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Abstract. Businesses in all kinds of industries, including facility management (FM), are
increasingly integrating sustainability into their practices. The integration of sustainability
practices involves expanding beyond economic targets to include environmental and social ones.
However, this process is challenging for businesses and has not been fully explained by existing
research. Consequently, this paper investigates how organizations set and govern their
sustainability ambitions and targets. Specifically, this research focuses on identifying relevant
goals and targets, selecting and integrating the goals and targets into business operations, and
tracking the progress toward them. A case study approach was employed to achieve the paper’s
intended purpose, and a multinational company from the service industry was analyzed. Ten
interviews were conducted, and more than 50 pages of archival data were collected. The results
of this study elaborate on the setting of sustainability ambitions and targets and provide a
roadmap for this process. The proposed roadmap includes defining sustainability, materiality
analysis, goals and targets, and sustainability governance as crucial stages. This study’s practical
contributions include the process roadmap, which can facilitate organizations’ journeys toward
reasonable sustainability goals and targets. This outcome benefits all kinds of organizations,
including those operating in the built environment and the FM domain.

1. Introduction

Businesses are increasingly pursuing economic, environmental, and social sustainability [1]. This
includes expanding beyond financial goals and targets to include environmental and social ones to cope
with stakeholder needs [2]. Many organizations’ ultimate goal is building a sustainable business model
(SBM), which is defined as a business model “that incorporates pro-active multi-stakeholder
management, the creation of monetary and non-monetary value for a broad range of stakeholders, and
which holds a long-term perspective” [3, p409]. This definition contradicts neoclassical economic
theory and Friedman [4], who argued that a firm’s sole goal is to increase profits. Instead, SBMs go
beyond profit maximization for shareholders to deliver value to the environment and society as
stakeholders.

Companies are no longer asking why they need to become more sustainable; instead, the question is,
how? [1] They are currently working to define their sustainability goals and targets, measure their
progress, and communicate them to stakeholders [5]. Performance measurement can improve the
sustainability performance of a business [6]. Although sustainability reporting has been voluntary, there
has been an increase in sustainability performance reporting by companies in recent years [7]. This
phenomenon has primarily focused on large companies, as stakeholders expect them to disclose
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information on environmental, social, and economic (ESG) performance [8]. However, many investors
continue to raise important issues, arguing that many sustainability and ESG reports are generic and lack
transparent and verifiable information [9]. Current developments in standardization are poised to bring
about changes for both organizations in general and for facility management (FM) [12].

Selecting proper sustainability goals and targets, establishing a sustainability governance model, and
reporting sustainability performance are challenging for businesses and have not been fully explained
by the existing research. Such a challenge is visible across sectors and disciplines, including FM [10].
FM is defined as an “organizational function which integrates people, place and process within the built
environment with the purpose of improving the quality of life of people and the productivity of the core
business” [11, p2]. Many organizations involved in FM face difficulties in “identifying and measuring
the sustainability performance” [10, p259] and therefore fail to have a meaningful impact on the
environment and society. Recognizing this challenge, standardizations in FM at the global level have
also focused on sustainability, such as through the ongoing work on ISO/TR 41019 Facility
Management—The role of sustainability and resilience and ISO/PWI 41030 Facility Management—
Performance measurement and management [12].

This paper investigates how organizations set and govern their sustainability goals and targets. A
multinational company aiming to be an industry leader in sustainability was chosen for the case study.
This study explored the process of defining sustainability goals and targets through 10 interviews and
more than 50 pages of archival data. Following up on Klungseth et al.’s [11] call for research, this paper
offers practical implications for research, standardization, and business practitioners. Specifically, this
study provides empirical evidence of the methods and types of analyses companies apply to define and
govern sustainability goals and targets. For business practitioners, this work offers a process roadmap
that can facilitate the setting of sustainability goals and targets. The roadmap breaks down the
sustainability goal-setting process into subprocesses and activities to offer user-centric guidelines. In
doing so, this paper can assist FM managers in a) identifying and measuring sustainability performance,
b) integrating stakeholders and users in the goal-setting process, and c) clearly communicating
sustainability goals. This directly responds to the main challenges and barriers to implementing
sustainable FM practices [13].

