Corporate sustainability in practice: An exploratory study of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Abstract

Companies applying the SDGs are likely to face a tension between business strategy and
societal development. I develop this claim through inductive reasoning, drawing on an
exploratory and longitudinal case study of the company Plasto. The findings indicate
that the SDGs framework is a well-suited platform for debating social and
environmental concerns with societal stakeholders. In addition, the framework
facilitates organizational learning and internal collaboration. However, actors such as
customers may see the generic nature of the SDGs as irrelevant when it comes to specific
business operations. Following the inductive logic, I position the findings within
ongoing debates in the field of corporate sustainability. Further research should
acknowledge contradictory requirements from stakeholders as a theoretical starting
point. This implies that the emerging management literature on paradox theory fits well
to advance insights on SDG application in a business context.
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1. Introduction

A workshop series, “SDGs - Learning by doing,” was run in the period of September 2016
to May 2017, and involved actors from private companies, governmental and non-
governmental organizations. This paper presents exploratory findings of how the
company Plasto made use of this workshop series and of how related insights have
influenced its business operations.

The analytical starting point for the case study research is the initial decision by Plasto’s
management to engage with the SDGs. More specifically, the company’s management
group decided to prioritize four of the 17 SDGs as the starting point for integration in
already existing activities and as a platform for further development. The reasoning
behind the selection was that goals number 9, 12 and 17 are closely related to the
company’s core activities, and that goal number 14 concerns the market of Plasto’s most
important customer, AKVA group. Figure 1 highlights Plasto’s selected SDGs.

As a response to the call for empirical insights on the practical use and business
integration of the SDGs (Fleming et al., 2017, Howard-Grenville et al., 2017), the
following question guides the study:

How has Plasto integrated the selected SDGs in its business operations?

The following chapter provides details on the exploratory approach and related research
methods of the case study, which enables the reader to evaluate its scientific quality.
Next, I present the paper’s argument through inductive reasoning, i.e. where specific
insights form the basis for a discussion of general claims (Jupp, 2006). Accordingly, the
structure follows a logic where empirical findings precede theoretical positioning.
Finally, I offer concluding reflections and develop avenues for further research.



1. End poverty in all its
forms everywhere.

7. Ensure access to
affordable, reliable,
sustainable and modern
energy for all.

13. Take urgent action to
combat climate change and
its impacts.

2. End hunger, achieve food
security and improved
nutrition and promote
sustainable agriculture.

8. Promote sustained,
inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, full and

decent work for all.

productive employment and

14. Conserve and sustainable
use of the oceans, seas and
marine resources for
sustainable development.

3. Ensure healthy lives and
promote well-being for all at
all ages.

9. Build resilient
infrastructure, promote
inclusive and sustainable
industrialization and foster
innovation.

15. Protect, restore and
promote sustainable use of
terrestrial ecosystems,
sustainably manage forests,
combat desertification and
halt and reverse land
degradation and biodiversity
loss.

L]

4. Ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education
and promote life-long
learning opportunities for all.

G

10. Reduce inequality

within and among countries.

16. Promote peaceful and
inclusive societies for
sustainable development,
provide access to justice for
all and build effective,
accountable and inclusive
institutions at all levels.

¢

5. Achieve gender equality
and empower all women and
girls.

11. Make cities and human
settlements inclusive, safe,
resilient and sustainable.

17. Strengthen the means of
implementation and revitalise

6. Ensure availability and
sustainable management of
water and sanitation for all.

12. Ensure sustainable

patterns.

consumption and production

Figure 1 The 17 SDGs and the four goals selected by Plasto. The original figure stems from Fleming et al. (2017, p.95).



2. About the case study

Research on the SDGs in a business context benefits from an exploratory research design
because the existing knowledge base is poor (Howard-Grenville et al., 2017) and there is
a lack of literature to provide conceptual frameworks or hypotheses (Yin, 2014, p. 39).
Further, the case study approach is suitable for exploratory research, and Yin (2014)
recommends a single case study when the researcher “has an opportunity to observe and
analyze a phenomenon previously inaccessible to social science inquiry” (pp. 52-53), and
especially when it is possible to follow a process over time. Thus, given the current of
state of related research and my access to Plasto and its network, I designed an
exploratory single case study for this research.

