated with good sustainability performance, if they manage to take
advantage of the network connections that emerge within specific projects. For
example, CORKCO's recycling project illustrated how small companies (waste
collectors, restaurants and so forth) tried to grab opportunities to get visibility by
proactively engaging in CORKCO's project.

I suggest two ways through which SMEs might be able to engage in advantageous
network connections to build on their sustainability qualifications. First, it would
be beneficial to consult sustainability reports from big companies published in
the websites of the Business Council for Sustainable Development of each
country, and search for opportunities to offer their availability to participate in
their projects and be associated with them in public communications. Another
way could be to assess the waste they produce and look for alternatives to make
it valuable as by-products of other industries. In this sense, although they do not
own the time and resources to produce their own sustainability reports they end
up being mentioned in other firms' reports as partners or participants of their
projects.
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1 1 .4

L im ita tio n s o f t h e r e s e a r c h

Despite the contributions I have made through this study, some limitations
linked to various aspects of the research need to be discussed. First, an issue that
might be subject to criticisms is the taxonomy provided to distinguish
sustainable practices according to five types - reporting, waste evaluation,
developing offerings, adopting clean technology and setting up special projects.
The fact that three of the companies were based on forestry-based resources led
to the production of similar findings regarding the types and outcomes of
sustainability practices. Although this was not an expected outcome when the
companies were first selected, it became clear that the similarity of practices was
in part based on the common factors of forestry-waste valuation and adoption of
cogeneration technologies. Moreover, the practice of reporting was the starting
point to select companies; thus it was not a type of practice that emerged from
the data analysis but the one that was used to select company cases in the first
place. Nevertheless, it is here argued that although the publication of
sustainability reports was considered as a good source of information to build up
the cases, its interpretation as key processes developed within sustainability
strategies, derived from the analysis of the cases. Hence, during data analysis,
these reports evolved from being mere sources of information to construct each
firm's qualification strategy, to become interpreted as crucial building blocks of
the strategies developed and crucial triggers of change and transformation.

A second limitation has to do with the selection of the cases and embedded cases.
The study focused on four cases with 23 embedded cases unequally distributed.
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Decisions on case selection were made to privilege a richer variety of findings in
different industrial settings, but were also influenced by time constraints.
Although it would be difficult, if not impossible, to identify and describe all the
processes that contribute to one sustainability qualification, other types of
practices could have been identified and included in the study, if the number of
cases in each firm had been broadened.

A final limitation concerns the fact that a considerable amount of secondary data
were collected from sustainability reports. Even though 21 interviews were
carried to understand each firm's positions towards sustainability and the main
practices around their sustainability strategies, the main sources of data are
textual and public (e.g. media, sustainability reports, newsletters, websites).
Thus, the cases were, in great deal, constructed from information that was
publicly communicated, which means that the information provided was
carefully selected, manipulated and displayed in sustainability frames as
discussed in chapter 10. Nevertheless, the data collected from interviews to
triangulate the information provided by public reports, revealed this very fact. In
some cases the information published in these reports derived from
manipulation of concepts and from adapting new labels to old practices and this
observation was an important outcome of this research.
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1 1 .5

D ir e c t io n s f o r f u t u r e r e s e a r c h

Based on the findings of this study, I suggest some areas for further research.
First, future research should aim to acquire a more detailed understanding of the
processes underlying the development of a qualification strategy in a real-time
longitudinal single case study. This study looked at the most important projects
and practices identified as the building-blocks of the firms' sustainability
strategies, but the number of cases was narrowed down due to time and research
constrains. Increasing the number of embedded cases in one firm and
researching in-depth the various processes that, directly or indirectly, lead to an
overall qualification could bring new insights on the relational nature of the
qualification process and shed light on the type of network ramifications that
emerge from it. By investigating in more detail what goes on in one company it
may be possible to uncover for example new typologies of practices that
contribute to build up the quality of "being sustainable" besides the five types
identified here (reporting, evaluating waste use, developing offerings, adopting
clean technologies and setting up special projects). It could also reveal how each
type of practice relates to other actors' similar practices and explore the
connections that emerge from enrolling processes, as discussed here.