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, relevant theories are discussed, and related
concepts, such as materiality analysis, are introduced. The methodological approach, specifically the
case study, data collection, and analysis processes, is presented in Section 3. The findings are presented
in Section 4 and discussed in Section 5. Finally, Section 6 offers concluding remarks.

2. Key concepts

This section discusses the stakeholder and legitimacy theories relevant to the study. Furthermore, it
elaborates on sustainability, sustainable development, and materiality analysis as critical concepts of
this study.

2.1. Stakeholder theory
Stakeholders are central to FM and service management, as these disciplines have an overall aim to
create value for internal and external stakeholders, including both individual people and entire
organizations [14]. Stakeholder theory is an organizational management theory developed in response
to a dominating mindset that sees corporations as shareholders’ property, solely responsible for
maximizing their outcomes [15]. The theory expands the list of constituencies to include customers,
suppliers, and employees, which an organization must consider in value creation. Freeman [15, p46]
classified stakeholders as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of
the organization’s objectives.” Stakeholder theory suggests that organizations must address and meet
stakeholders’ needs and expectations to succeed.

Stakeholder theory helps to achieve sustainability as an organization’s end goal. To “achieve
organisational sustainability, contemporary organisations must satisfy a variety of stakeholders, who are
all capable of inflicting unacceptable damage on the viability of the organisation if their interests are not
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met” [16, p737]. Based on stakeholder theory, organizations define key stakeholders, assess their impact
on them, and incorporate their needs into the value-creation process. For instance, in FM, stakeholder
involvement is perceived as a remedy to overcoming barriers to implementing sustainability practices
[13]. Similarly, organizations must consider the environment and society as their key stakeholders to
achieve long-term sustainability.

2.2. Legitimacy theory

Legitimacy theory explains why businesses aim to integrate sustainability into core business activities
and focus on communicating sustainability performance to stakeholders. Lindblom [17, p2] defined
legitimacy as follows:

[A] condition or status which exists when an entity’s value system is congruent with the value system

of the larger social system of which the entity is a part. When a disparity, actual or potential, exists

between the two value systems, there is a threat to the entity’s legitimacy.

Legitimacy represents a social contract between an organization and society that, if broken, endangers
an organization’s license to operate. This definition is broad and flexible and includes social and
environmental norms. Putting it into the environmental performance context, legitimacy is defined as
the “generalized perception or assumption that a firm’s environmental performance is desirable, proper,
or appropriate” [18, p94]. This is particularly important for FM, which aims to improve the quality of
life of people and core businesses. The risk of breaking the social contract and concerns about not
meeting stakeholders’ expectations make it necessary for businesses to address sustainability and
communicate their sustainability performance.

To maintain legitimacy, businesses can strategically change their organizational perception toward
sustainability, adapt their activities, and allocate resources accordingly [19]. This includes prioritizing
stakeholders’ needs and interests. “Businesses must address and prioritize immediate stakeholders who
probably have the greatest impact on the business and show some form of moral legitimacy for their
actions” [19, p3743]. This suggests that businesses need to recognize their key stakeholders, perform an
impact assessment of their activities in relation to them, and address any potential concerns.

2.3. Sustainability and sustainable development

Sustainability and sustainable development are widely used concepts that are often treated
interchangeably [20]. Distinguishing the two, sustainable development is a process that aims to achieve
sustainability as an end goal [21]. In the Brundtland Report [22, p383], sustainable development was
defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs.” The concept of sustainability originates from the science of
ecology. It is “the ability of the whole or parts of a biotic community to extend its form into the future”
[23, p84].