At a fundamental level, the methodological approach resonates with the pluralist
epistemology asserted by Vildasen et al. (2017). A pluralistic setting implies that actors
other than trained scholars can provide valid contribution to a knowledge debate, since
real-world complexities of social and environmental concerns require collaboration
between different actors, e.g. academics and practitioners, to jointly define relevant
problems (Schaltegger et al., 2013) and co-create solutions (Arnold, 2017). In such a
transdisciplinary methodology, ‘field validity’ is key (Witjes, 2017); meaning that
researchers’ need to generalize results must be balanced by practitioners’ need for
salience. I applied this principle by introducing the general topic of SDG application to
Plasto’s salient problem of wanting to develop a circular business model (CBM).

The recurring unit of analysis is Plasto’s ongoing business operations as represented by
its CBM project. This follows the fact that Plasto’s initial motivation to engage with the
SDGs came from ongoing CBM activities. The following section describes main features
of the case company and its process of developing a CBM, which began before the data
collection period of this study. In the last section, I present details on the methods used
while collecting data in the period from September 2016 — April 2018.

2.1. The case company and its project to develop a CBM
Plasto is a small producer of plastic components in the business-to-business market. It
had about 30 employees at the end of 2017. Plasto grounds its business idea in research
and development (R&D), which the board of directors has established in the company’s
strategy documents.

In the period from 2014-2017, the company experienced high fluctuations in market
demand. This led to cost reductions and a lower capacity in production. However, Plasto
was able to continue its investments in R&D through its large project portfolio. The
strategic plan for 2017 - 2018 still maintains this focus and states that R&D collaboration
with external actors is the company’s most important promotion channel.



Plasto is a core partner in the project “Sustainable Innovation and Shared Value
Creation in Norwegian Industry” (SISVI), which is an academia-industry research
project that started in May 2014 (see www.sisvi.no). Plasto’s focus has been to
investigate what we refer to in the project as a CBM. More specifically, the idea is to
explore how the company can use recycled plastic materials in its production of
components for their most important customer, AKVA group.

AKVA group is a supplier to the aquaculture industry that offers “complete technical
solutions and service” (AKVAgroup, 2018). Its main product is the fish farming cage, and
Plasto supplies the brackets used to hold plastic pipes together, along with walkways.
The plastic material used in this production can be recycled, and Plasto has investigated
such possibility since May 2014. The core challenge of the CBM is product quality.
Indeed, there is an inherent uncertainty whether Plasto can fulfill the technical
requirements set by AKVA group when recycled plastics are used as raw materials in its
production process. Actors in AKVA group have expressed this concern to Plasto’s
representatives on several occasions.

The quality issue has led Plasto to focus its R&D efforts on the technical testing of
material properties. This began in June 2017, and as of April 2018, the results are
satisfactory. In fact, AKVA group has agreed to use recycled plastics in the production
of walkways as long as Plasto guarantees quality within the specified range. Plasto plans
to start this production in the early fall of 2018 (Otterlei, 2018). In general, the feedback
from AKVA group has changed over time, and especially after new actors, those who
see the strategic relevance of Plasto’s CBM project, have become involved in the process.

Plasto has at least three strategic motivations in aiming for a CBM. First, successful
implementation provides the company a new source of raw materials. Currently, it is
dependent on one supplier, the large company Borealis, for the production of
components to AKVA group. This limits its flexibility. Second, Plasto’s calculations
show that the material cost per kilogram of plastic can be reduced by at least 30%,
leading to significant savings.

Finally, the CBM project signals to external stakeholders that the company takes its
responsibility seriously and aims to undertake voluntary measures independent of
regulatory pressures. This should be seen in relation to the emerging attention on
plastic pollution, especially when it comes to waste in the oceans. Indeed, there is a
pressure from research communities (Li et al., 2016) and governments (EU, 2017) for
industry to take responsibility for the end-of-life of products through recycling and
upgrading programs.


http://www.sisvi.no/

In September 2016, | encouraged the project manager of the CBM activity to see how
the SDGs could relate to and strengthen ongoing efforts. My initiative was linked to the
planned “SDGs - Learning by doing” workshop series. This process was the basis for the
primary data collection presented in this paper.