This study could also be of use to instigate research on the issue of legitimacy, a
subject close to the heart of institutional theorists. Little attention has been given
to the relational character of the processes that lead to legitimacy. Legitimacy is
not looked at as a dynamic, processual journey built up from establishing
relationships with different sets of actors. One way in which this study could be
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of help is to use the arguments made on who, or what, confers legitimacy and
develop empirical investigations on the use of artefacts (texts, labels,
technologies in-use, certification stamps) as powerful sources of legitimacy, i.e.,
proofs of credible sustainable behaviour. This aspect could also be explored in
processes aiming at legitimising labels of corporate social responsibility (CRS) or
social responsible supply chains, but also other empirical settings not necessarily
related to sustainability or CSR, given the proliferation of benchmarking lists
produced in industrial contexts aiming at rewarding specific qualities of the firm
such

as

products/services

quality,

financial

performance,

productivity

benchmarks.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK POST-PILOT STUDY
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p

The framework intends to represent the role played by single actors, dyadic
inter-organisational relationships and industrial networks, as potential drivers to
foster the ecological dimension of SD by reducing the environmental damage
caused by their activities. It is assumed that companies may implement changes
(e.g.

new

technologies,

new processes]

towards

a better

sustainable

performance, by identifying a potential value for the waste they produce. In this
sense, what was considered waste in the past may constitute a valuable resource
in the future. However, to achieve this goal companies have to experience
different stages until the implementation of those changes start to reveal the
expected outcomes. The work of Andersson and Sweet (2002) where it is
suggested that a change process evolves in three major phases (Start-up,
Implementation and Diffusion) inspired this view of change as a stage-by-stage
process. The framework pictures a process of change evolving in a foui main
389

phases within which several episodes occur: Idea Generation, Evaluation,
Im plem entation and Outcomes:

•

Idea Generation. Firstly, the idea of transforming waste into a specific type
of resource emerges in some context with a particular set of drivers (single
actor level).

•

Evaluation. Secondly, the company must engage in some kind of evaluation
process to decide w hether the idea is feasible or not (single actor level). Yet, it
may not have the required skills to evaluate the potential outcomes of those
changes. Eventually, it may be necessary to involve other parties in the
evaluation stage (dyad level).

•

Implementation. Thirdly, if the evaluation, based on a specific set of criteria,
was positive, the company will commence an implementation stage where the
conditions (other actors, resources or activities) to achieve those changes
(e.g. new technology, new process) are set up. This implementation may be
carried out within a dyadic relationship or may demand the involvement of
third parties (dyad/netw ork levels).

•

Outcomes. Finally, the implementation will bring about outcomes, not only
for the single actor, but also to third parties, directly or indirectly linked to
the focal one, that affect and are affected by it (single actor, dyad and network
levels).
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW GUIDE

I.

IN TR O D U C TO R Y INFORM ATION: E x p lo r e t h e c o m p a n y
p e r s p e c t i v e o n e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r a c t ic e s

1. How are issues in your company's environmental strategy, if any,
defined? From the top board of managers, from a departm ent allocated
to it, from a person (e.g. environmental manager]?
2. Is your company’s supply chain affected by any specific EU Directive?
a. If yes, can you give examples and explain in what extent it affected
your actions?
b. What have been the main investments made, if any, to comply with

SINGLE A C T O R

environmental legislation?
3. What kind of criteria is used to define your company's environmental
strategy? (E.g. supplier selection, emissions measurement, waste
management?}.
4. Do you think that environmental awareness or proactiveness is a
source of competitive differentiation for your company? If yes, how
does your environmental strategy differs from your main competitors?
Can you give some examples?
5. How does your company deal specifically with waste management?
a.

How many people are involved? Is there a specific departm ent to
deal with it? Which other departm ents are involved?

b. How does your company explore the opportunities for waste
management? Recycling, reuse, reinvention of uses, disposal?
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II.

ID EA G ENERATION: id e n t i f y t h e o r i g in s o f i d e a s f o r
e n v ir o n m e n ta l-fr ie n d ly c h a n g e X , w h ic h e n a b le s to tr a n sfo r m
w a s t e in t o a r e s o u r c e

6 . Where the idea to implement change X came from (e.g. the idea of

SINGLE A C T O R

starting to use cogeneration systems to transform biomass into
energy)?
7. W hat was the main purpose of change X's implementation? What
drivers pushed that change to be though about (legislation compliance,
costs, environmental awareness)?

8 . Who, when, where this initiative started in your industrial sector?

III.

FR A M EW O R K FOR EVALUATION

E x p lo r e t h e e v a l u a t io n c r it e r ia t o t r a n s f o r m w a s t e in t o a r e s o u r c e

9. How does/did your company evaluate the potential of transforming a
source of waste into a valuable resource? What criteria were taken into
consideration?
10. How does/did your company measure the impact of an environmental-

SINGLE ACTOR

friendly change (new technology/new process, e.g. cogeneration)?
11. W hat kind of costs and benefits were identified and considered
relevant to make the decision to implement change X (e.g.
cogeneration)?
12. Did your company defined any targets to be accomplished (e.g., in the
case of cogeneration a reduction of landfill use in X%, a production of
renewable energy in Y%)
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I d e n t i f y w h a t p a r t ie s , i f a n y , w e r e in v o lv e d a t t h e e v a l u a t io n s t a g e

13. The criteria for evaluating the feasibility of change X involved other
organisations? What for (skills, resources of other organisations}?
14. Can you describe what kinds of relationships with third parties, if any,
DYAD

were developed to evaluate the implementation of change X?
Partnerships, buyer-supplier, outsourcing.
15. Based on what criteria those parties were selected?
16. The evaluation stage led to new relationships in the implementation
stage?