Economics, society, and the environment have emerged as the three pillars of sustainable
development. Brundtland’s definition of sustainable development incorporates economic, social, and
environmental aspects as the “three main aims of sustainable development” [24, p58]. Economic
sustainability focuses on businesses’ financial resilience and long-term viability, while social
sustainability focuses on preserving social capital. Environmental sustainability is “meeting the resource
and services needs of current and future generations without compromising the health of the ecosystems
that provide them” [25, p5]. Considering these broad definitions, sustainable development represents a
significant shift toward understanding the relationship between society, the environment, and economic
growth. Therefore, FM has a clear role to play in helping organizations transition to create a sustainable,
climate-neutral world, as both FM and sustainability embrace a wider holistic scope [11], including all
three pillars of sustainable development. Thus, the role of FM has been “recognized for their important
contribution in providing spaces, infrastructure, and services to people and the organizations, to help all
professionals acting in the frontline” [11, p2].
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2.4. Materiality analysis

Materiality analyses are used across sectors, including FM, as part of Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
standards and sustainability analyses. Materiality as a concept originates from financial reporting and
has recently become central to sustainability assessment and reporting [26]. Materiality in financial
reporting refers to the importance or significance of an item. It is used to determine whether an item
should be included in a financial report [27]. The threshold for materiality is the point at which an item
is deemed necessary enough to be contained in a report. Similarly, materiality in sustainability
assessments and reporting helps to rank a broad range of sustainability concerns based on the three
pillars of sustainability. The ranking is done considering all relevant stakeholders. Materiality analysis
aims to “determine what really matters to company sustainability performance, commitment and
strategies” [26, p440]. Hence, it helps companies shape their sustainability strategies to align with
aspects that are the most significant to a company and its primary stakeholders.

Materiality analysis is pivotal to GRI standards, the most widely known and accepted sustainability
reporting standards. Following GRI guidelines, materiality analyses “should be performed through
stakeholder engagement initiatives and strategic consideration of opportunities and risk related to
sustainability aspects” [26, p440]. This suggests an outside-in perspective involving all relevant
stakeholders in designing sustainability strategies. Stakeholder dialogues help identify relevant
sustainability aspects and rank them based on their significance. The materiality concept serves as a
threshold for determining aspects that are significant to stakeholders and the company.

3. Methods

This study employed a case study to explore how organizations set and manage their sustainability goals
and targets [28, 29]. The study satisfied the three conditions set by Yin [30] for when to use case studies:
a) the form of the research question is how, b) the researcher’s control of the behavioral events is not
required, and c) contemporary events are the focus. We studied an organizational process outside of our
control and aimed to understand how this phenomenon evolves. Ozcan et al. [31] described single cases
as ideal in such contexts.

3.1. Case design and selection

A multinational company operating under the umbrella of a publicly traded conglomerate was assessed
in the case study. To ensure the anonymity of the company and the interviewed participants, we used
Neptune as a pseudonym for the company name. Neptune operates in the service sector. Neptune has
been actively engaged in enhancing sustainability and has been working to integrate it into its business
model. Neptune aims to be a front runner in sustainability within its industry. The company recently
published its sustainability report independent of its mother company, showing leadership in
sustainability.

Neptune was identified during a larger research collaboration with the mother conglomerate, which
is also heavily invested in integrating sustainability into its core business. The research project was
presented at an online conference focusing on sustainability, and it triggered the interest of the head of
sustainability of the mother conglomerate. Reviewing the brand portfolio of the mother conglomerate,
Neptune was identified as a relevant case, as it was one of the business units that had progressed the
furthest in its sustainability goals and targets. This paper presents and analyzes a small part of this data
set. Yin [29, 30] argued that ensuring access to relevant people and documents is a fundamental
consideration in selecting an organization for a case study. The head of sustainability acted as the door
opener. Following this, the Neptune management team agreed to participate in the project and gave us
access to relevant company members and archival data.

3.2. Data collection

In this study, data were collected through interviews and archival documents. Interviews were the
primary source of data. A total of 10 semi-structured interviews were conducted. All interviewees were
top managers and ranged from the CEO to business developers. An interview guide was followed during
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the conversations. The main topics of the interview guide were sustainability ambitions and goals,
business model innovation for sustainability, and stakeholder involvement. The interviews were
conducted online using Microsoft Teams, as the data collection was done during the COVID-19
pandemic, when in-person interviews were not an option. Both authors participated in conducting the
interviews. The interviews lasted 42—55 minutes and were recorded and fully transcribed. In accordance
with the Norwegian Centre for Research Data, General Data Protection Regulation, and Personal Data
Act, the authors obtained approval for the research project upfront, inviting participants to participate in
the research and fulfilling the requirements by ensuring the interviewees’ anonymity in publications.
All informants were informed about the research’s purpose and their rights before providing their
consent.