2.2. Case study process and methodology
In June 2016, the Polytechnic Society, a non-profit organization working to establish
arenas for debating societal challenges, established a subgroup called Polytechnic
Sustainability (PS). PS decided to organize the “SDGs - learning by doing” workshop
series with the goal of exploring how Norwegian companies could transform the SDGs
for practical use in their operations.

At the time, I had an active role organizing events together with seven other people in
PS (PolytechnicSustainability, 2018). PS is led by the CEO of a small consultancy
working with the SDGs in a business context. The other members represent three
NGOs, one governmental actor and two private companies. On August 31, 2016, | sent
a formal invitation to the workshop series to Plasto’s project manager on behalf of PS,
and we had an informal dialogue about the initiative at a circular economy conference
on September 2. | then re-sent the invitation on September 5, and included Plasto’s CEO
and another board member of PS who had also approached the company.

On September 12, the project manager responded that the company would like to take
part in the process with the following email:

“[The CEO] hopes our participation will make us better prepared for our sustainability
ambitions within the aquaculture industry. We accept the invitation, and are looking to
forward to getting to know the network. Because of the current market situation, we
need to be careful with regards to resources spent on the process, but we will be
sufficiently involved and contribute so that both we and you receive output from our
participation” (Plasto’s project manager, September 2016).

On September 23, Plasto’s project manager attended his first workshop in PS (SISVI,
2016). He committed to present the SDGs to key actors in the company in order to
identify the framework’s relevance from Plasto’s perspective. The organizers of the
process emphasized that the company should structure ideas and reflections based on
current company activities relevant for the SDGs on the one hand, and with future risks
and innovation opportunities stemming from the SDGs on the other hand.

I explored the process following the first workshop in September 2016 by conducting a
case study guided by the research question of this paper. Table 1 shows details of the
data collection, which took place from September 2016 to April 2018 and specifically



concerns Plasto’s application of the SDGs. In addition, [ utilized secondary data about
the CBM process comprised of 25 interviews, 14 observations, and two documents that
took place in the SISVI project. This data is presented in detail in the appendix of this

paper.

I collected the primary data, while secondary data gathering also involved other SISVI
project researchers and Master’s students. The main source of qualitative data has been
interviews. However, as recommended by Yin (2014), I actively sought to triangulate the
findings by including observations of the CBM project manager along with document
analysis.

Table 1 Details on primary data

Date Data type Relevance for the case study

collected

September 23, | Active The project manager presented the CBM case at a PS

2016 observation workshop, and received feedback from other
participants.

December 16, | Active The project manager reported on progress concerning

2016 observation application of the SDGs at a PS workshop, and received
feedback from other participants.

May 23, 2017 Passive The project manager reported on progress concerning

observation application of the SDGs at a PS workshop, and

reflected on lessons learned during the process.

October 3, 2017 | Document An application for funding was sent to the agency,
Innovation Norway for a project that applies the SDGs
in the context of the CBM process.

November 23 / | Semi structured | Plasto’s project manager reflected on the CBM case

24, 2017 interview and the SDGs process.

November 23, | Semi structured | Plasto’s CEO and CTO (the owners) reflected on the

2017 interview CBM case and the SDGs process in separate interviews.

January 19, | Open ended | AKVA group’s representative gave reflections on

2018 interview relevance and usage of the SDGs in the context of a
workshop on January 1.

January 22, | Open ended | Plasto’s CEO reflected on the output from the

2018 interview workshop on January u.

April 19 2018 Semi structured | Plasto’s project manager reflected on the CBM case
and the SDGs process.

! The workshop was initiated by Polytechnic Sustainability and addressed SDGs number 9, 14, and 17.
The context was environmental challenges of the aquaculture industry. I did not take part because of
practical concerns.



My active role in introducing the SDGs to the company is a topic for methodological
reflection. It is evident that I have influenced organizational actors since they did not
know the framework before. However, given the nature of an exploratory case study,
the goal is not to verify theoretical hypotheses in the role of passive observer, but to
develop new and hopefully more interesting research questions based on the learning
outcomes of the study (Yin, 2014). Moreover, following a pluralist epistemology and a
transdisciplinary methodology, my role as researcher has been to engage with
practitioners to test and experiment with new ideas and approaches. Thus, the next
chapter reports on the experiences of Plasto’s SDG application in the context of its CBM
project, based on the interactive process of academia-industry collaboration.