IV.

IM PLEM EN TA TIO N

E x p lo r e t h e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f C h a n g e X in t h e c o m p a n y

SINGLE ACTOR

17. What changes did your company undertook to implement change X?
18. What barriers, if any, did your company encountered in implementing
change X?
19. How was the transition process to a new technology/or new process (e.g
cogeneration}? How it was processed, organised?
E x p lo r e h o w i n t e r - o r g a n is a t io n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s p r o v id e d t h e m e a n s to
i m p l e m e n t c h a n g e X?

DYAD

& NETWORK

20. What kinds of inter-organisational relationships, if any, were developed
to implement change X?
21. Based on what criteria those parties were selected?
22. Can you describe the nature of the relationship? What type of exchanges
occurred? What kind of activities the implementation involved?
23. During the implementation did your company expei ienced external
influences (e.g. customers, competitors, government)?
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V.

OUTCOMES

E x p lo r e t h e r e s u l t s o f t h e im p l e m e n t a t i o n o f C h a n g e X in t h e c o m p a n y

24. Does/did your company evaluate the results of change X's
implementation? If yes, in what terms? Financial measures,

SINGLE A C T O R

environmental measures?
25. Does/did your company make any comparison between the expected
and real outcomes?
26. Would you say the implementation of change X was a success? Why?
27. What were the real outcomes of change X's implementation for the
company? What does your company consider to be the tangible and
intangible benefits and shortcomings of change X?
28. What are the major challenges posed by change X? How is your company
planning to overcome them?

E x p lo r e t h e r e s u l t s o f t h e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f C h a n g e X f o r d y a d s

DYAD

29. Do you think the implementation of change X was
beneficial/detrimental to the parties with whom your company
worked?
30. What kind of influences, if any, occurred to the other parties?

E x p lo r e t h e r e s u l t s o f t h e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f C h a n g e X in a n e t w o r k

NETWORK

c o n te x t. H o w th e n e tw o r k a ffe c te d a n d w a s a ffe c te d b y th a t ch a n g e?

31. Did your company perceived any impact of the implementation in your
industrial sector? In your clients? Suppliers?
32. Other competitors followed the implementation?
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A P P E N D I X 4: INTER V IEW S DATABASE

H9I
1

30/09/08

Portuguese Cork
Association

2

30/09/08

Portuguese Cork
Association

No

3

01/10/08

CORKCO

Yes

4

15/12/08

CORKCO

Yes

5

15/12/08

CORKCO

Yes

6

16/12/08

Portuguese Cork
Association

No

7

16/12/08

Portuguese Cork
Association

No

BH ■

CEO

8

17/12/08

CORKCO SUPPLIER
(Cogeneration
systems provider}

No

mmmi

CEO

9

23/09/09

PULPCO

Yes

10

07/10/09

CORKCO

Yes

11

07/10/09

CORKCO

Yes

12

08/10/09

TECHCO

Yes

13

19/10/09

COTEC

No

Special Projects

14

20/10/09

ENVNGO

No

Project Manager

15

22/10/09

WOODCO

Yes

16

23/10/09

TECHCO

Yes

bbbi■

17

26/10/09

No

18

26/10/09

CORKCO's Partner 1
Portuguese Pulp
Association

19

27/10/
09

WOODCO

Yes

20

30/10/09

CORKCO's Partner 2

No

■■■
■
HUH■
■H i

21

02/11/09

TECHCO CUSTOMER

No

No

No

Responsible for the
"RECYCLING PROJECT"
Responsible for Public
Relations and
Communication
Department
Responsible for
Sustainability Area
Responsible for
Sustainability Area
Responsible for
Cogeneration System
Finance and Accounting
Director

■

■

mtm
H i
■

BH
BBH

■

Responsible for Quality,
Safety and Sustainability
Responsible for
Sustainability Area
Director of Business Unit
(Raw materials}
Responsible for
Innovation, Quality and
Sustainability

Responsible for
Cogeneration System
Responsible for
Sustainability Area
CEO
President
Responsible for
Sustainability Area
CEO
Responsible for
Sustainability Area

A
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