Archival data were also collected to complement the data from the interviews. Archival data included
sustainability reports, presentations, and video materials.

3.3. Data analysis
There are two main approaches to analyzing case study data [31]. One is creating thorough descriptive
narratives [28], and the other is creating a data structure by coding and categorizing the data into two
abstract levels [32]. This study followed the first approach and created a thorough narrative for the case
[28, 33]. Such an approach is “very useful for the researcher to develop a deep understanding of the
case, to fill in the gaps in the story, and to write a thorough paper” [31, p17]. Specifically, the following
steps were performed:
1. The data were coded into main themes by grouping text that belonged to the same theme. The
same approach was used for the interviews and archival data.
2. Using the identified themes from Step 1, case “write-ups” were compiled. Interviews served as
the primary data, while archival data served to validate the interviews and establish the facts.

4. Findings

The findings showed that Neptune has established a structured approach to sustainability, which has led
to clear sustainability goals and targets. As a result, in 2022, Neptune published its sustainability report,
becoming the first business unit within the mother company to do so independently. Neptune’s
awareness of sustainability is solid, and many employees are involved and even initiate sustainability-
related initiatives.

Neptune has created an ambitious plan and has ambitious targets for sustainability. Neptune’s
ultimate goal is to fully integrate sustainability into everything it does and to become the most
responsible player in the market. The company is attempting to improve the industry’s image, as the
industry has often been criticized by the media and society. Elaborating on these overarching
sustainability ambitions, the communication and sustainability manager stated:

The ultimate goal is to fully integrate sustainability mindsets into each decision we make for the

business, which is hard to measure if you have achieved that goal. [...] We would like to be perceived

as the most responsible player in our industry, and possibly also outside the competitor
arena...maybe be seen as sustainability [industry] lead.
Neptune aims to instill a sustainability mindset in the decision-making process and achieve a sustainable
business model.
The following are the findings on setting sustainability goals and targets.

4.1. Process of setting sustainability goals and targets

Neptune has worked on defining its sustainability goals and targets and measuring its progress toward
them. The process of defining the goals and targets has been lengthy, as it has involved performing
materiality and value chain analyses and engaging relevant stakeholders, such as customers, employees,
business partners, regulators, media, and owners. This process has included multiple stages, such as
defining sustainability, gaining a deep understanding of Neptune’s contributions, setting sustainability
goals and targets, and establishing the sustainability governance model. The process is elaborated below.
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4.1.1. Defining sustainability. As a first step, Neptune defined sustainability, its conceptualizations of
the idea, and what it means to them. Sustainability as a concept is quite broad, and to many business
practitioners, it refers to a business’s financial viability. However, to many others, sustainability is all
about climate change and humanity’s carbon footprint, and few consider sustainability as being made
of three pillars—economic, environmental, and social. Neptune focused on developing a broad
definition of sustainability in an attempt to determine where it could contribute the most significantly.
Going beyond housekeeping aspects, such as garbage sorting or eliminating plastic cups, the company
focused on its core products and services and the impact these services have on the environment and
society. Providing more context on this point, the business developer of the main product stated:

We want to focus on where we can move the needle. When we first started working with

sustainability for real, we had, of course, been working with it for a long time. Still, we recently

[hired] a sustainability manager [at Neptune], and things started to happen for real. We talked a lot

about how we should have waste sorting in the kitchen and so on, but that did not really move the

needle. So, we are focusing on our core product.
Hiring a sustainability manager helped introduce new competencies to Neptune, enhancing the
company’s opportunities to improve its sustainability performance.

Consequently, the company has come to understand its role in sustainable development and has
moved far beyond thinking that sustainability is all about climate change and carbon footprints.
Elaborating on Neptune’s view on sustainability, the project manager, strategy and business
development, stated:

It [sustainability] is a concept that has gradually become part of the company’s culture [...] When

you think about sustainability in a production plant, it is quite obvious, but for [Neptune], it becomes

a bit less graphic what sustainability means. So we started our journey two years ago to really define

where we can have more impact. So, I think the organization now is at the point of really knowing

what sustainability means for Neptune and understanding how important it is for it to be part of the
business and not a silo and far away from the business.
In Neptune’s view, the company does not emit heavy CO2. This made it hard for the company to
conceptualize sustainability. As stated above, sustainability is often hard to conceptualize for companies
that are not necessarily heavy CO2 emitters.