3. How has Plasto integrated the selected SDGs in its business operations?

The following sub sections serve different purposes. First, I describe how Plasto applied
the SDGs in context of its business operations. Then, I present further details on the
activity links between the CBM project and the SDGs process. Together, these empirical
descriptions will ground the discussion of theoretical positioning in chapter 4, adhering
to the inductive logic of this paper.

3.1. Application of the SDGs framework

After the first workshop in PS in September 2016, the project manager committed to
work with the SDGs internally at Plasto, and to report on the experiences at a meeting
later that year. The “homework” was structured so the company could identify current
activities contributing to the SDGs, along with future risks and innovation
opportunities. At meeting in December, the project manager presented the result, as
shown in Figure 2. Plasto’s management group had discussed the homework questions
(shown in the figure) in a workshop where all company functions were represented.

In the workshop invitation sent to the management group, the project manager writes:

“The goal with our participation [in PS] is to gain insights into the SDGs and how our
operations affect and are affected by these goals. The Norwegian Research Council has
signaled that future project applications can be evaluated on the basis of whether they
contribute towards the SDGs. These insights can therefore be valuable with regards to
securing our success rate for project applications also in the future.” (Plasto’s project
manager, November 2016)



Current

operations To which of the SDGs does Plasto contribute today?

* SDG 9,12, and 17 through the company's core activities.
* SDG 14 through the largest customer, AKVA group.

Concrete
activities What does Plasto do?

e SDG 9: approximately 10% of financial turnover is allocated to research and development
(R&D).

* SDG 12: A goal of 50% recycled material in products supplied to AKVA group / aquaculture
industry, within four years.

* SDG 17: R&D activities in regional, national, and international networks.

* SDG 14: Development and production of components used in fish farming cages.

Risks What are the risks linked to the SDGs?

* SDG 9: The company is to able to follow the technological development.
* SDG 9: The company is not able to adapt its business model to a circular value chain
e SDG 12: Plastic material has a bad reputation.

What are the future opportunities linked to the
SDGs?

Opportunities

* SDG 12: New production technology makes it profitable to use recycled materials.
* SDG 12: Development of new cages fit for offshore fish farming.

Figure 2 The management group's prioritization of the SDGs

The selection of the four goals follows strategic considerations. Goals 9 (“Industry,
Innovation and Infrastructure”) and 17 (“Partnerships for the Goals”) reflect the
company’s current strategy of investment in R&D based on collaborative processes with
its customers and research institutions. Goal 14 (“Life Below Water”) is applicable to the
aquaculture industry, and Plasto sees it especially relevant for its relationship with
AKVA group. Additionally, the company has stated its ambition to use 50% recycled
materials within 2020 as contribution to goal 12 (“Responsible Consumption and
Production”).

When asked about the company’s decision to select four of the 17 goals, the project
manager argued that the company, in principle, affects, and is affected, by all the goals.
However, this makes it difficult to focus and operationalize the goals. After presenting
lessons learnt at the third workshop in May 2017, his view was that they were able to



place the company’s activities in a larger context through an efficient organizational
process. Moreover, the framework had helped them to communicate between
organizational units, especially between those responsible for day-to-day operations
and those responsible for R&D.

Plasto’s owners, i.e. the CEO and the CTO, relate the SDG framework to new market
opportunities. The CEO reflected upon the trend of politicians and interest
organizations increasingly using the SDGs. This increases the SDG relevance for Plasto
so they may stay prepared for future regulations and governmental requirements.
Moreover, the owners see that the SDGs can be used to frame offerings to public sectors,
such as in infrastructure projects where the company has relevant competence.

The CTO also reflected upon whether Plasto should actively promote some of the goals,
for example numbers g and 12, while ignoring others. This could make them vulnerable
to “attacks” from external stakeholders about other goals to which the plastics industry
negatively contributes. In other words, the CTO perceives a tension between strategically
prioritizing a few goals, and holistically considering all goals.

3.2. Linking the SDGs with the CBM project
After the third workshop of PS in May 2017, the project manager signaled that the
process had been fruitful. One of the concrete outputs was the management group’s
decision to establish a goal of 50% recycled plastics in the aquaculture business area
within the year 2020. Thus, the project manager decided to continue the SDGs process
as a way of creating momentum in the CBM project. The case study reveals three activity
links following the workshop in May 2017.

