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Abstract 

Humanity is facing one of the toughest environmental challenges of all time due to our 

continuous growth and never-ending consumption. The industrial firms (B2B) are one 

of the actors with the power to turn this around. Green practices and strategies by such 

firms have started to emerge, and the scholars have just started to observe this 

phenomenon. Due to this, there exists a theoretical gap regarding why and how these 

firms develop green strategies. In addition to this, the field is also in need of qualitative 

studies. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to develop an understanding regarding 

why B2B firms develop green strategies and how they do it. Due earlier experiences, 

this study is focusing on plastic manufacturing firms. 

 The theoretical framework of this paper has been based on the concept of 

Corporate Environmentalism, which is an approach that focuses on the organization-

wide recognition and importance of environmental issues when developing strategies. 

The concept is divided into environmental orientation and environmental strategy. The 

first named regards the firm's understanding of its environmental impacts and the 

recognition to minimize such impact, and the latter refers to the green practices or 

implementations integrated within the firm's different processes. 

 This study is of the exploratory kind, and our empirical data was collected through 

semi-structured interviews with six plastic manufacturers (small and medium of size) in 

the GGVV-region (Sweden). 

 One of our empirical findings is that all firms continuously invest in new 

technologies that are more energy- and resource efficient, in order to increase their 

processes' cost-efficiency. Our analysis implies that it is not unusual that firms have 

cost-efficiency in mind instead of minimizing environmental impact, when performing 

certain green activities. 

 Furthermore, one of the conclusions that we could draw after our analysis, is that 

none of the participating firms developed green strategies for the sake of the 

environment. The reasons behind why they practiced many green activities (e.g. 

investing in more environmentally friendly technologies or using great amounts of 

recycled material in their production) seemed to be either because of pressure from 

customers or for the sake of increasing their cost-efficiency. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 
Due to a continuous growth in world population and an increasing demand for 

natural resources, humanity is facing one of the toughest environmental challenges of 

all time. Our limitless consumption is not only jeopardizing the lifestyles of future 

generations, but also all living beings on this planet. We are therefore in need to 

change the way we live our lives. (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987). Due to marketing's great influence over our demand and 

economic activity, it is considered to be an important part of the solution to control 

and maintain a sustainable level of consumption (Mariadoss, Tansuhaj & Mouri, 

2011; Peattie & Charter, 2003). In order to stimulate a more sustainable 

consumption, scientists and practitioners of marketing need to start acknowledging 

the fact that consumption cannot be infinite, due to the limited nature of natural 

resources. These insights have led to the emergence of green practices in the business 

marketing programs (Kotler, 2011), which Polonsky and Rosenberger (2001) mean 

are practiced under a wide range of catch phrases though they share the same values 

(e.g. green marketing, sustainability, environmental marketing). In this study, this 

phenomenon is referred to as green marketing, which is defined as a set of green 

practices that aim to not only accomplish the strategic and financial goals of a firm, 

but also to reduce its negative environmental impact (Hassini, Surti & Searcy, 2012; 

Kotler & Armstrong, 2009; Leonidou, Katsikeas & Morgan, 2012; Menon, Menon, 

Chowdhury & Jankovich, 1999; Polonsky & Rosenberger, 2001).  

 The field of green marketing consists of (1) firms who interact directly with the 

consumers (B2C) and (2) the firms where the interactions are with other 

organizations (B2B). However, according to Perkins and Brewer (2010), up to ninety 

percent of a product's environmental impact can be traced along the actors of the 

value chain.  Despite this fact, the B2C field has received more attention by 

researchers than the B2B field (Arunachalam, 2015; Fraj, Martínez & Matute, 2013; 

Rivera-Camino, 2007). This is one of the reasons to why B2B is considered to be in 

its initial stage, and is therefore need of further research (Arunachalam, 2015; Fraj, 

Martínez & Matute, 2013; Sharma, Iyer, Mehrotra & Krishnan, 2010). Kumar (2016) 

also implies that green marketing studies in general have been dominated by 

quantitative research methods. This has created a demand for qualitative studies 

within the field, which can help generate more in-depth theories to the green 
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marketing field. Lastly, Fraj, Martínez and Matute (2013) argues that this need is 

especially evident within the B2B field and would benefit from further research. 

 

1.2 Problem discussion 
The practice of green marketing strategies (green strategies) can yield a lot of 

benefits for the firm, such as first-mover advantages, improved image and reputation 

and reduce costs. In other words, practicing green strategies can create a competitive 

advantage for the firm (Banerjee, 2002; Fraj-Andrés, Martinez-Salinas & Matute-

Vallejo, 2009; Gabler, Richey & Rapp, 2015; Hoejmose, Brammer & Millington, 

2012; Menon & Menon, 1997; Miles & Covin, 2000; Polonsky & Rosenberger, 

2001). Although the benefits of green practices might be similar for both B2B and 

B2C companies (Mariadoss, Tansuhaj & Mouri, 2011), B2B companies have been 

lagging behind in the practice of green marketing activities compared to their 

counterparts in B2C (Hoejmose, Brammer & Millington, 2012). An explanation for 

this could be that green efforts made by B2B firms can go unnoticed, due to lack of 

"visibility" in their actions toward the end-consumers compared to B2C firms 

(Bowen, 2000; Hoejmose, Brammer & Millington, 2012; Mariadoss, Tansuhaj & 

Mouri, 2011). There are indeed B2B companies that do practice green marketing 

activities because of these benefits; however, some of them might lack a deeper 

understanding in why they are performing such activities (Gray, 2010; Lubin & Etsy, 

2010; Rivera-Camino, 2007). According to Menon and Menon (1997) and Polonsky 

and Rosenberger (2001), green strategies require an authentic commitment in both 

mindset and practice in order to yield its potential benefits. A half-hearted 

commitment to the green practice could make a firm 'look greener' that it actually is, 

which might result in a backlash and lead to damage its reputation (Fraj, Martínez & 

Matute, 2013; Laufer, 2003; Polonsky & Rosenberger, 2001).  

 The commitment of the manager in charge seems therefore to be essential for 

the practice of green strategies, due to his power to integrate and spread 

environmental concerns throughout the firm (Banerjee, 2002; Fraj-Andrés, Martinez-

Salinas & Matute-Vallejo, 2009; Menon & Menon, 1997; Gabler, Richey & Rapp, 

2015; Robertson & Barling, 2013; Tollin & Vej, 2012). Banerjee (2002; 2003) 

proposes that this commitment can be investigated through mapping the extent of the 

manager's integration of environmental concerns into the firm's decision-making 

processes. This approach consists of two concepts: Environmental Orientation (EO) 
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and Environmental Strategy (ES). EO regards the firm's understanding of its 

environmental impacts and the recognition to minimize such impact (i.e. the firm's 

perception of responsibility towards the environment). ES refers instead to the green 

practices or implementations integrated within the firm's different processes 

(Banerjee, 2002; Banerjee, Iyer och Kashyap, 2003). 

 An exploration of why and how green strategies are being practiced, can give 

answers to what drives the evolution of a green strategy in a firm. The green 

marketing field is in need of theories in this specific area for two main reasons: for 

conducting longitudinal studies of green strategies, which remains as a big gap 

within the green marketing literature, and as a foundation for future research 

concerning how firms develop and implement green strategies (Banerjee, 2002; 

Banerjee, Iyer & Kashyap, 2003; Bowen, 2000; Polonsky & Rosenberger, 2001; 

Tollin & Vej, 2012). In addition to this, what drives firms into developing green 

strategies are especially interesting since they seem to differ between both industries 

and individual firms. (Banerjee, 2002; Banerjee, Iyer och Kashyap, 2003; González-

Benito & González-Benito, 2005; Tollin & Vej, 2012). Therefore the aim of this 

study is to contribute to the knowledge gap within the field. Due to the authors’ prior 

experiences of examining the plastic manufacturing industry, this study will collect 

empirical data from firms within this industry.  

 

1.3 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to develop understanding regarding why plastic 

manufacturers in a B2B context, develop green strategies and how they do it. 

 

1.4 Research questions 

 Why do B2B plastic manufacturers practice green strategies and how do they 

integrate them into concrete activities. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
The foundation of this study will be based on Banerjee's (2002) theoretical 

framework of Corporate Environmentalism, which is an approach that focuses on the 

organization-wide recognition and importance of environmental issues when 

developing strategies. Banerjee suggests that the corporate environmentalism of a 

firm can be understood through investigating a firm's environmental orientation and 

environmental strategy, which can be done by analyzing a manager's perceptions of 

these. Since Corporate Environmentalism is studied from a strategic perspective, it 

can seem as detached from green marketing. However, Banerjee (1999) argues that 

this is not the case. The concept, with its roots in green marketing, has to be shared 

across fields. A firm's green marketing strategy cannot be entirely understood if not 

integrating all operational functions connected to it, and is therefore one of the 

reasons to why Corporate Environmentalism applies a strategic, organizational-wide 

approach (Banerjee, 1999).  

  

2.1 Environmental Orientation 
The environmental orientation regards the ideas of a firm's responsibility towards the 

environment and recognizing their operations environmental impact and the need to 

reduce such impact. This recognition is affected by a set of forces, which also affect 

the development of a green strategy. These forces can be divided into two parts: 

internal and external (Banerjee, 2002) 

 

2.1.1 Internal Orientation 

In the concept of environmentalism, internal orientation regards a firm’s values, 

believes and ethical commitment towards the environment (Banerjee et al., 2003; 

Baker & Sinkula, 2005). This behavior is embedded in the organization and all the 

members of the firm develop collective ideas and act in a similar way (Banerjee et 

al., 2003).  

 

As stated in the introduction, a manager’s commitment and environmental beliefs are 

essential for implementing green practices. According to Nair and Ndubisi (2015) 

and Stone, Joseph and Blodgett (2004) it is a manager’s emotional connection and 

interest towards environmental concerns, which initially shape an organization’s 

environmental commitment. More specifically, environmental leaders can share 
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environmentally based values throughout the organization and inspire employees into 

adopting greener behaviors (Nair & Ndubisi, 2015; Robertson et. al., 2013; Sharma, 

2000). However, if the employees lack understanding in why they have to implement 

such behaviors, then they are not likely to be able to meet the top management’s 

expectations (Feng, Zhao & Su, 2014; Norton, Zacher & Ashkanasy, 2014). In order 

to prevent a disoriented organization, environmental policies and programs, where 

green practices or aims are stated, are needed (Rasmus & Steger, 2000). Nair and 

Ndubisi (2015) argues that having an environmental policy in place could be seen as 

a road map, where it brings better clarity among the involved stakeholders. 

Implementing these specific policies can also create social norms within the 

organization, which can form an environmental culture (Norton, Zacher & 

Ashkanasy, 2014; Stone, Joseph & Blodgett 2004).  

 A firm with a strong environmental culture can affect and inspire its 

employees, into adopt greener activities when demonstrating different initiatives like; 

conserving water, switching off unused electronics or printing double-sided papers 

(Feng, Zhao & Su, 2014; Norton, Zacher & Ashkanasy, 2014; Robertson et. al., 

2013;  Smit & Rootman, 2013). However it is not just the smaller activities that are 

being overlooked. Environmental oriented firms also tend to educate its employees 

on legislative requirements and how minimize environmental impacts of the value-

added operations (Banerjee et al., 2003; Chan et al. 2012). According to Feng, Zhao 

and Su (2014) these firms have high levels of green education towards the 

organizational members, but also on being open-minded to implement and learn how 

to operate in an even more eco-friendly manner. In addition to that, educating the 

employees on being more green, increases their power to influence the organization 

in the other way around. The employees can give the organization inputs on new 

innovations and working methods (Woods, 1993) and participate in the decision-

making process. Another benefit which can occur when implementing green 

employee training, is a positive image to the public (Daily & Huang, 2001). Leitch, 

Nieves, Burke, Little and Gorin (1995) identifies this ability to influence the firm, as 

employee empowerment and mean that employees than have the ability to affect the 

overall operations. However, despite giving the employees power, they sometimes 

need rewards for their green practices. The rewards can be seen as reinforcements to 

motivate the members to maintain the commitment toward the environment (Daily & 

Huang, 2001). When good green practices are notified, Chen, Tang, Jin, Li, Paillé 
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(2015) argues that, managers can hand out rewards both internally (e.g. internal 

publications or compliments at meetings) and externally (e.g., financial bonuses). 