Neptune has established the belief that sustainability is the future and offers many opportunities for
future improvements. Expanding on this, the communication and sustainability manager stated:

Everyone, almost everyone within Neptune, believes that sustainability is an opportunity for us. We

can grow even more if we can do it even more and express it even more. And it would be a safety

net for us in case the industry gets even more regulated...it could mean that we could survive better

than the competitors if we focus on having a sustainable long-term business model rather than a

short-term one focused on making a lot of money right now.

At this stage, Neptune already understands that due to regulations and demands from stakeholders,
integrating sustainability is fundamental to its business model. Beyond that, the company also realizes
that sustainability is shaping the future, and there are opportunities for growth and creating a competitive
advantage in sustainability challenges.

4.1.2. Materiality analysis. Upon defining sustainability and how Neptune affects the environment and
society, Neptune conducted materiality analyses, which were Neptune’s points of departure toward
defining sustainability goals and targets. Materiality analysis served as a tool for identifying,
determining, and prioritizing sustainability aspects and topics relevant to Neptune. It started materiality
analysis in 2019, performing multiple tasks, such as value chain impact assessment, stakeholder
mapping and engagement, and determining and prioritizing relevant sustainability aspects.

The value chain impact assessment focused on the risk and opportunity analysis of the value chain.
The process highlighted inputs, operations, sales and marketing, use of services, and the consequences
of using these services as five primary segments of their value chain, and each was assessed. For each
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segment, the company set its impact on the economy, environment, and society. Similarly, sustainability
aspects relevant to each value chain segment were identified.

Stakeholder engagement and their inputs were critical in the identification of sustainability aspects
for Neptune. Using stakeholder mapping tools, Neptune identified the most relevant stakeholders
influencing its business. Elaborating on this process, the sustainability report stated:

Mapping stakeholders identified our most important stakeholders based on interest in and influence

on our business. The identified stakeholders were users [business partners], employees, regulators,

media, and owners. Through a combination of surveys and analysis, we invited employees and users

to prioritize the identified sustainability aspects.
These stakeholder dialogues focused on identifying the most important sustainability-related aspects for
each stakeholder. They focused on understanding stakeholders’ key concerns regarding Neptune’s
critical business operations and services and tried to integrate them into future developments. Describing
the importance of understanding stakeholders’ concerns, the VP for business partnerships stated that "to
be able to innovate in a sustainable long-term way, you need to understand the stakeholders, and you
need to support them in the correct way and have them close to you.” Therefore, the integration of
stakeholders’ needs is crucial for sustainable business development.

Combining results from value chain impact assessment and inputs from stakeholder dialogues,
Neptune prioritized and selected the sustainability aspects of focus. The company presented, discussed,
and validated results with the management team in a workshop. Sustainability aspects were ranked and
prioritized based on the impact assessment internally and considering the stakeholder perspective. In
total, Neptune identified 12 sustainability aspects. For confidentiality reasons, only the categorization
of these aspects is presented in this paper (figure 1). The selected sustainability aspects were categorized
into three levels: lead aspects, process aspects, and hygiene aspects. The lead aspect is in line with the
mission and vision of the company and is achieved through the core services Neptune offers. This
represents Neptune’s overarching sustainability goal. The second level includes process aspects that are
directly related to the business processes carried out by Neptune. The third level comprises hygiene
aspects, including a working environment where employees can thrive, greenhouse gas emissions,
sustainable consumption, and charity. Process and hygiene aspects lead toward achieving the lead
aspect.

Lead aspect

o ¢ o o 4 O

Process aspects

Hygiene aspects

Figure 1. Categorization of sustainability aspects.