The first activity link was an application for funding to support their CBM project that
was developed during the fall of 2017. This was sent to Innovation Norway, a
governmental agency that provides financial support for different kinds of business
development with the overall aim of increased competitiveness. Additionally, the
agency is a strong advocate of the SDGs (IN, 2017). In the application document, Plasto
explicitly referred to the SDGs, i.e. goals 9, 12, 14 and 17, and evaluated potential
innovation opportunities and risks based on the material presented in the PS workshop
series.

The second activity link relates to the R&D project, MegaMould, which began in
November 2016. This projects deals with technical issues of the CBM project to provide
quality assurance, and AKVA group is partner in this project. The linkage to SDGs was
done by Further, the MegaMould project manager who chose to include the SDGs in
the project communication to societal stakeholders. The project webpage reads:



“MegaMould has identified the SDGs that the project affects, and these goals will be used
to describe project results in relation to sustainability” (MegaMould, 2017).

This statement was a direct result of the management group’s prioritization (Figure 2),
as MegaMould’s original project description did not include a reference to the SDGs.

The final activity links reflects the process of actively involving AKVA group in the SDG
process. In January 2018, PS organized a workshop that specifically targeted the
aquaculture industry. The topic for discussion was how the industry, as a whole, could
contribute to the SDGs. Three actors from the aquaculture value chain were
represented, including Plasto and AKVA group. SDGs 9, 14, and 17 framed the
discussion, and the challenge of plastics in the oceans framed the scope.

AKVA group’s representative reflected on the workshop in a follow-up interview.
Positively, she commended Plasto for taking part in such initiative and especially for the
concrete results that were emerging from the CBM project. She also, however, signaled
some skepticism towards the SDGs, making the argument that the SDGs represent a
trend to which several actors are attracted, many by means of self-promotion and
positioning.

Her perspective was that SDG engagement could result in superficial discussions on the
level of strategy and communication. However, when tackling problems in a specific
industry, actors must respect the contingent factors and the unique insights that already
exist, for example with regards to the issue of plastic pollution. In other words, the
AKVA group representative perceives a tension between the generic nature of the SDGs
and the specific problems in an industrial context.

4. Theoretical positioning of the findings

The exploratory findings presented in this paper provide some “abductive hunches”
(Howard-Grenville et al., 2017) that could motivate a more theory-oriented debate.
However, to have a meaningful conversation about possible generalization following
the inductive structure of this paper, we need to establish a conceptual bridge between
the empirical and theoretical worlds.

The concept of corporate sustainability (CS) serves this purpose, and I select the
established definition given by Van Marrewijk (2003, p. 102) for this paper, “Company
activities - voluntary by definition - demonstrating the inclusion of social and
environmental concerns in business operations and in interactions with stakeholders.”



In the following, I use this definition to position my findings in a wider scientific debate.
The phenomenon at hand is how the company includes new company activities, i.e. the
SDG process, in already existing business operations, i.e. the CBM project.

4.1. The theoretical link between CS and the SDGs

Contemporary debates in the field of CS consist of several theoretical positions (Bansal
and Song, 2017, Hahn et al., 2017). A fundamental difference exists between those who
adapt a management-oriented perspective (e.g. Hahn et al., 2014, Baumgartner and
Rauter, 2017) and those who use a society-oriented perspective (e.g.Whiteman et al.,
2013, Upward and Jones, 2016). Interestingly, empirical phenomena related to SDG
application in a business context can be illuminated by both perspectives, and thus we
find interesting avenues for theory development.

The SDG framework is, by nature, a society-level phenomenon (Pradhan et al., 2017),
and the result of political ambition to tackle the social and environmental challenges of
our world by 2030. The private sector plays an important role (Scheyvens et al., 2016),
and many top-executives recognize the SDGs as a framework for innovation and
opportunity spotting (Accenture, 2016). However, a puzzle emerges when thinking
about the linkages between the SDGs and CS activities in more detail.

For example, how do firms interpret the general terms used by the SDGs? In general,
what happens when we shift the analytical perspective from high-level societal
challenges to the local context of a specific firm? This is a fundamental problem about
the systemic context of business operations and is the heart of the debate among CS
scholars (Vermeulen and Witjes, 2016, Bansal and Song, 2017, Williams et al., 2017).
Thus, it should be possible to use the field of CS as a theoretical home for our
exploration of the SDGs.