 

2.1.2 External Orientation 

The external orientation of the firm is influenced by the pressures of the different 

stakeholders of a firm (Banerjee, 2002). Stakeholders can be defined as "any group 

or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization's 

objectives" (Freeman, 1984, p. 46). The stakeholders can pressure the firm to take 

pro-environmental actions for different matters, which can therefore lead to a variety 

of practices that the firm can respond with (Fineman & Clarkson, 1996; González-

Benito & González-Benito, 2010; Murillo-Luna, Garcés-Ayerbe & Rivera-Torres, 

2008; Sharma & Henriques, 2005). The influence of this pressure however, depends 

on the manager's perception of the stakeholder's importance to the firm (Banerjee, 

2002; Chan, He, Chan & Wang, 2012; Delmas & Toffel, 2004). Henriques and 

Sadorsky (1999) proposes four categories in which green stakeholders can be sorted 

into, namely: regulatory stakeholders, organizational stakeholders, community 

stakeholders and the media. However, media will not be discussed in this study, 

since we consider this stakeholder to be irrelevant for firms of the size that will be 

investigated (small and medium). 

  

The regulatory stakeholders can be considered to be one of the most influential 

stakeholders, and the government as the most prominent actor among them. This is 

due to their ability to set environmental regulations (Henriques & Sadorsky, 1996; 

1999; Hoffman, 2001), which Fineman and Clarke (1996) mean are set in order to 

protect society from environmental harm. These regulations could for example 

consider pollution-regulating laws or restrictions regarding the use of certain raw 

materials (Henriques & Sadorsky, 1996; 1999; Hoffman, 2001). However, 

governments can also promote green practices through offering assistance or other 

benefits to firms who adopt them (Delmas, 2002; Delmas & Toffel, 2004). For 

example, Delmas (2002) writes about that the government can facilitate the 

implementation of green quality standards, like ISO 14001, by enhancing the 

reputation of the firms who adopt it or provide with technical assistance to reduce 

costs related to the implementation of the standards. Governmental encouragements 

like these can increase the demand for green quality standards like ISO 14001, as 
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stakeholders may start to believe in its benefits, since the government promotes 

them. 

 Actors who have got the ability to set industry norms (e.g. trade associations 

and industry leaders), could also be considered as regulatory stakeholders. Successful 

green implementations made by industry leaders can lead to a change in industry 

standards, which can pressure other firms to adopt similar practices, in order to 

survive the emerging marketing conditions (Barett 1992; Delmas & Toffel, 2004; 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999).  

 Another group of stakeholders who can pressure the firm into greener practices 

significantly, are organizational stakeholders, where the most common actors seem 

to be customers, suppliers, employees and shareholders (Delmas & Toffel, 2004; 

Fineman & Clarke, 1996; Henriques & Sadorsky, 1996; Henriques & Sadorsky, 

1999). The customers may pressure the firm into adopting green practices through 

their buying power, which makes them the most influential actor among the 

organizational stakeholders (Delmas & Toffel, 2004; Henriques & Sadorsky, 1996; 

1999). They can, for example, exert environmental pressure by demanding more 

green products on the specific market (Fineman & Clarke, 1996) or start to consider 

environmental responsibility when selecting potential suppliers (Delmas & Toffel, 

2004). The latter example can also work 'the other way around', i.e. suppliers 

exerting environmental pressure through considering environmental responsibility as 

a customer criteria. Some suppliers may not want to collaborate with customers that 

are not environmentally responsible (Henriques & Sadorsky, 1999), since it might 

harm their reputation or image (Fineman & Clarke, 1996; Henriques & Sadorsky, 

1999). Environmentally irresponsible firms may therefore perceive pressure from the 

employees as well, since they risk getting whistle-blowed regarding their lack of 

commitment to the environment (Dechant & Altman, 1994; Henriques & Sadorsky, 

1996). The risk of information leakage or environmental scandals are also reasons to 

why shareholders can consider investments into environmental irresponsible firms as 

riskier, and is also why firms perceive pressure from shareholders or potential 

investors (Buysse & Verbeke, 2003; Hamilton, 1995; Henriques & Sadorsky, 1996).  

 Community stakeholders consist of local community groups and environmental 

organizations (e.g. Greenpeace), and both of the actors seem to play a significant role 

into making firms adopting greener practices (Delmas & Toffel, 2004; Henriques & 

Sadorsky, 1996; 1999; Darnall, Henriques & Sadorsky, 2008). The reason for this 
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could be the actor’s ability of leading attempts towards mobilizing public opinion, in 

order to pursue boycotts of targeted firms or products (Baron, 2003; Darnall, 

Henriques & Sadorsky, 2008; Fineman & Clarke, 1996; Henriques & Sadorsky, 

1999). Firms might also engage in green practices in order to maintain their 

relationship with the local communities (Delmas & Toffel, 2004) or by feeling a 

desire of being 'a good neighbor' (Raines, 2002). 

 

2.2 Environmental Strategy 
Regarding the Environmental Strategy, Banerjee (2002) means that it "... reflects the 

degree of integration of environmental issues into the strategic planning process" (p. 

182). The integrated issues correspond to the more environmentally friendly 

activities pursued by the firm (Banerjee, 2002). A firm can perform wide range of 

such activities that can be organized into different categories. The most common of 

these strategies were found to be: green product development, green production, 

green supply chain management and green advertisement. The organizing of the 

activities was primarily inspired by Polonsky and Rosenberger's (2001) framework 

regarding green marketing strategies and tactics.  

 The categories are presented in the different phases that a product goes through 

according to Madu, Kuei and Madu (2001), starting with green product development 

→ green production → distribution (green supply chain management). Finally, green 

advertising will be discussed, which is not necessarily directly bound.  

 

2.2.1 Green Product Design 

Green product design is about developing products with the least environmental 

impact as possible without compromising with the products function or quality 

(Luttropp & Lagerstedt, 2006; Navichandra, 1991; Zhang, Kuo, Lu & Huang, 1997). 

Between seventy and eighty percent of a product's total environmental impact seem 

to be designed into the product and all of the processes that are involved with its 

production (Ashley, 1993; Karlsson & Luttropp, 2006; Polonsky & Rosenberger, 

2001). These impacts can be mapped through a life-cycle analysis, which is a tool 

that can evaluate the resource requirements and the environmental impact of all 

stages of the product life-cycle (Choi & Hwang, 2015; Schmidheiny, 1992; Zhang, et 

al. 1997), see Figure 1. This way, the firm might stimulate the innovation of new 
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environmental solutions in order to reduce the product's impact on the environment 

(Schmidheiny, 1992).  

 

Figure 1, an example stages included in a Product Life-Cycle analysis. Own figure. 

However, in addition to this analytic tool, there are some other areas that might be 

important to revise when designing a 'greener' product. The choice of raw material is 

important to take into consideration, and the aim of the firm should be towards 

minimizing the use of non-renewable resources, and instead increase the use of 

renewable ones, preferably recycled resources (Choi & Hwang, 2015; Horvath, 

Hendrickson, Lave & McMichael, 1995; Rusinko, 2007; Zhang et al. 1997). The 

easiness of the product's disassembly should also be considered when designing a 

product, since it can support the recycling of the product after its useful life 

(Boothroyd, Dewhurst & Knight, 1994; Schmidheiny, 1992; Zhang et al. 1997). 

When deciding which production methods will be needed for the production of the 

product, attributes like energy usage or resource efficiency might be relevant 

parameters to consider (Choi & Hwang, 2015; Zhang et al. 1997). The firm can also 

focus on developing solutions that increases the product's useful life (Schmidheiny, 

1992) or make adaptations to the product's packaging (e.g. lighter packages), in order 

to reduce packaging wastes and distribution impact (Choi & Hwang, 2015; 

Schmidheiny, 1992; Zhang et al. 1997). Finally, the product can contain instructions 

on how it is to be recycled, which can promote the end-users to recycle the product 

instead of disposing it (Dechant & Altman, 1994). 

 

2.2.2 Green Production 

Baines, Brown, Benedettini & Ball (2012) define green production as "the 

application of environmentally and socially sensitive practices to reduce the negative 

impact of manufacturing activities while, at the same time, harmonising the pursuit 

Manufacturing

Distribution

Product usage
Recycling or 

Disposal

Raw material
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of economic benefits" (s. 54). Practically, green production processes aim towards 

using energy and resources (e.g. raw material) as effective as possible, in order to 

reduce the amount of resources needed to produce the products. The effective use of 

resources will also affect the amount and toxicity of both waste and emissions 

produced (Chiang & Tseng, 2005). The management and reduction of waste seem to 

be essential when discussing green production practices (Madu, Kuei & Madu, 

2002). Historically, firms have focused on the different methods in which waste can 

be managed, for example the disposal and recycling of toxic and hazardous waste 

(Wilhelm, Parsaei, Fleischman, Kaltenhauser & Watters, 1993). This focus has later 

shifted towards a philosophy that is more concerned with preventing waste, rather 

than the disposal of it (Gupta, 1995).  

 There are two approaches towards reducing the production process' 

environmental impact. According to Zhang et al. (1997) the first is based on the idea 

of diminishing the negative impacts from parts of a product's life-cycle process. This 

could, for example, concern improving existing production methods in order to 

reduce the amount of waste generated (i.e. reduce pollution), but disregard the toxic 

raw materials that are used in the process (Zhang et al. 1997). The second approach 

is discussed by Alting and Jorgensen (1993) and May and Flannery (1995), which 

aims towards reducing the environmental impacts done by all of the product's life-

cycle process. Moreover, Alting and Jorgensen (1993) argue that the entire cycle 

should be designed in a way that does not produce any negative environmental 

impact. This approach includes therefore that all of the activities, such as the product 

design, manufacturing, usage and disposal, should aim towards being as sustainable 

as possible (Alting & Jorgensen, 1993). As a result, this approach is more of a vision, 

since designing processes that inflict zero environmental damage can be considered 

to be difficult to achieve. 

 

With other words; waste reduction efforts can only be done when targeting the 

source of waste, not the symptoms (i.e. only managing the disposal or recycling). 

May and Flannery (1995) propose two procedures that can help to minimize the 

waste generated in the production process: good housekeeping and process 

modifications. 

 Good housekeeping consists of minor activities that includes regular 

maintenance and undergo controls to identify faults, which can lead to lower waste 
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amounts on a short-term basis. These activities do not require much capital 

investment, and is therefore considered to be a cheaper alternative to making process 

modifications. However, process modifications can yield greater waste reductions, 

due to the greater improvements that are being carried out, which can significantly 

reduce the amount of waste on a long-term basis (May & Flannery, 1995; 

Schmidheiny, 1992). One of the modifications that can be done in the production 

process is implementing cleaner technologies. This can be done through either 

adopting new machines that currently has the lowest environmental impact (on the 

market) or through improvement of existing machines. Attributes that can be 

considered to prevent waste could be: energy-saving, resource efficient, releases 

lower amounts of emissions, etc (Chiang & Tseng, 2005; Ilomäki & Melanen, 2001; 

Klassen & Whybark, 1999; Zhang et al. 1997; Zilahy, 2004). Due to these reasons, 

cleaner technologies seem to be related to benefits like cost reductions, increased 

flexibility and production speed (Ilomäki & Melanen, 2001; Klassen & Whybark, 

1999). There are also technologies that can reprocess the waste generated (e.g. 

recycling plastic scraps), which may lower the amount of process input needed 

(Polonsky & Rosenberger, 2001). However, the reprocessing alone does not reduce 

the amount of waste generated and should therefore be seen as an addition to waste 

prevention attributes. Implementing technologies that solely focuses on the disposal 

of waste rather than targeting its source to reduce it, may instead lead to the contrary 

as the earlier mentioned benefits (Klassen & Whybark, 1999). 