4.1.3. Defining sustainability goals and targets. Neptune has set long- and short-term goals for each
sustainability aspect identified through materiality analysis. First, they set the scope of the sustainability
aspect and defined the long-term goals. Second, to manage long-term goals, they set short-term goals
that are more specific in nature, measurable, and time-bound. Referring to this process, the
communication and sustainability manager at Neptune stated that "when it comes to the sustainability
aspects, at the end of the year, it is up to each member responsible for each aspect to define the new
targets for each aspect and ensure that the targets are measurable.” Therefore, Neptune set specific,
measurable, attainable, result-oriented, and time-bound (SMART) goals. This allows them to track
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progress toward each aspect and makes it easier for business managers to incorporate them into their
individual objectives and key results (OKRs).

The sustainability aspects, specifically the long-term goals, short-term targets, and progress, are
shown in figure 2.

Materiality aspect Long-term goal Short-term target Progress
(Year)

A

Figure 2. The sustainability aspects of long-term goals, short-term targets, and progress tracking.

4.1.4. Sustainability governance. The final step is defining the sustainability governance model and
assigning ownership to the identified sustainability aspects. The Neptune executive management team
oversees and governs sustainability performance. Each sustainability aspect is assigned to a member of
management to ensure that those aspects are anchored at the top. Then, they are responsible for pushing
them down in the organization and achieving specific targets. Doing so also helps them integrate
sustainability into the core of their businesses. Elaborating on this, the partner responsible at Neptune
stated:

We defined some broad areas of focus [referring to sustainability aspects]. Then, we assigned the

responsibility for each area to different individuals in the Neptune executive team so that our

sustainability goals were anchored at the top management and something that they would measure
and track themselves on. ... even have them [sustainability goals] tied to their own KPIs [key
performance indicators] as opposed to being some initiatives happening lower down in the
organization. Then, the management would say: what the hell is this?
The company wants the executive team to be responsible for the sustainability goals and targets and
push them down in the organization. It has also included sustainability goals and targets as part of the
bonus system. The CEO at Neptune said, “20% of that bonus [short-term incentive plan] was dependent
on sustainability targets.” Therefore, Neptune is using a top-down approach to integrate sustainability
goals and targets into key performance indicators (KPIs).

Executive team members in charge of the sustainability aspect are responsible for setting goals and
targets for their assigned aspects. They are also responsible for defining an action plan, communicating
it to their teams, and evaluating their performance. In this process, they are supported by the
sustainability manager.

The sustainability governance model includes a periodic performance review of stated goals and
targets. Annual performance regarding each sustainability aspect is evaluated and presented internally
and externally. Following GRI standards, Neptune published a sustainability report for 2021. This is a
way to share its sustainability ambitions, approach, and performance with all stakeholders.

As part of its sustainability governance, Neptune hired a sustainability manager responsible for
formulating and implementing the overall sustainability strategy for the organization. Furthermore, to
ensure that sustainability initiatives are implemented throughout all levels of the organization and that
people get the opportunity to engage in these efforts, they have established a sustainability community.
Members of this community help increase awareness of sustainability and support related actions
throughout the organization across the multiple countries in which Neptune is present.
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Figure 3 summarizes Neptune’s process for defining and managing its sustainability goals and

targets.
Gain a deep T
. . _ s i Sustainabili
/ N\ / understanding of own 7 N - ty
* Develop a broad definition contributions * Define the scope of s
of sustainability sustamability aspects

* Understand where vou « Materiality analysis * Define long-term goals for « Assign ownership

have the largest impact each aspect

* Value chain impact * Integrate sustainability
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Figure 3. Process for setting and governing sustainability goals and targets.

5. Discussion

This study contributes to a better understanding of the process of setting and governing sustainability
goals and targets in a company setting. Specifically, this paper offers a process road map (figure 3)
representing a strategy for setting and managing sustainability goals and targets by determining the
necessary steps and actions. This map can prove highly valuable for FM (and other industries),
particularly now that FM has started to develop standards for sustainability performance.

The first step outlined by the roadmap is to define and understand sustainability. The results of the
case study showed that businesses must develop a complete understanding of sustainability and know
where they have the most significant impact. Sustainability and sustainable development are so broadly
defined concepts that business practitioners often need help operationalizing them [20, 21]. Furthermore,
the results showed that business practitioners often refer to sustainability solely as financial viability,
climate change, or CO2 emissions and need help integrating the economic, environmental, and social
pillars. Consequently, this hinders their ability to understand where they have the most significant impact
on sustainability. The most considerable effect comes from the organization’s core activities and value
propositions rather than secondary ones. Therefore, this study suggests that developing a broad
definition of sustainability within the organization first before developing a deeper understanding of
where the organization has the largest impact is a reasonable approach.