Indeed, the contribution by Sullivan et al. (2018) suggests that CS scholars should utilize
strategic management theory to analyze and discuss business contributions to the
SDGs. Their text analysis of the 17 goals and the associated 169 target descriptions shows
that topics such as “innovation”, “partnerships”, and “strategic positioning,” act as a
conceptual bridge to the CS literature. The following section explores this idea, and uses
insights from the case study to enrich the theoretical discussion.

4.2. From strategic management to paradox management
Taking a strategic management perspective on SDG application, a basic question deals
with how a firm can the framework to develop a strategy based on unique resources and
capabilities that competitors are not able to imitate and copy (Russo and Fouts, 1997,
Hart, 1995). However, according to Neugebauer et al. (2015), CS strategies are difficult
to plan and tend to ‘emerge’ over time.



The difficulty of strategic planning is especially the case for situations based on
complexity, societal impacts and long-term considerations (Neugebauer at al., 2015).
Arguably, this resonates well with the SDGs. The framework has a 15-year horizon, it is
based on societal challenges, and its complexity is illustrated by the discussion of
interrelations between goals, including possible trade-offs (Spangenberg, 2017, Nilsson
et al., 2016). We can therefore assume that integration of the SDGs in strategic decision
making likely contain strong features of an emergent process.

Viewing SDG application as an emergent process “(...) implies learning what works -
taking one action at a time in search for that viable pattern or consistency” Mintzberg &
Waters (1985, p. 271 ). Moreover, the role of learning in for organizational development
is generally highlighted by CS scholars (Siebenhiiner and Arnold, 2007, Lozano, 2014).
Interestingly, in the Plasto case, we recognize a pattern in the way SDGs serve as the
platform for learning in interaction with both external stakeholders and internal actors
at workshops. Integration in the MegaMould project and the application to Innovation
Norway are examples of learning outcomes.

However, the case study reveals that the learning process involves conflicting
requirements from actors. AKVA group’s representative argues a tension between the
generic nature of the SDGs and the specific problems of the aquaculture industry. The
Plasto CTO asserts the risk of actively promoting a few SDGs since external stakeholders
may question why the company leaves out the other goals. As argued by the project
manager, Plasto affects and is affected by all the goals in principle, but in practical
decision making the involved actors feels the need to prioritize. In general, the findings
indicate an underlying tension between business strategy and societal development.

Recognizing the tension involved with SDG application, our discussion benefits from
the emerging paradox perspective on CS (Van der Byl and Slawinski, 2015, Hahn et al.,
2018). This perspective posits that any company that engages with the framework will
encounter tensions between, for example, societal and organizational levels of analysis
(Hahn et al., 2015). The underlying position draws on a “theory of paradox” (Smith &
Lewis, 20m1), which asks the question, "How can organizations and their managers
effectively engage A and B simultaneously?” (p. 395). For our purpose, this translates to
the objective of understanding how business actors can simultaneously meet the
requirements of specific industry problems and the societal requirements reflected by
all SDGs.

Proposing the paradox perspective as a theoretical position concludes the inductive
argument presented in this chapter. In the final chapter of this paper, | draw some
concluding remarks that provide a starting point for further debate.



5. Concluding remarks and further research

A long-standing dilemma in the field of CS surrounds the divide between the interests
of business actors and the requirements of the larger social and environmental systems
of which they are part. Interestingly, the SDGs have emerged as a possible link to narrow
the gap between micro-level actors and macro-level systemic concerns.

The role of the SDGs in a business context has spurred a conceptual debate (Scheyvens
et al., 2016, Sullivan et al., 2018), but practical insights are needed to empirically ground
the discussion. Indeed, Howard-Grenville et al. (2017, p. 108) assert the state of the
debate as “ (...) exploratory pre-theory stage of empirical description, diagnoses of
important phenomena, and abductive hunches of phenomena, rather than more
traditional theory development or testing.” In other words, we are stepping into an
uncharted knowledge territory.