 Due to the financial benefits of reducing waste, managers seem to regard 

process modifications as a natural aim for reducing costs, rather than doing it for 

environmental concern (Ilomäki & Melanen, 2001). However, according to the same 

study, some firms might consider the waste costs as insignificant compared to the 

costs of the investments that can reduce the waste amounts. With other words, many 

modifications that are carried out or not, may in fact be driven by financial reasons 

(Ilomäki & Melanen, 2001). 

 

Actions like May and Flannery (1995) proposed can also be introduced to a firm 

through integrating an environmental management system (EMS), where ISO14001 

is considered to be the most widespread EMS (Zobel 2016). ISO14001 includes a set 

of processes and activities that allow management the ability to better control, 

analyze and reduce the environmental impact of their operations, which can lead to 
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efficiency improvements and cost reductions. The system is also updated regularly in 

order to always align with the current regulations, so that a certified firm operates 

according to the regulatory expectations (Pawar & Risetto 2001; Zobel 2016). 

Implementing ISO14001 can be considered as a costly process, since it requires 

significant investments in time, energy and financial resources (Daily & Huang 

2001). However, studies conducted within the field have generated contradicting 

results, in whether ISO14001 actually improves efficiency and reduce environmental 

impact. With other words: having an ISO 14001 certificate does not necessarily 

reduce a firm's impact on the environment (Zobel, 2016). 

 

2.2.3 Green Supply Chain Management 

The theories that were presented earlier discuss green practices that can be performed 

internally. However, since a significant environmental impact can be traced along the 

actors of the supply chain (Perkins & Brewer, 2010), the interaction between them 

should therefore not be ignored when discussing green strategies. One of the key 

activities is the selection of which suppliers who are going to be connected to the 

supply chain (Govidan, Rajendran, Sarkis & Murugesan, 2013). Firms who are 

committed to the environment, can choose to collaborate exclusively with suppliers 

who meet their environmental standards (Zhu & Sarkis 2004; Govindan et al. 2013). 

Potential suppliers can therefore be evaluated and selected according to 

environmental related criteria, like requiring that the supplier is ISO 14001 certified 

(Chen, 2005). Collaborating with green suppliers, who are not directly connected to 

the operational functions of the firms, can be beneficial in terms of cost reductions 

when implementing green practices (Hoejmose, Brammer & Millington, 2012). In 

addition to that, collaborations can also lead to reduced environmental impact, by 

sharing a cargo with another actor for the distribution of the firm's goods (Leonidou, 

Katsikeas & Morgan, 2012). Product distribution has a significant environmental 

impact, and can therefore benefit from solutions that require fewer transport modes 

(Polonsky and Rosenberger, 2001). 

 

2.2.4 Green Advertising 

Advertising is a frequently used method for firms to use, in order to spread messages 

to a target audience (Polonsky & Hyman, 2007). Green advertising is a specific field 

in the general advertising theory and according to Chan, Leung and Wong (2006) the 

practice help firms to inform, persuade and remind stakeholders about their 
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environmentally work concerning manufacturing processes, products and other 

business activities. The definition of Green advertising can be seen in different 

perspectives, but Banerjee, Gulas and Iyer (1995) state that it involve promoting; the 

relationship between a product and the environment around it, a green lifestyle or a 

corporate image of environmental responsibility. Moreover, firms can reach out to 

the public about environmental claims and appeals, but also publicize efforts which 

has been achieved (Banerjee, 2002; Menon et al., 1999; Polonsky & Rosenberger, 

2001). Green advertisements can be created into various way and have different 

levels of meanings. They can be either shallow with a general environmental focus 

and vague messages, or have a deeper meaning about, for example, innovative 

actions which have been implemented into the firm (Banerjee, Gulas & Iyer, 1995).  

 As a consequence of more green advertisements, concern about misleading 

messages have occurred (Davis, 1993; Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla, Paladino, 2014). 

According to Polonsky & Hyman (2007) misleading advertisement is when a firm 

communicate with consumers and telling them deceptive attributes of a product 

which, in the purchase process, cannot be evaluated by the consumer. Furthermore, a 

reason to this can be because the consumers might lack technical expertise about the 

product. Misleading consumers into making them think a firm is implementing green 

strategies or launching a green product when it is not, is defined as greenwashing 

(Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla, Paladino, 2014). This phenomenon can make consumers 

skeptical, and can in the end have a negative impact on a firm’s credibility and its 

overall performance (Vanhamme & Grobben, 2009; Newell, Goldsmith & Banzhaf, 

1998). In addition to that, greenwashing can also hurt all corporations doing green 

practices in the long run (Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla, Paladino, 2014). To avoid 

greenwashing firms should instead have a more truthful approach (Newell, 

Goldsmith & Banzhaf, 1998). However, communicating with consumers about green 

practices is sometimes a complex matter. Polonsky and Rosenberger (2001) argue 

that firms should research about how consumers perceive environmental information, 

and if they understand the concept of what is actually being communicated. Firms 

should also be specific about the claims they make and have supportive evidence 

when needed (Nyilasy, Gangadharbatla & Paladino, 2014).  
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2.3 Summary of the theoretical framework 

A summary of all identified items from our theoretical concepts are presented below 

(Figure 2 and 3). 

 

Figure 2, a summary of all items presented in Environmental Orientation. Own figure. 

Figure 3, a summary of all items presented in Environmental Strategy. Own figure. 

INTERNAL ORIENTATION 
 

 Manager values 

 Environmental policy 

 Employee training 

 Rewards 

EXTERNAL ORIENTATION 
 

 Regulatory stakeholders 

o Government 
o Trade associations 
o Industry leader 

 Organizational stakeholder 

o Customers 
o Suppliers 
o Employees 
o Shareholders 

 Community stakeholders 

o Local communities 
o Environmental organizations 

GREEN PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT 
 
 Life-cycle analysis 

 Choice of raw material 

 Disassembly 

 Solutions that increase product 

life 

 Packaging  

 Recycling instructions 

GREEN PRODUCTION 
 

 Waste management  

 Waste reduction 

 Good Housekeeping 

 Process modifications  

 Environmental Quality Systems, 

ISO 14001 

GREEN SUPPLY CHAIN 
MANAGEMENT 

 

 Green supplier selection 

 Green collaborations 

 Distribution 

 

GREEN ADVERTISING 
 

 Communication of green 

efforts 

 Greenwashing 
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3 Method 
In order to answer this study's research question and purpose, several methodological 

decisions have been made. These are presented in this chapter. 

 

3.1 Research approach 
3.1.1 Qualitative and deductive approach 

Since we were interested of the manager's description of how the firm approaches 

environmental issues in both mind and action, a more in-depth data was considered 

necessary. Due to this, a qualitative approach has been chosen for this study. A 

quantitative approach could have been suitable for this study if we focused solely on 

which green activities that the individual firm performed, however, since we were 

also interested in knowing why the activities were performed in the first place, a 

quantitative approach was not conducted. These arguments align with Bryman and 

Bell (2013) arguments, about that a qualitative is suitable for research questions that 

aim towards creating a deeper understanding for the chosen subject, in contrary to 

quantitative approaches. 

 Since we wanted to contribute to the identified theoretical gap, we wanted a 

more concrete theoretical framework to guide our collection of empirical data. 

Bryman and Bell (2013) argue that the deductive approach can be suitable in such 

cases, and was therefore applied in this study. We believe that an inductive approach 

could have led to more unspecified data collection, which could have resulted in 

generating theories that would not address the identified gap directly.  

 

3.2 Research design 
As mentioned previously in the problem discussion, there is a gap regarding the 

understanding of how and why green strategies are developed in firms and due to 

this, we feel that there is a need for exploring this matter further. However, because 

of the enormous size of possible respondents and answers to our research question, 

we have decided to focus on a specific context. Therefore our goal is to explore how 

and why green activities are performed in the firms within the context. According to 

Yin (2009) studies which aim to answer questions like “how” and “why” are 

considered to be of exploratory kind. Furthermore, exploratory designs sometimes 

lack clear structures, due to the fact that the studies often are conducted in areas with 
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little prior knowledge (Bryman and Bell, 2013). Because of this, an exploratory 

design can be suitable when there is a gap in the literature. 

 

3.3 Literature collection 
We had to conduct a literature collection in order to create the framework that would 

guide our data collection and analysis. Firstly, we gathered literature from the green 

marketing field, in order to create a deeper understanding of available strategies and 

concepts. During that process, we found a framework (corporate environmentalism) 

that aligned with our research question, which we later applied into this study. This 

framework was developed (2002) and tested (2003) by Banerjee, whose articles are 

among the most cited within the field of green marketing strategies (409 quotations 

(2002); 542 quotations (2003), on 25-05-2016). We believe that the author's 

recognition within the field implies that the framework is legitimate alternative to use 

for research questions like our own.  

 However, other than stating general guidelines or examples, the framework 

itself did not contain a wider explanation of which green activities that could be 

performed by a firm (ES) or what and why motivates firms into adopting green 

practices (EO). We believe that this "gap" within the framework was intended by the 

author, with the reason that the green initiatives can be performed in an infinite 

amount of ways or take many different shapes. In the same way, what shapes the 

motivations behind a firm's green practices (EO) can be considered as highly 

contextual.  

 With Banerjee's guidelines as a starting point, we more or less screened the 

field of corporate environmentalism, in order to acquire which activities (ES) and the 

motivations behind them (EO) that were the most common. This procedure, along 

with suggestions from the highly recognized authors Polonsky and Rosenberger 

(2001) within the green strategies field, helped us to develop concrete sub-concepts 

for this study's corporate environmentalism. In order to further extend these sub-

concepts, we had to gather literature outside the green marketing field and search 

directly into the field that concerned a specific sub-concept. For example, to fill out 

"stakeholder pressure", we searched for studies that solely focused on that 

phenomenon. It should also be noted that we had some prior knowledge about firms 

that operate in the industry that we chose for this study, which somewhat influenced 

the depth of some sub-concepts on ES. Green production is an example of such a 
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sub-concept, which we felt was important to focus on due to its relevance for plastic 

manufacturing firms (chosen industry for this study). In addition to this, the fact that 

the firms that were going to be studied belonged to the B2B sector also contributed to 

a deeper focus within the sub-concept. 

 

Besides the discussed recognition of the authors of our framework's foundation, 

measurements have been taken into account in order to ensure the legitimacy of all 

sources used in this study. All of the scientific articles used in this study have been 

peer-reviewed and published in acknowledged journals in their respective fields. 

Many of these articles are written by authors that are widely recognized within their 

fields, which we estimated according to the amount of quotations and how prominent 

they were in other authors' articles within the field. This was also one of the most 

used methods that we used to find new articles for a given subject (i.e. identifying 

new authors in articles that led to new articles). The master thesis's that were used 

have been peer-reviewed as well. Books had to be published by acknowledged 

publishers, in order to be considered as legitimate enough for this study. 