The second step indicates the need to gain a deep understanding of the organization’s contributions
to sustainability. This involves performing materiality analysis and value chain impact assessments,
engaging in stakeholder dialogues, and prioritizing and selecting relevant sustainability aspects.
Materiality analysis helps organizations develop and prioritize proper sustainability strategies [26].
Value chain impact assessments help organizations break down their value chain into segments and
assess their specific impacts in terms of economic, environmental, and social sustainability. During this
process, stakeholder dialogues are critical. As suggested by stakeholder theory [16], involving
stakeholders directly helps organizations develop a deeper understanding of stakeholders’ key concerns
about an organization’s value propositions and essential operations. This enables organizations to have
an outside-in perspective in defining sustainability goals and targets. Finally, following the materiality
analysis framework [28], organizations must prioritize and categorize key sustainability aspects. The
results showed that the lead sustainability aspect concerns the impact of the core value proposition
offered by the organization. This speaks to legitimacy theory [17—19], as organizations are heavily
concerned with avoiding any potential conflicts that would endanger their existence. Contributing to this
lead aspect are process aspects concerned with having a sustainable value chain and hygiene aspects
concerned with maintaining a sustainable workplace.
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The third step is defining the scope of each sustainability aspect selected in the second step and
setting goals and targets. This step is about setting SMART long-term (goals) and short-term (targets)
objectives to achieve the chosen sustainability aspects. Consequently, this step aims to help outline an
action step to achieve sustainability by making aspects more manageable, tracking progress, and
reporting it to stakeholders.

Finally, in the fourth step, organizations must develop a governance model to manage the stated goals
and targets. A key component in this step is assigning ownership to each sustainability aspect, and the
results suggest that executive team members act as owners. There are already other competing goals and
targets, primarily financial metrics, dominating the managerial agenda; hence, a direct push from top
management is critical in ensuring that sustainability goals and targets are followed at the operational
level. Integrating sustainability goals and targets into the incentive bonus plan also facilitates their
prioritization at the operational level. Furthermore, the overseer of each sustainability aspect is
responsible for developing an action plan and tracking the progress of the assigned sustainability aspect.
Finally, sustainability performance is reported and published annually for dissemination to stakeholders.
The results of this study show that communicating sustainability performance to stakeholders is critical
to ensure the organization’s legitimacy, especially in industries and sectors that are highly regulated.

6. Conclusion

In short, this study addressed the following research question: How do organizations set and govern
their sustainability ambitions and targets? Employing a case study approach, this paper answers this
research question by proposing a process roadmap to facilitate goal and target setting for organizations.
This roadmap highlights the importance of understanding what sustainability is, understanding an
organization’s most significant impacts on sustainability, elaborating on the goal and target prioritizing
and setting process, and establishing a proper governance model.

This roadmap aims to inspire ongoing standardization work, offers guidelines for business
practitioners, and advances research on sustainability. Furthermore, the provided research results may
support continued work on ISO/TR 41019 and ISO/PWI 41030 [12]. The process roadmap intends to
help business practitioners identify sustainability aspects to focus on and have a meaningful impact on
the environment and society. Specifically, the results of this paper can assist FM managers in a)
identifying and measuring sustainability performance, b) integrating stakeholders and users in the goal-
setting process, and c) clearly communicating sustainability goals. This responds directly to the critical
challenge businesses face in addressing sustainability, as Nielsen et al. [10] and Stere-Valen and Buser
[13] identified, in the FM discipline.

Finally, regarding the limitations of this study, the single-case study approach makes generalization
of the findings difficult. To overcome this limitation, a more extensive study exploring businesses’
journeys toward a sustainable business model, which includes further business units in the same
conglomerate, is in progress. Similarly, we call for further qualitative and quantitative research on the
topic, particularly research within FM that explores how and to what extent the proposed frameworks
of this paper are of help to FM practitioners, FM researchers, and standardization in FM.
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