Following the suggestion by Sullivan et al. (2018), the knowledge debate should draw
on strategic management theory to illuminate empirical phenomena. However, there is
reason to argue that the strategic management perspective fails to capture the
complexities and dynamics involved. In fact, the review by Hart and Dowell (2011) shows
a lack of empirical research on the broader strategy of “sustainable development.” This
points to the idea that business strategy in a CS context is a dynamic process of learning
(Neugebauer et al., 2015) and actor interaction (Vilddsen and Havenvid, 2018), as
opposed to a planned approach by management actors.

Assuming that CS phenomena, in general, and SDG application, in particular, are
dynamic processes of learning, paradox theory provides interesting avenues for further
research. The core question is then to understand how organizations and their
managers can address contradicting requirements through acceptance and resolution
strategies (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Following the principle that an exploratory study
should end in theory-oriented questions (Yin, 2014), I suggest the guidance for further
research:

e Isita trend that firms select and prioritize some SDGs as opposed to a holistic
consideration of all the goals? If so, why?

e How do firms’ prioritizations of the SDGs change over time based on learning
outcomes and feedback from stakeholders?

e How do firms resolve contradicting requirements of stakeholders in the context
of the SDGs?

The SDGs appear to be a valuable framework for attracting attention to social and
environmental concerns in a business context. This paper hopes to inspire further
inquiries and knowledge debates, and actual change in business operations.
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Appendix

Table Al Details on secondary interviews

Date Type Interviewees Comment

December Open Project manager and Two separate interviews with

10, 2014 ended Engineer Plasto representatives

February 8, | Open Purchasing manager Plasto representative

2015 ended

April 16, Open CEOQ, Project manager, R&D | Four separate interviews with

2015 ended manager, and Engineer Plasto representatives

October 27, | Open Purchasing manager and Two separate interviews with

2015 ended R&D Manager AKVA group representatives

February 19, | Open Project manager Plasto representative

2016 ended

March 7, Open Technical sales manager Representative of AKVA group

2016 ended subsidiary

June 10, Open Project manager Plasto representative

2016 ended

March o, Open R&D manager Representative of AKVA group

2016 ended subsidiary

September Open CEQO, Project manager, Four separate interviews with

19, 2016 ended Engineer and CFO Plasto representatives

October 27, | Semi Project manager Plasto representative;

2016 structured transcriptions available

November 8, | Semi CEO Containerservice representative;

2016 structured transcriptions available

November Semi Business developer AKVA group representative;

10, 2016 structured transcriptions available

November Semi Project manager Plasto representative;

22, 2016 structured transcriptions available

April 5, 2017 | Semi Project manager Plasto representative
structured

June 6, 2017 | Semi CEO and Project manager Plasto representatives
structured

April 19, Open Quality manager Containerservice representative;

2018 ended informal setting

Table AII Details on secondary observations of Plasto

Date

Role of the
researcher(s)

Company
actors at Plasto

Comment




May 28, Passive CEO First formal meeting in the project;

2014 participant written minutes available

November Passive CEO First research seminar in the project;

28, 2014 participant Project manager | written summary and company slides
available

March 19, Passive R&D manager Company presentation in research

2015 participant seminar; slides available

May 21, Passive Project manager | Discussions at research seminar; written

2015 participant summary available

September | Passive Project manager | Research seminar at Plasto’s facilities;

28, 2015 participant CcOO written summary and company slides
available

February 22, | Passive R&D manager Interactive workshop; written summary

2016 participant Engineer and company slides available

March 8, Passive CEO Company presentation at research

2016 participant seminar

May 18, Passive Project manager | Discussions at research seminar; written

2016 participant summary available

September Active Project manager, | Company presentation at circular

2, participant economy conference; company slides

2016 available

March 24, Active Project manager | Interactive workshop; written summary

2017 participant and company slides available

June 2, Active Management Interactive workshop; written summary

2017 participant group available

June 8, Passive Project manager | Presentation and group discussions at an

2017 participant industrial networking event

September Passive Project manager | Discussions at research seminar; written

28, 2017 participant summary and company slides available

April 18, Passive Project manager | Company presentations at circular

2018 participant economy conference; written summary
and company slides available

Table AIIl Details on secondary documents

Type Date retrieved Relevance for the CBM case
Strategy November 7, 2017 | Shows Plasto’s strategic priorities for 2017 and 2018
document

Plan for research

project

April 7, 2017

The R&D project MegaMould deals with core
activities of the CBM project.
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