 Although Perkins and Brewer's (2010) theoretical contribution to this study is 

published as an article on www.triplepundit.com, which is a global media platform 

that publishes sustainability related issues in different business contexts1, in order to 

advocate for sustainable practices in firms. However, we consider the article written 

by Perkins and Brewer (2010) as legit for its contribution in our introduction and 

theoretical framework, which did not change the final outcome of this study in any 

way. This is because we feel that the authors jobs and positions (CEO for large 

companies that work with sustainability issues), along with the TriplePundit values, 

are of relevance to this study. 

 

3.4 Empirical data collection 

Before the interviews took place, we designed an interview guide that was divided 

into the same concepts (e.g. “green supply chain management”) and items (e.g. 

“green supplier selection”) which can be seen in the theoretical chapter. We wanted 

to use the guide as a question sheet, but without any specific questions written on the 

paper. The purpose of doing this was to ask the respondents about the items in a 

more informal manner, in order to have a more open discussion, but at the same time 

                                                 
1 http://www.triplepundit.com/about 
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make sure that they did not discuss irrelevant things. Moreover, we were hoping that 

the openness could help the respondents to talk more natural and that the interview 

would have a better flow, than if they had to answer specific questions. Based on 

this, we considered our approach to be a combination of both semi structured and 

open interviews. According to Bryman and Bell (2013) semi structured interviews 

are usually shaped from an interview guide with themes and questions which often 

are asked in a specific order. The purpose of using this approach is to give us more 

power over the result of the interview, since we can prevent the respondents from 

talking about irrelevant things. This issue is however also the downside of open 

interviews because their lack of structure. The open interviews sometimes tend to 

shift the discussions in many different directions, depending on who the respondents 

are. Nevertheless, Bryman and Bell (2013) argue that these interviews more often 

feel like conversations, due to the fact that they do not follow a specific pattern.    

 When collecting the empirical data, we were inspired by a study made by 

Ilomäki and Melanen (2001). They collected their material through a list of themes 

and, similar to our approach, they neither had written questions. Futhermore, the 

themes in their study were not discussed in a given order. This approach was also 

adopted by us, though we did not have the need for discussing our concepts and 

items in a specific order. In addition to that, the unimportance of the theme order 

opened up the discussions even further and reduced the feeling of being in a strict 

interview.  

 However, we felt that we could not just be focusing on the structure of the 

interviews, without reflecting how we as researchers should be when collecting the 

empirical data. In order to collect it in a proper way, we therefore wanted to refrain 

from applying academic words and leading questions. According to Bryman and Bell 

(2013) these two interview approaches are considered to be incorrect, though they 

increase the risk of collecting data which does not reflect the phenomena that is 

being observed. If we ask the respondents leading questions we could, unconscious 

or not, manipulate their answers and consequently making the empirical data 

deceptive. The risk of not collecting authentic data also increases when using words 

the respondents do not understand. They might misinterpret the issue and approach it 

differently from what we aimed to collect.  
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3.4.1 Insights from pilot interview 

When the interview guide was designed, we decided to conduct a test interview, in 

order to evaluate the guide itself and the flow of the discussion. To make the test as 

realistic as possible, another plastic manufacturing firm within the sampling frame 

was selected. The interview lasted for 58 minutes, however this also included small-

talk and a discussion about what we could do better for next time. Together we came 

up with following conclusions:  

 We realized that it was not necessary to collect the names of the respondents, 

nor the names of the firms and therefore we could anonymize everyone. This 

change was made in order to make the managers feel comfortable when 

discussing their green practices. 

 Instead of asking the managers: “why do you not work with X (e.g. clean 

technologies)?” we should ask them “what should change in order for you to 

work with X (e.g. clean technologies)?”. When doing this, we reduce the risk 

of making the respondents perceive the question as negative and 

condescending.    

 One question, regular maintenance of machines, felt unnecessary and 

according to the respondent it was “too basic”. He said that everyone 

nowadays undergo regular maintenance in the daily work. In order to reduce 

unnecessary questions, we therefore decided to skip this question. 

 Before the test interview we wanted to make the interview to be more as a 

conversation, rather than a structured interview where we researchers asked a 

question and the respondent then replied back in a formal manner. We wanted 

him to explain the firm’s green practices without interfering with questions 

that could change his perspective and answers. To make the interview more 

open, we asked the test respondent wider questions like “how do you work 

with green production?”, so that he could answer more freely. However he 

found it difficult to understand the questions and what to reply, so we 

changed the questions after the test interview. We felt that the respondents 

might need some examples on items which involve green production.   

 Another thing that came up in the test interview, was the importance of making 

a background check on the firms in the study. Some concepts, like new 

product development and advertisement, could be less relevant in some firms 

due to their business structure. Several firms did not offer products which 
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were designed by themselves and instead only focused on producing products 

which were designed by the costumers. When doing a background check 

before the interviews, we could get a better understanding of how the firms 

operate and also have a good starting point when discussing less relevant 

concepts. 

 When starting the interview we should clarify that we do not want to evaluate 

how the firms’ green practices are, in order to then compare the firms all 

together. We have to make it very clear that the purpose of the study is just to 

describe how they implement them and why. 

 

3.4.2 Collection procedure 

All the interviews started with an introduction, where we informed the respondents 

about the purpose of the study, that they would be anonymous throughout the process 

and that the interviews would be recorded. In total, the interviews were between 30 

to 50 minutes long, depending on how much the managers said. Also the structures 

of the interviews varied, due to the open interview technique. We guided the 

managers through different themes we wanted to discuss with them, and the order of 

the themes were unimportant for this study. Because of this structure, the interviews 

went on smoothly without any longer pauses. However, due to the somewhat 

unstructured interview design, the focus sometimes shifted and the respondents 

started talking about general and unrelated things. When this happened we let them 

finish their arguments and then tried to make them talk more about the items within 

the context of the study. This was possible thanks to our interview guide, though it 

made it easier for us to see new items that had not been discussed previously. We 

saw it more like a check list of items that had been discussed and items that needed 

to be introduced and discussed.  

 

Six managers were interviewed at the firms they represented. There were two reasons 

for why we wanted to conduct the interviews at their working place. Due to the 

study’s research question, to examine how and why managers implement green 

practices, we wanted to collect the empirical findings at the firms, so that we could 

observe the firm in action. We felt that we could understand and analyze the 

empirical findings better, if we saw how possible green practices were being 

impregnated in the organizations. The other reason for why we conducted the 



  

 

21 

interviews at the firms was to make the managers feel comfortable. We thought the 

conversation between us and the managers could be of better quality, if we met at 

their work place, than a more neutral place.  

 

3.5 Operationalization 

A table has been established in order to demonstrate how items and sub-items were 

generated from the theoretical framework. The operationalization was used as a 

guideline for our interviews and worked also as a checklist, so that we could make 

sure that all items had been discussed in some way. However, the theoretical concept 

of greenwashing was developed for analytical purposes and was not an item we 

discussed during the interviews. The operationalization table can be found in 

Appendix B.  

 

3.6 Sampling 

The firms that were chosen for this study had to belong to the B2B. In order to 

narrow down the sampling frame, following criteria were set (see Table 1 below). 

Delimitation criteria In this study 

Industry Plastic manufacturers 

Geographic area GGVV-region, consists of the 

communities of Gnosjö, Gislaved, 

Värnamo and Vaggeryd. 

Size Small and medium enterprises (SME). 

Table 1, an overview of the delimitation criteria for the sampling frame. 

 

The plastic industry was chosen due to our personal interest for the industry, which 

we developed during earlier collaborations with a plastic manufacturer. This firm 

also operated within the GGVV-region, which is also part of the reason to the 

geographic delimitation. However, the main reason for choosing this particular 

geographic area is that the GGVV-region is famous for their concentrated amounts of 

B2B manufacturing firms operating within the four communities, especially 

belonging to the plastic industry. In addition to this, we chose to only include firms 

that are considered to be small or medium of size, according to the SME definition 

guide that was created by the European Commission. Employee count or annual 
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balance sheet total are two measurements that are suggested when determining the 

size of the firm. The measurements according to the guide are the following: 

 

 Small firm: 10-50 employees or EUR 2-50 million in balance sheet total. 

 Medium Firm: 50-250 employees or EUR 10-43 million in balance sheet total. 

 

The reason behind this delimitation is also related to our prior collaboration with the 

plastic manufacturing firm mentioned earlier, who are of medium size.  

 All of our delimitations have in some way been influenced by our prior 

collaboration with a plastic manufacturer. However, since our collaboration lasted 

for one and a half year, we considered its influence over our delimitations as a 

natural "next-step" in our academic work. Aside the contributing to a theoretical gap, 

these delimitations would allow us to create an even deeper understanding for the 

plastic industry, which is of personal interest for us. 

 

The list of all firms that were relevant for this study was conducted with the help of 

the search function of a website named Gnosjöregion.se. This website is run by a 

local community that represents all of the firms operating within the GGVV-region. 

Besides publishing local news about the region's industrial life, Gnosjöregion aims 

towards market the region and the firms operating within it, in order inter alia to 

attract new firms to establish their business within the area. 

 By searching for "plastics" on the site's search function, a list of firms that in 

some way worked with plastics were presented. The firms were screened one by one, 

and the companies that were not in line with our sample criteria were deselected. We 

used the website allabolag.se in order to examine each firm's employee count and 

their balance sheet total. In order to book the interviews, we called each firm's 

reception, where we explained who we were and the purpose of our study, and then 

asked whom the receptionist considered to be the most suitable person to speak with 

for this task. The reason to why we chose to let the receptionist decide who was 

going to be our respondent was because of one main reason: we do not believe that 

the "title says it all". To clarify; at a first sight, an environmental manager can be 

considered as the right person to talk to with for this kind of study. However, our 

experience with firms in our previous studies is that small and medium firms can 

have very limited resources, especially in terms of employees. For example, at the 

http://www.gnosjoregion.se/
http://www.allabolag.se/
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firm where we did our pilot interview, the production manager is responsible for both 

the production and human resources. We also believe that an environmental manager 

might be very involved in the production processes, and might therefore lack 

knowledge about the firm's green activities in other areas, for example marketing.  

 This is why we considered the receptionist to be the most suitable person to 

make the decision of which manager that we needed to speak with for our study. 

After getting connected to a relevant manager, we gave them the same information as 

the receptionist and asked if they wanted to participate in our study. If they agreed, 

we sent them an email with the dates that we had available. This way, we could 

establish an email-conversation with them online, where they (the respondents) could 

reach us if they had any questions or wanted to reschedule the interview.  

 In total nine firms were contacted, with two firms declining and one forgetting 

to respond. We managed to book six interviews, which we regarded to be a 

reasonable amount to cover our theoretical framework and that was within our time 

schedule. Out of the six managers that accepted to participate in our study, three 

were CEOs, two were quality and environmental manager and one was economic 

manager.  

 

3.7 Presentation and analysis of empirical data 
For this study, we chose to present and analyze the empirical data in the same 

chapter. Since we want to describe why and how our sample firms work with green 

strategies, we felt that it would be repetitive to mention our findings in both an 

empirical chapter and in the analysis. Furthermore, since we want to create a basic 

understanding for how firms work with such strategies, our theoretical framework 

was developed more for empirical data gathering than analyzing. With this said, our 

analysis was intended to be more a presentation of "this is how it (the theoretical 

framework) looks like in this context", than a deeper analysis where theoretical 

concepts are questioned by empirical findings. So by integrating the empirical 

findings with the analysis, we felt that the study would be less repetitive. In addition 

to this, the reader would have to go through less material in order to understand what 

we found and its relevance to our theoretical framework. 

 

The empirical data will be discussed in the same order as the theoretical framework, 

which means that each sub-concept will be presented and analyzed individually. In 
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order to start the analysis, we screened through each transcription and color marked 

all parts that concerned a specific sub-concept. For example, everything that was said 

related to external orientation was marked in red, and when we wanted to analyze 

external orientation, we gathered all of the parts that were red-marked from each 

transcription into one document. This procedure made it possible for us to 

structurally analyze the collected empirical data.  

 Our presented theories are more or less an abstract of green activities that can 

be performed by a firm, whereas our data collection actually shows which activities 

that are performed by firms in the plastic industry. By comparing our theoretical 

framework and empirical data, we can describe common activities performed by 

plastic manufacturers and why they perform them in the first place. This can also 

help us to identify the possible patterns between thought and action i.e. is the 

environmental philosophy of the firm (EO) imbedded in actual green strategies or 

activities (ES)? 

 

The analysis procedure that was used in this study was proposed by Christensen, 

Engdahl, Grääs and Haglund (2001). They describe the procedure as following: 

reduction of empirical data, which can be done by coding all information that is of 

relevance for the study and remove what is not (i.e. structuring). Finally, the authors 

imply that the structured data has to be visualized, which can be done through 

writing a text that summarizes the empirical findings. 

 

3.8 Quality criteria 
We have taken some quality criteria into consideration in order to secure the quality 

of this study. The aim of the structure of this study was to present each step in the 

process as clear as possible, in order to ensure the validity. The validity is defined as 

a measurement researchers can use, when making sure if the study truly measuring 

the factors or aspects that are supposed to be measured (Bryman & Bell, 2013). We 

wanted create stringency between all the parts; from introduction to conclusion, by 

highlighting the chosen theoretical sub-concepts and items. By doing this, the 

theoretical framework became the foundation of the study and led the process 

forward. When presenting the sub-concepts and the items like this, the reader can 

easily see the connection between the literature- and empirical findings and how 

these have been integrated together in the analysis. The sub-concepts were also in 
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focus when conducting the interviews, though they were transformed into an 

interview guide that helped us steer each interview into a certain way. According to 

Yin (2009) using the same interview guide over and over again increasing the 

validity and therefore also making the result more generalized. This is due to the fact 

that the questions would generate similar types of answers every time. 

 However, to really make sure that the study examined what it was supposed to, 

we conducted a test-interview with another firm from the sample frame. In this way, 

we could get a better understanding if the theoretical sub-concepts and its items 

really could generate the empirical data we were looking for, in order to draw 

conclusions that would answer our research question. After the interviews a 

transliteration of the six interviews was done. The reason for this was to ease the 

presentation of the empirical findings. We would not have to worry about accidently 

interpret the interviews in a wrong way. However, if someone still want to make sure 

that the empirical data that is being presented in a correct way, the transliteration is 

available to see.  

 When presenting each step in the process, the reliability also increased. 

Bryman and Bell (2013) argue that the reliability measure the degree of how 

repeatable the study is in the future.  However, we consider our reliability to be high, 

due to our detailed description of the methodology and interview guide. The 

transparency opens up for further similar studies made by other researchers.  

 

3.9 Ethical considerations 
Since our empirical data collection involved people and firms, both social creations 

with values and integrity, we felt that it was important take some ethical 

considerations into mind.  

 Firstly, we feel that our aim towards describing how the firms work with green 

activities might be misunderstood by the managers for being a study that aims 

towards grading firms as "bad" or "good" from a sustainable perspective. We 

believe that this misinterpretation might scare the respondent, which could 

result in a very stale interview with the manager "tip toeing" around his 

answers. In order to prevent this, we explained that we were not going to 

grade the firms' actions in any way. This was highlighted when booking the 

interview and before starting the recording with each manager.  
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 We also decided to make all managers and firms anonymous in our study, 

which we believe could make the respondent feel more at ease both during 

the interview and afterwards (i.e. when published). This was carried out by 

excluding or modifying any products, names, clients, etc. that could distinct a 

firm. In addition to that, the transcriptions are not published in this study, 

however they are available to those who request them.  

 Our wish to record the interview was expressed along with the information 

about the anonymity, where the respondents had the choice to deny us 

recording the conversation. 

 

All of these considerations are in line with Bryman and Bell's (2013) recommended 

ethical considerations for qualitative studies. They explain that it is important that the 

researchers inform the respondent(s) about the purpose of the study before they make 

the decision to participate or not. In addition to this, the respondents have to be 

informed prior the interview if the researcher wishes to record or transcribe it. 

Finally, Bryman and Bell (2013) speak of the advantages of letting the respondents 

remain anonymous if possible, since it can contribute to make them feel safe during 

the interview and give more honest answers.  
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4 Results 
The results of the empirical data collection have been integrated with the analysis of 

this study. The results will be discussed in the same order as the theoretical 

framework (according to the operationalization).  

  

4.1.1 Firms participating in this study 

The firms that participated in our study range from producers of consumer products 

to manufacturers of production related components. The first type of producers are 

closer to the end of the value chain, compared to the firms that produce components 

for other manufacturing facilities. 

 

The table below shows an overview of all of the firms that participated in this study.  

 Size Manager Example of products 

Firm A Small Quality & 

Environmental 

Machine & production-related 

components 

Firm B Small Economic Machine components & 

production-related components, 

small consumer plastic details, 

etc. 

Firm C Medium Quality & 

Environmental 

Machine components & 

production-related components 

Firm D Medium CEO Machine components & 

production-related components, 

Firm E Medium CEO Consumer products 

Firm F Small CEO Consumer products 

Table 2, an overview of the participating firms this study. 
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4.2 Environmental Orientation 

Just like the theoretical framework, the presentation and analysis of the collected 

empirical data will be divided into internal and external orientation. 

 

4.2.1 Internal Orientation 

Items included in this sub-concept: Manager values, Environmental policy, 

Employee training and rewards.  

 

According to Nair and Ndubisi (2015) and Stone, Joseph and Blodgett (2004) it can 

be a manager's emotional connection to environmental concerns that may initially 

shape an organization’s environmental commitment. Although this was not the case 

with our empirical findings, where none of the firms had initiated green activities 

because of a manager's personal environmental concern. However, one of the 

managers explained that his predecessor had a great passion for environmental 

issues, which he implied could have affected the way the firm prioritized in their 

decision making agenda. Another manager implied that they "drew their straw to the 

stack" (Swedish saying) for reducing environmental impact, by integrating green 

activities in their production processes. Which can be considered as reflecting 

personal environmental concern in some manner. However, the same manager 

continued with saying he believed that they operated in a very "Swedish way", where 

a typical Swedish firm usually show environmental concern. 

 

Nair and Ndubisi (2015) explains that an environmental policy can be seen as a road 

map, which can bring better clarity among the involved stakeholders. These policies 

can also create social norms within the organization, which can form an 

environmental culture (Norton, Zacher & Ashkanasy, 2014; Stone, Joseph & 

Blodgett 2004). Such policies were common among the firms that participated in this 

study. In fact, all of the firms had one, even those who were not ISO 14001 certified 

or not (ISO 14001 demanded that the firm developed an environmental policy). 

However, according to two of the firms, having an ISO 14001 certification required 

the firm to set environmentally related goals on an annual basis. One of the firm's 

environmental goals was to the lower material- and energy consumption with one 

percent. Although the manager from this firm implied that the environmental goals 

were considered more as 'visions', rather than actual goals that needed to be fulfilled. 
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This was because the firm did not want to compromise the quality of their products, 

which the manager said would be the case if they tried to fulfill their goal, since they 

already had cut all waste (material and energy) that was possible in their processes. 

 

Feng, Zhao and Su (2014) and Norton, Zacher and Ashkanasy (2014) are among the 

scholars that argue that a firm with a strong environmental culture can affect and 

inspire its employees, into adopt greener activities when demonstrating different 

initiatives like; conserving water, switching off unused electronics or printing 

double-sided papers. Such activities have been found among the participating firms, 

where one of the firms encouraged their employees to avoid using the printer when 

possible, in order to proceed with their annually environmental goal of minimizing 

their use of paper. Another concrete example was that one of the firms handed out 

papers with guidelines with how the employees could save energy at the firm, for 

example by turning off the lights. Some firms tried to spread environmental concern 

throughout the firm to the employees. They had set up the environmental policy on 

display on the production billboard, in order to remind their employees about the 

firm's environmental philosophy and how they should act according to it. However, 

one of the managers thought that what the environmental policy displayed was "more 

or less common sense".  

 Banerjee et al. (2003) and Chan et al.'s (2012) argue that educating employees 

in reducing environmental impact of value-added operations, is an activity that is 

usually carried out by environmentally oriented firms. Even if the reason behind 

displaying the environmental policy was to educate the employees about how to 

minimize their environmental impact (often through waste reduction efforts) in the 

production, one could argue if this really implies that the firms are environmentally 

oriented, since none of these firms developed an environmental policy for the sake of 

the environment.  

 

According to Daily and Huang (2001), firms can motivate their employees to 

maintain their showed commitment to the environment by rewarding them. Tang et 

al. (2014) mean that managers can reward green initiatives both internally (through 

e.g. internal publications or compliments at meetings) and externally (through e.g. 

financial bonuses). However, none of the firms rewarded their employees in order to 

promote them to adopt greener practices outside of work. Although, some of the 
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firms believed that they might have influenced their employees to become greener at 

home by showing a good example with their green practices within the firm (having 

ISO14001, in-house recycling, etc.). 

 

4.2.2 External Orientation 

This sub-concept consists of the following items: Regulatory stakeholders 

(government, trade associations & industry leaders), Organizational stakeholders 

(customers, suppliers, employees & shareholders) and Community stakeholders 

(local communities & environmental organizations). 

 

Most of the firms considered the costumer as the most influential actor, and more or 

less believed that having ISO 14001 certificate nowadays, was something they 

needed to have in order to stay alive. Firm A, B and C took their arguments a little 

longer and argued that having environmental certificates like ISO, was an unspoken 

norm to follow in order to be on top. According to the theoretical framework (e.g. 

Barett, 1992 & Delmas & Toffel) influential actors, like industry leaders, could set 

industry norms that change how firms within the industry should operate, and this is 

something that could explain why all the five firms in this study, felt that they had to 

change. Due to this fact, having environmental certificates could be seen as an 

external pressure just by itself. This study show that it is not just customers who have 

a strong power, but also having ISO. 

 Another regulatory stakeholder is for example the government. This type of 

stakeholder is considered to be one of the most powerful stakeholders a firm can deal 

with, due to their ability to affect the firms with laws and restrictions (Henriques & 

Sadorsky, 1996; 1999; Hoffman, 2001). However, the majority of the firms did not 

discuss the issue in long statements or expressed much concerns regarding it. Two 

firms specifically argued that the laws were just a minimum criterion and that they 

strived for doing better. An explanation for this could be that the firms were so used 

to operate and manage the restrictions at the same time, so that they nowadays only 

considered it as an easy obstacle to come by. According to all of the managers, this 

issue can also be explained by the fact that their manufacturing process is relatively 

clean, due to the low usage of chemicals in the manufacturing stage. Many firms 

argued that the plastic industry in general is considered to be clean, and one firm 
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argued that this could be a reason why they were not affected by the impact of 

regulations as much as other industries.  

 

Costumers are considered to be influential actors, though they can use their buying 

power into forcing firms to adopting green activities (Delmas & Toffel, 2004; 

Henriques & Sadorsky, 1996; 1999). Moreover, they can ignore firms who do not 

show enough environmentally concerns when selecting potential suppliers (Delmas 

& Toffel, 2004). The empirical findings show that the firms’ costumers were the 

major external actor when implementing green activities. Only one firm said that the 

costumers were not considered to be influential actors. Surprisingly, this firm was 

one of two, who sold products that were visible for consumers. The rest of the firms 

said that costumers were the number one influence and more specifically, they all 

said that the costumers often required them to have valid ISO 14001 certifications, in 

order to enable purchases in the future. These firms therefore saw the certifications 

as a business opportunity and one stated that they “had to play by the rules, so that 

they wouldn’t disappear”. Another firm said that they, before their certification, lost 

a big client due to their lack of ISO 14001, despite the fact that their products were 

considered to have the best product features. 

 

The empirical findings show that costumers, industry norms and government were 

the actors who were most discussed by the firms. However, firm E also had a close 

elaboration with a local energy company who focused solely on renewable energy. 

The firm was a part-owner in the energy company and the investment was primarily 

based on doing “goodwill” in the area. This green activity can be seen as being ‘a 

good neighbor’ (Raines, 2002) and can be initiative by the will of maintaining a good 

relationship with local communities (Delmas & Toffel, 2004). 

 

4.3 Environmental Strategy 

Environmental strategy will be presented and analyzed according to each of the four 

sub-concepts: green product development, green production, green supply chain 

management and green advertising. All activities related to these sub-concepts that 

could reduce the environmental impact are included in the analysis below. 
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4.3.1 Green product development 

Items discussed in green product development are the following: life-cycle analysis, 

choice of raw material, disassembly, solutions that increase product life, packaging 

and recycling instructions. Green product design is about developing products with 

the least environmental impact as possible without compromising with the products 

function or quality (Luttropp & Lagerstedt, 2006; Navichandra, 1991; Zhang, Kuo, 

Lu & Huang, 1997). However, our empirical findings show that only three out of six 

firms had the possibility to apply green product design at all, since the other three 

firms did not develop any products themselves. These firms produced only products 

that their customers had developed, and had little or nothing to say regarding its 

design. This can be the reason to why little or no empirical support was found for 

some items within this sub-concept. 

 

Ashley (1993), Karlsson and Luttropp (2006) and Polonsky and Rosenberger (2001) 

suggest that between seventy to eighty percent of a product's total environmental 

impact can be foreseen when designing the product. Choi and Hwang (2015) are one 

of the authors that argue that the impact of all processes which the product is 

designed into, can be mapped by doing a life cycle analysis. An analysis of the entire 

product life-cycle was not carried out by any of the firms that participated in this 

study. However, one of the firms made analyses of the energy consumption made by 

each kg plastic that they produced. Since the first analysis was made "a couple of 

years ago" until the most recent analysis, they had lowered their energy 

consumption/kg plastics with thirty percent. The manager explained that they always 

tried to find new ways to lower their energy consumption/kg plastic, not only by 

investing in more efficient technologies, but also by pursuing "smaller" activities 

(turning off the lights, like previously mentioned).  

 

The choice of raw material is important to take into consideration, and the aim of the 

firm should be towards minimizing the use of non-renewable resources, and instead 

increase the use of renewable ones, preferably recycled resources (Choi & Hwang, 

2015; Horvath, et al. 1995; Rusinko, 2007; Zhang et al. 1997). In this study, firms 

chose production material in accordance with the expected durability of the product. 

All of the firms recycled their own plastic waste and reuse it in order to save material 

costs, however, the amount of recycled material could only be used to some extent in 
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the production. They explained that the durability of the plastic material lowers for 

each time that it is recycled. What was very common among the firms in this study 

was to combine recycled material with virgin material. If the product had high 

durability requirements (e.g. hospital supplies, machine components), then less 

recycled material could be used in the compound. This worked the same the other 

way around, i.e. products with lower durability requirements (eg. a Frisbee) could be 

produced with higher amounts of recycled material, if not entirely.  

 For example, two of the firms had entire product lines that were made of 

hundred percent recycled plastic materials, which was both bought from external 

actors (i.e. recycling firms) and generated from in-house recycling. Both of the firms 

had won a sustainability prize at industry fairs, and were very determined about 

increasing their use of recycled material whenever it was possible. One of the 

managers estimated that forty percent of the firm's total volume of raw material 

consisted of recycled material. The other manager said specifically that "we could 

probably consume a lot more recycled material than we do today, but we can't find 

enough, and we can't find the right quality and so on.". The manager explained that 

he believed that they bought around two hundred ton of recycled material, which he 

added that he "could easily double it", if he could get hold of more recycled material. 

This aligns with Choi & Hwang (2015) and Rusinko (2007) (among others) theory 

regarding that firms should preferably aim towards using as much recycled resources 

as possible in a product. 

 However, all of the managers implied that they could do little to affect the 

choice of material if the customers already stated exactly which material they wanted 

them to use. This was especially an issue for the firms who did not have their own 

products, and could therefore not affect the material selection at all if the customer 

had material specifications. However, one of those managers argued that they tried to 

make their customers not to "label" their products, i.e. not deciding the exact plastic 

type for their products (eg. "dupont S801), but instead choose which "plastic family" 

(eg. PP-plastic) they wanted for their product. This way, the firm could always make 

use of their material, even if it had been recycled up to four times. Waste from high 

durability products could be used for producing other products with less durability. 

He argued that there are very few plastic materials which cannot be recycled and 

used in the production for some kind of product, and if the waste had been recycled 

too many times, then the firm sorted it in order to hand it over to the recycling 
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company. The recycling company in turn, sold at least eighty percent of the waste 

(according to a contract) to other plastic producers that only produce low durability 

or one-time products, such as plastic bags. 

 As mentioned by Choi & Hwang (2015) and Rusinko (2007) (among others), 

firms should aim towards using more renewable resources. Our empirical findings 

showed that a renewable resource in this industry is bio plastics, which can be 

produced from natural resources like corn or potatoes. Products made of bio plastics 

start to decompose under certain conditions, and can in most of the times be thrown 

as compost and turn to dirt within months. Only one of the firms used bio plastics in 

their production, however, their use of it was very limited (only one product) and 

was requested by a customer. Two other managers said that they were working on 

developing a bio plastic that was durable enough for the kind of products that they 

produced. One of them produced plastic food boxes, and the manager explained that 

creating such product in bio plastic would make it start decomposing when warming 

up soup or other foods. 

 To sum up, even if the firms did not have any own product development, they 

sometimes had the possibility to decide product material. Due to cost-saving reasons, 

it was preferably to use as much in-house recycled material whenever possible in the 

production. In addition to in-house recycling, two firms bought recycled material 

from external actors. These firms also had product lines that were entirely made of 

recycled material, and one of these would increase their use of such material if the 

supply of recycled material would increase. However, when customers have specific 

material- or durability specifications for a product, little or none recycled material 

can be used, and regular plastic is used. Renewable resources were found to be bio 

plastics, although they were not common among the firms participating in this study. 

 

The easiness of a product's disassembly in another aspect that can be considered 

when designing a product, since it can support the recycling of the product after its 

useful life (Boothroyd, Dewhurst & Knight, 1994; Schmidheiny, 1992; Zhang et al. 

1997). However, our empirical findings show that, for the firms that did have the 

possibility to design their own products, it was not considered as necessary to regard 

disassembly. This is because the products were "single plastic products" or smaller 

products that were put together with components of the same plastic type (i.e. the 

product did not need to be disassembled in order to be recycled). 
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In order to lower the product's environmental impact, the firm can focus on 

developing solutions that increases the product's useful life (Schmidheiny, 1992). 

This was found to be an important aspect for most of the firms that participated in the 

study. However, the solutions that increased the product lifetime turned out to be the 

choice of material, which was an aspect relevant to all firms. Even if some firms 

could not design their own products, they sometimes could decide which material 

that they were going to use when producing the product. Since these firms produced 

mostly machine components, choosing materials that increased the product's lifetime 

and durability was most of the times prioritized. Two firms explained that the 

product durability was so important to them, that it was the reason to why they did 

not produce any products in bio plastics. One of the managers explained this further 

that the product quality of such material would result a shorter product lifetime, and 

would therefore not live up to the high expectations of their customers. With other 

words, according to the firms of this study, the life-increasing solution lies in the 

choice of raw material. 

 

Firms can make adaptations to the product's packaging (e.g. lighter packages), in 

order to reduce packaging wastes and distribution impact (Choi & Hwang, 2015; 

Schmidheiny, 1992; Zhang et al. 1997). According to our empirical findings, 

packages that were going to be used for the products were, in most of the times, 

decided by the customers. One manager explained that, when they had the possibility 

to decide product package, they preferred to use the same cartons that other 

customers required that they use. This way, he explained that they would not need to 

manage too many different packages in the production, which minimized the time 

duration of the process. However, five of the firms implied that many customers had 

customized "return-packaging", that they wanted them to use when distributing. One 

manager explained that he believed that they have used the same plastic packaging 

with some customers for over twenty years. The manager from another firm that had 

applied return-packaging with some customers said that the firm would recycle the 

plastic carriers themselves, and make new plastic products out of them, when they 

were no longer suited for distribution. If the packaging was not made of plastic, then 

it would be sorted in containers so the "recycling truck" could pick it up for 

recycling. Products can also be designed in a way so that they can be stacked on each 
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other, which can lower the amount of packaging needed for the products. This was 

explained by the manager at Firm E, which was one of the firms that developed their 

own products. This stackable design also facilitated the overall handling of products 

for their customers. 

 With other words; according to our empirical findings, which packaging 

solutions that were going to be used was, in most cases, decided by the customers. If 

it's possible to design a product that stacks, then a firm can reduce their amount of 

package needed for the products. 

 

Finally, the product can contain recycling instructions, which can promote the end-

users to recycle the product instead of disposing it (Dechant & Altman, 1994). 

According to our empirical findings, all produced products could be recycled and 

most of them were labeled in some way with a recycle symbol and which plastic type 

the product contained. No instructions were given apart from the symbol, which 

could be due to the fact that most of the end-user products were single products and 

did not require any disassembly in order to be recycled. Regarding non end-user 

products, a manager said that machine components cannot be labeled due to their 

size, however, all components and information regarding their recyclability could be 

found in a component database which all of their customers had access to. 

 

4.3.2 Green production 

Items discussed in green production are the following: waste management, waste 

reduction, process modifications and environmental management systems (ISO 

14001). However, waste can include both material waste and energy consumption of 

the production process. The latter type of waste will be analyzed under “process 

modifications”. This is because the empirical findings show that there was a clear 

connection between energy reduction efforts and investing in clean technologies 

(which in turn are part of process modifications). Furthermore, all managers 

considered the plastic industry as a relatively clean industry, with very little or no 

material waste that could be reused. Because of this, waste management and its 

reduction (material) was a very limited area for these plastic manufacturers. Due to 

this, waste management will be analyzed together with waste reduction. 
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Historically, firms have focused on the different methods in which waste can be 

managed, for example the disposal and recycling of toxic and hazardous waste 

(Wilhelm et al. 1993). This focus has latter shifted towards a philosophy that is more 

concerned with preventing waste, rather than the disposal of it (Gupta, 1995). 

According to the empirical findings, the firms produced very little waste, and the 

waste that was generated was left for recycling or was reused in the production in 

some way. Some of the managers implied that there was not much the firms could do 

to further lower these reductions, other than lowering their energy consumption. 

However, sorting the waste so it can be recycled was, according to one of the 

managers, an activity that all ISO 14001-certified firms need to pursue in order to 

maintain their certification. The empirical findings show that all of the participating 

firms, sort their waste (plastic & paper packaging from production supplies, plastic 

waste that could not be reused, etc). This activity was also carried out by the firm 

that was not ISO 14001 certified. Hazardous waste was found to be batteries, oils or 

other liquids that were needed in the regular maintenance of the machines, such as 

cleaning the production molds. However, these wastes and other toxic chemicals 

were picked up by a firm who were responsible for the disposal. Keeping a list of all 

toxic chemicals was required by all firms that were certified, according to two 

managers. However, one of the managers implied that they worked towards reducing 

the use of such chemicals in their production, which they did by trying to replace 

them with chemicals that were "suitable for human consumption". In this way, they 

would be able to manufacture products to customers, who refined the products 

further and sold them to end consumers with high hygiene needs (e.g. hospitals). 

 

Production waste can also be considered to be the energy consumption of the 

production processes, which can, according to Chiang and Tseng (2005), be reduced 

by increasing the resource efficiency of the process. Ilomäki and Melanen (2001) and 

Klassen and Whybark (1999) (among others), argue that the resource efficiency can 

be increased by modifying the processes through investing in clean technologies (the 

most environmentally friendly and efficient technologies available) or improve 

existing technologies. These theories are supported by the empirical findings, which 

is that all of the firms continuously invested in cleaner technologies in order to 

increase resource efficiency and reduce energy consumption, which led to more cost-

efficient processes. Our findings imply that there were three kinds of the machines 
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that were used by the firms; hydraulic, hybrid and electric. The first type is 

considered to be the most ineffective and expensive to maintain among them, and is 

the kind that all of the firms are trying to replace. Hybrid machines are more resource 

efficient and cheaper to maintain compared to the hydraulic. Finally the electric 

machines are the most recent and are the most resource efficient. However, 

according to one manager, the electric machines are more expensive to maintain at 

the moment compared to the hybrid, so his firm had invested mostly in hybrid 

machines. He explained that the electricity is the plastic industry’s main emission, 

and that the firm works continuously with finding new ways to reduce the energy 

consumption. He also said that “... in our case it is about self-preservation, to cut 

costs” he later continued with saying “But energy is the greatest aspect that we can 

affect, and then it is up to us to work with these issues in order to reduce our energy 

impact by choosing smart solutions when I invest in new equipment and other things 

… It is about self-preservation”. Another manager said that her firm had prioritized 

replacing the hydraulic machines for electric, which she meant increased the process’ 

cost-efficiency. According to all managers, reduced environmental impact had been a 

positive side effect of cost-reduction efforts. These actions support Ilomäki and 

Melanen’s (2001) theory regarding that managers consider process modifications as 

a natural action in order to reduce costs, rather than doing it for the environment. 

 Polonsky and Rosenberger (2001) argue that some technologies can reprocess 

generated waste, which may lower the amount of process input needed. This kind of 

technology was literally found in one of the firms, where robots had been integrated 

with a machine so that plastic waste was automatically recycled and reintroduced in 

the process. As mentioned earlier, the other firms did also reprocess most of their 

plastic waste, although not with the help of robots, but manually. Three of the 

managers described this procedure and implied that, in order to be able to use the 

recycled material, the employees operating the machine had to keep track on how 

many times a specific batch of waste had been recycled.  

 Klassen and Whybark (1999) write that reprocessing waste is a beneficial 

attribute when combined with waste reduction efforts. However, the empirical 

findings show that, since the firms are working continuously with on improving 

process efficiency, they are also preventing waste (mostly through energy related 

emissions) in addition to their reprocessing efforts.  Finally, both of these efforts 

combined can, according to Ilomäki and Melanen (2001) and Klassen and Whybark 
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(1999), result in benefits like increased cost-efficiency, increased flexibility and 

production speed. Such benefits were supported by our empirical findings and were 

the main drivers to why the managers invested in cleaner technologies. 

 

Actions like May and Flannery (1995) proposed (e.g. process modifications) can also 

be introduced to a firm through integrating an environmental management system 

(EMS), where ISO14001 is considered to be the most widespread EMS (Zobel, 

2016). Five out of six respondents from this study had implemented ISO14001 and 

some of them had been certified since the late 90s. According to some managers, one 

of the requirements of maintaining the certificate was to set new environmental goals 

on a yearly basis. One example such goals could be to reduce the amount of printed 

papers, which one firm actively worked with at the moment. Being ISO14001 

certified meant different things when asking different managers. One manager said 

that the certification was seen as a positive change in the firm, while another 

manager perceived it as unnecessary. This manager thought that the implementation 

just included a lot of paper work and required a lot of financial resources. The firm 

worked with the same green practices today as before they got their certificate, so 

according to the manager the process was very resource consuming and redundant, 

just to get the “seals” needed to satisfy the customers. The firm who did not have 

ISO14001 also worked with green practices, but for them the seals were not of 

importance, due to the lack of pressure from their customers.  

 According to the theoretical framework implementing ISO14001 can be 

considered as a costly process, since it requires significant investments in time, 

energy and financial resources (Daily & Huang 2001). The literature also 

acknowledge the results from the research field as contradicting, because the 

certificate in some cases improve efficiency and reduce environmental impact, and in 

other show the opposite effect or no effect at all. 

 

4.3.3 Green supply chain management 

Items discussed in green supply chain management are the following: green supplier 

selection, green collaborations and product distribution.  

 

Firms who are committed to the environment can choose to collaborate exclusively 

with suppliers that meet their environmental standards (Zhu & Sarkis, 2004; 
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Govindan et al. 2013). Potential suppliers can therefore be evaluated and selected 

according to environmental related criteria, like requiring that the supplier is ISO 

14001 certified (Chen, 2005). The results from the empirical findings show that three 

firms had environmental criteria while three did not when selecting suppliers. Firm A 

stated very clear that having an ISO 14001 certificate was of high importance, due to 

the fact that the firm itself was pressured by their customers. In fact, they sometimes 

tried to influence their suppliers into implement ISO 14001, in order for them to have 

a greener supply chain. The two other firms, who had environmental criteria, did not 

pressure their customers as much as firm A. According to one of these managers, the 

firm only took green criteria into consideration when selecting suppliers of 

significant importance to the firm. The manager stated that “we can’t put pressure on 

a firm who deliver office supplies like pencils and rubbers” and he continued arguing 

that the green selection process had to be on a “reasonable level”. The other manager 

had a similar statement, but added that their suppliers were not forced to have ISO 

certificates. If one supplier had an environmental plan or other documents on how 

they work with environmental issues, this would also fine by the firm.  

 

Collaborating with green suppliers, who are not directly connected to the operational 

functions of the firms, can be beneficial in terms of cost reductions when 

implementing green practices (Hoejmose, Brammer & Millington, 2012). However, 

the empirical data show that collaborations, not directly connected to their 

operational functions, were not something most firms usually worked with in. 

Nevertheless, one firm was a part of a research and development project initiated by 

Chalmers University in Gothenburg. The aim of the project was to evaluate how 

plastics from other areas of usage, can be recycled into products made by the firm. 

  Distribution collaborations were neither something the firms implemented. 

According to the manager from firm E, collaborations like this would not be suitable 

due to the fact that they purchase large quantities of material. The manager argued 

that they always tried to load up a truck in full, in order to avoid the number of 

transports, and therefore no other firms would be able to have material in the same 

truck. Polonsky and Rosenberger (2001) mean that creating ways to reduce the 

number of transports, could decrease the environmental impact in the firm. As in the 

previous example with firm E, two other firms also had some environmental 

concerns in consideration when distributing material into the firm. One firm actively 
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worked with creating solutions that could benefit the environment. Recently they 

changed the shipping process from using ships to trains. Another thing they often 

did, was to explore the possibilities to purchase material more local, so that they 

could use their own transportations. The manger in this firm, argued that most of the 

material they needed in the refining process, could be found locally and that this was 

something important for them. According to him the firms in the area were part of a 

local cluster and because of that firms often wanted to help each other out. Another 

firm tried to reduce the environmental impact in the shipping process, by following 

goals from ISO 14001. The firm evaluated how eco-friendly their company cars 

were, by for example measuring how much fuel consumption they needed.  

When delivering the products to the costumers, most firms could not make an impact 

on the process. One explanation for this could be that they outsourced this process to 

other firms, whose primarily task were to ship goods between different actors.  

 

4.3.4 Green advertisement 

Green advertisement is itself an item for this sub-concept, along with greenwashing. 

However, none of the firms performed any promoted any of their green activities 

through advertisements that could have been seen as greenwashing. Since no data 

that could be compared to greenwashing was able to be collect, no analysis of the 

area could be done. 

 

Green advertisements can be created into various way and have different levels of 

meanings. They can be either shallow with a general environmental focus and vague 

messages, or have a deeper meaning about, for example, innovative actions which 

have been implemented into the firm (Banerjee, Gulas & Iyer, 1995). According to 

the empirical findings, all the managers said they mostly use their own websites, but 

two firms also used industry magazines and social media. However, five out of six 

did not discuss it on a deeper level and three firms specifically said they should be 

more active on their websites. Firm D argued that the lack of advertisements could be 

explained by the fact that they are a small firm and that small firms often think “why 

should I stand out of the crowd? I have no reason to do that”. But despite this, 

according to most firms, the one thing that was of relevance to promote was ISO 

14001. One manager claimed that advertising being ISO-certificated was the only 

focus in order to reach more potential customers. However firm F distinguished from 
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this and considered advertising to be of high importance in general. The manager 

stated that “… if we can’t be seen, we don’t exist. We must stand out!”, and this 

quote is almost the opposite as what the manager from firm D said. An explanation 

for this diversity, could be that firm F was more visible towards the end consumers 

than firm D, considering that their products were sold on the retail market.  

 To summarize this, green advertising was not an activity most of the firms 

spend much time and money on. The company websites were the primarily platform 

they used, and being ISO-certified was the most important activity to spread. 

However three managers said that they should be better on green advertising and one 

manager had plans for promoting their part-ownership in a local renewable energy 

company. 
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5 Conclusion 
After observing how and why six plastic manufacturers within the GGVV-region 

work with green strategies, a number of conclusions could be drawn. However, due 

to the many activities that were practiced by the firms, only the most noteworthy 

ones will be presented in this conclusion. For a full review of all activities, see 

Appendix C.  

 

After conducting this study, following conclusions could be drawn of Environmental 

Orientation: 

 Customers are the major reason to why the firms practice green activities. They 

do this by neglecting firms who are not ISO 14001 certified, which pressure 

the firms to get the certification. 

 Due to this pressure, having an ISO 14001 certification have become more like 

an industry norm, which firms more or less have to follow in order to survive.  

 Increasing cost-efficiency was the reason to why all firms had invested in more 

resource- and energy efficient technologies. Reduced environmental impact 

was only considered to be a positive side effect of such process 

modifications. 

 

In addition to this, some of our conclusions regarding the Environmental Strategy are 

the following: 

 

Green product development 

 In the production, firms mix virgin plastic material with in-house recycled 

material to the extent that it is possible without affecting the product's 

durability. 

 In addition to this, two firms purchased recycled material from external actors. 

These two had also developed two product lines that were entirely made of 

recycled material. 

 A renewable resource in this industry was found to be bio plastics. Only one 

firm produced with it, although the use was very limited. However, two firms 

were currently working on developing a bio plastic that had the right 

durability for their products. 
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 Most of the firms had, to some extent, return-packaging collaborations with 

their customers. One firm stated that they had been using the same 

distribution packaging for over twenty years with a customer. Another firm 

implied that, when such packaging was no longer fit for distribution, it was 

recycled and used for new products. 

 

Green Production 

 The plastic manufacturers seem to produce very little waste in general, and the 

waste that was generated was either recycled by the firm or sorted in order to 

be picked up by a recycling company. This activity was pursued by all firms. 

 All firms continuously invested in more energy- and resource effective 

machines in order to make the production processes more cost-efficient. 

 Five out of six firms were ISO 14001 certified. 

 

Green Supply Chain Management 

 Three out of six firms took environmental criteria into consideration when 

selecting new suppliers. 

 One firm had a green collaboration with an actor that was not directly 

connected to the operational functions of the firms (i.e. neither a customer nor 

a supplier).  

 

Green advertisement 

 The firms' websites were their primarily platform advertising for their green 

strategies, which often was to display the ISO 14001 certification. 

 

With other words, environmental concern was not the reason to why any of green 

strategies were practiced in study. Due to this, we draw the conclusion that there was 

no clear connection between the firms' internal environmental orientations (i.e. 

genuine environmental concern from managers) and the environmental strategy (i.e. 

green practices). They have integrated more green activities than green philosophies, 

which could seem contradicting, but was explained by fact that green practices often 

result in increased cost-efficiency. However, one could argue that actions weight 
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more than thoughts, and that it is better to pursue green practices without a green 

mind than do nothing at all. 

 

5.1 Limitations and further research 
There are some limitations to this study which can be important to know when 

reading using our results for further studies. Firstly, the results of this study cannot 

be generalized outside of its industry and geographical location. We believe that the 

most accurate use of our conclusion is to describe how plastic manufacturers within 

the GGVV-region operate with green strategies. However, the results might, to some 

extent, represent how Swedish plastic manufacturers work with green strategies, but 

we argue that the results cannot be generalized outside of Sweden. Just like Ilomäki 

and Melanen (2001), we would also like to highlight that this study has been 

conducted in a high-developed country, where environmental concern is widely 

spread in society in general. These limitations are a result of the study's qualitative 

nature and limited amount of respondents. In addition to this, how green strategies 

are integrated as concrete actions seems to be varying from firm to firm. Another 

limitation with this study is that our empirical data might not give an entirely 

accurate picture of why and how each firm works with green strategies. This is due 

to the fact that data was collected from only one respondent in each firm. Even if we 

took actions like anonymity, not publishing transcriptions or valuing the firms' green 

actions in any way, relevant information could have been withheld from us, due to 

cautiousness of threatening the firm's wellbeing or reputation, which one could 

assume that a manager holds at heart. 

 Our conclusions open up a number of opportunities for further research. There 

is a need for all kinds of longitudinal studies within green marketing, and our study 

makes a fine foundation to proceed from to conduct such a longitudinal study of how 

plastic manufacturers in the GGVV-region use green strategies. We also believe that 

our study could be conducted in another industry within the region, for example the 

metal industry, in order to create conclusions that can be compared to ours. This can 

identify possible differences between the industries, which can yield very interesting 

insights, since the industries operate within the same region. 
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6 Reflections 
The result from this study show that most firms do green practices, but they do not 

derive from a green behavior. The firms follow what the customers want and then try 

to satisfy the needs. For example, the managers in this study would probably not get 

ISO certified, if it was not for the fact that customers required them to do it. Either 

would the firms upgrade the machines in the production areas into better and greener 

ones, if it were not for cutting costs.  It seems to be all about making profits and 

cutting costs, and not so much about doing what is best for the environment. The 

environmental concern is indeed present, but there are other more important issues to 

deal with first. As the study show, the firms do have green practices but only 

practices which also reduce costs or opens up for more customers. Many other green 

practices were ignored due to the inability to make profits. This can be seen as an 

ethical dilemma, where firms cannot do good things, just to do good things.  

 This issue is something a lot of scholars have been examining. Banerjee (2007) 

is studying the idea of corporate citizenship and what would happen if the corporate 

world would implement ethical behaviors into the organizations. More specifically, 

he is investigating if corporates should be seen as agents for positive environmental 

change or not. However, his conclusion is that they would be inappropriate due to the 

way they make profit today. According to Banerjee (2007) the firms are nowadays 

almost exclusively focused on making profits based on economic factors, and not on 

more environmentally implications. The main reason to this is because today’s 

society is also based on the same idea. For a firm to survive in the market, it need 

monetary support and this is why it cannot solely focus on what is good for the 

environment from an ethical standpoint. Based on all this, firms will have a hard time 

to operate at an efficient level and at the same time conduct good ethical strategies.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Interview guide 
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Appendix B: Operationalization 
Main-concept Sub-concept Item Definition 

Environmental 

Orientation 

A. Internal 

Orientation 

 

B. External 

Orientation 

A1. Manager values 

A2. Environmental 

policy 

A3. Employee 

training 

A4. Rewards 

 

B1. Regulatory 

stakeholders 

B1.1 Governments 

B1.2 Trade 

associations 

B1.3 Industry 

leaders 

 

B2. Organizational 

stakeholders 

B2.1 Customers 

B2.2 Suppliers 

B2.3 Employees 

B2.4 Shareholders 

 

B3. Community 

stakeholders 

B3.1 Local 

communities 

B3.2 Environmental 

organizations 

A1. A manager's values can affect the 

firm's commitment to the environment. 

A2. An environmental policy is a 

formal document that states the firm's 

environmental philosophies, which can 

shape create an environmentally 

oriented culture. 

A.3 Employees can be educated on 

legislative requirements and how to 

minimize environmental impacts of the 

value-added operations. 

A4. Rewards can be given to 

employees that show commitment 

towards the environment. 

 

B1. - 

B1.1 Governments exert environmental 

pressure through creating regulations 

or promote them through offering 

financial support. 

B1.2 & B1.3 Trade associations and 

Industry leaders can exert 

environmental pressure through setting 

industry norms.  

B2. - 

B2.1 Customers may pressure the firm 

into adopting green practices through 

their buying power. 

B2.2 Suppliers can exert environmental 

pressure through not willing to 

collaborate with customers who are not 

environmentally responsible. 

B2.3 Employees can exert 

environmental pressure by having the 

ability to whistle-blow the firm's 

environmental irresponsible actions. 

B2.4 Shareholders may exert 

environmental pressure by not wanting 

to invest in firms who are 

environmentally irresponsible, since 

can be considered as be at risk for 

environmental scandals. 

B3. - 

B3.1 & B3.2 Local communities and 

Environmental organizations can exert 

environmental pressure by having the 

ability of leading attempts towards 

mobilizing public opinion, in order to 

pursue boycotts of targeted firms or 

products 

 

Environmental 

Strategy 

A. Green 

product 

development 

 

B. Green 

production 

 

A1. Life-cycle 

analysis 

A2. Choice of raw 

material 

A3. Disassembly 

A4. Solutions that 

increase product 

A1. A life-cycle analysis is a tool that 

can evaluate the resource requirements 

and the environmental impact of all 

stages of the product life-cycle. 

A2. The choice of raw material is a 

relevant aspect when designing an 

environmentally friendly product. The 
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C. Green supply 

chain 

management 

 

D. Green 

advertising  

life 

A5. Recycling 

instructions 

 

B1. Waste 

management 

B2. Waste 

reduction 

B3. Good 

Housekeeping 

B4. Process 

modifications 

B5. Environmental 

management 

systems 

(ISO14001) 

 

C1. Green supplier 

selection 

C2. Green 

collaborations 

C3. Distribution 

 

D1. Green 

advertising 

D1.1 Greenwashing 

 

firm should aim towards excluding 

non-renewable materials and instead 

use renewable or recycled ones. 

A3. Solutions that increase the life of a 

product is an relevant aspect when 

designing an environmentally friendly 

product. 

A4. Adaptations can be made to the 

product packaging in order to reduce 

its environmental impact (e.g. lighter 

packages). 

B1. & B2. Waste management and 

reduction is the set of practices that 

concerns the firm's management of 

waste (e.g. disposal of toxic waste) and 

the prevention of it. 

B3. Good housekeeping consists of 

minor activities that includes regular 

maintenance and undergo controls to 

identify faults, which can lead to lower 

waste amounts on a short-term basis. 

B4. A firm can also make process 

modifications to prevent waste, which 

can be done by implementing 

technologies that are more energy and 

resource efficient. 

B5. An environmental management 

system like ISO 14001 includes a set of 

processes and activities that allow 

management the ability to better 

control, analyze and reduce the 

environmental impact of their 

operations. 

C1. environmentally committed firms 

can choose to collaborate exclusively 

with suppliers that meet their 

environmental standards 

C2. Collaborating with other firms in 

order to reduce the environmental 

impact (e.g. sharing a cargo when 

distributing goods) 

C3.  Environmental concern when 

delivering goods (e.g. fewer transport 

modes).  

D1. Inform, persuade and remind 

stakeholders about their 

environmentally work concerning 

manufacturing processes, products and 

other business activities. 
D1.1 Misleading consumers into 

making them think a firm is 

implementing green strategies or 

launching a green product when it is 

not. 
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Appendix C: Extended conclusion 

Why do firms practice green strategies? 

 Customers are the major reason to why the firms practice green activities. They 

do this by neglecting firms who are not ISO 14001 certified, which pressure 

the firms to get the certification. 

 Due to this pressure, having an ISO 14001 certification have become more like 

a industry norm, which firms more or less have to follow in order to survive.  

 Governmental regulations were something that made the firms practice some 

green practices. Surprisingly, these regulations seemed to be more as a 

minimum criterion to follow and some of the firms considered them to be 

rather easy obstacles to come by. 

 Increasing cost-efficiency was the reason to why all firms had invested in more 

resource- and energy efficient technologies. Reduced environmental impact 

was only considered to be a positive side effect of such process 

modifications. 

 

How do firms practice green strategies? 

 

Green product development 

 One of the firms made analyses of the environmental impact made by each 

kg/plastic that they produced. This has inspired the firm to find new ways of 

reducing their energy consumption, and therefore lower their environmental 

impact. 

 In the production, firms mix virgin plastic material with in-house recycled 

material to the extent that it is possible without affecting the product's 

durability. 

 

 In addition to this, two firms purchased recycled material from external actors. 

These two had also developed two product lines that were entirely made of 

recycled material. 

 A renewable resource in this industry was found to be bio plastics. Only one 

firm produced with it, although the use was very limited. However, two firms 
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were currently working on developing a bio plastic that had the right 

durability for their products. 

 A long product lifetime was important to the firms, and could be regulated 

through the choice of plastic material. 

 Most of the firms had, to some extent, return-packaging collaborations with 

their customers. One firm stated that they had been using the same 

distribution packaging for over twenty years with a customer. Another firm 

implied that, when such packaging was no longer fit for distribution, it was 

recycled and used for new products. 

 Only consumer products were labeled with a recycle symbol or came with 

recycling instructions. 

 

Green Production 

 The plastic manufacturers seem to produce very little waste in general, and the 

waste that was generated was either recycled by the firm or sorted in order to 

be picked up by a recycling company. This activity was pursued by all firms. 

 Hazardous waste and toxic chemicals were picked up and disposed by an 

external actor. One of the firms aimed towards replacing such chemicals with 

other ones that were suitable for human consumption. This was done because 

of the possibility of being able to serve customers who supplied products 

directly to consumers. 

 All firms continuously invested in more energy- and resource effective 

machines in order to make the production processes more cost-efficient. 

 Five out of six firms were ISO 14001 certified. 

 

Green Supply Chain Management 

 Three out of six firms took environmental criteria into consideration when 

selecting new suppliers. 

 One firm had a green collaboration with an actor that was not directly 

connected to the operational functions of the firms, i.e. neither a customer or 

a supplier.  
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 When receiving deliveries from suppliers, some of the firms tried to always 

make use of the full capacity of the chosen transport method, which reduced 

the number of deliveries needed.  

 In addition to this, one firm had switched from using ships to trains when 

receiving supplies. The same firm also tried to purchase most of their supplies 

from local suppliers. 

 

Green advertisement 

 The firms' websites were their primarily platform advertising for their green 

strategies, which often was to display the ISO 14001 certification. 

 

 

 

 

 


